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Letter-writing must have been almost an occuoation , 
in itself for some women in the leasurely day s of the 

mid-nineteenth century,for not only did t hey ke Pp up 

a large correspondence with their families,but they 

kept all the answers docketed and put away. Many an 

old house has had boxes full of letters which were 

never disturbed until death duties or the difficulty 

of keeping a large house going,forced the owners to 

move and to make a clean sweep of all the oddments 

collected in a home that has been f or any length of 

time in the possession of one fa~ily . 

It was in this way that the l etters of Mias 

Helen Dempster came to light,packed into a dusty old 
~ ?flt::;)() 

box where they had lain f or oearl:y sixty years. She 

was a Dempster of Dunnichen,of the family,though not 

a direct descenaant,of ueorge Dempster of Dunnichen 
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and Skibo,(1732 - 1818) w~·~s Member for Perth 

Burghs for 28 years, ~ -~l hie 1 ife laboured to -_.. .... ....- ~ . . 
assist Scottish agricultur e,to forwar d Scottish 

industries and to open up isolated parts of~ {~·QJ~ 
~~ by pressing for the making of pew roads. 

Helen was the youngest of five chilaren. 

Her brother,George Hawkins Dempster was the eldest, 

and the names of her three sisters were Katherine, 

Gertrude and Gharlotte. Their parents ct ied when 

Helen wa s a child and they were adopted and brought 

up by their uncle and aunt,George Soper Dempster 

of Skibo,in Sutherland,and his wife,Joanna wndaa 
fr, 1u~-

of Arn1ston. Whirs- living in outherland rlelen 

made friends with the daughter of a ne i ghboun~4gg 

laird,Margaret Gilchrist of Osp isdale,whose home 

was near Skibo. Both girls were dissatisfied w4bh 

the education thought suitable for" young laaies " 

in the fifties and sixties of the nineteenth century; 

but Helen temnered her learning with commonsense 

and affection f or her family; her friend was r a ther 

a bluestocking,impatient of the wr ongs of women, 
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straining to ma ster halr a dozen subjects,to learn 

l atin and Hebrew,to study music, painting amd poetry. 

In 1866,LTtiorge JJempster sold Skibo. ije moved 

further south and settled at Ormiston Hall in East 

Lothian. The neices divided themselve s between 

Ormiston and Dunnichen, where Kate kept house with 

her brother. From this time,for more than twenty 

years, Helen and her friend kept up a tirelss 

correspondence, only one h4lf of which has survived, 

but so closely did they ke~p up with one another 

tha t the lives of both can be judged from Helen's 

let t ers alone. 

We think of early Victorian women a s leading 

restricted l ives,ignoring that for many the res­

-trictions r epresented dign ity and security; yet to 

struggl e f or independance was to be l abelled a s 

" advanced". But the Demps ters were certainly 

not r e stricted a s to movement. From lkibo to 

Dunnichen,Dunnichen to London,London to Devonshire 

or t o the continent and back again, they travelled 
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with no more fuss than we should make of a motor-trip 

to the Lakes. True,there was always a background of 

ladies' maids,butlers and footmen,and a l arge household 

was as much part of t heir existence as the clothes they 

wore; but it was railway-travel tha t made s o many 

changes poss1ble,in contrast to the generation previous 

to theirs,which had made infrequent journeys by Mail 

Coach,or if wealthy,had driven their well-upholstered 

carriages over the newly-made roads of England and 

the continent. 

Life at Ormiston was very sociable, in summer 

and autumn there was a coastan1series of visitors, 

who came,not for a week-end, but for a fortnight, 

a ~onth,o~ven longer. And t he visitors brought 

their ·maids and valets,their chilaren,even the 

governess. There were also the county neighbours . 

In the summer of. 1866,Forfarshire was very ~ay, 

" every day we -go somewhere or someone comes to see 

us" writes ..... elen. The day before the Carnel gies 

of Lour had driven over with all their party and 

arrive3/3-t half p ast 
4. e:(J.) 

nine evening 
I\, 

on an impromp tu 
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Visit. 

One week there was a review of the volunteers. They 

had the Colonel staying with them,but Helen thought 

the Review was not a great success. In July they 

got up a monster picnic at their cottage on Loch Fethie. 

This had taken much preparation,she herself had sewn 

yaris and yards of n ink ruffles for the cottage 

curtains. -.J.'here was a large party in the house and 

night before they had danced till one in the morning. 

