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I believe that a biography is more effectual than any other kind of literature in turning the mind into a new channel, and causing it to take an interest in the concerns of others rather than its own.

GEORGE HAMILTON-GORDON, 5TH EARL OF ABERDEEN



Despite her preoccupation with many charities and her way of turning night into day, there was, there is, something extraordinarily comfortable about Lady Aberdeen. She, too, is of the women who make home wherever they are.

KATHARINE TYNAN, IRISH WRITER



Not long ago, I had occasion to undertake various repairs and alterations in a house. Having once entered upon the work, I followed it up with some energy, and each renovation seemed to bring to light the need of some further remedial work. But I soon found that these operations were subject to unfavourable criticism. Some said, “This is a work of destruction”; others, “He has shifted that roofing and he’ll not be able to get it up again”; others, “These workmen are a great nuisance, raising such a noise and dust—there’s no peace”; and some would perhaps say or hint that “It did well enough for your predecessors; why not leave things alone?” To all this I paid very little attention; and what was the end of it? Why, everybody eventually admitted that a great and much needed improvement had been effected.

JOHN CAMPBELL GORDON, 7TH EARL OF ABERDEEN SPEECH TO THE ABERDEEN JUNIOR LIBERAL ASSOCIATION JANUARY 11, 1883




    
THE DOOR OPENS…


A House on a Hill, a House in a Valley

Now, so long after, we disagree about what brought us one winter’s day to a ruin on a hillside in North Eastern Scotland.

Mary is certain that we were simply hunting for a new home, but I am not so sure.

I think that we were tugged there by a long thread of family history. The odd thing is that we succumbed willingly, even with enthusiasm, although we knew that, less than a century before, building another house amidst these beguiling hills had brought financial disaster to the great Scottish family to which Mary, my wife, belongs.

What we found that first afternoon was a U-shaped barn—the Scots call it a steading—built of reddish granite, roofed with slates. The western end appeared to be in good repair. The farm machinery parked there was dry, though thick with bird droppings. The shafts of old carts had been stored across the beams: a few straddled them still. We climbed a ladder propped against the edge of a hayloft. Upstairs, in a dark chamber, in front of a small window, we found a wooden barrel. Whatever it had contained had leaked onto the flaking floorboards, forming a thick, sticky, orange puddle.

Back on the ground, we walked through the central cattle shed in the gathering gloom. The floor was still covered with straw and muck; the doors of the stalls flapped open or lay on the ground where they must have fallen when their hinges finally came away from the rotting pine posts, and part of the roof had collapsed. Slates, beams, and rubble barred the way to a smaller steading at the far end of the U. Its roof had sagged into a bow so deep and perfect that it looked as though it had been designed to cradle the wintry sky.

The remains of a cattle court lay in front. An abandoned car and a long iron tank lying on its side completed the picture of neglect and desolation.

Behind the steading, we could make out the crumbling concrete walls of a silage pit. Beyond it, a single willow tree perched on a knoll, a miniature version of the long, looming hill behind.

Just nearby, on the western side of the U, stood a small farmhouse, once home to the cowman, but now, we realized, in the early stages of gentrification.

But it was the view that made us both catch our breath: a vista of snow-dusted hills at the edge of a wide valley. High on the upper slopes, we could just make out flocks of sheep stoically cropping the grass beneath the crags. Below us, in the village, although it was barely three o’clock, lights were already shining at the onset of what the locals call “early dark.”

The barn was too large for us: we had decided that as soon as we set foot in it. We were middle-aged; our children had left home; we knew that the house we had built on the other side of the county twenty years before, with its five acres of garden and as many bedrooms, was already too much to cope with. And yet…

We knew, too, that building here would be expensive, perhaps ruinously so. That was what an earlier generation had learned so painfully, after starting with high hopes, heady with the view and the prospect of life among these hills. And yet…

We remembered the wise words of the property experts about not letting hearts overrule heads, but instantly dismissed them. What hypocrites they were, we scoffed, for estate agents are nothing if not peddlers of dreams.

Enchanted, enslaved, overwhelmed with a sense of at last coming home, we signed a contract, hired an architect, argued with planners, drew up budgets, consulted lawyers, sold our house, pored over plans, and set the builders to work, much as Mary’s great-grandparents, Johnny and Ishbel Aberdeen, must have done in the first years of the twentieth century.

Their place, the House of Cromar, which they commissioned in 1903, lay below us on the edge of the village of Tarland, in a wide “howe,” or saucer-shaped valley, thirty miles to the southwest of Aberdeen; but unlike us, they had not come across the site by chance.

John Campbell Gordon, 7th Earl of Aberdeen, had inherited the land in 1872, along with other vast estates in the northeast of Scotland. At twenty-four, he found himself the owner of seventy-five thousand acres. Though there were some lairds to the north and west who could boast of even bigger spreads, the land they surveyed from their spartan castles was mostly moorland and mountain: fine for a day with a rod or a gun, but yielding little to placate the testy manager at the Edinburgh bank.

Johnny Aberdeen’s fortunes far surpassed theirs: he owned, it was said, the largest parcel of prime arable land in Europe, bar those that belonged to emperors or kings. On it stood farms and villages by the score, and twenty miles north of Aberdeen, Haddo House, an elegant Palladian mansion designed by Scotland’s most fashionable eighteenth-century architect, William Adam. Money flowed in from tenancies and fishing rights that stretched far along the banks of the River Dee downstream from Queen Victoria’s own beat at Balmoral. Yet, in the last years of his life, Johnny’s luck ran out—and so, crucially, did his money.



As the bills for our own house mounted in 2001, I often thought of this gilded couple struggling to make ends meet down in the village. Their financial fall from grace puzzled me. I did the sums. Today, those seventy-five thousand acres would be worth, at a conservative estimate, £300,000,000. No wonder that when Johnny died in 1934, his London lawyers felt they should spare the family the embarrassment of publishing his will. If they had done so, they would have had to reveal that, after all his debts and legacies had been paid off, Johnny Aberdeen had died with only £204 to his illustrious name. Even in twenty-first-century money, this amounts to a mere £10,000. Although he had made sure that the family fortune was not entirely depleted by making over Haddo and fourteen thousand acres surrounding it to his eldest son after the First World War, the cash in his own account was a very far cry indeed from the millions that he had inherited just over sixty years before.

Ishbel, too, was born, on March 14, 1857, into privilege and wealth. She was the granddaughter of Queen Victoria’s banker, and the daughter of a brewer whose expensive habit of collecting mansions, castles, and rare works of art with which to furnish them, barely dented his vast fortune. Like many Victorian grandees, Ishbel devoted her life to good works, but hers were on a larger, far more ambitious scale. She was an activist who became one of the great social reformers of the nineteenth century. A woman of prodigious energy and a thinker constantly ahead of her time, she really did transform lives with the campaigns she fought to improve the health, education, and economic circumstances of working people and to win greater equality for women.

“My grandparents lived more regally than royalty,” my father-in-law used to say as he struggled to run the Haddo estate on the £2,000 he inherited with it. But could that be the whole explanation? Could Johnny and Ishbel really have frittered away so vast a fortune simply on high living? I wondered about this, as almost every day during our build I passed the House of Cromar. The more I learned about these archetypal Eminent Victorians, the keener I was to unravel their story. But how to do so?

One morning on a walk through the village, I realized that the answer lay right before my eyes. For their bankers, the cost of the House of Cromar had proved the final straw on the back of the Aberdeens’ financial camel, but this was only the last of many properties on which the couple had lavished, and invariably lost, large sums. As I looked across at the house that had drained the last dregs of Johnny’s fortune, I realized that I could chart their work, lives, and financial downfall through the houses they had lived in, owned, or built. And since Ishbel appeared to have been in charge of this aspect of their affairs, I decided to concentrate upon the ones that she had occupied or commissioned from childhood to old age.

I knew then of only a few of them: there was Haddo, of course, and the viceregal residences the couple had occupied on diplomatic postings to Ireland and Canada. My list of Ishbel’s houses soon grew to include a grand mansion apparently transplanted from London’s fashionable Mayfair to the wilds of a Scottish glen, cowboy ranches in Texas and North Dakota, a full-sized replica of a medieval castle in Chicago, two fruit farms in British Columbia, a hospital in the Yukon for the typhoid-stricken gold prospectors of the Klondike gold rush, and a stately “weekend cottage” once owned by a notorious courtesan.

But the story of Ishbel’s houses, I discovered, began in a more conventional building on the corner of a smart street in central London.




1 A House by a Brook


The stream that gave its name to Upper Brook Street rose in the shade of a mulberry tree in the garden of No. 29, the house where Ishbel was born. This Georgian gentleman’s residence stood on the corner of Park Lane in Mayfair, which in 1857, as now, was one of the most fashionable parts of London. Ishbel, in her rather syrupy memoirs, called it “a comfy old house,” but this description belies its grandeur and that of its previous owners, who included a duke, an earl, a count, a dowager countess, a baron, a baronet, and enough Members of Parliament to have filled a bench in the newly rebuilt chamber of the House of Commons.

