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Blessed Girl

I would not for the whole world separate you.

Betty to Frances, 27 July 1887

 

Lady Betty Lytton, aged eighteen, loved two people best in the world – her father, and a rural clergyman and man of letters more than three times her age, Whitwell Elwin. Of course, Betty loved her mother too (‘Beloved Muds’, ‘my darling precious Muddius’), and her just-younger sister Constance (‘Connum’, ‘Connikins’, ‘Angel Con’), and she petted the three small ones, Emily, Victor and little Neville, who hung about outside her bedroom door in their grand family home, begging to be let into the fun. But when Betty was cast into the inevitable round of balls, receptions and country house visits expected of a marriageable girl in 1885, all she really wanted was to stay close to her father and ‘His Rev’, reading poetry together in Elwin’s red-brick rectory outside the leafy Norfolk village of Booton. Everything Betty knew about love when she married Gerald Balfour in 1887, she learned from these two men.

 

In person, Betty’s father, Edward Robert Bulwer-Lytton (called Robert) captivated. The damage he did was impersonal, inflicted on subjects he never knew. Son of the novelist Edward Bulwer-Lytton, whose historical romances and dramas only Dickens outsold, young Robert, born in 1831, was the product of a spectacularly dysfunctional marriage – his father ever trying to shut up his voluble estranged wife, including by once confining her to a lunatic asylum, his mother exposing her husband’s cruelty and neglect in novels, plays and vehement public denunciations. Rosina Wheeler is remembered today as an early and bitter critic of women’s marital subjection, but Robert entirely took his father’s side – provoking his mother’s couplet that ‘the velvet word & fiendish deed / prove him the true foul Lytton breed’.1 Bulwer-Lytton père coined the phrase ‘the pen is mightier than the sword’ – and with parents like these, small wonder Robert imagined literature his calling too. His father disagreed: the income was too uncertain and perhaps Robert’s talent too derivative. The Lyttons were ‘poor peers’: they had a grandly fantastical house, Knebworth, in Hertfordshire (quite near Hatfield), but little wealth or land. Robert needed a profession.

 

[image: A black and white photograph of Knebworth House, a large, ornate stately home with numerous turrets and towers.]

Knebworth House.

 

He went into the diplomatic corps, cutting an impressive figure as consul or aide in one European capital after another, picking up languages, mistresses and literary influences as he went. He wrote too, under the pseudonym ‘Owen Meredith’, publishing sub-Browning lyrical poems on chivalric motifs. In 1864 he married Edith Villiers, a society beauty ten years his junior; despite occasional frictions over money and (later) Lytton’s flirtations, the marriage was happy. Edith bore seven children over the next fifteen years, but the first and fourth, both boys, died in childhood. The eldest daughter, Elizabeth Edith, always called Betty, was born in 1867, her sister and closest companion Constance two years later.

Debonaire and theatrical, Lytton was the sort of diplomat a romantic conservative like Benjamin Disraeli might invent. And in 1876, in a move that dumbfounded the political world, Disraeli, now prime minister, appointed Lytton Viceroy of India. Lytton had no qualifications for this role, and historians consider his four-year term of office – disfigured by the Second Anglo-Afghan War and a famine that cost some five million Indian lives – one of the most disastrous in the history of the British Raj. Lytton did what Disraeli wanted perfectly though, staging an ornate banners-and-elephants faux-Mughal extravaganza outside Delhi in January 1877, at which Queen Victoria was proclaimed Empress of India. In 1880, when Disraeli’s government fell and Lytton was expeditiously replaced, his grateful Queen raised his rank from baron to earl.2

Betty was nine when the family set out for India and thirteen when they returned, old enough for those years to have made an impression.3 One can even spot Betty and Constance in Valentine Prinsep’s florid painting, The Imperial Assemblage held at Delhi, 1 January 1877 – two slight figures in demure black dresses standing behind their gorgeously clad father on his raised red-and-gold open-air dais.4 But while Betty edited two volumes of her father’s letters after his death, it was her youngest sister Emily, only a small child in those years, who became a theosophist, strict vegetarian, and – even as her architect husband Edwin Lutyens built an imperial capital in New Delhi – advocate of Indian Home Rule. Like Frances, Betty was close to her father, but their bond was nurtured by sympathy and poetry, not politics.

 

‘I mark this letter “private” ’, Lytton wrote to thirteen-year-old Betty in February 1880, when he was busy with work in Calcutta and his family at Simla, ‘because you are now fast approaching an age when our correspondence must necessarily become more confidential and more serious.’ He ‘toiled and laboured’ for her, certain that ‘some day – if I live – I shall find my reward in the worth of your womanhood, and the beauty of your character.’ Although he was often ‘weary and despondent’, she should know that ‘it is always in your power to cheer or discourage me by your conduct.’5

There is much love and tenderness in this letter but not a little emotional blackmail too. Lytton was a controversial and even vilified figure by the time the family returned to England a few months later; versifying away at Knebworth, he looked to his eldest daughter for the admiration a fickle public would no longer provide. Betty was a ‘treasured joy’ to both her parents, he wrote to her on her fourteenth birthday; but he hoped that ‘my life while it lasts may be increasingly cheered by your sympathy & interest.’6 Note the emphasis on the possessive.

He could count on that, because Betty knew virtually no one outside her family circle. Like Frances Campbell – indeed like all aristocratic daughters – she and her sisters were not sent away to school. In her autobiography, Frances regretted the insularity of that upbringing: she had no friends except her sisters and no education beyond what her ill-taught governess and her father’s library could provide.7 The Lyttons were a more cultured and cosmopolitan family than the Campbells, though. If Betty, like Frances, read Walter Scott novels at twelve, she graduated not just to sermons and Tennyson, but also to European languages and the racier eighteenth-century writers. The Lyttons took their daughters to galleries, loved amateur theatricals and gave Betty and Constance serious musical training, Constance becoming a talented pianist and Betty a decent violinist. By their teenage years the two had learned to conquer their shyness and play duets for company.