But they were up early to see to the l ast preparations . 

and arrange the flowers for the tables. 

11 There was amusement for everyone" ~, 

"The military band,bright 14ights and shadows on the 

waters of the lake
1
boats arr iving and l anding smart 

ladies in wh ite , ~ ater,quadrilles amd lancers being 

danced upon the grass at the water's edge. Rowing 
<' and fishing, and for those who were sentimental,tetes 

a t~tes in quiet Dathe, and finally, a caDital floor 

~ in the cottage for waltsing.!verybody seemed nleased , 0) . 
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and the population of rorfar, at one time nearly 

a thousand strong,confined themselves to the onnosite 

side, from which, a s the lake i s narr ow,they could 

enjoy the band and watch the proceedings . The 

final entertainment wa s when ~.i.r 0arne«1e drove his 

four-in-hand ~O:gt)!t_c®npd~c with all the 

l adies of his party on top , right round the lake, 

As the trees met closely overhead the poor l adies 

hats and bonnets were n<,arly swept of f their heads! " 

Next day the house party was photographed" and 

I hear 1 t was successful 11
• Photograuhy still r equired 

a long pose and a whole group w~s apt to show movement 

somewhere . 

They went to London anct stayed at Claridges • ., 

Th is wa s very pleasant because their uncle and aunt 

gave them wha t t hey considered to be perfect liberty. 

Helen and Charlotte even went to the Watercolour 

Exhibition with the two ~111s girls in two handsome s! 

Lady Howard de Walden saw t hem oft ! And with a 

most expressive jesture remarked" Well! Young ladies~ 
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What next ? 11
• It was considered II fast" for ladie s to 

drive in a handsome, ~nd this expedition was no doubt 

a great concession to light-hearted youth. 

But Helen and her sister young enoughx to 

enjoy everything as it c 1me. Receptions at great 

London houses, where they sa~ Royalty, both English 

and for~ign; the 6pera, where Mario.- was singing ; the 

theatres--- or an afternoon at a picture gallery, where 

they compared Titian with "erone.d-i or criticised the 

portraits of Lely and kneller. 

Back at Ormiston next year,there were more 

housepart1es . Mr and Mrs Disraeli came to stay at Arniston, 

for a Party Meeting and a banquet in Edinburgh. Helen 

recounts some of the II bricks" dropped by Mrs Disraeli, 

the elderly adoring wife, who wore a yellow wig and 

dressed yo~ in an age when middle-aged women draped lace 

shawls over their evening dres ses. 

The dinners and junketing on t his occasion seem 

to have thoroughly upset b'bther ~eorge, who buffered from 
.I\ 
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asthma and found nis heart affected by the strain of 

late hours added to the over-eating entailed by long 

dinners. 

In all these l etters there 

to the frustrations and vexations 

9 1s constant refernce 
.I\. 

endured by her friend 

1n her q~est for learning. The 1mposs 1b111ty of study 

1n a house full of visitors( '(he noise of the younger 

children at home for the holidays; or the dullness of 

what Helen calls the " troglydite solitude of Sutherland 

in winter. 11 The picture conveyed is of a not very 

amiable character. "I know you despise dinners" writes 

Helen who 1a keeping house for her aunt ," but I am 

immersed 1n sou~ and entrees, and find them very intereai-

-1ng . " She was very happy when all the sisters were 

tog8ther, they had so much to s ay to oneanother; but 

her friend was irked by family life and a few years later, 

she broke with her f amily and settled 1n London; thus, 

at the age of 28 , definitely allying herself with 

"advanced females." 



8 

Home truths are difficult to accept,even from a great 

friend,but never were they offered with genltler tact 

than in Helen ' s letters at that time. 11 You are choosing 

a lonely and undefended life," she points out, doubtless 

with an af 'ectionate,but none the less shrewd appretcltion 

of her friend's tendencies , ~ Family life,she owns, 

entails many sacrifices , but family affection makes them 

worth while . It was the Victorian woman's philosophy. 

