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1 – ANTICIPATION


The autumn months were Jane Principal’s favourite time of the year. The nights were drawing in but it was rarely cold. In the late afternoon the fires were lit in the main rooms as much to add light as warmth and candles were ready in the hall for those who needed to venture upstairs. And of these months this was her favourite day, her birthday, when her father would come home as early as possible so that the family could spend the evening together. Not all the family for the younger ones were not yet ready to sit at table. It would be a cruelty to them to make them do so and, even if her mother’s nerves could stand it, too disruptive to make it worthwhile.


While she waited for her father’s return, Jane had taken up a book but was too excited to read it. She had tried several times to do so but kept losing her place and had to re-read the same words over again. Whereas on any other day she would have kept herself busy, she had been prevailed upon to let others take the lead on this occasion, so while her siblings were in and out of the room, the older ones with decorations and the younger ones getting in the way, she waited silently for the party to begin.


“Where do you think he is?” she asked her mother, who was beginning to be anxious herself.


“You know how it is,” her mother attempted to re-assure her. “He’ll be here as soon as he can, I’m sure.”


“If he’s not back soon, we’ll have to put the younger ones to bed.”


“Why don’t we do that anyway? They’re over-excited and in the way and it might be a kindness to them as much as us. You ask nanny to round them up and I’ll be up in a minute.”


It was while Jane and her mother were in the nursery that they heard the carriage draw into the drive. “At last”, thought Jane but this was to prove the start of her troubles not the end of them.


The carriage door slammed, as it sometimes did when her father was exchanging a public world he had grown to hate for the family life he relished, both as a refuge and for its own sake, but when this was followed by a series of brisk blows at the front door both Jane and her mother were immediately aware that something was wrong. “Surely he can’t have been held up today,” thought Jane but the shouting downstairs indicated that it was much worse than that.


“I’ll go,” she told her mother. “You stay here and get these ones to bed.”


“Are you ...?” her mother began but Jane had already left the room before she could complete her sentence.


“I’m coming”, Jane said as she clattered down the staircase. The men in the hall were silent now and Jane shivered. Her father was not among them and Jane could tell from their expressions that his absence was due to more than delay.


“Is your mother in?” asked the leader. “I’ll need to speak to her first.”


“You can tell me. I’m twenty-one today and better that I tell mama.”


“There’s no way of putting this gently so best I just come out with it. I’m afraid your father’s dead,” the man said.


“No,” Jane howled, for her life had ended in a moment. She slumped to the floor on her knees.


“Jane, what is it?” asked her mother as she came down behind her. She knelt down to Jane and helped her back to her feet, where she and her mother leant against each other.


“Mrs Principal, my deepest condolences. Your husband has been shot by a madman.”


“What? But look you’d better come through here. I don’t want the other children to hear this.” Her mother led Jane and the men into a room off the hall. “How is he? Can I see him?” she asked.


“You can but I’m afraid he’s dead. He’s still at the House but we can take you there if you want.”


“Please do so. Jane, fetch my coat and shoes.”


Jane was often fragile and on the edge but in these circumstances was close to collapse. Her mother by contrast was displaying an unexpected fortitude. The innocent observer might think that perhaps the implications had yet to sink in, but the informed one would be aware that such crises did seem to have this effect on her. If Jane’s instinct was to flee from adversity, her mother would always stand and fight. She had absolute certainty that her will was as strong as any other and would prevail. Her husband had benefited hugely from her support in their happy and fruitful marriage.


She had first met him when she was fifteen and had known from that day on that she would make him her husband. She was seven years younger than him and had to face down her father’s opposition, marrying against her father’s wishes as soon as she was twenty-one. Jane, her oldest child, had been born the following year. Her youngest child was just five and in the sixteen years between the two she had borne another eleven children, ten of whom were still alive and none of whom were twins. Still in her early forties, and with thirteen pregnancies in twenty-two years, it was clear that she and her husband had made the most of their time together, indeed must have spent much of it in bed. “Close conversation” would be how it was described in polite circles, but she gloried in the earthy and natural fecundity they both enjoyed.


Was it really over?