No. 29 stood on the western edge of what had once been a large country estate that, in 1677, had come into the hands of a family from Cheshire, the Grosvenors, as the dowry of a twelve-year-old heiress called Mary Davies. John Phillips, the carpenter who built the house, began work in the 1720s during the construction boom triggered when the Grosvenors finally decided to enter the property market, but he does not seem to have got round to finishing the job until 1746. Over the century that followed, the house was altered and extended several times before it was bought by Ishbel’s father, Dudley Coutts Marjoribanks, three years before her birth.

In later life, Ishbel remembered this, her first home, with great affection. It had a frontage of forty-six feet onto Upper Brook Street and extended back to Wood’s Mews, where the horses were stabled and the carriages housed. The mulberry tree in the garden had been planted specially for her, as a place to breed silkworms. Inside, there was a nursery with curtains of “flowered blue chintz presided over by a darling little old nurse with silvery curls and pink cheeks,” a “Tent Room” with tall windows overlooking the garden, and a “spacious front hall” where the “kindly, portly” under-butler sat in “one of those enormous black leather ‘porter’s chairs’ studded with brass nails,” poised to open the door to callers.

The chair proved a useful bolt-hole for the three-and-a-half-year-old Ishbel, who had been forbidden to learn to read too young, “as it was supposed this would excite my brain too much.” But under its enveloping black hood, she later confessed to her parents, she secretly learned the rudiments of spelling by looking at books of fairy tales, emerging from its depths to ask “one and another of the household what this and that word meant.”

Soon enough, she graduated to the schoolroom, where Mlle. Binggeli from Switzerland, “very much a type of the old-fashioned family governess—very precise and particular,” held sway. There, Ishbel learned to write (“always a bugbear to me”) and, like every well-bred Victorian young lady, to knit for the poor. Irksome though it seemed at the time, she later saw this early introduction to good works, the first of countless in a lifetime devoted to them, as an important part of her education:


For my knitting, I was placed in a high baby chair, with a bar across to prevent my getting down or falling out, and I was set to knit garters and cuffs for a set time, with the supposed object of teaching me to sit quiet.



The grand saloons where the grown-ups sat amidst their father’s burgeoning collection of Old Masters and rare Wedgwood ceramics were out of bounds to boisterous children, but Ishbel and her elder sister Mary were sometimes allowed to escape from the nursery and play in their mother’s boudoir. It was there that one of those unforgettable childhood “tragedies” occurred, when Ishbel’s dolly’s tea set was swept to the floor by the flounces of an aunt’s dress, causing, as she put it, “a ghastly wreck.” The tea set was made of Sèvres porcelain: this was a family of means.

To all outward appearances, Ishbel’s father, Dudley Coutts Marjoribanks, had been born, in 1820, with the shiniest of silver spoons in his mouth. His father, Edward, was Queen Victoria’s bank manager and had become fabulously rich as a senior partner at Coutts & Co., reigning over its imposing premises at 59 Strand until he was ninety-two. He also found time to help establish the London Zoo and to enjoy the life of a country squire at Greenlands, a mansion set in parkland on the banks of the River Thames. But Edward had eleven children, and Dudley, the youngest of his three boys, assumed that he would have to make his own way in the world in an era when the eldest son stood to inherit most of his father’s worldly goods.I

Dudley got off to a rocky start, for he found that there was no room for him at Coutts. Perhaps it was his ill-concealed lack of interest in the charms of his cousin, the future “richest heiress in all England,” Angela Burdett-Coutts,II that stymied his application for the job; but it is also clear, in retrospect, that the partners at the bank underestimated both his acumen and his ambition. They deemed the young man to be “totally unacquainted with business habits.” But Dudley, who was, according to an obituary, always conscious of “how difficult it would be for fortune seriously to injure him,” shrugged off this small obstacle on the road to riches and, like the canny businessman that he actually was, looked for an opportunity elsewhere.

He found it at the Horseshoe Brewery in London’s Tottenham Court Road,III the showpiece of the Meux family, a long-established but troubled brewing dynasty. Fortunately for Dudley, its founder, Richard Meux, did have sons who were “totally unacquainted with business habits.” Soon after they had taken over the management of the family’s main brewery, the Griffin, in the aptly named Liquorpond Road in Clerkenwell in the 1760s, the three brothers fell out. As things went from bad to worse, the eldest, also called Richard, was pronounced insane. Then Henry, the middle son, was revealed in a court case to have been embezzling funds from the company’s coffers: he had pocketed at least £163,000. He had also been running a secret distillery with a rogue named James Deady, right under the noses of his fellow directors.

The judge ordered the sale of the Griffin—whereupon the shameless Henry immediately used his ill-gotten gains to buy the Horseshoe Brewery. But things went no better there. One October night in 1814, George Crick, Meux’s storehouse clerk, heard a loud crash. The hoops of a vat containing more than three and a half thousand gallons of porter had, according to an astonished eyewitness, “given way as completely as if a quart pot had been turned up on the table.” A wall of the brewhouse was swept away as a tsunami of beer rushed into the surrounding streets. Eight women and children from the slums nearby were drowned, suffocated by fumes, or, as one reporter put it, “poisoned by drunkenness.” The jury at the inquest into what became known as the “Great London Beer Flood” decided that they had met their deaths “casually, accidentally, and by misfortune.”IV

For a time, the business struggled: not only had beer worth £23,000 flowed off down the streets, but the brewery’s scrupulous accountants had already paid the £7,000 duty owed on it. Yet somehow Henry Meux’s reputation survived unscathed: so much so, that a few years later, a useful relation, the Lord Chancellor Lord Brougham, arranged for him to be granted a baronetcy. Henry promptly retired to a former royal estate in Hertfordshire.

Henry’s son, the second Sir Henry, was made of less stern stuff: indeed, he was rumored to visit the brewery only four times a year, on the days when the profits were shared out. The gossips said that he was too fond of country sports and “the pleasures of the table” to dirty his hands with the business of making beer or even with politics, although he had somehow managed to get elected to Parliament.

By the time Ishbel was born on March 14, 1857, Marjoribanks and another partner, Richard Berridge, an entrepreneur who, with 160,152 acres to his name, was reputed to be Ireland’s greatest landowner, had taken over the management of the Horseshoe Brewery. They were joined by a distinguished judge, William Arabin, Sir Henry’s brother-in-law: his job was to protect Henry’s interests, because the Second Baronet’s behavior had become increasingly erratic.V He had begun to talk nonsense, although this, and other weird aspects of his demeanor, did not seem to disqualify him from remaining an MP. But when he managed to wound six people during a shoot in 1856, he was finally taken to court and declared insane.

This seems to have had no effect whatsoever on the brewery’s profits. When Henry eventually died in 1883, he left “upwards of £605,000,” about £40,000,000 in today’s money.VI His partners’ coffers, it is safe to assume, were filling at a similarly spectacular rate, and Marjoribanks, who did even better than Sir Henry and left the equivalent of £50,000,000 a decade later, could well afford to set up home in some style.

Brewers loved Upper Brook Street, not least because it was a long way from their breweries. Marjoribanks’s neighbors included the “insane” Sir Henry Meux at No. 41, and later, at the same address, Octavius Coope, who, with his brother George and partner Edward Ind, produced beer at a safe distance from their elegant retreats in London, at Romford, Essex, and Burton-on-Trent in Staffordshire.

The street was also the London home of many of the leading lights of Victorian high society. Thanks to his father’s job at Coutts and his mother’s own rather more exotic pedigree—she was the daughter of a banker and merchant whose family had fled France after the revolution to make their fortune in India—Marjoribanks had long moved in its upper echelons. In 1848, he burnished both his social and political credentials by marrying Isabel Hogg, the eldest of the fourteen children of Sir James Weir Hogg, deputy chairman of the East India Company and possessor of great wealth accumulated from running a law firm in Calcutta. The newspapers reported that the wedding at St. George’s, Hanover Square, had been celebrated “in the presence of a numerous circle of the nobility,” and that it had been followed by a “sumptuous déjeuner” at the “family mansion in Grosvenor-square.”

Nine months later, almost to the day, Isabel dutifully provided her husband with a son and heir, Edward; and then, the following September, with a daughter, Polly, or Mary Georgiana, as she was formally known. Edward and Polly were playmates, with little time, Ishbel later remembered, for their younger brothers and sisters:


My elder brother, Edward, was eight years older than myself, and therefore to all intents and purposes I saw but little of him till he was grown up, for he was always away at school, or with tutors, or travelling, and when at home during holidays was out shooting or deer stalking all the time.

My sister Mary… came next—a year and a quarter younger than Edward, and six and a half years older than me. Till she came outVII at eighteen, we used to be dressed alike, and rode together and used the same schoolroom, but the difference in age necessarily prevented our having common interests.



Ishbel was closest to Stewart, born in 1852. Although he was almost five years older than her, she looked upon “Stewtie” as “my own particular brother”:


It was he who gave me two of those much-loved fairy books; it was he who used to come up to the nursery to teach me to draw; it was he who intervened if play became too rough.



But by 1857, the harsh realities of Victorian life had begun to cast dark shadows over the glamorous and successful family at 29 Upper Brook Street. Annie, the Marjoribanks’ fourth child, had lived for barely a year, and although Ishbel’s birth seven months after her death was duly celebrated, the mood in the house had changed. And the gloom intensified when, in January 1864, eleven-year-old Stewart died suddenly of scarlet fever at school in Brighton. Ishbel was only six, but seventy years later, the shock and pain of Stewart’s death seemed as raw to her as ever:


I remember the blank misery of those days and the questioning in my heart as to the right of the others to mourn as they did when it was I who was the one who had lost far more than any one else—my own particular brother and protector.



