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About the book

NATIONAL BESTSELLER  

BEST BOOK OF THE YEAR  

#1 TERRIFIC READ - O, THE OPRAH MAGAZINE  

In a world where women like Idina Sackville dared to defy societal norms

and abandon their marriages, she stood out as the most notorious. NPR

reflects, "Even today, Lady Idina Sackville could get tongues wagging."

Could it be that Taylor Swift drew inspiration from Lady Sackville? Fans

speculate her connection to "The Bolter," a track from Swift’s

record-shattering album, *The Tortured Poets Department* (Tatler).

Idina Sackville's life was marked by scandal with her numerous affairs,

raucous sex parties, and her fearless rejection of societal expectations. This

behavior not only shocked the elite but also captivated an array of writers

and artists, influencing figures like Nancy Mitford and Greta Garbo. Beneath

her glamorous exterior, however, lay a story filled with betrayal and

heartbreak.

In *The Bolter*, Frances Osborne delves into the intriguing legacy of her

great-grandmother, Idina, utilizing personal letters, diary entries, and rich

family lore. From her spirited exploits in Edwardian London to her reign
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over the notorious Happy Valley Set in Kenya, Osborne presents a tale that is

as dazzlingly chic as it is profoundly intimate. Nearly a century later, Idina’s

vibrant spirit continues to resonate.

Praise:  

"Sackville’s passion lights up the page." - *Entertainment Weekly*  

"An engaging, definitive final look back at those naughty people who,

between the wars, took their bad behavior off to Kenya and whose

upper-class delinquency became gilded with unjustified glamour." -

*Financial Times*  

"Intoxicating." - *People*  
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Who should read this book The Bolter

"The Bolter" by Frances Osborne is a captivating read for those interested in

British history, particularly the early 20th century, and the lives of

scandalous women who defied societal norms. Readers who enjoy

biographies that delve into the complexities of family dynamics and personal

journeys will find it particularly engaging, as it chronicles the life of

Osborn's own grandmother, a notorious figure known for her tumultuous

romances and adventurous spirit. Fans of personal narratives that illuminate

broader cultural themes, such as feminism and the changing roles of women

in society, will appreciate her story as both a historical account and an

exploration of identity. Additionally, anyone intrigued by the interplay of

privilege, infidelity, and rebellion against tradition will be drawn to the vivid

portrayal of an extraordinary woman striving to carve out her own path.
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Key insights of The Bolter in table format

Title The Bolter

Author Frances Osborne

Genre Biography / Memoir

Published 2010

Main
Subject The life of Idina Sackville

Setting Early to mid-20th century, primarily in British Society

Key
Themes

Scandal, High Society, Women's independence, Expatriate
experiences, Family legacy

Plot
Summary

The book chronicles the tumultuous life of Idina Sackville, an infamous
member of the British aristocracy who was known for her scandalous
behavior, numerous marriages, and exotic lifestyle in colonial Africa.
Frances Osborne explores Idina's complex personality, her role as a
'Bolter' (a term for someone who bolts from one life to another), and
how her actions impacted her family, particularly her descendants.

Notable
Figures Idina Sackville, Frances Osborne (Author), the Sackville family

Style Narrative non-fiction with biographical elements, detailed character
analysis
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Title The Bolter

Impact
The book has been praised for its engaging writing and thorough
research, shedding light on a lesser-known historical figure and the
intricacies of high society in that era.
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The Bolter Summary Chapter List

1. Chapter 1: Unveiling Idina Sackville: The Enigmatic Bolter 

2. Chapter 2: The Allure of the Roaring Twenties and Its Consequences 

3. Chapter 3: Love, Scandal, and the Life of Luxury 

4. Chapter 4: The Impact of War on Idina's Life Choices 
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1. Chapter 1: Unveiling Idina Sackville: The
Enigmatic Bolter

In the first chapter of "The Bolter," Frances Osborne sets the stage for an

intriguing examination of Idina Sackville, a woman who became both an

icon and an anomaly of her time. Born into the upper echelons of British

society in 1893, Idina was a lady whose life was characterized by an

insatiable craving for adventure, independence, and a series of tumultuous

relationships. Her very persona epitomized the allure and complexity of the

early twentieth-century elite, a period that was marked by dramatic cultural

shifts and social upheaval.

