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Preface

Men – and women – will be writing about Bertrand Russell as long after his death as they have been writing about Leonardo or Napoleon. His impact on twentieth-century philosophy will be a subject for continuing discussion, and so will the more specific interactions between Russell and Wittgenstein. The effect on the pacifism of the inter-war years of his work for the No-Conscription Fellowship is already being studied. The passage of time will eventually give perspective to the nuclear debate of the post-war decades, and may well provide even more justification for Russell’s changes of stance than can be found today. Much the same may well emerge about what has been called his preventive-war phase. Russell’s letters to Lucy Donnelly, to Lady Constance Malleson and above all to Lady Ottoline Morrell will, when published in full, reveal the deep emotional complexities of a man for whom no venture was too dangerous, no exploration too unlikely. It will eventually, also, be possible to describe in greater detail some aspects of Russell’s later life although it now seems conclusive – at least to the present writer – that these details will not materially alter the picture it is possible to draw today.

All these specialist aspects of one life are different facets of the intellectual diamond which scintillates in the huge quarry of the Bertrand Russell Archives at McMaster University, Hamilton, Ontario. This is the quintessential man, the bundle of contradictions passionately dedicated to intellect, at times carrying the rational argument to irrational extremes; the natural-born emotional adventurer for ever hampered by orphaned youth and too early marriage. This Russell in the round is greater than the sum of his constituent parts, a man of epic proportions, struggling through a lifetime beset with frustration and near-disaster; in youth the constitutional sceptic, in old age the sometimes splendid figure with ‘courage never to submit or yield’.

RONALD W. CLARK

Marlborough, December 1974


The Reason Why


1 The Lodge in the Park

The influence of Bertrand Russell does not spring solely from his intellect, a weapon honed razor-sharp and wielded with impartial relish against both foe and friend. A life-span that only just missed its century also helped; so did ancestry, and so did the genuinely if unexpectedly romantic reasons for which he sometimes marched into battle.

When he was born, the old Queen still had three decades to lord it over palm and pine; when he died, men had walked on the moon. When he was young, men still searched with disinterested delight for the logical heart of mathematics; before he died it had been found and had helped to spawn the computer industry. Thus Russell links General Grant’s presidency with Nixon’s reign, the Zulu wars with the ground-swell of nuclear conscience that floods across frontiers, the vestigial remnants of late nineteenth-century optimism with the dark terror of the times.

This spread of life across four generations provided burden as well as benefit. In education, it is true, his innovations became everyday usage long before his death. To the sexual relationship, a subject never far from intellect or passion, his crusading fervour justified for the masses a freedom previously available only on his own aristocratic and intellectual stamping-grounds. In the politics of peace his record is more contradictory than he would wish and perhaps more successful than his enemies would admit: Pugwash, that little-known international omen of hope which he encouraged into existence, and whose influence surpassed that of C.N.D. of which he became a symbol, may yet be seen to have helped turn men away from the third world war. But in mathematics, where he sought ‘the true spirit of delight, the exaltation, the sense of being more than man’, he was eventually to find sappers working successfully beneath the proud edifice he built. In philosophy he lived long enough to see his revolutionary ideas first abused, then accepted, then become part of history and, as such, vulnerable to dissection and revision. But his spirit survived, buoyed up with an optimism which owed nothing to hope of a next world, unqualified by the wrath to come. After all, he was a Russell.

His long life was begun in a tradition which took it for granted that a man would make his mark on history. On both sides his predecessors had been born to rule, not as a right but a duty, and his radical instincts were based on confidence that to the aristocrat all things are possible. His mother, Kate Stanley, was descended from the French invaders who had landed in 1066, and whose successors had been granted the pourboire of an earldom for good work on Bosworth Field. His father, Lord Amberley, son of the 1st Earl Russell who had fought the Reform Bill through Parliament and survived to become Victoria’s voice from the past, had been given a comparable though more picturesque background by J. H. Wiffen, librarian to the 1st Earl’s father, the 6th Duke of Bedford. Writing the history of the Russells for the duke, Wiffen pressed back regardless, unhampered by mere facts, and unearthed an ancestor who had not only landed, as it were, side by side with the Stanleys near Hastings, but who could claim a link with Olaf the Sharp-eyed, a warrior for whom the dutiful Wiffen found a connection with Scandinavian royalty. In due course of begetting, Olaf produced William, Baron of Briquebec, ‘the first that took the name of Bertrand’. The Baron’s son, Hugh Bertrand, crossed the Channel in 1066 and, vide Wiffen, the Russells were on their way.

Little of this story was needed. The family could in fact trace a long and distinguished line back to its financial foundation with a plump grant of abbey lands in Tudor times. One incumbent, William, Lord Russell, was executed for alleged complicity in the Rye-House Plot. But, on orders, his chaplain wrote the life of Julian the Apostate which outspokenly argued that resistance to authority may be justified, a belief much favoured by many of the victim’s descendants. The accession of William and Mary brought exculpation and a parliamentary bill which claimed that Lord Russell had been wrongly condemned. There was, moreover, family recompense for the miscarriage of justice. The earldom was stepped up to a dukedom. The Stanley ‘Sans Changer’ on their arms might contrast strangely with the Russell ‘Che Sara Sara’, the austere without changing with the happy-go-lucky hedonism of whatever will be, will be; but in mutual self-confidence they were not divided. To Russell, as to all practising members of both families, the fences were there to be taken.

The traditional attitudes had their penalties as certainly as length of life. Leadership demanded that the emotions be kept discreetly from the public gaze. In the world of Russell and his ilk, one did not wince nor cry aloud, a strait-jacketing of the feelings compounded in his case by an intellect which created its own difficulties and traumas. Thus in most of his writings, for most of his friends, an essentially romantic approach to subjects as different as mathematics and the Russian Revolution, the problems of pacifism and of the passions, was concealed by cerebral sparkle. In such circumstances any man might appear more cold-blooded and clinical than he really was. For Russell, whose battened-down youth was followed by buttoned-up marriage, two ghosts which gibbered over his shoulder down the years, much emotion demanded much concealment.

Lord Amberley, who suffered from Lord John’s fame as much as Russell’s own children were to suffer from his, married Kate Stanley on 8 November 1864. He was twenty-one, his wife a few months older. An heir to the title, John Francis Stanley, later known as Frank, was born on 12 August 1865 in, as he put it in his autobiography, ‘strict accordance with the best English tradition of family duty’. Two years later Amberley stood for Nottingham and entered politics. The following year he left them, being unsuccessful in the General Election of 1868 despite the efforts of his cousin, the Duke of Bedford, who paid all expenses. Support for birth-control had proved enough to remove any chance of a political career.

A brief public life effectively ended, Amberley turned from London to the country, from politics to Analysis of Religious Belief. The change was less unsatisfying than it would have been for most politicians manqué, for in him, ‘as in many Russells, the desire to study and philosophize fought with the inherited desire for power, and with the moral conviction – for it was no less – that he must do a Russell’s duty to the state’. The words, significantly enough, were written about his father by Bertrand Russell, long expected to enter the family business of helping to run Britain.

