








bought with all the rest of my life’. Ruskin’s happiness was to be short-lived, as Rose
La Touche died in 1875 and he was to suffer the first of a series of mental breakdowns
two years later.

John Ruskin was by no means the only famous visitor to The Retreat during the
years in which it was occupied by the MacDonalds. In September 1872 MacDonald,
accompanied by his wife and eldest son, had embarked upon an extensive lecture
tour of Canada and the United States. On his return, in May 1873, The Retreat paid
host to a steady stream of distinguished visitors he had met on this tour. Amongst
these were Laird Collier and his two sons, Mrs Whitney, Mary Mapes Dodge (author
of The Silver Skates), Antoinette Sterling and Mark Twain. The American Jubilee
Singers also came and sang in the garden of the house.'”

In 1875, MacDonald, in order to provide accommodation for his large family, took
over River Villa, a small house adjoining The Retreat. This enabled Jane and Anne
Cobden to join the household thus establishing another link with Morris as Anne
was later to marry Thomas James Cobden-Sanderson who bound Morris’s much-
thumbed copy of Das Kapital, and later founded the Doves Bindery close to Kelmscott
House at 15 Upper Mall. Mrs Cobden-Sanderson later wrote that life at River Villa
was ‘full of excitement and interest. Meals were erratic; but no one complained, for
self-forgetfulness was the rule of the house. The belief in Divine Guidance carried us
over the difficulties’. '#

This period of family happiness at The Retreat was to be short-lived. In 1875 Mary,
one of the MacDonalds’ daughters, contracted scarlet fever. Her illness convinced her
father that The Retreat’s proximity to the Thames was unhealthy, so for much of that
summer the family went to live at Great Tangley Manor near Guildford. When the six
months lease on this house expired they moved to a newly-built house in Boscombe
which they named ‘Corage’ after the first word in MacDonald’s anagram ‘Corage!
God mend al’. Eventually, in the autumn of 1877, it was decided that Mary should
go to Italy for the winter, and lodgings were taken at the Palazzo Catteneo at Nervi.

At first MacDonald was unable to accompany the rest of his family to Italy as he
suffered a severe attack of bronchitis and pleurisy at The Retreat. However, as soon
as he was well enough to move he left the house for good in October 1877 in order
to stay with Mrs Cowper-Temple at 15 Great Stanhope Street. He was then further
delayed due to a recurrence of the financial problems which had dogged him for most
of his life. After paying the outstanding debts on The Retreat he found he was left
with only £50. Luckily fate intervened and he was granted a Civil List Pension of
£100 per annum by Queen Victoria. This meant that early in November 1877 he was
able to join his family in Italy.

The change of air did little to help Mary MacDonald and she died at Nervi on 27
April 1878. Strangely, on this day Morris was also in Italy, at Genoa, where he was
suffering from a particularly severe attack of gout!'® Despite the death of his daughter,
MacDonald greatly enjoyed the Italian climate and decided to settle in Italy for another
year taking the lease on the Villa Barratta at Porto Fino. Thereafter the MacDonalds
were to enjoy extended stays in Italy. Much of their time was spent at a new house,
the Casa Coraggio at Bordighera, which MacDonald had built. According to Greville
MacDonald Casa Coraggio ‘quickly became the centre of life for a rapidly growing
colony of intellectual Scots and English’.2° In December 1892 Jane Morris, who was
wintering at Bordighera, took part in one of the theatrical entertainments at Casa
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Coraggio. She wrote to Wilfrid Scawen Blunt: ‘I have been taking part is some
“tableaux vivants” at George MacDonald’s [and] people seemed pleased, some
characters are to be played tomorrow where I believe I am to be chief lover as I am
so much taller than anybody else’.?!

The Retreat remained empty for many months following MacDonald’s departure
in October 1877 and soon became riddled with damp. When Dante Gabriel Rossetti
visited it early in 1878 he found it dank and uninviting. In a letter to Jane Morris he
referred to ‘a frightful kitchen floor, perfectly dark and very incommodious — the
kitchen stairs being a sort of ladder with no light at all, in which smashes would I
think assail the ear whenever a meal was going on’.22 Morris, although perfectly
aware of The Retreat’s problems as he had written to MacDonald on the subject on
22 March 1878, was more positive. He described its location as ‘certainly one of the
prettiest in London’?? and loved the notion that the Thames linked it to his beloved
Kelmscott Manor in Oxfordshire. In the summer of 1878 he therefore took a twenty-
one year lease on the house from MacDonald and during the next few months entirely
renovated and redecorated the building at a cost of nearly £1,000. He and his family
moved into what he now called Kelmscott House in November 1878. So it came
about, as Mrs Cobden-Sanderson so aptly put it, that ‘the days of Christian Socialism
came to an end at Hammersmith, to be succeeded for a time in the same house by
the more strenuous days of Marxian Socialism’.2*
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