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‘These little bits of driftwood washed up on the beach of the present time from the vast illimitable ocean of the past always
touch me’
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A Note on the Text
 

Errors of punctuation and spelling have not been corrected in original material.


Prologue: A trust for my ancestors

I live in the house where I grew up. Hancox has a Tudor hall house at its core, but each century has added or subtracted a
layer, so that it is a living history of East Sussex architectural vernacular, an organic unplanned pile of tile and timber
and russet brick in which nothing quite fits, a house of unnecessary corridors and pointless landings and doors that lead
nowhere. There are thirteen windows on the side that faces north-east, and not one of them matches another. The materials
that made the house would almost all have come from within a five-mile radius; perhaps that’s why it looks like a natural
outcrop, something cast up from the undulations of the Sussex Wealden landscape in which it sits. It’s not a silent house.
It sighs and rustles. Windows rattle, hinges squeal, floorboards groan. Squirrels, mice and worse career across the roof;
starlings jabber in their nests under the hanging tiles, jackdaws quarrel in the chimneys. The water pipes hum and drone;
the house is a gigantic Aeolian harp.

My three sons, George, Sam and Jake, have grown up with the same sights and sounds that formed the background to my own childhood.
They are the fifth generation of their family to live at Hancox. Such continuity would once have been common; now, it’s unusual
though not extraordinary. What is extraordinary is the extent to which my sons and I are surrounded by evidence of the lives
of those five generations. I spread the table with a cloth monogrammed with the initials of my great-grandfather. My sons
have all ridden Queenie, the rocking horse belonging to their great-great-grandmother. The copy of The Jungle Book I read aloud to Jake is inscribed by his great-great-grandfather Norman Moore as a gift to his wife Amy. Jake stirs his cocoa
with a silver spoon engraved with the name ‘Gillachrist’, a christening present for his great-great-uncle, who died at the first Battle of Ypres. Sam sleeps beneath a frieze of waterbirds chalked on to the bedroom
wall by that same Gillachrist in his Edwardian boyhood. George’s room, once the night nursery, has been liberally graffitied
by children of several generations sent upstairs to ‘rest’, including me and my brothers, Charles and Rowan. The walls of
this room are covered with lining paper, honey-coloured with caramel blotches. There are many holes in the paper, evidence
of childhood games and fights. Underneath, you can see brown hair, the hair of Sussex cattle, mixed in with the old plaster;
when I was a child I knew that my great-grandfather had had more than one wife, and I believed that this hair was the hair
of these wives. I didn’t feel that they’d been murdered and walled up; it was more a sense that those wives of the past, with
their long, old-fashioned hair, were somehow still here in the house.

Hancox seems to house the dead as well as the living. I grew up with such a strong idea of the people who had lived here or
been connected with it that I almost thought of them as living presences – Milicent, who first bought the house, Uncle Ben
who got shipwrecked in the Arctic and had to eat polar bears, poor Bella who went mad, beautiful Amy carrying a sheaf of rushes,
Aunt Charley who gave me my name, Aunt Barbara who invented university for women, my grandfather Alan, who walked round the
top of factory chimneys without feeling giddy but couldn’t bear to have cooked cheese in the house. I always felt that these,
and many more, lived on at Hancox somewhere, and in a sense my research for this book has proved me right.

All families are potentially interesting. Every human life is full of drama, it’s just that, in most cases, the evidence is
destroyed. Most families would have thrown out the frayed tablecloth, sold or lost the christening spoon, redecorated over
Gillachrist’s swans and geese. My own family tend towards a strong historical sense and a reverence for the written word.
They are disinclined to throw anything away, especially anything that’s been written on. If you live in a house as large as
Hancox you don’t have any pressing need to dispose of stuff; it just silts up. Stamped on our DNA is a dislike of change, an inability to generate or to hang on to much money
– there’s never enough for ‘home improvements’ – and an unusually high threshold for tolerating, even welcoming, shabbiness
and inconvenience in our living arrangements. ‘Odd that so many of our relations tend to discomfort,’ my grandfather wrote
to his sister Ethne, though he himself tended that way. He would routinely make a note in his diary when the temperature in
his dressing room fell below freezing point, but he never felt it was within his powers to do anything about it.

What all this means is that, since Hancox came into the family in 1888, remarkably little has changed, inside or out. It’s
not so much that we live in the past as that we live in parallel with the past. I can’t see any reason not to use the pots
and pans that came with the (new!) Aga in 1934, when the kitchen range was replaced (I’m sure that was controversial). The
pans still function. And I enjoy the thought that so many other hands have touched them, used them for homely, kindly things
like boiling eggs and potatoes and Christmas puddings, or stuck them under drips when the roof can’t stand up to the pressure
of stormy nights.

As I sit writing this, the view from my window is much the same as it has been for several hundred years, before my family’s
time, even. The shakes and ripples in the ancient glass distort it for me just as they would have distorted it for all those
who went before. I can see a glimpse of our farm, the great roof of our cathedral of a barn, the stables, the old coach house,
the brewhouse where the beer was made, the hut in which the butchering of pigs took place – a series of pyramid shapes, all
hung with the same warm fox-coloured tiles. I can see the crumbling walls that frame what were once the kitchen garden and
the bowling green, the culinary rose bushes planted in the 1890s, the flowers of which were harvested to make rosewater and
pot-pourri, the hops, the last of those once grown for beer, now preserved for sentimental and decorative reasons. I see the
wobbly brick paths that converge at the cover over the brick-built well shaft that drops seventy feet to an underground stream
that never dries up.

The most modern construction I can see is a loosebox built in the late 1880s to house the hunters belonging to Mabel Ludlow,
a valiant rider-to-hounds, a lively but often unhappy woman whose life was overshadowed by what her fearsome Aunt Nannie called
‘the family taint’. Mabel was, with her sister Milicent, the first of my relations to live at Hancox, but it’s with Milicent
that this story begins, because it’s due to Milicent that I’m here today.

On the mantelpiece in this room, a room which Milicent and her husband Norman called the ‘Scriptorium’, is a little grey plaster
cast not much bigger than my hand. It shows, in profile, the bas-relief portrait of a young woman wearing a hooded cloak,
her long hair loosely coiled in a bun. The flowing lines of the cloak and hair give her a romantic, adventurous air; the firm
outline of her nose and chin correctly suggest determination and a sense of purpose. This is Milicent Ludlow; it was made
in Rome in 1893 when she was visiting her Aunt Nannie.

I’d always known about Milicent. I knew that she was the second wife of my great-grandfather, and that she was also the cousin
of his first wife, Amy, which makes her my first cousin three times removed as well as my step-great-grandmother. I knew that
it was Milicent who bought Hancox; childless, she later handed it on to my grandfather Alan. He brought up his four children
here; one of them was my father, Richard, and in turn it became our family home. But it only struck me a few years ago, as
I inspected more closely the little image I’d always taken for granted, that when Milicent took on Hancox she was extraordinarily
young – only twenty when she moved here in 1888. True, her sister Mabel, Mabel’s husband and their children lived here with
her for much of the time, but it was Milicent who bought the house, Milicent who set about enlarging it, built cottages for
farmworkers and tenants and – most surprising of all – Milicent who decided to manage the farm herself.

This Victorian girl’s impulsive, brave, foolhardy decision has shaped my life, for Hancox is a place that shapes lives. I
wanted to find out more about the place and the people who made me, so I began to work my way through the vast archive that fills the house. Every drawer, every cupboard, every trunk, shelf, box,
is filled with letters, memoirs, journals, notebooks, sketchbooks, photograph albums; there are prescriptions, bills, invoices,
school reports, recipe books, even chequebook stubs.

I am not the first to attempt to weave a narrative out of this tangle of domestic archaeology. Milicent’s husband, Norman
Moore, was the dominant ancestor, a man of whom it is appropriate to use the well-worn description ‘larger than life’. An
Irishman, the only child of a hard-up single mother, he had risen to the top of the medical profession. He was a scholar,
an author, a linguist, a naturalist, a bibliophile, an antiquarian, and the friend of almost any eminent late Victorian you
can think of. His son Alan tried to write his biography, but was defeated by old age and ill health. My mother, Alan’s daughter-in-law,
took up the challenge in the 1960s; I remember her surrounded by drifts of Victorian letters – from, among others, Darwin,
Kipling, Florence Nightingale – sorting them into categories and storing them in turquoise Clark’s shoeboxes. She was overcome
by the sheer mass of information and by the pressure of other demands on her time, but those early investigations have been
the most tremendous help to me. Without the shoeboxes full of ordered letters, without the painstaking family trees drawn
up by my grandfather, I would never have threaded my way out of the tangle.

I didn’t want to write Norman Moore’s biography. His was a marvellous life, and arguably an important one – ‘He is a very
good representative of an environment and a society which has now passed, and without him the history of the [late Victorian]
age would be incomplete,’ wrote a younger colleague of his – but my mind isn’t scientific enough to do justice to his medical
career, or scholarly enough to follow his antiquarian researches. I wanted, instead, to piece together the whole picture,
explore the context in which he and Milicent and the others lived their lives, at Hancox and elsewhere. I wanted to take a
good look at the forebears who peopled my childhood imaginings; I wanted to see them move, hear them talk. This is a book about a house, but it’s also about what the house holds in storage, the human stories that
are hidden in those shelves and trunks and shoeboxes. Every little thing in the house is a clue to somebody’s story. As Norman
Moore himself wrote to his first wife, Amy, ‘These little bits of driftwood washed up on the beach of present time from the
vast illimitable ocean of the past always touch me.’

I was unsystematic at first, noting things in no particular order, imagining this book as a series of vignettes rather than
a full narrative, but the more I unearthed, the more I understood how it all hung together. Marriages, love affairs, bereavements,
triumphs, failures, travels, illnesses, friendships, rivalries – I had access to the minutiae of the lives of my forebears,
even to the clothes they wore, the food they ate, the animals they kept. And to it all clung the indefinable glamour of the
past.

