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  Mary Benson is... a woman whose personality shines off the page... My only complaint about Rodney Bolts consistently absorbing study is that it isnt twice as
  long.


  D. J. Taylor, Independent


  
    Utterly absorbing... Its a rich weave, and its devilishly good.

  


  Alexandra Harris, Guardian


  
    One of the most riveting biographies youll read all year... often screamingly funny.

  


  Lee Randall, Scotsman


  
    Surprising... entertaining... This fascinating book does a brilliant job of revealing just how permissive Victorian society actually was. As Bolt shows, as long as you
    didnt frighten the horses or alarm the servants, you could get away with pretty much anything.

  


  Daisy Goodwin, Sunday Times


  
    It is impossible to resist a book that begins On Sunday, October 11 1896, Edward White Benson, Archbishop of Canterbury, insufferable to the end died on his knees
    in church saying the Confession, ending a life of relentless success. Rodney Bolts focus, however is not on the relentlessly successful Archbishop, but instead his wife, Mary,
    ecclesiastical helpmeet, child bride, passionate lover of women and mother to a clutch of hopelessly literate offspring  an Egyptologist daughter, Margaret; A. C. Benson,
    author of benign homiletics and the words to Land of Hope and Glory; Hugh Benson, writer of sensationalist Catholic fiction and famed melodramatic preacher, the Mrs Patrick Campbell
    of the pulpit; and E. F. (Fred) Benson, of immortal Mapp and Lucia fame... Yet despite this extraordinary cast of characters, it is Mary herself who remains centre stage, her life almost
    an apotheosis of all this is disturbing in the Victorian period... Indeed [Rodney Bolts] tone is carefully judged throughout, both affectionately admiring of his subject, yet astringently
    objective. The cleverest women in Europe and her remarkable brood are fascinating to read about.

  


  Judith Flanders, Sunday Telegraph


  
    Bolt has achieved an unusual but extraordinarily successful mode of biography. He brings alive the Benson circle... A fascinating book on an uncommonly brilliant
    family.

  


  Sarah Bradford, Literary Review


  
    Mary Bensons insight and intelligence make the story of her life and her extraordinary family a compelling one. I found Rodney Bolts engagingly written book
    very hard to put down.

  


  Jane Ridley, Spectator


  
    Effervescent... At the heart of this book is an extraordinary woman... who deserves to be written and read about.

  


  Independent on Sunday


  
    Rodney Bolts chatty, detailed and readable prose paints a vibrant portrait of the multi-faceted human being behind the persona of a Victorian matriarch.
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  The Bensons were hopelessly literate. The offspring of the Archbishop of Canterbury, Edward White Benson, and his wife Mary, formed (said the
  composer Dame Ethyl Smyth) an unpermissibly gifted family. Mary Bensons children wrote their own magazine, played word games incessantly, kept scrapbooks of stories and poems.
  As adults, they became so prolific that their sister Maggie remarked: Some of the family really must emigrate, or English literature will be flooded. Maggie produced a philosophical
  treatise and an archaeological study of the Egyptian Temple of Mut. All three of her brothers wrote novels. A. C. (Arthur) Benson also published poems  most notably the words for Land
  of Hope and Glory  as well as literary essays, biography and uplifting musings. E. F. (Fred) Benson is today best known for his Mapp and Lucia books, but his vast
  literary output also included history, biography and writing about sport. None of them ever married. As Maggie once commented: The odd burst of books in a non-marrying family is better than
  marriage. Mary Benson did not herself join this literary whirligig, but in the novels of her children and in their biographies she frequently flashes by.


  In all manner of ways, the Bensons wrote about themselves. Arthur produced biographies of their father the Archbishop, of brother Hugh and of Maggie. Fred wrote one of their mother (though it is
  largely about himself); both brothers wrote books on the family as a whole, and Maggie came up with one about their pets. Members of the family appear, thinly disguised if
  at all, in their fiction. Characters may even bear the names of the authors real siblings. Yet they were a reticent family, locked up and guarded in their relations with others, often not
  really even in touch with themselves. They fudge issues in their biographies and tell truths in the fiction; sometimes delude themselves in their diaries yet unwittingly reveal themselves in their
  letters.


  When Arthur writes a beautiful account of a childhood walk with his father, something in his tone  and in the eulogizing nature of Victorian biography  creates a niggle of doubt;
  when, in his novel Memoirs of Arthur Hamilton, the boy Arthur writes I hate Papa on a piece of paper and buries it in the garden, the incident has an aura of autobiographical
  authenticity. The Bensons writings present an acute version of a well-worn but nonetheless enduring problem, that of the tricky relation between an authors life and work. It is an
  issue that often leads to tiresome speculation  something I have hoped to avoid. Yet the Bensons, who were at times quite open about the autobiographical nature of their novels, do present
  something of a special case. When it comes to their own work, one feels, the truth frequently lies somewhere in the interstice between the biography and the fiction.


  In grappling with this problem, I became inspired by the idea of a commonplace book  those all-purpose notebooks so beloved of writers, where one page might contain a poem that has caught
  the eye, another a striking phrase or two, or the opening lines of a novel, and yet another a laundry list. I have also found myself imagining a Benson family scrapbook, full of drawings and word
  sketches, photographs, memorabilia and stories. These ideas suggested a structure that at the very least would deal with the old problem in a different way.


  On the banks of the stream that was Mary Bensons life, I have placed paragraphs of fiction, something to note as you pass by  extracts that may throw a more
  penetrating light on the flow of the non-fiction. These are an open admission of what has influenced my perception, placed there in the hope that they might contribute a shade or two to the
  readers own. As the idea of a commonplace book grew in my mind, I decided, in addition to extracts from Benson novels, to include further Bensonia, fragments compiled from contemporary
  sources, as well as other images and writings that may briefly divert attention and, without labouring a point, simply say, Think on this for a moment  items that might give a
  context, provide an illustration, or even a note of contradiction; passages that caught my own eye along the way, and might take the reader on a similar journey. All the while, the main thrust of
  the narrative tells Mary Bensons story.


  There is a sense in which all biography contains an element of fiction, is an imagined truth created from the available base of verifiable facts. At one end of the spectrum are those
  impressive, scholarly studies that record almost all known data and every notable event of a subjects life. This is not such a book. Nor is it a broad cultural history of the subjects
  times. Its focus is domestic and intimate; its aim to paint a personal portrait of a woman, her marriage, her loves, the trials of her spirit, and of her vivid, difficult, unpermissibly
  gifted family.


  
    Rodney Bolt

  


  Amsterdam 2011
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  On Sunday, 11 October 1896, Edward White Benson, Archbishop of Canterbury, insufferable to the end, died on his knees in church saying the
  Confession, ending a life of relentless success.


  At that moment his wife Mary  Ben to her intimates  became nobody. Life as consort to the Archbishop had been led in a thunderous whirlpool, a
  beating fervent keen pulsating life, of queens and countesses, of discussing politics with prime ministers and dining with poets laureate. William Gladstone had proclaimed her
  the cleverest woman in Europe; Queen Victoria had on occasion affectionately foregone the royal we. All this is over, Mary wrote in her diary, it
  has fallen to pieces around us.


  Edward White Benson had ruled over his wife, from the moment he wooed the young Minnie Sidgwick (as Mary then was) and throughout their marriage. His death created a vacuum not of intimacy, but
  of meaning. There is nothing within, Good Lord, no power, no love, no desire  no initiative, she declared. He had it all and his life entirely dominated mine. Good Lord,
  Good Lord  give me a personality. As Mrs Benson, Mary had held gleaming pearls, always on one string, worn, carried about till they seemed as if they had some real coherence.
  In a moment the string is cut  they roll to all corners of the room  a necklace for glory & beauty no longer, but just scattered beads. Who will string my life together once
  more?


  When Ben woke up one morning a few days after her husbands death, Lucy Tait, beside her in bed, was already helping her to find an answer. Lucy, the daughter of
  Edward Bensons predecessor as Archbishop, had long been part of the Benson household. By the time Edward was buried, and Ben and Lucy were seeking respite in Egypt, Ben could assert:
  I have never had time to be responsible for my own life. In a way I feel more grown up now than I ever have before  strange, when for the first time in my 55 years I am
  answerable to nobody no-one has the right to censure my actions, and I can do what I like. What a tremendous choice!


  


  PART ONE
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  MINNIE


  


  CHAPTER ONE
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  Little Minnie Sidgwick was eleven years old in the spring of 1852. She was a sunny child, plump, high-spirited, nimble of mind, gay and
  adventurous. Minnie is more volatile than her brothers, she overheard her mother remark. Minnie was a little frightened of her mother.


