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Praise for Hav (new Faber edition published in 2006)




      





‘Puckishly inventive and consistently thought-provoking … A fictionalised account of the ways in which contemporary civilisation has lost its way.’ David Robson, Sunday Telegraph




     





‘A seductive, convincing narrative, begun in adventure, ended in flight, and all the more beguiling for being completely inventive.’ Eileen Battersby, Irish Times




 





‘It is, as one might expect of this writer, a deeply civilised and civilising book … We are lucky to have Jan Morris, and her gift of transporting us to other realms.’ Sally Vickers, The Times




 





Praise for Europe: An Intimate Journey (new Faber edition published in 2006)




 





‘Jan Morris writes beautifully. Her unique literary manner miraculously combines in itself all the best elements of British travel writing … [Europe] will keep warming your soul for many years to come.’ Vitali Vitaliev, Observer




  





‘More than just a travel memoir, this book is a wonderful rediscovery of a continent that we often pass over in our quest for far-flung travel. Jan Morris conducts a close examination of the similarities and diversities that created the European character. Her knowledge of her subject makes this book educational in the best possible sense.’ Tara McNicholas, The Times




   





‘[Describes] the space-time continuum of the continent of Europe – not just its grand history, but the prawn-eaters of the Grand Café in the main square of Oslo; the six reasons why the former residence of Romanian royalty may not be entered (of which only the sixth is that it is closed); an old woman’s gift of a sprig of rosemary in a Portugal long since rendered unreachable by the distance that is time.’ Vera Rule, Guardian 
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Suppose one summer day in the 1880s you and your spouse, or your lover, are invited for drinks with the Captain on board H.M.S. Inflexible, 11,880 tons, Queen Victoria’s guardship during Her Majesty’s holiday sojourn at Mentone in the south of France. What a thrill! The ship is the Royal Navy’s latest and largest battleship, probably the most powerful single weapon of war in the world, and she lies there in the still blue bay of Villefranche, swarmed about by yachts, Mediterranean skiffs and picket-boats, with an air of monstrous authority.


To anyone brought up in the heyday of the sailing navies – anyone, that is, over thirty or so – she hardly looks like a ship at all, but more like a machine out of the Industrial Revolution, a floating mass of painted iron lying surly at her anchor. There is no elegance to her, just armoured swagger. At first sight it is hard to know which is her bow and which her stern, and she seems all ungainly bump and protrusion, like a mill or a foundry, with two graceless funnels above a muddled superstructure. Only her heavy wooden masts and riggings pay a kind of lip service to the centuries of naval architecture that have gone before. Her four sixteen-inch muzzle-loading guns, weighing eighty tons each and mounted in turrets like enormous barnacles, are the heaviest ever put in a British ship – ‘portentous weapons’, Mr Gladstone once remarked of them, ‘I really wonder the human mind can bear such a responsibility’. Her twenty-four-inch iron armour, backed by layers of teak, cork and stacked coal, is the thickest ever made. Her reciprocating engines develop 8,400 horsepower, and are good for 14.75 knots.


Every last device of naval technology equips the Inflexible. Two sixty-foot steam torpedo boats are mounted on her upper deck. A torpedo launching gear droops in a sinister way from her bows. Electric lights illuminate the ship, electric alarms ring in the captain’s quarters when anything goes wrong. Ballast tanks are designed to keep the vessel steady at sea, and the maze-like passages below deck are colour-coded for clarity. When those guns have fired their projectiles they are swivelled inboard, and hydraulic machinery rams the next shells up their muzzles. Inflexible is an altogether modern instrument of violence, breaking from tradition in a hundred ways. It is not by chance or rote that she is the royal guardship this year; she is seen around the world as the prime contemporary talisman of British naval and technical power – the supreme power, that is, of the age.




*





For the British Empire is approaching the climax of its brief but spectacular career as the only real Super-Power. Industrially supreme, thanks to its early mastery of steam, financially secure, socially stable, Queen Victoria’s island kingdom has extended its dominance around the world in a manner unexampled since the time of the Romans. Britain now governs about a quarter of the earth’s surface. The Empire is far more than a mere geo-political unit, but an elaborate abstraction of ideas, loyalties, fancies, bluffs, aspirations, exhibitions, deceits and contradictions. The Queen of England, now so much enjoying her holiday in the south of France, is Empress of India too, and commands the genuine allegiance, together with the compulsory subjection, of hundreds of millions of people of every colour in almost every part of the globe. A vast ramshackle thing of infinite nuance and many self-delusions, the British Empire feels itself to be unassailable.


This insolent but alluring assurance, together with the begrudging respect that goes with it, is sustained by the Royal Navy, the oldest and greatest of the world’s fleets. It traces its origins to Henry VIII, or Henry V perhaps, or as romantics claim to King John, or to the fleet that Alfred created to fight the Danes: but its High Victorian power is really based upon its successes during the Napoleonic wars at the start of the century, and in particular to Horatio Nelson’s annihilating victory at Trafalgar in 1805. Trafalgar indirectly decreed the shape of nineteenth-century Europe, and proclaimed its peace – only broken since then, in a peripheral way, by the Crimean War of the 1850s. Finding itself beyond challenge, the Royal Navy has developed into an institution of colossal self-esteem. It is a self-appointed arbiter of world affairs, its squadrons scattered throughout the seas maintaining the discipline of the Empire and frequently interfering in the affairs of foreigners: ‘tell these ugly bastards,’ Captain William Pakenham, RN, once instructed his interpreter, having disembarked in Turkey to end a dispute among local bandits that was none of his concern – ‘Tell these ugly bastards that I am not going to tolerate any more of their bestial habits.’