Even as a toddler, she seems to have sensed the cheerless atmosphere and the unrelenting sadness of her parents. Her dead sister seemed ever present. Annie’s portrait, displayed as reverently as an icon in her mother’s dressing room, prompted unsettling thoughts: it “made her the angel of the family to us and heaven a reality, for was not Annie there?” And Stewtie’s death had dealt her father an even more bitter blow, one from which he never recovered.

The births of two more brothers did little to raise Ishbel’s spirits:


There were two more boys, Coutts and Archie, three or four years younger than me, who seemed to occupy a separate division of the family in early years, having their own nursery governess and separate schoolroom till they went to school, and afterwards their own tutor in the holidays.… I always regarded them as another generation which had to be mothered.



Many years later and thousands of miles from No. 29, Ishbel proved true to her word, but in her early childhood she had to find her friends outside, among the other inhabitants of the street. The crossing-sweeper was one of her favorites. Another was a “white-haired park keeper… who entered very heartily into my efforts to put salt on the sparrows’ tails.” There were games of Tom Tiddler’s Ground and Puss in the Corner in the garden and rides on her black pony Filbert, supervised by Ballard the coachman who often found himself enlisted “to play the part of a highway robber” in wild chases “over all sorts of rough places, across fords, and over ditches, and so forth.”

Ishbel’s picture of her solitary childhood, however, is more romantic than true, for Dudley’s ward, Henry Meux Jr., the son of the “mad” Second Baronet, had joined the household. His father, who, it is now thought, was suffering from syphilis, had become incapacitated, and his mother had deserted him while she enjoyed a long and drunken odyssey through Europe. The children’s first meeting took place in a railway carriage at Euston Station before the family set off on a journey to Scotland in the summer of 1865:


We eyed one another silently for some time, and then I ventured, ‘How old are you?’ ‘Eight,’ was the laconic reply. ‘That is strange—I am eight too.’ ‘Do you collect butterflies and moths?’ Wonderful to say, I had hit on my contemporary’s special hobby, and so, much to the amusement of our elders, we were found presently in close confab over the habits and haunts of ‘Peacock’ and ‘Brown Argus’ and ‘Sulphur’ butterflies.… The ice was fairly broken, and this common pursuit was to be a great bond in the years that were to come.VIII



Her parents’ marriage was under strain. The couple had always seemed incompatible. Isabel was pious and gave herself airs: she claimed “an unbroken descent from Edward I, King of England.” Dudley was self-indulgent, extravagant, and crafty, a man on the make who was said to have had little time for ethics in his relentless pursuit of profit. The house in Upper Grosvenor Street echoed with their rows.

The real problem seems to have been Dudley’s volcanic temper, which, according to his granddaughter Marjorie, “grew more frequent and unrestrained,” especially after the death of Stewart who, Ishbel remembered, “dared to laugh and joke when he was cross and the rest of us slunk away.”

In “The Mother’s Anger with her children,” a curious story written when she was seven, Ishbel was surely drawing upon her own experience of parental fury:


Four children was round the rose singing: ‘O beautiful rose, why do thee not close thy leaves?’… At this point in the song their mother pounced out and said, very angrily, to her children who were trembling with fright and anxiety: ‘Come in, children; you ought to be in bed long ago!!’ ‘Mamma, Mamma,’ said the poor children, half weeping, ‘we did not know the time, Mamma, don’t be angry with us, we will rush into the house this minute.’



Her father’s outbursts disturbed Ishbel:


Few would guess the desperate miseries of those years, how the terror hanging over me, the fear of always being wrong, the conviction that I was too naughty, and ugly, and ‘potato-nosed’ to be cared for, have ever followed me.



She cast herself as her “adored mother’s protector,” but when Isabel became seriously ill with rheumatic fever, Ishbel was unnerved by the confusion she felt:


I thought that to me was given the mission of saving her from some dreadful fate. Yet I learned to pray for her death, so miserable did my father’s tempers make her life seem even to a child. And now as the fever rose and the doctors warned me there could be no hope, how I thanked God that the misery was over for her.



Though her prayers went unanswered and her mother survived, Ishbel, made ever more anxious by her father’s behavior, took out her frustration on her governesses, particularly Mlle. Binggeli’s successor, “another Swiss instructress.” The schoolroom became a battleground:


I am sure that I must have been a terrible trial to that poor lady, for I never seemed to do anything right, whilst she was in command, and I found myself in perpetual disgrace.



But eventually the “secret voices” that urged Ishbel on “became less and less frequent,” and when “yet another Swiss lady took over the reins of the schoolroom,” they fell silent.

Yet no clue of Ishbel’s fear of her father emerges from the loving, playful letters that she wrote to him throughout her childhood. One, from Ramsgate, where she was on holiday, ends:


With much love to all. Believe me my dear naughty Diddlems,

Ever your affectionate and dutiful daughter

Ishbel M. Marjoribanks.



Often, they were mischievous, sometimes conspiratorial:


My dear Papa,

I am writing to you to-night because I don’t want Madame to have anything to do with me and my letters, my reason is because I like to do it all alone.

I am very sorry you are not coming tomorrow and I still hope to see a galloping coach come up with you and my brothers.

Are you feeling well my dear darling Papa? I wish I could see bright weather come in our country. You are very kind to send me your message. I pray you thank aunt Laura for her kisses.

Goodbye my dear Papa and I hope you will come home soon to your affectionate little

Ishbel Maria Marjoribanks.



Another pressure weighed upon her, albeit a little less heavily. Financially and socially, the Marjoribanks family was on the up, and throughout their childhoods, Ishbel and her siblings had to endure the success stories of their Coutts, Hogg, and Marjoribanks ancestors. Ishbel took them to heart and later remembered how “an abiding terror of bringing the name of my parents and their forbears into disgrace by my inadequacy to rise to the level of their attainments” hung over her childhood.

Quite who those forbears were was the subject of some controversy among genealogists at the time—Dudley Marjoribanks was suspected of “improving” the family tree—but Ishbel was unconcerned by such niceties. Predictably, she identified with a supposed ancestor named Grizel Cochrane and loved to tell the tale of how this “notable Scottish heroine,” a “tall, handsome girl of eighteen,” saved her father from execution by disguising herself as a highwayman. “Clad in a coarse jerkin and riding breeches, with a loose cloak thrown around her, and a hat drawn over her face, pistols at her belt, and a staff in her hand,” she twice waylaid the messengers carrying her father’s death warrants as they rode north from London to Edinburgh, where he faced execution for his part in an insurrection. This brave and cunning plan, Ishbel explained admiringly, won Grizel’s family enough time to win a pardon for her by “some means or other.”

Another tale that caught her imagination was of her maternal grandparents’ escape from France after the revolution; on hearing it, she resolved to work harder at her French. In fact, she had little choice, since the children’s daily regime at 29 Upper Brook Street was already “pretty severe”:


My mother did not believe in holidays, and no holidays did we have, not even the regulation Saturday half-holiday, nor summer holidays, the only exceptions being whole holidays on the birthdays of the children when at home.



And when the governess took time off, Ishbel’s mother hired another to stand in for her:


So it was an hour and a half’s walk in the morning, and an hour and a half’s ride in the afternoon, and the rest of the day mapped out in work.… Those free hours out riding were salvation for us, and it was well that my mother should have made them a necessary item in our daily regime.



But there was a place for this anxious little girl to escape to. Like other Victorians flush with the new money of the Industrial Revolution, Dudley Marjoribanks had discovered the sporting delights of the Highlands of Scotland. There, amidst the rugged splendor of Glen Affric, he had built an extraordinary mansion. Of all Ishbel’s houses, this was the one that meant the most to her; the one to which she compared all others; the one she harked back to all her life; but it was also the one that sowed the toxic seeds of her financial downfall.






2 A Mansion in a Glen


GuisachanI means “the place of the firs” in Gaelic, an apt name for a house surrounded by the last vestiges of the deep and ancient forests of the Scottish Highlands.

The twenty-thousand-acre estateII lay in Glen Affric in Inverness-shire, and for Ishbel’s family and its large retinue of servants, nursery nurses, and governesses, the journey from London took at least twenty-three hours. In later years, tiring of the rigors of travel, Dudley Marjoribanks and his friends simply arranged for a new branch of the railway line to be built closer to their homes.

Even in old age, Ishbel remembered vividly the hardships and joys of the final few miles through the glen in a horse-drawn bus “crowded up with innumerable people and packages”:


By that time we were rather tired, and disposed to be very irritable, and it was an immense trial to small arms and legs to keep quiet for the three hours or more which it took us to get over the hilly roads to our destination, in spite of four horses and of their being changed half-way.



Eventually, they reached the village:


At last we felt the old bus rumbling over the white bridge near our home, and in a few minutes there was a rush of released prisoners out of the prison van, sniffing the sweet Highland air, rejoicing in reunion with beloved dog friends who were no less excited than ourselves, and receiving the welcome that only Highlanders know how to give.