Lytton trained Betty in another role too, as amanuensis, critic and even fellow writer. The duke taught Frances, as Lady Blanche Balfour taught her daughters, to do household accounts, but Lytton gave Betty sentences to check for grammar and style, shared his poetry with her, and encouraged her to write. He had noted even in childhood her ‘Lust zu fabulieren’ (love of story-telling, but Lytton did not need to translate Goethe’s phrase for Betty); now he found in her new ghost story (‘The Red Manor’) ‘unmistakable indications of Genius’. He talked through his plays and poems, praising her as ‘the best & soundest critic in England’. His letters are full of endearments. She was ‘my beloved Betty’, ‘darling Bina’, ‘child of my heart & friend of my heart’s heart’ and – as she became his muse – ‘my dearest Egeria’.8

At the end of 1883, now sixteen, Betty went with her parents to Paris, where they ordered two dresses for her from Monsieur Worth, who attended them in person – one ‘simple, green cloth with a black sash’, but the other an ‘evening one of blue silk’. They took her to the galleries and the sights and to see Sarah Bernhardt perform in the French comedy Frou-Frou. She dined out alone one evening with her father, bisque and champagne in a restaurant’s private room, where, Betty reported to Con, he ‘did all he could to make the waiter think we were a very improper couple, – & he quite succeeded I assure you’.9 Lytton was creating his perfect woman, but that woman was less of an ingénue, more knowing of men and their desires, than the Sophie Rousseau formed for his Émile. Two years later, Lytton would disclose his infatuation with the actress Mary Anderson to his teenage daughter, a secret that Betty – who like her father chafed under her controlling mother’s rule – seems to have taken in her stride.

In the autumn of 1884, the Earl and Countess of Lytton brought their daughter into society. She tested the waters, chaperoned by her parents, at country house parties across England and Scotland. At once guileless and intelligent, her letters show her sharp eye for insincerity: she was tired of Dunrobin Castle, she told Con, for the family ‘hate each other like poison and call each other nothing but “dears” and “darlings” ’, but at Panshanger, to her surprise, she had ‘great fun’.10 They spent that winter in London, and in March 1885 her mother presented her at court.11 Betty was still too artless a girl to











































All Change

I am sure many people enjoy Fishers Hill. My not caring for a house like a convict prison, & a sense that Gerald hates intrusion, only means you need never reckon on my filling any room, unless he wants me or there is trouble.

Frances to Betty, 17 February 1904

 

On 3 April 1901, Frances took the train out to Woking, where ‘the Geralds’, back from Ireland, were building a house. The Colony was over – and if Frances felt hurt and rejected (and she did), her children, raised with their cousins, felt even more abandoned. Betty felt bad about that, and invited Joan, Alison and Oswald (now eleven, ten and six) for a long stay over the Easter holidays. Frances came out for lunch, and to approve Betty’s plan to board the girls at a nearby cottage, for the family was renting while the work was finished. She talked politics with Gerald for a bit but she was suffering from back pain and seemed unhappy; she left for the station early. ‘I was so afraid I should be asked to go and see the new house,’ she told Betty on leaving.

‘It was all half comic half tragic,’ Betty wrote to Constance. ‘Such a suffering body, & I thought perhaps a still more suffering heart.’ Betty knew how hard it was for Frances to see Gerald leave Kensington but still worse to know ‘that she now had no part in anything that concerned him, that he was not a bit pleased to see her, & did not ask her to come again’. Betty thought – an unkind taming-of-the-shrew view she expressed more than once – that if Frances had married ‘a very overbearing powerful-minded husband in a very wealthy & prominent social position, who could have given her lots of children, and a great social responsibility, as a legitimate outlet for her ambition & superabundant energy’, she would have been ‘a far happier woman’. Instead, she thought Frances miserable and lonely, with all her interests ‘so sadly fruitless’. Betty felt guilty: ‘prickles all over & a general sense of sad discomfort which lasted some hours’.1

She felt guilty for a reason. The time in Ireland had ruptured Frances and Gerald’s friendship while deepening Betty and Gerald’s bond: the two were now entirely ‘one’, in a way that Eustace and Frances were not. And as Betty came into her own, for the first time she put her tie to Gerald, and not her pledge to Frances, first. Once she did that, all sorts of problems the ménage à quatre had papered over came to light – especially the problem of Eustace.

 

Eustace Balfour was the Colony’s least-considered member. Now in his forties, he had two jobs, five children to support, and a wife who was out most nights. Of course, he was often out too, dining with friends at one of his four clubs – the Savile, St Stephen’s, Caledonian and Burlington Fine Arts. But if Eustace didn’t spend much time with his children, he did try to support them – especially now, with Frank entering Eton and Baffy soon coming out. Like Gerald, he tried to pick up directorships (he was chairman of the St James and Pall Mall Electric Light Company), and his salary as surveyor for the Grosvenor Estate, though modest, was essential for the family budget. He liked that work – overseeing building and repairs, enforcing a common style, keeping the detested neo-Gothic at bay – but the firm of Balfour and Turner would have liked some country house commissions too.2 But those were all going to a brilliant new architect fifteen years Eustace’s junior, Edwin Lutyens.

Lutyens, a soldier’s son who trained at the Kensington School of Art, teamed up with the landscaper and gardener Gertrude Jekyll in the mid-1890s. They built a house for Jekyll, Munstead Wood, using timber and local stone in an Arts and Crafts style. Much admired, that house generated a flurry of commissions, including from the Souls, for Lutyens’ lovely and liveable houses and Jekyll’s magical gardens fitted their aesthetic perfectly. Over the years, Lutyens and Jekyll would complete some 120 house-and-garden collaborations. At the start of their partnership Lutyens fell for Lady Emily Lytton, Betty’s younger sister, and the year Jekyll’s house was completed, married her. Now there was a second architect in the Balfour family.