By and large the nineteenth century accepts the Royal Navy at its own valuation. It really does maintain the general tranquillity, after all, besides performing many useful services – charting the ocean, servicing lighthouses, righting pirates, hindering slave traffic, helping in natural emergencies and often preventing calamities by its mere presence. People still recall with gratitude its Nelsonic days of glory, and around the world there is pleasure when a British squadron sails in, with its flags and pomp and glitter, the decorous formality of its protocol, and the balls and entertainments which it arranges with such panache, more than making up for the drunken revelries of its seamen. The Navy is the showiest possible display of political strength, far more colourful than any parading army, and there is nothing more magnetic than power exhibited with style: among the admiring visitors to the British battleship Warrior, when she first went on display in the 1860s, were six foreign princes, a Grand Duke, the Turkish Viceroy of Egypt, Garibaldi and the entire diplomatic corps of Lisbon.
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So it is that the Inflexible lies there with that overbearing air, the very exemplar of the Royal Navy’s meaning, and a kind of historical cynosure. Horribly wonderful though she is, she is hardly more interesting than your host her captain. At thirty-nine John Arbuthnot Fisher, ‘Jacky’ to his seamen and to the Fleet at large, is already an ambivalent legend. His origins are said to be dubious, perhaps half-oriental. He is as clever as a monkey, and notoriously devious. He has charmed the Queen, who loves having him at her villa dinner-table. He has apparently bewitched the Lords of Admiralty, who have given him this magnificent command to the chagrin of many seniors. His admirers say he is the most striking personality to have emerged from the Royal Navy since Nelson himself. His enemies call him a schemer, an upstart, a womanizer and a dago, and say he is as brashly alien to the gentlemanly mystique of the service as his ship is to the lovely sailing aesthetic of the past. Already there are few officers of the Navy who do not recognize his name, whether in admiration, envy or resentment, and the ugly but fascinating H.M.S. Inflexible suits his reputation precisely.


The captain’s cutter takes you smartly to the battleship, seamen in wide sennet hats at its oars, burly coxswain at the tiller. The accommodation ladder is down. The lieutenant of the watch courteously salutes and a sprightly midshipman, wearing a starched wing-collar but apparently about thirteen years old, officiously takes you in charge. ‘Follow me, please’ – and away you go, rather too fast for comfort, beneath the muzzles of that portentous artillery, down a narrow companion-way, along passages painted in bright blues, reds and yellows, through bulkhead doors, squeezing past barefoot respectful sailors, until at last the midshipman, visibly stiffening himself, knocks upon a cabin door. ‘Captain Fisher, sir,’ he calls, ‘your visitors are here’; and in a surprisingly high-pitched and rasping voice from inside we hear the instant response: ‘Bring ’em in, boy.’


A stocky clean-shaven man, inclining to stoutness, rises to his feet as the door opens, in a uniform stylishly cut but informally worn: a big white handkerchief droops from its breast pocket, old-fashioned gold cuff-links show below its jacket sleeves – Loyal au Mort‚ it says on them, ‘Faithful Unto Death’. An air of potent oddity surrounds him. His hair falls in a cowlick over his high forehead. His skin is yellowish. His prominent eyes are a pale grey-brown, with very small pupils, and his lips are rather thick. His ears are unusually small. His expression looks at first sight supercilious, or arrogant, or possibly voluptuous, but relaxes into a peculiar suggestion of sceptical self-amusement. His mouth is not exactly mocking, but astringent, and with his high cheekbones and slightly slanted eye-sockets he really does look a little Asiatic. His presence is ex officio commanding, but when he rises light-footed to greet you a smile of quite extraordinary sweetness crosses his face, and the midshipman beside you, the white-coated steward in the corner of the cabin, both smile too, in an almost proprietorial way, as if to say, ‘What d’ you think of our Jacky?’
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Well, and what do you think of him? If you are a woman you are likely to be charmed off your feet, but puzzled. At first you wonder if he is really anything more than an extension of his ship, with no life of his own outside that plated labyrinth. Could there be any tenderness in such a man? Would you ever be sure of him? Is there cruelty to his charm, or is he the sort who would always need comforting? There’s something disconcerting to those eyes, which sometimes glaze into utter blankness. On the other hand he does seem stupendously sure of himself. How he flaunts his rank and authority – what it is to be male! A lot of merriment is there, too – look at those laugh-lines – and the smile is undeniably engaging, even kind. A man worth knowing better, you may decide. A man (though you hardly like to admit it even to yourself, with your own dear one beside you) it might well be fun to love.


If you are a man yourself, suspicion will be your first response. A very odd fish, you may think. A bit of a schemer. That face is decidedly strange – a touch of the tarbrush perhaps? One does not like that queer withdrawal into the expressionless. Hardly your English gentleman, and not quite what one expected of the commander of Her Majesty’s guardship. A womanizer? Or even, the Navy being what it is, a sodomite? And yet, one must admit, the fellow has style. He wears his command like a birthright, whatever his origins. He seems excused the petty anxieties and inconveniences of existence, here on his great ship, secure in his vocation. All in all, you conclude, a man worth the meeting; and though you would never confess it for a moment to your beloved, by Jove, if the truth were told you wouldn’t at all mind yourself being Captain J. A. Fisher, Royal Navy, H.M.S. Inflexible.