An archive such as the one Hancox holds won’t ever be gathered again. The lives I’ve written about span the best-documented
age in our history. The formidable Victorian postal system meant that a letter written in London at breakfast time would arrive
by lunch time in Sussex; the penny post meant that everyone could afford to use it. Now, of course, we send emails or make
telephone calls; unlike these, letters survive, especially in a highly literate age, when the written word was respected.
These post-Romantics believed that expressing their thoughts and feelings in writing was the right thing to do. The affordability
of domestic servants meant that the upper middle classes to which my family belonged had enough leisure to write, diaries
as well as letters. They sketched, because they wanted to record what they saw, and taking photographs was still expensive
and rather complicated. They kept their sketches so that they could discuss them with other people. When photographs were
taken, their relative rarity meant that they were reverently stored in albums rather than left to languish in the depths of
a computer.

We have a far more intimate knowledge of our Victorian and Edwardian past than we do of that of any earlier age, and no future
generation will have anything like so full a picture of us, thanks to our throwaway habits. ‘I am myself but I am more. I have received a sort of trust for my dead ancestors,’ wrote Norman, again
to Amy, and that’s just how I feel. This book is my attempt to acknowledge that trust, to make sense of the limitless wealth
of evidence that, washed up from the ocean of the past, has gathered under this roof, and to breathe life into the men and
women who left it there for me to find.


1. ‘Except the Lord build the house …’

A carved inscription, set into the panelling, runs the length of our dining-room wall: NISI DOMINUS ÆDIFICAVERIT DOMUM IN VANUM LABORAVERUNT QUI ÆDIFICANT EAM. My great-grandfather, Norman Moore, chose the Clementine Vulgate version of this line from the 127th Psalm: ‘Except the
Lord build the house, they labour in vain that build it.’

Three letters are picked out in gold – N, M, M, standing for Norman and Milicent Moore. The letters that signify the year
the inscription was made are larger than the others – MCMVII (1907). The panels bearing the inscription were made in London
by an East End woodcarver Milicent had come to know in the course of her mission work at the settlement in Bethnal Green;
my grandfather, Norman’s son Alan, brought them down on the train from London and walked the four miles from Robertsbridge
station to Hancox with them tied in a bundle on his back. The work cost £3.10/–, which even in 1907 seemed a bargain.

1907 was the year in which Norman and Milicent Moore moved into Hancox. (Norman is always referred to in the family as ‘NM’,
so I’ll do the same, not least to distinguish him from my uncle, another Norman Moore.) The association of Hancox with the
family goes back a little further, to 1888, long before Milicent’s marriage to NM. Milicent Ludlow, then only twenty, and
her older sister, Mabel, were the only survivors of their immediate family; both parents and two brothers predeceased them.
The girls had inherited plenty of money, but they had no home; Yotes Court, the grand house in Kent in which they had been
brought up, was only rented. Mabel had suffered a serious mental breakdown in her early twenties. Though she had officially
recovered, when it was decided that the two sisters should set up home together the burden of responsibility was inevitably placed on the young shoulders of the more stable Milicent. Early in 1888 they started
househunting, and by July they had found Hancox. They rented it, in Milicent’s name, from Earl de la Warr.

Family associations drew them to this corner of East Sussex. Their late mother’s family, the Leigh Smiths, had inhabited the
area since the 1820s, and Mabel and Milicent had spent many holidays with these aunts, uncles and cousins. There were plenty
more cousins in London, and the girls could have taken a house there, but fresh air and physical exercise were vital to Mabel’s
well-being. She was a fearless huntswoman, a skilful tennis player and an enthusiastic cyclist; strenuous exertion was the
best way of keeping her mental demons at bay. So Sussex it was. Hancox provided stabling for Mabel’s hunters, a ready-made
social network, and picturesque opportunities for watercolour sketching, a passion which Mabel and Milicent shared with most
female members of their extended family.

They had been at Hancox for two apparently harmonious years when Mabel accepted an offer of marriage. Her fiancé was a lieutenant
in the 9th Bengal Lancers. His name was Ludlow Coape Smith; he was related to Mabel through both her father’s and her mother’s
families, and on his marriage he changed his name, strikingly, to Ludlow Coape Ludlow. The wedding took place in March 1891.
In October, Mabel and Ludlow set off for India, leaving 23-year-old Milicent as head of the Hancox household.

Not only was Milicent undaunted by the prospect of running the large house and its grounds single-handed, she immediately
took on additional challenges. She bought the house from Lord de la Warr – he had taken out twenty-three mortgages on it,
so he must have been glad to get rid of it. The tenancy of Hancox farm was due to expire. Milicent searched, briefly, for
a new tenant, but the hunt was fruitless. On 1 December 1891 she noted calmly in her diary, ‘I heard that Crump would not
take the farm – so must farm it myself.’ Her complete lack of training or experience troubled her not at all. ‘Milicent talked as if the world was hers,’ her future husband had once unflatteringly remarked.

Milicent’s time in sole charge proved short. Mabel and Ludlow gave up on India after only a few months and returned to Hancox
in 1892, assuming that they would be received with open arms. Perhaps because Ludlow was a cousin as well as a brother-in-law,
no one foresaw any difficulties with this triangular family structure. Ludlow, who was quietly ducking out of a military career
on the grounds of poor health, was eager to be of use. He managed the farm jointly with Milicent, but he had no more expertise
than she – rather less, even – and expensive mistakes were made. The Ludlows produced four children in brisk succession; in
the wake of childbirth Mabel’s mental health began to deteriorate.

Milicent found her independence compromised and her enjoyment of rural life curtailed by domestic cares that were not strictly
her responsibility. She was strong-willed and courageous, possibly ruthless, and she made a snap decision. Family legend says
that one morning in 1900, at breakfast, Milicent announced to Mabel and Ludlow that she had let Hancox to the Church of England
Temperance Society. It was to be used as a drying-out home for ‘inebriates’. The Ludlows had no option but to pack their bags.

For some years, Milicent had divided her time between Hancox and Bethnal Green, where she worked at St Margaret’s, a branch
of the Oxford House settlement set up for the welfare and education of East End girls. Once the Temperance Society had taken
Hancox, ‘St Mag’s’ became her main base. But she also spent a lot of time with her cousin Amy, who was dying of tuberculosis.
Amy was the first wife of NM. Milicent became such an integral part of the afflicted family that it is not surprising that
in 1903, two years after Amy’s death, NM asked Milicent to marry him.

On her marriage, Milicent left St Mag’s, though she continued to some extent with her good works for the settlement. She became
mistress of 94 Gloucester Place, NM’s large, rented house in Marylebone. NM’s life as one of the country’s leading physicians
was extremely busy, but Milicent, small, wiry, adventurous and energetic, threw herself eagerly into her new role as hostess, housekeeper, amanuensis and stepmother. Her reverence for her
husband and his profession was boundless; everything was organized for his convenience and comfort. His work tied him to St
Bartholomew’s Hospital during the week, but Milicent worried about what would now be called his stress levels. The need was
increasingly felt for a country retreat. It made sense to reclaim Hancox from the inebriates.

When NM was sixteen years old, he had walked from his home in suburban Manchester to admire the collection of stuffed birds
and beasts at Walton Hall, near Wakefield in Yorkshire. NM’s fascination with natural history began early and remained with
him all his life. The great naturalist Charles Waterton, the squire of Walton Hall and owner and stuffer of the creatures
NM had come to inspect, was immediately taken with the spirited and well-informed boy. Despite the great disparity in their
ages – Waterton was eighty-one when they met – the two became firm friends. Walton Hall was heaven on earth to NM. Waterton
had turned its park into the first bird sanctuary in England; no gun was to be fired within its high walls – walls paid for,
said Waterton, with the wine he didn’t drink.

By the side of the ancient ‘wanderer’, as Waterton named himself, the young NM’s understanding of natural history grew apace.
NM had never met his own father; the friendship assuaged a need. Fragments of the old man’s conversation would come back to
NM in later years – ‘All he said seemed to me true and good.’ One such memory was of Waterton saying, ‘I hope when you grow
old you will manage to have a little land of your own & you’ll sit in the sun & now & then think of me.’ All his adult life,
NM, impecunious, frantically busy and endlessly curious, had moved from place to place. Bart’s had been more of a home to
him than anywhere else – he had never owned a house. Now, in 1907, at the age of sixty, he moved into Hancox, put down roots,
sat in the sun and thought of his old friend.

*

Hancox existed by 1433. The name John Handcocks occurs in records of 1492, so it seems likely that the name derives from the
surname of an early owner. It is common locally to find houses thus named. The ‘x’ ending also seems to be a local quirk;
Lavix, Platnix, Glorix are all place names found in the area.

When Milicent Ludlow first set foot in the place in 1888, Hancox was half in the small village of Whatlington and half in
Sedlescombe, its bigger and more prosperous neighbour. It is the largest medieval ‘hall-place’ still in existence in the joint
parishes. The boundary between the two villages used to run right through what is now our dining room. The old custom of ‘beating
the bounds’ was kept up until 1944; once every seven years the male inhabitants of the parish would walk all round its margins,
the older ones showing the young boys the way, pointing out landmarks, crashing through hedges, even ducking them in a ditch
or a pond when one came in handy to imprint the boundaries on their minds. This was an age-old way of ensuring that villagers
knew exactly what constituted their parish, a rite-of-passage left over from the days before maps were generally available,
or even before they existed. When the bound-beaters reached Hancox, they made their way through the middle of the great barn,
then knocked at our door for permission to trudge through the dining room. They were given tea and buns. When my parents married
in Sedlescombe church in 1955, my grandfather told my mother to sleep in the south-east end of the house the night before
the wedding so that she was on the Sedlescombe side of the parish boundary. In 1960 the boundaries were redrawn, and Hancox
is now firmly in Whatlington.

The first owner about whom more than a name is known is John Dounton, a lawyer and steward of Battle Manor, who made extensions
and alterations to the house in 1569. The original medieval high-roofed hall was divided into separate floors; the upper storey
hides the crown-post and roof timbers, though the fine ornamental timbers of the old hall are still visible. On some of the
timbers there are painted Roman numerals. These told the builders which piece went where, like flat-pack instructions. The
timbers were erected ‘in the green’; as they dried out, they shrank and warped, which is what gives Tudor houses their wavy,
non-symmetrical, organic look.