Eustace’s first commissions had come from his family – the chapel at Hatfield, the coffee house at Inveraray, work at Strathconon and Whittingehame – though he did work for his friend Cyril Flower (from 1892 Lord Battersea) at Aston Clinton as well. Lutyens liked Eustace (‘a very curious mixture of geniality and pomposity’) but cheerfully shouldered his competitor aside. Frances watched her sister-in-law Princess Louise employ Lutyens (over Eustace) at Rosneath; the Bishop of Peterborough (married to her sister Mary) use Lutyens (not Eustace) for renovations to the Bishop’s Palace; the Batterseas give Lutyens the commission for their fantastical new house, The Pleasaunce; and Souls Alfred and D. D. Lyttelton hire him to build Greywalls, near Whittingehame. Then in 1901, in what Frances thought a real betrayal, Betty and Gerald commissioned Lutyens to build Fishers Hill, their new house in Woking.3 Lutyens was drowning in work – and Eustace was worried about money.

Lutyens’ prodigious talent wasn’t Eustace’s only problem. For more than a decade, he had relied on whisky to get through his day. He stopped for a stiffener at Addison Road Station before heading into work, had another near his office on the Strand, and socialised over lunch and dinner at one of his clubs; by the time he got home, he was pretty well-oiled. Eustace wasn’t, at this stage, sloppy and slurring. Rather, like thousands of Englishmen from Pitt to Churchill, he was a high-functioning alcoholic, a steady level of booze in his bloodstream keeping him going.

By his forties, he was finding this balancing act ever harder. He could manage when he had work to attend to, for he was punctilious about professional obligations, and manage still better when training or encamped with his London Scottish volunteers, for he cared about his reputation with his men. Things deteriorated during those long autumn evenings at Whittingehame – his brothers sarcastic, his sister-in-law placatory, his wife ostentatiously rude to the sister who had been his childhood friend. Eustace drank more than ever in Scotland, to make it all go away.

Over Christmas 1896, Alice noticed the bottles emptying. She couldn’t talk to Frances, for relations between the two women were worse than ever. So she wrote to Eustace, perhaps to admonish him, perhaps to help him face up to his condition. Once back in London, she talked to his friend Hugh Sutton, a lieutenant in the Coldstream Guards. And she spoke to Arthur, for Eustace hadn’t answered her letters.4

Arthur, clearly shocked, told Frances that she had been ‘wilfully and stupidly blind’ and insisted that she speak with Eustace. Frances promised she would, but after reading Alice’s letters to Eustace, she also wrote a vicious, furious response. Why did Alice think she had the right to ‘cross-examine’ Sutton on Eustace’s habits? ‘It is not usual to try to find out through an intimate friend what goes on in a man’s house’, and ‘when I remember that that man is your brother, I think it disgusting conduct.’ Nothing would hurt Eustace more than to know his family spoke of him this way, and ‘though I cannot say I am surprised at the lack of breeding, I am surprised at the total absence of all proper family feeling & loyalty’. If Alice persisted, ‘I shall take means to stop you.’5

Alice went to Arthur with this missive, and while we don’t know exactly what the First Lord of the Treasury and Leader of the House wrote to his sister-in-law, it was enough to bring Frances up short. ‘How worse than foolish I am,’ Frances admitted in her diary – but she also, finally, had a long-overdue talk with her husband. Eustace confessed his habit of drinking whisky and soda throughout the day and blithely promised to go off alcohol entirely. Not until the following week would he agree to see a doctor, who confirmed (as Frances suspected but Eustace denied) that her husband had been unable to keep that pledge. That doctor, astonishingly, said that Eustace could drink claret with meals (‘four bottles with food would not hurt him’) but had to stop drinking spirits – and Eustace, ‘relieved to hear he might drink at meals’, promised to ‘make a very real effort again’. Frances reported all this to Arthur but could not keep from fulminating against Alice, whose ‘hatred to me makes her look at everything which belongs to me through jaundiced eyes’. Alice was concerned about her brother – but Frances, in her rage and pain, couldn’t see it.6

Nor could she take a hard look at her own behaviour. Yes, she was busy and often out; yes, Eustace hid his habit, rarely drinking at home. But Arthur was right to say Frances had been ‘wilfully blind’ – not unaware of, but determinedly closing her eyes to, her husband’s condition. Through the early 1890s, Frances often noted in her diary that Eustace was ‘not very well’; at Christmas 1893 she had ‘some little talk’ with a doctor about him; in November 1896 – before this storm broke – she was ‘very worried about Eustace’s health which is most gravely wrong’.7 And during his first valiant attempt at sobriety, Frances reported that Eustace now showed ‘not a trace of pomposity, of thick utterance, of bombastic boasting, of gesticulation, of all the 100 & one things we have watched for years’.8 Frances knew that her husband was in trouble and had done very little to help him. When someone tried – his detested sister – she lashed out, turning a family intervention about Eustace into a fierce fight over her own rights.