Idina’s early life in the English countryside was shaped by privilege and

expectation. As the daughter of a wealthy aristocrat, she grew up surrounded

by the comforts and constraints of high society. However, Idina was never

content to simply adhere to the conventional roles prescribed for women of

her class. Instead, she was restless and rebellious, yearning for more than the

constraints of marriage and motherhood. This dissatisfaction with societal

norms would pave the way for her notorious reputation as “the Bolter.”

Before delving into her numerous escapades, Osborne reveals the

complexities of Idina’s character. Idina was not merely a socialite driven by

whims but a woman deeply aware of the confines placed upon her sex and

class. Her beauty and charm won her the affections of many, but she often
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chose to discard the stability these relationships offered in pursuit of fleeting

passions. This volatility defined her life; she bolted from one man to

another, seeking both love and a sense of freedom that felt perpetually

elusive.

The chapter highlights the paradox of Idina’s life—while she pursued the

exhilaration of romance and travel, she also faced judgment and ostracism

from society. Her marriages and affairs were spectacles, scrutinized by the

social elite who themselves were bound by rigid codes of behavior. Yet, it

was this very defiance that both fascinated and repelled those around her.

Osborne carefully portrays these societal tensions, emphasizing the courage

it took for a woman like Idina to carve out her identity in an age where

women were expected to possess a more subdued and compliant demeanor.

In examining Idina’s narrative, Osborne employs a rich tapestry of historical

context, weaving together anecdotal evidence and biographical accounts that

contribute to a fuller understanding of Idina's enigmatic presence. Key

figures from her life—including her lovers, adversaries, and family—are

introduced, showcasing the interconnectedness of high society and the

profound impacts that Idina’s choices had on those around her.

Ultimately, this chapter serves as an essential prologue to understanding not

just Idina Sackville, but also the broader societal transformations occurring
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during her lifetime. It urges readers to consider the complexities of her

character beyond the label of 'bolter.' Osbourne sets the tone for a

compelling exploration of a woman who dared to live life on her own terms

amid an era that was beginning to grapple with the future roles of women in

society.
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2. Chapter 2: The Allure of the Roaring
Twenties and Its Consequences

The Roaring Twenties, a decade characterized by unbridled spirit and

change, played a pivotal role in shaping the life and choices of Idina

Sackville, the central figure in Frances Osborne's biography, "The Bolter."

This chapter delves into the vibrant milieu of the 1920s, a period infused

with glamour, artistic upheaval, and societal transformations that paved the

way for new norms regarding gender, sexuality, and class.

Idina, born into an aristocratic family, found herself mesmerized by the

electrifying atmosphere of the time, where flapper culture and jazz music

revolutionized social gatherings. The allure of urban nightlife and the

burgeoning liberation of women captivated many, including Idina, whose

rebellious streak set her apart from the traditional expectations of her class.

This chapter paints a vivid picture of decadent parties, spirited dances, and

the intoxicating promise of freedom that defined the decade.

However, the glamour of the Roaring Twenties was not without its shadows.

As women began to push the boundaries of societal roles, the consequences

of such liberations manifested in a myriad of ways. For Idina, the

consequences included a series of tumultuous relationships and scandalous

affairs that jeopardized her standing in high society. The chapter explores

how the era's hedonism often masked personal turmoil—Idina’s pursuit of
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pleasure and distraction led her into a whirlwind of romantic entanglements

that would ultimately cultivate her reputation as 'the bolter.'  

The collision between societal expectations and personal desires during this

era is a central theme in the chapter. Idina’s escapades illustrated the

struggle many women faced; while they relished fleeting freedoms, they

often found themselves ensnared in the societal judgment that accompanied

their choices. The chapter chronicles how Idina, in her relentless pursuit of

autonomy, both exemplified and challenged the typical narratives of women

of her time. 

Moreover, the chapter also depicts the underlying tensions of the

decade—marked by the contrast between the dazzling lifestyle of the

wealthy elite and the stark realities of economic instability affecting many.