[image: images]

In 1868 Lady Amberley gave birth to a daughter, Rachel, the survivor of twins. The following year Lord John decided to sell Rodborough, the Gloucestershire house in which he had set up his son, and the Amberleys spent the early months of 1870 inspecting possible new homes in South Wales. On the morning of 14 April they arrived at Ravenscroft, a low-built eighteenth-century house standing on a shelf of land at Trelleck above the lower Wye Valley, with a southern view over steepening slopes towards a glimpse of the estuary and a hint of the open sea.

‘A good house, pretty drawing room with 3 windows 2E and 1S very good dining room & one small study’, wrote Lady Amberley in her journal.

Upstairs 10 bedrooms, 4 of them attics – In the grounds there are fields & a good deal of ground covered with larch plantations, the larch being mostly quite young (4 years old). A beech plantation, bad & straggly near the house – shelter it from the N. wind. There is a Kitchen garden & no fence to it. Stabling for 3 horses & one coach house – good offices – Tintern 3 miles off – Wye 2 miles down a steep hill; the property wd be a good deal of trouble to look after – a large plantation the other side of the road.

The price was £7,000, but Amberley decided on a £5,000 that included only forty of the estate’s eighty-eight acres.

Two months afterwards, the young couple moved in. That evening Amberley took his wife into the surrounding woods she had not yet inspected. ‘I was quite enchanted with the wildness & beauty of the place’, Kate wrote, ‘so A & I danced round with delight & from that moment I am sure we felt no regret at having left Rodgh. though he had been very unhappy about it before.’

Here at Ravenscroft, in what are still almost idyllic surroundings, Bertrand Russell was born two years later: apparently the result, as he eventually learnt, of a misadventure in the unmentionable practice of birth-control, the subject which had already led his father into the political wilderness. So great was Lady Amberley’s trust in her husband’s efficiency that she refused to admit her pregnancy until five months gone. Lady Russell then offered to take Frank and Rachel into Pembroke Lodge, her Richmond Park home, but Kate declined. Amberley, to judge by his journal, remained sceptical.

18 May 1872 was bitterly cold, with a threat of snow. In the afternoon, the weather still lowering, Amberley conducted his wife for a short stroll through the grounds. ‘At about 3.30 as we were walking along the new avenue (Spruce Avenue) K began to feel labour pains’, he wrote that evening.

We came slowly home. At 3.50 in the study I called out to Williams to tell Richards to harness Fenella. Ten minutes later I went down & ordered Richards to go as fast as possible for the doctor. He was not ready & could not start at once. Soon after this Kate went to bed; pains got more & more severe; she called for chloroform & I gave it in very small quantities Once only before Audland came she got quiet & near unconsciousness. He arrived at 5.30 & immediately after he sat down the water broke. Almost at once the head was born, & I heard the baby’s first scream. She asked what sex – Audland & Lizzie (who was with him) said ‘We cannot tell yet’. In a few minutes Audland said ‘It’s a very fine boy’. He was born at 5.45. The pains were awful. Audland remarked that not one child in 30 was as big & fat.

That evening he was found to be 21 ins. long, the following morning to be 8 lb. 11½ oz. in weight. ‘The boy vigorous and strong’, Amberley noted in his journal.

Two days later Lord John suggested that the child might be called William. Galahad was next proposed but Lady Stanley implored her daughter not to inflict the name on her child. ‘Basil’, ‘Ambrose’, ‘Godfrey’, ‘Leo’, or ‘Lionel’ were also considered and abandoned. Eventually Wiffen came into his own and, with a cast-back to William, Baron of Briquebec, the boy was christened Bertrand Arthur William – although only the first name appeared on his birth certificate.

Both parents had by this time fallen away from religion and therefore sought a non-religious godparent. Kate Amberley wrote to Helen Taylor, step-daughter and companion of John Stuart Mill, an old friend of Lord Amberley. ‘We hesitated to ask such a favour of Mr Mill,’ she said, ‘otherwise I wished he too cd. Have been a god-father – for there is no one in whose steps I wd. rather see a boy of mine following in ever such a humble way, than in Mr Mill’s.’ Miss Taylor replied that Mill did not think that it would conflict with his beliefs to become a godfather. In due course he accepted and a second godfather was discovered in Thomas Cobden-Sanderson. Family friend and an old admirer of Kate Stanley, he was later the founder of the Doves Press, a bookbinder and printer ‘of admirable taste, fecund and versatile in decorative ideas, impeccable in technique, and scrupulous in finish’.

Thus launched, Russell found a grand world prepared to receive him. When he and his sister were staying with their grandparents at Pembroke Lodge in 1874, Queen Victoria drove out with Princess Beatrice to visit Lord John. As the Queen noted in her diary, her former Prime Minister was ‘at the door of the house, which is rather low, but pretty inside, & from which, had it not been so dreadfully foggy, there must be a beautiful view’. Her Majesty, who disappointed Rachel by her failure to wear a crown, took tea in the drawing-room. Bertie, reported Lord Amberley’s sister, Aunt Agatha, ‘made a nice little bow – but he was much subdued & did not treat Her Majesty with the utter disrespect I expected’. Russell, taking a friend’s young son on his knee eighty years later, described how he himself had been taken on Queen Victoria’s knee, a tribute either to memory or imagination.

There was another incident which he remembered. ‘In getting out of a carriage at [Mrs Scott’s] door, I fell on the paving stones, and hurt my penis’, he wrote. ‘After this I had to sit twice a day in a hot bath and sponge it carefully. As I had hitherto been taught to ignore it, this puzzled me.’ Whether his adult life was to be affected, psychologically or physiologically, by this early misfortune is not certain. However, his later admission that he ‘failed totally’ when trying to give his first wife a child, and his second wife’s statement that at the beginning of their relationship he was ‘dubious of ever begetting a child’ may be significant. ‘Gossip’, adds this statement, ‘has put upon his alleged numerous love affairs an entirely false interpretation. I believe that he always hoped that a sufficiently strong attraction to some woman would overcome his disability by spontaneous natural means.’ The disability, whether due to physical accident or inhibited early upbringing, could certainly be conquered and even its existence was not necessarily a misfortune. With an intellect which could easily have created an unbridgeable gulf separating him from the rest, dedicated to mathematics as much for its detachment from human beings as for anything else, Russell might well have lived his ninety-odd years without much understanding of ordinary men and women; as it was, he shared their physical passion to an abnormal degree.

So, also, did he understand their emotional needs, the result of early multiple bereavement and the move to an environment of almost Grand Guignol darkness. While he and his sister were staying at Pembroke Lodge during the Queen’s visit in 1874, their elder brother developed diphtheria and the two younger children did not return to Ravenscroft until he had recovered. But the persistence of the bacillus was not at that time realized. On 12 June 1874 Lady Amberley wrote to her mother that Rachel was also now ill. Russell and his elder brother Frank were quickly packed off to the safety of a farm on the fringe of the estate. Then Lady Amberley herself went down with the infection. In a few days she was dead. Rachel died within the week.

’Of all the children she was the dearest to me,’ Lord Amberley wrote to Lady Russell, ‘and so my two greatest treasures in this world are gone almost at one blow.’ It was not the only one. A few months earlier his brother Rollo had been forced to leave the Foreign Office due to failing sight. Before the year was out his brother Willy had gone mad.

