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About the Book

Sisters of Sinai tells an extraordinary tale of nineteenth century exploration; how two Scottish sisters made one of the most important ancient manuscript finds of the age. Hidden in a cupboard beneath the monastic library at St Catherine’s in the Sinai desert the twins discovered what looked like a palimpsest: one text written over another. It was Agnes who recognized the obscured text for what it was – one of the earliest copies of the Gospels written in ancient Syriac. Once they had overcome the stubborn reluctance of Cambridge scholars to authenticate the find and had lead an expedition of quarrelsome academics back to Sinai to copy it, Agnes and Margaret – in middle years and neither with any university qualifications – embarked on a life of demanding scholarship and bold travel.

In this enthralling book, Janet Soskice takes the reader on an astonishing journey from the Ayreshire of the sisters’ childhood to the lost treasure trove of the Cairo genizah. We trace the footsteps of the intrepid pair as they voyage to Egypt, Sinai and beyond, Murray’s guide book in hand coping with camels, unscrupulous dragomen, and unpredictable welcomes. We enter the excitement and mystery of the Gospel origins at a time when Christianity was under attack in Europe. Crucially this is the story of two remarkable women who, as widows, were undeterred in their spirit of adventure and who overcame insuperable odds to become world class scholars with a place in history.
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PROLOGUE

The latter half of the nineteenth century was a time of anxiety over the Bible. This concerned not only the Scriptures’ factual claims – such as that the Creation had been subjected to a Universal Flood and the Israelites had fed on manna in the desert – but also bore upon the integrity of the text itself: was what had percolated down through the centuries still the same now as it was in the beginning? This uncertainty particularly affected the trustworthiness of the New Testament. Biblical scholars had long been questioning the accuracy of what was taken for granted in every pew. But from the 1850s what had been known only to a few became disturbingly public, ‘and propaganda for those who wanted to beat the Churches’. Specifically, the Greek text on which the King James Bible and many other European bibles was based was widely known to be highly imperfect. ‘You stand on the authority of Scripture,’ said the critics, ‘but you cannot determine what was originally written.’1 Although scholars were agreed in calling for a revision of the standardised Greek text, they lacked the manuscripts against which to check it. A fine early copy was known to exist in the Vatican Library, but its keepers did their best to prevent anyone from seeing it. The impasse was broken when, in 1859, Constantin von Tischendorf disclosed a biblical manuscript of unsurpassed antiquity, which he had tracked down at Mount Sinai in Egypt. On the basis of this and the Vatican manuscript, whose custodians eventually relented somewhat, two Cambridge scholars, Brooke Westcott and Fenton Hort prepared a new, authoritative edition of the Greek of the New Testament, which was used by a revision committee who released a new English translation on 17 May 1881.

There was intense public interest in the new arrival. A bribe of £5,000 was offered (and refused) for an advance copy. On publication, the text was telegraphed immediately to the United States; and, in England, the Oxford University Press alone sold a million copies on the first day.2 Wagons waiting to take away copies for distribution jammed the London streets surrounding the printing houses.

Not everyone was pleased. The scholars declared themselves content with the Greek, but in the new translation many cherished phrasings had been lost. Most Englishmen, it was agreed, would have rather seen a revision of Shakespeare than of the King James Bible.3 But despite a mixed reception, it was hoped that, with an authoritative Greek text in place, uncertainties could finally be put to rest and sceptics confounded. Thus it was with considerable interest, and not a little anxiety, that in the spring of 1893 a public sensitised to the disruptive consequences of biblical manuscripts received news from the Holy Land of a major find that was almost as old as von Tischendorf’s.


Nec Tamen Consumebatur

Yet it was not consumed.

Exodus 3.2


CHAPTER 1

Cambridge, 13 April 1893

ON 13 APRIL 1893, the London Daily News brought an extraordinary story – fresh from its Berlin correspondent. Two ladies, a Mrs Lewis and her sister, Mrs Gibson, had travelled to Mount Sinai in Egypt and discovered an ancient manuscript of the Four Gospels. Although Sinai had been searched for written treasures many times since von Tischendorf, the present discovery had ‘remained hidden from former investigators’. Professor Rendel Harris of Cambridge, on first hearing the news, had set off for Mount Sinai where, for forty days, he and the two ladies had sat in the convent deciphering the manuscript, and they were now on their way home with the results. ‘It is a palimpsest manuscript,’ wrote Professor Harris in a letter to a German friend (the source of the Berlin correspondent’s scoop), and ‘When Mrs Lewis first saw it, it was in a dreadful condition, all the leaves sticking together and being full of dirt.’ She had steamed its pages apart with her camp kettle and, finding that the underwriting of the manuscript contained a very early text of the Gospels, had photographed the lot – some 300–400 pages. As to who this Mrs Lewis and her sister might be, or what credentials they might have for the study of ancient books, the Daily News said nothing other than that both were fluent in Arabic and Greek and that Professor Harris had instructed them in the photographing of handwriting.

A further letter from Professor Harris, posted from Suez and published that very day in the British Weekly, had the same exciting story, but an equally frustrating lack of explanatory detail. It was left to the Cambridge Chronicle of the following morning, in its coverage of the breaking story, to say that ‘as our readers are aware, Mrs Lewis is the widow of the Rev. S. S. Lewis’ – sufficient information to identify the two ladies to the insular world of 1890s Cambridge.

An undergraduate, cracking open his Cambridge Chronicle in the Central Coffee Tavern, might recognise the Reverend S. S. Lewis as the very recently deceased Latin tutor at Corpus Christi College, and suppose his widow to be one of the two remarkably similar-looking ladies often to be found awaiting him at the college gates.

The shopkeepers on the King’s Parade could report to customers that they were indeed well acquainted with Mrs Lewis and Mrs Gibson, for few Cambridge ladies had Paris frocks and bonnets, let alone a private coach and coachman. The two were alike in most every way – trimly built, not in their first youth, but fine-looking and energetic, with brown eyes and chestnut hair piled on their heads à la mode. They would often stop by for gloves, hats or hose, ordering their goods in brisk Scottish accents, and not occasionally countermanding each other as they spoke. The two ladies had been prominent features of the town for the last few years as well as good customers, recently fitting out a grand house they had built for themselves at the foot of Castle Hill.