Arthur, who hated few things more than strong feelings, told Frances that if she was not able to treat Alice civilly, she was not to communicate with him either. It was Alice who asked him to seek reconciliation. Frances came at her ‘like a hot iron approaching a raw place’, but Alice didn’t believe her sister-in-law ‘realises what she does’ or could change her ways.9 Nor could she, for three months later Frances was still ‘indignant’ at Alice’s ‘want of taste & tact’, still insisting to Arthur that Alice was just trying to turn him against her. Frances claimed she didn’t begrudge her sister-in-law her success in doing that – ‘I gave her the game to play, by the act of my own hand’ – but she did feel ‘deep & genuine regret’ at the breach, for Arthur had been her friend for eighteen years, and everything good in her life – ‘happy surroundings, a home for the children, “admonition & advice” ’ – he had given her. She hoped ‘that so ugly & squalid a matter may be buried in oblivion’.10

Arthur had the Commons to manage and a government to run, but in July 1897 he found time to write his sister-in-law a long letter. He wasn’t sure it was worth it, he said, for sanity deserted her on this subject. He had wanted to make a home at Whittingehame for his brothers’ families and had asked in return only that they live together in ‘mutual affection’. He now withdrew this demand: ‘I perceive with grief that it is impossible of accomplishment.’ But if he couldn’t have affection, ‘I will at any rate have peace’ – and by peace he meant not ‘armed neutrality’ but cordial civility towards Alice as the hostess. Unless Frances could promise that, she could come to Whittingehame as an ‘occasional guest’ but no longer as a ‘habitual inmate’.

While threatening to cut her adrift, Arthur also tried to lead Frances towards self-knowledge. ‘I feel so acutely the quite unnecessary suffering which you sometimes bring on yourself by your behaviour to those who love you best and on whose friendship you most depend that I cannot wholly keep silence.’ She spoke without thinking and forgot what she said, believing spontaneity and truth-speaking simply part of her character. But there were some peculiarities which ‘no character however charming (and yours has much of charm) can indulge in with impunity’. Some outbursts might be forgiven, but repeated over and over, ‘they gradually determine the quality of a friendship’. He knew no one with a greater gift for making friends, a greater need for possessing friends, but also ‘a more perverse habit of alienating friends’. He spoke freely, because his own friendship and affection were unchanged.11

‘I have received your letter this morning,’ Frances wrote three days later. ‘I note the conditions laid down in it, and, as far as it lies with me, I will scrupulously observe them.’12 But did she? One mutual friend told Arthur that his rebuke probably just made Frances hate Alice more, and indeed in 1900 she was still scrawling ‘don’t tell Alice!’ on letters to Arthur about Eustace, as if Arthur should keep secrets about their brother from the sister with whom he lived.13 Arthur didn’t bar Frances from Whittingehame – her children loved their life there, Arthur wanted them about, and the long sojourns relieved Frances’s and Betty’s fragile budgets – but all three women found co-residence a trial. Frances was full of interesting talk, Betty told Gerald in 1906, but her behaviour towards Alice ‘destroys all sense of ease & comfort’, and when the three women were alone together ‘our meals à trois are truly awful’.14 The fault didn’t lie entirely with Frances: Alice was stiff, self-punishing and much too wrapped up in her eldest brother. But most of it did.

 

Eustace remained an afterthought. Although his attempt at total abstinence quickly failed, once the Colony dissolved, he and Frances got along better: ‘Eustace very dear’, Frances noted in her diary during her father’s illness.15 Neither was happy about Baffy’s engagement to the bland engineer (later banker) Edgar Dugdale in 1902, but when their daughter insisted they made the best of it.16 They collaborated successfully between 1905 and 1909 to rebuild Crown Court Church – a small Church of Scotland foundation near Covent Garden that had lost many members to St Columba in Kensington (where Frances usually worshipped) as London’s wealthy shifted westwards. Frances wrung money out of every Scottish cleric, businessman and politician she knew, while Eustace drew up the plans and oversaw construction, cleverly getting some light into the church by raising a lovely wooden clerestory above the sanctuary. Frances is commemorated in a window, but the church is a tribute to Eustace’s architectural talent too, and to the much-buffeted couple’s ability still to work together.17

There were regular crises, though, one catalysed by the outbreak in 1899 of the South African War, when Eustace offered to take his volunteers to South Africa and then – realising the household couldn’t manage without his income – withdrew.18 Betty and Frances thought that no doctor would have passed him for military service anyway – he was too old and too physically compromised – but Eustace found the whole episode (which was reported in the papers) humiliating. He took to writing stiff letters to Arthur and to the War Office about the government’s treatment of volunteers. No one took much notice, and he resigned his command of the London Scottish in 1902.19 Edward VII agreed with his criticisms, though, appointing him an aide-de-camp at New Year, 1903.

During lapses, Eustace lied to Frances and to his doctors, sustained injuries (broken thumb, black eye) when drunk that he couldn’t explain – and then tried, again, to quit. Eustace was ‘having all day shivering fits which rocked the bed’, Frances told Arthur in 1900; Eustace was in bed ‘with liver’ and ‘bilious chill,’ she noted in November 1905. He had a ‘prolonged attack of heart’ in June 1908, for which the doctor prescribed medicine, but ‘the difficulty is to get him to take anything, except stimulants’.20 His condition worsened: from 1907 Frances jotted ‘Eus. not very well’, and ‘very anxious about Eus.’ regularly in her diary. Alice now kept a sharp eye on the spirits at Whittingehame, but like most alcoholics Eustace usually found a way, dipping into a hotel when out on an expedition or leaving the group in the evening to stop in a nearby town. If he calibrated his intake he could still charm Betty by explaining architectural points ‘in his nicest least pompous way’, but sometimes he just disappeared ‘with the usual fatal result’.21 Alice, awaiting the arrival of the men to shoot in October 1907, wished Eustace wouldn’t come at all, for he was now ‘no use as a shot’ and apt to ‘disgrace himself in the evening’.22 He was, Betty wrote that year, ‘a fearfully pathetic person – a complete invalid – very lonely – very unloved – but his failing makes it almost impossible to be as nice to him as one wants to be’.23 Everyone – relations, children, wife – was happier when he wasn’t around, and he knew it.