For Ishbel, every visit to Guisachan seems to have been a spiritual experience. On arrival she always felt


a great wave of Divine power which sometimes seemed to make one’s physical body quiver all over.… The deep calm and peacefulness that reign here are far beyond description and make one’s whole body thrill with the enjoyment of life.



All around there were “hills and woods, and lochs, and streams, and wonderful waterfalls.” The slopes were alive with sheep, deer, and wild mountain ponies. She had a pet grouse and a dog called Fairy. Most days, her father took her to see the animals on the farm, especially his prize-winning herd of Aberdeen Angus cattle.III In high summer, on the few red-letter days that their mother was persuaded to relax her strict “no holidays” rule, Ishbel and her sister and brothers rode off on their ponies into the forest, where they measured how much the trees had grown since their last stay. There were treks over the hills on paths newly made by the ghillies in the close season; moth hunts at dusk; and long, quiet hours on the riverbanks spent sketching or fishing.

Ishbel delighted in life at Guisachan from an early age, as the estate’s head stalker, Duncan MacLennan, noticed when he played the bagpipes at a Christmas Eve reel party in the servants’ hall in 1861:


I mind of your ladyship dancing by yourself; you were dressed in white, your hair was like flax, in long screw Curls. I would say you would be about four years of age.



Ishbel, too, remembered that little jig: it was, she used to say, her earliest memory.

Guisachan was a true Victorian pleasure dome. For generations, the land had been owned by the Frasers of Culbokie, a successful family of soldiers, sailors, and businessmen. One of its scions became a noted explorer, penetrating the virtually untouched wilderness of British Columbia, later to become one of Ishbel’s favorite stamping grounds. There, Simon Fraser traced the length of the “Great Golden River” that bears his name. Despite their reputation for canniness, however, some members of the family made expensive mistakes.

None more so than William Fraser, the eleventh laird of Guisachan: he inherited the estate and its mansion house in 1843, when he was just sixteen, but quickly tired of it. In 1846, he let the shooting rights to Dudley Marjoribanks, only to find himself outsmarted by his tenant, thanks to an astute and typically ruthless piece of opportunism.

According to family legend, the young laird was at dinner with the shooting party when he chanced to remark: “If anyone gave me sixty thousand pounds for Guisachan, I would sell it tomorrow.”

“Done!” said Marjoribanks from the other end of the table, and despite Fraser’s panic-stricken attempts to back out the next day, the deal was done. After all, an agreement between gentlemen had to be honored, even if it had been made impetuously, and, no doubt, under the influence of the strong liquor habitually served up at dinners for shooting folk after a day on the hill. In fact, in the negotiations that followed, the shrewd Marjoribanks even improved on his bargain by paying only £52,000 for the estate. In July 1854, the Inverness Courier duly reported:


We understand that the beautiful Highland Estate of Guisachan, in Strathglass, Inverness-shire, has just been purchased by Dudley Coutts Marjoribanks, Esq., M.P.



Thus, Marjoribanks became a Highland laird, a position that, according to Ishbel, he had long aspired to:


My father belonged to an old Berwickshire family, and so did my mother on her mother’s side… and both had the liveliest sympathies with the Highland folk.



No one knew better than his youngest daughter how deep those sympathies lay:


One result which came to me is the Gaelic name of ‘Ishbel’ (pronounced ‘Shebail’), by which I was always called, and of which I was extraordinarily proud.



Marjoribanks moved fast to make the place his own and hired a local firm of architects, A. & W. Reid & Mackenzie of Inverness. The Reid brothers had inherited their practice from an uncle, and repairing and extending lairds’ houses and designing utilitarian estate buildings was their usual stock-in-trade. Mackenzie is thought to have specialized in building branches of the Aberdeen Town and County Bank. Now they found themselves with the grandest of designs on their drawing boards: a huge and luxuriously appointed mansion more appropriate to a smart street in London than to a bosky glen in the Scottish Highlands.

The handsome but plain old eighteenth-century house was rebuilt “in the French Château style” as an imposing granite edifice, bulbous with bay windows and resplendent with glass. The huge quadrangular Home Farm steading was rather more beautiful, but the architects and builders were asked to raise their sights even higher to create an elegant dairy “in an attractively mannered Alpine style” and fit to rival Queen Victoria’s at Windsor Castle. With its stained-glass windows to filter the sunlight, gray marble fountain, and mosaic floor tiles, it was a veritable temple to milk. Kennels, stables, a meal mill, and a school all followed, as well as Tomich, an entire village of ornate cottages, with an inn and a post office as picture-perfect as anything dreamt up by the designers of Brigadoon.

Marjoribanks’s Highland building spree was as relentless as it was expensive: then, as now, a passion for field sports was a drain on even the deepest of pockets. In 1864, the Reids were also commissioned to design a shooting lodge on a little promontory jutting out into Loch Affric. This Scottish Baronial extravaganza boasted not only a drum tower, a pyramidal roof, and drainpipes supported by ornate brackets, but also a room said to have been decorated with murals by the darling of the Victorian art world, Sir Edwin Landseer, who some years earlier had painted his shortbread-tin masterpiece The Monarch of the Glen nearby.

It takes some nerve to presume to improve upon a place as naturally beautiful as Glen Affric, but Marjoribanks wanted to live in a landscape as winsomely romantic as those in the Fragonards and Bouchers he so avidly collected. In the parkland surrounding the “Big House” the Scottish wilderness was tamed and trimmed: paths were laid out and rare trees planted. Here, the pièce de résistance was an ingeniously engineered waterfall that could be turned into a mini-Niagara at the touch of a lever. An ornate iron bridge was built over the Falls of Plodda, a spectacular natural cascade nearby, although only those with a head for heights or a bottle of smelling salts dared to venture on to it.

And it was at Guisachan that Marjoribanks secured a surprising place in history. Although he served as a Member of Parliament for Berwick-upon-Tweed for fifteen years, there was nothing distinguished about his political career, the highlights of which seem to have been winning his seat by exceptionally narrow margins—once by two votes and a second time by a single vote—and a single speech in the House of Commons. Nor is he widely remembered as a great collector and a key figure in the history of British decorative arts, although he certainly was. In the world of dog breeding, however, his is still a household name, revered throughout the world.

Towards the end of the 1860s, he and his son Edward bought a yellow dog for their canine stud. Where it came from has never been clear. According to rumor at the time, it had been spotted in a Russian circus on tour in England, while another account says that the dog, called Nous, came from a cobbler in Brighton. But Edward’s story was that he had come across Nous being walked by one of the Earl of Chichester’s gamekeepers in the Sussex countryside. He immediately offered to buy him, but the gamekeeper, a religious soul, refused to do business on a Sunday and made him wait until the next day to clinch the deal. However he was acquired, once at Guisachan, Nous was mated to a bitch from a breed known only around Marjoribanks’s parliamentary constituency. Belle was a Tweed Water Spaniel, and over several generations, the puppies descended from this union were recognized as the first true Golden Retrievers.IV

As Marjoribanks’s program of works intensified, advertisements appeared in the Inverness Courier for contractors “for the FORMATION and metalling of a ROAD of APPROACH to the MANSION-HOUSE of GUISACHAN.” The contract was won by a Mr. G. G. Mackay from Inverness. Many years later, his path and Ishbel’s were to cross again in another country with most unfortunate consequences.V

Ishbel was effusive in her praise for the enterprising way in which her father went about creating this, his own sanitized Scotch Eden:


He delighted… in opening up the beauties of the district by making numberless roads and bridle-paths through the woods and over the bogs and mountains, throwing light wooden bridges across the streams, thus giving work to ghillies in the close season and enabling the visitors to these regions to see glorious views of mountains and water which, as a rule, are reserved for those only who can tramp through high heather, wade through torrential streams, and scale rocky heights.



But she was sensitive enough, even as a child, to see that the people of the glen resented one key change to their way of life forced upon them by this metropolitan outsider. Scottish lairds exercised near total power over the lives of the people who lived on their estates. Not only did they have to provide their tenants with housing and fuel for their fires,VI but their responsibilities, as one of them noted, also included “almost all public works, the making of roads, the building of bridges, the building and maintenance of churches, schools and manses, the relief of the poor.” They could also tell farmers what crops to grow and even when to put dung on their fields. And they could exact a substantial fine, in the form of a rent increase, for any breach of the rules they imposed.VII While many lairds used these powers benevolently, others pursued their own interests, indifferent to the effects of their whims or greed upon their tenants. Thus, when Dudley Marjoribanks decided to corral the crofters occupying the estate’s best shooting land into a single village, he brooked no opposition, although their covert protests did not escape Ishbel’s beady eye:


Every year a sad little procession of ancient dames in their white mutchesVIII and plaid shawls used to wind their way up from the tidy slate-roofed stone cottages in the new village, built by my father… to the tumbledown ruins of the old chimneyless cottages with earthen floors and tiny windows and loose stone walls, and there join in a dirge of lamentation, which evoked the liveliest sympathy on the part of us children who heartily agreed with our old friends that the little old thatched, weather-beaten huts were infinitely more attractive than the prosaic row of trim, wooden-floored houses provided with chimneys and stoves and all the other hateful appurtenances of civilization.



Dudley Marjoribanks never hid his reason for acquiring the estate. His admission to the Napier Commission of Inquiry into the living conditions of crofters in 1883 that the scenery was “very fine, but it was the game that induced me to purchase it,” earned a vituperative riposte from a local man who denounced him as someone who “sees no harm in dispossessing and scattering a whole community of respectable Highland tenantry, and perchance replace them with wild beasts and wild birds.”