So the pair of you swiftly and silently respond to Fisher’s face: but you have little time to think about it, for in a moment he has seized one or other of you round the waist, and whistling what sounds like some sort of hymn-tune, is waltzing you exuberantly around the cabin furniture to the table where the steward, laughing now, is already pouring the champagne.
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A century and more later, almost all these responses to Jack Fisher go through my own mind every morning when I am home in Wales, for tacked inside my wardrobe door is a very large photograph of the man just as he was in 1881: dressed in that same well-tailored, loosely worn captain’s uniform, sitting one leg across the other in a posture of inexpressible conceit, and looking over my right shoulder with an air compounded about equally of the suave, the sneering and the self-amused. The face no longer comes as a surprise to me. Apart from those of my family it is the face I know best, far more familiar to me than the features of statesmen, actors, artists or even old friends. Anywhere in the world, by a flick of my fancy, I can summon that picture into my mind, and rehearse once more the mingled emotions that our imaginary visitors felt, long ago on the great battleship (whose guns, by the way, were to prove less devastating than they looked, whose ballast tanks did not work, whose masts and riggings were eventually discarded as useless, whose electric circuits repeatedly gave men shocks, and whose career ended ingloriously at the breaker’s yard in 1903).


Although Fisher died six years before I was born, he has been one of my life’s companions. I first set eyes on him in a photograph some time in the late 1940s, and knew at once that he was the man for me; and when in a secondhand bookshop I came across a set of his memoirs inscribed in his own hand, his grand and unmistakable calligraphy sealed the conviction. In 1951 I determined to write a book about him, and in letters to magazines and newspapers solicited the help of relatives, colleagues, shipmates or acquaintances. Many of his contemporaries were still living then, and material rained upon me. I heard from people who loved Jack Fisher, and people who detested him, women who were crazy about his memory, men who loathed his guts. I heard from people into whose lives he had briefly brought a glimpse of the unforgettable, and from people who merely remembered his reputation. I was sent letters of his, newspaper cuttings, invitations to reminiscent teatime chats. I was offered evidence of his British Israelite convictions, and promised, from his seagoing days in the Mediterranean, ‘yarns and anecdotes that would not be suitable for publication’. I was given a faded photograph of his Aunt Fanny, who could be as rude as Jack, said an accompanying note, but never so charming.


From Bermuda came a memory of the days when meeting a British admiral on an imperial station was like meeting royalty – ‘the British Empire was an Empire then …’ An embittered old admiral, quoting an eulogy of Fisher as ‘a great Christian gentleman’, wondered sarcastically if ‘relentlessness, remorselessness and ruthlessness were really Christian virtues’. A former signals officer sent me an expletive signal of Jacky’s that he had treasured for half a century. A nonagenarian who kept a curio shop in Cornwall recalled with pride that he had once been Fisher’s private cook. An eminent man of letters told me that Fisher was the most remarkable man he had ever met, a naval contemporary characterized him as ‘a brilliant bastard’, a superannuated colonial governor promised me all manner of intimate insights.


Fisher, it seemed, was a Great Englishman, a disgrace to his uniform, a manipulator, a hobgoblin, a damned Socialist, a crook, a paragon of kindness, a parvenu, a cad, a genius, a fraud, a delight. Only one thing all were agreed upon: he had a marvellous face.
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The more I heard, the more I was enthralled. I was intrigued to discover, too, a series of petty coincidences connecting Fisher’s life with mine – places, dates, incidental references which overlapped our two experiences, and made me feel curiously close to him. I was puzzled by the peculiar fascination he seemed to hold for me. Even so, I somehow sensed that I was not ready to write my Fisher book. I repeatedly introduced his name into works of mine on other subjects, and frequently snared other people into my interest – as we laboured together up the ice-fall of Everest in 1953, I discover from the autobiography of the mountaineer Michael Ward, I was talking about Jack Fisher. So I was in my tent at the Omani hamlet of Firq in 1955, Brigadier Malcolm Dennison of the Muscat and Oman Field Force has recently reminded me – and I made a Fisherian of him, too. But I never got down to the book. From time to time I heard of the death of one or another of my correspondents, who must have thought me horribly ungrateful, and with a pang of guilt learnt from the obituary columns about brave services at sea in the First World War, or distinguished contributions to the political and diplomatic life of the 1930s. Fisher’s generation was fast disappearing, and when I re-read those letters from my informants they began to seem like messages from another society altogether, their values and assumptions remoter every year; but still I stored away their confidences in a pile of box files that acquired, as the decades passed, a patina of age and mildew, and I cherished the project in my heart for the better part of a lifetime.


Not that Fisher has been short of biographers. The destiny of the Inflexible was perhaps a little bathetic, but the promise of its captain was fulfilled in just the complex and disturbing way one might have guessed from his appearance. Fisher’s whole life was devoted to the Royal Navy. It was his pride and his passion from boyhood to old age, and in its service he was to become an internationally famous man, an Admiral of the Fleet, a peer of the English realm, a member of the Order of Merit and one of the world’s power-brokers. His first full biography appeared in 1926. There was another in 1956, a third in 1970 and a biographical study in 1991. Fisher himself wrote the two volumes of highly idiosyncratic memoirs that I found in the bookshop (five shillings a volume, I see now); he figures in many autobiographies by public men and women of his period, and in innumerable historical works; in the 1950s and 1960s an American academic in Honolulu, Hawaii, published a five-volume analysis of his contribution to naval history, and a three-volume edition of his letters. Nowadays the general public may have forgotten his name, but in his time – a time when admirals were celebrities, and navies full of glamour – ‘Jacky’ Fisher was a star.
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Here are the bare bones of his career, as you might find them in the Dictionary of National Biography (where his entry falls, properly enough I think, between those of John Neville Figgis, divine, and Henry Fitzalan-Howard, 15th Duke of Norfolk).