The Dounton family was important enough to have a coat of arms. When John Dounton owned Hancox, ‘3 score and ten acres of
land’ went with it. The general scale of things makes it a gentleman’s house rather than an aristocrat’s. Dounton’s heiress
was his daughter Joan, who married John Sackville in 1589. This was the beginning of the Sackville connection with Hancox,
which lasted for three hundred years, until Milicent took over. John and Joan Sackville lived here after their marriage, apparently
happily co-existing with Joan’s father. They produced four sons and two daughters, and presumably felt a little cramped, for
they made two major alterations. First, a central chimney and fireplace were installed and a ceiling inserted across the great
hall, to join the upper storeys already in existence on either side of it. Second, what was virtually a second house was added,
altering the rectangular ground plan to an F shape. These Sackvilles were a branch of the important Kentish family, owners
of the colossal house, Knole, near Sevenoaks. Knole, famously, has 365 rooms, as many as there are days in the year. Though
Hancox was of course on a very much smaller scale, John and Joan’s aim seems to have been to make it one of the most imposing
houses in the neighbourhood.

John Sackville died in 1620. His son Thomas succeeded to Hancox and to the flourishing and lucrative furnace situated nearby,
off Brede Lane. In those days, before the Industrial Revolution took industry to the coal fields, East Sussex was the chief
area in the country for ironworking. There was iron in the soil and, as Sussex was the most thickly wooded county, plenty
to burn in the furnaces. There is a local legend that our streams run red with the blood of the men killed at the Battle of
Hastings, but of course they actually take their rusty colour from the iron.

Iron helped make Thomas Sackville a prosperous man. By 1626 he had been created a Knight of the Bath and a Justice of the
Peace. His wife, Elizabeth, provided him with four living sons and five daughters; two other babies died in infancy. When Elizabeth died (in childbirth, not surprisingly), Thomas remarried and sired another
four children. At this time the interior of Hancox was mainly panelled; the panelling would have been brightly painted and
patterned.

Thomas’s son John succeeded to the property but died childless. His brother, another Thomas, inherited. Colonel Thomas Sackville
was perhaps the most interesting of the Hancox Sackvilles. He matriculated at Christ Church, Oxford, aged fifteen, later joined
the army, and fought for the Royalist cause in the Civil War. Sussex, however, was predominantly on the side of the Parliamentarians,
and Sackville’s forge and furnace off Brede Lane were commandeered by Roundhead forces. Thomas left the King’s employ and
went to France. When he returned to England to claim his inheritance he was fined £400.

After the Restoration of Charles II in 1660 Thomas became a Justice of the Peace and, eventually, a Member of Parliament for
East Grinstead. He sold the furnace, and in 1676 he let Hancox for thirteen years at £135 per annum to Thomas Piers of Ewhurst.
The colonel lived thereafter at one of his other, smaller, Sedlescombe houses. I assume that by letting Hancox he was hoping
to economize by ‘down-sizing’.

In the county archive is a list of ‘fixtures and fittings’ drawn up at the time when Hancox was let, 24 October 1676: ‘a schedule
of particulars of such goods as were left by the above named Thomas Sackvill in the capitall mesuage mentioned to be devised
by him to the above named Thomas Piers in and by the indenture whereunto this is annexed’. It seems that Sackville took his
portable furniture with him; this is a list of items of use and value which Thomas Piers would have to account for at the
end of his tenancy. The handwritten document is hard to read, but it provides a rare picture of seventeenth-century household
items and the uses to which rooms were put:


First in the kitchen, one little iron furnace one little brasse furnace, one fender of wrought iron, one rack of cast iron for
the stove.

Item in the brewhouse two iron furnaces, one iron oven dore & one cooler of firr boords.

Item in the milkhouse one old table with a frame two shelves of firr boords and two little shelves of oaken boords.

Item in the Larder two rows of old shelves round the roome …

Item in the Stourhouse two cupboards three shelves and one candle shelf.

Item in the Great Parlour one iron plate …

Item in the Buttery one cupboard for glasses …

Item in the matted chamber one plate and one plate for the hearth …


Other rooms listed are the Lundry (laundry), the Pastry (maybe Pantry, but it really does look like ‘pastry’), the chamber
over the Bakehouse, the Little Parlour, the closet and the kitchen chamber. Some of these rooms are completely obvious to
me and have not changed their function since the seventeenth century or earlier. Others I can’t identify. The ‘kitchen chamber’
is a small space high in one corner of the kitchen accessible only by a ladder; it must have been where servants slept. Though
cramped, it would at least have been relatively warm. Now it is used only by spiders. There are still two iron furnaces in
the brewhouse. My larder still has ‘two rows of old shelves round the roome’, and I have no reason to think they are not the
ones on the list.

The ‘plates’ mentioned must be firebacks or braziers. The firebacks are still in place and likely to remain so; they are impossibly
heavy. The ironware presumably all came from the Brede furnace. The ‘firr’ (pine) boards were prized above the oak ones because
oaks grew all over the place, but ‘firr’ would have been brought at considerable expense from the Baltic. The slow-growing
wood was hard and dense and didn’t rot.

Colonel Sackville does not seem to have returned to Hancox, which he eventually sold to his cousin Richard. Richard Sackville
was paying rates for Hancox in 1708 but disappears from view by 1712, to be replaced by his brother Charles, Earl of Dorset.

The Earl of Dorset was far too grand to live at Hancox. For the next hundred and fifty years it was let to tenant farmers.
Nicholls, Igglesdon, Hook, Russell, Moses Cloke – the names succeed each other rapidly until the Ades family farmed there
for three generations. During their long tenancy a drawing of Hancox was made, dated 1785 and entitled ‘Seddlescombe Place’.
It shows the Jacobean wings, free-standing chimney and oriel windows, now gone. The core of the house is recognizably the
same, and you can see the brewhouse and the garden walls, but the feeling of the drawing is very different to that of Hancox
today. It’s all open and spacious, with only one large tree (an elm?) anywhere near the house. Nowadays, trees crowd and jostle
all around – sweet chestnut, yews, sycamores, oaks, hollies, fruit trees, Milicent’s rows of Scots pines.

In the early nineteenth century, while the third generation of Ades lived there, the two Jacobean wings were pulled down,
the plastered exterior walls were covered with hanging tiles and the front was faced with grey cement, which is now dropping
off in large lumps. The Sackville crest over the front door, a coronet composed of a fleur-de-lys with a star above, was covered
by a porch.

The Ades’ tenancy ended abruptly. This may have been for political reasons. The early decades of the nineteenth century were
a time of agrarian unrest. When a local labourer was accused of rick-burning and inciting a riot, Spencer Ades, tenant of
Hancox, a well-to-do yeoman and a ‘righteous man’, held a meeting at Hancox in support of the accused. Suddenly Lord de la
Warr declined to renew the Ades’ lease. I like to think of Hancox as having been a site of radical agitation, however fleetingly.

The Ades family was succeeded by John Symes, then John Swift, and in 1865 by Albert Apps, who by 1870 was in arrears with
his rent. The last of the tenant farmers boasted to Milicent that he’d stripped out four wagonloads of old panelling and burned the lot. It still pains me to think of that. The panelling that was
allowed to remain had been plastered over. During the 1890s Milicent made a good many alterations, most importantly tacking
on an enormous lump of a drawing room with two bedrooms above it. In 1907 she and NM set about clearing up after the ravages
the inebriates had wrought and turning the house into both a family home and a fit place for NM, once a poor Irish boy, now
an eminent physician and man of letters, to study, exercise and entertain his many friends.

*

The process of removing the inebriates from Hancox began early in 1907. Milicent, struck down by a lung haemorrhage the year
before, spent the winter at Davos in Switzerland, wrapped in furs on the hotel balcony. In those days before the discovery
of penicillin, the only treatment for TB was fresh, clean air and a strengthening diet. NM wrote to her daily, sometimes twice
daily; his affectionate letters constantly urge Milicent to fatten herself up:


11.2.07

Swallow swallow swallow

Never be your inside hollow

Outside clothed in garbs of silk

Inside filled with mugs of milk.


Having lost his first wife, Amy, to the same disease six years earlier, his anxiety for Milicent must have been acute. He
cheered both of them with his hopes for their future life at Hancox:


22.02.07

I like to think of our little country seat & hope we may have many a joyful day there together my own dear Mil.

23.03.07

I think it would be nice to encourage birds in our little territory … If when the Winters [tenant farmers] lease falls in
we were to take the whole farm we might make a wonderful bird place in a few years.


(This plan did not materialize. The Winters continued as tenants of Hancox Farm until the 1970s; however, the farm has always
been rich in bird life.)

On 16 March, NM and his elder son from his first marriage, Alan, then twenty-five, went down to Hancox to see how the land
lay. That evening, despite a long and busy day, NM wrote a full account to Milicent. They caught the train from Charing Cross,
travelled third class to Robertsbridge and walked:


by that nice old up hill & down dale & by woods & Poppinghole Lane road to Whatlington. We left our coats at the Royal Oak
& went straight to Hancox. There are only nineteen drunkards there now. Mr Gott [the superintendent] came & we went in. The
house is in a very disordered and rather dirty state. It will want papering throughout … Mr Gott says the inebriates could
not paint it but seems quite to understand that it must be painted throughout. The big new room is a chapel … & it requires
a great deal of hyssop. [In other words, it smelled bad.] Was a sort of brown ribbed paper dado round it in your time. If
so it looks horrible now. They are scraping the coloured paper off the windows. [Put there to imitate stained glass?] … What
a lovely old staircase there is. I did not know of it. Upstairs all is horrible at present … I almost think every room upstairs
should be fumigated with sulphur … The garden looks well & it is a dear place & my own I shall like to be there with you.

Alan and I then inspected the fir trees 91 of the 100 are doing well. George [George Dann, tenant of two of the fields and
landlord of the Royal Oak] is laying soot on that field. Then we had luncheon. Gott & Mrs Gott begged us to lunch with them but we were very glad we had ordered food at the inn. Roast beef, two
kinds of potato, cauliflower & bread & butter pudding.

At 2.30 we rose & walked down to the Hancox stream across the fields … & then up the hill to Sedlescomb & looked in its church
a sadly restored place & then by way of Oaklands Park to Crowham.