None of this registered on Bertrand’s infant memory. Neither did the death-bed scene only eighteen months later when Amberley himself, an old man in his early thirties, lay dying in Ravenscroft. On the morning of 9 January 1876 both sons were brought into the sick room. ‘Frank remained sobbing & crying, so that his Father’s hand was wet with his tears’, Maude Stanley wrote. ‘The Dr lifted Bertrand up & [Amberley] kissed him gently & softly & said “Goodbye my little dears for ever”. He then lay perfectly quiet with a smile, never moved or shut his hands, but the breathing at last ceased at 9.30.’

The immediate cause of death was bronchitis, Russell wrote, ‘but he seems to have grown steadily weaker from grief. There are, however, no documents after my mother’s death; P[em-broke] L[odge] destroyed them to prevent a scandal.’ For the death of mother, father and sister within less than two years, a sufficiently traumatic experience for a boy of three, was made worse by what followed. Lord Amberley, anxious to protect his sons from a religious upbringing, had appointed as guardians two atheists who were to take over when he died. One was Russell’s godfather, Cobden-Sanderson; the second, D. A. Spalding, a young scientist studying animal instincts who in 1873 had been employed by the Amberleys as tutor for Frank.

It is possible that Russell’s grandparents would have condoned Cobden-Sanderson’s lack of faith, much though they regretted it. Spalding was another matter. It was not only that he came from that limbo between ‘us’ and ‘them’ which was inhabited by governesses, tutors and lesser fry. When first employed by the Amberleys, Spalding had been in an advanced stage of consumption, and to a horrified family Amberley’s papers now revealed the sequel that had begun after Russell’s birth. ‘Apparently upon grounds of pure theory,’ Russell wrote, ‘my father and mother decided that although [Spalding] ought to remain childless on account of his tuberculosis, it was unfair to expect him to remain celibate. My mother, therefore, allowed him to live with her, though I know of no evidence that she derived any pleasure from doing so.’ Disclosure of this state of affairs was enough to determine the grandparents. Cobden-Sanderson and Spalding, warned by counsel that they had no chance of defending a case against them, capitulated without a fight and in February 1876 Russell was delivered to his grandparents’ home in Richmond Park.

Family silence about the reason for the move was the first instalment of a cover-up that failed; almost forty years later the then Duke of Bedford was still destroying Amberley correspondence. But even though the skeleton was kept in the cupboard for the time being, its presence was intuitively felt by the young Russell; being told so little about his parents, and that little with obvious inhibitions, he Vaguely sensed a dark mystery’. Looking back over a youthful shoulder, all he saw was doubt and uncertainty.

It is tempting to speculate on Russell’s possible fortunes had he been brought up in the progressive and artistic home of Cobden-Sanderson and his enlightened wife. The strong family feeling which ran in his marrow might have coursed less quickly. He might have been less aware, in day-to-day life, of the public duty of being a Russell. He would certainly have been less emotionally deprived, with all the consequences this would have had for a man more in need of emotional support than he would usually admit. Instead, he came at the age of three to Pembroke Lodge, and to the menage which was so largely to make him the man he became.

Thirty years earlier the house had been granted by the Queen to Lord John and his wife for occupation during their lives. A low white building, it stands on a slope dropping from the edge of Richmond Park towards the silver curl of the river. In the distance lies the bushiness of the Royal Parks, Windsor on the skyline and, away to the south, a restraining hand enclosing one side of the Thames Valley, the blue trace of the North Downs. The view itself was to be important to Russell; he grew accustomed to wide horizons with an unimpeded sight of the sunset and was unable to live happily without both.

In the eleven acres surrounding Pembroke Lodge, bluebells carpeted the slopes in spring. The fine trees included beeches, chestnuts and oaks, and gave cover for nightingales, redstarts, woodpeckers, finches and other birds not easily found elsewhere near London. Summer-houses, rose gardens, shaded walks and lawns all contributed to what should have been a happy scene. Beyond, there stretched the magnificence of Richmond Park. Yet even in 1876, both the Lodge and its occupants had an air of being past their prime. Lord John, who was to die two years later, was already a figure from the history books, refighting old battles in his study or being wheeled on bath-chair tours round the grounds. As Russell later remembered it, life at Pembroke Lodge had a ghostly air. ‘The garden was neglected – big trees lay where they fell and slowly decayed, the bushes choked the paths, & where flowers should have been there was nothing but overgrown box hedges’, he wrote. ‘My grandmother who brought me up had endured one tragedy after another, and I lived wholly in the past. She would call me by mistake by the names of people who were dead.’ If any doubt remained about dark, looming memories, it was removed by a steep pyramid of earth a few hundred yards from the house: the Henry VIII Mound from whose summit the King had watched for smoke from the Tower, the sign that the executioner had struck Anne Boleyn’s head from her pretty neck, making it easier for Henry to regularize his position with the Jane Seymour whom he had married the previous day.

Inside, the Lodge which was to be Russell’s home for fourteen impressionable years was equally over-shadowed by things past. Beyond the porch stretched a hall lined with his grandfather’s copies of long-forgotten parliamentary debates. Leading from it was the great man’s study and the sitting-room which unexpectedly housed a statue symbolizing Italy, presented by a grateful government to Lord John for services rendered. Further back were the sitting-rooms of Lady Russell, of her daughter Agatha, and of her son Rollo.

Into this elderly atmosphere Russell and his brother Frank were now implanted, the latter slightly less vulnerable with his seven additional years, and showing early signs of the stubborn independence that was eventually to drop over the precipice into eccentricity and worse.

Frank had already begun his education at Winchester. His younger brother was to suffer a different fate. ‘After the dreadful experience she had had with her elder grandson, who would throw her letters unread into the fire, Lady Russell dreaded the fatal influence of schools’, commented George Santayana, the philosopher who for years followed the fortunes of both brothers from a ringside seat; ‘Bertie at least must be preserved pure, religious, and affectionate; he must be fitted to take his grandfather’s place as Prime Minister and continue the sacred work of Reform.’ Bertie, after a brief spell at a local kinder garten, was therefore denied the tempering ordeal of a public school and consigned to a mixed bag of governesses and tutors.

As a result he was for all practical purposes reared by the elderly, by women, in a semi-isolated eyrie. Men died. The sun set. Nothing else seemed certain. The melancholy hovered about him even as he did his best, usually with success, to cope with the task in hand.

Lady Russell’s evangelical concern to press her younger grandson into a mould of her own choice stamped him physically, intellectually and emotionally with marks that lasted all his life. A puritan despising comfort, indifferent to food and hating wine, she decreed that the day begin with a cold bath all the year round, followed by half-an-hour’s piano practice before family prayers at eight. The availability of sufficient servants in the rambling house did little to ameliorate the spartan conditions, the strictly enforced self-discipline, or the sense of public duty which permeated the household like the smell of hops in a brewery. However, this Commando existence, which sends a shudder down the modern spine, was in fact no more than the norm in many upper-class nineteenth-century households; if it did nothing to prepare Russell for the life to come, it prepared him well enough for this one. A recruit who had survived Pembroke Lodge could meet with ease the taxing physical demands of a huge literary output and regard imprisonment in his ninetieth year as no more than his own attempt to educate his masters.