He was born in 1841 in Sri Lanka, then the British colony of Ceylon, was sent to England when he was six, and joined the Royal Navy as a cadet when he was thirteen – one of the last to get his officer’s training entirely at sea. He did not often go into battle, his being the century of the Pax Britannica, but he served all over the world: in the Baltic during the Crimean War, on the China station during the Opium Wars, in the Mediterranean and the West Indies, at dockyard, gunnery and torpedo establishments in Britain. He commanded frigates, cruisers and battleships. He was at one time or another in charge of the Navy’s guns, its ships and its personnel. In 1897 he took command of the North Atlantic station, and in 1899 he became Commander-in-Chief of the British Mediterranean Fleet, the most influential naval force on earth. Finally Fisher was, for two periods of office, First Sea Lord, the professional chief of the Royal Navy. He died in 1920. In the course of this long career Fisher exerted a profound influence on all the fleets of the world, and transformed his own from a complacent instrument of Empire into the modern fighting force that won, or at least did not lose, the First World War. Thus he permanently affected all our histories.


He did it with a contempt for the past, a ruthlessness, a disrespect for convention and a capacity for intrigue which made him innumerable enemies. He was accused of nepotism, vengefulness, war-mongering, stridency and hubris. He was said to have wrecked the romantic comradeship of the Navy, inherited from Nelson’s Band of Brothers. If it were not for Fisher’s crazed belligerence, it was suggested, the Great War might never have happened. Fisher affected not to care, storming his way through all hazards with a hyperbolic energy, and he was supported by an unshakeably loyal coterie of aides, friends and admirers – ‘the Fishpond’: but he was not as invulnerable as he pretended, and in the end something cracked in him, his career petered out in pathos, and an admiral who had seemed a brazen epitome of success finished his life impotently neglected by the Navy he adored, and by the State he had served for sixty years.


He married when he was twenty-five, young for a naval officer then, and the union lasted until his wife’s death fifty-two years later. They had a son and three daughters (‘Fish-cakes’, the Navy called them), and Fisher spoke and wrote lovingly of his Kitty until the day she died. He was, however, a famous philanderer, if only in a platonic kind, flirting shamelessly with women from Queens to secretaries, and in the end living apart from his wife with an adoring duchess of his acquaintance. One of his greatest pleasures was dancing, a more suggestive enthusiasm in those days; but another was listening to sermons, for Fisher was fascinated by the Bible, quoting it constantly and colourfully all his life, though more obviously influenced by the Old Testament than the New. He was a radical in many ways, despising class differences or hereditary privileges, having no feel for Empire, considerate always for the common seaman; but especially in old age he loved the company of the great, and when he was made a baron, complained that he ought really to be a viscount. Professionally he could be vicious, vindictive and unfair, but in personal affairs, as almost all my informants agreed, Fisher was essentially a kind and sweet-natured man. Women did not invariably love him, but children did.
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This life of mingled accomplishment and disappointment, remembered with such ferociously mixed sentiments and summed up in such an unforgettable face, has kept me thinking about Jack Fisher for forty years. Now that at last I am writing my book about him, it will be like declaring my emotions after a secret infatuation. Fisher is still alive for me, and in these pages I shall go wherever he goes, as infatuates do, eavesdropping upon his conversations, reading over his shoulder, picking his brains, seeing what he sees in the fact or in the fancy, gossiping about him as others gossip, interesting myself in his interests and shamelessly trying to feel his feelings. For I know now the nature of Jacky’s hold over me. Like the couple assessing him at his cabin door, long ago in the bay of Villefranche, one half of me wants to be loved by him, and the other half wants to be him.

















ONE


Shining morning face
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Spoilt Boy


King Alfonso XIII of Spain was once so pleased by something Fisher said that if we are to believe Jack he threw his arms around his neck, kissed him, popped a chocolate into his mouth and cried ‘You darling!’ Jack Fisher was born to be spoilt, and in his maturity he liked to quote the nautical ballad-writer Charles Dibdin: ‘There’s a sweet cherub that sits up aloft that looks after the like of poor Jack.’ On his very first evening in the Navy, he claimed, the first lieutenant of the ship of the line Calcutta gave him an orange; if the fruit was really no more than figurative, the implication was certainly true. ‘I … take so many people in by my manner,’ Fisher was later to write, and he was never shy in recalling the favours he enjoyed.


The captain and commander of the Calcutta ‘loved me till they died’. The captain of the Pearl ‘wants to keep me on board here altogether’. The officers of the Warrior ‘kindly spoiled me as if I was the Baby’. The captain of the Furious, who claimed to have committed every crime in the book except murder, wrote of Fisher that ‘as a sailor, an officer, a navigator and a gentleman I cannot praise him too highly’. The captain of the Highflyer was so captivated by him that he gave him a pair of cuff-links: they had the captain’s own motto on them, and Jack wore them for the rest of his life – we glimpsed them below his coat-sleeves on board the Inflexible.