  Not too long ago, Minnie had called herself Mamas ickle tresor. She said she loved her mother, as a daughter should. Mrs Sidgwick spoke firmly about duty. She was
  inclined to check the childs natural frivolity. Yet little Minnie was not simply inclined to pleasure; she desired to please. She did not like church, but she said her prayers obediently
  enough. Her mother wanted her love. Minnie hated disappointing her.


  Mrs Sidgwick was practical, matter-of-fact and a formidable trainer of servants. She was fond of moral maxims. Theres many a poor person would be thankful for that, was one,
  or: I cannot understand people caring for luxuries. Luxury for Minnie  extreme luxury, to the point even of wicked indulgence  came in the form of the
  simultaneous enjoyment of a soft chair, a book and an orange. Love, warmth and comfort were to be found in the person of her nurse, Beth, a wiry, twinkle-eyed Yorkshirewoman.


  Minnies father was dead. She did not remember him at all, as he had gone when she was just a few months old. Her favourite brothers, Henry and Arthur, had but a hazy recollection of him,
  perhaps conjured for them by portraits and family conversation, but the eldest, William, had known him. Papa had been a headmaster in Yorkshire, near their grandfathers
  home of Skipton Castle, but Minnie and her family were now planted comfortably in one of the elegant new houses overlooking Durdham Down, on the edge of Bristol, together with her cousins Ada and
  Eleanor, her maiden aunt Etty, Nurse Beth, Frisk the dog and a canary called Dickey.


  Cousin Edward arrived on a visit a short while before Minnies eleventh birthday. Edward belonged to the mature, mysterious world inhabited by Minnies mother and aunts, having
  reached the advanced age of nearly twenty-three. He was Ada and Eleanors elder brother. Their father and Minnies father had been cousins, so really that made Edward and Minnie second
  cousins. He was at Cambridge. He was quite the dandy (his accoutrements for chapel included lilac gloves and a silk necktie decorated with flowers and toucans) and he was strikingly beautiful. He
  had long, abundant, light golden-brown hair, pale blue eyes under a high forehead, a straight, noble nose and a mouth like an angels, which curved and dimpled delicately at the corners. His
  face danced with eager, active looks, and he blushed frequently, through sheer pleasure. Minnies bachelor uncles in Yorkshire were besotted with him, as was the household at Bristol.


  On an earlier visit, when Minnie was only eight, she had impressed Edward by reciting from memory one of Lord Macaulays Lays of Ancient Rome, hundreds of energetically rhythmic
  lines of poetry peppered with Latin names. This and her knowledge of Bible history and English history. . . to say nothing of geography, and writing and drawing had so delighted
  Edward that he submitted her to a good examination in Latin grammar, to the end of the pronouns. Minnie had passed.


  On this visit, Minnies mighty favourite was Sir Walter Scotts The Lord of the Isles. She loved poetry and relished the romantic and
  adventurous. Though she was a little dumpy in her ballooning girls skirt and sausagey ankle-length pantaloons, and a touch plain with her full cheeks and straight, dark hair, Minnies
  brightness, bubble and verve transformed her features. As she read The Lord of the Isles for Cousin Edward, he was struck by the keenness and depth of her thought: how her eye would
  flash with a fine expression, and the really striking voice and gestures with which she would read through a fine passage. She also read to him from Tennysons The Princess, and
  he was much moved by the Princes declaration that a man who does not love a woman leads a drowning life besotted with sweet self. . . Or keeps his wingd affections clipt with
  crime. Love, the inspiring homily continued, encourages men and women to grow together, each absorbing the strengths of the other, a man to gain in sweetness and in moral
  height (women being morally superior to men in their lack of sordid urges), and a woman (given her naturally weaker mind) to expand in mental breadth  until at last
  she set herself to man / Like perfect music unto noble words.


  One night, as little Minnie half lay on the sofa on which Cousin Edward was sitting, she asked him:


  Edward, how long will it be before I am as tall as if I was standing on that stool?


  I dont know very well, Minnie, five years perhaps. . . 


  When I am twenty I shall be taller than that?


  Yes.


  When I am twenty, how old shall you be?


  Thirty-two.


  Thirty-two! Edward, I shant look so little compared to you, shall I, when Im twenty and youre thirty-two, as I do now that Im eleven and youre
  twenty-three?


  No, no, you wont, Minnie.


  This unexpected close [of the conversation] made me blush indeed, wrote Edward in his diary, and the palms of my hands grew very hot. A few nights later, he spoke to
  Mrs Sidgwick, saying that if Minnie grew up the same sweet and clever girl that she was he should like to make this fine and beautiful bud his wife.
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  FROM THE PROLOGUE OF ALFRED TENNYSONS
  THE PRINCESS
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          She tapt her tiny silken-sandald foot:


          Thats your light way; but I would make it death


          For any male thing but to peep at us.


          
            Petulant she spoke, and at herself she laughd:

          


          A rosebud set with little wilful thorns,


          And sweet as English air could make her, she:


          But Walter haild a score of names upon her,


          And petty Ogress, and ungrateful Puss,


          And swore he longd at college, only longd,


          All else was well, for she-society.
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  Cousin Edwards visit concluded in a most exciting manner. One Wednesday evening at the end of March, just a few days after Minnies birthday and the day before Edwards
  examination results were due to be published, the family sat down to dinner with Edward at the head of the table. He was in the middle of telling a long story when Chacey the butler came in,
  coughed quietly and said: If you please, sir, a gentleman from Cambridge wishes to see you. An old man called Mr Martin, swathed in coat and shawls and still
  carrying his hat and carpetbag, followed, somewhat breathless. Edward fell silent. Mr Martin greeted them all, then said something to Edward that made Minnies cousin leap about the room and
  have to hold on to the doorpost to support himself. Frisk the dog, excited by all the rumpus, seized Edwards trouser leg and growled and shook until he had to be pulled off. Mr Martin
  grasped the young mans hand, stroking, kneading and folding it until it was quite numb. Mr Martin, it transpired, was the Bursar of Trinity College, and Edwards most affectionate
  protector. His great news was that Edward had won the Senior Medal in the Classical Tripos, the highest of university honours.


  A week later, Edward took leave of the family in Bristol and returned to Cambridge.


  


  CHAPTER TWO
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  Edward White Benson had been fourteen when, in 1843, his father died, leaving a widow and seven children with a very modest income and a patent for
  the processing of cobalt.


  Edward White Senior had studied privately with the chemist and astrologer Dr Sollitt of York back in the 1830s, then experimented in his home laboratory and come up with, amongst other
  discoveries (and not without the odd window-shattering explosion), a method of making carbonate of soda, and a new process for producing white lead and cobalt for colouring paint. In 1838 he
  established the British White-Lead Company, with a large factory amidst the flowers and open countryside of Birmingham Heath, but after an initial spurt of success the business ran dry of capital.
  The company failed in 1842, and Edward White died a few months later, reportedly of an internal canker but quite possibly, given the toxic substances with which he had surrounded himself for much
  of his adult life, from poisoning. His business partners offered his widow lifetime use of the family home (which was attached to the deserted factory) and a small annuity. Young Edward  or
  White as he was more often called then  was able, just, to continue as a day boy at King Edwards School in Birmingham, where he had been a scholar since the age of
  eleven, and where he developed a respect that amounted almost to worship for his headmaster James Prince Lee.
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  THE CURIOUS CASE OF DR SOLLITT OF YORK

  A true tale of the black arts
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        The great Dr Sollitt of York cast nativities with some success. He was a scholar and magician, and much else besides. Witness what happened in Woodstock some years before
        Victoria was Queen, at the house of the family of the doctors acolyte, Edward White Benson, a chemist of Birmingham. Dr Sollitt had long studied the ways of the Evil One, and perusal
        of his books had led him to believe he could himself summon the Prince of Darkness. In his chambers at Woodstock he drew a circle and went so far in the requisite incantations as to have
        recited the Lords Prayer backwards. At this moment he was most violently called in the house, and in dread of detection if any one should come to look for him and find himself either
        excluded or admitted, the dark doctor rushed instantly out of the room. Scarcely had he reached the lowest stair, when a wonderful crash was heard in the room he had just quitted. The whole
        household ran thither, and it was found that not a single article of furniture, literally, was in place. They all lay overturned on the floor. So perturbed by this event was Dr
        Sollitt that he forswore his art and made a solemn bonfire of his books. And indeed his acolyte Edward White Benson, too, whenever then or later convinced that he had by Astrology acquired
        such information of future events as he believed improper for a man to attain, he desisted and burned his books also. This tale is true, as told by said Benson to his son, who became
        Archbishop of Canterbury.
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  White had been a Benson family name for three generations. Young Edwards grandfather, Captain White Benson, was named after Francis White, the unmarried
  whist partner of his father, one Edward Benson of Ripon. Francis White had bequeathed his entire estate to his card-playing friend, and Edward Benson of Ripon named his son White in gratitude. This
  young man (later to be Captain White Benson) married his first cousin, Eleanor Sarah Benson. Eleanor was the sister of Ann Sidgwick (ne Benson), little Minnie Sidgwicks ancestor at
  Skipton Castle. The son of White and Eleanor, Edward White, the patent holder of cobalt processing, married Harriet Baker, of a staunch Unitarian family. He had a well-developed sense of humour
   he once opened a commonplace book with a Pindaric Ode on a Gooseberry Pie  but he was also the author of a book entitled Essays on the Works of God and a fervent Evangelical.
  Harriet reluctantly joined the Church of England in deference to her new husband.
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    SILHOUETTES OF EDWARD WHITE BENSON (SENIOR) AND HARRIET BENSON