Crowham Manor, Westfield, had been the childhood home of Amy, NM’s first wife. Her parents Willy and Jenny Leigh Smith – Milicent’s
uncle and aunt – still lived there with their unmarried offspring, Roddy, Bella and Willy junior. Before she bought Hancox,
Crowham, a large, sleepy old house sitting deep in its own farmland, had been almost a second home for Milicent, and she was
very close to her cousins. Reading this letter huddled on her Swiss balcony, Milicent would have been pleased to learn of
the warm reception the Crowhamites gave NM, for it had not always been thus: ‘They gave us eggs & a noble tea … pressed us
to stay the night but we couldn’t & so started back at five minutes to six.’ Willy junior, nearly forty but never to shrug
off his ‘junior’ status and, according to NM, grown ‘hugely fat 16 stone I should say,’ walked with them to the foot of the
Forge Wood, then NM and Alan trudged on:


to Battle station where we arrived at 7.20 so it took us 1 hr 25 m from Crowham. Thus you see we had three good walks. Alan
walked well so much better than he used & liked it & was in high spirits & with his great coat on his arm ran at a five barred
gate & jumped it clear with ease … It was a grey & occasional slight showery day & a tremendous south east wind blowing but
in the deep lanes it was quite warm. Very few wild flowers to be seen – Here are the only three primroses I saw … even dogs
mercury was not out but we saw a few dashes of catkins in the woods.

Alan had arranged for a telegram to arrive about the boat race as he generally sends one to Aunt Jenny [his grandmother].
It came while we were at tea & we cheered that Cambridge had won … I like Sussex my own Mil. Oh I am glad you weigh 13lbs more drink milk & make it a stone. A little Milicent is a good thing
more Milicent is a better thing & still more Milicent a still better thing in fact you cannot have too much of so good a thing
as Milicent … Goodnight now my own dearest Mil.


This letter, of which I have quoted less than half, is indicative of the energy that enabled NM to accomplish the work of
ten men in a lifetime. The walks he describes amount to more than fifteen miles; more than enough in themselves to tax the
strength of most sixty-year-olds, let alone the train journeys, the inspection of Hancox, the family tea at Crowham and the
writing of the letter itself.

Work got under way once the inebriates had left – there’s no record of what became of them. The ground floor, which had been
divided up into many little rooms, was opened up and simplified into library, dining room and front hall, with a little curtained
section called the parlour. Once Milicent had returned from Switzerland in better health, she and Alan made regular trips
to inspect the work. Her historically minded stepson was excited by the discovery of a recess large enough to hide smuggled
goods concealed by a panel. Smuggling had flourished in Sussex for centuries, with landowners, magistrates and clergy involved
in it as well as tradesmen and labourers; it was a well-organized industry with numerous hideouts. Smuggled goods could easily
be brought to Sedlescombe, which is only six miles from the coast, by means of the tidal River Brede, now a sluggish stream
but once a busy thoroughfare. Another welcome discovery had been made when one of the inebriates stumbled and fell heavily
against the dining-room wall, causing the ancient deal panelling to be revealed beneath Victorian wallpaper over sacking.
Alan and Milicent attacked the wallpaper with knives and found that much of the ground floor was panelled. Restoration was
carried out wherever possible, but a new wall of panelling was commissioned for the division between the dining room and the
library. This was where the ‘Nisi dominus …’ chronograph was to go.

Another find was a fine wooden pillar, supporting a ceiling beam. It had been plastered over. The pillar was found to be thirteenth
century, a survivor, presumably, of Hancox’s first, medieval, incarnation. It stands in the middle of our dining room, a roof-tree,
the centre of the house. Attached to its top is a plaster-of-Paris imp, a replica of the imp of Lincoln Cathedral, bought
by NM as a souvenir during his undergraduate days. The grinning bug-eyed creature has amused or alarmed four generations of
children. He became a casualty of war; in 1944 a doodlebug shook the house so severely that the imp’s leg fell off. But still
he grins on, undaunted, ornamented by horns of holly at Christmas.

A wag had stuck a notice saying ‘Dipsomania Hall’ on the front gate but Milicent and NM were excited by the house, and moved
in long before it was ready. They spent their first night together there on 3 September 1907. NM at once began to keep a gardening
notebook, noting the plants sent by his friend Miss Willmott, the great gardener of Warley Place. He bought three or four
small fields – glebe land – to round off the property. He hung the parlour with handwoven curtains from the William Morris
workshop, installed a fireback decorated with anchors and dated 1588, the year of the defeat of the Spanish Armada, the gift
of a grateful patient he had successfully treated for gonorrhoea. Then he settled down to cultivate, at last, a sense of home.


2. ‘Still she talks and laughs!’

What made Milicent Ludlow decide to buy such a place as Hancox? It was large, dilapidated, complicated and expensive to run.
It hardly seems the obvious choice for a very young single woman. But in 1891 Milicent bought not only the house but the farm
as well. She set about enlarging the house. She radically restructured the garden. She built or restored several cottages
on the farm. And – perhaps most surprising of all – she decided she would be the chief manager of the farm itself.

History books and works of fiction still encourage us to think of Victorian girls as emotionally and financially dependent
on men, undereducated, overprotected, physically frail. Milicent Ludlow, it seems, conformed to no stereotype. She came from
a family of pioneering women and of men who took pride in them. On the face of it, her childhood had been privileged – plenty
of money, plenty of space, plenty of adult attention – but her young life had been beset by tragedy. That’s an overused word,
but it’s not too strong in this instance. Milicent’s misfortunes seem to have bred in her a stubborn independence, a brave
though possibly blinkered attitude that led her to see no difficulty in organizing building projects and farm management without
the slightest architectural or agricultural training.

Milicent died in 1947, twelve years before I was born, but I have a kind of folk memory of her, born of photographs and grown-up
conversations. I see her standing on the garden steps under the clematis montana, bony in black with a wide brimmed hat and
something in her hand that is either a rolled umbrella or a walking stick. After her husband’s death she became Milicent,
Lady Moore; Rose Smith, her lady’s maid, who lived on to become our cleaner, called her ‘Milicent Lady’, which changed itself
for us children to ‘Innocent Lady’.

Milicent was the youngest of the four children of Major-General John Ludlow and his wife Bella, née Leigh Smith. ‘The General’,
as Milicent’s father was (approvingly) known in the family, came from a distinguished military line. He was a descendant of
Edmund Ludlow MP, who had fought for the Parliamentarian cause, was imprisoned several times, and signed King Charles I’s
death warrant – the fourteen-year-old Milicent was pleased to spot the signature when she visited Madame Tussaud’s.

The General’s father had had a distinguished career in the Indian Army and was the model for Colonel Newcome in Thackeray’s
best-selling novel of 1855, The Newcomes. The General himself followed in his father’s footsteps. He received his commission in India, and was praised for his part
in very difficult fighting in the Burmese War of 1824–6. Later he joined the Indian Police Department, in which he exerted
a humane and liberal influence. In the 1840s he presided over a Council of Regency that governed Jeypore (as he spelled it;
now it is Jaipur) because the prince of that province was too young to rule.

Unmarried daughters were seen as a disgrace by Indian families, but the largesse dispersed at a daughter’s wedding cost a
great deal. As a result, parents reared just so many daughters as they could afford to marry off, and destroyed the rest at
birth. General Ludlow put an end to this brutal practice by persuading the various Rajpoot states to agree a common scale
of wedding expenditure, index-linked to the income of the bride’s parents, with uniform penalties for demands in excess. This
was the first time that the jealousies and divisions between the states had been suspended. The native rulers saw the benefit
of acting in unison to abolish an evil, and their respect for and willingness to co-operate with the General enabled him to
campaign for the abolition of suttee, or widow-burning.

Suttee was based on the idea that in allowing herself to be burned to death with her husband’s corpse, the widow was honouring
her faith by showing the ultimate chastity and devotion. The General, operating through his native contacts, pointed out anomalies in ancient Hindu scriptures that proved the practice to be heretical. Using great tact and caution, he eventually
converted the Council of Regency. In 1846 suttee was abolished in Jeypore and eleven of the eighteen Rajpoot states followed
suit. General Ludlow was congratulated in the House of Commons.

The General retired from India before the Mutiny. He returned to England and renewed contact with the friends of his youth.
These included the enormous family of William Smith, MP for Norwich. William Smith’s daughter Fanny had married William Nightingale;
their daughter was the soon-to-be-famous Florence. General Ludlow often stayed with the Nightingales. He was also close to
Fanny’s youngest, unmarried sister, the lively, feminist-inclined Julia, and to their oldest brother Ben.

William Smith’s family were Unitarians, powerful in the world of nineteenth-century reforming politics. Unitarians believed
in ‘Freedom, Reason and Tolerance’; they saw Jesus as a man to be followed rather than a god to be worshipped. Central to
Unitarianism was the conviction that actions are more important than words.

William Smith MP was a close associate of William Wilberforce and Thomas Clarkson and was active in the campaign for the abolition
of slavery. He sat in the House of Commons for forty-six years, an indefatigable voice of dissent. His Tory enemies composed
a piece of doggerel about him:


At length, when the candles burn low in their sockets,

Up gets William Smith with his hands in his pockets,

On a course of morality fearlessly enters,

With all the opinions of all the dissenters.


William Smith is a presence at Hancox still, partly because of a family pride in his political courage, partly because portraits
of him at various stages of his life hang on the walls. Over the drawing-room fireplace, for instance, there’s a painting
of him as a red-haired boy of about ten being taught by his father, who is resplendent in periwig, knee breeches and frogged
coat. The books lie open between them; light from the high eighteenth-century window streams in upon the fresh, intelligent face of the little
boy. It is a classic illustration of the Age of Enlightenment.

William’s son Ben, the General’s friend, followed his father as a politically radical MP for Norwich. He also led a somewhat
surprising private life. On a visit to the Nightingales in Derbyshire he impregnated a local working-class girl, a milliner
named Anne Longden. Ben brought her south, set her up comfortably in Petley Lodge, a pretty Gothick house not a mile from
Hancox – one of at least six properties Ben owned in the area – and supported her throughout her five pregnancies, the third
of which produced Milicent’s mother, Bella. But Ben and Anne never married.