If the physical regime of Pembroke Lodge was a well-disguised blessing for a tough, wiry youngster capable of taking the strain, the benefits of the intellectual course plotted by Lady Russell and the succession of governesses and tutors were more questionable. Grandma herself was constantly on the bridge, sparing no one, herself and her grandson least of all. Her aim of putting virtue before everything else was maintained, moreover, with the Jesuitical fervour of the born martyr and the Colonel of the Regiment’s unquestioning loyalty. In addition, she had a personality which enabled her to leave some imprint of her beliefs on even such unsuitable material as her younger grandson. On his twelfth birthday he received a Bible; inside the flyleaf were written Lady Russell’s favourite texts: ‘Thou shalt not follow a multitude to do evil’, ‘Be strong, and of a good courage; be not afraid, neither be Thou dismayed; for the Lord Thy God is with thee whithersoever thou goest.’ These texts profoundly influenced Russell’s life, and even kept some meaning after he had ceased to believe in God. Ironically enough, Lady Russell’s high fervour did her cause little good. The tough physical regime hardened Russell but at the same time generated a permanent allergy to muscular Christianity; the tempering of his intellectual steel turned it into a bright weapon with which to fight the religion that governed the Orders of the Day at Pembroke Lodge.

Within the framework created by Lady Russell, education was breathed in from the air as well as accepted from the changing staff. The first was probably the more important. The Russells had been part of England’s fabric for so long that much knowledge of the external world could be illustrated by reference to some handy ancestor. With Lord John’s presence filling every cranny of the place, who needed to be taught about parliamentary reform? Uncle William, otherwise Lord Minto, was a walking epitome of the empire on which the sun never set. Granny could reminisce about friends of Horace Walpole she had known. Russell’s Stanley grandmother would describe taking tea in Florence with the widow of Bonnie Prince Charlie, the Young Pretender. Lord John had visited Napoleon on Elba. And much conventional education was almost superfluous when holidays could be spent at the Archbishop of Canterbury’s home, when the Queen or the Prime Minister might drop in for tea, and when both one’s grandmothers could, and did, speak fluent German, French and Italian. Years later, noted one of Russell’s friends, when other men spoke of the government as ‘they’, Russell always said ‘we’.

In such a context it was to be expected that Russell’s schoolroom should in practice be Lord John’s library. His account of it gives a hint of the iconoclasm to come. ‘There were three huge folio volumes called L’Art de vérifier les dates’, he has said.

They were too heavy for me to move, and I speculated as to their contents; I imagined something like the tables for finding Easter in the Prayer Book. At last I became old enough to lift one of the volumes out of the shelf, and I found, to my disgust, that the only ‘art’ involved was that of looking up the date in the book. Then there were ‘The Annals of Ireland’ by the Four Masters, in which I read about the men who went to Ireland before the Flood and were drowned in it; I wondered how the Four Masters knew about them, and read no further. There were also more ordinary books, such as Machiavelli and Gibbon and Swift, and a book in four volumes that I never opened: ‘The Works of Andrew Marvell Esq. M.P.’. It was not till I grew up that I discovered Marvell was a poet rather than a politician. I was not supposed to read any of these books; otherwise I should probably not have read any of them. The net result of them was to stimulate my interest in history. No doubt my interest was increased by the fact that my family had been prominent in English history since the early sixteenth century. I was taught English history as the record of a struggle against the King for constitutional liberty. William Lord Russell, who was executed under Charles II, was held up for special admiration, and the inference was encouraged that rebellion is often praiseworthy.

For relaxation there was his bedroom, its walls covered with Bible prints and the only furniture the bed, a huge cupboard and a stuffed seagull. As reading matter, Coxe’s Pelham Administration, the Dispatches of Field Marshal the Duke of Wellington, Mohan Lal’s life of Dost Mohammed, and a set of The Scottish Nation whose marks on individual volumes -’Aber-Cust’, ‘Dale-Mac’ and ‘Mac-Zet’ – tended to confuse.

Against such facilities for do-it-yourself education, a governess or tutor ran a poor second. Few lasted long, possibly because they failed after apprenticeship to maintain Lady Russell’s high standards; more probably because they brought with them a whiff of the unorthodox.

Education by tutors combined with residence in a house that looked out over the world from lofty isolation, and Lady Russell’s strong fears of contamination, to limit Russell’s contact with other children. Driven into himself, he appeared to concentrate on work with an almost unhealthy single-mindedness, an impression confirmed by his youthful essays, page after page filled with copper-plate writing already showing two of the Russell characteristics: the logical development of one idea into the next, and the pre-writing cerebration which enabled sentence after sentence to be written without correction. There are other indications among his papers that Russell was something of a swot. Even a tutor writes to his charge, ‘I am quite sure you are much better occupied out of school-hours at football or any other outside exercise, than reading, even if it be Milton or Carlyle.’ Earnest, lonely, so uncertain of everything that he was already searching out beyond unreliable human relationships towards what he hoped would be the incontrovertible truths of mathematics, Russell was, in the words of his brother, an unendurable little prig. He agreed. ‘I was’, he wrote, ‘a solitary, shy, priggish youth. I had no experience of the social pleasures of boyhood and did not miss them.’

With some boys comparative isolation from other children might not have mattered; for him, with the brakes released before he was ready to take off in life, the lack of close friends compounded the problems of a boy twice-orphaned before he was five. Even Frank, less sensitive, more self-reliant, half-saved by Winchester, suffered from his parents’ death and as a result was later wide open to the comforting charms and endless guiles of the redoubtable Lady Scott, that set-piece among predatory mothers-in-law, as well as to the attractions of a surfeit of wives and potential wives. His younger brother, equally driven from emotional pillar to emotional post, yet avoiding the grubby reputation which haunted the 2nd Earl through even his more respectable periods, suffered differently but even more, and the imprint is stamped firm and large on many of his letters. Thus at the age of twelve he writes asking his brother, ‘What do you think of Auntie’s engagement? I can’t bear it of course. Auntie says one ought to think of it as one more person to love, but then Auntie will go away.’

A few years later the departure of a former governess who had returned to Pembroke Lodge for a few weeks is followed by a diary entry in Russell’s hand: ‘And I am left again to loneliness and reserve.’ And during the unhappy years of his first marriage, bitterly regretting that his first wife had damaged a miniature of his mother, he explains how he had loved it ‘with the more intensity because I had not permitted the same sort of love to grow up towards any other possession’.

The effects of emotional isolation at Pembroke Lodge can be seen starkly in a private journal, written in Greek characters and disguised as Greek exercises, in which Russell recorded his personal feelings and fears. On 9 March 1888 he writes

I read an article in the Nineteenth Century today about genius and madness. I was much interested by it. Some few of the characteristics mentioned as denoting genius while showing a tendency to madness I believe I can discern in myself. Such are, sexual passion which I have lately had great difficulty in resisting, and a tinge of melancholy which I have often had lately and which makes me anxious to go to this tutor as there I shall probably be too much occupied to indulge such thoughts. Also it mentions a desire to commit suicide, which though hitherto very slight, has lately been present more or less with me in particular when up a tree. I should say it is quite possible I may develop more or less peculiarly if I am kept at home much longer. The melancholy in me is I think chiefly caused by the reserve which prompted the writing of this, and which is necessary owing to my opinions.

