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Etna was in such an irritable mood that it was quite a relief when we reached the Vale of Palermo, to me more beautiful even than the district round Naples’ bay. The British (and American) families are very hospitable, and seemingly very rich, a kind of aristocracy unto themselves. As for the natives, I have never come across so many princes, dukes, marquesses etc., etc., all living in pretty good luxury. But what with cholera scares and rumours of revolt, an occasional earthquake toppling a house or two, murders and abductions an everyday occurrence apparently, we still feel we are under a volcano.


Edmund Fetherston Whitney to his uncle in Ireland


6 April 1869

























Prologue to 2002 edition





I first heard of Tina Whitaker when I was in Rome, as a young subaltern in the Military Mission to the Italian Army, during the winter of 1944. Although I remained in Italy for two more years, and although in England I had known other members of the Whitaker family practically all my life, I never actually met her. To me she was a sort of legend, a grand and formidable old lady living up in Monti Parioli, where I would never dare go without a summons. In any case, being just twenty-one when I first arrived, I was probably too busy enjoying the sights of Rome in my spare time and going about with Romans of my own age.


I did know that Mrs Whitaker was well into her eighties, and that she had an ‘extraordinary’ past of some sort. I also knew that she and her two daughters, Norina and Delia, were living in a state of relative luxury. This last fact was in itself odd. How was it that they, bearing an English surname, should have remained unmolested under enemy rule? Gradually, as the years went by, I picked up stories about these Whitaker ladies: their eccentricities, their great wealth originally based on Marsala wine in Sicily, their palazzo, or villa, in Palermo, their associations with people such as Garibaldi, Wagner, the Empress Eugénie and Queen Mary, their lavish entertaining during the period known as the Belle Epoque.


When approached to write a book based on ‘Aunt Tina’s diaries’ I was reluctant for various reasons. It had been tempting, because The Leopard had just been published, and the Whitakers had known the Lampedusas fairly well. I therefore suggested that my friend Archibald Colquhoun, the translator of The Leopard, would be the ideal person to write about what he called the ‘lush international setting of Palermo at the turn of the century’. He was indeed interested, but suddenly he died. Not long after, in May 1964, I had a telegram from Delia Whitaker inviting me to her island of Motya, between Marsala and Trapani. As a result of this visit I agreed to take over from Archie.


Delia’s mother and sister were by then long dead, and she was nearly eighty. There were two main reasons for my decision. One was Motya itself. This had been acquired by Delia’s father, Joseph or Pip Whitaker, who had realised its importance as the site of a major Phoenician city which had been destroyed by Dionysius of Syracuse in 397 B.C.; Pip had done some excavations, and had created a delightful little museum. The other reason was the recent discovery of Benjamin Ingham’s letter-books from 1816 to 1860.


Benjamin Ingham was Pip Whitaker’s great-uncle, and it was he who had been the founder of the family’s wine business at Marsala during the time of the British occupation of Sicily, and had subsequently built up a great fortune in banking and shipping. A glance at his letters, bound in many volumes, showed that they contained important first-hand reactions to the turbulent history of the island. Benjamin Ingham and Tina Whitaker were totally different characters, but their papers together formed a basis for a kind of two-decker saga about those who made the money and those who spent it.


Tina enjoyed gossip, so the second section of this book is more personal and racy. For the first section I also consulted contemporary travellers’ descriptions and papers belonging to other British or American families once associated with Marsala, Palermo and Messina, my aim being to recreate as far as possible what it was like to live is Sicily as an Anglo-Saxon expatriate, particularly in the years of revolution, epidemic and earthquake. Benjamin Ingham was a participator in events, guarding his business interest, Tina Whitaker more of an observer, socially ambitious, a writer and once a promising opera singer. Tina’s comments on politics, although voluminous, were thus of less value, and mostly I have cut them out. Ingham was a leader, she had some capacity as such, but underestimated herself, because she knew she was bad at detail. She was fortunate because she managed to live within her, or rather her husband’s, means unlike some other more reckless beneficiaries of the Ingham estate. She also was very different in character to her husband, who was a shy dilettante and a noted ornithologist, so his discoveries at Motya meant little to her. In fact she was of Italian-Sicilian descent, and her parents had been exiles in London during the early stages of the Risorgimento – Tina wrote a book about it, Sicily and England. Both she and Benjamin Ingham became reactionary in their old age, whereas before they had been liberal-minded. Ingham lived to see the arrival of Garibaldi and his Thousand, and was not happy about it, and had a good reason to deplore the bloody revolt at Nelson’s duchy of Bronte.