The close-knit home circle,which, though it held the 

seeds of tyranny,also sustained and comforted them in 

ill-~'1.~f and adversity1as well as aadin~ to their happiness 

when all went well . 

for the uempster sisters the last years of the 

sixties passed peacefully enough. The casual writing 

of daily doing ~ and family gossip sometimes b_-tt~P fPeJ..,_ld 

~ bring s the past very close indeed. We 

can almost smell the 1].oire de vijon roses giving out 

their scent on a warm summer's day. The windows are 

open,the lawns dappled with the shadows from the trees 

and the click of croquet balls and the sounds of girl's 
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voices hangs in the air. But more than 90 years 

have gone by since the croquet balls were put away 

after the last game and the crisp spund of carriage 

wheels on gravel bore away t he visitors. The pointed 

writing on smooth white paper is left to tell 0~ us of 

that summer's aft~rnoon. 

The year 1870 began with a tragedy for this family. 

In Febuary ther e was an outbreak of scarlet fever at 

Dunnichen. Six members of the household Caught the fuJ ~ /,. 
infection,including Kate and Gertrude. Kate recovered, 1w , 

~ ~~t.r t1A ~ '(Lrarllru.bl 
but ~ertrude had always been delicate, I\ She made no he qdway 

against t he fever iBxz~itex~Kxaxxxxkux~QlllCXocxmax~cm• 

to:Rxluaxxx but d ied within t he month. 

Helen and Charlotte were in ~ondon at the time. ~rantic 

letters pas sed between London and Dunnichen . The uncle 

and aunt went north to t ake charge of the disorganised 

household and returned,worn out with anxietyc some we eks 

later. 

occupied 

Back at Ormiston in the summer,nelen was 
~~ in designing her sister's monument. She 

says nothing of the war clouds gathering over ~urope . 

The next l e tter is written in August. The collapse 
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The next letter is written in August. The collapse 

of France had come like a thunderbolt. The ca}ualties 

in the battles ~upalled them . Their days were spent 

collecting subscriptions and supplies for the French ' 

hospitals. They begged for old linnen from friends, 

which was made into sh irts and bandages for the wourtded. 

Yet, a s £n~l and was a neutral,brother ~eorge, even 

in the midst of war1was able to slip over to Cherbourg 

where he had heard of a sailing yacht of 117 tons "going 

cheap 11
• For ten days nothing was heard of him and the 

sisters were very anxious,but he re-appeared dn triumph 

with the yacht,which was ~nglish built and called the 

Leonora . She was luxuriously fitted---- had a piano 

and two cannon--- and was a much smarter vessel than 

her predecessor the Balerina 

Ne ither Helen Dempster nor her sister Charlotte 

has good health. 

wintered abroad . 

Aft ~r 1870 they seem always to have 

The next two winters were spent 

cruising in the Meditxerxanian in their brother's 
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yacht; but '"'eorge's health was now causing anxiety 

and after 1873,there is no more mention of the yacht. 

Helen and Charlotte went to Nice in the winter 

of 1873-74, For £40 they were able to rent a corn-

-fortable small flat for six months. Their trench 

cook 4who came 1 1 daily, got 40 f, a month in wages, 

less than 10/- a week. No wonder the invalids of 

Britain streamed across the channel to the Riviera! 

Get 
too heavy. 

ne1en comp:ained that their expenses were 
Aix 

No doubt Doctors and cure s at uixns lea 

Bains ran away with a good deal of money. Help came 

from Helen's Godfather , and Uharlotte wrote several 

books which had some success,particularly her book, 

\l 1:he Mari time Alps and the ir Seaboard II which had a 

great success in France and brought a welcome addition 

to the.r income. 

~ey had a great deal more l easure than ~-
the average woman can count on now-a-days, tielen was 

~ 
al ways workina at her uerman a nd Italian. She read 
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Greek and started to learn Latin and when in London 

went to rteatherley's for painting l e ssons .. 

( ~nd t here was always the letter-writing to be 

got t hrough. ;fuen the family was scattered every 

member of it expected a 1 tter daily . And Helen's letters 

are not just scrappy notes, t hey cover all four sides 

of two sheets of paper . Of course she never t hought 

of such mundane chores as c ooking or housework . There 

were 17 servants to attend to t he wants of the owners 

of Ormiston and their guests. 

In the meantime Helen's friend wa s veering 

between London and ~di nburgh. In he r det ermina t ion 

to l i ve h r own life , she was growing into a lonely 

and embittered woman. The great book was never written, 

the great picture was never painted. Though she had 

undoubted talent , and mi ght perhaps have found happ iness 
6' 

in a career to-day , she had not t he temp4ament that is 

able to s~tf:!~~ a ~rievance ~!Oft aide and concentrate 

on the work nece ,oary to br ing any reward even to those 

exc eptionaly gifted . 

