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‘Compendious, admirably researched and meticulously sourced … Neither jargon nor judgmentalism mars her deft handling of over a hundred scattered families. The prose is crisp, the turn of phrase as neat as Master Freddie’s going-away outfit. It is to Brendon’s credit that so salutary a saga is yet a joy to read’


John Keay, Literary Review


‘Brendon has carved a rich narrative out of memoirs, journals and oral testimonies … her book is full of fascinating information about the methods and institutions the British improvised in order to cope with life in India … But Children of the Raj is at its strongest when evoking the emotional history of children born in the Raj’


Pankaj Mishra, New Statesman


‘Engrossing … Closely researched and engagingly written. In painstaking detail and with great sympathy, Brendon recounts the poignant stories of the British children born under the Raj … their experiences often make heart-rending reading’


Dominic Sandbrook, Evening Standard


‘She invokes the brilliant scenes and haunting echoes of a world gone by, with appealing photographs, viewed through the eyes of children, who were more open than their parents to India’s “large warm embrace”, and sometimes more insightful’


BACSA magazine


‘Impeccably researched, Children of the Raj is a fresh look on an old subject’


Hampstead and Highgate Express


‘By turns fascinating, moving and shocking’


Belfast Telegraph


‘Brendon has unearthed some excellent material among the interviews she carried out with the British survivors of the Raj’


Peter Parker, Daily Telegraph


‘A fascinating and refreshingly child-centred account’


Seán Lang, Times Educational Supplement


‘Brendon … astutely unravels the racial dimensions of the 20th-century Raj’


Andrew Lycett, Sunday Times


‘Brendon especially has uncovered a great deal of new material by interviewing families with Indian connections; and even more, perhaps, by persuading them to search attics up and down the land for long-forgotten letters that passed between parents on location and offspring who had been left at home’


Geoffrey Moorhouse, Guardian


‘This is a welcome insight into a little-explored area of Anglo-Indian history’


Irish Examiner


‘This wide-ranging, highly intelligent study of the treatment and behaviour of Raj children, drawing on written accounts, letters, interviews, and a more modern approach to the subject of separation than was then available, fills a gap in our knowledge and understanding of what now seems the weird phenomenon of Raj exile of the young’


Isabel Quigly, The Tablet


‘This fascinating account’


John Hinton, Catholic Herald


‘This well-crafted and researched book’


Oldie


‘A very readable, thorough and entertaining account of the tribulations and joys of life in India’


Denis Judd, Times Literary Supplement
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Explanatory Notes


INDIAN PLACE NAMES


The book refers to places by their old names, as used in the days of the Raj (e.g. Simla), except where reference is made to places today (e.g. Shimla).


WOMEN’S SURNAMES


In the first reference to married women who were children under the Raj both married and maiden names are given. Subsequently, the name by which the subject was known at the time of the reference is used. For those who are referred to only as children maiden names only are used.


QUOTATIONS


Occasional changes to punctuation and spelling have been made in the interests of clarity.
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Glossary






	Anglo-Indian

	Term used to describe British people resident in India, later used to describe people of mixed Indian and British race






	ayah/amah

	Children’s nanny (or lady’s maid)






	baba log

	Children






	Begum

	Title of high-ranking married Muslim woman






	box-wallah

	Pejorative word for people involved in trade or commerce (originally pedlar)






	burra sahib

	Important European






	charpoy

	Bed






	chi chi

	Term used to describe Eurasians or their lilting form of speech






	country-born

	Disparaging term for those who were not only born but also brought up in India






	crannies

	Clerks






	dacoit

	Robber belonging to an armed gang






	dhooly

	Covered litter






	dhye

	Wet-nurse (also spelt dhaye)







	domiciled

	Europeans whose families had made their home in India, often synonymous with Eurasian






	Eurasian

	Person of mixed Indian and European race






	ferringhies

	Indian term for Europeans (foreigners)






	fishing fleet

	Term used to describe British girls who went to India to find a husband among the bachelors working there






	furlough

	Period of leave, usually spent back in Britain






	godown

	Outbuilding, sometimes referring to servants’ quarters






	heaven-born

	The higher ranks of the Indian Civil Service, the elite of the British in India






	Home

	Used with a capital letter by Anglo-Indians to refer to Britain






	ICS

	Indian Civil Service






	John Company

	Affectionate term for the East India Company






	Kindertransport

	Scheme for transporting Jewish children out of Nazi-occupied countries in Europe






	maidan

	Public open space






	mali

	Gardener






	mofussil

	Country districts






	munshi

	Teacher or tutor






	nabob

	Old term for an Anglo-Indian who made a princely fortune in India






	pan

	Betel leaves used as a drug or stimulant (or paan)






	pani

	Water






	Presidency

	Administrative area in India (e.g. Madras)






	pukka

	Originally meaning correct, it came to mean respectable






	purdah

	Women living in an area secluded from men






	Raj

	British sovereignty in India






	Resident

	Official representative of the British in an Indian princely state






	rupee

	Indian currency. I have taken ten rupees to be worth one pound.






	sepoy

	Indian infantry soldier serving the British






	SPCK

	Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge






	suttee

	Hindu rite of widow-burning






	syce

	Indian groom






	thugee

	Banditry






	tonga

	Light two-wheeled vehicle






	writer

	Junior grade in East India Company






	zenana

	Part of the house reserved for women









INTRODUCTION


‘We Indian Children’


The children of the Raj are legion. Over the whole period of British rule in India their numbers amounted to millions – so many that almost every family in the country has some Indian connection. And tens of thousands of those who spent their childhood under the British Raj are still alive, the youngest of them now middle-aged. I am not one of them. Yet in the course of my research for this book I have discovered ancestors who did work in India: Grenfells and Moyles who travelled from Cornwall to serve in Indian regiments, build railways or sit on medical boards. One, Colonel Charles Augustus Moyle of the Bombay Native Infantry, left a memoir which deals mainly with his fighting, shooting and pig-sticking exploits. But it does mention in passing the birth in various army camps of three ‘little strangers’. Augusta, Agnes and ‘a son and heir’, in 1849, 1850 and 1851.1 Sadly the Colonel died while writing the memoir, which ends in 1852, so I have been unable to discover the fate of these infants. A member of my husband’s family, Patrick Brendon of the Indian Civil Service (ICS), also wrote a memoir which features in this book. Many who inquire into their family history discover similar links with the Indian subcontinent.


Nevertheless the story of Raj children has never fully been told, though it is one of compelling interest. It is dramatic and traumatic, involving dangerous voyages, vivid experiences in exotic places and profound emotions springing from the sudden, unexplained and lengthy separation of children from their parents. ‘We Indian children’, William Makepeace Thackeray called himself and his cousin, who were sent to England in 1817 aged five and four respectively, accompanied only by an Indian servant. It was a six-month journey broken by a stay on St Helena; here the boys caught a glimpse of the exiled Napoleon Bonaparte who, the servant told them, ‘ate all the little children he could lay hands on’. They survived the hazards and ended up in a ‘dreadful’ school, where William’s only hope of comfort was that he would dream of his mother.2 The tragic plight of such youngsters is well illustrated by two celebrated fictional characters. Punch, in Rudyard Kipling’s semi-autobiographical Baa Baa, Black Sheep, is deprived of his parents and victimised by his guardian during a five-year exile from India. And Mary Lennox, in The Secret Garden, is orphaned and transplanted abruptly from bowers of scarlet hibiscus to a bleak Yorkshire moor.