Lack of an emotional hitching-post was quite clearly a major factor in driving the young Russell out on his quest for an intellectual alternative – for certainty in an uncertain world -a journey which took him first into mathematics and then into philosophy. The expedition had started by 1883 when Frank Russell took his brother’s mathematical training in hand. ‘I gave Bertie his first lesson in Euclid this afternoon’, he noted in his diary on 9 August. ‘He is sure to prove a credit to his teacher. He did very well indeed, and we got half through the Definitions.’ Here there was to be no difficulty. The trouble came with the Axioms. What was the proof of these, the young pupil asked with naive innocence. Everything apparently rested on them, so it was surely essential that their validity was beyond the slightest doubt. Frank’s statement that the Axioms had to be taken for granted was one of Russell’s early disillu-sionments. ‘At these words my hopes crumbled’, he remembered; ‘... why should I admit these things if they can’t be proved?’ His brother warned that unless he could accept them it would be impossible to continue. Russell capitulated -provisionally.

The complex attraction which mathematics as a whole was soon exerting combined with Russell’s natural ability to prevent him moving on, as he had hoped, from mathematics to science. ‘It turned out that while not without aptitude for pure mathematics, I was completely destitute of the concrete kinds of skill which are necessary in science’, he later recalled. ‘Moreover, within mathematics it was the most abstract parts which I understood best: I had no difficulty with elliptic functions, but could never succeed in mastering optics. Science was therefore closed to me as a career.’

Delight in mathematics continued to grow. It was, Russell has said,

partly mere pleasure in discovering that I possessed a certain kind of skill, partly delight in the power of deductive reasoning, partly the restfulness of mathematical certainty; but more than any of these (while I was still a boy) the belief that nature operates according to mathematical laws, and that human actions, like planetary motions, could be calculated if we had sufficient skill. By the time I was fifteen, I had arrived at a theory very similar to that of the Cartesians. The movements of living bodies, I felt convinced, were wholly regulated by the laws of dynamics. But, since I accepted consciousness as an indubitable datum, I could not accept materialism, though I had a certain hankering after it on account of its intellectual simplicity and its rejection of ‘nonsense’. I still believed in God, because the First Cause argument seemed irrefutable.

The belief, stuffed into him like forcemeat into a turkey, withered away between the ages of fourteen and eighteen. Sceptical dissent hardened and he began to see religion as an intellectual feather-bed, a too comforting, barely credible alternative to the attractive austerities of mathematics. For a youth whose intuitive scepticism had shown itself early, this was not surprising.

’They [had] told me when I was an infant that angels watched round my bed while I slept’, he remembered. ‘I’d seen pictures of angels and thought I should very much like to see one, but I supposed that the moment I opened my eyes they fled away. So I thought well, next time I wake up I won’t open my eyes and they won’t know, and I did so, and I made a grab, thinking I should catch an angel, but I didn’t.’

As he grew older, the gradual evolution followed a pattern common among contemporary childhoods, in Russell’s case aided at first by Mr Ewen, a tutor who was an acquaintance of Marx’s daughter, and the man from whom Russell first heard of Das Kapital and of non-Euclidean geometry. The tutor was a stout defender of reason, and Russell recalls ‘poor Ewen getting a whole dinner of argument owing to his running down impulse’. He was also an agnostic, and with him Russell discussed his evaporating faith in immortality, an exchange of views which almost certainly led to the tutor getting the sack.

Free will, belief in immortality, then in God, all went overboard one by one. The pilgrimage from faith to doubt left him deeply miserable – ‘it has taken away cheerfulness, and made it much harder to make bosom friends and, worst of all, it has debarred me from free intercourse with my people, and thus made them strangers to some of my deepest thoughts ...’ He read Shelley, and wondered whether anyone like him still existed, then read Carlyle, hoping to find a religion in Sartor Resartus, but wrote him off as a rhetorician with no care for truth. This was already the cardinal sin, and if Russell emerged from a profoundly unsatisfactory and profoundly influential childhood carrying any one belief, it was in the need to search for certain truth in an uncertain world.

As for religion, he put on record, two days after his sixteenth birthday, the ideas from which his devout agnosticism was to emerge.

I should like to believe my people’s religion, which was just what I could wish, but alas, it is impossible. I have really no religion, for my God, being a spirit shown merely by reason to exist, his properties utterly unknown, is no help to my life. I have not the parson’s comfortable doctrine, that every good action has its reward, and every sin is forgiven. My whole religion is this: do every duty, and expect no reward for it, either here or hereafter.

Russell’s own later accounts of his development at Pembroke Lodge are contradictory. ‘My childhood was, on the whole, happy and straightforward,’ he has written, ‘and I felt affection for most of the grown-ups with whom I was brought in contact.’ Yet he has also said, ‘From adolescence onwards I was driven by a desperate misery of loneliness for which I knew that love would be the only cure.’

At times, if his reminiscences are to be believed, he was driven almost to breaking-point. One night, he has said, he went to bed determined to commit suicide the following day. But he dreamed that the formidable Benjamin Jowett, Master of Balliol, to which college Frank had by this time gone up, was standing at the foot of his bed. ‘Don’t do it, young man’, Jowett was saying. ‘Don’t do it: you will live to regret it.’ He was dissuaded – at least for a time. But the idea remained only round the corner, and few great men can have left in their records so many reflections that suicide might be the best way out.

Russell’s verdicts on his grandmother are conflicting. Some things niggled for years, particularly her habit of squashing any hint of philosophical conversation with the saying ‘What is mind? No matter. What is matter? Never mind.’ After some forty or fifty repetitions, the remark ceased to amuse him. What did amuse him, and what he would gleefully recall after more than eighty years, was the occasion on which she had emitted her own spoonerism, calling to him as ‘dirty beer’. While he was a child, he admitted, she had great affection for him and he responded. But there were other feelings. ‘My attitude to my grandmother was brutal to a degree’, he once wrote, a statement amply justified by the ruthless terms in which, just come of age, he spoke and wrote of dear Granny to his bride-to-be.

Part explanation of these particular contradictions is that up to the age of puberty mere kindliness sufficed. Then the lack of rough-and-tumble contact with other boys compounded what he called the appalling misery of knowing nothing about sex, and Granny was given the blame. Part explanation lies elsewhere, in the influence of exterior circumstance on his judgement. In 1931, when his second marriage was breaking up and gloom both emotional and financial was breaking in, he tended to see Pembroke Lodge as all shadow. Thirty years on, happy with his fourth wife and quite as happy in being at the centre of controversy, he tended to remember the lighter patches and forget the rest. In any case, Pembroke Lodge was no doubt part paradise and part hell.

The first real change came when he was sent to a crammer’s school at Old Southgate, North London, to prepare for a scholarship to university. He had looked forward to it. ‘I feel being where there is some life would do me so much good, leaving me no time to cogitate and get melancholy and morose’, he noted. However, most of the other pupils were preparing for the army, and most had the normal sexual rum-bustiousness of healthy teenagers. Russell’s fastidiousness received a shock for which Pembroke Lodge had not prepared him; there he had at least been alone. He was certainly bullied, not surprisingly considering the exemplary priggishness with which he described his companions: ‘No mind, no independent thought, no love of good books, nor of the higher refinements of morality; it is really sad that the upper classes of a civilised and (supposedly) moral country can produce nothing better.’