Members of the town’s Presbyterian congregation remembered well the first appearance amongst them of the two sisters in January of 1887, both wrapped in furs and one in deep mourning. They were twins and alone in the world and, it was said, very learned. Their father was reputed to have settled an enormous fortune on them, on condition that they never live apart from one another.

The residents of the fine, newly built houses of Harvey Road recalled Mrs Lewis and Mrs Gibson living briefly there while the large – some said pretentious – house at Castle Hill was being built. It was reported that they had astonished their neighbours by taking exercise on parallel bars in their back garden – in their bloomers – and that their new house avoided the cause of this distress by incorporating a tower with gymnastic ropes so that the two sisters could exert themselves in privacy.

Many knew that the two ladies were keen travellers, but few imagined they would venture as far as the Sinai, a region known to be rugged and dangerous and where only ten years before, the university’s Professor of Arabic had been murdered by bandits.

Just as surprising as the destination was the reason for the two ladies’ travels. Apparently they had been searching quite purposefully for ancient manuscripts of the Bible, such as the one they had found. But on what basis, many in Cambridge might ask, were they doing so? Learned they might be, but they were not scholars and they had not a university degree between them. The hunt for early copies of the Bible was a difficult scholarly pursuit and dangerous furthermore, especially for ladies, since you could hardly know what – or whom – you might meet in the untravelled Levant.

For most people, the Bible was still an unquestioned compendium of truth, its immutable word conveyed supernaturally through the generations. This remained so in recent decades, despite the war that had erupted over the Bible in particular and religious faith generally – a war in which Cambridge was one of the battle fronts. Scientists were in the ascendant in the university (once dominated by ministers in training) and Darwinian ideas (as well as actual Darwins) were swirling about. A young American visitor to the city in the 1880s wrote back to her family to report that George Darwin, Professor of Astronomy and son of the eminent Charles, had not been to chapel in a dozen years. She had it from a reliable source that he was ‘an argonaist [sic]. I think that is the word [Agnostic?]. But it means an infidel who does not try to make other people infidels. So many of the people here are that kind.’1

Even in Cambridge these free-thinking ideas were relatively new. Darwin’s theories, readily generalised, had led to the notion that everything – from the shape of barnacles to the beaks of birds – had been subject to long processes of development, and if barnacles and beaks, then why not human institutions and artefacts – even religions and the Bible? This added an apparent scientific rationale to the views of certain religious radicals that the Bible as we know it emerged not contemporaneously with, but generations (even centuries) after the events it was meant to chronicle. There was thus avid popular interest in any new manuscript finds that might push reliable testimony back to earlier dates. And now it appeared that Mrs Gibson and Mrs Lewis, two rich but otherwise unremarkable Cambridge ladies, had made a signal discovery.

In the senior combination room of Christ’s College two men who knew rather more than most about the expedition in question, a Romanian rabbi named Solomon Schechter and his friend and colleague William Robertson Smith (successor as Professor of Arabic to the Sinai murder victim), considered the newspaper coverage and reflected that something had gone amiss in the transmission of the facts of what had happened at St Catherine’s Monastery. Almost certainly there would be hell to pay.

Similar thoughts were going through the minds of the inhabitants of Castlebrae, the large house at the foot of Castle Hill. The Daily News article erred in many respects; for one thing, Mrs Lewis and Mrs Gibson were not in Egypt, but already back in Cambridge recovering from their arduous camel ride across the Sinai peninsula and a rough sailing from Suez to Marseilles. As they received the press reports that were catapulting them into the public eye, they recollected first setting out for Sinai just a year earlier: how Rendel Harris had persisted in teaching them the art of photography; how, on the day before their departure, they had stayed up late in their rooms in the Charing Cross Hotel, making sure the photographic apparatus they had bought for themselves was in order. They recalled their initial nine-day crossing of the Sinai peninsula and, walking ahead of their camel caravan, their first sighting of the walls of St Catherine’s, its bearded monks in black robes and stove-pipe hats hallooing from the parapets some ninety feet above (monks who were rumoured to have thrown stones at unwelcome visitors in the past), and wondering what sort of welcome awaited them. Now, with friends relaying, almost hourly, local rumours and with garbled newspaper reports reaching them from as far afield as Rome and New York, they sensed that they stood not at the end, but at the beginning of something rather daunting.

This is the true story of two sisters who, like the biblical Moses, made a discovery at Mount Sinai that would transform their lives. As in Moses’s case, the miraculous turn in their circumstances would come about only after trials (including some on the Nile) had proved their worthiness, and would lead them to places they could scarcely have imagined.


CHAPTER 2

The birth and upbringing of the lady Bible-hunters

ON 11 JANUARY 1843 twin girls were born to a Scottish lawyer named John Smith and his wife, Margaret. Mrs Smith died only two weeks later, and her husband resolved never to marry again and to bring the twins up by himself. The older (by one hour) was named Agnes and the second twin Margaret, after their mother. Their father never once spoke to them of their mother, and they had no other close relations.

The Smith family lived in Irvine, a quiet, conservative and civic-minded town of some 6,000 about thirty miles south-west of Glasgow on Scotland’s west coast. A contemporary account speaks of the ‘Dutch quaintness of its principal street … a strange medley of crow-stepped gable ends, thatched cottages, last century mansions with outside stairs, and new buildings of banks and shops and residences of well-to-do burghers’; it adds that ‘at most hours of the day a cannon ball might have been fired along the High Street without peril to life or limb’.1 A stone bridge over the River Irvine connected the town to the harbour hinterland, where there was intermittent industrial activity – a ship-builder making tea-clippers, a lime works and a boiler-maker – beyond which lay the lonely marshes of the estuary.
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Irvine in the early nineteenth century



Irvine had once been an important port, its merchants exporting coal to Ireland, importing wine from France and smuggling whiskey from the Isle of Arran that was just visible to the west on clear days, but gradually the harbour had silted up. While nearby townships, anticipating the surge of trade from America and the colonies, seized the moment to construct the deep-water ports that Glasgow manufacturers required, the Irvine city fathers could not bring themselves to spend money on improving the sea approaches, with the consequence that, just at the moment of a huge boom in shipping, the port of Irvine became a backwater.