This book tells the true stories of many other ‘black sheep’ and ‘disagreeable-looking’ children. It encompasses all the territory of the Indian subcontinent, including what are now the separate countries of Pakistan and Bangladesh, but excluding the small French, Portuguese, Dutch and Danish enclaves retained at different times by Britain’s erstwhile rivals. It extends to neighbouring Burma, which was part of the Raj between 1886 and 1935. It also includes Ceylon (Sri Lanka), virtually linked by Adam’s Bridge to the mainland but a separate Crown Colony from 1815 to 1948. The book covers the period from the 1760s, when the British first began to colonise India, to the 1960s, by which time most British people had left the subcontinent. Its subject is the young progeny of traders, soldiers, civil servants, missionaries, planters, engineers and others working in India during this time. (In those days they were called ‘Anglo-Indians’, a term which later came to mean those of mixed race, who used to be known as ‘Eurasians’, and this book uses the terminology of the Raj.) The narrative begins in the unpredictable days of the East India Company’s rule. It explores the dangers of the Afghan wars and the Indian Mutiny. It moves through the more settled era presided over by the Queen-Empress. It culminates in the twentieth-century conflicts leading to Britain’s hurried exit. And it finishes with those who stayed on after the Raj was over. Against this changing background families struggled to find a modus vivendi and adopted different solutions to the problem of what to do with the children born during long periods of Indian service.


In making these decisions Raj parents were presented with an eternal dilemma, which gives the book a permanent relevance. Should they risk the happiness of their offspring for the sake of physical safety, material well-being or future prospects? The problem is as acute now as ever it was, preoccupying modern parents who also feature briefly in these pages: wartime families using overseas evacuation schemes; persecuted Jews saving their children’s lives with the help of Kinder-transport; West Africans currently seeking educational advantage for their children by having them fostered in Britain; Asian parents sending sons and daughters to British boarding schools; multinational business employees trotting the globe with their families; and hardworking Western mothers and fathers who ‘are rarely, if ever, both home awake with the kids at the same time’. The mother quoted here loves her tough, well-paid job on a New York magazine but she ‘will never be able to share the surprise [her two sons] feel when they find a cicada in the grass because stopping to marvel at the cicada means I will miss my morning train’.3 Journalist Gary Younge recognised such parallels when he rebuked a British government minister who accused asylum-seekers of deserting their families for money: ‘He could just as easily have been talking about the staff at the East India Company.’4


It is not hard to talk of East India Company staff separated from their families for they have left behind plentiful evidence, on which I have drawn heavily. As Francis Pemberton wrote to his sisters just after he had begun employment with the Company in 1771, they would all have ‘to correspond and tell each other our thoughts and sentiments and wishes’.5 This need did not diminish over the years of the Raj. Families often kept such letters, with their exciting and poignant evocations of life in India or their dutiful descriptions of school activities. They often contain illustrations. More recent ones have visual expressions of love in the form of noughts and crosses to represent hugs and kisses. Diaries, scrapbooks and photograph albums, compiled as a record for children or parents, have also been preserved, sometimes bearing the ravages of damp and decay, to say nothing of white ants. Many such records have been deposited in public archive collections like the India Office Library, Royal Commonwealth Society and National Army Museum or in county record offices. In addition some firms, Thomas Cook and Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation (HSBC), for example, have well-preserved archives which shed light on family life under the Empire. Other bundles of correspondence still rest in family attics but I have been lucky enough to see some of these too. One man arrived for an interview in a Bristol hotel carrying a suitcase full of his own schoolboy letters to his parents in India; until that very morning, when he had been exploring on my behalf, he had not realised that his father had kept them. Ephemera of other kinds have also come to light. One woman had preserved the aeroplane tickets by which she and her sister travelled to India as Unaccompanied Minors. They showed just how costly air travel was, even after the war.


Of course these records have their limitations. The adults who wrote letters and diaries had their own concerns and might not fully appreciate their children’s feelings. Take the case of Lady Nugent, who accompanied her husband on a lucrative tour of duty to India from 1811 to 1815, leaving at home her four children, including a six-week-old baby. Just before her return she recorded in her journal the certainty that her trials (illness, anxiety and homesickness) had been worthwhile and that ‘We have done our duty by our children.’6 There is no evidence of how well George, Louisa, Maria and baby Edmund bore her absence. Children’s letters, where they do survive, were often censored by guardians or teachers. In the early nineteenth century a governess insisted that one small child should dictate a list of the wrong and self-willed things she had done – to be sent to her parents. Some letters from school bear stern teachers’ notes, such as this one added to a boy’s appeal to his parents for money: ‘He gets his pocket money every week and does not need any more.’7


Yet the authentic tones of lost generations of children echo down the ages. Their preoccupations range from the profound to the trivial. On a letter received from her mother in 1843 explaining that ‘it was a great trial to both Papa and myself to leave you behind’ a child has added a pencilled note: ‘O dear Mamma.’8 In 1905 a young girl says that she has broken her stays jumping off the garden wall; she wants to leave off this uncomfortable garment but does not know what she can pin her skirt to. She ends with an anxious appeal for help from her distant mother: ‘What could I do about that do you think Darling?’9 Sometimes the letters of a lonely child contain the ‘anguished poetry’ mentioned by Katie Hickman in a recent review. One wrote from England to her mother in India: ‘Just now as I looked out of the window I saw a huge, big, perfectly round, red sun sinking behind the trees. I have told him to give you my love when he sees you in a few minutes. I hope he will do so.’10 In such poignant extracts the youthful figures in sepia photographs are given a voice.


A good example of the importance of letters to writers, recipients and posterity are those of Sir Henry Thornhill to his grandchildren. Sir Henry had been a child in India, surviving a long siege at Agra during the 1857 Mutiny (which caused the death of many other members of the Thornhill family). After that he was sent to school in England, but only his orphaned cousin Henrietta seems to have preserved his schoolboy correspondence. He wrote her cheerful, ill-spelt letters, reporting that Eton was ‘the joliest place I ever was at’ once he had got over the initial period when ‘I had no one to tell me what I ought to do’.11 Henry followed his father into an Indian career, in the later stages of which he kept in touch with his grandchildren in England through letters, containing beautiful illustrations of Indian wildlife. Soon after he retired to England in 1914 his daughter’s husband was posted to India and so the flow of letters across the seas continued, every word in them conveying ‘a kiss from Kaka [Grandpa]’. As Sir Henry was now a lonely widower the letters consoled him as much as they did his grandchildren. On Christmas Day 1921 he wrote: ‘I called out as I awoke, “A Merry Christmas to you all!”’ Of special value to eight-year-old Teddy were the letters awaiting him at every port of call on his solitary voyage to England in 1922. Sir Henry continued to write to Teddy, who was not very happy at school, urging him to ‘keep smiling and pegging away’. Eventually, of course, the boy became embarrassed to receive Kaka’s letters in their painted envelopes. Nevertheless he knew that they came from ‘the best friend I ever had’. The stock of over a thousand letters lay in the family attic for sixty years but a selection has now been published on a website, providing evidence not only of the imperial way of life but also of the emotions it inspired.12