The Smith family were deeply divided over Ben’s behaviour. Some of them would have little to do with the illegitimate family.
But Ben himself was a proud and devoted father to Barbara, Ben junior, Bella, Nannie and Willy. He added ‘Leigh’, his grandmother’s
maiden name, to their surname, to distinguish them from the sprawling masses of Smiths. Anne Longden died aged only thirty-two,
from lung disease; thereafter, Ben lived with the children, dividing their time between Pelham Crescent in Hastings and Blandford
Square in London. He was greatly assisted by two single women, his youngest sister Julia Smith (‘Aunt Ju’) and Anne’s only
surviving sister, Dolly (‘Aunt Longden’). Thus the young Leigh Smiths had the interesting and unusual experience of forming
equal attachments to two substitute mothers, one upper class and one working class.

Why did Ben fail or refuse to marry Anne Longden? It would be easy to assume that it was because of the social chasm between
them, but it seems the reasons were more unusual and – inevitably, since Ben was a thorough Smith – political. Ben chose to
make a stand against the conventions of marriage; he disapproved of the fact that, once married, a woman forfeited any right
to property of her own and became little more than one of her husband’s chattels. Anne Longden’s own thoughts on the subject
are not recorded. Ben’s stance would seem more honourable were it not for the fact that, on his death, his Leigh Smith children discovered to their shock and dismay that after Anne’s death he had kept another,
similar ménage, in Hammersmith, the offspring of whom were named Bentley Smith. There were even rumours of a third family,
here in Sedlescombe. My grandfather Alan said that old Ben’s three families were deliberately upper, middle and lower class,
as an affront to the class system. However, it is difficult to see Ben as a wholly selfless social experimenter. There is
no evidence that the Leigh Smiths (the ‘upper-class’ family) attempted to meet their half-siblings.

General Ludlow was a charitable, tolerant man. Though not a Unitarian himself – he was a Low Church Anglican – he shared their
ideals of public service. He was much beloved by friends, family and employees. References to him invariably mention his kindness
and patience, qualities he was to need in spades once, at the age of fifty-eight, he proposed marriage to 29-year-old Bella
Leigh Smith. The General must have looked forward to a comfortable old age with his ‘lovely, graceful dear wife elect’, as
a friend described her. Such comfort was most emphatically denied him.

By the standards of his time, General Ludlow was unusually broad-minded in asking an illegitimate woman to marry him. Ben
Smith believed passionately in education for women. At that time there were few good schools for girls and no university would
admit them, but Ben tried to ensure that his three daughters were as well read, as well travelled and as independently minded
as his two sons. When the girls came of age, he gave each of them £300 a year, not as a dowry, but so that they could be independent
of men and marriage should they so wish. In the eyes of many, education and financial ease did not erase the stain of illegitimacy,
but the General was undeterred.

The General knew the family so well that he must have had some idea of Bella’s history of mental illness. As well as being
considered very handsome, Bella had artistic talent and was one of a circle of female writers and artists. But her twenties
had been disrupted by a series of physical and mental breakdowns.

Bella was both protected and overshadowed by her two powerful older siblings, Barbara and Ben. Barbara was one of the most
influential feminist campaigners of her time. As well as co-founding Girton, Cambridge, the first university college for women,
she founded a progressive infant school and a night school. She founded and edited The Englishwoman’s Journal with her friend Bessie Rayner Parkes (later Belloc) and was herself a well-travelled journalist. She campaigned for women’s
suffrage, and was the architect of the Married Women’s Property Act, which enabled women to retain property independently
of their husbands.

Barbara divided the year between Algiers, where she lived with her French husband, the politically radical and wildly eccentric
Dr Eugène Bodichon, and England. She was a skilful watercolour artist who had studied under Corot, and she had many artistic
and literary friends, including the Rossetti family, Dante Gabriel, William and Christina. She had a London house in Blandford
Square which she shared with Aunt Ju, and a country house near Robertsbridge which she designed herself, called Scalands Gate.
Scalands is about five miles from Hancox. Her friend Gertrude Jekyll helped her lay out the garden. ‘Barbara … knows every
plant she has planted & watches them with a mother’s care her garden will be in another year a second volume to her house
[and] will present a history of her life & travels in the form of leaves, flowers, fruit from at least three of the world’s
quarters,’ wrote Aunt Ju. Barbara was the first person to guess the true identity of George Eliot when Adam Bede was published. She had a great gift for friendship, and was one of the very few women brave enough to continue to visit Marian
Evans (George Eliot) once she began her ‘sinful’ cohabitation with George Lewes. After Lewes’s death she invited Marian to
come and live with her, showing characteristic disregard for public opinion. The invitation was received gratefully, but declined.

It is easy to imagine that Bella was overwhelmed by her spectacular older sister. Her brother Ben was an even more forceful
character. The youngest Leigh Smith sister, Nannie, described Ben as having ‘personal influence that subtle thing that makes a person a power without even uttering a word’. He was a scientific explorer who made five expeditions
to uncharted Arctic regions. On the fifth, his ship sank. Ben’s force of character became evident. Under his command, the
entire crew survived eight months of a polar winter unscathed, living off walruses and polar bears.

‘Aunt Bar’ and ‘Uncle Ben’ were to be highly influential figures in the young Milicent’s life, and she inherited some of their
energy and determination. Her mother Bella, however, was not made of the same stern stuff.

As a young woman, Bella was popular and admired – a marble bust by the Pre-Raphaelite sculptor Alexander Munro has something
of the Greek goddess about it – and she received and refused offers of marriage. She was liable to hysterical outbursts, which
culminated in a breakdown in health in 1856. Barbara, who though sometimes meddlesome was perceptive and sympathetic, was
sure that her sister’s physical condition was strongly linked to her mental state. She took Bella off to the Isle of Wight
to recuperate. From here she wrote to Ben junior, ‘… the mind has so much to do with her disease … Her unhappiness is of years’
standing.’ It seems that Bella was obsessed with unrequited or unfulfilled love, probably for the radical publisher John Chapman,
a handsome adulterer who had already had romantic entanglements with George Eliot and with Barbara herself.

‘Her mind runs on the subject of love and marriage and all the force of her long pent up passionate nature has burst forth,’
wrote Barbara to Ben. ‘Twice she has seized and hurt me – today she tried to throw herself out of the window. I caught hold
of and pulled her back after she had broken the glass and cut herself … I am sure, she will never be well unless she marries.’
It was John Chapman who had introduced Barbara to the idea that sexual frustration was bad for women’s physical and mental
health. But the sad truth was that marriage – or rather its consequence, childbirth – caused Bella’s problems to escalate.

One of my great discoveries in researching this book was a series of small notebooks, stowed away in an old suitcase in the attic. The notebooks are filled with tiny cramped pencilled handwriting.
They are General Ludlow’s diaries; he wrote an entry almost every single day for the last twenty-three years of his life.
They provide an unusually complete record of a Victorian gentleman’s domestic world; the General noted details about family,
friends, servants, horses, dogs, houses, carriages, food, drink, health, weather, trees, money, clothes … Occasionally a political
event is noted; even more occasionally God is thanked for his mercy, but the General was not given to pious musings or introspection,
which makes the diaries all the more valuable from a historical point of view. I’ve found, in my researches, that feelings
can shine through facts but facts are rarely detectable through descriptions of feelings.

The diaries show that the General courted Bella throughout the spring and summer of 1859, three years after her breakdown
on the Isle of Wight, and that much of the courtship was conducted on horseback. The General was a fine horseman and was to
pass his enthusiasm on to his children, hence Mabel and her hunters, stabled here at Hancox. His rides with Bella were long
and adventurous; from central London they rode to Kew, to Sevenoaks, to his relations at Wimbledon and hers, the Bonham Carters,
at Ravensbourne, near Bromley. On 6 July he presented Bella with a puppy, and they rode from six thirty until ten. On the
eleventh, he made his proposal. The diary entry simply reads, ‘Never to be forgotten.’

Bella’s acceptance of the proposal must have given rise to a communal sigh of relief. The huge age gap – twenty-nine years
– apparently passed without comment. Bella’s mental instability did not alter the family’s devotion to her. Nonetheless, having
the General to shoulder the burden of care must have been a weight off everybody’s mind.

I have the letter Bella wrote to her brother Ben about the engagement – one of the very few letters of hers that I have found.
The tone is curiously subdued, her own feelings almost submerged in deference to her brother. ‘My dear Ben, I want you to
write to tell me you are glad. General Ludlow & I are engaged to be married … The Pater is very much pleased about this.’ Soon, Ben junior’s powerful role in the family was to be strengthened still further.
Old Ben, the ‘Pater’, was dying. He was too ill to attend Bella’s wedding at Brightling church (near Robertsbridge), though
the bridal party went up to his bedroom at Glottenham Manor after the ceremony to receive his blessing. But it was Ben junior
who gave Bella away, escorting her up to the church, where most of the parish was waiting to admire the bride. Local schoolchildren
presented bunches of flowers. Aunt Ju described the scene in a letter to her oldest sister, Patty Smith – ‘the bride so radiant
and her gentle serious benignant bridegroom’.

The Pater died six months after Bella’s wedding. His children buried him next to their mother, Anne Longden, in St Edmund’s
Church, Wootton, on the Isle of Wight, where she had died twenty-seven years earlier, having been taken to the island by Ben
senior in a last desperate attempt to cure her lung disease. Barbara, helped by George Eliot, composed the inscription for
her father’s tomb; it shows how important ‘civil and religious liberty’ was to the Leigh Smiths:


He was an ardent advocate of civil and religious liberty and of every measure which could promote the wellbeing of mankind.
He supported for twenty years the first Infant School in England. He gave hearty and generous assistance to migration. He
loved the arts and sciences and was an active friend to their Diffusion among the people.


It is characteristic of Barbara’s courageous disregard for contemporary notions of respectability that she buried her father
alongside the woman he loved but never married.

*

It was just as well that the Pater died before the birth of Bella’s first child. After the wedding, the Ludlows had a month’s
honeymoon, first in the West Country and then in Ireland. There are no hints of trouble in the General’s diary for the first
few months, unless one counts the couple’s strange inability to settle. There was plenty of money on both sides, but they moved from house to
house, often staying with family, looking for a home but unable to make up their minds. Once, when the General’s train was
delayed by a breakdown, he notes ‘poor dear B. alarmed by the ½ hour’s delay’, which seems an overreaction. More understandably,
Bella ‘sustained a fright’ when a four-wheeler ran into her brougham, but the General was confident that ‘a hot bath will
restore her comfort and composure.’ There was little to warn him of the coming catastrophe.