  


  Young Edward White was their first son  pale and sickly, averse to games, and supremely sensitive. A picture of Bottom wearing an asss head in a copy of A
  Midsummer Nights Dream struck him dumb with terror and gave him nightmares for weeks; the cry of a wounded hare during a shooting party made him immediately sick, and he swore an oath
  never to take up a gun in sport. But he was a talkative child, chattering away to strangers and conjuring the most monstrous figments  for which untruths he was frequently
  beaten. He remained White until a long summer holiday with his Sidgwick cousins in Yorkshire so improved his health and gave him such a tan that the family joked that his name no
  longer matched his appearance, and that he should be called Edward instead. He was then interchangeably White and Edward until his twenties, when the latter stuck.


  In his teens, and particularly after his father died, Edward grew increasingly fervent in his faith, gathering around him like-minded friends for whom discussion of the Council of Trent and the
  validity of lay baptism was as natural and eager as that of racquets or cricket. With one of them Edward formed a secret, doctrinally conservative Society for Holy Living, to bring the
  kingdom of God to the poor, to promote the spiritual unity of the Church and to practise the precepts of the Sermon on the Mount. His emanations of sanctity once provoked a less pious
  schoolfellow to ask him, And how is the Bensonian Ethereality? and earn in response a forgiving smile. I dont care for the book, nor for the people who write such
  things, remarked his mother on finding him engrossed in Tract 90 of John Henry Newmans Tracts for the Times, suggesting the possibility of a leaning towards Catholicism that
  rocked her Unitarian soul, but I dont want to stop you reading what you wish: only you ought to think, would your father have approved of it?


  Yes, mother, I have thought of that and I think he would wish me to be acquainted with what is going on in the Church, was the young mans
  crushing reply.


  Edward had a clear fondness for ceremony and ritual. He converted an office in his fathers deserted lead factory into a private oratory, with brass rubbings from nearby
  churches, a cloth-draped table for an altar, stools to kneel on, and a cross made for him by an old carpenter (who earned rebuke for his pains, as he had rounded off the edges instead of leaving
  them square). Here he went every day to say the Canonical Hours. Suspecting that while he was at school his sisters were disobeying his injunction on their entering the room, Edward booby-trapped
  the door, bringing a battering shower of books down on the head of his little sister Emmeline when she peeked in one morning. She did not merit the forgiving smile. It was, after all, his
  oratory.


  Though straitened in circumstances Edward Benson was not bereft of achievement. Cambridge beckoned. In 1848 he proceeded from King Edwards School to Trinity College as a
  subsizar (partially financially supported by the college), then followed a steadily rising path, becoming a full sizar the following year, and finally a scholar (an honour that brought more
  substantial support). His sister Eleanor wrote to congratulate him: What a fine, clever fellow you are, you will soon be Archbishop of Canterbury, and would deserve to be, should you
  not?, a question Edward surely deemed rhetorical.


  Edward lived with ferocious frugality, surviving his first year at university on expenditure of just over 90, less than the earnings of a lowly clerk. (Mr Guppy, in Charles
  Dickenss Bleak House, published in monthly parts from 1852, is comically proud of an annual income of 104, set to rise to 117.) Edward took in
  pupils to support his finances, one summer acting as tutor to two boys at Abergeldie Castle, on the River Dee near Aberdeen, and catching sight at the Invercauld Highland Games of a young Queen
  Victoria (the most plainly dressed woman there, he thought) and Prince Albert (horribly padded and belted). His mother let go her domestic staff, and did all the cooking, scrubbing,
  ironing and cleaning herself, with the help of Edwards sisters, but when she wrote to him suggesting that she make use of her late husbands cobalt patent, and set up in business,
  Edward was horrified. A mother in trade was utterly unacceptable. The rigid strata of society might be beginning to bend, ever so slightly, as all manner of people rubbed shoulders
  (and made fortunes) in newly industrialized cities and every example of humanity piled into railway trains to speed around the countryside, but the direction of any social mobility should be
  upwards, not down. A mother who scrubbed her own floors was bad enough, but concealable; one in trade  especially for someone in such an environment as the University of Cambridge, and
  particularly when it came to career or marriage prospects  was too dreadful to contemplate. Edward would not admit such a stumbling block to his progress. I do hope and trust you will
  keep out of it, he instructed her. It will do me so much harm here, and my sisters so much harm for ever! I trust that the scheme be abandoned once and for all. Mother
  complied. She always did.


  Instead, Harriet Benson scraped together what she could of her capital and invested it in the railways. The roaring and rattling railroad days had begun, with (as Charles Dickens
  put it) wheezin, creakin, gaspin, puffin, bustin monsters shooting around the country at up to 36 miles per hour. (Not quite so fast next
  time, Mr Conductor, if you please, said Prince Albert as he alighted after his first train journey in 1842.) Between December 1844 and January 1849 the network grew from 2,240 to 5,447 miles. In 1849, 60 million journeys were taken by train. Shares in railway companies promised unimaginable riches, and thousands of people joined in a frenzy of speculation
  that became known as railway mania. Harriet Benson can hardly be blamed for secretly becoming one of them. Just months after she did so, the market crashed, with an estimated loss to
  investors of some 800,000,000. Mrs Benson was ruined.


  A few months later, all her offspring in Birmingham fell ill with typhus fever. Not only did Harriet Benson have single-handedly to nurse six children who were tossing and sweating in delirium,
  but she had to keep the household running without their help. For a while she withheld the seriousness of the situation from Edward, as she did not want to interrupt his work at Cambridge or upset
  him, but eventually she had anxiously to write for help. Do you think, came the reply, it could be managed that instead of my coming down to you, you yourself should come up
  here for a week and bring one of those who are under ten years old  (that would be half fare by the Railway). This place is so beautiful and fresh now, that I think it would restore the
  health of the most confirmed invalids. The house in Birmingham must have been seething with infection. Edwards own health and well-being, all (not least the Good Lord himself) would
  surely agree, eclipsed that of the rest of the family. In case this part of the letter was too complicated, he trusted his mother would not grudge the trouble of reading it over
  again, and he went on: prayers for your restoration in my heart, mingled with prayers that He will not suffer me so to abuse the health and happiness and prosperity that He gives me
  here (for in all these, my dear Mother, I know that you rejoice). . . 


  Two days later Edward wrote again, wishing he could say something to comfort the invalids, but assuring them that they would comfort each other best  and reminding them that the true comfort is of the Comforter. He was halfway through a third letter when news arrived that his sister, Harriet, had died. She was eighteen. Edwards letter
  changed course to become a paean to her grace, truthfulness, obedience and saintliness. Finally, he set off for Birmingham.


  Mrs Benson herself laid out the wasted body of her eldest daughter and namesake, then retired to bed. At midnight, she got up, lit a lamp and went in for one last look at the body. Back in her
  own bedroom, exhausted, she lay down with her head on her hand to sleep. She died in the night of heart failure. By the time Edward Benson arrived, he had two funerals to arrange.


  Edwards mothers annuity and the right of the family to occupy the house in Birmingham terminated with her death. Her railway shares were worthless. Once expenses
  had been paid, Edward calculated that the entire family fortune amounted to just over 100. Aunts and uncles rallied round. A Benson half-uncle sent Edward money to meet immediate needs;
  seventeen-year-old Eleanor and ten-year-old Ada were taken to Bristol to be looked after by Mrs Sidgwick, the widow of their fathers cousin, and the rest went  temporarily  to
  stay with Uncle Thomas Baker, their mothers Unitarian brother.