As the decade progressed, the impact of the First World War lingered,

leaving numerous individuals grappling with loss, trauma, and

disillusionment. This backdrop heightened the allure of the extravagant

lifestyle that many, including Idina, sought as a means of coping with the

scars of the past.

Through Osborne’s lens, readers gain insight into how Idina Sackville

navigated this complex landscape, embodying both the freedom and the peril

inherent in the Roaring Twenties. The chapter concludes by setting the stage

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


for the repercussions that Idina's choices would have—not just for herself,

but for future generations, illustrating the dichotomy of liberation and

entrapment that defined many lives during this vibrant yet volatile period.

The allure of the Roaring Twenties, with all its consequences, remains a

dance of dichotomies, reflecting the unsteady balance between the search for

personal freedom and the inevitable return to societal norms.
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3. Chapter 3: Love, Scandal, and the Life of
Luxury

In the seductive world of the early 20th century, Chapter 3 delves into the

tumultuous and glamorous life of Idina Sackville, the protagonist of Frances

Osborne's "The Bolter." This chapter explores Idina’s romantic

entanglements, her penchant for scandal, and her unwavering desire for a life

draped in luxury.  

  

Idina, recognized for her beauty and charm, swiftly became a celebrated

figure in the social circles of London and abroad. Her series of high-profile

marriages and affairs were often marked by dramatic flair, embodying the

very essence of a modern woman in a society that oscillated between

traditional values and the hedonistic currents of the Roaring Twenties. From

her early marriage to the wealthy but dull Lord William Sackville, to her

subsequent relationships that often ended in controversy, the chapter details

how Idina navigated love—a pursuit that often seemed inseparable from

scandal.  

  

Her notorious affairs were not merely episodes of romance; they highlighted

both Idina’s relentless pursuit of emotional fulfillment and her social

aspirations. The chapter recounts significant relationships with influential

men, including her passion for the dashing and adventurous men that

captured her attention, ultimately culminating in the shock of infidelity that
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would mar her reputation. Idina exemplified a longing for freedom that

reflected the shifting values of the time, as many women began seeking

autonomy in their personal lives.  

  

Wealth and luxury were essential components of Idina's existence,

underpinning her desire to be surrounded by opulence. Her life of glamour

was characterized by lavish parties, extravagant homes, and elaborate travel.

As she moved through sumptuous surroundings, the narrative highlights how

Idina was often seen as a fashion icon, setting trends and embodying the

liberated spirit of the era.  

  

However, while her life seemed marked by enjoyment and privilege, the

chapter does not shy away from the darker implications of her choices.

Scandal permeated her existence, leading to social ostracism and personal

turmoil. Each relationship brought with it a cycle of passion and despair,

illustrating the consequences of her relentless pursuit of love intertwined

with societal expectations and personal desires.  

  

Ultimately, this chapter paints a vivid portrait of Idina Sackville’s complex

character, exploring the contradictions of a woman who embraced the

luxurious life she yearned for while simultaneously facing the societal

repercussions that came with her romantic decisions. Love and scandal

became inextricably linked in her narrative, exemplifying the perilous yet
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exhilarating dance of desire amid the rapid transformations of a society on

the brink of modernity.
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4. Chapter 4: The Impact of War on Idina's Life
Choices

As the world plunged into the chaos of the First World War, Idina Sackville's

life took an unexpected turn that would shape her choices and define her

legacy. The onset of war brought with it a multitude of societal shifts and

personal challenges that forced Idina to reevaluate her priorities. The

carefree days of the Roaring Twenties, filled with lavish parties and

indulgence, were abruptly supplanted by the stark realities of conflict and

loss. 

In the early years of the war, Idina, much like many of her contemporaries,

found that the glimmer of her glamorous lifestyle began to dim. The men she

once courted were now enlisting or being deployed overseas, and the

careless excitement of her past dissipated into a sobering awareness of

mortality. As her circle of friends shrank due to conscription and casualties,

Idina felt both the personal and collective impacts of the war, prompting a

profound reflection on her life choices. 