His decline took a catastrophic financial toll. Eustace and Frances had always been short of money. Arthur spent as much as £50,000 a year before the war on houses, financial speculations and lavish entertaining; Gerald’s ministerial salary was £5,000; Eustace and Frances together probably had under £2,000. They clung to the habits of upper-class life – clubs, five servants, society events, charitable donations, a governess for the girls and public schools for the boys – but Frances, with her third-class fares, pinched every penny she could. The grand court dress she wore in May 1902 (‘white satin brocaded with gold carnations, and a green-grey train, there!’) was, she confided, ‘not new’;24 she was greatly relieved when Princess Louise stepped in to host Baffy’s wedding breakfast at Kensington Palace.25 Frances now wrote journalism furiously, but by 1908, with Eustace’s only income his surveyorship and Electric Light directorship, Oswald off to Westminster, and Joan and Alison coming out, they were running up debt – and Frances could ‘neither get [Eustace] to give me the management of the money, nor will he manage it himself, & debt grows from sheer mismanagement’.26 She hotly denied that Eustace was borrowing money, but in fact both Alice and Nora were lending him cash. Not until her husband died would Frances learn the extent of the damage.

 

Eustace’s alcoholism worsened Frances’s jealousy of Gerald and Betty’s happiness; too often, she let that show. Frances did feel strongly bonded with Betty – when her sister-in-law, heavily pregnant with Eve, stayed in London over Christmas 1893 Frances confessed in her diary how much she missed her – but she almost never said so, relying on Betty to stoke the fires of affection.27 With so little return, and with a growing family of her own, Betty found that ever harder. Looking over her sister-in-law’s letters in January 1896, Frances wrote she was certain that Betty’s love had ‘grown cold’, and while Betty replied lightly – ‘my own darling, my most cherished & noblest friend: is that how I used to begin?’ – Frances was on to something. ‘I shall give no more dinner parties till you come,’ Frances promised. ‘If they fail it is due to your absence. If they are the brilliant success of our last one it is spoilt to me by your missing it.’28 For Frances, the Colony was still everything, but Betty had found a new world opening in Dublin, one she did not have to share with Frances and in which she could shine.

Frances’s attack on Gerald’s policies as Chief Secretary for Ireland was the last straw. Frances sympathised with Irish nationalism but not – landlord’s daughter that she was – with Gerald’s 1896 Land Act, which she thought too confiscatory, and said so. Her most violent criticisms were made (as always) to Betty – Gerald was, Frances wrote, ‘perfidious, crafty & unscrupulous’ – and for the first time Betty showed Gerald the letter. ‘Directly I had done this & saw his face reading it I knew I had made a mistake,’ she told Frances miserably; she wished desperately (she said) that she had kept it to herself. But while Betty longed ‘to say Pax, & let the Covenant of Jonathan & David be renewed’, she would do nothing: Frances must approach Gerald to make it right. She also defended herself against Frances’s bitter charges: since she married, Gerald hadn’t been any more ‘the centre of my life than you have’. The problem, of course, was that Frances didn’t want to be the centre of Betty’s life; she wanted to be the centre of Gerald’s life. But while Gerald was happy to be worshipped, he could never accept criticism. Frances’s attack, Betty recalled, caused ‘a breach which never healed’.29

Just as Frances thought Alice’s concern for Eustace a ploy to divide her from Arthur, now she blamed Betty for stealing Gerald’s love. She tells me ‘I have poisoned & embittered her life by alienating Gerald & others from her’, Betty wrote to Constance towards the end of 1897, ‘& that having deliberately done this I have also tried to poison Arthur’s mind against her!’ Betty tried to excuse Frances but couldn’t: ‘I can’t forget this & I can’t reconcile it with affection.’30 If a more loving person than Alice, Betty had more spine: after a few more abusive missives, she told Frances that, under the circumstances, they should cease to be intimate friends.31 But emotional entanglements aren’t so simple as that, for Betty’s heart always brought her back. In 1898, Frances was diagnosed with growths in her breast and faced two terrible operations, done at home but attended by Frances’s trusted nurse Mrs Sharp. During the worst of it, Frances told Sharp that if she died, they should send for Betty to deal with it – and while she didn’t die, it had been, Sharp wrote to Betty (as Frances, for once, couldn’t write), ‘a rather serious business’. Betty, in Dublin, could hardly stop crying. ‘I do so long to be with you,’ she wrote to the sister-in-law who at once enriched and troubled her life.32

But Betty did end the Colony – for the decision, surely, was Betty’s above all. Gerald was still in government, Kensington more convenient for him than Woking, but Betty would no longer live under Frances’s command. In letters to Betty, Frances always insisted she didn’t mind the move or Betty’s absorption in her new house, but she was lying, for she hated the break-up of the Colony, hated to be shown that she was no longer central to Gerald (or even Betty’s) life.33 In her diary, she marked every painful stage of that ending: ‘I dined alone with Betty, all these last days of the 24 chapter’ (7 June 1900); ‘24 is finally deserted today’ (11 June 1900); ‘the break up of so many homes’, she noted at the end of the year.34 She was rude about Woking (‘the dustbin of London’) and rude about the house (‘a convict prison’), but if she didn’t visit, it was really (she admitted to Betty) because Gerald didn’t invite her. ‘If he ever asked me I would come with speed.’35

He wouldn’t, though. After 1900, Frances and Gerald saw one another at Whittingehame, but whenever Frances tried to rekindle their friendship, she was rebuffed. Unable to stop picking the scab, she noted each failure: ‘G explained his feeling toward me, in language & manner which gave no doubt of his sincerity’; ‘had a long talk with G whose love has gone.’36 Frances and Betty were still partners in childrearing, travels, governesses, holidays, balls and the inevitable Whittingehame sojourns; after the early 1900s, though, Gerald virtually disappears from Frances’s diary. When Betty came to dinner, she did so on her own; on the rare occasions that Frances went to Fishers Hill, it was when Gerald was away. The ‘Holy Trinity’ was over.