Apart from shipping, the main source of employment for Irvine’s citizens had been, until recently, hand-loom linen-weaving. Robert Burns worked in Irvine briefly in the 1780s as a flax-dresser, manually beating the fibres in preparation for weaving, before his partner’s tipsy wife burned down their shop and propelled Burns towards his poetic calling. But by the 1840s Glasgow merchants had largely mechanised the linen industry, thereby hugely diminishing the numbers it employed. Soup kitchens had to be established for a ‘large body of the handloom weavers … destitute of employment and in very necessitous circumstances’.2

Irvine during the decades of the twins’ childhood was, in short, the kind of town that people, especially ambitious young men, were ‘from’, drawn by the economic dynamism of Glasgow or possibilities for enrichment in America or Australia.

Yet not all its citizens were distressed, and one who was indeed quite wealthy was the twins’ father, John Smith. He was a self-made man and the beneficiary of Scotland’s parish school system, which enabled clever boys from modest backgrounds to enter the professions. By the time he was married, aged forty, he had built up a legal practice and was the owner of a fine stone house. He was widowed only a year later.

Agnes and Margaret adored their father, and despite his emotional austerity in never mentioning their mother, he was a good and loving parent, active in the town and especially in anything that concerned his daughters – President of the Burns Society, Captain of the ‘Irvine Company’ of the Ayrshire Rifle Volunteers, and a force on the board of Irvine Royal Academy throughout the twins’ time as pupils. John Smith educated his daughters more or less as if they had been boys. He taught them to argue and to reason, and gave them considerable freedom to roam around the quiet streets of Irvine and to travel on horseback through its surrounding fields and lanes.

Smith approved of education, independence of mind and foreign travel. Railway travel was in its early days; the 1840s saw train lines spreading across the map of Britain and the Continent, making travel possible for the affluent middle classes as never before. John Smith and his daughters were amongst the first beneficiaries, both because they loved to travel and because Smith had had the prescience to invest in the railways.

Finding that his daughters had a gift for languages, he early entered into a pact with them: for each foreign language they should learn, they would be taken on a visit to that country. On this happy plan, and with a twin as a constant practice partner, the sisters mastered French, German and Italian while still quite young.

School was the Irvine Royal Academy, a short walk from home. This forward-looking establishment educated boys and girls together, teaching them the same subjects and in the same classrooms. In this, the sisters were most fortunate. Girls’ education in Scotland was generally better than that in England, on account of the Presbyterian requirement that each human soul be able to read and understand the Bible, but since a young woman’s earthly future lay not in a profession but as a wife and mistress of a household, most parents still considered that their daughter’s apprenticeship for later life should properly take place at home. The Argyle Commission’s inquiry into girls’ schools (1868) found that lack of parental ambition for their daughters was a continual drag on their progress in schooling. Teachers colluded with parents in the view that overfilling heads would cause mental collapse, hysteria or a loss of feminine softness. Most girls’ schools were run half-heartedly by untrained staff and suffered from ‘want of method’ and vagueness. The normal pattern for girls of well-to-do parents in Scotland (as in England) was therefore light schooling, often at home, devoted to learning to read and to cultivating arts suited to feminine accomplishment, such as dancing, singing, drawing and a little conversational French. The study of Latin, Greek and commercial subjects (bookkeeping, navigation and accounting) was reserved for boys. But John Smith did not subscribe to the theory of ‘mental softness’ for his girls.

With no female relations to be involved in their upbringing, Agnes and Margaret’s childhood was short on idle chatter and girlish frills, and long on study and exercise. Like that of most Scots of their day, it was also intensely Presbyterian.

The severities of Scots Calvinism have been set out in many reminiscences and novels. Its strict Sabbath observances were especially trying for children: starched collars, best clothes, no playing or running and only the Bible, Foxe’s Book of Martyrs or religious tracts to be read. In the 1850s discipline reached a peak of rigour. Church was attended by most of the populace twice on a Sunday. Services consisted of spontaneous (but lengthy) prayers by the minister, metrical psalms sung without an organ (a devilish instrument) and heavily biblical sermons, usually extending over two hours. But in a life that offered most people few other vehicles for the imagination, a well-crafted Sunday sermon was welcome entertainment, and the twins were fortunate to have, as the pastor of their childhood, one of Scotland’s most gifted preachers.

Sermons drawn from the stories of the Old Testament were especially exotic and stirring – Elijah’s encounter with the evil Queen Jezebel, Delilah’s seduction of the brutish Samson, the fiery trial of the Priests of Baal, the amorous endearments of the Song of Songs.

Egypt, the quintessential land of pagan excess, provided a particularly rich seam to be mined for dramatic incident (but of course for more exalted meanings, as well). It was in Egypt that Abraham, fearing he would be murdered by those who coveted his beautiful wife Sara, had her pretend to be his sister, only to see her taken into the pharaoh’s harem. It was also into Egypt that Joseph was sold by his brothers, envious of his many-coloured coat, and where he had to resist seduction by Potiphar’s wife. Most dramatic of all was the story of Moses: his call from the burning bush at Sinai; his bold words to the heartless pharaoh, ‘Let my people go!’; the Nile running with blood and cursed with frogs; and the pharaoh’s charioteers drowning in the Red Sea while the Israelites passed through the miraculously parted waters dry-shod. The burning bush was used by the Scottish Presbyterians as an emblem for their own confession – burning true and never to be extinguished by the treacheries of their adversaries.