Admiral Sir Geoffrey Hornby invited Fisher to live on his flagship, while the cabins of his own ship were being painted, and Lady Hornby sent him presents of apples inscribed ‘To Little Jack Fisher’. Admiral Sir Frederick Seymour urged him, when Fisher was convalescent from an illness, to take a battleship wherever he liked. Admiral Sir James Hope promised ‘he would take care to look out for me always’. Vice-Admiral Sir Henry Kellett said that ‘as long as he has me by him to take care of him, he doesn’t care what happens’. Admiral Sir Leopold McClintock’s kindness to him was ‘unforgettable’. When Fisher took lodgings in England as a young officer, the landlord was ‘like a Father to me’, and when the captain of a tramp steamer gave him a lift from Malta to Constantinople, ‘that man and I, till he died, were like David and Jonathan’.


Admiral Hope, who was Fisher’s Commander-in-Chief on the China station, introduced him to the phrase ‘Favouritism is the Secret of Efficiency’, perhaps to excuse his own blatant partisanship for the young lieutenant. Fisher adopted it as his own, and it became one of his most notorious sayings. He meant by it that people of particular ability should be frankly encouraged above their contemporaries: but in the beginning he was doubtless thinking chiefly of himself.
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He probably first realized this ingratiating gift in himself, and realized its advantages too, when at the age of six he was sent alone from Ceylon to live in England. We hear very little about his childhood impressions of the country. He recalled having had ‘seven hard years’ of it there, but in his memoirs he skims somewhat imaginatively over the circumstances, and his biographers are none too specific either. He went to live with his maternal grandfather, Alfred Lambe, a wine-merchant living at 149 New Bond Street, London. The site was then next door to a fishmonger’s (it is now occupied by Louis Vuitton the leather-goods people) and Jack must have seemed a quaint little waif indeed, straight from the unimaginably exotic Ceylon, turning up there with his few chattels in the very heart of the West End. Mr Lambe, so Fisher wrote in his old age, had been deprived of a fortune in Portugal ‘through the artifices of a rogue’ – a sufficiently romantic explanation, perhaps, for the fact that he took in lodgers. The diet he provided his grandson, Jack alleged, consisted of nothing much but boiled rice with brown sugar, except when kindly boarders supplemented it with bread and butter.


When Jack was sent to a boarding-school in Coventry, however, he spent some of his holidays at a sumptuous country house, Catton Hall, on the banks of the River Trent in Derbyshire. I visited this place once, and it happened that when I drove up to its entrance on a lovely autumn afternoon, and rang the bell in search of Fisher’s memory, who should open the door, with some difficulty, with a certain reaching for knobs and fumbling inside, but a very small boy – eight or nine years old. He was very confident and amiable. He told me his parents were out hunting but that I could try later if I liked, he shared my amusement as we said goodbye, he waved me away down the drive, and though he didn’t know it himself for those few moments he had been metamorphosed for me into little Jack Fisher, just the same age, with just the same obliging quick assurance, so long before. For Jack doubtless felt more to the manner born at Catton Hall than ever he did in the hard-up wine-merchant’s lodging-house beside the fish shop in Bond Street.


It was Anne Beatrix Wilmot-Horton, widow of a late Governor of Ceylon, who thus introduced him to the pleasures of stately living, and so became the first of his innumerable patrons. She was Jack’s godmother, although she had never met him until he came to England, and she it was that Byron apostrophized in the lines She walks in beauty like the night Of cloudless climes and starry skies; And all that’s best of dark and bright Meet in her aspect and her eyes. Lady Wilmot-Horton was hospitable, too, and good-natured, and clever, and rich, and in all ways a most desirable surrogate for an absent mother.


At Catton Fisher was first exposed to the sources of patrician confidence. He was to become something of a swell himself, with a weakness for the grand style, and he probably acquired the taste in the company of Lady Wilmot-Horton, together perhaps with a touch of social resentment and radicalism. He enjoyed for the first time the pleasures of the English countryside, messing about in the gardens, watching the herons and the rabbits, fishing for perch in the Trent, and he doubtless opened the front door with increasing boldness, like my little host 140 years later, when he could beat the servants to it.


We must suppose him a fascinating child, odd to look at, curiously precocious, with a comical turn of phrase and an enchanting smile. I am sure Lady Wilmot-Horton, whose own children were grown up by then, took pleasure in showing him off to her friends and guests, and when he decided that he wanted to join the Navy, she was soon able to fix it. She got in touch with another Derbyshire landowner, Admiral Sir William Parker, who happened to be not only the last survivor of Nelson’s captains, but also the admiral in command of the naval base at Plymouth. This job gave him the right to nominate two cadets for entry into the Royal Navy, rather as squires held patronage to livings in the Church of England. One nomination he had passed on to a surviving niece of Lord Nelson, to bestow it as she would, but the other, when Lady Wilmot-Horton asked him, he happily gave to Jack Fisher.