_J 
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Her experiences as a solitary spinster began to colour 

her views on Iife and considerable differ ences of 

opinion begin to show in th~ir letters. Margaret had 

become a fervent admirer of Mr ~ladstone. Mr Gladstone 

and all his policies were anathema to Helen. There 

was women's sui ~rage too! Nothing would have convinced 

Helen that it could bring any good to her sex;but it 

attracted her friend with a promise of greater inde­

-pendence for women. 

Such differences were bound to affect their 

friendship in time. Helen ~ould never understand how 

Margaret could cut herself off from all the ties of 

home; she herself was devoted to her sisters and as 

the uncle and aunt gr ew old she did not grudge the 

care and affection which they needed. 

The d ay came when Ormiston wa s too large 

and too great a burden for t he old people. A move 

was made to Edinburgh. The neices supintended the 

all the details of axmnexaamassiN~xt~x the move 

and Helen epvv~~Y~yvavv~ugv~vvhvvhvvvunv~uvspersonally 

arranged her uncle's library of 10,00 books. 
"' 

George 

Dempster was already in failing health when He came 

to live in Edinburgh. He died the followin~ VQ~-
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VICTORIAN VIGN2TT~ 

In the leasurely days of the mid-nine t eenth 

century,letter-writing nu at have been almost an 

occupation in itself for s ome women , f or not only 

d i d they keep up a l Arge correspondence wi th their 

families ,but they kept all the answers docketed 

and put away . Many an old house has had boxes 

full of l etters which were never d isturbed until 

d~ath duties ,or t he d ifZiculty of keep ing a l arge 

house going,forced t he owners to make a move , and 

to make a clean sweep of all the oddments collected 

in a home tha t has been for any length of time 

in the possession of one family. 

It wa s in this way tha t the lette~ of 

Miss Helen Dempster c ame to lio;ht,packed into a 

dusty old box,where they had lain for over sixty 

years. She wa s a Dempster of Dunnichen. Of 

t he family---- thou~h not a direct descendant----

;r., I 

of George Dempster of DBnnichen,in Fife , who was J-
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Member for Perth Burp:hs for 28 years . Throughout 

his lon~ life---( , 732--1818 )-- Dempster laboured 

to assist Scottish a,p;riculture,to forward 

Scottish industries,and to open up isolated 

parts of the Highlands by press ing for the 

making of new roads. In 1786 , he purcha sed 

Skibo, In Sutherland, principally to further his 

schemes for land improvment in the Hi ghlands. 

Helen Dempster was the youno;cst of five 

children . Her brother,George,wa s the eldest of 

t~e family and the names of her three sisters 

were Katherine,Uertrude and vharlotte . Taeir 
- ' 1 ,, ~ .. , 

parents d ied when Helen was a child and t ney 

were adopted ana brought up by their uncle 

and aunt,Georg e Boper Dempster of Skibo, and 

his wife,Joanna Dundas of Arniston . 

,fuen she was living i n Sutherla nd,tlelen 
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made f riends with the daughter of a neighbouring 

laird, Marga.:cet Gilchrist of Ospisdale, whose home 

was ne ~r Skibo. Both g irls were dissatisfied 

with t vie educat ion thoup;ht suitable for "young 

ladie s " i n the fifties and sixties of the nine teenth 

century; but rlelen tempered her learning with 

commonsense and affection for her f amily; her friend 

~1-'Md was a bluestocking, i mpatient of the wrongs 

o f women,straining to master half a dozen sub~ects , 

to l ear n Latin and~ebrew,to study music , painting 

and poetry. 

I n 1866 , George Dempster sold Ski bo , He moved 

further south and se t tled at Or miston Hall i n East 

Lothian. The neices divided themselve s between 

Ormiston and Junn ichen ,where Kate kept house for 

her brother. From this time ,for more than t wenty 

years Hel en and her friend kept up a tireless 

correspondence, only one hal f of w~ich has survived 

but the l ives of both c an be judged f rom Helen 's 

l etters alone . 