Along with this religious seriousness went a tendency to dissent and rupture. Even Kilwinning, a small village of just one street some three miles to the north of Irvine, had three rival Presbyterian churches and inhabitants who would not buy eggs from a grocer who attended one that was not their own.3

The different churches dotted across Irvine in Agnes and Margaret’s childhood provided an architectural tableau vivant of the struggles and divisions in Scottish religious life. Atop the hill overlooking the River Irvine stood the Presbyterian Church of Scotland, ‘by law established’ (the Auld Kirk) with its delicately storeyed eighteenth-century steeple and special galleries for the magistrates and the local grandee, the Earl of Eglinton.4 Scattered across the town were its more rigorous offspring, products of splits over doctrine or church governance at one time or another. These included the Relief Church, the Secession Church, the Burgher Church, the Free Church, the United Presbyterian Church and the Reformed Presbyterian Church. There were also Methodists, Baptists and, frowned upon by everyone else, the Roman Catholic mission chapel catering to Irish labourers, from whose tin shack the pagan chords of the harmonium echoed on every Sunday.

The church of choice for John Smith was not, as might be expected for a member of the professional class, the elegant ‘Auld Kirk’ atop the hill, where he might have exchanged pleasantries with the Earl of Eglinton and mingled with the local magistrates, but the Burgher Church on Cotton Row. This congregation worshipped in a sober little hall, cramped and poorly ventilated. Seated on either side of the entrance were two elders who watched a brass collection plate that everyone had to pass – and was expected to pay into – on entering. A large internal staircase to a gallery made the main space even smaller.

What was lost in elegance was made up in modesty and conviction. John Smith, along with a retired India merchant and a general, was one of the few prosperous members of the congregation, the rest being weavers, small tradesmen, tenant farmers and craftsmen. At the time when Smith first attended, the minister was a former weaver, the Reverend Alexander Campbell, ‘a burly form in black with great gold seals depending from an old fashioned fob, a sturdy walking stick, white hair and keen blue eyes’.5 His lengthy sermons were filled with descriptions of the Wrath to Come. If anyone dozed off, the Reverend Alexander Campbell would stop mid-sentence and, pointing to the offender, curtly ask his neighbour in the pew to ‘Awaken that sleeper’. He was so strict a Sabbatarian that Sunday School had to occur on Saturday.

However, by the time the old Reverend Alexander Campbell died in 1843, the year Agnes and Margaret were born, the religious tide was turning. The Calvinistic doctrine of ‘double predestination’ – the teaching that some, the elect, were predestined for glory in heaven, whilst all the others, the massa damnata or the reprobate, were predestined for hell – was no longer wearing so well in Scottish churches.

Meanwhile evangelical preachers from England, who taught that salvation was available to all who would accept it, were attracting great numbers to ‘Revival Meetings’, including those held on the Irvine golf fields. In Cotton Row, church affairs had become tired and fractious and the congregation was being poached by these rival preachers. The Reverend Campbell’s death provided an opportunity. The church elders needed a young, energetic preacher to revive the flock, and they found him in William Bruce Robertson, remembered to this day as one of Scotland’s best and most imaginative preachers. At the time, however, Robertson was twenty-three years old and untried, having only recently completed his theological studies in Germany.

He was eager to throw himself into small-town ministry. For his trial sermon he trod a careful path, balancing warnings against excursions from orthodoxy with a plea that the doctrine of election should not be interpreted ‘mathematically’. He shrouded his more adventurous views in bright mists of eloquence, which pleased the elders, and he got the job.

It is almost certain that John Smith, one of the better-off and better-educated members of the congregation, had a hand in this appointment, and it was quite inevitable that the new widower and the young pastor should become good friends. William Bruce Robertson, like Smith, was proficient in literature, music, architecture and, even more unusually, travel. In a time when few toured abroad, he had already travelled extensively in Italy and France as a student. He lived first in lodgings and then in a manse that his congregation built for him, next door to the Smiths’ house on the Kilwinning Road. And so Robertson and his sister Isabelle (or Jessie), who kept house for him, became almost second parents to Agnes and Margaret, often accompanying the Smith family on continental holidays. Bowling along a Parisian boulevard in a carriage, or climbing a Swiss peak in the company of intelligent and gregarious people, must have been moments of bliss to the twins, who could not only enjoy their father’s company for a sustained period, but see him free of the duties and responsibilities he usually bore.

William Bruce Robertson’s manner of sermon preparation was captive to his chaotic bachelor timetable – no attempts to start until Friday afternoon, after which he worked with a deepening sense of crisis through Saturday, saying nothing at meals and barely eating. His notes were fragments pinned onto successive leaves of the pulpit bible, and served as waymarks to his discourse, since written-out sermons were frowned upon as indicating a lack of spiritual spontaneity.

Though careful not to frighten his congregation, Robertson gradually introduced them to new ideas about the Bible, lacing his sermons with vivid evocations of recent archaeological finds in the Holy Land, which he had read about in the London newspapers – the desolation of the pagan ruins of the Temple of Diana at Ephesus, bathed in moonlight and surrounded by howling jackals, contrasted with the living faith that St Paul had preached to the Ephesians.

Had the elders of the Cotton Row Burger Church known a bit more of William Bruce Robertson, they might have been wary of appointing him. His pedigree as the son of a ‘right-thinking’, dissenting family was impeccable. But what the cautious burghers of Irvine did not know was that, while a theology student in Edinburgh and still only in his late teens, Robertson had made friends with an altogether outré figure, who set him on his further path of studies. Thomas de Quincey, author of Confessions of an English Opium-Eater and erstwhile friend of Wordsworth and Coleridge, was at the time the lodger of Robertson’s relation, a Mr McIndoe, in Princes Street. Robertson spent hours with this strange man, and throughout his life maintained that de Quincey had been more of an influence on him than any of his teachers.