I have avoided making much comment on Ingham’s commercial affairs, and have scarcely concerned myself at all with the marketing and growing of Marsala wine. In any case, because of the Allied bombing of Marsala and Palermo in 1943, a lot of the vital records, particularly about the wine trade and exports to Britain and the United States, are in limbo. The fact that relatively little is known about the day-to-day activities of Ingham’s personal life, except through family tradition and some letters, does I realise make for a contrast between the two halves of the book; but that was my intention.


The history of Sicily has aroused angry emotions. To some it has been a ‘sun-drenched nightmare’, its past and present misfortunes the direct result of social exploitation, stupidity and waste. Others, like the late Lord Bridport, who inherited Nelson’s duchy, have vehemently refuted the ‘trotting out of the old saw about absentee landlords’. I have tried to remain impartial in such a battlefield. My book is mostly about expatriate merchant ‘princes’, some of whom were considerable philanthropists, nouveaux riches at first, but riches enough to seek friends (and consorts) among the aristocratic families of Palermo. I hope nevertheless that I have given some substance to Lampedusa’s famous phrase about the Sicilians, high and low, ‘a terrifying insularity of mind’. I would have liked to have had the excuse of writing about Baroque churches and Greek temples, the Spanish occupation, the Inquisition, the 1693 earthquake, the Normans and past links with England, the slave revolts and so on; but these are outside my main scope. I have had to assume that the reader has at least a certain knowledge of such things.


Sicily possesses some places of sublime loveliness, but there is still some squalor. It can be violent and sinister, or sentimental and soft-hued. Many ghastly acts of cruelty, many disasters, have happened there, some recently. The island has attracted predators who have come to love and beautify it. It has been described as a cross-roads, a gateway, non-European. Yet it has produced some great Europeans, in art, literature and politics. In a way it is the most typical Italian part of Italy, with faults and virtues magnified.


At the Colli outside Palermo and at Bagheria the villas of the old nobility, some crumbling and with lichened statuary, go far to prove that their eighteenth and nineteenth century owners – many of Spanish ancestry, as family names such as Valguarnera, Moncada and Monroy show – preferred the delights of the Conca d’Oro to their dusty, sun-parched Donnafugatas. How much of this absenteeism, it may be asked, was the fault of sheer neglect by governments in centuries past and due to the utter lack of roads and an aversion to the grim, eroded landscapes made barren by the destruction of forests in Roman and Arab times? Meanwhile the wretched peasantry eked out their generations, nurtured in superstition and fear, knowing hardly anything about the world outside.


Etna is on the other side of the island to Palermo, and in a sense plays a small part in this book. Huge, beautiful yet grim, the home of the Cyclops, magnificent, proud, treacherous, eternal, it is however a part of every Sicilian’s life, the very symbol of sudden death, of unpremeditated violence.


It has been said that in many ways Sicily is Italy’s Ireland, with her separate civilisation, her enigmas, her half-mythologised Christianity, her internal hatreds, her desperate emigrations. Again I have had to take for granted that the reader knows something about, or has access to, the literature on earlier historical and ethnic influences, responsible still for a national way of crime and for so much past cruelty, illiteracy and poverty. Enough to say that western Sicilians are largely of Saracen descent; the eastern, or rather south-eastern, Sicilians have Greek blood, which used to mean that somehow the Mafia had less hold over them.


The book drifts away from Sicily in Tina’s time, but that is her doing not mine. Her position in Rome during the Second World War, as a British subject, was on the face of it more dangerous than that of Inghams or Whitakers in Palermo in 1848–9 or 1860. In the nineteenth century the British Government always had warships to hand, ready to snatch its nationals on board at the slightest whiff of danger. Ostensibly neutral then, Britain – like America and France – made no secret of the side she favoured. Mercenaries were not only encouraged but secretly equipped with arms. Thus in 1860 the spectacle of expatriate residents rushing for safety, while expatriate belligerents poured into the city, only too ready to die for another country’s liberty.