The war not only altered Idina's relationships but also her perspective on

love and commitment. Her previous marriages and romantic escapades had

been largely characterized by a pursuit of pleasure and societal approval.

However, as reports of the war’s devastating toll flooded the media, Idina's

understanding of companionship evolved. She began to long for deeper
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connections that transcended superficial allure. The uncertainty of life made

her crave stability, pushing her—at times—to reconsider her views on

loyalty and fidelity.

Moreover, the war spurred Idina towards a more assertive lifestyle. In the

face of adversity, Idina channeled her energies into charitable work and

supporting the war effort, aligning herself with various organizations that

focused on aiding soldiers and their families. This pivot marked a significant

shift in her identity; she became a woman of action, using her social

standing and resources to make a difference. This newfound sense of

purpose infused her life with meaning that had previously been absent amid

her frivolous escapades.

Idina also faced personal upheavals that mirrored the turmoil of the world

around her. The emotional strain of witnessing friends suffer and perish in

battle exacerbated her tumultuous relationships. Her history of being labeled

'The Bolter' for her hasty departures from marriages took on a new

dimension as she grappled with the uncertainty of love in a time of war.

With each passing day, the fabric of her relationships frayed, reshaping her

views on trust and commitment.

As the war progressed, Idina’s decisions became increasingly

inward-looking, steering her towards a desire for authenticity in her life. The
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pressure of societal expectations and the quest for fame faded in the face of

the harsh realities of the world concurrent with the war. This internal

transformation was both liberating and constraining, as she wrestled with the

paradox of independence amidst a backdrop of ongoing loss.

In summation, the impact of World War I on Idina Sackville transcended

mere external changes; it necessitated a comprehensive reevaluation of her

life’s narrative. The war not only forced Idina to confront the impermanence

of her previous lifestyle but also prompted her to embrace a more profound,

albeit tumultuous, journey of self-discovery and resilience. The imprint of

war on her choices illustrates a woman navigating the tenuous balance

between the desire for autonomy and the need for connection, shaping her

into a figure of complexity and depth in the annals of history.
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5. Chapter 5: Generational Secrets: The Legacy
of the Bolter

Chapter 5 delves into the profound legacy that Idina Sackville, known as

"The Bolter," left behind for her descendants and the broader cultural

landscape of the time. The chapter explores how her scandalous life choices

and unorthodox views on love and relationships had lasting implications on

her family and on the social norms of future generations.

Idina Sackville was not merely a product of her time; she was a catalyst for

change, challenging societal expectations and redefining femininity and

independence. As the chapters of her life unfolded—from her glamorous

escapades in the Roaring Twenties to her tumultuous marriages—Idina’s

actions resonated within her family, impacting her children and their

perceptions of love, loyalty, and freedom.

Particularly, her daughter, whom Idina left behind in search of a more

liberated life, struggled under the weight of her mother's legacy. This

generational strain is evident as Idina's daughter navigated her own

relationships, often feeling the pressure to either conform to societal norms

or embrace the more liberated yet chaotic worldview her mother embodied.

The dichotomy of choice versus expectation creates a compelling narrative

of how Idina’s legacy influenced her family’s identity through both

reverence and resistance.
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Idina's unabashed refusal to adhere to the conventional roles of wife and

mother became both a source of inspiration and a point of contention within

her descendants. Her grandchildren, on the one hand, idolized her fierce

independence and elegance, but on the other, they often grappled with the

emotional ramifications of a matriarch who prioritized personal freedom

over familial duties. The complexity of her legacy is further highlighted by

the differing narratives within the family, as some leaned towards honoring

Idina's adventurous spirit, while others viewed her as a figure of shame.

As socioeconomic and cultural conditions shifted over the decades, the

implications of Idina’s choices took on new meanings. The feminist

movements of the late twentieth century drew heavily on the groundwork

laid by women like Idina, who had lived life on their own terms decades

earlier. The chapter examines how her defiance of traditional marriage and

motherhood reshaped the dialogue around female autonomy, sparking

reevaluations of what it meant to be a woman in society.