De Quincey owed money to Robertson’s relation and what had begun as a friendly extension of hospitality for a few nights had become effective imprisonment. Trying to support a wife and family living elsewhere, and constantly pursued by creditors, de Quincey wrote on matters as diverse as the English mail coach and the China situation (he took a particular interest in the Opium Wars) – anything that he could sell. At times he could not even afford paper to write on, and scribbled barefoot, wrapped in his counterpane, having pawned his stockings, shoes, coat, waistcoat and hat. McIndoe, his friend-cum-landlord, had an uncanny sense of when de Quincey was due a royalties cheque and would swoop to take his cut, charging de Quincey all the while for his miserable upkeep, so that the writer despaired of ever escaping. At the time when Robertson knew him, de Quincey scarcely left his room, in constant terror that his landlord would actualise a threat of selling, pawning or destroying the huge raft of personal papers and books from which he span out the articles for journals and newspapers that were his only means of support.

De Quincey was an unimaginable exotic for conservatively reared Robertson, and it was de Quincey’s opinion that a young man of poetic sensibility and desirous of being a pastor must study in Germany. Like his friend Coleridge, de Quincey was one of the few Englishmen to keep up with German scholarship, and knew that Germany at the time was some three intellectual generations ahead of Scotland and England, especially in philosophy and the historical study of the Bible. The University of Halle-Wittenberg was most advanced and the first truly modern university, for it had renounced religious orthodoxy in favour of rationalism and free investigation. Its professors had full control over what they taught. Encouraging a young man of conservative background to go there was either a mark of cruelty or genius on de Quincey’s part. But then, he was not an entirely balanced source of life’s wisdom (Branwell Brontë, another of his correspondents at this time, accepted de Quincey’s assurance that opium afforded good protection against consumption and that, unlike alcohol, it did not intoxicate). But in the long run his advice to the young Robertson was to prove sound.

In the city of Halle, Robertson found an old-fashioned world of decorated wooden houses, four-horse hay wagons surmounted by ornately dressed bumpkins, and troops of singing apprentices. The town’s chief businesses appeared to be salt and coffins. In sharp contrast, its university was a ferment of modern thought, with Kantians, Rationalists, Hegelians, Fichteans and Pietists all striving with one another. Prominent amongst them were Hegelian pantheists who argued that the world was God’s body – under their conceptual wizardry, God became everything and at the same time nothing. This ‘divine’, which suffused all nature and the human spirit, was quite different from the awful transcendence of God in Robertson’s own inherited faith. Robertson was to recall walking in the Alps with a Hegelian student friend when they nearly met their end by avalanche. His companion flippantly remarked that their deaths would only have amounted to the merger of their individual consciousnesses with the great World-Spirit. Robertson privately felt he would rather be one of the misguided Catholic peasants they saw being led through the alpine pastures by their priest than one of these chill Hegelians. Back in Scotland, he was happy to receive ‘a Call’ from a small town, and subsequently refused better-paid and more prestigious pulpits elsewhere. He especially liked the weavers, small tenant farmers and tradesmen who made up the bulk of his congregation, writing that ‘happiness is to be found in all classes; but when you ask me where it is most to be found, I would say in the lower middle classes – the better paid artisan circles’.6

William Bruce Robertson was not won over by radical thinkers, but neither was he afraid to keep up with them. It was almost certainly due to his influence that, even as young women, the twins read books that many pious households would have banned from the premises: the writings of Charles Darwin, for instance, and of the radical French scholar Ernst Renan, whose book presented Jesus as little more than a Galilean rustic sage. In Robertson’s company they imbibed a brand of what might be called ‘fearless Presbyterianism’, which, because it was confident of the basics, was prepared to consider all the opposition cool-headedly. Their own view on particular providence was evident in one of their travelling maxims: ‘God knows the hour of our end.’ For Agnes and Margaret, this meant there was no point in worrying about a storm at sea or getting lost in the desert since, if this was the time at which God knew you would die, then you would; and if it was not, you would not. (Not all those they travelled with found this view reassuring.) Above all they took from this childhood formation the stoutly Presbyterian principle that one must do something worthwhile with one’s life. Everyone, no matter how humble their station, had a God-given calling – it was just a question of finding out what that might be.

Few could have guessed that sleepy and undistinguished Irvine was home to one of Scotland’s richest men. When the twins were thirteen years old, a distant kinsman named John Ferguson, for whom their father did legal work, left him a tremendous sum. The story of Ferguson’s fortune says much about the town and the times.

Ferguson was the son of a local skipper who had died on his ship when his son was just fifteen. In his youth Ferguson and his mother were in straitened circumstances, not eased by her miserly old father who lived with them. This man – in active life a meadow farmer but with a sideline in money-lending – appears to have been universally disliked, and was described by contemporaries as ‘of a narrow and contracted turn of mind’ and ‘penurious in his habits and peevish withal’.7 Along with the daughter, he had five sons who, at the earliest opportunity, ‘forsook the paternal roof, and one after another emigrated to America’, where they showed the same love of money as their father, but considerably more skill at amassing it. With the shelter and sympathy of a merchant uncle in Boston, one son became a master carpenter, another kept a general store in New York, a third trained to be a sailor and was in charge of one of his uncle’s ships and later a British East Indiaman. All the brothers devoted themselves single-heartedly to making money and, like Andrew Carnegie (another rags-to-riches Scotsman), they invested in the railroads of post-revolutionary America. Not one brother married or made a will, and when the final one died, their collective fortune came to their nephew back in Irvine.

Previous accounts have left the impression that John Ferguson was a simple trawler man, unaware that his uncles had prospered in America, and more or less startled by the American lawyers tripping over his fishing nets to tell him of his inheritance. This is inaccurate. Although only the youngest of his uncles ever revisited Irvine, they were influential – if from a distance – in the young man’s life. Early on Ferguson was directed to the counting house and then used by all his uncles as a factotum. Although they corresponded frequently with one another and with their nephew back in Irvine, their letters were almost entirely commercial in content – with little enquiry after family affairs and no expression of affection. Andrew, living in Philadelphia, did not even leave his desk to visit two brothers who were dying in New York or to attend their funerals. The chief (indeed, the sole) aim in life of the brothers seems to have been to make money.8 There is no evidence they spent any of it and, even more surprising, no indication in any of their correspondence of how it should be disposed.