In addition, those who have spent time abroad are particularly prone to write retrospectively about their childhood; whether published or in manuscript, polished or artless, these memoirs form another valuable source of information. Of course, the writers may be selective in what they record and they are likely to be middle-class people. But I do not agree with the American historian who argued recently for the rejection of these ‘one-sided interpretations’, hoping that they would soon ‘become extinct along with the “tribe” of former colonizers’.13 It is true that children of the Raj have tended to see their parents’ Indian work in a favourable light, but that does not invalidate their childhood memories. In any case, as well as loyal defenders like M. M. Kaye and Iris Portal, there are more objective sons and daughters. Henry Beveridge concluded that his parents spent their lives working ‘for a purpose which has not been accomplished’. Michael Foss quotes his father’s verdict that ‘we members of the Raj botched it … because we lacked sympathy and understanding’.14 It is quite wrong to claim that archivists and publishers have sought out only ‘positive narratives’.15


What good autobiographies can do, as the literary critic Richard Coe suggests, is to present the child’s angle of vision, capture the magical experience of childhood and convey the sense of ‘moving and existing in a universe which is full; of being crowded in on all sides by sounds and colours, by flowers, butterflies and grasses’.16 Because such self-revelations were usually written after the death of parents, aunts, guardians and schoolteachers (sometimes in an age which encouraged freer expression of feelings), they were more honest than juvenile letters could ever be. This does not mean that such writers have ‘consistently depicted both parents and children as martyrs’, creating ‘much ado about family sacrifice’ to the imperial cause.17 Some, like John Harvey-Jones, do convey the genuine misery of years of separation and parents’ ‘woeful misunderstanding … of how a child of six or seven perceives life’.18 Others suggest gently that ‘parents of Empire-born children … never seemed to understand how much we loved the places where we spent our formative years’.19 And many simply evoke the spirit of their childhood in glowing images like Hilda Reid’s drawings of ‘Father Being Happy’ and ‘Jungle Tales’.


More vivid than anything else, perhaps, is oral testimony. I acquired most of this by conducting over fifty interviews with Raj children from varying walks of life, tracked down by following up leads like a photograph displayed in a south Indian hotel converted from a family residence. It was four-year-old David Baker in a toy pedal car adorned with a Union Jack who first drew me to the children of the Raj. And I was eventually able to meet David’s sister and sister-in-law. It has been more rewarding to talk to people than to rely on ready-made collections of interviews like Laurence Fleming’s Last Children of the Raj (2004) or the oral history archives at the India Office Library and British Empire and Commonwealth Museum, useful though all these are. For I found that feelings were readily unlocked in the course of conversation. Two elderly sisters, daughters of a Hooghly River pilot, vied with each other to convey their far-off childhood experiences and both were reduced to tears by certain painful memories. As one woman answered questions about her missionary childhood in Calcutta she suddenly used some words of Bengali, a language she thought she had entirely forgotten. A man educated at a Roman Catholic school in India

held up a bent finger which had been broken by the science master. Another ended by showing me a video of a moving service in the chapel of his old school at Shimla, which he and his wife had recently visited. After being interviewed separately three sisters said that the experience had ‘started us talking about our childhoods in a way we never did before’.


Among the most valuable secondary sources are biographies of famous Britons whose youth was spent in India and in exile from it. Among them are the singers Peter Pears and Cliff Richard, actresses Vivien Leigh and Julie Christie, film-maker Lindsay Anderson, comedian Spike Milligan, broadcaster Mark Tully and many writers such as George Orwell, John Masters, M. M. Kaye, Rumer Godden and Tom Stoppard. It is sometimes difficult for biographers to weigh up the effects of a Raj childhood. Why did Lindsay Anderson film his ‘startling social satire of the English public school system’ (If, 1968) at Cheltenham College, traditionally a school for Anglo-Indian exiles like himself? Was the suicide of physicist Alan Turing anything to do with his painful early partings from India-based parents? Was Peter Pears’s adult life affected by the fact that his real home as a boy was Lancing College, which he found ‘very heaven’? And did Douglas Jardine learn the ‘authoritarian approach’ which characterised his cricket captaincy during his lonely years at Winchester College? This book provides a context for such questions.20


Historians of childhood have largely ignored the protracted separation which was part of Raj life and which was far more distressing than the common practices of sending children to boarding schools, to relations in the same country or into the nursery with nannies and ayahs. In 1974 Lloyd de Mause, an American ‘psychohistorian’, suggested that ‘institutionalized abandonment’ (such as the custom of apprenticing children in other households) died out by the eighteenth century. James Walvin’s A Child’s World (1982) does not mention separation at all, although it is concerned with many other forms of deprivation. Ivy Pinchbeck and Margaret Hewitt wrote about orphans being boarded out in barrack schools and young convicts being transported, but they did not suggest that anything comparable ever happened to upper- and middle-class children in English society.21 Important works in the 1980s brought to light the practice of sending twentieth-century British orphans to Australia – a traumatic story but one involving far fewer children than are under scrutiny here.22 Hugh Cunningham’s Children and Childhood in Western Society (1995) mentioned but did not explore ‘powerful forces … which endorsed the separation from parents’.23 Currently there is much interest among American sociologists in the offspring of expatriates, but these ‘Third Culture Kids’ differ from their Raj predecessors in that they are not usually parted from their parents.


In the course of my research, however, I consulted two unpublished academic dissertations which were relevant to my theme: Valentine Davies weighs up the psychological effects of an Indian childhood and Elizabeth Buettner examines ‘the important role childrearing patterns and childhood experiences played in positioning families within cultural, racial, socioeconomic and geographical perimeters’.24 (The latter also formed the basis for various articles and for a book, Empire Families, published in 2004.) My aim is simpler: to listen to children whose voices went unheard while parents were preoccupied by lofty matters of war, Empire, precedence and etiquette.


Fiction can help to reveal the secrets of a child’s heart, especially when it is based on experience. Lee Langley’s excellent Changes of Address arises from her own vagrant childhood with her alcoholic mother in India, while Persistent Rumours is based on lonely Anglo-Indian boys whom she knew. But some writers reject the stuff of childhood as subject-matter too mundane for adult fiction, as is illustrated by Carolyn Slaughter’s recent novel, A Black Englishman. In an article she related the story of her grandmother, Anne Webb, who married a soldier soon after the First World War and went to live in India, where ‘the harshness and loneliness of her life in the Punjab’ gave her a nervous breakdown. Her husband promptly sent her back to Britain and consigned their two small children (including Slaughter’s mother) to the same Himalayan military school which he had attended as a boy. ‘Year after lonely year they endured its harsh discipline with no visits, no letters, no birthday cards or presents.’25 Anne Webb managed to buy a passage back to see her children in India – only to be locked up in a mental asylum in Bihar. Carolyn Slaughter aimed to base a novel on her grandmother’s life but, instead of using this touching story, she wrote a fast-paced romance with an unlikely plot in which the young woman has a love affair with an Indian doctor in the full glare of an army cantonment. The children do not feature in the novel at all.