 

For Betty, the move was a liberation. Fishers Hill is a big, beautiful, gabled, three-storey red-brick house, surrounded by gardens, down a long driveway off leafy Hook Heath Road outside Woking. There were plenty of bedrooms, a big-windowed study overlooking the gardens for Gerald, comfortable sitting rooms, a loggia and lawns where this family of unfettered girls could run wild, and two separate cottages for overflow accommodation. Unlike Whittingehame, described by one visitor in 1906 as an ‘unattractive mansion with large rooms and passages, elaborate furniture and heavy luxury’, Fishers Hill was very much an Edwardian house, designed for easy sociability.37 Emily Lutyens thought it ‘a delicious comfy warm light house – and they do love it so’.38 In 1901, the census recorded fifteen inhabitants: the family (Gerald and Betty, their four daughters), eight servants (governess, nurse, maid, two housemaids, cook, kitchen maid and valet, with a ninth, the cook-housekeeper Wisdom, then away) – and Constance Lytton, for someone was always visiting. More accessible than Whittingehame, less formal than Arthur’s London establishment at Carlton Gardens, and much, much, bigger than any of the Colony houses on Addison Road, over time Fishers Hill would become the centre of Balfour life.

Just how Gerald was able to support this establishment isn’t clear. True, political office had improved his finances, and Arthur may have helped his favourite brother, especially as Gerald had to give up company directorships when he was moved to the Board of Trade – for, as the Liberals tartly pointed out in the Lords, he could hardly regulate companies in which he had a financial stake.39 At Trade, Gerald proved an unremarkable head of a department largely run by its permanent officials, which was just what his uncle and brother wanted.40 In a later Cabinet reshuffle in March 1905, Arthur moved him to head the Local Government Board. In that role, he piloted the Unemployed Workmen’s Act through Parliament, a short-lived measure now considered (against Arthur and Gerald’s intentions) a milestone in establishing state responsibility for unemployment.41
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Fishers Hill, with Lutyens’ trademark brick facade and pitched roof.

 

Through those five years he and Betty lived the commuter life familiar to couples today. Gerald (and his valet) stayed during the week in a flat at Whitehall Court, returning to Betty and the children at Fishers Hill for the weekends. Betty had never liked the glittering social world of the Souls and gave up with relief the kinds of clothes she had worn as a political hostess in Dublin. She still joined Gerald for court balls, weddings and constituency visits, and she and Gerald hosted a huge garden party for local Conservative supporters, but her minor doings ceased to interest the press. She made friends in the area who shared her musical interests (including the composer Ethel Smyth), tended her children and her garden, cost Gerald almost nothing, and began compiling the second volume of her father’s Life.42 This one dealt with his literary work, a much easier task than trying to justify his Afghan war and famine policies in India. Betty was happy.

That happiness radiated outward, as, in these years, Betty brightened every room she entered. She made everyone feel better – not just happier, but funnier, cleverer and more loveable themselves. All of Gerald’s closest collaborators – his philosopher friend Samuel Butcher, his ally on Irish policy Horace Plunkett, his private secretary Lord Balcarres, later his colleague in psychical research, J. G. Piddington – fell a bit in love with Betty. But women fell for her too, sometimes so intensely that she had trouble managing their affection. In 1901, for instance, she had to tell her girls’ besotted German governess (who also taught Frances’s girls during the months at Whittingehame) that she had to stop trying to touch Betty or catch her alone. ‘Do you mean I am never to kiss your hand?’ the poor woman blurted out, with ‘swimming eyes’. ‘Oh, shade of His Rev.,’ Betty wrote to Con, recalling her own girlhood secrets-and-handholding with Whitwell Elwin, ‘what a strange doctrine for me to be preaching.’43 (Frances insisted on hiring the next governess, a battleaxe with no talent for teaching.) A few years later, a like situation developed with, of all people, the ambitious Fabian socialist Beatrice Webb, whom the Balfour brothers had appointed to the new Royal Commission on the Poor Laws.44 Betty admired the Webbs’ intellect, energy and devotion to public service – ‘if I were independent I should go to them tomorrow & say, “Give me work” ’45 – and soon letters were flying between ‘my dear Lady Betty’ and ‘dearest Beatrice’. For Betty, this was just one of a number of warm female friendships, but for Beatrice it was a unique intimacy with ‘quite the most fascinating woman I have ever known’, one that ‘captivated’ her ‘elderly heart’.46

Betty’s heart was already taken, though, for, freed of Frances, she and Gerald were happier than they’d ever been – including sexually. It had taken time, for Gerald was anything but sexually demanding (Tolstoy ‘enormously exaggerated the part played in life by [sexual] passion’,47 he once told his wife), and Betty, marrying young, and pregnant or nursing through much of her twenties, didn’t know how to ask for a return on the love she so freely gave. Years later, Betty recalled how desperately lonely she’d been after her father died and Elwin turned away from her, and how she ‘yearned’ for her reserved and cerebral husband ‘to want me so much that he would insist on having me’. But on holiday with Gerald sometime in those early Edwardian years, Betty suddenly decided that it was wrong to expect Gerald to be the one wanting: ‘if I was hungry for love’, she must herself offer ‘all that I had in me of love & passion’. She did – and felt she ‘got a rich return’.48 Betty liked sex with her husband and now made a point of telling him so: ‘I am still aglow with the warm happiness of my last week with thee,’ she wrote to Gerald in 1907, twenty years into their marriage.49

Their relations were eased too by the birth, finally, of a son, Robert Arthur Lytton Balfour (always called Ral), at the end of 1902, the year Betty turned thirty-five. With a kind of internal family shudder, the role of Arthur’s heir shifted from Eustace and Frances’s Frank, now eighteen, to this newborn. There is a family legend that Frances spat in the cradle, but that is probably just that – a legend – and Alice reported that Eustace whispered to her that he was glad Betty had had a boy, as it would give Frank his freedom.50 In this, as in so much, Eustace was right. Frank would have a distinguished military and diplomatic career and marry well, while Ral would spend his twenties and thirties struggling to save Arthur’s heavily mortgaged estate. Some decades later, after Whittingehame and Fishers Hill had been sold off, Arthur Balfour’s title – Ral’s son Gerald having had only daughters – would fall to Frank’s descendants.