When the last uncle died in 1842, Ferguson was left in sole possession of their combined fortunes.9 Now fifty-five years old, he exchanged subordination to his uncles for subordination to his colossal fortune, whose management involved handling shares, bonds and holdings in railways and in waterworks across America, France and Scotland, and as far afield as Denmark and Russia – all of which he did from Irvine, assisted, in legal matters, by John Smith. He marked his change in status by moving from the small house by the graveyard in which he had lived with his mother to a slightly larger one in the High Street, where he lived with a cook and maid. He never married – early romantic overtures had met with rebuff and later, fearing fortune-hunters, he eschewed female society altogether. He was not, however, a recluse. For recreation he went daily for a drive with his carriage and a pair of horses and briefly perused The Times. On Sundays in later years, when he was too frail to get to the kirk, he allowed ministers of various churches to preach from his doorstep while he watched and listened, ear cupped, at the window. Twice a year he visited London on business.

In one important respect he showed himself to be at variance with the pointless dynamism of his uncles – he thought about where his money should go and he made a will. When drawing it up in 1855, Ferguson found he had no clear idea how much he was worth and sent for a friend (possibly Smith), who took several days to do the calculation before arriving at the sum of about £1.25 million (multiply by seventy for an estimation of what that might be worth today). Shocked and convinced that his friend had made a mistake, Ferguson sent him off ‘rather moodily … without even thanking him for his services’.

He was known by the townsfolk to be well off and had in his lifetime made generous gifts to family members and to the poor, so the day of his funeral in 1856 found all Irvine waiting in a state of solemnised excitement for the reading of the will.

The duties paid to the government were the largest sum that had ever come from a single estate in Scotland. Half of the remaining fortune was dedicated to a trust (still in existence) to benefit local schools and religious establishments and enable capable boys to go to university. The other half was left in legacies to members of his family, all of them distant relations, for he had no near kin, and to local tradesmen. In Irvine a tailor, a baker and the family of the local blacksmith were left £20,000 apiece – enough for a family to live on very comfortably for a lifetime. John Smith, his lawyer and the son of his second cousin, was left a generous sum – something like £7 million in today’s money.

The first effect of these changed circumstances was not, from the twins’ point of view, a happy one. As an Executor of Ferguson’s estate, John Smith was obliged to depart immediately for the United States in order to liquidate Ferguson’s huge and varied portfolio. Agnes and Margaret, now aged fourteen, were sent away to an English boarding school at Birkenhead, near Liverpool. It might have been the other side of the moon for them, away from home for the first time and separated by thousands of miles of the Atlantic from their only parent. The sole photograph we have of either twin as a girl is a studio portrait of Agnes from about this period: the soft young face peering out from under a straw hat set with roses is nonetheless the serious face of a senior twin.


[image: images]
The senior twin: Agnes Smith, aged about fourteen years



During the year that their father was in America, William Bruce Robertson and Jessie were in loco parentis. They took the twins to the Highlands during the vacation, and Robertson wrote them humorous letters while they were at school to keep their spirits up.

Ferguson’s will also made John Smith first secretary of the charity it established, so on his return from America, Smith left his legal practice in Irvine and devoted himself to running the Ferguson Bequest from its Glasgow offices. He sold the family home in Irvine and took a house called Spring Grove in Kilbarchan, a village within convenient daily reach of Glasgow on the South-Western Line. From here he could attend to the Bequest’s business, which also involved travelling about Ayrshire from schoolroom to schoolroom, sitting in on lessons and examining teachers who might be eligible for grants, carrying out the mission of raising the status of teachers by improving salaries. Spring Grove might also prove a suitable place from which to launch his two daughters on the Glasgow social scene once they had come of age.

Although not a proud or, in that sense, a worldly man, Smith was realistic. His accession to wealth produced little change in the family’s manner of life, but evidently he wished to protect Agnes and Margaret from some of its unwelcome effects. At that time, all of a woman’s property passed to her husband on marriage, and so John Smith framed a will with complicated provisions to ensure that no fortune-hunter could use Agnes or Margaret’s fortune to pay off his debts and then cast her aside.

It must also have been in consequence of their changed circumstances that Agnes and Margaret were sent to a finishing school in Knightsbridge for a year, after completing their schooling in Birkenhead. These London establishments turned out British young ladies as from a mould, accomplished in person and diction. They were taught how to engage and manage staff and servants, court etiquette, what to wear and when to wear it, and how to run an elegant home and keep a fashionable table for the entertainment of their husband’s guests. The expectation was that most young ladies would marry within a year or two of leaving school. What else should they do? The universities were closed to them, as were the trades and professions. Even for rich young women – or perhaps especially for them – life’s ‘work’ (apart from bearing children) meant the investment of time and energy, and often their own money, in their husband’s projects. Early and loving marriages seem to be what Agnes and Margaret hoped for, too, at this stage, although in other respects they resisted being ‘finished’, at least to the extent of retaining the heavy Scottish accents that it was the aim of English finishing schools to eradicate.

But early wedded bliss was not to be. The village of Kilbarchan to which Agnes and Margaret returned at nineteen was a long way from Knightsbridge, and was thin on marriageable men. It had been home to them only in school holidays and, with the Robertsons still in Irvine, and their father travelling around Ayrshire a good deal, there was little to occupy two young ladies used to London. Agnes was later to write two lengthy novels set in this part of Scotland. Effie Maxwell has a rudimentary plot, which must in some ways reflect Agnes and Margaret’s own circumstances at this time.10 The eponymous heroine completes her studies, aged nineteen, at her expensive London boarding school and returns to the small Scottish town that is her home. It is an effort to fill the hours of the day: some time is spent on household errands, some directing the staff, reading to her father, practising the piano, parsing Shakespeare. It is life ‘on hold’ waiting for the elegant, caped, highly educated and devout young man on horseback who will sweep her off her feet and into his life.