If we live abroad, we can imagine ourselves wholly identified with the host’s politics, dramas and national rejoicing. But when war comes, we realise how little we really belong.


Inghams and Whitakers are of course remembered at Marsala, if only because some brands of wine (now under the aegis of Cinzano) continue to bear their names. A few ancient carrozze still hang around the railway station just as they must have done a hundred years ago. Some streets are cobbled, and there is a strong impression of stepping back in time, of isolation and laxness under a fierce African sun. You have to search hard to find much association with the nineteenth-century British (but it is a surprise to find that the Cathedral is dedicated to St Thomas of Canterbury). Unlike Madeira, Malaga or Jerez, Marsala is not the sort of place in which an Anglo-Saxon would choose to spend a lifetime. All the families who worked there – not only Inghams and Whitakers, but Woodhouses, Cossinses, Clarks, Grays and Woods – must have regarded it as a place of exile rather than somewhere to love and enjoy. Palermo la felice was, and is, a different proposition altogether. So it is around Palermo that this book is mostly written.




 





The above is an abbreviation of my original Prologue of 1972. Since then, needless to say, there have been very many changes in Sicily. There is much more prosperity, and much less poverty. A great effort has been made to preserve and restore its wonderful buildings, not only in the old centre of Palermo, where bomb-sites were for many years a scandal. In Palermo all this has in part been thanks to associations such as Salvare Palermo and the Fondazione Chiazzese, but also to Leoluca Orlando the mayor who, with Alessandra Siragusa, the educational commissioner, had the idea of giving schools the task of ‘adopting’ famous and often tumbling down monuments, churches, and palaces. Orlando was also the founder of the anti-Mafia party, La Rete. The Mafia has been responsible for many atrocities since this book was originally published, but now at last it looks like being broken, with the arrest of top bosses and the confessions of pentiti. The Mafia is part of Sicily’s history, and its memory is inescapable. The Whitakers and other British merchants certainly did have some unpleasant experiences, but they left no records of having paid hush-money (which must sometimes have been the case).


The Joseph Whitaker Foundation, founded from Delia Whitaker’s residuary estate, is a spectacular success. Villa Malfitano, built by her parents in the 1880s, and its late Victorian contents have been preserved, and can be visited by the public. It is also used for congresses and concerts. The exotic trees, now huge, are still in the garden. And at Motya excavations have continued on an impressive scale, and there have been major discoveries, including one of the greatest pieces of Greek sculpture found in southern Italy since the Second World War. A new museum has also been created.


Since the first publication of this book there has been a revival of interest among Sicilians about the activities of British and American traders and residents in their island during the nineteenth century. Innumerable academic books and articles, some based on the Ingham letter-books, are available to students. Thanks to the generosity of Delia the name of Whitaker is far from being forgotten in Palermo.


Raleigh Trevelyan


London, 2002 



















PART ONE


The Merchant Princes






















I


The English Croesus of These Parts





‘WE are happy to inform you that His Majesty’s troops took quiet possession of the forts in this city yesterday, so that we shall now return to peace and tranquillity after sixteen months of revolutionary misrule with all its evils.’


A bland summing up after a harrowing fortnight, and typical of the unemotional Joseph Whitaker, a British merchant living in Palermo. For him the whole experience could now be neatly bundled up and placed on the filing shelf. In the absence of his ‘Senior’, Benjamin Ingham, he was writing to his father-in-law and colleague, William Sanderson of Messina, on 19 May 1849. Sicily’s brief independence was over. For the past days most Anglo-American families had been sweltering on board warships in Palermo bay, while anarchy gripped the city and 20,000 Neapolitans advanced across the island. Joseph Whitaker had managed to send his wife Sophia and the children to safety in Malta. During the previous year both Palermo and Messina had suffered terrible batterings from King Bomba’s men, and both Neapolitans and Sicilians had shown themselves capable of extreme cruelty. As the British were not popular with either side at present, looting and destruction of their property were the least of the dangers that could have been expected.