  A rich and generous businessman, Uncle Thomas wrote to Edward offering to take the baby of the family  little Charlie, who was eight  and maybe one of the sisters, and bring them
  up as his own. He undertook not to instil into the child any Unitarian principle, to bring him up according to Edwards religious convictions and to allow Edward freely
  [to] exercise [his] influence by visit or by letter, and hereafter decide on the boys school. Edward rejected the offer. He would not permit even the faintest whiff of Unitarianism to
  taint the air his brother breathed. Better that Charlie live in penury and be poorly educated than imperilled by comforts and ministrations offered by such inappropriate
  substitute parents as Aunt and Uncle Baker.
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  AN INCIDENT IN WHICH EDWARD BENSON, UNDERGRADUATE OF
  TRINITY, STANDS BY HIS HIGH PRINCIPLES


  A story told of the African American pastor and abolitionist Alexander Crummel, by the Revd J. Bowman of New Southgate, who was present
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        On a certain Degree day in 1850 or thereabouts the undergraduate Crummel of Queens appeared in the Senate House to take his degree. A boisterous individual in the
        gallery called out: Three Groans for the Queens nigger. A pale, slim undergraduate in the front of the gallery, very youthful-looking, became scarlet with indignation and
        shouted in a voice that re-echoed through the building: Shame, shame! Three groans for you sir! And then: Three cheers for Mr Crummel! This hurrah was taken up in
        all directions, and the original offender had to stoop to hide himself from the storm of groans and hisses that broke out all round him. That pale undergraduate was one Benson, later
        Archbishop of Canterbury.
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  Thomas Baker knew how to deal with his objectionable young nephew. He wrote that he had hoped Edwards own good sense would have preserved him from such narrow and
  debasing sentiments. He withdrew all support, adding: I do not see how you can expect from us any sympathy in pursuing an education which has so far taught you
  not to regard us as friends, but as a class whose influence, beyond a very small range, is to be avoided. If that was the way Edward felt, he would hereafter be bound to provide for
  [Charlies] future as he would have been provided for had he been with me.


  Edward flinched a little. His beliefs were, after all, deeply and sincerely held. He noted his uncles uncommon candour, thanked him for his kindness, and asked his
  pardon. Then he went on to lecture the older man on Christian doctrine and practice, holding up his own religious principle as not a thing of tender feelings, warm comforting notions,
  unpruned prejudices, and lightly considered opinions but one that consists of full and perfect convictions, absolute belief, rules which regulate my life. . . and tests by which I
  believe myself bound to try every question, the greatest and the least. He rounded off his sally with: This is a very serious matter; and I hope you will not think bitterly either of
  the young mans presumption, or the young Churchmans bigotry. Bigot (so-called) thus far, a conscientious Catholic [here meaning orthodox Anglican] must ever be.


  Buffeted between beliefs about which he probably had no inkling, little Charlie Benson was blown on to the cold hard land of brother Edwards full and perfect conviction.
  This might have spelt disaster for the boy, had it not been for the intervention of the kindly Mr Martin.


  Francis Martin, the Bursar of Trinity College, was well into middle age, gruff, grey-haired, solitary, unmarried and rich. He was also a fervent Evangelical. Soon after Edward returned to
  Cambridge from Birmingham, Mr Martin noticed the beautiful, troubled young man making his desultory way across the Great Court. He knew of the family bereavements, offered his condolences, and
  invited Edward up to his rooms. The visit marked the beginning of an intense and passionate protectorship.


  A fierce figure, with high collars that scraped and rasped at his cheeks, pale grey eyes, parchment-like skin, a rough manner and a resonant voice, Mr Martin commanded
  Edwards deference, but treated him with a parental tenderness that grew into adoration. The crusty old don softened, and began to make his affection tangible. He offered to pay all
  Edwards expenses at Cambridge and to continue as long as the money was needed; he furnished Edwards rooms, supplied him with cheques to cover other needs, marked his own birthday by
  making over 100 as a gift to Charlie and the young ones, rescuing Charlie from the poverty into which his brothers strong conviction would have cast him. Mr Martin even set aside
  500 for the Benson girls dowries.


  Edwards sister Eleanor observed that her brother had a disposition to make idols, particularly of older men. At school he had formed an almost romantic
  attachment to his headmaster, James Prince Lee, and at his first sight of the Tutor of Trinity, William Collings Mathison, in chapel, he had been awestruck, thinking he should never be able
  to approach such a quietly elegant, attractive man, with his small intelligent forehead and blue eyes and placid brow. Yet the intensity of Mr Martins feeling was confusing.
  I do not worthily return his affection, Edward wrote. I find myself hardly able to understand it. Nevertheless, he blossomed under the older mans care. The prig
  who could write such an uncompromising letter to his uncle could also be high-spirited and fancy free; he could be mad with the joy of a summers morning, and take his mind off on crazy new
  adventures. Swept along by a fervour for the supernatural that spread countrywide in the 1850s, and echoing his fathers and Dr Sollitts interest in the occult, Edward helped found a
  Ghost Society, to collect and investigate ghostly tales. He wrote poems, took pleasure tours with Mr Martin and enjoyed silly jokes. In the 1851 long vacation he joined a reading party led by William Collings Mathison in the Lake District and went on long walks, enthusing in his diary that he shrieked and shrieked with delight as he plunged into the Mirror
  Pool at Rydal Head, climbed up Scardale Fell then scampered down to Windermere, jumpy, jerky, wally-shally, boggy-joggy, splashy rushy, thumpy, zany, coky boasty, bathy, warmy, coolly,
  freshy.
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  LINES WRITTEN BY EWB FOR HIS FRIEND MR FRANCIS MARTIN, ON SEEING HERONS AT GRASMERE
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      One floating oer the gorge, and one

    


    Down dropping oer the scar,


    And one, wide-oaring oer the wood


    The Herons come from far,


    From lonely glens where they had plied


    All day their feasts and war.


    
      Ah, goodly lords of a goodly land,

    


    How calm they fold the wing:


    How lordly beak on bosom couchd


    To their pine-hung eyrie swing,


    And stand to see the sun go down


    Each like a lonely king.
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  Mr Martin joined the party at Grasmere. Having twisted an ankle jumping off a coach, Edward sat quietly on a bank beside the lake, watching herons in the sunset and writing a poem about them for
  his patron and friend. That night he read Mr Martin his poem and received warm praise. The old man read aloud from Terence, Milton and Shakespeare. Edward noted in his diary
  how most pleasant it was to see Mr Martin, with his short cut grizzled hair, and bright face with its constant smile, patting the book and stroking it, and sometimes smiling
  more and sometimes less, and now and then looking upwards with a scarcely heard Beautiful Beautiful  what can be more beautiful. . . leaving off to stroke your hand or lay his hand on
  your shoulders and play with your hair.


  It was this sentimental, headstrong, self-regarding, absolute, and conscientiously Christian young man for whom Francis Martin had packed his carpet-bag and hastened across the country with news
  of a first-class degree and the Senior Medal, and whom little Minnie Sidgwick had so aroused with her cleverness and her reading of The Princess.


  


  CHAPTER THREE
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  Mrs Sidgwick was startled by Edwards disclosure, and unsettled by his intentions. Little Minnie was a year below the
  age of consent and, even so, that was quite young enough. Mrs Sidgwick did not think it proper that a girl should marry before she was twenty-one. She could not entertain the idea of an engagement
  until, say, eighteen. Seven years away! Who was to say that the boy would not change his mind? Eleanor observed that Edward made idols. Was this not just one? And there were yet so
  many duties and accomplishments for Minnie to acquire! Besides, there was the childs health to consider. She would soon be passing from girlhood into womanhood, a time that demanded the most
  anxious maternal supervision if a girl was to emerge unscathed. This was just the moment that any inherent weakness, mental or bodily, might show itself. Minnie was not very strong just now. She
  was fragile, an unformed child. Certainly, nothing must be said to her for the present. Edward had barely left the house when Mrs Sidgwick picked up her pen to write to him.


  Edward was so distracted by events in Bristol that he left his portmanteau behind. Yet he entertained no doubt that he had been correct in speaking to Mrs Sidgwick. Edward explained his conduct
  to himself quite rationally. It was not surprising that he thought it possible sweet little Minnie should become his wife. They had long been very fond of each other. Besides, there had been tugs at his affections of late that disturbed him, and it would do well to put a stop to such feelings before he had committed any error that would evermore give him
  cause to repent (he slipped into cipher to record this fear in his diary). Pure little Minnie would help him. Tracing the seamless logic of decisions and circumstances propelled Edward into a
  sentence of quite extraordinary length:


  
    
      As I have always been very fond of [Minnie] and she of me with the love of a little sister, and as I have heard of her fondness for me commented on by many persons, and have
      been told that I was the only person at whose departure she ever cried, as a child, and how diligent she has always been in reading books that I have mentioned to her, and in learning pieces of
      poetry which I have admired, it is not strange that I, who from the circumstances of my family am not likely to marry for many years to come, and who find in myself a growing distaste for
      forming friendships (fit to be so called) among new acquaintances and who am fond indeed (if not too fond) of little endearments, and who also know my weakness for falling suddenly in love, in
      the common sense of the word, and have already gone too far more than once in these things and have therefore reason to fear that I might on some sudden occasion be led [the following in
      cipher: into a step I might all my life repent]  it is not strange that I should have thought first of the possibility that some day dear little Minnie might become my wife.