The next day, Marjoribanks hastened to Kingussie, where the Commission was sitting, to point out that most of the tenants he was accused of evicting were, in fact, dead before he acquired the estate. A few had moved out voluntarily, and the only person he could be said to have sent packing was the innkeeper, whose ramshackle premises were the scene of “constant rows and constant brawls” among the laborers he was employing to modernize the estate.

Marjoribanks added that he had been aghast at the poverty of the local people when he bought Guisachan. He had spent at least £100,000 on improvements and made sure that his workers were well housed and generously paid, so that they would not be tempted to join the growing exodus to the towns and cities. He even offered his own bizarrely impractical solution to the problem of the depopulation of the Highlands:


Should it be thought right that the straths and glens should again be thickly populated as they were once said to have been, Government should make either a railroad or a tramway in each strath or glen.IX



In most respects, Marjoribanks was a conscientious laird. A journalist who visited the estate two years earlier admired his improvements:


Everything is cleanly and in order about Tomich and Guisachan. The few houses constituting the village are neat and trim, the roads are well kept, and everything indicates a careful supervision.



Marjoribanks’s fellow Old Harrovian, the writer Anthony Trollope, offered this, rather more lyrical, description of the grounds of “Loughlinter,” a thinly disguised Guisachan, in his novel Phineas Finn:


There was waterfall over waterfall, and there were little bridges here and there which looked to be half natural and half artificial, and a path which required that you should climb, but which was yet a path, and all was so arranged that not a pleasant splashing rush of the waters was lost to the visitor.



And Louisa Knightley was so enraptured by what she found on joining the house party in September 1874 that her husband, Sir Rainald, a long-serving Conservative Member of Parliament, virtually had to drag her away:


We ride and ride. I long to be alone and listen to what Nature has to say in these wonderful solitudes.… Every day we take rides in new directions through these beautiful hills and get exquisite views of blue peaks and sunny lochs and far-away mountains standing out against the clean green of the evening sky. Altogether I am very sorry to turn my back on beautiful Guisachan.



Ishbel’s mother threw herself with enthusiasm into the duties that the wife of a laird was expected to perform on an isolated estate. In an age where care for the poor and sick of the countryside was provided, if they were lucky, by churches and a thin scattering of doctors, many people depended upon the “Lady from the Big Hoose” to keep them out of the workhouse and the graveyard. There was one duty, in particular, for which she enlisted her children’s help:


It was far too expensive to send for a doctor twenty-three miles… and so my mother prevailed upon her doctor, Dr Stone, in London, to teach her the elements of First Aid and simple doctoring and pharmacy.



A cupboard in Isabel’s boudoir contained “an endless array of bottles and pots and strong-coloured fluids,” and, Ishbel remembered, “when my mother had concocted her remedies, we used to convey them on our ponies to various destinations, along with sundry broths.”

But Dr. Stone’s prescriptions were not the only trappings of metropolitan life that Dudley Marjoribanks imported from London to his wild and distant Highland glen. When it came to designing the interior of his mansion, he was most particular. He sent for a cabinetmaker Alfred Wright and his business partner George Mansfield, a builder and decorator. These notable and fashionable craftsmen were based six hundred miles away in the West End of London, but no one in Scotland could match them for their “high class work” in the neoclassical style of the great eighteenth-century architects and designers William, Robert, and James Adam. To their pilasters, swags, pastel paint schemes, and ornate furniture, their patron added the treasures of a collection of Wedgwood ceramics that, Ishbel boasted, was “the envy of many art connoisseurs.”

Marjoribanks had acquired many of these pieces in 1856 from the great theorist of evolution Charles Darwin, whose wife Emma was a Wedgwood. They included a rare group of wax models for Wedgwood designs made in Rome by some of the leading Italian sculptors of the late eighteenth century, but Darwin seems to have had no qualms about selling them, for he was greatly in need of a billiard table. Marjoribanks ordered that the décor of Guisachan’s main rooms should be designed to harmonize with, and set off, a display of blue jasperware. Thus, in the drawing room, an especially fine vase ornamented with a masterly relief, The Apotheosis of Homer, by the sculptor John Flaxman, was artfully positioned on a commode between two windows to catch the eye: one such vase cost Marjoribanks £735 in 1887, the equivalent of more than £50,000 today.

But these were far from the only objets carted to Glen Affric from the workshops, salesrooms, and galleries of the south, as Ishbel noted:


In addition to these larger vases etc., there were innumerable little boxes, writing-table accessories, and ornaments, each of which had a story. They had either belonged to some historic personage, or to a member of the family, or had been found by my father in some obscure shop and purchased because of some particular beauty.



Guisachan was also stuffed with fine furniture. Marjoribanks seems to have been especially fond of English and French commodes: there were at least twenty in the house.X

At the beginning of each holiday, Ishbel had to help her mother “in taking all the treasures from their cupboards, washing them, and putting them in their places.” Though she did so with due care, she sometimes harbored “iconoclastic desires”:


The vases had a wicked attraction for me, and I used to look at them and wonder what would happen if I swept them all from their places in a general smash.



When the “magnificent sporting and residential estate” was offered for sale many years later, the brochure waxed lyrical about the luxurious showpiece Marjoribanks created:


The arrangement of the House cannot be excelled for accommodation and comfort. It contains an outer Entrance hall, an Inner Hall, Dining Room, Boudoir, Drawing-room, Business-room, Library, and a very large Banqueting Hall or Ballroom, with polished floor. Opening off this room is a very fine Conservatory. There is also a well-fitted Gun-room with Ammunition Cupboards; [and a] large Schoolroom.



Downstairs was just as extensive:


A fine Kitchen, Serving-room, Scullery, Baking-room, Box-room, Large Servants’ Hall, Housekeeper’s Room, Stillroom, Beer Cellar, Larder, Boot, Knife and Lamp Room, large Pantry, fitted with 10 Cupboards and Iron Safe; 2 Wine Cellars; a Large Room with 4 Linen Cupboards, Coal-room, and 4 or 5 miscellaneous Cupboards.



And on the upper floors there was plenty of space for the Marjoribanks’ guests to live in the style to which they were accustomed in their own mansions and country houses in London and the English shires:


15 family bedrooms, five of which have Dressing-rooms; 14 servants’ Bedrooms, giving accommodation for about 30 servants; 3 Bathrooms.



Ishbel enjoyed the house parties, where archbishops and Prime Ministers mingled with dukes and duchesses, clan chiefs and fashionable painters. But none of them impressed her as much as a young man who, one morning in the hot summer of 1869, rode into Glen Affric in search of shelter.

A note arrived at Guisachan. The writer said that he was on a riding tour and had been unable to find anywhere to stay on this leg of his journey. Could he possibly, he wondered, put up in the lodge down in the neighboring glen? A card attached to the note revealed the traveler’s name: the Honorable John Campbell Hamilton-Gordon,XI the brother of the Earl of Aberdeen. The etiquette was clear: a man from such a good family could never be allowed to fend for himself in a shooting box. An invitation to stay at Guisachan itself was immediately issued, and, just as promptly, accepted.

Almost sixty years later, Ishbel relished every remembered detail of the visit:


Presently he appeared, mounted on a good-looking chestnut horse, and carrying all his travelling equipment in a small valise strapped behind his saddle. It may be imagined what excitement such an event would cause up and down the glen, where the passing of any stranger was always reported to my father, and discussed and commented on in every cottage in the strath.



Inside the big house, “the children, the housekeeper, and the maiden aunts, staying on a visit, were all agog.” The twelve-year-old Ishbel, however, was unable to welcome or even meet the visitor. She had been confined to bed with sunstroke after a butterfly hunt along the banks of the river. When news about the dashing Oxford undergraduate reached her sickroom from downstairs, her curiosity was whetted:


I determined to have a look at the intruder, and managed to elude the vigilance of my guardians when the family was going into dinner, and, leaning over the balustrades, I just caught sight of a very black head. That was all I was to see of him on that occasion…



Johnny’s version was, characteristically, less sugary. It appears in We Twa, a joint autobiography written by the couple in the 1920s. By this time, the tale of the meeting that never quite happened had become embroidered. He dismisses


the more picturesque versions of the episode, which have, from time to time, appeared; for example—how I was discovered wandering through the woods with a gun, trespassing in pursuit of game; and how I was suddenly confronted by the proprietor, whose demands for an explanation were followed by an invitation to be a guest, with the result that, in this way, I was enabled to win the youngest daughter of my host.… As a matter of fact, during this first visit I did not even see my future bride.



Nearly two years were to pass before Ishbel and Johnny met face-to-face, but this encounter took place in London, where Dudley Marjoribanks, the man of property and now a baronet, had built himself another, even more palatial residence.






3 A Palace in Mayfair


Ishbel disliked “the new and lordly” Brook House, the vast edifice in the “French style” that her father built on the corner of Park Lane in 1867. To make way for it, the elegant old family home at 29 Upper Brook Street was demolished, along with No. 28 next door.