Furthermore, the impact of Idina's escapades reached beyond her immediate

lineage. The Bolter’s life became a fascinating lens through which historians

and scholars began to analyze the roles of women in pre-and post-war

Britain. Her story illuminated the often overlooked narratives of women who

sought fulfillment beyond domestic spheres, encouraging a broader
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movement toward redefining femininity.

Overall, Chapter 5 encapsulates how Idina Sackville’s legacy is

characterized not only by the controversial choices she made but also by the

generational secrets that were whispered across decades. These secrets

reflect a blend of admiration and reproach, weaving a complex tapestry of

familial bonds and societal expectations. The chapter concludes by inviting

readers to consider the lasting effects of these secrets on contemporary

notions of independence and the evolving legacy of women who dare to

disrupt the status quo.
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6. Chapter 6: Reflections on Idina's Life and
Historical Context

Idina Sackville, the woman at the heart of Frances Osborne's compelling

biography "The Bolter," emerges as a figure who is both captivating and

deeply emblematic of her time. Her life, steeped in glamour, rebellion, and

tragedy, reflects the broader societal transformations occurring in the early

20th century. In examining Idina's legacy, one cannot overlook the societal

norms that dictated the behavior and expectations of women during her time,

nor the historical events that shaped the opportunities available to her.

Born into the English aristocracy in 1893, Idina was introduced to a world

filled with privilege and obligation. As the daughter of a famous Earl, her

early life was marked by high society's expectations, where marriage was

often seen as the ultimate goal for women. However, the changing tides of

the early 1900s, significantly affected by the suffragette movement, the

aftermath of World War I, and the allure of the Roaring Twenties, provided

Idina with the backdrop to challenge these conventions. 

As the world transitioned through the turbulence of war and the exuberance

of new freedoms, Idina’s character began to mirror this zeitgeist. She

became not just a bolter, a term that denoted a woman who left her husbands

to pursue a life of independence, but a symbol of modern womanhood at a

time when traditional gender roles were rapidly being redefined.  Her affairs,
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lavish lifestyle, and multiple marriages scandalized and fascinated London

society, reflecting the desires of a generation yearning for liberation and

expressing their individuality.

However, her story does not just highlight the joys of a liberated lifestyle; it

also reveals the inherent loneliness and heartache that came with her choices.

The loss of her children and the turbulence of her multiple relationships

paint a poignant picture of the emotional price of her freedom, reminding

readers that the pursuit of happiness often accompanies immense sacrifice. 

Historically, Idina's life can also be viewed through the lens of the cultural

shifts of her time. The disillusionment following World War I initiated a

search for new meanings and identities, particularly for women who had

tasted independence outside of domestic confines. Events such as the rise of

the flapper and changing attitudes towards sexuality and marriage reflect a

society in flux, and Idina was very much part of this changing landscape.

Her refusal to be shackled by the expectations of her class and gender was

both radical and reflective of a newfound spirit that defined many women of

her era.

As the narrative unfolds, it becomes evident that Idina was not alone in her

quest for autonomy. Many women, emboldened by the war and the shifting

social climate, began to reject traditional roles and assert their independence
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in similar ways. Idina’s story thus serves as a microcosm of the broader

feminist movements eloquently flowering during the early 20th century; it

invites reflection on the painful realities that accompanied this struggle for

liberation.

In conclusion, Idina Sackville's life, as captured by Frances Osborne, is a

testament to the complexities of femininity and the historical context that

shaped it. It invites readers to contemplate not only Idina’s choices but also

the generations of women who grappled with similar identities and societal

constraints. Understanding Idina's legacy is therefore more than a look back

at a scandalous life; it is a study of resilience, transformation, and the

relentless quest for identity within the bounds of history.
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5 Key Quotes of The Bolter

1. "The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there." 

2. "To be a bolter in life was to be alive, to take risks, and to embrace the

chaos; it was a rebellion against convention." 

3. "Love is a treacherous game, often leaving behind a trail of wreckage and

broken hearts." 

4. "In the end, our stories are all we have; they are the threads that weave our

identities together." 

5. "Every choice we make shapes our destiny, leading us down paths we

never expected." 
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