    

  


  Dear little Minnie, as she said goodbye to Cousin Edward at Bristol Station on the April morning he headed back to Cambridge, did not cry. When her mother asked her why, Minnie
  quickly replied: I could have cried, only I should not think of doing it on a platform! In the days that followed she chattered frequently about
  Edward. After an outing to Gloster with her mother, she wrote to tell him all about it, ending with: All my pets are quite well, With love to you, I remain, Yours very
  much, and including a fluffy yellow feather from her canary for dear old Mr Martin, in a carefully folded piece of paper inscribed: A love token from Dicky. Minnie liked to
  please people, and for them to feel loved. She was in awe of her big cousin, and very fond of him in her joyous, childish, all-encompassing way. I feel quite sure that no one can have put
  into her head any foolish idea about your notice of her, wrote Mrs Sidgwick cautiously to Edward, and that no such idea has ever entered it, and I think you may quite fearlessly
  gratify her childish love for several years to come.
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  RETROSPECTIVE GLANCES FROM THE ADULT DIARIES OF MRS
  MARY BENSON (NE SIDGWICK)
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        I realise that he chose me deliberately, as a child who was very fond of him and whom he might educate  he even wanted to preserve himself from errant
        fallings-in-love. . . God, thou gavest me a nature which desired to please  and on its natural gaiety and pleasure-lovingness had been planted by my Mother a strong sense of duty.
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        Desire of pleasing E. because of fear of vexing. . .
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  Mrs Sidgwicks spinster sister Henrietta, Minnies Aunt Etty who lived with them in Bristol, sniffed the air and sensed intrigue. Aunt Etty had ink-black hair, a hooked nose, a
  strong jaw and a voice like a mans. She was fearsome, prone to all-embracing moods that all too often plummeted into a deep enveloping gloom, and she frequently seethed
  with a consuming jealousy of those about her. Aunt Ettys darker moods could suck the entire household down with her, but when she swooped up again she startled people with her whooping
  laugh, and a sense of humour the family considered incongruous. One morning after Edward had left, when alone with Mrs Sidgwick, Henrietta, quite unprompted, remarked how fond Minnie
  and Edward were of each other. She said that she could not help thinking that Minnie might some time be his wife. Mrs Sidgwick did not comment, but side-stepping neatly asked
  Henrietta whether she would object to such a match. Oh, far from it, boomed the reply. Nevertheless, wrote Mrs Sidgwick to Edward, I think it better to say nothing on the
  subject to anyone at present. . .  Aunt Etty was one more person for Minnie to please.


  A prevailing wind of melancholy blew through Mrs Sidgwicks soul. Her grief at her husbands death had been deep and suffocating. It would have smothered her entirely had she not
  maintained such a strong sense of duty, and been of such sound practical character. She was a dignified and handsome woman, yet there was an air of bewilderment about her and a continued note of
  mournfulness in her speech. Perhaps this is what led Minnie to want so much to please her mother, and make her happy. Two of her six children lay buried, but she had managed successfully to bring
  up Minnie and three boys, and to give a roof to Henrietta. When Harriet Benson died, even though the families had not been particularly close, she had willingly taken in Edwards sisters,
  Eleanor and timid little Ada, who hesitated a full year before calling her Aunt Mary, and then only did so in a whisper. She loved Minnie and was fiercely protective of her.
  Edwards interest in the child caused her deep concern.


  Widowhood had fallen upon Mary Sidgwick when she was just into her thirties. Eleven years later, she was still young enough to harbour her own passion for her brilliant, beautiful young relative. She was a handsome woman, with a delicate mouth, a pert, precise nose, large eyes and an abundant head of hair; her late husband had left her in possession of a comfortable
  fortune. Alone in Bristol one wet Friday evening, having returned from seeing Edward in Cambridge, she wrote to repeat how very, very much I have enjoyed my visit with
  you, and then continued, longingly: I wish I could just come and take tea with you and stir your fire and stroke your face and have a nice chat with you this windy rainy
  evening. And it seems that young Edwards fire was indeed stirred by the woman who in all things was more than a mother. They enjoyed long conversations together, hours
  after the others had gone to bed, discussing on at least one of Edwards visits whether he would ever be a fit companion for one true-hearted woman. I have had a day of
  you  would that it could have been more in thinking of you only, he wrote to her from Cambridge. How much I thought of you, and how much I wished for you, you may well
  fancy.
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    A MINIATURE OF THE YOUNG MRS MARY SIDGWICK

  


  Duty and pragmatism demanded of Mrs Sidgwick a more motherly role  indeed, that is how Mr Martin encouraged Edward to see her, and Edward had affectionately confided to her
  all his joys and sorrows. Yet she also had Minnies health and heart to protect, not to mention her purity. The young man whom she had assured that under all
  circumstances, my affectionate interest in you will never cease had shown an inadmissible regard for her youngest daughter, attention which could give rise to thoughts which I
  hope for some years at least to come will have no existence in her. Mrs Sidgwick would not permit that. Besides, however sincerely felt, Edwards passion for the child might only be a
  young mans passing fancy. With heartfelt candour Mrs Sidgwick wrote to him: You must allow me to say and from my heart I do say it, that any woman must think
  herself most happy in the possession of your full affections and that I shall think my own dear child singularly blessed to be the one when your maturer judgement and
  older affection would choose above every other and be satisfied with the choice. These were themes to which, in her letters to Edward, Mrs Sidgwick would frequently return.


  Mrs Sidgwick enjoyed a good letter. She would pick up her pen in the morning, again to catch an afternoon post, and sometimes yet again at midnight. Having just dispatched one missive, she began
  another with: I had not intended to write again so soon, but Eleanors open Envelope lying before me is a temptation I cannot resist, succumbing to the temptation for a full
  seven pages before running out of paper, having to finish off on a salvaged scrap, and producing a bulletin so heavy it had to be sent under separate cover, after all. Edward became the object of a
  voluminous correspondence.


  Time and again, Mrs Sidgwick implored restraint. Minnie was but a child, and I do not wish you to suppose that her love is anything but the childish affection of a little sister.
  Nothing should happen that would cause Minnie to lose that childlike simplicity which is her great charm. Minnie was artless, and Edward should not read deeper meanings
  into her expressions of fondness. If they were there, I would feel it necessary for you at once at least to appear to lessen your interest in her. Tactfully, Mrs Sidgwick wrote
  that Edward was still a very young man and that her faith was not sufficiently strong in the constancy of any mans affection who has not yet attained the age of
  23, especially when feelings were as warm and earnest as his were. Edward might well change his mind about Minnie, and would be quite entitled to, but by then the harm would be
  done. She mentioned the dangers of marriage between cousins (consider the Royal Family!), and pointed out that Minnie was of an age when some of the greatest trials of
  health in childhood and youth are still to come, arguing dramatically that she would not want Edward to have to share her grief if Minnie should die.


  Sunny Minnie chirruped along unawares, with bed each night at seven thirty, lessons at home, walks in the garden and games with Nurse Beth, Cousin Ada and her brothers. (Mrs Sidgwick did not
  approve of outside friends for the children, and the family rather gloried in being self-sufficient.) Minnie always hastened to assure her mother of her love for Edward. Mama,
  I often wish I could be an invisible fairy with wings, she told her. Then she would fly to Cambridge to see what Edward was doing there. Not that she would upset her awe-inspiring cousin:
  I would fly to Edwards room and hover over him, but I would not disturb him.


  In letter after letter Mrs Sidgwick put up valiant resistance to the untimeliness of Edwards suit, on occasion acknowledging that perhaps she had said this all before and may weary
  you by repetition of it, but continuing nonetheless. She managed to persuade Edward not to say anything to anyone about what they began tangentially to refer to as the subject,
  most of all not to Minnie, who became the sweet child, M., or simply __ .


  Yet people were beginning to take notice. Edward was talking too much in company about Minnies sayings and doings, even reading her letters aloud. Mrs Sidgwick had
  specifically to ask Edward to make his letters to Minnie suitable to show to others in the family, as people asked to read them and it was difficult to refuse. A friend of his in Cambridge
  had joked  loudly and while on an omnibus  that Edward treated his little cousin more like a lover than a relation. Edwards sister Eleanor, though concerned that it was
  impertinent in a younger sister to raise such a topic, had mentioned her misgivings about Edwards behaviour to Mrs Sidgwick.