“Now Jane you stay here. If any of the others ask about this rumpus, say I’ve had to meet your father but will be back soon.”


Jane started to protest but her mother was back in charge. “You look after the house and put everybody’s mind at rest. I need to go on my own.”


Jane knew her mother well enough to appreciate that once she was determined on a particular course of action, nothing would shift her. She might be malleable in the smaller things, in those that did not matter and which it cost her nothing to concede, but once she had drawn a line it was pointless trying to cross it.


Jane watched the front door close behind her mother and the men whose arrival could not literally be described as a “bombshell”, for though bombs then existed cannon shot was more usual, but had blown their world apart nonetheless.


She turned to see her four older siblings listening from the top of the stairs. Both the girls were over eighteen and looked horrified, the two boys were a couple of years younger and either may not have heard all that was said or, if they had, cannot have grasped it. Trying to explain it to them would be hard enough let alone to the others whose age would limit their understanding.


Had she felt more composed herself, Jane would have gone up the stairs slowly so as not to alarm them further. But she did not and such pretence was not in her nature. Rather she rushed up the stairs and collapsed in a huddle with her sisters. Their brothers looked on, feeling both excluded from their sisters’ tears and grief but not wanting to participate in it either. It would be up to them to keep a rein on their emotions for it would not help anybody, nor was it the manly thing to do to succumb to it - or so they had been brought up to believe. If it was a woman’s role to express, it was a man’s to repress - or so their turning away could have been interpreted.


When their mother returned some hours later she called Jane into the main living room. “Bring the others with you,” she said.


“All of them,” Jane asked.


“No, of course not. Just the older ones who are still awake. There will be enough sleepless nights to come without adding to them today.”


When the oldest five children were assembled, all but Jane in their night attire, their mother began.


“There is no way to break this gently so I may as well tell you straight out that of bad news this is the worst: your father is dead, shot and killed at parliament this afternoon.”


“What, in the chamber?” Jane’s oldest brother asked.


“Almost. He had just come out and it appears that the assassin was waiting for him. Some of you may have heard of this already but you will certainly hear more.”


“How could this be? Who would want to kill him?”


“We all have enemies and your father was in a position to have more than a few. That became clear even as I was returning, for the crowds were not quietened by the carriage, even though they must have known I was in it, but shouted ‘Hurrah’ – though I doubt many of them knew what they were shouting about. Soldiers are on the streets trying to keep order.”


It might have sounded like ‘Hurrah’ to Jane’s mother, and perhaps was for news like this travels fast, almost like water through a sluice, but more probably their shouts were a mixture of that and calls for the government to be replaced. The crowds were in a volatile state, but so they had been for some time as a result of the war with Napoleon and the threats to their jobs as mechanisation took hold. In some parts of the country machines had been wrecked and in many more riots and looting had taken place. They had been placated a little as Wellington’s victories over the French multiplied, but the result was still uncertain and a patriotic fervour did not eliminate the real anxiety that many workers had about putting food on the table. To make matters worse, if that were possible, it was now becoming apparent that the assassin bore no particular grudge against her husband but he was the one who came out of the chamber first and was thus the man shot at. She did not tell her children this for his sudden death was wrenching enough without having to cope with the news that it had been arbitrary as well. If they were to be helped through this, it would be to nobody’s advantage to heap the pointless and avoidable circumstances on top of their shock and grief. They could find out the details in due course but for the moment better that their mourning was for their father, a martyred statesman, rather than for somebody whose death had been unnecessary.


“Is the murderer dead?” Jane asked.


“No, he gave himself up without a struggle and is now in prison. He will get his just deserts soon enough.”


“I can’t bear to think of it,” spluttered one of Jane’s sisters through her tears.


“I know,” her mother said. “He should have been here hours ago and would have been safe enough. Now, listen, I don’t yet know what this means for us and probably nobody does at this point in time, we’ll just have to help each other through it as best we can. What I don’t want is for the younger children to be upset more than necessary. I am looking to you five to be as strong as you can, for me, for each other, and for your younger brothers and sisters. This is going to be hard enough for us all without having to cope with things that could have been avoided had we handled it better to begin with. I realise that this seems a strange thing to say at this early stage when we are each trying to come to terms with the situation but nobody else will comfort us, much as some will say the right words – that’s something we’ll have to do ourselves. Do any of you want to ask me anything more at the moment?”