The anticlimax was in fact almost ridiculous. To show loyalty to the conquerors, the white flag of the Bourbons was paraded along the sea-front by a set of dirty, drunken people, who danced round it as though they were mad. ‘The whole scene,’ wrote the British Vice-Consul,1 ‘seems more of a bacchanalian feast than one of loyalty.’ There was a search for arms, though not a very successful one. Only the ‘better class of people’ responded, but their faces looked anything but happy. General Filangieri, the commander of the Neapolitan troops, at least seemed disposed to be lenient, and he was known to be a statesmanlike and humane individual. However, the riff-raff of the slums was sullen, and reports poured in of the countryside being overrun with thieves and bandits. A bad earthquake on the nineteenth did not soothe matters. Two blocks of small houses collapsed and sixty people were killed. Not surprisingly Joseph Whitaker decided that the atmosphere in Palermo was far too unsettled for his wife to return.


Sophia was one of those sweet, ringleted Early Victorian women whose main job in married life seems to have been to acquiesce. Her husband usually stayed late in the office, which was next to the Palazzo Lampedusa. He expected dinner to be ready the moment he returned home, and he preferred eating in silence. Undeniably potent-looking in his pictures, over a period of twenty-three years he made her bear him a child on an average every twenty-one months. On 19 June she was allowed back to Palermo. On 19 March 1850 she gave birth to her fifth son, Pip–later to be one of the chief characters in this book, and very different from either of his parents. Although Joseph died a millionaire, it is said that after his death she wistfully remarked that she had always longed to own a brooch.


She herself had been born in Malta in 1816. Her family came from Durham and was possibly related to the Whitakers, who were from Yorkshire. Her father had been a naval captain with a fine war record; in 1817 he had moved to Messina, as much for commercial reasons as for its splendid harbour, the loveliness of its setting and the nobility of its buildings. The town followed the curve of the shore and was at the foot of a range of mountains, part wooded, part covered with vines and olive groves. Across the straits was the incomparable view of the Italian mainland, three miles away. After the 1783 earthquake there had been some ambitious rebuilding. In many ways the harbour was superior to Palermo’s, and it was certainly better suited geographically for commerce. William Sanderson traded in essential oils: perfume oils from lemons and bergamot. Other British merchants there dealt mostly in silk and citrus fruit.


Alas, in 1849 all was different and Messina was in a sorry condition. It was reckoned that, as a result of the bombardment the previous September, there had been at least a million pounds’ worth of damage, £300,000 of which was to British property. William Sanderson’s claim for compensation had been one of the largest. The sanitation of the city was in a disgusting state. Hardly any effort had been made to repair the damage.


Palermo had not suffered nearly as much devastation. Its setting, in the famed Conca d’Oro, or Golden Shell, had a different kind of beauty. Encircled like an amphitheatre by high mountains and dominated by the dramatic bare crag of Monte Pellegrino, the valley in which the domes and towers of the walled city lay was full of delicious gardens, well-watered orange and lemon groves, prickly pear plantations and vineyards. Here were remnants of Arab, Norman and Spanish civilisations, while in front was the vast, blue stretch of the Tyrrhenian Sea. The back streets were narrow and often squalid – the mean houses an extraordinary contrast to the nobles’ palaces – but the inhabitants were colourful and vital. Although Messina was traditionally jealous of Palermo as the capital, there was no doubt that Palermo had the aura of a metropolis. The large foreign community, in more peaceful times, was happy here. Many of the British merchants had originally come during the Napoleonic Wars, and had stayed on. The Americans were somewhat fewer and, necessarily because of the 1812 war, had been rather later in arriving.


Palermo and Messina were the two main trading centres. Other, but small, groups of foreigners were to be found at places on the coast such as Syracuse, Catania, Licata and Marsala. ‘Few Sicilians’, an observer had written as late as 1839, ‘carry on commerce with much energy, the major part of the profits springing from this activity goes into the hands of the foreigners.’2 Only after 1849 did the situation very gradually come to be reversed.