Marjoribanks, like the owners of Britain’s first great country houses, wanted a showcase for his ever-expanding collection of art, and in Thomas Henry Wyatt he chose just the man to design this monument to his refined taste and success. Wyatt’s portfolio of public buildings included the assize courts in Cambridge, the railway station at Florence, and the Wiltshire County Asylum for the Insane (the latter in the “Italian style”). Thanks to his uncle, who was the agent to the Duke of Beaufort, Wyatt’s practice was also the first port of call for the aristocracy and the landed gentry.

He came up with a suitably grandiose scheme, although a plan to top off the building with a tower seems to have been left on the drawing board. But this did little to water down the ostentatious splendor of the place: its red brick facade, dressed with Portland stone, was festooned with balconies, balustrades, ornamental crestings, and bay windows. The roof was flat, so that the family could watch “reviews and other displays” in Hyde Park below. The servants lived at the bottom of the garden, in an imposing building of their own, complete with billiard room.I

Before the building was even complete, however, a passing critic from the arbiter of Victorian architectural taste, Building News, had damned it with faint praise, describing it as “a remarkable rather than a handsome building.” But, he added, “the iron cresting is not what we should wish to see, and no amount of gilding or colour will improve it,” and the contrast between the red brick and the stone dressings was “too strong.” Two years later, the magazine had not changed its mind, calling Brook House “unobjectionable in mass, but not so in detail.” Another critic sniffed that it was “rebarbatively French.”

Ishbel’s chief complaint was that “in spite of its large and beautiful rooms, and its fine position overlooking Hyde Park, it was undoubtedly a noisy place.” But visitors were more enthusiastic. In the summer of 1870, Louisa Knightley was one of a group of friends who dropped in on Brook House after dinner to find “all the world” gathered there. She applauded Marjoribanks’s good taste in her journal:


It is very handsome certainly, especially the staircase, and I think the public ought to be much obliged to him for adding a really fine house to the few there are in this monotonous city of ours.



She was not alone in being impressed by the interior, which, like Guisachan’s, had been decorated by Wright and Mansfield. The entrance from Upper Brook Street led into a cavernous hallway dominated by a sweeping mahogany staircase lined with marble of variegated hues. On the first floor there was a library built of cherrywood with a chimney piece copied from one made for the Master of the Dublin Mint in 1785, set with a rare Wedgwood plaque. Its shelves groaned with precious books, including a Shakespeare first folio: the catalogue ran to almost three hundred pages.II The dining room was bedecked with carvings salvaged from the Drapers’ Hall down the road in the City of London and paneling said to have come from the Maison de la Poste in Paris. Upstairs, there was a suite of opulent drawing rooms crowned with gilded ceilings where exquisite French furniture jostled for space with prime pieces from Sir Dudley’s Wedgwood collection.

On the walls hung masterpieces by Boucher and Fragonard, Gainsborough and Reynolds, Canaletto and Hogarth, Ramsay, Landseer and Stubbs. Marjoribanks was an obsessive and highly discerning collector. “He had a passion for perfection,” his granddaughter Marjorie wrote, “and if he set his heart on anything it must be his.” Why own just one portrait by the Scottish artist Sir Henry Raeburn when he could own seven? Or only Reynolds’s portrait of Viscount Ligonier, when he could have those of Emilia, Countess of Bellamont; Miss Theophila Gwatkin; and Miss Anne Dutton too? Marjoribanks never stopped wheeling and dealing in the finest galleries and salesrooms of London right up to his death in 1894. He took pains to keep the true cost of his acquisitions from the rest of the family, as Ishbel later discovered:


My grandfather, Edward Marjoribanks, senior partner of Coutts’ bank, did not approve of this hobby, and thought it led to extravagance. So on one occasion when my father, under an assumed name, bought a very valuable collection of Derby vases at Christie’s, and set all the London art world’s tongues wagging as to the identity of the purchaser, he dared not reveal the secret, but hid away the vases for a number of years till the new “Brook House” was built, and then sold half the collection for more than double the sum he gave for the original, and adorned the drawing room mantelpieces with the remainder.



One wag said,


There is no need for dwellers in Brook House to dream that they live in marble halls. They do dwell in them. They realize what the poetIII merely imagined.



While Sir Dudley busied himself in salesrooms, galleries, and antiquarian bookshops acquiring further treasures for Brook House, Isabel, as was expected of a society wife, was already setting about preparing her daughters for marriage, preferably to the heir to a grand and ancient title, a stately home or two, and a substantial fortune.

A new governess, Mlle. Baux, was hired to ensure that Ishbel would acquire the polish and social skills and the modicum of education a young lady would need to attract such a husband. When Ishbel was thirteen, she was occasionally allowed to escape from the Brook House schoolroom to attend the classes held by high society’s favorite French teacher, M. Antonin Roche. She later joined an English language and literature course run by John Meiklejohn, a prolific writer of school textbooks with an exotic past as a spy in the Schleswig War of 1864. “Under his tuition,” she later wrote, “a whole fairyland of literature was opened up to me, and it began to dawn upon me what education might mean.” Now the once reluctant pupil could barely contain her enthusiasm for study, developing a love of learning and a way of working that never left her:


Unknown to parents and governesses, I used to get up at night when all was quiet and my elder sister was out at a ball, and pore over a book which might furnish me with the necessary armoury to meet the shower of unexpected questions.



But when Professor Meiklejohn, who believed that women should be allowed to study at university, suggested to Dudley Marjoribanks that Ishbel should try for Oxford or Cambridge, he met with “an absolute iron door refusal to entertain any such wild-cat proposition.”

Perhaps by way of compensation, or perhaps because it served most conveniently her mother’s stratagem for finding her a husband, Ishbel was allowed to have a little job while she was still a teenager. After the minister of their regular place of worship died in 1873, the socially opportunistic Marjoribanks had lost no time in transferring to the Quebec Chapel, a much more exclusive and fashionable church where “permanent sittings… were difficult to obtain.” When the minister, Canon Francis Holland, suggested she should help run its Sunday school, Ishbel was ecstatic:


I felt the colour rush to the roots of my hair, so overcome was I with joy at the very thought.



Like a suspect suitor, the virtuous Canon was summoned to Brook House to be interrogated by Sir Dudley, and, to Ishbel’s relief, “consent was finally given, though not too graciously.” But for a young unmarried woman there were still a few logistics to be overcome:


In the morning I was actually allowed to walk to the Sunday school… by myself, but in the afternoon I had to be guarded by a footman walking behind me.



She was also allowed to open a Sunday school at Guisachan, as long as she obeyed the strict conditions laid down by her father:


I was not to start till after the dining-room breakfast… and provided that I did not need any extra vehicle to transport me the one and three-quarter miles between the house and the school.



Here, too, there was a problem. The Free Church would not countenance the use of a musical instrument, such as a harmonium or an organ, to accompany the singing of hymns. But the ingenious Ishbel got around that one by learning to play the concertina.

At about the same time, Lady Frederick Cavendish, a prominent social and educational reformer who had taken a shine to Ishbel, called on Sir Dudley “and dragged out of him permission” for her to help with her work among the poor of London’s East End.

For Ishbel these worthy, yet exciting, missions were a taste of things to come, but to her mother they were tiresome diversions: Isabel Marjoribanks had long been busy matchmaking, with conspicuous success. In 1873, Edward, her eldest son, had married the belle of every ball and house party, Fanny Spencer-Churchill, daughter of the 7th Duke of Marlborough. And that same year, a most eligible husband was found for Polly: Matthew White Ridley, heir to 10,200 acres in Northumberland and a fellow of All Souls College, Oxford. A cousin described him as “rather handsome and exceedingly clever.”IV

Ishbel presented her mother with quite a different dilemma. She had needed no help in choosing the man she wanted as a husband, but tying him down was far from plain sailing. After her first glimpse of Johnny Gordon from the upstairs landing at Guisachan, she had had to wait many months before she was formally introduced to him. The meeting took place on a wet February morning in 1871 while she was exercising her pony, Crotchet, in the mud of Rotten Row in London’s Hyde Park. Johnny was twenty-three; Ishbel was thirteen—and instantly smitten.

The man Ishbel now set her heart upon had not had the easy life usually enjoyed by the children of rich and landed aristocrats, nor had he been given, by the standards of the time, a conventional upbringing. Johnny’s father, George, the 5th Earl of Aberdeen, had a reputation for being a lugubrious and irritable fellow, no doubt because he suffered from a strange and debilitating illness. Described in his lifetime as “a wasting atrophy” or “dyspepsia in an aggravated form,” modern historians have suggested that it may have been a rare type of tuberculosis or even motor neurone diseaseV.

Yet behind what his biographer called George’s “extreme reserve and shyness” lay a man of kindness, humility, and winning eccentricity. He was also a talented artist and twice exhibited at the Royal Academy.VI But it was not until he was thirty-one that he found his true vocation. It came in a flash one night in 1847 as he was changing for dinner:


I felt the imperative necessity of preparing for death at any cost, and any sacrifice. I mentally abandoned, without hesitation, everything; and resolved to make an entire change in my life; to spend the whole day in the service of God, and devote myself entirely to the promotion of His glory.



His wife Mary, he admitted, “fairly thought that I had lost my senses,” but “after a few days she herself embraced the same sentiments.” The couple were mocked for their fanatical evangelism, and George, who was also a Member of Parliament, did not greatly help their cause when, in one of his rare speeches in the House of Commons, he blamed most of humanity’s ills upon the fact that art schools were given government grants to pay models to pose nude in life classes.