Much more true to life is Jane Gardam’s portrait of ‘an emotionally crippled remnant of Empire’ in Old Filth. Yet it does not equal Kipling’s Baa Baa, Black Sheep, on which it is partly based. Gardam over-dramatises the situation by introducing too many tragic factors: the child’s mother is dead, his father never writes to him, his aunts will not have him to stay and his guardians abuse him. All these things happened to Raj children but they did not usually happen to the same person. And there was always some saving grace. ‘It wasn’t all misery’, as Margaret Forster says in her fictional memoir of Thackeray. The young William forgot his homesickness when Aunt Becher bought him presents and took him on outings into the countryside where he took ‘great pleasure in finding birds’ nests and other boyish pursuits’.26 He was cheered also by memories of India and drew for his aunt a picture of his house in Calcutta ‘not omitting his monkey looking out of the window and Black Betty at the top drying her Towells’.27


Thackeray was not unusual in this source of consolation. Most Anglo-Indian children garnered something from the time they spent in India’s ‘large, warm embrace’.28 This is true even for the two sad characters encountered in the second paragraph. Mary Lennox, whose Indian experiences are so bleakly portrayed by a writer who had never visited the subcontinent, could find in her memory a Hindustani lullaby to revive her sick cousin and the magic of her ayah’s stories to enrich the secret garden. And Rudyard Kipling was able to use his vividly remembered time in India to convey in writing, as an Indian critic recognises, ‘the many faces of that country in all their beauty, power and truth’. A paragraph from Kim typifies his achievement:






Kim was in the seventh heaven of delight. The Grand Trunk [Road] at this point was built on an embankment to guard against winter floods from the foothills, so that one walked, as it were, a little above the country, along a stately corridor, seeing all India spread out to left and right. It was beautiful to behold the many-yoked grain and cotton wagons crawling over the country roads: one could hear their axles, complaining a mile away, coming nearer, till with shouts and yells and bad words they climbed up the steep incline and plunged on to the hard main road, carter reviling carter. It was equally beautiful to watch the people, little clumps of red and blue and pink and white and saffron, turning aside to go to their own villages, dispersing and growing small by twos and threes across the level plain. Kim felt these things, though he could not give tongue to his feelings, and so contented himself with buying peeled sugar-cane and spitting the pith generously about his path.29








Images like these transcend the ‘Raj nostalgia syndrome’ decried by some modern historians.30 For they were brought back in the hearts and memories of Raj children, to bring colour to a land they often found grey and comfortless. This book tells of the joys and the sorrows of a childhood divided between two continents.




ONE
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‘The Cure for the Heartache’


Children of the Nabobs


On the night of 1 May 1793 the Governor-General of India, Sir John Shore, had a terrifying dream. It was about his little daughter Caroline, whom he had left in England with his pregnant wife and their older daughter Charlotte. He dreamt that he was out walking with his ‘dear girl’ when, on stopping to speak to somebody, he found that she was missing.






A ladder was erected against a house which was repairing, and I concluded she had ascended by it. I entered the house; and, on inquiring for the child, was told a coroner’s inquest was sitting on the body of a dead infant. I hastened to the room, and was struck with the appearance of the dissevered limbs of a child, which I knew to be my own. I took up an arm; and the hand grasped my finger. I need not add that I awoke with a scream, and in an agony of tears.








Four months later, in September, a letter arrived by packet-boat from England telling him that Caroline and the new baby had died of measles on the very night of his dream. His only consolation, Sir John wrote to Lady Shore, was that the nightmare had helped ‘to prepare and sadden … the heart, that it might not be broken by the sudden blow of so hard a calamity’. Already suffering all the ‘pangs comprised in the word Separation’, Sir John ‘had a bitter time of it’ for another year. Then his wife and Charlotte braved the ‘risk of the climate and the dangers of the sea’ to join him in Calcutta. For the rest of his five-year term of office this stern and humourless ruler was cheered by a child with a ‘fund of spirits not to be tamed’ and by two more babies who began their lives within the grand confines of Government House.1


The kind of trauma suffered by Sir John Shore was common to generations of Britons in India. They had first gone to the subcontinent, in the seventeenth century, not as rulers but as traders in the service of the East India Company. From its isolated trading posts the Company had established by the eighteenth century three areas of control (called Presidencies) around Calcutta, Madras and Bombay. Eventually Bengal, the hinterland of Calcutta and the largest of the conquered territories, gained ascendancy over the other two Presidencies and its Governor became known as the Governor-General. He wielded influence also in some independent Indian princely states, where his representatives were known from the 1790s as Residents. In the Company’s three major cities and in the surrounding countryside employees served in its offices, armies, law courts, hospitals and churches – but not in schools, which the Company saw no need to supply. Both civil servants and military officers were allowed to engage privately in ‘country trade’ between India and other parts of Asia; thus a Calcutta surgeon, Andrew Hunter, admitted in 1771 that ‘as well as serving the Company,’ he was a ‘fortune maker’.2 The rewards were often so rich that their envious compatriots nicknamed Anglo-Indians nabobs, after nawabs (Indian princes). Like rajahs they lived extravagantly, dispensed lavish patronage to friends and relations, and expected to pass their rank and fortune on to their heirs. This last ambition gave rise to the acute difficulty which confronted Sir John Shore and all other Company officers: how to do the best for their offspring. Believing that children could not acquire in India the gentility, character or vigour needed for success, they felt compelled to leave them at home or send Indian-born offspring to be reared and educated in Britain. Emily Eden, the unmarried sister and companion of Governor-General Lord Auckland in the 1830s, felt sorry for the mothers of her acquaintance who ‘are either parted from their children or feeling that they are doing wrong by keeping them here’; and she noted that young Anglo-Indians grew up strangers to their parents.3 Thus parents jeopardized the emotional security of their children for the sake of their material prospects.


The difficulty was compounded by the fact that the children’s future depended on their fathers’ own safety, which was often at hazard in the service of ‘John Company’. As Hunter’s cousin Charles Stuart explained, he and other ‘Bengal adventurers’ risked all in ‘this country, for it is a favourer of the Churchyard’.4 Sailing ships making the long voyage around the Cape of Good Hope faced dangers from inadequate charts, hostile navies, pirates and hurricanes. On six journeys to and from India between 1768 and 1783 William Hickey narrowly survived storms and typhoons, outbreaks of scurvy, faulty Portuguese navigation and capture by the French – though he managed to avoid the alternative peril of deadly boredom by shooting sharks, albatrosses and any other wildlife in the vicinity.5 Once in India young men could be felled at any moment by tropical diseases, the effects of excessive eating, drinking and fornicating, or wars against European and Indian rivals for power. Their wealth was as chancy as their health, vulnerable to bank collapses, business disasters and new Company regulations – such as the curbs placed on private trading and accepting gifts from Indian princes. Despite these perils the East India Company had no shortage of recruits and by the early nineteenth century 40,000 Britons lived in India. How did the nabobs cope with the problems of family life during the uncertain times of the American and French Revolutions and the Napoleonic Wars?


Older men going out for a limited term of office frequently left all the members of their family at home; but this solution could bring its own heartaches, as it did initially for Sir John Shore. The domestic fate of his successor as Governor-General, Lord Wellesley, was even less happy. His French wife, Hyacinthe, would not travel to India with him in 1798. Wellesley hoped that she, like Lady Shore, would change her mind. But she refused to alter her decision ‘not to abandon my three sons in England, and risk the health and education of my two little daughters, by taking them to India with me’.6 Wellesley soon began to find comfort in mistresses and prostitutes. These were not his only conquests. When his term of office ended in 1805 this ardent imperialist had fought, bullied or cajoled so many Indian princes into submission that Britain now controlled two-thirds of India. But he had lost his wife’s affections and their marriage ended in 1810.