On 1 December 1860 ‘my darling Bella gave birth to a little girl – a sweet fair little thing – very lovely – the nose is large
for its face and may be considered like Ben’s.’ The birth itself was easy enough – ‘Everything has gone well with the dear
mother. God be praised for his goodness.’ But after a few days Bella was ‘restless … excited … she wanders … rather silent
or talks to herself’. Bella became insomniac: ‘No sleep last night. Excitement while the Drs were here.’ Mesmerism was tried,
but to no avail. Ben came, bringing violets, but could not soothe her. Bella hysterically rejected baby Amabel. A wet nurse
was swiftly engaged. Seventy-five-year-old Hannah Walker, who had nursed the Leigh Smith children in infancy and brought them
up on Sussex songs and folk tales, was called in to help. It was hoped that her familiarity would comfort Bella. In February
she wrote to Bella’s sister Nannie, who was in Algiers:


My dear dear Miss I was so glad to hear from your self as I am not rite you on account of our dear Mrs Ludlow but ham trying
to tell you she is sertainly better and will son be quite well and love her dear little baby she takes a grate deal more notes
of it than she did that will come to her when she gets well for she is a dear good baby and very pretty fair blue eyes you
wil love her I know when you see her clearly poor dear I have shed many tears over her and her poor mama to it was very shockin
but thank god she has one of the kindes of husbands the ever lived in every way that could be … please god to restore her
to him quite well it is many years since I felt so fritened …


Little Amabel (Mabel) was christened on 1 March at St Margaret’s, Westminster. Her mother was well enough to attend. The Ludlows
decided to move to 9 Pelham Crescent, Hastings, where Bella had lived as a child; the General hoped the familiar house would
make her feel calm and secure. Bella shopped for furniture, went to the dentist and ‘to Miss Young’s for a bonnet’.

The crisis was over. The Ludlows’ new life at Hastings seems to have been active and lively. Nannie, back from Algiers, came
to stay and brought a friend, Clementine; they ‘dressed themselves up as an Arab woman and a Bey* – and frightened the Nurse – & the Cook – Amabel too woke up surprised with the song & beating of the tamtam’. There was a holiday, in Wales – ‘The Welsh fleas are abominable fellows … we shall I doubt not enjoy our own home in the
contrast.’ Amabel was healthy and happy – ‘Baby puts things upon her head & plays bopeep of her own accord’; ‘Amabel looks charming in her little blue “Pork Pie” hat’; ‘Amabel this morning when the early sun came
peering in at the Nursery window ambitiously made an effort to puff it out – as she does the candle.’

Bella, though ‘easily fatigued’ and highly strung, seems to have resumed a normal life. But on 22 January 1862, less than
thirteen months after her first confinement, ‘her rest’, as the General coyly put it, ‘was disturbed – and at ½ p 7 a sweet
little Boy was given to us – But what perils did both he and his sweet mother endure from his somewhat premature and unexpected
birth!’ This time, the General was careful to keep Bella as calm and quiet as could be. The only visitor allowed was her younger
brother Willy, who lived near Hastings at Crowham Manor in Westfield. ‘No other person out of the house has seen her not even
her old nurse.’

It is alarming to read that, on the first day of his life, the premature baby ‘has partaken freely of food prepared for him
in the kitchen’. Bella wanted to breastfeed him, but the doctor decreed that ‘her boy’s feeding is not to be indulged in though
she is very well and so is he.’ The doctor also believed that the baby’s early arrival was caused by a falling-out between Bella and the
artist Joanna Samworth, a childhood friend. Their spat was thought to have ‘startled Bella and caused her unpleasant feelings’,
inducing labour. An unlikely hypothesis to a twenty-first-century reader, but one which underlines the fragility of Bella’s
mental state.

Against the odds, baby Henry John (Harry) survived and throve. Bella escaped extreme post-natal depression and was soon drawing
once more, and giving her husband sketching lessons. In December, Mabel’s second birthday was celebrated with a party for
the servants, each of whom invited a friend. Harry, a jolly baby, ‘laughs when anyone says “Hot pies” ’; Mabel was ‘very charming
and lovely’. Lady Brassey, wife of the railway tycoon, gave a ‘splendid’ ball at Beauport Park, near Hastings, where Bella,
in her husband’s opinion, was the finest looking woman among hundreds. Her mood swings were usually attributed to changes
in the weather, or to the sea air, which was said to be ‘too relaxing’.

It probably helped that, at this time, Bella’s mind was focused on making drawings to sell at an exhibition organized by Barbara
in aid of the Lancashire cotton workers. This was a classic Barbara project. In America, the Federal states had blockaded
the southern Confederate states in an attempt to force them to put an end to slavery. The Confederates tried to break the
blockade by continuing to sell cotton to the mills in the north-west of England. The Lancashire mill hands came out on strike,
to show their desire to crush slavery. This was an extremely altruistic decision, as it severely impoverished the mill hands.
Barbara, always the champion of those who put principles before self-interest, asked her friends to contribute pictures to
her exhibition; the proceeds of the sale went to the relief of the cotton operatives and their families. The General was supportive
of the project, and he was delighted to read in The Times ‘a flourishing account’ of the exhibition ‘in which Bella has a foremost place and high commendation’.

It doesn’t seem that Bella had a great deal of involvement with the day-to-day care of her children, but this would have been
normal for a woman of her social position at this time. Any length of time in sole charge of them was a rare event. The General,
always considerate to his employees, sent all the servants to watch the ‘illuminations and bonfire on Castle Hill’ to celebrate
the marriage of the Prince of Wales to Alexandra, ‘the fair daughter of the Dane’, and while they were away, ‘B. and I had
charge of the Babies – who were disturbed by the firing – I took the Boy in hand and Bella undertook Mabel & we soon got them
to sleep again not withstanding the uproar.’

On 16 May 1863, the General’s sixty-second birthday, he notes that ‘Bella is wonderfully well – she says she has never been
so well & happy for years as at present – It is pleasing to hear this from her lips on my birthday.’ Bella seemed settled
in Sussex, her childhood home; there were frequent visits to her siblings: to Willy and his growing family at Crowham, to
Barbara and her studio at Scalands Gate, and to Ben at Glottenham Manor. Nannie, not yet quite the professional invalid she
was to become but already anxious to protect her lungs by wintering in hot climates, took a cottage near Crowham for the summer
to spend time with her relations. Between them, the siblings did their best to provide a close, protective circle within which
Bella could feel secure.

But ultimately, nothing and no one could achieve that for her. On 27 May ‘at ¼ past three a fine little Boy was given to us
– He is pronounced to be a very large and well conditioned infant. His dear Mother is thank God as well as possible – and charmed with her boy.’ Mabel, two and a half, was not charmed.
Her father noted her reaction on a scrap of paper, which I found in the suitcase with all the diaries:


I don’t like Mama’s little baby-boy … I like this one (placing a hand on either side of her little brother Henry’s face) –

Funny little Baby, Mama’s is – I can’t like it – Mary [nursemaid] bought it in Castle St – I suspecks so.


Within a few days the symptoms that had plagued Bella after Mabel’s birth returned. ‘She passed a restless night and at 4 a.m. I sent the carriage for Dr Blundell & he … administered
something which … produced 2 hours sleep.’ Ben, Willy and Barbara were summoned (but not Nannie, who might ‘excite her too
much’). Ben and the General took it in turns to stay up with her at night. Barbara helped by taking the children away and
entertaining them. This time, Bella did not reject the baby, and tried to breastfeed him, but given the quantities of opiates
she was prescribed it was perhaps best for little Edmund Villeneuve Ludlow that the attempt failed.

A change of scene was needed. It was also necessary to protect Mabel and Harry from their mother’s frightening and erratic
behaviour. Barbara made Scalands Gate ready for the General, and for the two nurses who were employed to look after Bella.
Ben loaned Brown’s, his pretty farmhouse near Glottenham, for the use of the children and servants. The two houses are only
a mile or so apart. The General walked or rode over to see the children every day before breakfast, gave orders to their carers
(‘I … scolded Mary for allowing the Chn to pull about Ben’s books’) and played with the older two in the garden and woods
– ‘the Girl and Boy had foxgloves round their hats and looked excessively pretty.’ Sometimes Bella went with him, but often
she lay in bed, complaining of a ‘chipping’ in her head. She began to show signs of paranoia and sometimes gave her nurses
the slip, frightening them by wandering alone into the dense woodland that surrounded Scalands.

In late August she was well enough for a trip to the Isle of Wight to visit her parents’ tomb. She made an attempt to go to
church, but at the end of the second lesson she found the attention too embarrassing – ‘and we had to leave.’ By November
there was a real improvement – ‘it is pleasing to see her take up her pencil again with real effect … Bella is much amused
with Harry’s little tricks – she spoke today of riding about with me and contriving always to keep well & going where we please.’

The family returned to Hastings. The diary chronicles the dramas of domestic life. ‘Mappy [Mabel] had on her new braided frock & was sick in the carriage’; ‘I last evening gave George Snoad the coachman warning to leave our service in consequence
of his improper intimacy with our late parlourmaid Louisa Clarke.’ (Not long after this the General mentions that Louisa Clarke
has found employment as a wet nurse.) ‘Adams Smith [Bella’s most eccentric uncle] blackened the paper in the dining room by
rubbing his oiled wig against it when leaning back on the couch after having partaken largely of pickled salmon.’ (I’m particularly
fond of this last detail, because in one of the Hancox photograph albums there’s a picture of Uncle Adams wearing what must
be this same disagreeable wig.)

Bella’s physical health began to be more of a worry than her mental state. Sometimes she spat blood after coughing, and her
teeth gave her much trouble; ‘[the dentist] deplored the sad condition of poor dear Bella’s teeth – the result of acids having
been administered medically.’ Dental appointments were made, which at the last minute Bella refused to attend. The General
made himself a ‘corpus vili’ as he called it, undergoing unnecessary treatment in order to reassure her. At this stage Bella was not suffering from delusions
or extreme paranoia, but she was still a bundle of nerves:


Dec 8th 1864. Yesterday Mr Ticehurst [the doctor] called he said that Bella’s pulse was ‘as weak as water’ – and that she
was ‘worth nothing’ – In the evg poor dear she was hysterical.