Hansard noted drily:


It was, in his opinion, impossible for young men to visit those schools of art, where nude figures were presented, without being led into acts of great debauchery.



George soon resolved to give up painting and most of the luxurious trappings of the aristocratic life in favor of good deeds great and small. He sold his own art collection at Christie’s to fund them. When a ship with a hundred Prussian emigrants aboard went down in the Firth of Forth, he arranged a dinner of roast beef and plum pudding to cheer up “the poor forlorn creatures.” In Brighton, where he lived for a time, he built a school for boys “from one of the worst streets” of a run-down district. In the East End of London he went much further, paying £10,000—more than £800,000 in today’s money—for the construction of an imposing church, St. Mary’s, Cable Street, again in a slum area. Though he laid its foundation stone, he played down his generosity, according to his biographer:


The church having been finished, it was seldom that he alluded to it. Very few of his friends ever heard of it during his life. He was very watchful over his motives; and greatly feared lest the desire of human praise should mar the free-will offering, which he wished it to be, to the glory of God.



In the streets near his home in Blackheath, George was a familiar sight, “carrying little comforts in his own hand to the sick,” or driving in his carriage, with a “hair-mattress, or arm chair on top of it, on the way to some invalid.” He encouraged Sunday schools to hold picnics in his garden and issued a special invitation to the Greenwich Brigade of Shoeblacks (“a useful and deserving class of little gentry,” his father remarked).VII

At Haddo, he started classes for his tenants and designed comfortable cottages for them to live in. But he had to be dissuaded from turning the family’s mansion in the West End of London into an “industrial school, where poor boys should be fed, as well as taught.”VIII He was kind, too, to his own children: he loved spending time with them, sharing their interests and rejoicing in their achievements, while instilling in them the virtues of frugality, generosity, and concern for those whose lives were far less privileged than theirs. In his selfless and sometimes reckless Christian charity, he set his son an example that he never forgot, although ultimately it did not serve Johnny well.

George finally gave up the good fight in 1864 after struggling to swallow a light supper of a mutton chop and a cup of milk, but not before he had thoroughly checked a religious tract for publication. Presciently, and typically, it was a meditation on death, entitled It May Be Soon.IX He was forty-seven years old.

At least the succession seemed safe. He had left three sons: an heir, also named George; a “spare,” James, known as “Jem”; and Johnny, the “spare spare,” who could have had no expectations. But neither George nor Jem survived for long. Both brothers loved what would nowadays be called extreme sports. In their early twenties, they rowed across the English Channel in a small dinghy. The decision, which, like the boat, was taken on the spur of the moment while on holiday at St. Leonards-on-Sea in Sussex, left them woefully ill-prepared for the rigors of the journey, and they were lucky to avoid drowning in the rough seas or being mown down by much larger vessels.

Not long afterwards, acting again on a whim that had come to him only that morning, Jem, who had rowed for Cambridge in the University Boat Race in 1867, embarked upon another perilous escapade: a solo voyage in a tiny canoe from Dover to Boulogne, and then home via Mâcon, the Rhône, the Mediterranean Sea, and Rotterdam. Later, after a trip to visit his uncle, Arthur Gordon, then Governor of New Brunswick, George severed an artery in his ankle, ironically while demonstrating what North American lumberjacks had taught him about how not to use a broadaxe.

This accident seemed only to encourage the brothers, and soon, according to one shocked eyewitness, George and Jem invented an even more dangerous game:


James often stood at the further end of the room, holding out a small book, while his brother fired at it from his bed with a pistol. When remonstrated with, on account of the danger in case of his brother missing, his answer was, ‘George could not miss.’



Predictably, Jem’s love of firearms proved his undoing, and on February 12, 1868, he was found shot dead in his university lodgings. The coroner recorded a verdict of “accidental death,” after one of Jem’s friends had described him as “one of the most careless men in handling his rifle I ever met”—a judgment echoed with much hand-wringing by other eyewitnesses. But the coroner was almost certainly being kind to spare the feelings of a grief-stricken family and to keep the true story out of the press: everyone knew that Jem had killed himself in a moment of regret and panic after being persuaded to seek election as a Member of Parliament, a job to which he felt he was decidedly unsuited.

George met his fate almost two years later, in circumstances that mystified his family. With the hindsight afforded by a hundred and fifty years, it is now quite obvious that he, like his brother, was driven to desperate measures to avoid responsibility. He was an unwilling Earl of Aberdeen, and he had taken up his new position with acute discomfort upon inheriting his lands and title in 1864. Although he dutifully took his oath at the House of Lords and did his best to apply himself to the complex details of the management of his estates, he was secretly planning his escape.

In February 1866, George set sail for North America again, this time with two friends. By the late spring, however, he had disappeared. He left his traveling companions in New York, telling them that he intended to make his way back to New Brunswick via a stop for some sightseeing at Niagara Falls. A week later, he had assumed a false surname and begun a new and far humbler life as a sailor.

“George Osborne” covered his tracks with meticulous—even devious—care. He managed to conceal his origins from his shipmates, and was equally concerned that his mother, waiting anxiously for news back at Haddo, should not realize how completely he had embraced his new station in life. Months of silence, punctuated by the occasional letter containing only the vaguest of details, turned into years. George repeatedly fobbed off his mother’s increasingly urgent entreaties with the excuse that his travels were good for his health. He “surfaced” only twice: once to cash two checks in New York, and once to retrieve a favorite rifle and a revolver from Uncle Arthur, who was now the Governor of Trinidad.

By 1870 the family had become alarmed, and his devoted former tutor, the Reverend W. B. Alexander, was persuaded to go to the United States to search for him. The hunt proved frustrating, as the clergyman doggedly followed an ever-cooling trail from New England, south to Texas and Florida. He was about to give up and set sail for Australia, where it had been suggested the elusive Mr. Osborne might have made landfall, when he was shown a letter Captain James H. Kent, skipper of the schooner Hera, which had set sail from Boston in January 1870, had written to James Erastus Green, one of the friends “Osborne” had made in Richmond, Maine. Kent asked Green to pass on some “sad news” to people in the town: only six days into the voyage, the ship’s mate, “G.F. Osborne,” had fallen into the sea while lowering the ship’s mainsail and drowned.

The news of George’s death reached Haddo on August 30, 1870. Only five days earlier, in a speech at the opening ceremony of the new church at Tarland, which George had promised to pay for as his father lay dying, Johnny had glossed over the family’s worries. His brother, he assured the congregation, “had accomplished a voyage nearly all round the world,” so there was “reason to trust” that he would soon be home.

But the family now knew for certain that, of the three brothers, only the youngest, most cautious one, had survived. They summoned their lawyer and financial advisor, George Auldjo Jamieson,X from Edinburgh for a meeting and agreed to recognize Johnny as the new Earl of Aberdeen. They knew that there would be many questionsXI to answer before his status could be officially endorsed—and that two of these might prove particularly awkward. Had the secretive George ever married? And if he had, could there be a son and heir waiting somewhere in Scotland or even in a fishing town in New England?

The family made sure that George’s obituaries stated firmly that he had never married, but they could not, in those first days, be sure. They were well aware that George had had girlfriends, most notably Jane Ogilvie, a seamstress he had met in the first days of 1862 in the Aberdeenshire fishing village of Boddam, where his grandfather had built a “marine villa” for his holidays. They also probably knew that, barely nine months later, Jane had given birth to a son, whose father’s identity she did not reveal, but perhaps hinted at, in naming the baby Charles Gordon. If there was a scandal, it was efficiently hushed up. When, later that year, George enrolled at the University at St. Andrews, only forty miles from where Jane was living, his redoubtable tutor, the Reverend Alexander, seems to have been sent there, too: presumably with instructions to keep an eye upon his errant pupil.

From across the Atlantic, after George’s death, came rumors of a dalliance with a certain Miss Rook of Bath in Maine. These grew stronger after it became known that she had sent George’s mother, Mary, a photograph of her sailor son sporting a luxuriant beard; but no doubt to the family’s relief, Sewell Small, one of his shipmates, was allowed the last word:


George was an unmarried man. He often spoke of himself as such. I used to joke him about getting married and he would say he would marry when he found the right one.



Captain Small was one of many witnesses whose evidence was submitted to the two official hearings into George’s death. The first, in 1871, by John McLaren, the Sheriff of Chancery in Edinburgh, followed a diligent investigation on both sides of the Atlantic by an advocate, Henry Stone Smith, who, rather more forensically than the Reverend Alexander, had taken depositions from people who had encountered George during his adventures on land and sea. When Smith showed the Americans photographs taken before he left Scotland, they all agreed that “George Osborne” and the “Right Honourable George Gordon, Earl of Aberdeen in the Lands and Barony of Haddo and others” were one and the same. Smith also brought back a sad little bundle of possessions—two toothbrushes, a razor, some sheets of music, a commonplace book, and a Bible—some of which George’s mother was able to recognize. She provided letters written to her by her son for comparison with “a large number of documents bearing the signature of George H. Osborne,” and events mentioned in their pages, such as “a great storm of thunder and lightning” on the day of a devastating earthquake off the Caribbean island of St. Thomas in November 1867 and “the capture of a shark” a year earlier, were corroborated by his former shipmates. Crucially, a rifle sold by “Osborne” to a man in Richmond, Maine, just before embarking on his last voyage, was “identified by Mr HenryXII of Edinburgh, the maker, as having been sold to Lord Aberdeen on October 20, 1863”: this was more than two years before his disappearance. In his judgment, the sheriff, who admitted that he had “considered this case with some anxiety,” ruled that despite “the improbability of the history… the facts on which this claim is founded are proved.”