Joseph Whitaker had reached Palermo in about 1820, when he would have been eighteen. He had been summoned there by Benjamin Ingham, who was his uncle, a man of commercial genius and already then heading towards being the richest individual on the island. Ingham employed a series of nephews as underlings in his business, which was founded originally on marsala wine. The story is that when Joseph’s elder brother died, Ingham wrote to their mother, his sister: ‘Your son is dead. Send me another.’ Joseph was so dour, with rather hooded eyes and a sardonic mouth, that even his mighty uncle eventually seemed rather afraid of him. He was a perfect desk man and ran the ‘Concern’ so well that in June 1851 Ingham was able to announce to his customers and clients that he had retired from active management of ‘all commercial affairs’, and that his nephew would henceforward be in charge.


Ingham had been safely in Marsala during the early part of May 1849 and his presumed wife, the Duchess of Santa Rosalia, a Sicilian, had taken refuge in a monastery. Like Sophia Whitaker, he did not return to Palermo until mid-June. For at least a decade he had been a multi-millionaire, though mostly in American investments, and during 1848 the revolutionary Government had managed to extract a decent loan from him. Filangieri now approached him, among others, for money but was sternly refused. The feeling of unease in Palermo was not something to encourage Ingham to risk his cash. In any case the political situation elsewhere in Italy was still highly uncertain, to say the least. Although in July Rome was restored to the Pope’s temporal power, at this moment of the Risorgimento it was obvious that the forces of revolution were not going to be suppressed for ever, least of all in King Bomba’s domains. There was a flicker of a revolt in Sicily in January, as a result of which there were six executions. An ominous beginning to the new régime. In the end it was the Rothschilds who came to Filangieri’s rescue.


Benjamin Ingham’s retirement was in name only. Like all very successful tycoons he had the art of delegating work, and in Joseph Whitaker he had found a lieutenant only too prepared to beaver away at every smallest detail of the very varied business. Ingham could afford to live almost as well as the Neapolitan Viceroy. He had been created a baron. Through the Duchess he was on familiar terms with the highest families in the island (many indeed owed him money). Yet he could not bear to dissociate himself entirely from something that he had created from the humblest start. He also enjoyed the sense of competition with other merchants in Southern Italy and Sicily. Or, rather, he enjoyed being the first in the race.


The banking side of the business had started before the end of the Napoleonic Wars, and it was over this that he mainly kept control in the 1850s. He had actually arrived in Sicily in 1806, as a representative of his family firm in Leeds, in order to sell cloth and woollens. It was then that he had spotted the potentialities of marsala wine, which tasted very like madeira and was already being marketed with much success by one John Woodhouse, a friend of Nelson. Ingham was not an innovator but he was a wizard at exploiting other people’s initiatives and turning them into something far better. This technique he proceeded to apply to John Woodhouse, though with some struggle. He bought a warehouse or baglio3 at Marsala, then set about introducing new methods of marketing and improving the substance of the wine that he had picked up from Spain. Soon he was exporting not only to Britain but, after 1812, in even greater quantities to America; and later still to Brazil and Australia. Sulphur was used as ballast on his ships, so it was natural that he should become one of the island’s largest traders in sulphur. He also became one of the main exporters of citrus fruit, olive oil, sumac (used in tanning) and barilla (an alkali) with side-lines in almonds, filberts, manna (a laxative), liquorice paste, pumice, brimstone, currants and, more prosaically, rags.


At first the goods for America were sent ‘on consignment’ mainly to Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore and New Orleans, in ships owned by American sea-captains who made their livings out of Ingham, Woodhouse and other merchants who had stayed behind in Sicily after the war. Some of these sea-captains fell under the spell of Palermo and decided to settle there. Such a one was Benjamin Gardner, a Bostonian, whose handsome and suave adopted son, Edward, was a descendant of Paul Revere, hero of the American Revolution.