There are other signs that all may not have been bliss in Kilbarchan. Like Agnes and Margaret, ‘Effie’ is rich, well educated and thoroughly ladylike, but not well connected. Her education and her money (for she, mysteriously, has come into a fortune) have in fact dislocated her, by making her more of a lady than her parentage warrants.

Snobbery, or ‘pride of blood’ and its subversion of the course of true love, is another main theme of Agnes’s second novel, Glenmavis, which has a rural setting in villages and country houses not far south of Glasgow. Manufacturing and commerce are creating new fortunes and, by comparison, the rural gentry feel poor. The ‘old’ families no longer have the money to maintain their country houses and cannot resist the high rents offered by Glasgow merchants whose social ambitions seek a rural backdrop. The result is a restocking of the old houses with newcomers who are, for the settled gentry ‘not people one would receive’. A romantic apartheid is in effect, with the sons of the old families educated into pride and contempt – all of which Agnes is at pains to denounce as inegalitarian, unpresbyterian and decidedly ‘not Scottish’.

Whether through lack of opportunity or disappointment in what was on offer, both twins were still unwed in 1866 when John Smith died after a brief and unexpected illness. He had clearly benefited from Ferguson, not only by the direct legacy, but from advice about stocks, shares and land, and had built up his own fortune considerably. He left his twenty-three-year-old daughters entirely alone in the world, and very rich.

Kilbarchan had nothing to keep them. They decided to go down the Nile.


CHAPTER 3

The journey to the Nile

THE DEPTH OF the twins’ grief at their father’s unexpected death was great, yet nothing speaks more aptly of the young ladies they had become than the course of action they took to assuage it. Their father had approved of travel, and it was the activity they most associated with happy times together. While others might feel they acted with unseemly haste, from Agnes and Margaret’s point of view their father was now in a better place, and prolonged grief was for those who lacked faith in the life to come. Besides, he had brought them up to not worry too much about what other people thought. One advantage of having no relations was that there was no aunt or uncle or cousin to tell you what to do – only a twin who backed up every adventure with enthusiasm.

Most adventurously, they planned to travel without a male escort, but ‘great was the consternation’, wrote Agnes, at the idea of ladies on so lengthy a trip on their own. Agnes documented some of the reactions they had to their plans, and her response to them:

‘Do you think they will ever come back? They are going amongst Mohammedans and barbarians’, said some who knew of our intentions. But for what reason? The means of communication are now so much improved, the art of providing for a traveller’s comfort is carried to such perfection, that any woman of prudence (without belonging to the class called strong-minded) can find little difficulty in arranging matters for her own convenience. And if our education does not enable us to protect ourselves from the influence of such dangerous opinion as, it is j said, we shall hear in the varied society with which it may be our lot to mingle, what is education worth?1

It is not entirely clear whether Agnes and Margaret were simply naïve or, rather, ‘knowingly innocent’ in suggesting that the greatest threat to young women travelling without a male escort in the Orient was ‘dangerous opinion’. Agnes would admit in a later account that when they set off from London, they really did not know if they would ever return.

How they gathered the necessary information for Eastern travel while still in mourning in a Scottish village is not entirely clear. They had travelled abroad before, but with their father in charge. They had moved from hotel to hotel, but certainly not in Arabic lands, and they had never stayed in tents. Their bible for the purpose seems to have been Murray’s Guidebook to Modern Egypt and Thebes (being a Description of Egypt including the Information Required for Travellers in that Country). This even listed the timetables for British steam packets to Alexandria.

The normal custom for English-speaking travellers of the day was to employ a courier, a sort of mobile travel agent who would accompany the party, act as translator and make bookings and arrangements as they went. Agnes and Margaret, though fully able to afford it, disdained such a method. They could not travel entirely unchaperoned of course, and invited one of their former schoolmistresses from London to join them. Grace Blyth, at thirty-seven, was not exactly old – just twelve years older than the twins themselves – but she had the unimpeachable merit of being ‘a teacher’. She was a Scotswoman like them and, like them, a good linguist, a horsewoman and possessed of a spirit of adventure.

As for their destination, Agnes and Margaret could not very well be seen idling about in the Venetian Lido or the French Riviera so soon after their father’s death. Such diversions, in any case, were not to their taste – and as they had seen most of Europe, they wanted to go further afield. If asked how it was that two young women of such sharply outlined Protestant principles, and only recently bereaved, should be travelling at all – much less going down the Nile – Agnes and Margaret’s answer would be that they were visiting the Holy Land. A visit to the Holy Land, Agnes reasoned, would silence most criticism – its scenes being ‘endeared to us by so many hallowed associations’.

Uplifting though it might be, there was no doubt about it: travel in Egypt in the 1860s, while highly fashionable, was still unusual. The railways had put Europe within reach of a growing segment of the British and American middle classes, but travel in the East was reserved for the very wealthy.

Britain was going through a bout of Egyptomania. A French consortium under Ferdinand de Lesseps had been digging out the Suez Canal since 1859. The canal was due to open soon and, although few in England thought it would be successful, Egypt had for ten years rarely been out of the English newspapers. In the spring of 1862 (the year Agnes and Margaret spent at their London finishing school) the young Prince of Wales, then still a bachelor, made a highly publicised Nile cruise, covered in weekly reports by the special correspondent of the London Times. The year following John Smith’s death saw the Khedive of Egypt, Guest of Honour at the Paris Exhibition, preside over a collection of his country’s antiquities, displayed in a specially built Egyptian temple approached by an avenue of sphinxes.

But Eastern travel was not entirely safe, even for the rich and royal. Dysentery and infectious diseases regularly carried off travellers. A cholera plague had only recently devastated Alexandria, and almost as dangerous as cholera itself was the quarantine, which could confine passengers to stinking, disease-ridden ships for weeks at a stretch. All these perils were reported with relish in the English newspapers.