It so happened that the Nelsonian niece was also a neighbour at Catton, and she too was persuaded to nominate Jack. Why he plumped for a naval career he was never to explain. He had no family connection with the sea, and no experience of it except the voyage from Colombo, but he had been reading Southey’s Life of Nelson, and perhaps that inspired him. Whatever the motive, sustained by these illustrious sponsors, hastened by the affectionate string-pulling of Lady Wilmot-Horton, within a few weeks he was sitting before a naval board of examination at Portsmouth.
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Its members were undoubtedly dazzlingly braided – majestically whiskered, too, ample beards and imposing sideburns being almost de rigueur among senior naval officers then. They must have looked formidable indeed to the small boy who, opening the door of the examination room, saw the scene awaiting him there: a bare deal table with books upon it, a single empty chair, a blaze of medals and gold lace and three stern faces looking down at him. Presently, though, the sternness surely relaxed into amusement, as the candidate’s character revealed itself, and then Jack knew he was home and dry. All successfully spoilt children can recognize that instant: the moment when they have won over the adults, or the interviewers, or the bosses, or the senior officers, just as performers know precisely the moment when they have captured their audiences.


By his own account all that Fisher had to do, to join the Royal Navy, was to write out the Lord’s Prayer, say the three times table, jump over that chair and join his interrogators in a glass of sherry. Is it true? Not in the fact, for there had already been a written test and a medical examination, but true certainly in the import, for Fisher’s ability to charm his superiors was to be crucial to his career. Very soon afterwards he was charming another. He formally entered the service in H.M.S. Victory, Nelson’s old flagship, afloat still as a headquarters ship at Portsmouth, but his first seagoing vessel was the eighty-four-gun Calcutta, lying along the coast at Plymouth. Before boarding her he was invited to dine with his nominator Admiral Parker, the Commander-in-Chief. The admiral’s house still stands, a fine Georgian mansion looking over the Devonport roads towards the dockyards on the western bank, where the warships lie now as then; it is pleasant to fancy the thirteen-year-old on the edge of his chair in its dining-room, enjoying an urbane evening of good food and naval reminiscence with the old sailor and his wife.


After dinner Jack said in all gravity that it was time he ‘joined his ship’, but the Parkers persuaded him to stay the night at Admiralty House, and so it was in the admiral’s own picket-boat that he went off next morning, with his bag and his Bible, to become a sailor himself.


Concerning Origins


Fisher was always to boast, nevertheless, that he entered the Navy ‘penniless and forlorn’, and it was true that his good luck he chiefly created for himself. His origins were not much help, in his own or in the Navy’s eyes. He was really hardly more than an orphan of Empire, sent home from the colonies to make his own life, and by his own abilities he did it.


His mother seems to have been the snag. She was Sophy Lambe, a Londoner who had the misfortune to marry a coffee planter in Ceylon at the very moment when the Ceylonese coffee boom collapsed. She had gone out to the island to keep house for her brother Frederic, another planter – a common practice in those days, saving ‘many a young fellow’, as a Victorian moralist put it, ‘from drink and ruin’, and offering young women a good chance of finding a husband. Sure enough, in 1840 Sophy married Captain William Fisher, an army officer serving as aide-de-camp to the governor of the colony, Sir Robert Wilmot-Horton.


Hardly were they wed than Captain Fisher quit the army and bought himself two coffee estates in the central highlands of the island. Coffee had first been planted in Ceylon in the 1820s, and had inspired a kind of running mania among speculators. For years every Briton in the island wanted a part of it, even governors, and William Fisher joined the craze at its tumultuous height, in 1841. In the same year the bubble burst, and from then on life for the Fishers was downhill all the way. They were condemned to scrape a living ever after, the properties making such losses that William was obliged to accept a temporary and ill-paid job as Chief Superintendent of Police, while Sophy proceeded with her wifely duties of producing eleven children, four of whom died in infancy.




*





In photographs Fisher père looks handsome enough, in a raffish way, but ineffectual. He was said to have come from a line of English landed gentry and clergymen which had once been very grand. In the seventeenth century Sir Clement Fisher, Baronet, lived at Packington, in Warwickshire, on a truly magnificent estate (now incorporating a championship golf course). Later the family splendours evidently declined. The Fisher baronetcy went into abeyance, the estate was lost, and by the early nineteenth century the family was represented more modestly, and more certainly, by the Reverend John Fisher, rector of Wavendon in Buckinghamshire, so archetypal a village of the shires that along the road was a pillar traditionally claimed to mark the very centre of England. It was from here that William Fisher, son of the rector and incongruously a captain in Her Majesty’s 78th Highlanders, went out to seek his fame and fortune in Ceylon.


He found neither, and he died there from a fall from a horse after thirty-five years in the country. Jacky Fisher saw his father for the last time when he was six years old, but remembered him tenderly always, preferring to recall him as a handsome, brave and soldierly figure of the frontiers. The letters that William wrote to the little boy are wan but endearing, urging young Jack to work hard and say his prayers, advising him not to care about other men’ s opinions and apologizing that he could send so little pocket money – ‘You have a great many brothers and sisters …’


His father’s memory was important to Jack, surrounded as he was to be in the Royal Navy by colleagues steeped in English heritage. He knew very well that rivals regarded him as an upstart, an oddball or even a half-caste, and he doubtless felt obliged to compensate, if only in his own mind. He liked to remember the Warwickshire baronets, their tombs at Packington ‘going back into the dark ages’ – the four generations of Fisher clergymen at Bodmin in Cornwall (not recorded, I may say, in the list of rectors in the parish church) – the Fisher whose motto was ubi voluntas, ibi piscatur, ‘we fish where we like’ – the Fisher who was ‘over 60 years a fellow of Magdalen College, Oxford’ – his great-uncle mortally wounded at Wellington’s side at the Battle of Waterloo – his grandfather at Wavendon whom he wishfully characterized (they never met) as ‘a splendid old parson of the fox-hunting type’ – his father the 78th Highlander and ADC to the Governor of Ceylon. They were English gentlemen all.