 

As the Colony dissolved, the generations turned, as every parental figure Frances held most dear died. Lady Salisbury went first, suffering a stroke in the summer of 1899 from which she never recovered. In her intelligence and fierce partisanship Lady Salisbury rather resembled Frances herself – and, Frances recalled, had ‘always stood by me in any of the scrapes my temper or my views got me into’.51 Frances visited ‘Aunt Georgy’ faithfully, and she and Eustace went to the small service to which only immediate family were invited.52 She had been ‘a second mother’ after his own mother died, Eustace said, talking ‘far into the night of her constant goodness to him . . . I never saw him so moved.’53

Frances’s father was lurching from one health crisis to the next too, and in March 1900 Frances left on the night train for Inveraray for what would be a month of watching. (She sent the children to Eustace’s sister Evelyn.) Argyll had been a dominating figure in the western Highlands, and Frances coped with the floods of telegrams and letters, reporting to kin, colleagues, dependants and the papers about his condition. He died as strenuously as he had lived, full of temper and shouting, repeatedly fading and rallying; when the end came Frances felt as if she was ‘coming off a battlefield’.54 There was an unseemly squabble over the burial, for the last duchess wanted the duke interred on Iona and his children in the family mausoleum at Kilmun. The family prevailed, but only after a three-week tussle over the corpse. Lorne, now the 9th Duke of Argyll, faced debts and death duties that amounted – not including the mortgage on the estate – to over £100,000. There was no choice, he told his brother Archie, but to rent out Inveraray Castle.55

A few months later the Queen herself was failing. She was over eighty, but her death shocked her subjects anyway. Frances saw her during that last illness, and as she lay dying in January 1901 at Osborne, her house on the Isle of Wight, Arthur asked Frances – much better than Alice at this sort of thing – to join him there to help deal with the minor royals, descending en masse. Now it was Betty’s turn to be a bit jealous, for Frances, ‘in the thick of court & ministerial intrigues’, had written Gerald ‘a thrilling letter’. Should she let the children go by the early train to see the heralds proclaim the new king, Betty asked Gerald. ‘Certainly not!’56

‘Uncle Robert’ went next. Salisbury wouldn’t resign while the bitter war in South Africa continued, but his government was buffeted by scandals over provisioning, recruitment and the scorched-earth tactics to which the army was resorting. Now over seventy and very overweight, Salisbury avoided Cabinet meetings and slept through Budget presentations. ‘I don’t like Uncle R’s “detached” air – especially as I think him well & vigorous,’ Frances wrote to Betty. ‘He is too much a spectator, or passenger in a train he should be stoking & driving.’57 He was not ‘well & vigorous’ though: he was worn out, grieving for his wife and out of step with his Cabinet, of whose moves towards entangling European alliances he disapproved. In July 1902, he finally turned over the reins to Arthur. A year later he died suddenly at Hatfield, and Frances – ‘my heart was always at his feet’ – went there immediately. ‘The thought of what this means to you – the irreplaceable gap in your life – has been much with me,’ Betty consoled her. ‘I expect . . . that after his own children and Arthur, he loved you more than anyone.’58

These deaths left a huge hole in Frances’s life. With these parent-figures gone, she tightened her grip on those that remained: her Church of Scotland friends, the Edinburgh doctor and public servant Sir Arthur Mitchell – and Finlay of course. Frances wrote to Mitchell almost every Sunday for ten years, closing her letters with the sorts of effusive professions she addressed only to older, safely married, men. ‘Remember, I can’t think of this world as being a good place if you are not in it, and my heart is always yours, for I am Frances.’59

Were these epistolary entanglements enough? Betty thought Frances lonely, but then Betty – happy reading in her garden, catching and kissing her daughters as they ran past – isn’t a reliable judge. For if Frances sometimes wished she ‘could feel more maternal emotions’, or that she ‘cared more for all the ordinary amusements of women’, she just didn’t care about them and couldn’t pretend otherwise. All her close friends were men, her interests coded masculine, her dinners ‘happiest’ when they had ‘no women at all’. Taking stock in the summer of 1901, she divided her life into three categories: ‘Business – Balls & Parties’ (for she was chaperoning Baffy through the Season), ‘Grind – Committees & Interviews’, and ‘Pleasure – Late nights in the House’.60 Her husband and five children don’t figure at all. Betty was happy to be out of public life, but Frances thought even those loathed committees important – and she was more in the thick of politics than ever.