The following year, after the Attorney General had assured Queen Victoria that “sufficient evidence” had been laid before him to support Johnny’s claim, and the Queen had given her assent for the Committee of Privileges of the House of Lords to review the evidence in the case, Johnny was at last allowed to claim his inheritance.

The tragedies had shaped him: devout and sensitive, serious and moody to the point of melancholy and depression, “Gentle Johnny, ” as the family called him, was determined, nonetheless, to rise to the challenge of his new responsibilities and to continue in his father’s philanthropic footsteps. He vowed to improve the lives of the tenants on his Scottish estates, those of seafarers like his lost brother, and those of the poor in the cities chaotically spawned by the Industrial Revolution.

The problem was that he was woefully ill-equipped to handle the business of running his estates: even more so than George, who, according to his mother, “had never been accustomed to great expenditure, nor to hear large sums of money spoken of and had not turned his attention to business matters.” Soon after his dash to Haddo when the news of the “Sailor Earl’s” death reached the family, Jamieson wrote to Johnny urging him to get to grips with his new responsibilities. He was now, on paper, a very rich man, but his income would come almost exclusively from the rents paid by more than a thousand tenants and from the yields of his own farming operations. At the same time, his outgoings would be considerable: there was land to improve and fields to drain, tenants’ houses and farm buildings to maintain and repair, the latest agricultural equipment to buy, and ever-higher taxes to pay to governments that had come to see landowners as easy game. A run of bad weather and failed harvests could quickly, and disastrously, deplete the coffers, and Jamieson was concerned that Johnny should be thrifty and save for the inevitable rainy day.

But this was the first of many warnings from his cautious Edinburgh advisor that the unworldly new Earl was to ignore over the coming years, and Johnny’s first attempt to manage his affairs prefigured the problems to come. Generously, and perhaps euphorically—the long investigation into his brother’s disappearance had wearied and frustrated him—Johnny waived his right to a share of the £118,728XIII that George had left in Britain and the $600 discovered in his American account, so that it could be divided among his three sisters, Mary, Harriet, and Katherine.

As their acquaintance grew, Ishbel thought him “my ideal of all that a man should be,” and it is not hard to see why Johnny appealed so much to her. With his dark and slightly feminine good looks, he cut a striking figure: many a mother anxious to marry off a daughter bemoaned his reluctance to attend society balls. To Ishbel, though, his impeccable manners, his Christian faith, and his easy, if diffident, way with people counted for just as much. She never forgot how, at that first encounter in Rotten Row,


he found a ready road to my heart by treating me as if I was a rational being, and a grown-up young lady, instead of chaffing me, as was the fashion with most of my sister’s friends.



Ishbel’s journals record the highlights and setbacks of what, for the first few years, was to prove a painfully one-sided adoration. Her mother had presented her with a notebook in September 1870 in the hope that she would record and reflect upon the sermons she heard on Sundays, but the pages of the volume for 1875, the year she turned eighteen and made her entry into London Society, contain some decidedly secular observations:


Tonight I went to my first dance at Lady Adelaide Cadogan’sXIV—it was considered a very good one—no crowd, plenty of men etc. I got on well enough but did not find where the wonderful enjoyment lay—hopping round a room and talking about the floor, the weather and such like.



Aided and abetted by her socially ambitious mother, Ishbel never wavered in her devotion to Johnny, but the rules and routines of London Society in the 1870s were rigidly laid down, often making it difficult for young aristocratic men and women to follow their hearts and pursue the object of their affections. They could meet at the garden parties held by the Prince and Princess of Wales at Marlborough House, at balls at Buckingham Palace, and in the residences of the grandes dames of London society—Lady Holland, the Countess of Jersey, and the Duchesses of Argyll and Northumberland—or at government receptions at the Foreign Office, where Ishbel loved to watch the arrival of “all the leading personages of the time, in full uniform and decorations, and the ladies in a blaze of jewels and splendour.”

But since Johnny was a reluctant social butterfly, Ishbel soon realized that the best way to pursue the man she was determined to marry would be to engineer regular “chance encounters” at church. Young ladies were less closely chaperoned than usual while visiting such obviously respectable places, and a conversation struck up in the porch could be continued on the way home without a reputation being compromised. Thus, every Sunday, she would try to guess which of London’s most fashionable places of worship would be graced with Johnny’s presence. Then she would head to St. George’s, Hanover Square, or to the Quebec Chapel, where she hoped to run her quarry to ground.

On February 14 she struck lucky:


8.30 Sacrament service; met Lord Aberdeen just at the door of the church (the 1st man I met with the exception of an old policeman—St Valentine). Lord Aberdeen walked home from church with us & came into luncheon having written to propose himself—how nice he was! He is going to dine with us on Saturday week. D.V.



Ishbel’s wish was granted. Johnny duly came to dinner on the 27th and stayed to hear her give a little recital on the piano:


Such a delightful evening—played all the while after dinner & he sat by the side of me & talked and chatted so warmly between the pieces.



In page after page of the diary, Ishbel records a romantic campaign that becomes increasingly relentless. Worldly and religious devotion are soon intertwined, and God’s help in bringing them together is repeatedly invoked:


He knows the desires, hopes & fears of my heart concerning my earthly life & He will do what is best for us—only that He may glorify Himself in us both!



Johnny’s every word and deed are analyzed for signs of love. One day in March when they met out riding on Rotten Row, “he was as warm and unconstrained as possible,” only to seem cool and distant a few days later:


Rode this morning—Lord Aberdeen joined me for a few minutes at the end but seemed shy & confused.



Through London’s streets, salons, ballrooms, parks, and churches, Ishbel charted Johnny’s trail:


I only caught a glimpse of Lord Aberdeen at the morning service today—otherwise he has not come near me. Strange boy. Faith and Patience! If I did not feel the deep assurance that the Lord is undertaking for me, I think this suspense would drive me mad—as it is, all is right, for the best, I know.



When, in the spring, Johnny was nowhere to be found, Ishbel feared that he had deserted her:


It has been a sad four weeks. For a few days I have scarcely ever felt so ill & done in body & as to mind and soul, a sort of agony swept over [me] almost to more than I could bear.



Yet whenever they did meet, Johnny gave her little encouragement:


I have not had the heart to write anything the last few days—the ups and downs have been too much. I prayed that if it was the Lord’s will that I should have the wondrous blessing of having Lord Aberdeen—for my own, my very own, that he should either come to tea or show some particular civility—if not, that I should see nothing of him…



Johnny failed to call at Brook House that afternoon, but he did offer his greetings to Ishbel when they bumped into each other in the street. The problem was that he never showed his feelings and clearly enjoyed his bachelor routine, attending the House of Lords and chairing the Royal Commission on Railway Accidents: heaven to a passionate lover of trains, whose party piece was to imitate the whistles of famous locomotives.XV Emotionally, however, he seemed to blow hot and cold, sometimes paying Ishbel close attention, at others appearing indifferent and remote.

In the summer of 1877, however, crisis struck. Towards the end of the London Season, rumors of an engagement began to spread. Ishbel was aghast: the real situation was quite different.

One Sunday, when they had met after a service at the Quebec Chapel, Johnny seemed to be in a disconcertingly pensive mood:


We walked home together but he spoke enough to let me feel that only friendship was his feeling towards me & the next day Monday, when he came and spent an hour with Mamma & she made up her mind to tell him exactly how I felt for him, he told her plainly he had not that feeling for me which he felt he must have for the woman who was to be his wife—only the warmest friendship must continue between us.…



Johnny fled to Aberdeenshire. At her desk, the heartbroken Ishbel continued her tale of woe:


Mamma wrote to him on Saturday to tell him that Papa didn’t know of the conversation & to tell him she thought he was deceiving himself as to his feelings. The past week has been trying to the last degree—wherever I went, nothing but congratulations & questions as to whether it was true—sickening & people won’t believe me when I deny it.… The Queen wrote to the Duchess of Roxburghe to tell her to find out whether it was true.



All Ishbel’s plans seemed to have gone awry:


The one dream of my life for the last six years has dissolved and I must face life without him.



Perhaps they would never become a couple in this world, although “nothing can prevent our being united in Christ anyway,” she added defiantly. But Lady Marjoribanks came to the rescue with a firm letter that brought Johnny to his senses:


For your own sake I would not have you throw away a priceless blessing,



she wrote.

A reply arrived by return. Johnny was coming back to London to ask for the hand of the woman he thenceforth called his “priceless blessing.” Family tradition has it that, after posting his letter, Johnny panicked and tried to fish it out of the postbox—but in vain. Although it was late at night, he sent an urgent message to his friend the postmaster general, asking him to help get the letter back. But such was the efficiency of the Royal Mail in those days that even the government minister in charge failed to have it intercepted before it reached the butler’s salver at Brook House.
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