Later Ingham had his own fleet built. He made a fortune out of sending ships on regular trips to the East Indies. Then, with some leading Paler-mitans, he acquired the first steamship in Sicily. For here was another secret of success. In the early days, and eventually because of his liaison with the Duchess, he was almost the only member of the foreign merchant community prepared to mingle with the Sicilians socially and to trust them in business; the British, as usual abroad, kept their distance from the natives, intermarrying among themselves and keeping rigidly to their roast-beef-on-Sundays traditions. It also cut the other way. Again because of the Duchess, aristocratic Sicilians were prepared to accept the bourgeois Ingham on equal terms. Needless to say, Ingham took the trouble to learn their very difficult language, quite different from standard Italian – lingua toscana in bocca romana (Tuscan tongue in Roman mouth).


Ingham’s fabulous wealth in America was basically due to the fact that he had quantities of capital to invest at a time that coincided not only with the canal and railway boom but with a period of great industrial development, especially in New England. The flood of immigration into America had opened up all sorts of markets for speculators;4 it had also provided cheap labour, mostly Irish, for digging the canals and laying the railways. Imports from America to Sicily, in comparison with exports from Sicily to America, were necessarily small; indeed from Ingham’s point of view barrel staves of white oak were among the only feasible items. He found that, in order to get his money from America, he had to route it through London, thereby losing up to twenty per cent in commissions to middlemen. Very naturally, therefore, he preferred to leave it where it was. Unfortunately most of the records of such transactions were among those destroyed in the bombings of the last war. Even so, the few mentions that we come across of the gigantic sums, for those days, being bandied about for investment are mysterious and tantalising. Where did they all come from? We read, as a sample, in a letter of June 1850 how £10,000 is being made available from London to the New York office, and shortly afterwards another £5000.5 From this at any rate one concludes that he was finding America so extraordinarily profitable for investment that he was transferring there any spare money he could possibly accumulate. Ten years later income from dividends seemed to be pouring in at the rate of $10,000 a month. A startling communication from the Michigan Central Railroad Company, in December 1859, suggested that Ingham might care to lend the company $500,000 for three years at a ‘rather high rate of interest’. In 1860 he was registered as owning three per cent of the New York Central Railroad stock. He also owned land in Manhattan: now part of what is known as Fifth Avenue, and bought at ‘agricultural prices’.


Thus money earned in Sicily helped to develop the American economy, whilst Sicily herself suffered and sank into worse poverty, creating a fruity breeding ground for the Mafia which in future generations was to permeate America. One presumes that Ingham was able to live so comfortably in Sicily and to pay farmers for their wine by means of his banking business, rents from property on the island and, latterly, income from his steamship and imports of spices from the East Indies.


To most Inghams and Whitakers Benjamin Ingham was a thoroughly alarming person, and his temper was supposed only to be equalled by that of his paramour, the Duchess of Santa Rosalia, nearly six years his elder. No doubt he treated his family harshly because, being childless, he knew they were after his money. He therefore indulged in the will game: cutting people out, raising hopes and dropping hints about heirs, encouraging interested parties to dance attendance in humiliating ways. He hated bores, humbugs and procrastinators. He did not mind rivals in business, provided he was satisfied they were playing straight. With simple, guileless people he could be charming. A single glance at any portrait is enough to show that he was a man of exceptional intelligence and vigour, without a vestige of pomposity and completely sure of himself. His features were regular, his mouth and jaw firm, his eyes and hair dark. His build was heavy, his fingers thick and stub-ended. In middle age he seems to have had a liking for horizontally striped waistcoats. But for his clothes his pictures might be those of any modern boardroom giant the world over.


The Duchess of Santa Rosalia had four sons of her own, one married to an heiress and three at that time unmarried and penniless. Ingham’s relatives in Palermo considered her a tartar because, with her own children’s future in mind, she was quick to make the most of their failings to the crusty old fellow. Sophia Whitaker, whose offspring were Ingham’s most likely heirs, had most reason to fear and dislike her. The Duchess’s first name was Alessandra, her patronymic Spadafora; she was also the owner of a mighty string of titles – Princess of Venetico, Princess of Maletto, Marchesa of San Martino, Marchesa of Roccella, Baroness of Mazara.6 A little withdrawn, she had a typically southern face, with black eyes and, in younger days, black hair. A late portrait shows that she was proud of her shoulders. In this picture she is wearing black lace, with a black ribbon under her chin; long heavy gloves conceal her arms – rather surprising in that hot climate, but no doubt, being vain, she considered her arms her worst feature.