Murray’s Guidebook listed three means of getting from England to Egypt. One was to sail directly to Alexandria from Southampton, and the second was to travel by railway across France to Marseilles, and then by Messageries Impériales steam packet to Suez. These two were the fastest, easiest and least expensive options. Finally one could travel by ferry, train and carriage across Europe to the Danube, by steamboat down that river to the Black Sea and then from Constantinople take a local steamer to Alexandria. The third route, having nothing particular to recommend it except circuitousness and variety, was duly chosen. After the Nile the three women planned to go on to Jerusalem.

Murray’s Guidebook made buoyant, but sometimes alarming, reading. In between steamship timetables and guidance on the correct wine choices for the Nile (Rhine wine or a light Bordeaux), it advised that travellers would need large stocks of insect powder, magnesium wire for seeing the tombs (it burned incandescent, without damaging wall paintings with the oily smoke of torches), guns, gunpowder and a medicine chest with castor oil and laudanum. The prescription for diarrhoea was an emetic of ipecacuanha followed by quarter of a gram of opium morning and evening, and a diet of sweet white rice. On the matter of native servants, Murray’s advocated strictness, but advised against the widespread practice of commencing employment with a thrashing. Kindness with authority would work better, and under no circumstances should one strike a Bedouin or ‘desert Arab’, since to do so might cost one’s life. In the revised edition of 1843, author Sir Gardner Wilkinson added that ‘when Ladies are of the party on the Nile, the boatmen should be supplied with drawers, and an order given that they never go into the water without them’.

Yet Murray’s Guidebook also held out the promise of lively social exchange. Nile travellers were advised to bring with them a small pistol for use at dinner parties. A dinner gong was inaudible to guests on other boats, so the thoughtful Nilotic host, Murray’s suggested, should fire off a ‘dress-for-dinner’ shot some fifteen minutes in advance of the final call.

Arriving in London, Agnes, Margaret and Grace equipped themselves with a most useful kind of trunk, ‘a basket, covered with strong tarpaulin … at once light and impervious to rain’, rubberised sheets (invaluable in tents) and a new sort of bag called the ‘Gladstone’, which strapped easily onto the back of a mule. They ordered side-saddles, which were shipped directly to an agent in Alexandria, and white serge riding costumes, and set off in August 1868, planning to be absent for a year. In Vienna, Grace bought a small pistol for ‘firing off’.


CHAPTER 4

The boat

IN DECEMBER OF 1868 the Aurora, a packet ship of the Austrian Lloyds Line, steamed out of Constantinople through the straits of the Dardanelles and into the Aegean. She was at the beginning of a ten-day journey to Egypt in which she would criss-cross the eastern Mediterranean, taking on and dropping off passengers at Smyrna, Rhodes, Cyprus, Beirut and Jaffa before her final port of call, Alexandria.

Mattresses on the third-class decks provided open-air quarters for Greek and Turkish villagers, their respective sections roped off from one another and the women separated from the men. The Turkish women sat with hennaed palms and kohl-rimmed eyes – each with her own coffee pots and quilts about her. They were making the pilgrimage to Mecca, an obligation for all Muslims at least once in a lifetime. Many of the women had never been out of their husbands’ houses since marriage.

The Greek villagers were pilgrims too: Orthodox Christians who intended to celebrate Christmas at the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem. Also on the boat were Roman Catholics shepherded by Franciscan friars, en route to Jerusalem, Bethlehem and Nazareth.

Looking down from the upper decks and the comforts of starched linen, polished silver and clinking crystal, the first-class passengers were cosmopolitan, with Germans predominating. A couple from Saxony were going to Jerusalem to see the sights. A young German who previously had worked in Cairo was returning for a visit. A Hungarian in long, black-lace national dress showed a portrait of his fiancée to those who asked. He was far gone with consumption and going to Egypt in the hope that the dry air would bring a cure. A Greek doctor escorted his frail twelve-year-old daughter, her small frame also racked with consumption. A Turkish pasha and his son were isolated from the other first-class passengers by lack of a common language.

By far the most unusual party on the boat comprised the three British travellers, although they would be quick to add that they were Scottish. They too were sailing all the way to Alexandria. Not only were they amongst the youngest in first-class, but they were, quite astonishingly, an entirely female party. These three had travelled, without male relations or couriers, by carriage, train and steamer all the way across Europe to Budapest, before sailing down the Danube into the Ottoman Empire and crossing the Black Sea to Constantinople, where they had picked up this boat. They intended to go down the Nile and then tour Palestine on horseback with their own caravan of tents and servants. They were clearly ladies of means, their trim figures sheathed in the tight-waisted, full-skirted dresses that were the fashion of the day. Misses Agnes and Margaret Smith explained that they had travelled often with their late father, from whom they had learned that one could do without a courier if one could speak the local languages – which they did, conversing readily with the other first-class passengers in German, French and Italian, the seaboard lingua franca of the eastern Mediterranean. In any case, they found it much more interesting to make their own arrangements. It brought them into contact with the people, and the ‘gift of a franc’, said Miss Agnes Smith, ‘always supplied us with a man to carry our rugs and bags’.1

Travelling as unaccompanied women had also afforded them some unusual opportunities for frank exchanges with women on the way. On an eight-hour train journey in Germany they had shared a carriage with a German artist and his wife. This man became furious when Grace told him of the agitation in England over the question of giving women the vote. His wife added severely that ‘such an idea never enters the mind of a German woman’, but when her husband had fallen asleep she leaned across and whispered, ‘You are quite right, we German women are far too much in subjection.’ In Austria, a young lady from Bucharest boarded who was returning from her annual shopping trip to Paris. Madame Juanita told them that her husband did not miss her in the least since, like most Romanian marriages, hers had been arranged and her new husband played cards and drank all the time, and was too stupid to speak to her at dinner. She hated Turks and Jews, she told them. When Margaret said, ‘Our Saviour was a Jew’, she replied, ‘A Jew is a Jew wherever he is.’

Travelling first-class did not always secure first-class comfort. In Bulgaria
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