His mother was another matter. She sprang from the London commercial classes. Jack unconvincingly maintained that William had married her for her beauty, and he liked to claim that her grandfather was John Boydell the eighteenth-century engraver, who was also Lord Mayor of London. She was more probably his great-niece (Boydell had no children, not in wedlock anyway), and her beauty must have been in the beholder’s eye. In photographs she looks terrible. An elegant painting of her is reproduced in Admiral Sir Reginald Bacon’s biography of Fisher (1929), but I strongly suspect the picture to be of somebody else altogether, and in his text Bacon can only bring himself to say that Sophy was ‘of strong build and determined appearance’. This she certainly was, and I would guess that she was the commander of the Fisher family in Ceylon. There is to her presence some of Jack’s own compelling assurance – it is not impossible to fancy her hitching up. her black skirts and throwing back her veil to issue the orders on a quarter-deck. She reminds me sometimes of Truganini, the last Tasmanian aboriginal, and sometimes of Lili’uokalani, the final Queen of the Hawaiians: there is something at once regal and condemned to the heavy-jowled calculation of her face.


But who would not look condemned, saddled with an improvident husband in early Victorian Ceylon, enduring more or less constant childbirth in the tropics? Even those of her children who survived were taken from her, sent back to England to be educated and find their own place in the world. Jack the eldest went when she was twenty-seven and one after the other his four brothers and two sisters went too. Captain William Fisher died when Sophy was forty-six, broken one feels by all the mischances of the colonial life: she then followed her little ones to England, impecuniously.




*





Jacky Fisher’s first years were spent at Wavendon, the first of his father’s coffee plantations. It was named after Captain Fisher’s boyhood village, and formed part of the scattered settlement of plantations called Rambodda, some 3,500 feet up in the hills. In those days the district was almost inconceivably remote, a countryside of wild ravines and waterfalls, impenetrable forests and cloud-enveloped hills. There were no proper roads, and the plantation houses were only one stage removed from the log cabins of pioneers. The whole place swarmed with wildlife – monkeys, tortoises, deer, leopards, jackals, elephants, cranes, parakeets. The cicadas were deafening in the afternoon. Glow-worms flew about in showers, butterflies in multitudes, fruit-bats stank in the woods. It was not an easy place to raise a family. Years ago, poking around in the old British churchyard at Pussellawa, close to Rambodda, I came across the graves of three siblings, aged four, three and nearly two, who had all died in two days, 14 and 15 September 1866: they were thought at the time to have been accidentally poisoned by viper grass in a rhubarb tart, but they had really died of cholera, and it was only long afterwards that I realized them to have been the children of Fisher’s own sister Alice.


There were to be Fishers in Ceylon for several generations, and some are remembered in the Anglican church in the hill station of Nuwara Eliya. Three of Jack’s siblings are commemorated there, and so is Captain William Fisher himself. Wavendon still exists, too, though it would hardly be recognizable to its founders. Behind it the hills still rise rugged and forested into the clouds, but the wild life has mostly made itself scarce. Tea is the crop now, and the landscape below is a thick green carpet of shrubs, so well-tended as to look almost suburban. The plantation house has been repeatedly altered and extended, its original rooms all swallowed up; the simple coffee sheds of Jack’s childhood have long been replaced by a big tea factory. The Fishers are altogether forgotten there, nobody has heard of Jack and nobody remembers how Wavendon got its name. One of my correspondents told me that in the 1930s, at least, a patch of land there was still known as fishermalai – ‘fisherfield’; hard though I tried, though, I could catch no glimpse of the little boy’s stumpy figure playing among the tea-gardens.


Jack’s younger brother Frederic, ‘Billy’ to the family, recalled life in this outpost of Empire cheerfully enough, if in a stereotyped colonial way: climbing trees, riding horses, watching his father hunt elephants, swimming in rock pools, playing barefoot in the wild. Jack recorded almost nothing of it. He was never greatly interested in nature, he was not a sportsman and he seems to have had no feeling for animals; so possibly the images of primitive Ceylon made little impression on him. As it happens my own life’s partner was born on a plantation not far from Wavendon, and she too was sent away in her seventh year: judging by her experience Jack Fisher’s adult memories of Ceylon were perhaps just a blur of shade and sunshine, heat and lemonade, horses, tea things on the veranda, a pet baby elephant, a bird in a wooden cage – all of them presently becoming, parents, animals, home, bird and all, little more than shadows in the memory.


In Fisher’s case the faded recall may have been half-deliberate. He viewed his immediate family equivocally, and in later life preferred on the whole to have little to do with it. Two of his brothers followed him into the Royal Navy, Frederic becoming an admiral too, Philip drowning at sea as a young lieutenant. The two others, Bertram and Frank, returned as civil servants to Ceylon, where Bertram committed suicide in middle age. Alice, the elder sister, married another coffee planter in Ceylon. Lucy, the younger, married an army officer. There was only one occasion, it seems, when these seven children were all together – in England in 1865, when they assembled to have a group photograph taken.


In it Jack, the eldest, looks properly proud of himself as head of the family, and when his brothers and sisters were young he seems to have been kind and helpful to them. He encouraged Frederic to join the Navy. He was distressed when Philip’s ship, the training-ship Atalanta, vanished without trace in the Caribbean in 1880. On his only return visit to Ceylon, with the frigate Ocean in 1872, he was immensely taken with Frank – a perfect specimen of a man, he said, with ‘a sort of bold careless proud way about him’. He corresponded regularly with his sisters, and kept a keen eye on the family finances.