  Mrs Sidgwick was herself concerned that Minnie was now too old for the petting and kissing an adult might lavish on a small child. It would seem almost ridiculous to
  prescribe the degree of interest which it would be safe to show a child of 11 years old, she wrote, but she hoped that Edward would gradually give up such childish fondlings as were
  only suited to a childish age, or at least give them up for a time. But Edward was a most forceful young man, and Mrs Sidgwicks resilience was strongly
  tested.


  Edward demanded regular news of his little pet, information he referred to as nursery tales. He pushed to be allowed to speak to her on the subject,
  bombarding Mrs Sidgwick with almost as many letters as she sent to him. Mr Martin, always very much on his protgs side, joined the cause, pressing with all the authority of
  an older man and a Cambridge don for Edward to speak (propose) to Minnie. Still Mrs Sidgwick stood her ground. I cannot for a moment agree with Mr Martin in thinking
  that any such communication be made to dear Minnie so early, she wrote. I really think it would be taking an unfair advantage of a mere child, and not allowing her to be a free
  agent. . . I have been wrong very wrong to let your mind dwell so much upon the whole scheme.


  Yet Mrs Sidgwick seemed powerless to resist Edwards fervour. She and Minnie went to Cambridge to visit him, and he came frequently to Bristol. There really is no end of him,
  proclaimed Aunt Etty, one never knows when he is gone. Always anxious to please, and to assure both Edward and her mother of her love, little Minnie said and did what she perceived
  would make them happy, even if she had now become a little frightened of her cousin. When Mama wrote Edward a letter, Minnie would ask her to send him her very, very,
  very best love, and she said how she wished he could come to her room and kiss her goodnight every night. After Edward had been dropped at the station at the end of one visit,
  Minnie sat in his vacated seat in the fly, allowed her eyes to fill with tears and intoned: Oh, but for one touch of that vanished hand, on this occasion slightly
  misquoting her Tennyson. Only once did Mrs Sidgwick find her looking at a portrait of Edward and muttering to herself Minnie hates, Minnie hates, but Minnie assured her mama that she
  was not in earnest.
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  RECOLLECTIONS OF THIS TIME FROM MRS BENSONS
  RETROSPECTIVE DIARY, WRITTEN IN MARCH 1876
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        Ed. coming  fear of him  love? always a strain  never the love that casteth out all fear.
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        Mother and Ed. both wanting my love  neither at all satisfied. . . misery. . . utter misery.
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        I had to satisfy Ed. by expressions of love and after was not true to Mama. . . I was influenced too strongly by him, without really loving.
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        Go to Beth to comfort me.

      

    

  


  
    [image: ]

  


  On occasions Minnie seemed not to want to visit Edward, or was sulky and uncommunicative once they arrived in Cambridge. That was put down to her endeavour to hide the sorrow she felt at
  parting. Now she had constantly to be reminded to write to him, and sometimes the simple mention of his name would bring on tears  but again Minnie assured her mother that was because
  she loved Edward so much and never wanted to do anything to grieve him. When Mrs Sidgwick told her that her drawing needed attention, Minnie promised to improve, because it
  would gratify her mama, her cousin Eleanor and brother William, and she added with tears in her eyes Edward too  and immediately turned away.


  Edward persisted in his onslaught. He hinted darkly to Mrs Sidgwick at the temptations that beset him, and at what the consequences might be if he could not express his love for Minnie. The
  matter-of-fact widow was unmoved. She had been a headmasters wife and had raised three boys single-handedly. She had, she wrote, an idea, albeit undefined, of those
  severe temptations which peculiarly affect boys when they are removed from the sheltering care of home. She sympathized with the anticipation of coming evil which weighed him
  down so, and though she advised earnest prayer, she knew from experience that there was no better antidote than regular and active employment. As she had with her own
  boys, Mrs Sidgwick offered Edward a mothers love, the thought of which she hoped would present itself in the moment of temptation and sometimes be victorious.


  In his face-to-face encounters with Mrs Sidgwick, Edward did not appear troubled by any misplaced filial respect. He was at various times scathing, hurtful, humiliating her. He had a way of
  turning on her that devastated her, generally contriving to leave her feeling that she was somehow at fault. Mrs Sidgwicks efforts to protect her child became tempered by an anxiety not to
  incur Edwards wrath or lose his affection. Her letters grew peppered with apologies, cravings for forgiveness, assurances that he would never lose her love or goodwill. Mrs Sidgwicks
  resistance was crumbling, and the change in atmosphere was tangible.


  A visitor to the house, who had never met Edward, but heard much about him, said: I dont know how it is, but if Minnie were a little older, I should be disposed to form quite
  a romantic idea of her and Mr Benson! Aunt Etty again began to fish for confirmation of her suspicions, saying that when Edward did marry, she hoped it
  would be to a very nice woman, adding: Well I dont think he will be likely to meet with anyone when he comes to see us, who will be at all likely to attract
  him. When that elicited no response from Mrs Sidgwick, she mentioned the peculiar suitableness of Minnies and Edwards characters, and attempted: I
  wouldnt be surprised if in seven or eight years time they become engaged. When that still did not loosen Mrs Sidgwicks tongue, Henrietta fired broadside-on with:
  I am sure he thinks of her as his future wife and that he has told you so, has he not? Mrs Sidgwick had to acknowledge that yes, he had, and went on to admit to Edward
  that Henrietta was really much pleased with the thought. There was something magnetic about Edward; something that pulled all around him, particularly women, into his thrall. Edward
  knew what he wanted, and he always got his way. It had been just a matter of months. After a long conversation alone with him, Mrs Sidgwick relented.


  Talk, even in large houses, has a habit of seeping out from the most private tte--ttes. Aunt Etty had not been alone in sensing something in the air. Mama, it would
  be curious for me to be engaged now, said Minnie suddenly one afternoon. I should not like it because I would not be able to think properly about it.


  Barely a year after Minnie had read to her cousin from The Princess, Edward sat in an armchair in a secluded corner of the Sidgwicks home and, as he usually did,
  took the little fair girl of twelve with her earnest look upon his knee. He told her that he wanted to speak to her of something serious, and then got quietly to the
  thing and asked her if she had ever thought it might come to pass that they should be married.


  Minnie was silent. A rush of tears fell down her cheeks.


  For just a moment Edward hesitated, then he went on. He told Minnie that she was often in his thoughts, and that he believed he should never love anyone so much as her
   provided that she grew up in the manner that it seemed likely she would.


  Minnie remained silent.


  Edward continued. He said that he thought her too young to make any promise as yet, but that he wished to say this much to her, and if she felt the same she might promise a few years hence.


  Still, Minnie said nothing. The tears streamed down her cheeks.


  Then, without speaking, she took Edwards handkerchief and  like the heroine of a novel, or a maiden in a poem  she tied a lovers knot in it, and pressed it into his
  hand.


  Edward was affected very much. The gesture was an encouragement. A positive response, indeed.


  And thus the thing was settled.


  For the time being, the matter was kept private. Minnies elder brother William was told, her uncles had been consulted, and of course Mama and Aunt Etty knew, but no
  official announcement was yet made. Minnie did confide in her comforting nurse, Beth. It was decided that Minnie should sit next to Edward at table, and that he should take a portrait of her to
  hang on his chimney-piece at Trinity. In the days that followed, Minnie leafed once more through The Princess. Edward asked her if the thought of marrying him had ever struck her, when she
  read to him from the poem. Never, she said. Backward and forward Minnie turned the pages, exclaiming again and again: I wonder I never thought of it! and I never
  understood this passage till today! Most gratifyingly to her cousin, now fianc, and no doubt to her mama as well, she recited the line: Love, children, happiness,
  adding: Two of those are mine now!


  


  CHAPTER FOUR
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  Edward had returned to Cambridge, following his First and Senior Medal in Classics, to read German. His rooms in Trinity New Court offered a view over the Backs,
  with a window so close to the library that he could almost climb across. One morning, towards the end of the academic year and shortly after he had proposed to Minnie, he leaned out. Striding down
  an avenue of limes by the river was a man he knew by sight as Dr Goulburn, headmaster of Rugby School. Dr Goulburn had succeeded Archibald Tait, who had taken over from the great pedagogue Dr
  Arnold himself. A moment later there was a knock at Edwards door. The headmaster was standing at the threshold with the surprising announcement that he had come in person to invite Edward to
  join his staff at Rugby. Edward asked him in. Clearly, someone had been putting in a very good word on his behalf. The terms of Dr Goulburns offer could hardly have been more favourable.