Younger men tended to delay marriage – though this did not necessarily mean a postponement of paternity. Like many of their contemporaries in Britain, Andrew Hunter and Charles Stuart prudently put off marital bliss until they felt able to afford it. Their unpublished letters from India to a cousin back in Scotland focus obsessively on their hopes and ambitions. Stuart, who had gone to Calcutta as a ‘writer’ (clerk) in 1762, is last heard of in 1771 involved in a scheme for the purchase of lottery tickets, which sounds a lucrative venture. Hunter’s final surviving letter was written in 1785, by which time he had served twenty-two years’ ‘banishment’ as a Company surgeon. He was clearly living well, yet he was determined to stay on, pursuing various interesting concerns and helping out friends ‘whose wishes may lead them to adventure in this part of the world’. Hunter was disappointed that he had not been promoted by the departing Governor-General, Warren Hastings, and was looking to his Scottish successor ‘for favours’. We do not know whether he lived to succeed in this or in a more personal ambition expressed in a letter congratulating cousin James on his marriage. Hunter wrote that he himself was reserving ‘that Joy’ until such time as he had made enough money to support a family comfortably in his native country.7


There is no evidence that the cousins consoled themselves by indulging in the widespread eighteenth-century Anglo-Indian practice of keeping an Indian mistress – or even a whole zenana. The pious Shore himself, who had earlier spent fifteen lonely bachelor years in India, had just such a liaison, which produced three illegitimate children, John, Francis and Martha, baptised in 1777 and 1785.8 Not surprisingly, the memoir composed by Charles, his son and heir, contains no mention of this. The fate of mixed-race offspring, which will be discussed in the next chapter, was frequently a sad one even though at that time no stigma automatically attached to being born on the wrong side of the blanket.


While the Scottish cousins in Calcutta apparently confined themselves to pursuing ‘fair lady’ Fortune,9 Francis William Pemberton of Bombay managed to acquire both a handsome fortune and two broods of children. He was also a prolific writer of letters, which were carefully preserved by his father and then by his descendants. Sent out in 1771 to restore the family finances, the young Pemberton was initially so sick at heart and in body that he soon took a boat back to England. His father apparently stiffened his resolve through ‘well-timed severity’ and by January 1774 the ‘idle fellow’ (as he called himself) had returned to Bombay, determined now to be ‘more diligent’. Then, as often happened, his ambitions grew as new opportunities for profit arose. He did particularly well as Commissary to the Army which was fighting Tipu Sultan in the south in 1791 and as Custom Master of Bombay after 1792. So he prolonged his stay in India, where he had built an ‘elegant and commodious’ new house, until such time as he had made ‘a fortune, to enable me to live as I should wish, and to indulge myself with the delight of assisting my relations’. After all, he continued, ‘India is now as healthy as any part of the world’.10


Pemberton was less optimistic about the salubrity of Bombay where his four sons were concerned. Born to his half-Armenian wife between 1778 and 1783, they were sent home to his father’s care at the age of two or three on the grounds that ‘this climate is rather unfavourable to children and the sooner they get out of it the better’.11 The first to go was two-year-old Frank, ‘the sweetest little rogue that ever was seen’, consigned in 1781 to the care of Mr Scrocold and a ‘slave’ for a journey of over six months on board the Prime. The agony of such a separation is vividly conveyed in the letter Francis Pemberton wrote to his father just before Frank’s departure:






Convinced that you will love and dote upon my dearest child, I am almost ashamed to say, my dear Father, take care of him because I am sure you would do it without being asked, but you must excuse me; my foolish heart bleeds for him; poor little dear! He will suffer many inconveniences before he is received into your affectionate home; however I am determined and he must go.








Jerry, Harry and Tom followed him back to England, so that the old Cambridgeshire mansion rang with the cries of children again.


Pemberton hoped that his father’s ‘strict propriety’ would be tempered by the motherly attentions of the family nurse, ‘good old Waller’. But she died before the boys arrived, as did his mother.12 The result was that his sons experienced little in the way of feminine tenderness, for his younger sisters would soon leave home to be married. Pemberton forbade his wife all access to the children because she had engaged in some misconduct, its nature undisclosed but sufficient to warrant his denouncing her as ‘so infamous a monster’. And he would not allow the boys to live with his older sister Anne Ward, whose son he had sponsored in India. Evidently she lacked ‘that steadiness and uniformity of conduct necessary to be observed towards children’ and would not therefore mould their characters appropriately.13 Pemberton expressed anxiety that the care of ‘such little fellows’ would prove troublesome to his father, by which he probably meant that their upbringing would be too stern. Yet despite his real concerns and his many laments at losing them, Pemberton does not seem to have written to the boys. Moreover he visited them only once, in 1790, when he brought his five-year-old daughter Charlotte to England. She was ‘stout and hearty’, even though he had kept her in India for longer than was normal, as he explained in 1786:






I consider her an object of compassion for the misfortune she has experienced in the loss of a mother at so early a period – she is the image of my poor dear lost Jerry [who had died in 1784] and of course like Frank. The mention of my children overpowers me; I ardently long to see them; but prudence I am determined shall guide me.








He told his father that he would not ‘encumber’ him with this further charge but would leave the little girl with his brother Henry, who had known her as a baby when he himself was in India.14


As it happened, Henry Pemberton died in 1793 and Charlotte was sent to one of the married sisters, a temporary arrangement pending Pemberton’s planned return to England. She was presumably still there when her father himself died in June 1794. Francis Pemberton succumbed to a liver complaint, which was an occupational hazard of nabob life and particularly common in Bombay.15 Frank was by then at Eton and the two youngest boys were at school in Suffolk. From the family tree and from other family correspondence we learn that none of the sons followed their father into the East India Company’s service as he had wished. Frank and Harry went into the Army and Tom ended up in prison for debt. Charlotte married a clergyman at the unusually late age of age of thirty.16 But because the archive contains no correspondence to or from the children we can only guess at how they felt about their lack of parental care. What does emerge clearly is the fact that their emotional needs were less important than the Pemberton fortunes and good name. It was normal in this period for a family’s welfare to take precedence over the individual interests of its members. Francis William guarded the Pemberton name so carefully that in his letters he never mentioned the existence of a second, illegitimate Bombay family. Its branches will be traced in the next chapter, thus filling a blank space in the ‘Pemberton Pedigrees’, as they called the family tree.


A still more revealing record of eighteenth-century parent-child relationships is a set of letters sent by Hew Stuart from distant Sumatra, where the East India Company controlled a trading post called Fort Marlborough. About once a year between 1775 and 1781 Stuart wrote to his young daughter Anny, who was initially at an Edinburgh boarding establishment known as Mrs Fergus’s House and later with Scottish relations among whom she could be ‘introduced to a more general and genteel acquaintance’. Anny carefully preserved these letters. They must have been all the more precious to her since she was separated not only from her parents but also from her three siblings, Mary, Davie and Betsey, who were under the care of cousins in London. Stuart’s letters frequently stress the need for academic and moral progress, a constant preoccupation in Anglo-Indian correspondence: ‘I had great pleasure in receiving from all my friends such good accounts of your health and Mary’s, and that you both improve so much in your education…. Continue, my Dear, in this line, to make me happy and yourself esteem’d by all your acquaintance.’17 The tone was always one of affection, frequently confirmed by the exchange of presents; Anny made her father a fine waistcoat and he procured for her a small box of beautiful shells.


Stuart seemed to understand Anny’s longing for her parents; for when telling her of his promotion to the Governorship of Fort Marlborough he tried to console her with the thought that by staying a little longer in India he would be adding to his fortune. At the same time he demonstrated a disregard for juvenile sensibilities remarkable even by eighteenth-century standards by failing to let Anny know at once of her mother’s death. Mrs Stuart had died in 1778 and in his letter of 25 May 1779 he did not send the usual love from Mama. Only when he wrote on 20 September 1780 did he break the tragic news, attempting to justify his omission by his own anguish: ‘This stroke affected me with a most tender grief and might perhaps have prevented me from mentioning it to you. Her care of you all was most exemplary, affectionate and proper which will ever make her memory dear to me.’18 The loss was compounded in 1782. In that year Anny and her siblings heard that their father had died during his passage home from India. Governor Stuart left £12,500 to be shared between the three surviving children, not a very large fortune by nabob standards. To remind her of her lost parents Anny also had her mother’s tortoiseshell box as well as the precious letters which have been passed down through the generations.