Gradually, though, he drew away from them, beginning with Alice, whose children’s graves I stumbled across at Pussellawa. After that terrible loss she and her husband returned to England, where he took Holy Orders but presently died. Alice went on to marry a first cousin, and this peculiarly antagonized Jack Fisher; supposedly because he thought such unions incestuous, he swore that he would never again speak either to Alice or to her husband, and he never did. The marvellous Frank he appears to have lost touch with. Lucy left his life. Unhappy Bertram he never mentioned. Frederic grew up to be a cheerfully successful officer in the standard mould, known to the Navy as Uncle Bill because of his genial habits and avuncular attitudes to young women, but in later life he learnt to steer clear of the disturbing virtuoso that Jack was to become. When Fisher came to have children of his own, he kept them strangely in ignorance of all their aunts and uncles, except the unavoidable Billy.




*





But it was Sophy who brought out the most neurotic in Fisher. I hesitate to mention Jack and Sigmund Freud in the same sentence, so fiercely would they have distrusted one other, but I have to say that Fisher seems to have suffered from a severe maternal complex. He loved to boast that he was weaned very late – the secret of his vigour, he claimed – but he was never close to his mother. Saying goodbye to her when he was six, he claimed to have ‘not the slightest recollection of her’ by the time he met her again twenty-five years later, and said he had none of the feelings of a son for his mother. He hastily dissuaded her when she once thought of visiting him in Hong Kong, admitting frankly enough that he was ‘in a horrid fright of my Mother some day turning up unexpectedly’. Enviously moved by other men’s maternal loyalties, and horrified to imagine what it would be like if his own children did not love him, nevertheless when the widowed Sophy returned to England needing money, Fisher was not pleased.


I fear he was haunted by the guilt of this inadequate affection, making up for it only, it appears, with a financial allowance in Sophy’s old age and extravagant fictions about her beauty in his own. When he was a lieutenant on the China station there reached him through the mail from Ceylon a photograph of Mrs Fisher, evidently on glass. It was thirteen years since he had set eyes on her, but when he removed the wrappings his mother’s severe face looked back at him in fragments. I can imagine the sad symbolism of the moment filling his eyes with regretful tears. He stuck the picture together again, and wrote of the experience: ‘I can hardly believe it is my mother when I look at it. She seems so young … Well! women are very deceptive in everything. I have found that out in the short time I have been in the world.’


Poor Sophy lived out her days very modestly in London, seldom intruding upon Jack’s progress towards fame and power: and when the time came, in 1895, she slid out of his life almost imperceptibly, and is buried who knows where.




*





There were always other women to see him through. As an eighteen-year-old lieutenant he was detailed by his admiral to call upon Lady Robinson, wife of the Governor of Hong Kong, in the brand-new Government House above the harbour (the colony, coincidentally another of my subjects, was born in the same year as Fisher himself). While he was there a Mrs Coutts was announced. ‘I was off like a shot,’ he wrote the same day, ‘just fancy facing two strange females all by myself …’ But I don’t believe a word of it. He was in his element – the fascinating young lieutenant, already marked out as a man of promise, so easily delighting those middle-aged colonial ladies, while Chinese servants shuffled and bowed around the drawing-room with cakes and fresh hot water.


He knew how to please women, and he needed them. He felt the absence of a mother, however ambiguous his feelings about Sophy. He no doubt missed the attentions of Lady Wilmot-Horton and the doting chatelaines of Derbyshire. It was hardly surprising that he found for himself, during his first long tour of foreign duty, a woman confidante so obviously a mother-substitute that he actually addressed her as Mams, or as Mammy sometimes. Mrs Edmund Warden was the wife of the P. & O. manager in Shanghai, and as such she often met officers of the British warships operating in Chinese waters. Many looked to her for auntly affection – treats and parties when they put into Shanghai, the odd service that she could arrange for them. Jack Fisher demanded rather more, and the thick file of letters he wrote to her are full of poignancy between the lines.


How proud he is to tell her when he is promoted, how upset when she asks somebody else to do some shopping for her in Japan, how touchingly eager to let her know when a captain commends him, a dispute goes his way, he wins a competition or passes an examination! ‘Dear Mams,’ he writes when he is promoted to lieutenant. ‘You should see me in my scales and full-dress coat, such a beauty! One can’t help hearing as one walks along people saying “Who’s that? By George, a handsome fellow!”’ Or: ‘I say, Mams, I am not proud, you know, but mind you don’t get making a mistake and address to J. A. Fisher, Esq., instead of Lieut. J. A. Fisher, RN. Now you need not laugh!!’ Or: ‘Hurrah! Well done, Mams, you are a real, jolly, good, good, good old party. I got your letter yesterday and the parcel …’ Or: ‘I forgot to tell you that I was very nearly SEASICK. Just fancy a fine Lieutenant being seasick … If you say anything to anyone, I will never speak to you again, there!’




*





These are the earliest known letters of Jack Fisher, who was to become one of the most prolific, original and entertaining of English letter-writers. We know of none to his mother, and it was to Mrs Warden that he confided his feelings when that photograph of Sophy arrived shattered through the mail. Beneath the full-dress coa he was only a child – ‘the great child’, The Times still called him when he went to his grave sixty-two years later.
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