Despite its tribulations, however, Southgate was perhaps no worse over all than Pembroke Lodge, whose ghostly quality was relieved only by Uncle Rollo, Lord Amberley’s younger brother, an amiable and uncomplaining man who later bore the loss of a leg as philosophically as his partial loss of sight. In Russell’s early life, Uncle Rollo has the quality of a deus ex machina appearing from the shadows to guide a puzzled youth at a succession of crossroads. An amateur meteorologist, he wrote a respectable paper on the aftermath of the great Kra-katoa explosion of 1883 and analysed the information, almost on a man-to-man basis, with his young nephew. It was also Uncle Rollo whom Russell heard discussing his progress with Jowett, and whose revealing ‘Yes, he’s getting on very well indeed’ came to the rescue of his confidence at a dangerous moment. ‘As soon as I realised that I was intelligent,’ he later noted, ‘I determined to achieve something of intellectual importance if it should be at all possible, and throughout my youth I let nothing whatever stand in the way of this ambition.’ However, Rollo Russell was to do something even more important than prick awake his nephew’s intellectual ambitions: introduce him to John Tyndall, who aroused the boy’s scientific interests, and to Alys Pearsall Smith, who aroused very different feelings and became his first wife.

In 1883 Uncle Rollo moved from Pembroke Lodge to a house on the slopes of Hindhead, the sandy prow of hills forty miles west of London that during the last decades of the nineteenth century became a sub-Alpine retreat for eminent Victorians with a taste for the open. Leslie Stephen criss-crossed the area with his ‘Sunday Tramps’. Frederic Harrison the philosopher lived nearby. So did Edward Whymper the mountaineer, and Conan Doyle who used the surrounding heathlands in his novels. Tennyson, having rented a home among the trees, moved to his ‘cottage’, the neighbouring and comparatively grand Aldworth from which, through the Chanctonbury Gap, he could catch his one blue glimpse of sea.T. H. Huxley and Mrs Humphry Ward had both become inhabitants of a neighbourhood not unlike the Portmeirion peninsula on which Russell ended his days, an area thickly laced with good intentions and high ideals where an intellectual could be found on almost every large stone.

The Hindhead fashion had been started by John Tyndall, the eminent scientist and mountaineer whose lectures at the Royal Institution had been regularly attended by members of the Russell family. His uniquely ugly house was still one of the few in the area when Uncle Rollo moved into nearby Dunrozel. He had already sought Tyndall’s advice on how to become a physicist and he now began to take his nephew on regular visits to the great man. By November 1883 Tyndall, a great lover of children, was recording in his diary ‘Bertie came to claim a visit to Dunrozel.’ He and his young wife accepted the invitation brought over by the boy and stayed to supper.

During the next few years, as the inhabitants of Pembroke Lodge made a regular summer migration to the Surrey heights, Russell was often taken to see Tyndall, on one occasion impressing the great man by his efforts to find the centre of gravity when two walking-sticks were hitched together, and on another with the news that he had climbed Piz Palu in the Engadine during a summer holiday. Russell did later record an early ambition to be a physicist, abandoned when he discovered that ‘laboratories & experiments & mechanisms [baffled him] completely’. And a constant refrain in his philosophical work was to be that results could best be achieved by using the scientific methods which Tyndall could rarely be stopped from expounding.

Uncle Rollo’s choice of Hindhead was to have a more significant result than friendship with Tyndall. To this Surrey-Sussex border there had also come the Pearsall Smiths, rich Philadelphia Quakers. The father, Robert, had first crossed the Atlantic sixteen years earlier to embark on an evangelical crusade, soon ended by persistent rumours that at his meetings, attended by select groups of spinsters, he had followed too enthusiastically St Paul’s injunction to the Romans to ‘salute one another with a holy kiss’. A return to America had been followed by a return to Europe and the Pearsall Smiths had settled into Friday’s Hill, an ornate house and farm-estate at Fernhurst, midway between Aldworth and Hindhead.

The family was dominated by Robert’s wife Hannah, a woman powered by a mixture of dormant sadism and the religious fervour that had driven her into writing The Christians Secret of a Happy Life, a book which sold more than a quarter of a million copies within a few years of publication. Her son was Logan. Seven years older than Russell, he was to carve himself a small but select literary niche before tottering into euphoric senility. There were two daughters. The elder was by this time Mary Costelloe, a beauty of twenty-five married to a rising young lawyer, a fascinator with burnished gold hair and roving eye almost ready for the arrival at Friday’s Hill the following year of the dazzling Bernard Berenson.

The younger daughter was Alys, with blue eyes and nut-brown hair, willowy yet well covered. As reserved as her sister was flamboyant, Alys was resigned to the results. ‘Thee can get on relying on thy charm,’ she admitted, ‘but I have got to be good.’ A good woman in the worst sense of the word, she turned the other cheek on principle and made perfectly understandable Russell’s later commiserations on those who lacked the courage to sin. A picture-book example of American womanhood, devoted to good works, Alys was just twenty-two, recently graduated from the Pennsylvanian women’s college of Bryn Mawr. Alys and her family held out more than the attractions of a transatlantic lilt. Whatever their deficiencies, the younger Pearsall Smiths had few taboos, argued about everything, and were willing to consider anything.

Even without Russell’s curiosity value as heir to an earldom, he would have been welcomed when Uncle Rollo called with his nephew at Friday’s Hill half-way through a long summer’s walk, ostensibly on the spur of the moment but more probably for a first look at a remarkable group of near-neighbours. Russell was seventeen. He fell in love with Alys at first sight, a love that trickled away so quietly that after eight years of marriage he was surprised to find it gone. Alys responded more slowly. But by the early 1890s she was as dedicated to Russell as ever woman could be, and remained so for the rest of her life – loved, hated, discarded and ignored; divorced before Russell succeeded his brother as 3rd Earl, platonically reunited with him in her eighties and, as her friends commented, believing to the last that the next telephone-call would be his offer to make an honest countess of her.

Russell’s instant obsession with Alys was unfortunate; it was also very much on the cards. The American family had a vigour and a freshness hardly diminished by, what Eddie Marsh, one of Russell’s Trinity colleagues, described as the ‘funny grammar they talk to one another’, the Quaker ‘Thee’-ing and ‘Thou’-ing that Alys retained until her death after the Second World War. ‘To me, as to Goethe,’ Russell wrote later, ‘America seemed a romantic land of freedom, and I found among [the Pearsall Smiths] an absence of many prejudices which hampered me at home. Above all, I enjoyed their emancipation from good taste.’ They enjoyed Russell, particularly the matriarch, who once admitted ‘if I lived in England, I should want to belong to the aristocracy’.

At Friday’s Hill, Russell met his brother’s friend George Santayana. ‘It was strange’, wrote Santayana, ‘to see Bertie, and even his brother, who turned up one day for luncheon, in that American Quaker family, and to hear those young women speak of the elder brother as Frank, which I never heard any of his friends or his wives do. But the Russells never knew themselves or their proper place in the world: that was a part of their mixture of genius and folly.’