There was silence.


“I suggest you go to bed then, at least for a few hours. I don’t expect you to sleep but if you find you need to talk to each other please don’t wake the others. It won’t help for more of us to be distressed in the middle of the night. There will be time enough for that tomorrow.”




2 - REPERCUSSIONS


Jane and her mother had both wanted to attend the funeral but had no expectation that they would be permitted to do so for the etiquette in polite society was that women did not go to funerals in case displays of grief embarrassed the men or implied that the deceased had not gone to a better place. In their view this was absurd and based on considerations of deportment rather than humanity. But they decided not to breach it for it was possible that the mob would try to upset the procession and turn what should be a sombre and restrained occasion into a carnival of chaos. This would be insufferable and they might well become inconsolable. Mr Principal’s political colleagues would no doubt be thinking of the public man, as would the crowds who came to gawp, but Jane and her mother wished to recall him as a loving husband and father and feared that any confrontation might muddy this private view of him. So, even if the etiquette was symptomatic of the time, for rules were made by men for men, they chose not to challenge it. Better to hold to their memories than have these trampled by some who might use the funeral as an opportunity for celebration and inebriation.


Resolving not to subject themselves to this possibility, they chose not to attend the private funeral as well as the state one so the role of chief mourner was not taken by his wife of twenty-two years, but was shared between Mr Principal’s brother and oldest son, even though the latter was still under eighteen. Jane and her mother remained at home with the younger children, though if truth be told helping to comfort them did prevent the overt expressions of their own grief that they might have struggled to conceal in public. It did not remove the heartbreak but it did serve to distract them from it, for there was little time for reflection let alone anguish when so much attention was devoted to the needs of the younger children.


When Jane’s brother returned, and the other children were in bed, Jane asked her mother what happened next. “Will we be able to stay in this house? Will the children have to leave school? And who will pay the bills?”


“I’m sure the government will make some provision but it is too early to say how much might need to change. No doubt your uncle will lobby on our behalf.”


Some of this rapidly became clear on the following day for parliament agreed to the Prince Regent’s proposal that annuities be settled on Mrs Principal and her oldest son and a capital grant be held for the other eleven children. It took another week though for the Commons to agree on the amounts, for not only did views of Mr Principal divide the House but all were unanimously resolved that they should not confuse duty with excess. Mrs Principal was similarly motivated in ensuring that her oldest son should not have full access to his annuity until he reached the age of twenty-one. She knew that he was all too easily distracted by any alternatives to schooling that offered short-term rewards and she was determined that the money should not exacerbate this further. He could use it to meet legitimate expenditure in the intervening years but the bulk would be invested for his future thereafter.


In determining this she was not only protecting his interests but seeking to act honourably for she might have insisted that some was used to help pay the rent. She had a little capital of her own that could be used in the short-term to bulk up her annuity and meet the everyday expenses of her huge family, but this would not last forever and much as she was loath to move house there would be little option in the longer term. The capital grant that had been settled on the children was for their needs in later years and she was neither able nor wished to touch it.


Much to everybody’s surprise, the other event that happened in the week after her husband’s death was the execution of his murderer. He had been tried as soon as possible for the government did not want to give the mob another cause to rally around, and this might have been the effect if he had been incarcerated for any length of time without being tried. Nevertheless, the trial was expected to last for some time until the murderer admitted that he had been looking to kill someone else other than Principal. His quarrel had not been with him but he had got in the way. This amounted to a confession freely given and, while there were doubts over the man’s sanity, the judge decided that it was his stupidity that was more obvious. The prosecution had hardly to present a case and the defence had little to argue for. Leniency was not an option and the murderer was hanged the following day. The speed with which his execution took place raised eyebrows in some quarters but not among Principal’s family or his supporters. As far as they were concerned this was a just outcome that went a little way towards redressing the wrong that had been done.
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