·,ve think of Victorian women as l eading 
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restricted lives,ignoring that for many t he restrictions 

repre sented dignity a nd security; yet to str~ggle 

for independence was to be labelled " advanced". But 

the Dempsters were c e rtainly not restricted to a narrow 

circle. From Skibo to Dunnichen, Dunnichen to London, 

London to Devonshire or to the Continent and back again, 

they travelled with no more fuss than we should make of 

a motor-trip to t he Lak e s. True, t here was always a 

backg round of ladies' maids,butlers and f ootmen, and a 

l arge househ old was as much part of the ir existence as 

t he clothes they wore; but it was railway-travel t hat 

mad e so many changes poss i ble, in contra st to the genera tion 

previous t o theirs,ilhich had made infrequent journeys 

by Mail-6oach, or if wealthy, haa driven t heir well­

upholstere d c arriage s over the newly-mad e roads of 

Eng l a nd and the Continent . 

Lif e at Ormiston was very sociable. In 

summe r and autumn there was~ constant series of 

visitors., who c ame,not for a week-end but for a 

fortn i ght,a month,or even longer. And the visitors 



brought their 1113iiaa Au valet s, the ir children-- even 

the governess. There were also the county neighbours, 

In the summer of 1866, Forfarshire wa s very gay~'Every 
I'\. 

day we go somewhere,or someone comes to see ua",writes 

Helen. ( The day before,the Garne~i~es of Lour had 

driven over with all the ir party and arrived at half 

past n ine in the evening on an impromptu visit. One 

week t here was a review of the Volunteers . 

had the Colonel staying with them, but Helen t hought 

the Review was not a gr eat success.) 

In July,they got up a monster picnic at their 

cottage beside Loch Fethie. This had taken much 

preparat i on ,she herself had sewn yards and yard s of 

pink ruffles for the cottage curtains. There was 

a large party in the house and t he night before they 

had danced till one in the morning . But t hey were 

up early to see to the l ast ~reparations and arran~e 

t he flowers for the tables. "There was amusement 

for everyone---- the military bana,bright li~hta and sax 

shadows on the waters of t he lake,boats arriving ana 
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and landing smart laa ies in white, and later,quadrillea 

and lancers being danced upon the grass at the water's 

edge. Rowing and fishing,and for t ho se who were 
A r 

sentimental,tetes a tetes in quiet ~aths,and finally, 

a capital floor in the cottage for waltsing . Ever ybody 

seemed nleased, and the nopulation of Forfar, at one 

time nearly a thousand strong,confined themselves to 

the onnosite bank,from which, as the lake ls narrow,they 

could enjoy the band and watch the nroceedings. .L'he 

final entertainment was when Mr Carnegie of Lour drove 

h is four-in-hand,with all the ladies of his party on 

top ,right round the l ake. As the trees met closely 

overhead,the poor ladies hats a nd bonnets were nearly 

swept off their heads. II 

Next day the house-party was photographed, "and 

I hear it was successful. " Photography still required 

a long p ose and a whole group was apt to show movement 

somewhere . 

In Lonuon they stayed at ~l aridges. This 

was ve ry pl easant,because their uncle and aunt ~ave 
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them "nerfec t liberty". Helen and Charlotte even 

went to the Watercolour Exhibition with the Ellis 

girls in two '1:!laDrll.somws ! Lady Howard de Walden saw 

,hem of~~ and with a most expre ssive Oesture,remarked 

11 Well!younp; ladies-- ~hat next?" It was considered 

"fast" for l ad ies to c.trive in a handsom• , ana. t l1is 

expe.tlition was no doubt a great concession to light­

hearted youth. 

l'lut Helen and her sister were youn,:i; enoup;h to 

enjoy everything as it c ~me . Receptions at gr e at 

London housAs,where they saw Roy~lty, both ~n~lish and 

forei~n; t he Opera ,where Mar io was singinp:; ; the theatres, 

or an afternoon at a pictu e p:;allery
1
where they 

compared ~itian with Veronese or criticised the pob traits 

of Lely and Kneller. 

Back at Ormiston next ye·,r there were more 

house parties. Mr and l-ir s Disraeli came to stay at 

Arniston for a Party Meeting and a banquet at Edinburgh, 

Helen recounts some of the "bricks" dropped by Mrs Disraeli 

the elderly adoring wife,who wore a yellow wig and dressed 
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young in an age when middle aged women draped lace 

shawls over the 1 r eveninr.r dresses . 

The d inners 3.nd .1unketlng <in this occasion 

seem to i ~ thorou~hly upset bcither George,who 
" 

suf ·ered f rom aet!llJla and found. his heart affected by 

the strain of late hours added to the over-eating 

entailed by lon~ a.inners. 