To Friday’s Hill came Shaw in his khaki-coloured ‘health’ clothes of Jaeger-flannel, and Russell would watch him at work, the names of his characters written on paper and manoeuvred on a chess-board to remind him of who was on stage. Graham Wallas, another early member of the Fabian Society, was a frequent visitor. So was Frederic Harrison, who saw all life through the spectacles of Comte’s positivism; and Sidney Webb, an ambitious thirty, about to strike out from the Civil Service into the rougher waters of local government. Here also came Beatrice Potter, the most beautiful of the nine Potter sisters, a friend and supporter of Alys; she was soon to become Mrs Webb, and quickly put Russell among her ‘A’s’ – ‘aristocratic, anarchic and artistic’ – compared with the ‘B’s’, among whom she included herself and her future husband, ‘bourgeois, bureaucratic and benevolent’.

The attractions of Friday’s Hill for the young Russell, his questioning mind no longer hemmed in by the psychological boundaries of Pembroke Lodge, were strong and obvious. Despite the religiosity, the aggressive propaganda for teetotal-ism, the relentless seeking about for good causes in need of support, there was a willingness for open discussion, a determination to defend by rational argument, that was entirely new. Only later, as perspectives changed, as personal disenchantment coloured old memories, did he look back on the Friday’s Hill menage as not only devout and dedicated, honest and fearless, but also as a small company capable of doing immense harm yet firmly resolved to ignore the catastrophes their actions might cause.

As important as the intellectual stimulation of the Americans in general was the physical stimulation of Alys. Until their first meeting in the summer of 1889, Russell had been coddled in almost monastic seclusion. His sexual education, acquired in the manner of the day by schoolboy gossip and a delving into medical dictionaries, had been purely theoretical; and he was ill-prepared for putting into perspective what he now felt about a luscious Alys. His first visit to Friday’s Hill was followed by another and another. Soon he was a regular visitor, quite dazzled by his hosts. The hosts were equally dazzled by him, and during one visit Robert Pearsall Smith took Berenson aside. ‘Do you see that young man over there?’ he asked. ‘He’s Lord John Russell’s grandson.’


2 Cambridge Chrysalis

At the age of seventeen Russell was slight and precise, an aristocratic sparrow with the trim air of going about his business with the utmost efficiency. None of the fires had yet begun to burn through the neat outer covering; no signs yet showed of the effects which a distinctly exceptional education was to have on a distinctly exceptional pupil. Yet Lady Russell’s aggressive idealism had in fact been an unrecognized catalyst inside the extraordinary brain with which the Russells and Stanleys had endowed her grandson. The instruction of tutors, combined with her instinctive knowledge of what she believed to be right, acting together on a boy confidently expected to lead, had resulted in what Santayana called a princely education, but one which was

a little like cultivating tropical flowers under electric light in a steaming greenhouse. The instruction was well selected, competently given, and absorbed with intense thirst; but it was too good for the outdoor climate. Moreover, there were obstacles that far from being surmounted were built upon as cornerstones of righteousness and sources of superior light. One was the hereditary liberalism and Low Church Piety of the family. Another was Bertie’s microscopic intensity that narrowed each of his insights, no matter how varied these insights might be, lost the substance in the visible image, the sense in the logic of the words, and made him, though he might be many-sided, a many-sided fanatic.

None of this was apparent as the family decided on Russell’s future. All that came through was a strong line in mathematics. Therefore Cambridge, to which Lord Amberley had gone, was chosen rather than Oxford. A contributing factor may have been the record of Frank, who had spent two years at Balliol before being sent down by Jowett in circumstances that were never satisfactorily explained.

In December 1889 Russell sat for a scholarship to Trinity in mathematics, a subject which had kept him afloat through the worst days at Old Southgate. ‘There was a footpath leading across fields to New Southgate,’ he wrote, ‘and I used to go there alone to watch the sunset and contemplate suicide. I did not, however, commit suicide, because I wished to know more of mathematics.’ Even at this early stage, there were two elements in the uncontrollable passion for the queen of the sciences which at various times discouraged Russell from jumping under trains, beneath buses, from boats or into rivers. One was the almost mystical importance with which he endowed the subject, a quality which put it on a level with poetry, romantic love, or the splendours of the sea and the mountains which from youth to old age never failed to move him. In direct contrast there was the attraction of a subject totally unimpli-cated in human feelings and failings. ‘I like mathematics,’ he wrote, ‘because it is not human & has nothing particular to do with this planet or with the whole accidental universe – because, like Spinoza’s God, it won’t love us in return.’

Russell’s obsession was already visible to the favoured few who, like him, placed mathematics near the centre of the universe. Among them was Alfred North Whitehead, just twenty-nine and, by a turn of the cards that was to affect Russell’s entire life, the Trinity examiner. A kindly man already showing a detachment from real life as well as signs of the forgetfulness for which he later became notorious, Whitehead was known in college for his philosophic urge to study out-of-the-way branches of mathematics. His dedication was now illustrated in a slightly irregular way. In the scholarship examination a young man named Bushell gained higher marks than Russell; but Whitehead, feeling intuitively that Russell was the abler man, burned the marks before meeting the other examiners. Then he recommended Russell. ‘Long afterwards,’ Russell has recorded, ‘Whitehead said to me: “I was justified because you beat him in the Tripos.” ‘

Having thus backed his fancy, Whitehead took the young man under his wing when in October 1890 Russell settled into rooms in Whewell’s Court. The teacher-pupil relationship rapidly changed, first into that of colleagues, then of collaborators – a natural evolution since both men found mathematics leading them towards the narrow postern-gate of philosophy. Together they were to produce Principia Mathematica, that landmark in mathematical thinking, and only after a decade of joint work did their contrasting temperaments, aided by external circumstance, force them slowly apart. Perhaps this was inevitable. Whitehead, turning into the metaphysics that Russell believed was a cul-de-sac, saw its principles as truths about the nature of God: Russell had early ruled out even the remote kind of God favoured by Whitehead.

Although their differences rose to the surface in later years, Whitehead’s benevolent interest now enabled Russell to settle down to undergraduate life without the emotional manhandling often meted out to sensitive youths, and usually the fate of the man who could accurately be described as a shy prig.

Most of the friendships he formed at Cambridge lasted until death stepped in; many were to play significant parts in his professional or private life. There was Charles Sanger, who had gone up in the same term, also read mathematics, and who accompanied him on walking-tours across the Alps and into Italy during the decade before the First World War. There were Theodore Llewelyn Davies and his brother Crompton. To these close friends there were added the Trevelyan brothers, three great-nephews of Macaulay whose friendship and support was to succour Russell over the years: Charles, who risked his reputation in the House of Commons by defending Russell’s activities during the First World War; Robert, whose house under Leith Hill was an ever-open haven in times of trouble; and George, who as Master of .Trinity shepherded Russell back to Cambridge from self-imposed wartime exile in 1944. There was Ellis McTaggart, six years Russell’s senior, a staunch upholder of Hegelian Idealism, who called himself an atheist but firmly believed in personal immortality – ‘the bumbling McTaggart chattering about the Absolute’, as Palme Dutt percipiently if unkindly called him.