 

Arthur Balfour’s premiership, from July 1902 until December 1905, was shot through with discord. It began well, his carriage on the drive to Whittingehame that August met by local youths who took out the horses and dragged it themselves; a giant house-party of fifty-nine that month; Edward VII coming up in October to lend his blessing. But as soon as Parliament reconvened the trouble started, and Arthur’s huge parliamentary majority and languid manner didn’t help. Salisbury had run his Cabinets formally, addressing ministers by their office, but Arthur called his Cabinet in-laws ‘Jem’ and ‘Bob’ and ‘Gerry’, falling into a family lingo that left others out. His tendency to retreat whenever he could to Whittingehame, where he was (as Beatrice Webb noted) ‘too completely the centre . . . all the family worshipping him and waiting on his fancies’, worsened his detachment. With charm and brains, he had been able to ‘float effortlessly’ into leadership, but no one could discern whether there was anywhere in particular he wanted to lead.61

The conflict over tariff reform, over which Joseph Chamberlain left the Cabinet, soon dominated everything else. Arthur’s cautious middle course – supporting retaliatory tariffs against countries that adopted protection but not initiating them – baffled many and pleased none; a few free-traders left the Cabinet in turn. Betty was happy that Gerald was Arthur’s closest confidant through these years (‘when Arthur comes Gerald is like a lover expecting his mistress,’ she told her mother62), but even she thought Arthur should stand up to Chamberlain.63

Frances was a free-trader by conviction. She had no interest in trade statistics or careful study: this was an article of faith. She also loathed Chamberlain, thinking him authoritarian, ‘underbred’, and a Neanderthal when it came to women’s rights. Bumping into him in Glasgow at its wettest in October 1903, she wished ‘someone had flung the mud at him’.64 (‘But have you ever agreed with me?’ Chamberlain wrote after their encounter. ‘I fear not.’65) She and Fawcett tried to keep the Women’s Liberal Unionist Association in the free-trade camp, and then just to shut it down, but were decisively outvoted.66 Frances then helped set up a single-issue Women’s Free Trade Union to campaign against tariffs, but from 1904 she had no party affiliation at all.

That didn’t much matter. Frances’s convictions and friendships had always crossed party lines. Through the 1900–5 Parliament Frances held small ‘end of the session’ dinners (she issuing the invitations, Finlay paying the bill when it was held in the House) for a few of her favourite members. Arthur always came, and sometimes Gerald and one or more Cecils or Souls, but in 1905 the group also included Asquith. It was remarkable, another guest recalled, to see political antagonists at a moment of great crisis so ‘affectionately familiar’, calling one another ‘Henry’ and ‘Arthur’, and parting in good spirits.67

But there were now serious divisions in the Unionist ranks. ‘Arthur’s reluctance to formulate a more definite policy has lost him the game,’ Gerald told Betty in November 1905.68 In early December the government resigned. The Liberal Leader, Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, formed a new Cabinet and called an election immediately. The Unionists knew they were in for a drubbing, but Frances found she didn’t mind: ‘My old Liberal blood stirs again!’69

Baffy, Us Four and the younger children (now including Baffy’s two) awaited the results at Whittingehame. When they heard Arthur had lost Manchester East by 2,000 votes on a 20 per cent swing and Gerald Leeds Central on a 15 per cent swing, they knew it was over. ‘How funny it seems to think of you & Uncle Arthur out of office,’ fifteen-year-old Nell wrote to Gerald; she couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t in government and ‘Nunky’ at 10 Downing Street. Finlay was out at Inverness Burghs too, and of the Hatfield contingent only Salisbury’s son Lord Robert Cecil survived. All but three outgoing Cabinet ministers lost their seats. Neither Gerald nor Arthur seemed to realise, Gerald’s private secretary wrote tartly, ‘that many people place some responsibility for our rout on their shoulders’.70

‘There is a clean sweep of nearly all my friends out of the House,’ Frances informed Robert Cecil’s wife Nelly on 24 January. ‘Afternoons used to see Linky’ – that is, Salisbury’s son Hugh Cecil – ‘fetching me for tea, can I depend on Bob?’71 Fairly quickly, though, Frances had invitations from the new ministers. In early February she dined with ‘a mass of jubilant Liberals’ at the Asquiths’ and the next week was at Prime Minister Campbell-Bannerman’s party (‘I thought it civil of him asking me’) at 10 Downing Street, which Arthur and Alice had just vacated; by March she was dining in the House with Liberal friends.72 She went up to the gallery afterwards and found it strange to look down on Arthur – still party leader and back in the House in an ultra-safe City of London seat – on the opposition benches: ‘It made me uncomfortable.’73 She held a six-person ‘end of the session’ dinner as usual that August. Asquith came, but Arthur did not.74

It was a new world, soon with its own conflicts and contestations – over the rights of trade unions, over Ireland, over the powers of the House of Lords, and, more than ever, over women’s rights. The suffrage movement had been growing steadily, with Frances’s London society sprouting new branches every month.75 Parliamentary work was going well too, with a women’s suffrage resolution brought forward by a Liberal MP in 1904 passing the House with a thumping majority of 114.76 The real shocker though was the emergence, seemingly out of nowhere, of a new suffrage organisation, the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), based in Manchester and founded not by political insiders and Cabinet ministers’ widows but by municipal socialists, university students, even mill workers, some hardly out of their teens. During the election campaign, wherever Liberal candidates appeared to speak, girls with banners and placards would jump up from their seats, or spring out from behind pillars or curtains, to shout: ‘Will the Liberal Government give the vote to women?’ They would be bundled out or arrested – and then insist on imprisonment and trial. The militant suffragettes had arrived.

 

  [image: A poster announcing a meeting of the National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies, May 18, 1903.]

Frances presides over a suffrage meeting organised by her society, May 1903.
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In 1906 Gerald turned fifty-three, Eustace fifty-two, Frances forty-eight and Betty thirty-nine. They had ten children between them. Those children and family ties still bound them, but the Colonial project was over. With Arthur out of office and all the political fastnesses (Hatfield, Inveraray, Downing Street) taken, one might have expected our middle-aged principals to retreat into private life. Instead, the opposite happened. New promises of sexual and human emancipation beckoned; new ‘world-making’ projects appeared. And, as they did, Frances, Betty and Gerald stepped – individually at first, not together – onto new paths. They faced hard choices, for female solidarity could run up against dynastic loyalties and sexual freedom threaten marriage vows. But Frances had never been slow to follow her desires. She went first.
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