In all the l e tters there ls constant reference to 

t he frustr ·, tions and vexations enaured by her friend 

in her quest for learning. The 1mpos s1bll1ty of study 

in a house full of visitors. 'l'he noise of the youna;er 

ehildren at ho~e f or the holidays; or the aullness of 

what Helen c alls the"troglydite solitude of :Sutherland 

1n winter.·• "I know you aesplse a. inners "wr i tee Helen, 

who is keeping house for her aunt, " but l am 

immeBsed 1n soups and entrees and find t he• very ., 
inter~stinA; . She was ver y hanpy when all the sisters 

were together,they had so much to say to one}-nother 1 

but her friend was irked by family llfe,and a few 

years l a ter,she broke with hur family and settled in 

London; thus, at the a~e of 28,definitely allying 
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. 
-0~ herself with ·• advanced females 11

• 

Home truths are diff icult to accept,even from a 

gr e,, t friend, "you are choosing a lonely a nd ndefended 

lifl,writes Helen,doubtle s s with an affecionate but 

shrewd apprec$ation of her friend's tendencie s. Family 

1 ife, she owns 1entail s many sacrifice s, 1)ut ~amily 

a f fection makes ~1em worth w11ils. Tt was the 

Victorian i,wornan' s phil osophy. l'he c1ose-kni t home 

circle,w~ich,thou~h it held t 11e s eeds of tyranny, also 

sustained and co~forted them i n ill-health and 

adversity ,as well as adllinr.- to t ·rnir hann ines w11en 

all went well . 

For the Dempster sister s the 1 ~s t ye · rs of the 

1s1xtie s pa ssed peacefully enou~h. The casual 

writing of daily doin~~ s and family p- ossip sometimes 

brin 7 s the past vePy cloae indeed. We can almos~ 

smell t he &loire de ~ijon roses ~iving out their 

scent on a warm summer ' s day . The windows are 

open,the lawns dan~l el with thB sha.df ows from the 

tre~s ~nd t 11e click of crquet balls - anu t he sound s 
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of g irls voice s hangs mn the air. "' 
But more than lft:fl 

years have gone by since the croquet balls were put 

away aft ~r the l ast game and the crisp sound of carria~e 

whee ls on gravel bore away t he visitors . The pointed 

writing on thick white paper is l eft to tell us of tha t 

summer ' s afternoon . 

The year 1870 ber,an with a tragedy for this f amily . 
' 

In Febuary,there w~s an outbreak of sc ,rlet fever at 

J unnichen . Six member s of the househol d caught the 

in:ection,includ i n~ Ka te ~nd Gertnude . Kate rec overed 

but Gertrude haa al ways b·~n delicate,she made no 

he 3~way a~ainst Lhe f ever, but ~ i ed within the month . 

Helen anct uh~rlotte were in Lo nuon at the time . 

Frqntic l etuers passed between London and J unnichen. The 

uncle anJ aunt went north to take char,~e of the d is-

-or~anised household and returned ,worn out with anxiety , 

s ome weeks l ater . Back at Ormiston in the summer rlelen 

was occupi ed i n desi~nin~ her sister ' s monument. In 

July she s1.ys noth i n'- of the ~atherina; w2.r clouds in 

Europe . The next letter is written i n Au~ua t. The 

• 
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collapse of France had c ome lik e a thunderbolt. The 

casualiti~s i n the battle appalled t ~em . Their days 

were spent collectin~ subscrip tions and supplies for 

the French hoapitals. They begged for old linen 

from f riend s which WAS made i nto shirts qnd band~~e s 

fo r the wounded . Yet,as Engl a nd wo s a n eutral, brother 

Geor~e,even in the mi dst of war, was able to slip over to 

Cherbour~ , where he had heard of a sailing yacht of 117 

tone II p;oinP: c he · p ". For t e n days nothin~ wa s heard 

of him and the sist e rs .ere v ery anx ious, but he re-aupeared 

in triumph with the yacht , which was ~nglish built 

and called the Le onora. She wns luxuriously fitted----

had a p i ano and t wo c annon--- a nd was a much smart0r 

ve ssel then her predec essor t t he B~lerina . 

Ne ither Helen Dempste r or her sister Charlotte h d 

good health. Bfte r 1870, they seem always to hav e 

wintered abroad . The next two winters were spent 

cruising i n the Mediterranian in their brother 's 

yacht , but George 's he alth was now causing anxiety . 
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After 1873,~~re is no mor~ mention of the yacht . 