There was also G. E. Moore, pursuing truth ‘with the tenacity of a bulldog and the integrity of a saint’, and already preparing the hammer-blows which, with Russell’s, were to bring about the collapse of the reigning Idealism. Moore came up two years after Russell, and the significant effect of each man on the other did not make itself felt until the last few years of the nineteenth century. Then their interactions were to be notable. Russell, checking proofs of his book on the philosophy of Leibniz, commented to Moore, ‘I have made, however, so many corrections in consequence of your remarks as was possible without radical alteration; & I admit that I was terribly muddled.’ A few years later, in The Principles of Mathematics, he admitted that ‘on fundamental questions of philosophy [my] position, in all its chief features, [is] derived from Mr G. E. Moore’. And for the first decade or more of the twentieth century the core of his views on ethics – that good and bad, right and wrong, were qualities just as objective and as unimplicated in human affairs as the colour of grass or the hardness of metal – was essentially the view of Moore’s Principia Ethica.

For his part, Moore always counted Russell among the most important influences of his own philosophical life. Benign even as a young man, he had a nature which Russell described as transparent and crystal as a mountain spring, and it was only by a subterfuge that Russell once tricked him into telling a lie. ‘Moore,’ he asked, ‘do you always speak the truth?’ ‘No,’ answered Moore.

Yet on Moore’s side the relationship was one of professional admiration rather than friendship, and when on one occasion Russell remarked, ‘You don’t like me, do you?’ Moore thought seriously for a few moments before answering, ‘No.’ The conversation then continued, amicably.

The reason for Moore’s failure to move from respect to familiarity lay in Russell’s apparent ability to quarantine himself from human feelings without undue trouble. He was not, as an acquaintance was to claim, a man without any heart at all; his ruthlessness was often exercised for an intellectual rather than a personal cause. But he could so isolate the heart’s demands that the charge of heartlessness stuck easily. ‘I love to think of the bright shining passionless creation, showing no faintest trace of the agony and bloody sweat out of which it grows’, he once wrote. ‘This is partly why logic and math.’cs. inspire me more than religious writing, because they disdain even to notice suffering.’ Moore, and others, were allergic to the outlook.

Early in 1893 Russell, by then the established young undergraduate about Cambridge, invited Moore to meet McTaggart for tea in his rooms. ‘McTaggart, in the course of conversation [was] led to express his well-known view that Time is unreal’, said Moore in recalling the occasion. ‘This must have seemed to me then (as it still does) a perfectly monstrous proposition, and I did my best to argue against it. I don’t suppose I argued at all well; but I think I was persistent and found quite a lot of things to say in answer to McTaggart.’

Quite a lot was also said in the University Moral Science Club. Russell had joined in February 1891, a few months after coming up, and Moore in his turn joined soon after arriving. Russell was a frequent attender and over the next two decades often used the club as a sounding-board for his ideas, reading before it many papers later refurbished for larger audiences.

His development at Cambridge, where the twentieth century was but a dim threat in the future, followed the expected pattern. Few legends of these days have survived, and even fewer details, but one corner of the veil is lifted by the history of the Magpie and Stump Debating Society. Russell’s recorded interventions on the stage of this typical Cambridge group are three, each one an earnest of things to come. On 4 June 1891, at the 533rd meeting, he proposed the motion: ‘That this house consider it both just and expedient that women should be admitted to equal political rights as men.’ He argued his case so well that it was necessary for the chairman to decide the motion by casting his vote against it. The following summer, twenty meetings on, Russell proposed that: ‘The ending or mending of the House of Lords is desirable.’ As so often in the future, Russell only lost by a short head – in this case by a majority of one.

The third intervention came when the orderly calm of the club was shattered by a palace revolution, by internal schism, and by the election of a new president with George Hamilton-Gordon, later Baron Stanmore, challenging what would now be called the Establishment represented by Robert Erskine Childers, the ill-fated author of The Riddle of the Sands. ‘Nothing that might influence the small wobbling minority of unprejudiced electors was left undone’, says the club’s history.

’The Court Circular’, the official organ of the Legitimist party, made its first and last appearance. Little boys fell gasping in the streets and, as they fell, passed on to willing hands their store of fly-sheets; grown men, with hammer and nails, with scissors and paste, renewed the joys of their youth; and a future knight commander of the British Empire and a budding philosopher took red chalk and ran round the town in a last-minute effort to attract the votes of the fickle electorate.

The future knight commander was Maurice Amos; the philosopher, Russell.

A capacity for friendship, sociability and the frosty glitter with which he could coat the most ordinary subjects, all began to reveal themselves during Russell’s undergraduate years. This was acknowledged early in 1892 by his election to the Society. Founded in 1820 as the Cambridge Conversazione Society, and by this time known as the Apostles since membership was limited to a dozen, the Society had been started by a group of young men who had ‘a common craving for further investigation than was permitted by the opportunities given by the University into higher philosophy’. They met in each other’s rooms in succession, on Saturday nights, to hear the host read a paper which was afterwards discussed. Meetings usually went on into the small hours and often ended with Sunday breakfast, followed by a long walk during which the argument was continued. For Russell the greatest happiness of his time at Cambridge was connected with the Society; the sense of belonging to an élite, of intellectual comradeship, and of preparing for a role in running the world, began to counteract the effects of Pembroke Lodge.

Although the effects were to remain all his life, and to play havoc with a good deal of it, Cambridge in general and the Society in particular did much to remedy the harm caused by the early death of his parents and the good intentions of Lord and Lady Russell. Some of the earnestness he had breathed in with the air at Richmond was breathed out again with the aid of light-hearted undergraduate humours. Some of the knobbly corners were smoothed away. Some of the almost psychotic isolation from his contemporaries was at least superficially removed.

However, the effect of Cambridge should not be overestimated. It ‘brought him out’. But it was mainly in the intellectual sphere that the influence worked. The university did its broadening and civilizing job, but in Russell’s case it could not entirely compensate for the lack of contact with the ordinary world that had been part and parcel of life at Pembroke Lodge. When he left, he still had a lot to learn the hard way. But if life at Trinity did not entirely prepare him for life outside, it did encourage one dominating factor in his character: not only the spirit of questioning and dissent, but also its extension, the natural and slightly bloody-minded reaction of being perverse for perversity’s sake which could be Russell’s strength when playing Devil’s Advocate, but was dangerously self-damaging when allowed to get out of hand.

At the end of three years Russell was bracketed Seventh Wrangler in the Mathematical Tripos; but he paid a price for success strangely comparable to that paid by Einstein, one of many parallels between the two men’s lives. ‘The coercion [for the examinations] had such a deterring effect’, wrote Einstein after graduating from the Zurich Polytechnic, ‘that after I had passed the final examination I found the consideration of any scientific problems distasteful to me for an entire year.’ Russell’s feelings were much the same. ‘The attempt to acquire examination technique had led me to think of mathematics as consisting of artful dodges and ingenious devices and as altogether too much like a crossword puzzle’, he wrote. ‘When . . . I emerged from my last mathematical examination I swore
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