Most of the correspondence from this period is couched in the language of duty and propriety. Yet freer and franker expressions of feeling do occur, as in the letters written from Calcutta by Dr William Dick and his wife Charlotte to their dear friends, Allan and Eliza Macpherson. Lieutenant-Colonel Macpherson had to leave India in 1787 after he was ruined in business dealings. Charlotte wrote chatty letters to Eliza about her babies, her miscarriages, her longing for a little girl and her enjoyment of the gay life of Calcutta – ‘nothing but Balls every night all the cold season’.19 William told Allan of his plans to build a ‘madhouse’ in Calcutta and complained of the heavy expense of maintaining both his immediate family, five sons and a daughter, and his twenty sisters and brothers back home ‘without education or money’. Amid these concerns, eloquently expressed, both parents agonised over the perennial dilemma of what to do with their children.


In March 1792 Mrs Dick found it a severe trial to part with the three oldest boys, who would have ‘nobody but strangers to take charge of them’. At the same time she was convinced that the delicate three-year-old Alexander could not live another year in India. Dr Dick voiced the regrets of all Anglo-Indian parents in a letter sent home on the same ship as his boys: ‘I can neither have the pleasure of superintending their education, of rejoicing at their improvements, of watching over their health, or of securing their affection, but must trust the whole to Strangers and can be known to my own children only by name.’ But he was determined not to let his longing for their company ‘operate to their prejudice’.20 By 1796 the Dicks were ‘exceedingly distressed’ about the fate of the next three children now that the French wars made the sea journey even more dangerous than usual. The doctor doubted whether his wife would part with their ‘little Beauty’ Eliza, ‘as so many French frigates have appeared in India of late’. Reluctantly he decided that Eliza and her two younger brothers must go back and that Mrs Dick should accompany them, even though parting from her would be ‘very disagreeable’ for him.21 At this point the letters peter out and it is not clear whether the painful separation was necessary, since the whole Dick family had returned to Britain by 1800.


The new century brought them fresh anxieties. Perhaps needing to recoup the family fortunes, William Dick went back to India in 1806 as doctor to the Dundas family. He took with him only his third son, Alexander, now a sixteen-year-old lad, who had belied his father’s fear that he would be a stranger to his own offspring. However, a more terrible fate was at hand:






His prospects were very great, being the senior writer on his Establishment, his talents very very good and his disposition the most amiable…. His dutiful and affectionate attachment to me was beyond anything I had any idea of. He was taken ill immediately after we left England [and] he breathed his last in my arms four days before our arrival here…. He passed his short life in the most innocent and virtuous manner impressed always with the strongest sense of religion.








At the same time as he endured this bereavement, the doctor’s mind was ‘upon the rack’ over his oldest son, Robert, who was fighting the French on the Continent. Six years later he despaired of ever seeing ‘the poor boy’ again, for Europe was ‘a scene of perpetual fighting’.22 In fact, Robert was wounded at the Battle of Waterloo but he survived and went on to become a major-general. Meanwhile the second son, William, had followed in his father’s footsteps to Bengal, where he had his own family and relived some of his parents’ experiences. Thus evolved one of many Anglo-Indian dynasties, whose ramifications were legion – for Anglo-Indians, like European royalty and the English Whigs, seemed to be ‘all cousins’.


Related to the Dicks in various ways over the generations was the Macnabb family. Dr James Macnabb, another member of the Bengal Medical Service, married Charlotte Dick’s sister Mary and in 1818 his daughter Eliza was to marry the Dicks’ soldier son Robert. By the time of Eliza’s birth in 1796, her older brother James Munro had already been sent to live with guardians in England and two of his childhood letters survive in the huge Macnabb archive housed in the India Office Library. The first, penned in a six-year-old’s large copperplate writing, vividly evokes the childhood concerns and excitements of the age:






My dear Mama Reid says I must write to you but I am ashamed because I cannot write so well. I wish to hear my dear Papa and Mama that you are well. My Papa and Mama Reid are so very good to me I am very happy. They took me to The Cure for the Heart-Ache and they promise to take me to Astley’s [Circus] and to the Top of St. Paul’s. At the play I saw a Man made into a candle and the clown burnt it, and Harlequin conjured him into an apple tree and he jumped out alive…. I hope dear Papa and Mama you will write to me and direct the letter to me, and I will try to make my next better. I am dear Papa and Mama your Dutiful son James Mac Nabb.23








The play, with its poignant title, was clearly a treat provided by his kind guardians to cheer up the little boy. He seems to have enjoyed the outing but he must have been disappointed that so few of the parental letters he longed for ever came. In 1800 James thanked his grandmother for passing on news of his parents’ good health – as well as describing further treats with the Reids, including an exciting popular play about the death of Tipu Sultan.


There is no evidence that James saw his parents before he himself joined the East India Company after leaving Rugby School at the age of sixteen. He describes here the family reunion in Patna (up the Ganges from Calcutta):






I found my father looking out for me at the riverside at eight-o-clock at night. Our meeting was as you may suppose very joyful, but then I had the worst to brave, on approaching the house I found my poor dear Mother fainting away on the terrace and … she really would not believe that it was her James for a long while. However here I am as happy as a prince.24








The loyal James did not repay his uncommunicative parents in kind; while attending the East India Company’s college at Fort William in Calcutta he wrote to them frequently, as he did while on an official tour of north India with the Governor-General, Lord Hastings, in 1814-15. Despite his initial feeling (expressed in the letter to the Reids) that Calcutta women were ‘a set of cats that have been withering away for these last ten years’, he found a wife there in 1820. She was Jane Campbell, who had come out to India in 1818 with her cousin, Flora, wife of the Governor-General.


The history of their early married years (living in the Macnabb parents’ old house in Calcutta) illustrates vividly the continuing perils of Anglo-Indian life. Jane’s correspondence reveals how much she longed for home despite the help and comfort she received from the fatherly ‘old peer’ (Lord Hastings) and from Lady Hastings, who was present at the birth of her first child. In a moving letter to his parents James reports the death of that child, also named Flora, at the age of six months:






She was the companion and delight of our days and she smiled and slept by our side at night…. Under the tamarind trees nearest to the garden I dug her grave. It was not what the world may call consecrated ground but in my heart every spot that surrounds this house is consecrated by recollections of parental love, and in this foreign clime I have a melancholy pleasure in the thought that my child was permitted to breathe its last in the house which my father had built and so long had inhabited.