Helen and Charlotte went t 0 Nice in the winter 

of 1873- 74• For £40 they iiere able to r ent a 

comfortable small flat for six months. Their 

French cook , who came in a.ally , vot 4Of . a month in 

wages , les s than 10/- a week . No wonder the invalids 

of Britain streamed across the channel to the 

Rivier a . Yet rlelen complai ned that their expenses 

were too heavy . No doubt ~act ors ana cures at Aix 

l e s Bains, r an away with a good deal 0 1' money . 

came from Helen ' s Godfather , and Charlotte wrote 

rielp 

several b0oks which had some success particularly her 

book "The Maritime Al ps an -~ the Seeboard" , which had 

a ~r .at success i n Fr · nce and brought a welcome 

au~ition to t heir income . 

But it is obvious that they haa a gr at ueal 

more leasure tho_n t he aver a~o woman can count on 

now-a-d 0 ys, thou,:i;h Helen wa s always workin,... at h ,ir 

German an~ Italian . She read ~rt ek and started to 

learn Latin and when in London went to I~atherley ' s 

. 
• 
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for naint in~ l essons . And t 11ere W'!S al W? ys tl-ie 

letter-writ~n~ to be ~ot through. ~hen the family was 

scattered, every member of it exnected a letJ\,r daily . 

And Helen ' s l ctt'3rs are not just scrappy notes . 'rhey 

cover al_l f urx sides of two srieets of paper . 

In the me1.ntime,Helen ' s fr iend. was veering 

between Lbn<ion anJ. ...,dinburp;h. In her d.et rmin4tion to 

live her own 11fe,she was growing into a l onely embittered 

woman . The great book was never written,the ~reat 

nicture w~s nev ~ painted. Though she had undoubted 

talent and mi "ht perhgps h~ve founi h·nuiness in a career 

to- d~y , she had. not the temperament that is able to set 

asi1e a ~r iev~nce ana concentrate on the work necessary 

to b:einP'. any r ew~d even to t'l.ose exceptionaly g ifted . 

Her experiences as ablitary suinster be-an to colour her 

views oh life ana considerable differences of opinion 

begin to show in the let ~ers . Mar garet had become a 

fervent aumiror of Ir ~l~tstone . Mr Gladstone and all 

his pol icies were anathema to Belen . There was women's 

suffra~e too Nothing would have convincei Helen it 

could brin~ a ny benefit to '1er sex ; but it attracted 
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her friend with a p'tfomise of ~re2ter independence for 

women. 

3uch differences were bound to af:ect t ~eir frie ndship 

in time . Helen could never understand how Margaret could 

cut herself off from all the ties of home ; she herself was 

devoted to her sisters and as t '1e uncle 13.nd aunt p;rew 

old she did not ~rud~e t •e carP ana af ·ection they 

needed . 

'.:.'he day came whe.1 Ormiston wg,s too l ar,.,.e anJ. too 

~roat a burden for t~e ol ~ people , A move was mRde to 

The neices superintended all t ~c details 

of the move and Helen p ersonally arranged ~er uncle ' s 

libary of 10 , 000 books . Geor~e Dempster was alr~ady 

in fail1n- health when he c ame to live in Zdinburgh. 

He d ied t he followin~ y~ar . His wife survived him by 

only t·11rteen ·nonths . 

Now,if they ~0sired it Helen and Charlotte had 

complete independence . They inherited t:1.eir uncle's 

fortune, ½ut,as Helen says, they had lost a settled home 

. ... 
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where the were loo~ed for an- needed. 

~till , she kept un with her friend ~or a few 

more years and then the 1et::,3rs come to n end . For 

some time they c an ~av ~ had little i n common but the 
·• 

assoc i ations of their almost ~orgotten youth. The 

friendsh i D had outlived itself hut the letters were 

not destroyed . 1-Jow they are linked ,-11th t hat Victorian 

way o:· life which seems to us so nlac id and secure . 
we 

Per haps i f J coul d exch·1.m;e our " fr eedom" for the ir 
· f \. 

conf i ience i n the f utur e we miv,ht feel suff ocated ; but 

it is nl8asant t o read of those days when life was not 

so much cluttered up with the necess ity to cook and 

house-cl ean 