  Edward was to assist the headmaster with the Sixth Form, but would teach for just one hour a day. He would be assigned some boys as private pupils, to supplement his income, but would have the
  afternoons free to read for a Trinity fellowship. Rugby held an added allure for Edward. As Minnies brothers were to go to the school, Mrs Sidgwick and Minnie, together with all the company
  from Bristol, had just moved there, into a suburban villa called the Blue House. Edward himself had persuaded Mrs Sidgwick to disregard her late husbands determination
  not to send his sons to one of the public schools for fear of the poor moral tone that pervaded them (the product of a dissolute aristocracy, in his view). Edward argued that a moral
  transformation had taken place in public schools since Mr Sidgwicks time. Dr Arnold had led this change at Rugby, imbuing his pupils with a strong work ethic and sound Christian virtues of
  truthfulness, purity and manliness, combined with healthy exercise  the foundations of what was becoming known as Muscular Christianity. Edward was a firm adherent. He accepted Dr
  Goulburns offer.


  The Blue House, named for its curiously coloured bricks, was surrounded by a large garden agreeably planted with elms. The household consisted primarily of women
   Mama and Minnie, Beth and Aunt Etty, and of course little Ada, nearly Minnies age and much braver than before, even a touch wilful. Eleanor was now married, brother William was off
  at Oxford, and Henry and Arthur were at school most of the day. The Blue House swished with silk and tinkled politely with teacups. Piano scales faltered across the morning air, occasionally to be
  joined by Aunty Ettys booming baritone and whooping laugh, or by the whack of cricket bats if the boys were home. With her slightly bewildered look and melancholy voice, armed with her
  edifying phrases and belief in talking people round, Mrs Sidgwick drifted through the Blue House keeping the entire vessel afloat.


  For the twelve-year-old Minnie, life at the Blue House was lonely. Mrs Sidgwick did not wish her to have friends; in her view, lessons and the family were enough. Minnie walked often in the
  large garden, and she soon chose a favourite tree. Woods and open fields lay just a few minutes away, and she now had a pony. She also, very soon, had Edward. Shortly after taking up his new position, following a brief stay in lodgings in Rugby, Edward went to live at the Blue House.


  Edward went riding with Minnie, and for walks in the garden. She showed him her special tree, and allowed him a kiss under it  something that plagued her conscience, and about which she
  could not tell Mama. The walks and the rides, and Edwards demands, multiplied. Minnie drew in on herself. Her sulks and tearful silences became more frequent. She was often idle and
  listless. At times she cried herself to sleep, and she still sought comfort with her nurse, Beth. What was said to Beth, stayed with Beth. She was a fount of warmth and homely maxims; solid,
  shrewd, and sympathetic. Now dont you get to thinking about it, she might say, or youll not go to sleep.


  Mrs Sidgwick was concerned about Minnies behaviour. The time for what she might have referred to as Minnies turns or monthlies was approaching. Doctors
  warned that this was an age of miniature insanity, when even the most well-behaved girls waxed snappish, fretful. . . full of deceit and mischief, and that especially
  the young pet of the family could become inexplicably irreligious, selfish, slanderous, false, malicious, devoid of affection. . . self-willed and quarrelsome. Minnie
  and her mother had many a long talk, but Minnie had developed a fatal want of confidence in her mother, though she still hated to see her upset. Minnie did not mention difficulties
  with Edward. She simply hoped that complications would go away.


  Misery was most easily banished by not thinking of what Cousin Edward had said, of those dark pools of the past, nor of the turbulent waters of the future, but by splashing happily in the
  shallows of the present. Minnies natural cheerfulness was not easily dispelled; the volatility that Mrs Sidgwick had remarked upon proved irrepressible. Minnie clung on to her sunny,
  spirited, childlike nature as a means of survival. She skated over the surface of difficulties and revelled in the pleasures of the moment, in the butterflies in the garden and
  the hills growing gold in the autumn. She learned to distil clear nectar from the bleakest situation and to keep her sorrows to herself  and she never forgot how to do this. I have
  long observed in Minnie that she has much difficulty in the expression of her deepest feelings, noted Mrs Sidgwick, remarkably so for a child of her light-heartedness  and yet
  that she does feel strongly and warmly, I am sure. A house like the Blue House always has secrets to hold, as those who sit at its tables and slumber in its beds speak, yet say just so much,
  know and do not know; where so much that really matters remains deep and unsaid.


  Swept along by all that was happening to her, Minnie (to her mother and Edward, at least) showed a girlish delight in the secret of her engagement. And she did believe Edward was splendid. For
  as long as she could remember she had revered her older cousin, adored him  and that was love, was it not?
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  JOTTINGS FROM MRS BENSONS RETROSPECTIVE
  DIARY,


  in which she casts a more penetrating adult eye on those childhood sorrows she kept to herself
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        . . . that terrible, difficult, amazing, Rugby time. . .

      

    

  


  [image: ]


  
    
      
        A terrible time. Dreary, helpless. . . He had been allowed to tell me but was not allowed to speak but he did  and more  hand-embrace  etc. all
        weights on my conscience. . . Oh the 1000 difficulties and complications! I lacked courage to bear his dark looks  gloom  but I see now I did not love him  Yet he
        loved me.
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        Walks. More freedom with Ed.  at last the great complication  Mama wanted me to tell her all that he said, without his knowing of my
        promise  I made a stand, and, I think, rightly  the 2 walks with Ed to Tree.
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        I had to strain the truth in order to satisfy Ed. by expressions of love and after was not true to Mama I was influenced too strongly by him, without really loving.
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        Es disclosure  tears and emotion  why? No real thought about it after. Really I think it made me younger. I would not allow any responsibility.
        . . ride with Edward  I wasnt true. . . Here I began to be cowardly  pleasure loving and living in the present.
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        . . . every interval was to me a kind of holiday in which I drew breath and played, and so it came to pass that I did not grow up  not in deep growth, in
        maturity.

      

    

  


  
    [image: ]

  


  Minnie did fall in love at the Blue House, a few years after moving there, when she was sixteen. Mrs Sidgwick had by then relaxed her strictures on outside friends, and among the visitors Minnie
  discovered her first friendship, a girl who quite captured her heart: I fell in love with her and spent a great deal of time with her  and loved her ber alle
  Massen [beyond all measure]. Minnie neglected both the others and her duties and this vexed Mama, but she kept her feelings to herself. No one else in the Blue House
  mentions a particular friend. No one, not even Minnie, gives a hint of the girls name.


  Minnies curious habit of using German to express her innermost feelings was one she picked up from Edward. He had been giving her lessons. Edwards trajectory
  was effortlessly upward. He had been elected to a fellowship at Trinity during his first term of teaching at Rugby, and was ordained in January 1854, despite being unable to answer a single
  question put to him by the Bishop of Manchesters chaplain when he arrived for his examination as a candidate for holy orders. The chaplain reprimanded Edward for his ignorance, but when he
  learned his name (he had missed it at first) realized that he had before him a letter from the Bishop himself, mentioning Edward and including a sealed document which affirmed that Edward had
  passed a most creditable examination. The young mans influential admirers were once again hard at work. The Bishop was Edwards old headmaster from his schooldays in
  Birmingham, James Prince Lee.


  Edward was clearly destined for high things, and required a fitting consort. In the six years that he lived at Rugby he set about shaping his infant inamorata into a model wife. Not just German,
  but a range of subjects formed her curriculum. Lessons with Edward  so dreaded  architecture and physical geography, she wrote. There was more: arithmetic, poetic metre,
  liturgical doctrine. Even in the early days, back in Bristol, Edward and Mrs Sidgwick had embarked on a joint mission to mould and educate little Minnie. Edward made clear when he first spoke to
  Mrs Sidgwick that he wished to marry Minnie only if she grew up as it seemed likely [i.e. in the manner he was expecting]. Mrs Sidgwick was intent on her ultimately unsuccessful
  project to temper Minnies volatility. Edward sent the twelve-year-old girl reading material: books on Pompeii and the Reformation, Ovids Epistles. Minnie complained of too many
  troublesome words, but Mrs Sidgwick observed that a little hard reading will do her good. Edward corrected the style and grammar of the letters Minnie
  wrote to him (she had a tendency to use the same word more than once). Mrs Sidgwick encouraged his criticism, as what he said always makes a deep impression, and for her own part she
  impressed upon Minnie how good it was of Edward to show such concern, and the necessity that she do her duty.