By 1828 they had lost another baby; but they also had two healthy girls. In the meantime they had heard sad news of James’s cousin, ‘poor dear William Dick’ (Dr Dick’s second son), whose first two children had died. James expressed the hope that if the Dicks were blessed with a further family ‘they will not hesitate to send their children at once to England’. The Macnabbs, however, did not have to face this dilemma. In 1831 they were obliged to return to Britain when James lost, in a Calcutta bank collapse, the huge fortune of over £60,000 he had made during a successful career ending in his appointment as Commissioner of Revenue. Their greatest consolation in all these severe trials was the enduring familial love so often expressed in their letters. Three of their seven surviving children went out to India and demonstrated in their turn the truth of their mother’s assertion that people cannot easily ‘divest themselves of associations and impressions received in childhood’.25 Their story amply bears out a historian’s claim that ‘distance did not dissolve kinship ties’.26


However, this rule had its exceptions. The eventful saga of George Hilaro Barlow and his family shows that family bonds did not always withstand the severe stresses of an Anglo-Indian career. Barlow joined the Bengal Civil Service in 1778 and rose to become Chief Secretary to the Government in 1796 and a member of the Governing Council in 1801. Sir George, as he had now become, was well placed to step into the shoes of the Governor-General, Lord Cornwallis, who died soon after arriving in India in 1805. But the Whig Government which took over in London after the death of Barlow’s patron, Prime Minister William Pitt, refused to ratify his appointment and he was replaced in 1807. His consolation prize was the Governorship of Madras but he lost this position too after a dispute with the Army, culminating in the ‘white mutiny’ of 1809. On his return to Britain after thirty-three years, during which ‘his official labours have scarcely known the intermission of a day’, Barlow had not made the fortune normally expected by East-India men of his time.27


According to his contemporary William Hickey, this ‘cold, distant and formal’ man also lacked ‘a single friend in the world’ – though this opinion may have been influenced by snobbish Calcutta gossip that Barlow was the son of a silk mercer and that he really belonged behind a counter. Hickey’s memoir also gloats over his evident incompetence. In 1801 thousands of undelivered letters were discovered in Chief Secretary Barlow’s office. Some were addressed to, and some had been sent from, England, but they had been opened, presumably by corrupt clerks on Barlow’s staff, and then just left to gather dust in cupboards. ‘The whole settlement were delighted at hearing that there were a great many of Mr George Barlow’s letters among them,’ recorded Hickey.28 It is difficult to share in the diarist’s malicious pleasure, though, when one realises that some of Barlow’s many children were in England awaiting replies to their laboriously written missives. Nor does it quite fit in with Hickey’s judgement of the man that Barlow carefully preserved all his children’s letters, which now form the basis of a large collection in the India Office Library. They reveal much about the contemporary problems of Anglo-Indian life for parents, children and guardians.


During the course of his Indian career Barlow and his wife Elizabeth produced fifteen children and by 1801 the three oldest had been sent home. Eliza was living with a sickly great-aunt in London and her brothers George and William were at a school run by Mr Roberts, spending their holidays with Barlow’s brother, their Uncle William. The most frequent correspondent among these offspring was Eliza, and to judge from her letters she was unhappy. She took pleasure in learning music only because she fancied that her mama was playing beside her. She felt that she had to thank her parents for wanting to have a picture of her. She anxiously promised to strive to do her best in everything and hoped that ‘I shall deserve your kindness’.29 However, Eliza cheered up in 1803 when another of Barlow’s older brothers, the Revd Thomas, rescued her from this ‘gloomy situation’. He reported that she ‘did not manifest the most trifling symptoms of regret at leaving her aunt…. Eliza’s great improvement, apparent to everyone who knew her before, is convincing proof that her former treatment must have been radically bad.’ It probably helped that she had been joined by her sister Charlotte with whom she now attended a school in Twickenham run by the Misses Warwick and Dutton. Nevertheless her uncle’s letters suggest that Eliza was still in rather a disturbed state: ‘Eliza does not like school quite so much as her sister, as she cannot patiently submit to restraint and the constant but proper attention that is paid to her manners and disposition by the ladies who have the care of her education.’


Eliza grew to love and respect Uncle and Aunt Thomas, who found her ‘very much improved’ over the years. But they were clearly perplexed about how best to bring her up for ‘few people agree in opinion as to the management of young ladies in the plan that ought to be adopted in their education’.30 By the time she was sixteen Eliza herself reckoned she had had enough education and begged to be allowed to return to India. Looking forward to her mother’s long-promised arrival, she expresses her confused feelings to her father with a frankness unusual at the time:






Though for these nine or ten years past I have not had the happiness of being under maternal care, and neither recollect you or her, my affection, instead of being diminished, is redoubled by your long absence…. Though I shall now be under the care of my dearest mother I cannot help regretting my parting with Aunt Thomas, on account of her very great attention to us.








Her uncle’s feelings on the matter were more straightforward. The experience of looking after Eliza had convinced him that ‘no care or attention on the part of any other person can supply the place of a parent’. Thus, in 1806, the kindly parson anticipated the theme of this book.31


Meanwhile Eliza’s brothers had also been receiving avuncular, in lieu of parental, care. Finding his eleven-year-old nephew William ‘idle’ and unable ‘to encounter the least difficulty’, William Barlow had passed him on to another uncle, Admiral Sir Robert Barlow.32 The Admiral found the boy a place in the Royal Navy and sent him to sea. Two years later he sent him to the Naval Academy at Gosport but had to report, rather despairingly, that the lad disliked ‘the restraints of school’ and ‘is not over given to application’.33 In his short, poorly spelt letters to his parents the young William expressed gratitude for his uncle’s attentions but longed for ‘the time when I shall behold you after such a long absence’.34 George, a much more academic boy, went to Eton at the age of fourteen. From there he wrote his father extremely long, formal and over-elaborate letters assuring him that he would exert himself to the best of his powers and disapproving of schoolfellows who wasted their time keeping dogs and playing football, a game which he considered ‘childish and productive of quarrels’.35 Another view of George is provided by Uncle William, who seems to have cared deeply for the lad. He worried that George’s ‘strength is not equal to his spirits and his exertions’ and that he often came home for the holidays ‘with a cough, much fatigued and very thin’.


Meanwhile more young Barlows continued to arrive in England. In 1803 Henry and Robert followed their older brothers into the care of Mr Roberts. Uncle William assumed responsibility for them and formed a particular ‘affection and attachment’ for Robert. As the years went on, however, William Barlow complained to his brother of the weighty financial and pastoral burden of his nephews, all of whom ‘give way to most violent passion’. It is not difficult to imagine the problems he was having with Henry and Robert in 1805, when they had reached ‘the most troublesome age [ten and eight], too old for the nursery and too young for the parlour’. The next batch of three children (Louisa, Charles and Fanny) were ‘delivered’ in 1805 after a difficult voyage during which the ship’s captain had dismissed the people in charge of them and taken over their care himself. It was a miracle, thought William Barlow, that so many of his brother’s children had arrived home safely in time of war. He could not help adding, while congratulating the couple on the birth of another little girl, ‘I think you have now almost children enough.’36


Eventually, in 1807, Lady Barlow set off for England in ‘an elegant little vessel [engaged] for the purpose’.37 She was accompanied by Harriet, Richard and Anne, as well as by Captain George Pratt Barlow, her husband’s young cousin and aide-de-camp. The twelve children were reunited in Wood Lodge at Streatham, which William Barlow had acquired and set up at great expense as a family home. It was complete with ‘two footmen, a coachman and a helper in the stable, a gardener and how many woman servants I know not’. A governess, Miss Page, was hired for the girls and Lady Barlow gave birth to another son, Edward. Yet instead of staying to look after her children, so that they ‘should not be brought up strangers to both their parents’, she decided to return to India after less than a year. Had she (as William Barlow hinted) found it to hard to cope with her ‘boys at their riotous age’?38 Did she feel it her duty to be at her husband’s side after his loss of the Governor-Generalship? Or were there, as later events suggest, other attractions to life in India? In any case, ‘dearest Mama’ departed in spring 1808, taking with her, on the strong advice of her brothers-in-law, her two oldest daughters. The baby and toddler were left with Elizabeth’s mother in Bath. All the others remained in the Streatham house, which was now taken over by William Barlow and his motherly but delicate wife – who had no children of their own.