26th Dec. The servants forgot the night light – Poor dear Bella cried – but she got some eau de cologne – and was better in
the last hours of the night and had some sleep.


Though the General never breathed a word of criticism of his wife, the strain began to tell:


Bella did not sleep well last night & I had the nightmare and fancied I was lying close to a Bis-cobera [cobra] – could not
get out of its way and was obliged to strike it with my fist as a means of killing it! Poor Bella rec’d some thumps on the
shoulder from my forearm before she could wake me.


There were concerns about little Harry’s health, too. He had an inflammation of the eyelids so severe that he couldn’t open
his eyes for six days, and he was prone to digestive troubles. I doubt the doctor’s suggestion that the three-year-old consume
a mutton chop every day for breakfast and a glass of wine each evening helped much. In May 1865 the whole family, plus a courier,
two nurses and a couple of female servants, set off to the Continent to undergo a series of ‘cures’.

By the time they reached Ems, a spa town in Germany, the General himself was suffering, from herpes and an enlarged liver.
He was ordered to wear a special belt and to try ‘Mr Banting’s rusks’ – ‘[the doctor] says he shd like to see my girth brought
within narrower proportions.’ (Mr Banting was the inventor of a hugely popular weight-loss programme, the forerunner of the
many schemes with which the modern reader is all too familiar.) The General stuck to the doctor’s orders: ‘1st July. I have taken today inclusive 26 bottles of Marien-Kreutz [water] – 16 Baths and 14 Douches – enough one wd think to wash out the ills which flesh is heir to tho’ their name were legion!’ Meanwhile, the children revelled in the strawberries that grew in the hotel garden. When chastised by the gardener for
picking them, Harry declared that ‘he must have some strawberries and that if they were to go to prison all would have to go together.’

The family moved on by stages to Bern. The General notes all the usual hazards of travelling with small children – motion
sickness, broken nights, fussy eating, ‘biting flies’. I’m impressed to find how much the sixty-four-year-old father took
upon himself, despite the presence of the servants. ‘Little Edmund slept with me … I hardly closed an eye from anxiety about
my dear little charge who looked inexpressibly lovely.’ Most of the difficulties, however, seemed to focus on Harry’s behaviour:


15th July. Harry roared for a Donkey – as he went along the streets repeating ‘I want a Donkey’ about 100 times and crying
all the while to the surprise of the water drinkers.

19th. We feared that Harry’s noise had driven away … Princesse Glyka together with her Lord, a black Poodle, and a superb parrot.

24th. At the table d’hôte … Harry a little riotous and we had to beat a retreat before the cheese was served.

29th August. Little Harry’s ‘Blanket’ from which he was … almost inseparable was left at Lungern.


One can imagine the consequences.

Difficulties escalated when Fanny, the nursemaid the Ludlows had brought with them from Hastings, became suicidally depressed
and threatened to throw herself into the Rhine. The cause turned out to be an unhappy love affair with Mr Croft, the ticket
collector at St Leonard’s railway station. Fanny feared he would not wait for her. Since Mr Croft not only had ‘inward tumours’
but also ‘a child at Etchingham’ (a village five stops up the line), he doesn’t sound like much of a catch, but the ever-gallant
General left Bella and the children in the care of the courier and accompanied Fanny back to her family in Hastings. ‘I took
the Mother behind the house … I told her that we had done everything in our power to soothe her and that we did not know how
her revelations regarding her conduct took their colour from a disordered brain.’

Leaving one ‘disordered brain’ behind, the General returned to another, more familiar one and the family continued their journey
to Bern. ‘The scenery … must be one of the loveliest spots of the known world … But oh the horror of the legion of creeping
things that infested the beds! … at about 6 a.m. we were all in the small parlour drinking tea and coffee – neither Bella
nor myself has appetite for breakfast after having been preyed upon thro’ the night by the foul insect.’ They moved on to
Bex, where Bella ‘resolutely’ embarked on the ‘grape cure’ – ‘she is to eat 6 or 7lb in a day … a work of labour.’

The regime of grapes, beer and medicated baths did some good and she was able to enjoy walking and experimenting with oil
paints. She and the General chose Tyrolean costumes for the children and had them photographed, but prolonged contact with
them wore her out. Increasingly, she withdrew from them. Mabel befriended some Swiss children; she invited them to her birthday
tea, at which the hotelier produced a cake in the shape of a chalet, with ‘Mabel’s name beautifully written in sugar plums’
upon it. Two-year-old Edmund was the life and soul – after downing a bumper of red wine he ‘mounted … upon the table glass
in hand pronouncing that “the wine was good” – He insisted on “hob-a-nobing” with everyone and his animated good fellowship
was the admiration of everyone.’ But poor little Harry was disturbed by his mother’s inability to tolerate his company for
long: ‘Harry we fear moped a good deal in the absence of his Mama yesterday – Mary says he sat on a couch and told people
not to speak to or to touch him’; ‘Harry scratched Mary’s face a good deal when she took him upstairs yesterday. He pulled
her hair.’ Unluckily for Harry, Bella punished him by more withdrawal: ‘Harry appears to have got into a passion at dinner
and to have thrown things at Wirtz [the courier] and Hannah [a maid] … His mama will not take him in her lap or give him cakes
for some Days and the little Darling seems very sorry for what he has done amiss.’ The Ludlows were liberal parents; the General,
unusually for a mid-Victorian father, absolutely forbade corporal punishment of any kind. But for Harry, banishment from his
mother’s lap must have been worse than any slap.

In the spring of 1866 the Ludlows returned to Ems to take the waters once more before leaving for home. They were anxious
to get back; they missed family and friends, and besides, war was threatened between Prussia and Austria. This was the Seven
Weeks’ War, in which Bismarck established Prussian dominance over Austria as the leading German-speaking country. The hotels
were emptying fast. ‘Great numbers of Prussian soldiers are passing eastwards from the Rhine – and everything now appears
to indicate impending war.’ Rails were being taken up near Ems, presumably to check the progress of the enemy. The Countess
Bismarck, who was staying in the same hotel, told them that her husband had received bad tidings and urged them ‘to go away
tomorrow by any means’.

With dreadful timing, Bella suffered a swift and sudden relapse. Insomnia, hysteria, muttering to herself … all the dreaded
symptoms were back. The doctor ‘says her illness is nothing’ but ‘exhaltation nerveuse’, but it can’t have felt like nothing to the General as he filed the rings off her fingers at 1 a.m., fingers that she had
injured in her attempts to tear the rings off herself. Sleeplessness wore down the whole family: ‘15th June. I have kept on
my day dress … at night since B. has been ill as she has had to take her composing draught every hour or two hours & I have
administered it to prevent mistakes … I tried to control the agitation and restlessness of my dear patient.’ Edmund showed
signs of disturbance and refused to sleep: ‘I gave him strawberries – I coddled him & told him stories in turn with small
effect.’ Even the uncomplaining General admitted, ‘I felt a little done up from want of rest etc I suppose.’

The political situation was so grave that the General decided they must set off for home, though Bella was hardly fit to travel.
The family rallied round to receive them: ‘21st June. A brilliant morning to welcome us to our native shores … Ben met us at [Charing Cross] … Barbara came this evening.’
They stayed at Ben’s London house, 64 Gower Street. Nannie was also in town, with Isabella Blythe, the woman who was to be
her life partner. ‘Isa’, plump and cheery where Nannie was gaunt and prickly, was a great favourite with the children, teaching
them to play draughts and taking them to the zoo.

The General was stoutly optimistic: ‘When [Bella] has had the requisite amount of repose her poor head will become clear and
composed.’ But repose was not to be had in London. Ben again lent them Brown’s, his Sussex farmhouse. For the children, life
at Brown’s was an idyll of fishing, haymaking, mushrooming, and visits from their Crowham cousins. The General was in his
element with them: ‘I brought home a basket of apples to make dumplings for the Children … I carried Edmund down Scalands
Lane on my shoulders. His head was among the young branches & we walked backwards – to his great delight’; ‘Took the chn &
Mary in the Fly to Glottenham where I feasted them at supper with Chicken & Ham & Mabel said she was never so happy in her life.’

But they could not stay in Ben’s house for ever. The General decided to rent Sir Patrick Colquhoun’s house at Penshurst in
Kent for £150 a year. Typically, as soon as the deal was done he ‘rode to Tunbridge and bought 50 yards of extra-sized wire
netting to prevent the Chn falling into the water at the bottom of the grounds’. Bella expressed herself pleased with the
house, but she holed herself up in her bedroom, took her meals in bed and sometimes refused to get up even to have the sheets
changed. Her sisters were leading active and interesting lives. Nannie bought a beautiful house in Algiers, Campagne Montfeld,
where she set up home with Isabella Blythe and took part in the life of the artistic expatriate community. Barbara’s myriad
activities included publishing her paper, ‘Reasons for the Enfranchisement of Women’. She also enlisted her cousin Florence
Nightingale’s help in an effort to get the General’s anti-suttee activities in India formally recognized and honoured. But
poor Bella burned her drawings, hacked off her hair, and angrily dismissed servants who got on her nerves. (They were usually
quietly reinstated by the General after a short cooling-off period.)

Mabel’s sixth birthday was celebrated on 1 December with the usual party for the servants, at which ‘2 bottles of Champagne
2 of Port & 2 of sherry’ were disposed of. ‘There was some singing …’ But Bella did not improve – ‘Still she talks and laughs!’
The General consulted Dr Tuke, the most progressive psychiatric doctor of his time, who said that he had ‘no power over the
malady and that he must leave it to nature to work a cure’. This was at least an honest response, and possibly more helpful,
or less harmful, than the opiates that had been prescribed for years, but the poor General felt ‘ill with the sad disappointment’. Brother Ben came for Christmas, but Bella locked the door against him. ‘We made an effort to
be cheerful’ but ‘it is a sad Xmas day for us.’ In the midst of his troubles, the General continued the acts of charity that
were habitual to him. ‘I gave £5 for the poor … poor things they must need coals in this severe weather.’