  When, on occasions during the Rugby years, Edward was away from home, he continued Minnies education by correspondence. On one trip to the Continent with his friends, he dispatched long,
  crushingly dull letters on the niceties of cathedral architecture, delivered in suffocating prose. Minnie, well-versed in the romantic poems and novels of which her mother rather disapproved, knew
  what was expected of her and was more flamboyant in reply. How she read and reread his letters, she told him. How she kissed them and devoured them till she knew them half by heart! How she took
  them up to bed with her and held them to her breast! Oh I did indeed put my heart close to yours, and yours echoed back such loving thoughts and beat oh so true  my love, my love, my
  love! she wrote. Occasionally, Minnie got into trouble for exaggerated affection in her letters. Mrs Sidgwick read them all.


  Not only did the little head require close attention and careful direction, but the little heart, and the little soul, too. Mrs Sidgwick set to work on Minnies characteristic
  failings of carelessness and a wandering attention in her lessons, shortcomings that were not softened by reproof. As Minnie grew older, the righteous Edward brought heavier
  guns to bear:


  
    
      Believe me though, you will not be really nor permanently comfortable and happy till you know that you [?deserve] your own respect, and mine, and that of
      others, by a regular unsparing Crusade against the faults you speak of  like insolence is [sic] conquered and unselfishness is a clear ruling principle. .
      .

    

  


  Edward noted that Minnies besetting sin was thoughtlessness. In his magnanimity, he acknowledged that she was anxious to control herself, and grow up a good and
  useful woman, a true woman  but if she did not attempt to cure herself of this weakness, she would go on always perpetually giving pain, and perpetually causing
  trouble to those whom you most love and wish to please. His masterstroke in provoking a self-regulating sense of guilt was to tell Minnie that if she did not attend to this fault, she would
  expose her love for others to perpetual suspicion. They would ask: could she do so, if she really and constantly loved me, and thought how she might please me? Edward exhorted
  Minnie to read this letter several times.


  Minnie had always hated causing others pain, had always wanted to make people happy at once. Now her entire energy, her mirth, charm and vivacity were focused on the desire
  to be worthy of [Edward], to please him, not to disappoint him  and to please her mother, too, Mama who had ever tried to instil in her a sense of duty. Minnie understood what
  she should be doing, and set about doing it. She would be a good and useful woman, a true woman. She would shape herself to Edward. Like the fair love in The
  Princess, she would set herself to him, Like perfect music unto noble words. As Minnie approached womanhood, the foundations for her married life were being firmly laid.


  By the time she was sixteen or seventeen, Minnie was already providing emotional support for the man twelve years her senior. Towards the end of his first year at Rugby, Edward
  had begun to experience periods when he felt bilious and cross, with a decidedly low opinion of the world, and a melancholy view of human life. As time went on,
  he would sink for days on end into crippling depressions. The doctors diagnosed neuralgia, for which the prescribed cure was a heavy, meat-filled diet, large doses of quinine, and generous
  quantities of port  which one imagines might not have ensured him much in the way of bright mornings, cheerful clarity of mind or a settled stomach. Edward relied increasingly on Minnie to
  brighten the mood of her affectionate grumbler.


  In Minnies enclosed world, where Nurse Beths love and that first friendship with an unnamed girl were solitary beacons of warmth and affection, Edwards
  volcanic energy, his ardour, beauty and intelligence, drew out a devotion in her. Dry, critical, humourless and didactic he may have been, but he did love her. When, in March 1859, their
  long-secret engagement was eventually made public, Minnie revelled in the attention this brought her, expressing elation at a sense of being interesting. A few months
  previously, at the remarkably young age of twenty-nine, Edward had been offered the headmastership of Wellington College, a new public school established by Prince Albert as a memorial to the Duke
  of Wellington. This gave him the financial stability to summon his ideal wife, and to set a wedding date for 23 June. Minnie was eighteen.


  As their wedding day approached, Edward relaxed a little. He wrote a poem on the transformation of his Ladylove to Wife. Some of the stuffiness of his letters to
  Minnie disappeared. At times they took on a tone reminiscent of the crazy light-heartedness he had recorded many years before, on holiday in the Lake District. I find I have no will of my
  own now, you witch! he wrote to Minnie a month before the wedding, adding with some prescience: But I can only console myself by a magnificent threat
   You wont find it so always  There now! At Minnies suggestion that they take a long walk together after collecting their banns certificate
  prior to the wedding, he exclaimed, your picture of the walk down the Newbold Road drives me almost wild, warning in a later letter that Minnie had better order a strait
  waistcoat [straitjacket] in case the possession of it [the precious certificate] should involve any extravagances. He concludes one letter:


  
    
      
        Ever with fervent


        lover-love and


        enduring husband-love


        Your own


        Edward

      

    

  


  In another letter, mentioning the gift of a cameo bracelet to Minnie from Mr Martin, he enthuses in a flurry of underlining: you must wear it on the day  the 23rd you know  the 23rd the 23rd the 23rd, a few days later surrounding that magical 23rd with a
  bursting halo of lines, so that it appears on the page like an explosion, or a holy star.


  Edward wrote of his delight at receiving the passport for their wedding journey, as it described him as the Revd E. W. Benson, a British Subject travelling on the Continent with his
  wife. Just five days before the wedding, he sent Minnie a series of solemn promises, written in German, and set to my hand, dear love, that I will do my part faithfully and lovingly
  in keeping them, and if I ever transgress show me this letter and I will beg your forgiveness on my knees. . .  He asked Minnie to copy out the promises and sign a similar undertaking,
  adding a cautionary I know that I never shall have to show them to you again.
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  A SOLEMN AND PERSONAL CONTRACT
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        1. Von heute an lebst Du fr mich und ich lebe fr Dich; und wir wollen nie vor einander das geringste Geheimnis haben, und
        selbst wenn wir gefehlt haben, es uns einander sogleich offenbaren.


		
        2. Wir wollen van unsern huslichen Sachen Niemandem nichts offenbaren.

		


        3. Endlich wollen wir niemals gegen einander bse werden und nicht einmal zum Scherz mit einander bse thun.


        
          1. From this day forth you will live for me and I shall live for you; we shall never keep the slightest secret from each other, and even if we do go astray in this, we
          will confess at once.

        


		
        2. We shall never reveal anything of our domestic affairs to anyone.

		


        3. Finally, we shall never be angry with each other, and not even act badly towards one another in jest.
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  The eighteen-year-old Minnie was rather plain, with full cheeks and a snub nose. Her thick hair, parted in the centre, hung in two large loops over her ears, and was gathered at
  the nape of her neck. Her hands were chubby, her figure dumpy, but there was a mischievous glint in her eyes, and her lips toyed tantalizingly with smiles. She was quite capable of teasing her
  husband-to-be, telling him she had gone without him to a ball, though had not danced with a single gentleman except in a Sir Roger de Coverley, and that one was
  Earnest [sic] Coleridge of the age of 11. Edward was sometimes startled at the change in his little Minnie. Wherever learned you that sweet charm (so dear to a bridegroom) to be at
  once so maidenly and so wifely, he wrote to her after a visit to Rugby from Wellington College, where he had already begun preparations for the opening of the school. Wherever learned
  you to be so maiden-modest yet so wifely-frank, and so womanly-free and so unprudish-pure? He marvelled at the emergence of the woman he had both moulded and yearned for for seven long
  years. When you loved me with the child love you speak of now  oh how sadly sometimes I used to wonder when it would ripen, and be all like the little flashes of
  woman-love that used to flash out sometimes in the midst. He looked forward to the night when we shall sleep in Paris, married life with all its untried bliss will be a reality
  and no dream or imagination any more.
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    MARY BENSON, AGED NINETEEN

  


  Minnie was sent off to sit for a pre-wedding photo-portrait, with an appointment at noon because from 12 to 3 is the best time for the sun. Mrs Sidgwick treated her to a shopping
  spree in London. Minnie was as excited as a child with her silks and laces, her little light-brown jacket, her wide hat trimmed with white ribbon, her trinkets and fineries. She delighted in the
  moment. She bathed in the sense of making Edward so happy, and she put away the future.
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    ON BOOKSHELVES IN THE YEAR OF THE BENSONS MARRIAGE

  


  Edward Benson and Mary Sidgwick were married on 23 June 1859, at St Andrews Church in Rugby. Dr Frederick Temple, the new headmaster of Rugby School,
  conducted the ceremony. The couple set off immediately for Folkestone and the Continent.
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  A FINAL BACKWARD GLANCE FROM MRS BENSONS RETROSPECTIVE DIARY
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        So childishly, confidently, without stay or guide, though trusting in God. . . only childish in understanding I married that June morning. . .
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        . . . danced and sang into matrimony, with a loving, but exacting, a believing and therefore expecting spirit 12 years older, much stronger, more passionate, and whom I
        didnt really love  I wonder I didnt go more wrong. . .
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