It is clear that William Barlow had mixed feelings about assuming this task. After the birth of two more Barlow infants in Madras his heart sank: ‘When I look at my list and see how many there are to be thought of it calls forth all my exertion.’ He was spending so much time and attention on his brother’s family that his own business was ‘a secondary task’. Often he found the assembled young Barlows with their ‘high and restless spirits’ hard to manage, particularly when there were quarrels among them or outbreaks of illnesses like whooping cough.39 Sometimes he had to mediate between the boys and their stern though absent father, as when George pleaded to be allowed to enter the Army. His counsel was particularly valuable when Henry was involved in a riot at Haileybury (the East India Company’s training college), though he was ‘very sensible of his error’ and anxious to ‘wipe off the stains’ from his character.40


What principally drove William Barlow on was Duty. He often expressed the thought that he was serving both his country and his family by assisting that ‘great and good man’, his brother. But something gentler, more affectionate and more beneficial to the children also comes through the correspondence – he cared about them and he often enjoyed their company. He was touched that George ‘looks up to me as his sincere friend’, amused that ‘my little Richard can do nothing less than be a Lord Chancellor’ and proud of Henry, whom he saw off from Portsmouth when he went out to India as a Company writer.41 The younger children’s letters suggest a happy household at Streatham. The boys wrote of enjoying their Christmas and summer holidays there and the girls, who were taught at home by Miss Page, flourished. Louisa catches the scene at the beginning of the Regency period: ‘Our evenings are always very pleasant; we go down to Aunt and Uncle every day after dinner and Uncle dances with us: indeed they are both very kind to us…. I wish you could take a peep at us sometimes when we are dancing for we are so happy and merry.’42 The Revd Thomas Barlow confirmed this impression after a visit to Streatham, where he found a ‘most happy and cheerful party’.43 It seems that once the family situation became established after 1808, the remaining children were more secure and settled than their three older siblings had been in the early years. As there are no surviving letters from the parents it is hard to establish their involvement in the children’s upbringing. The main clue is the children’s frequently expressed anxiety to impress on their father that they are as diligent and as studious as he would wish. I can find no evidence that Elizabeth Barlow wrote to her children after her return to India in 1808.


By 1813 Sir George’s Indian career had come to an end and both parents set off for home. They were accompanied by Emma and Frederick (the two youngest children) and Major Barlow (the promoted aide-de-camp), and they spent three months at St Helena en route. Once they took over the Streatham household it soon became apparent that family bonds had been damaged over the years. According to William Barlow, Lady Barlow ‘behaved with great unkindness towards Sir George and to all her children excepting Frederick the youngest son’. Miss Page observed that ‘in any of our little excursions she never will be persuaded to join us’. Lady Barlow would not visit the children in their schoolroom but preferred to stay in her own little drawing room, to which Major Barlow was a frequent visitor. It was not long before Miss Page surprised Lady Barlow in this room with ‘one hand placed upon [the Major’s] thigh and apparently engaged with the other in buttoning the lower part of his pantaloons which were military ones and made in the usual way with buttons and chains’. Later the governess intercepted love letters and, confronted with this evidence, Elizabeth Barlow admitted that ‘she had been in the habit of criminality’ with Major Barlow for the last six years and that Frederick was his child. She then departed to her mother’s house in Bath (with or without Frederick – we do not know) and Sir George sued for a divorce, which was granted in 1816.


There is no evidence to explain what drove Elizabeth Barlow to risk losing her children, the inevitable fate of a divorced woman in those days. Early and prolonged separation may well have deadened her love for them – or perhaps her husband really was the monster depicted by Hickey. In any case, the young Barlows had lost the Mama for whom they had yearned over so many years. Sir George, on the other hand, seems to have established good relations with them; the divorce papers recount that in the evening he ‘usually sat in the School Room with his daughters’.44 The archive also contains much correspondence from his children as they grew up and from his grandchildren. His son Charles, for instance, wrote frequently to convey the joys and miseries of life in the Royal Navy which he joined as a midshipman in 1813 at the age of thirteen.


It is not, of course, possible to calculate accurately the effects on the children of their fractured family life; nevertheless the tragic fates suffered by the three oldest Barlows may be partly attributed to their difficult early years. The refractory William did not settle down at naval college and was sent instead to Haileybury, from which he was expelled for bad behaviour in 1809. Admiral Barlow then helped him to get back into the Navy, exhorting him to ‘do all in his power to redeem the past time’.45 Nothing more is heard of him until a letter from George attempting to console his father after his ‘poor brother finally had left this for a better world’.46 It seems that William had died in a shipboard accident in 1811. George himself, who had never been very strong, had tried all too hard to do his duty to family and country. He was frequently ill and twice wounded during the Peninsular War, returning to action after being nursed back to health under Uncle William’s devoted care. He fought in the Battle of Waterloo in 1815 and then went to serve in India. Here he died in 1824 soon after marrying his cousin Hilaire, one of Admiral Robert Barlow’s daughters.


Eliza’s story is the most surprising. Soon after returning to India in 1808 with her mother (whose love affair may well have been apparent to her) she married Captain Pownoll Bastard Pellew and came back to England with him. Her brothers and sisters in Streatham mention the pleasure of seeing Eliza, the Captain and ‘our little nephew’ in 1812.47 Two more children were born but then everything went wrong. By 1816 her father was upbraiding her for her ‘revolting and insupportable behaviour’ towards her husband and for ‘throwing away all the good fortune and all the blessings which have been showered upon you’. Neither Eliza’s letters (written in an increasingly illegible hand) nor Sir George’s reveal exactly what happened. But the marital crisis ended with a legal separation in 1819. According to the laws of the day Eliza lost her ‘three darlings’ and she seems also to have been spurned by her own family: ‘I consider their behaviour to me altogether as the height of unkindness but this is forgiven most cordially.’48 She died in 1833 at the age of forty-four.


The fate of her sisters is more usual for their time: Charlotte married an Indian Army officer and had several children; Emma and Louisa died young; Fanny, Anne and Harriet lived long lives as spinsters. All the remaining boys went into the Bengal Civil Service, Richard and Robert surviving long enough to have their own children, who were duly sent from India into the care of their grandfather and one of their maiden aunts. In 1846, for instance, Fanny gave her father detailed reports from Hastings of teaching Robert and Richard’s boys to swim and to shoot: they were ‘getting on famously’.49 After Sir George’s death later that year Fanny seems to have shouldered the responsibility alone.


It was normal during Georgian and Regency times for family members to take on the care of ‘Indian children’, even when this

proved an almost overwhelming burden. Nevertheless, as the number of potential charges increased the practice of private fostering grew, as a further case study indicates. In 1817 William Prinsep went to work for a shipping business in Calcutta, where his brother Henry was already employed and where he was in due course joined by four more siblings. William had sent four sons to his sister Emily in England by 1834, when he and his wife made the homeward journey with another son and a daughter. As he wrote in an unpublished memoir:






The principal object of our coming home was how best to relieve my sister of her responsible charge of my boys who were now fast growing to an age beyond her power of control. I had therefore to advertise and to read answers of men desirous of such means of occupying themselves… and then it was difficult to select the best man for the purpose…. I think it was the most unsatisfactory and harassing job I ever had in my life.
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