The weather was at first blamed for little Edmund’s indisposition. ‘The frost disagrees with him … he seems rather sleepy
and dull.’ His symptoms quickly worsened. He ate and slept little, and his tongue was coated. The General never mentions diphtheria,
but this is what it sounds like to me. ‘14th January 1867. The dear child is very thin and weak – He had 2 Roasted apples
& little bits of pheasant today … he said “Don’t like the doctor, Go away doctor.” ’ Since the doctor prescribed laxative powders
and injections of beef tea and port wine, Edmund’s reaction is unsurprising. His devoted father sat by his bedside and fed
him little bits of boiled chicken, but by 26 January ‘the child no longer speaks … and he does not open his mouth to take
his food … I went to Tunbridge for calves feet to make jelly.’ Poultices were applied, but to no avail.

On Edmund’s third birthday, the year before in Ems, his father had proudly described him as ‘A beautiful and fine child as
is anywhere to be seen … He is perfectly good moreover. The delight of us all and of no trouble to anyone - He is a favourite
wherever he goes.’ I found a photograph of him from this time, standing on a chair in his tiny Tyrolean costume. But on 30
January it was all over. His father was by his side. ‘His end was so peaceful that there was no movement of the body or convulsion
to indicate the moment when the breath of life ceased. Bella and I felt, as he lay beautiful in death that we did not desire
our glorious child restored to us so fit as he was for Heaven whither his sweet spirit had fled!’

In the aftermath of Edmund’s death Bella sank deeper into insanity. ‘She covered her head with grease and threw a pack of
the chn’s cards into the fire.’ ‘I sat up last night to ascertain whether Bella slept – not a wink!’ Self-harming was a risk
– ‘We got down all the looking glasses and turned the pictures – altogether a wretched day.’ She was agitated by Ben’s visits
and often refused to see him. When the General visited Edmund’s grave and planted sweet-briar near it, he did so alone.

With the arrival of bright spring weather, Bella underwent a sudden transformation. On 3 April, ‘the children made gardens
for themselves and Bella sat out on the terrace … We all went to Tunbridge & bought spades, rakes etc for the children.’ She
sewed a cap for the General; she had done the same thing at the end of her illness following Mabel’s birth. On 26 April Bella’s
nurse moved out of her mistress’s bedroom and the General moved in – ‘a visible sign I trust of my dear Bella’s complete recovery’.

The result of this return to normality was the conception of Milicent. It seems extraordinary to my twenty-first-century sensibility
that, since Bella’s breakdowns were closely connected to giving birth, it did not occur to the doctors or to the General to
take steps to avoid another pregnancy. But perhaps the desire to fill the gap left by Edmund was overpoweringly strong. At
all events, by July Bella knew she was pregnant, and I’m glad she was, because if it hadn’t been for Milicent, I wouldn’t
be living at Hancox now.

It was of course necessary to leave Penshurst and its unhappy associations. The General engaged Guestling Lodge, a few miles
east of Hastings, for five guineas a week. It was rather small (there were twelve of them, including servants and the General’s
middle-aged niece Fanny Walton, who had arrived from Australia for an indefinite stay) and the kitchen fireplace smoked abominably,
but it was within visiting distance of Willy and family, Ben, Barbara and all their old Hastings friends. Bella’s pregnancy
went smoothly. She remained on an even keel: she played vingt-et-un in the evenings with the children, escorted her niece
Amy back to her Hastings boarding school, and even played the part of a dwarf in a ‘pageant’ got up for Harry’s birthday.

Aunt Jenny, Willy’s wife, took Mabel and Harry to stay at Crowham as Bella’s confinement approached. Milicent’s arrival was
swift. On 8 March 1868 the General writes:


I went up & found B. standing and leaning on the back of a chair – she presently said that she thought it must be so, and
I ran off to expediate the dispatch of the Brougham to bring Ticehurst or any other Dr. and then I ran back to the house –
and found the dear little baby girl had appeared on the stage of existence before the horses could be put to! – I don’t think Bella was ill ten minutes. She got into Bed and her Baby was born on the instant –
a lively little creature, who promises to be the image of herself.


Aunt Jenny, visiting a few days later, in a rare burst of generous feeling proclaimed Milicent Bella to be the prettiest baby
she had ever seen.

The General gathered wood anemones and celandines and brought them home in his hat for Bella. Bella nursed Milicent for five
weeks, until the doctor decided that the breast ‘did not afford sufficient nourishment’ and prescribed an Alderney cow. As
soon as the breastfeeding stopped, Bella’s troubles began. The ever-patient General began to express his frustration with
the doctors. ‘Ticehurst … said “I am delighted, Sir, I am delighted – I find her much better.” – But she has not slept for
two nights at all – “Never mind an increased dose will give her sleep. She must be kept like a man with a broken leg – quiet
in bed – and as composed as possible.” ’

The increased dose gave Bella an eruption on the palms of her hands. In the past, she had often refused medicine or spat it
out. Now she was inclined to swallow anything and everything, ‘so I had everything in the shape of medicine moved out of the
way’. On the rare occasions when Bella left the house the carriage had to be kept moving ‘so B. was not troubled by anyone
speaking to her’. A dread of being watched was an increasing problem. On 13 June she ran away, and got herself as far as the
Queen’s Hotel in Hastings. But there was to be no escape for her. Dr Ticehurst brought her home in his carriage. She raged
at him, and gave him his professional dismissal. The tactful General later reinstated him, of course.

On 22 June, Milicent was christened at Guestling church. Her godparents were Ben, Barbara and Lady Ashburnham, a landowning
friend and neighbour. ‘Everything was fresh and beautiful. The Baby uttered a little querulous gabble throughout the service
– and seemed quite in good humour with herself.’ Little Milicent, the youngest member of the family by seven years, was the
pet of all – her father, Mabel and Harry, the servants, her aunts, uncles and cousins. She spent a comfortable infancy surrounded by natural beauty, breathing clean country air and feeding on the
fruit and vegetables that grew abundantly in the garden. There was plenty of money; she was amply supplied with clothes, toys
and a state-of-the-art perambulator – they were a recent innovation – costing £4.16/0, chosen by her father in London and
dispatched for ‘the dainty little lady’. But she never experienced love from her mother. Bella had five years left to live.
In that time, her insanity was never in remission for longer than a few weeks; typically, the bright spells were over in a
matter of days. The mother Milicent knew was an unpredictable creature who talked to herself, laughed at nothing, banged tunelessly
on the piano for hours at a time, smashed windows and ornaments, attacked the portraits in the hall, set fire to her bedclothes,
threw her meals on the floor but devoured lumps of coal and wax, rubbed dirt into her hair and skin, and screamed at the people
who tried to help her.

For Mabel and Harry, some memories must have remained of Bella the beautiful, the talented artist, the woman who cut a graceful
figure on horseback by their father’s side, the finest-looking woman at Lady Brassey’s ball. They had known, albeit intermittently,
a mother who read to them, played cards with them, helped them make their little gardens. For Milicent, there was never any
such mother.

Two letters survive, sent by Bella to her nieces Amy and Roddy in the summer of 1868, when she was in London with the General
undergoing – or refusing to undergo – yet more dental treatment. The letters are prettily illustrated with pen-and-ink doodles.
They suggest a warm, chatty relationship with her two little nieces: ‘My dear Roddy, I am sure you do not think that I have
forgotten you …’ ‘The harvest has been great fun to you I should not be surprised, we have a parlor maid here as old as sixteen
that has never seen a growing wheat field. The other day your Uncle Ludlow and I bought a wedding present for one of the Miss
Alves [family friends] … Do you think she will like it? It is a necklet a heart in turquoise on a gold chain and can be worn
as a bracelet. Your affectionate Aunt my own Amy – B.L.L.’ These letters were written during the last patch of almost normal life for Bella, before
she became for ever trapped in the endless dark tunnel of insanity.

Her illness caused tensions in the wider family. Aunt Jenny became reluctant to allow Amy, Roddy and Willy-boy to stay with
their Ludlow cousins. Even the stalwart Ben expressed reservations about having Bella to stay. Barbara was a generous sister
– she offered the Ludlows her London house in Blandford Square, which they declined – but her decided views about the correct
treatment for Bella clashed with the General’s. ‘Barbara in her letter of the 28th writes “My friend Octavia Hill [later,
the founder of the National Trust] has got quite well from a nervous and mental derangement by going away from home entirely
and putting herself under the Doctor at Brn Rydden.” This in Bella’s case is the worst advice that could be offered – advice
that it is in vain to press upon me and which I must resist – come what may.’

The General continued to record the quotidian detail – the wife of the butcher’s man was imprisoned for stealing a turkey;
‘the gardener killed his pig today “to save its life”. He says he will eat it however! It had been very ill lately – and was
off its food and became “cripply-like”.’ A fox was killed by hounds in the melon-bed opposite the garden greenhouse; the Princess
of Wales (Princess Alexandra) visited Hastings, spotted Milicent and said ‘What a pretty baby.’ But Bella would no longer
come down to prayers, nor would she take her meals with her husband.

Once again, it was decided that moving house was the answer. They moved back into Hastings, to Warrior Square Gardens. Ben’s
visits brought good cheer. He played chess with Bella, who beat him, and took Mabel and Harry on the sands. ‘Mabel got her
green silk dress splashed & injured so that it must be turned – if not given up! – Ben told the chn that he “wd bear the blame”.’
A visit from Barbara was less successful. Barbara, deeply distressed by her sister’s condition, upset Bella with a stream
of intrusive questions. Barbara ‘went away crying. There was no doubt much excitement on one side and apparently great want
of tact on the other.’

The doctors continued to be of little help. Dr Tuke, the London specialist, ‘said a great deal of it was temper and that she
could control it if she chose to do so’. Increasingly, the General realized that he was on his own, both in his understanding
of his wife and in his determination not to send her away or lock her up but to keep her, as far as possible, at the heart
of family life.

He acknowledged, though, that the children sometimes had to be protected from her. They needed more space; it was now unthinkable
to do without two full-time carers for Bella. In May 1869, when the General was sixty-eight and Milicent one and a bit, he
engaged Yotes Court, near Mereworth in Kent, for £300 a year furnished. The rent was by no means the only expense; three gardeners
and a boy had to be employed, at a cost of £153.12/– per annum. Yotes Court was far larger and grander than anywhere the Ludlows
had yet lived. It was to be Milicent’s home for the rest of her childhood.
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