The Duke of Santa Rosalia had died in 1821 in a fight at sea against the Turks. Previously a baron, he had bought his dukedom in 1812, at the height of the British occupation of Sicily, and had been married first to the sister of the Prince of Palagonia, creator of the famous villa of the monsters at Bagheria. Alessandra had probably begun living with Benjamin Ingham soon after the Duke’s death. There had been some talk of an impending marriage in 1837, but no records exist of such a ceremony and the name Ingham does not appear on her death certificate. Ingham was obviously fond of her sons, however extravagant and unbusinesslike they might have been: an ominous situation for his potential British heirs. As the Duchess hated being at Marsala, he in due course left that part of the business almost entirely in the hands of one of his other nephews employed in the Concern.


When Joseph Whitaker married, he and his wife took over Ingham’s houses on the Vias Bara and Lampedusa,7 and Ingham and the Duchess moved to a pleasant eighteenth-century villa in the Piano Sant’Oliva and overlooking what is now known as the Piazza Castelnuovo, then just outside the main city walls. We have a description of a party spent in that house in January 1852, providing incidentally a useful summary of Ingham’s position in the island. It was written by a young Englishwoman, Mrs Tidman, to her sister. She was the wife of the Rev. Arthur Tidman, who had come to Palermo that winter because of his health and was acting as chaplain to the Protestant community, by whom he was much liked. 




Palermo, 24 and 31 January 1852


My dearest Ellen,


We have been rather gay this week for us. On Tuesday we were at a large evening party given by Mr Ingham, the English Croesus of these parts and the Duchess of Santa Rosalia, his wife. He is the greatest grower of marsala wine in the Island, which he asserts furnishes the greater part of the wine drunk in England as madeira. He has resided in Sicily about forty years and by energy and capital has introduced immense improvements both in the growing and the making of the wine for which he has been rewarded by the title of Cavaliere of the Order of St Ferdinand and another – I forget what. He accordingly always wears a blue and red ribband in his buttonhole. He is also a Barone of Sicily. Most of his life he lived at Marsala [sic], and for some years he has entirely retired from active business and settled in Palermo, where he has married the widow of a certain Duke of Santa Rosalia…. In consequence of this connection he has associated much more with Sicilians and much less with English society than any other of what we call the colony. Still he is a very stout Protestant and he professes great attachment to the Church, subscribes 60 ounces8 a year, and has presented the silver communion plate. He treated us with great courtesy, hoped soon to see us to dinner, and made an offer for which all Arthur’s friends owe him great gratitude. We have been very anxious ever since we have been here, to prevail upon someone to read the lessons, which would be a great relief to Arthur. We have nearly once or twice prevailed upon the Consul but could not. On Tuesday Mr Ingham, with many expressions of concern for Arthur’s health, most kindly volunteered to undertake the office. He is very kind in his manners and rather more scrupulously polite than is customary in England. I won’t describe to you the party. It was very like an English one – about eighty or ninety people nearly half English, the rest all Dukes and Princesses, Marquesses and so on, whom we thought rather better than we expected. There was some singing and some dancing and an excellent supper, and only one thing (except the Dukes) to which we are not accustomed, and no amount of custom will induce me to like – one room was set apart for cards and full of gentlemen playing whist all the evening. The room by the way was the Duchess’s bedroom. Altogether we spent a very pleasant evening. The Duchess cannot speak a word of English or French but was very polite and showed us all sorts of nooks and crannies in her house. And I was especially overawed by the magnificent array of essence bottles, and all sorts of aids to attraction marshalled upon her toilet table.





The party must have been all the more astonishing because of Sicily’s financial crisis at the time. Ingham and the Duchess were then aged sixty-seven and seventy-two respectively. Many leading lights in Palermo society were in fact in exile, voluntary or otherwise. At least two of the Duchess’s sons had deemed it sensible, just before the entry of the Neapolitans into the city, to make their escape to Malta, where Ingham naturally had arranged for suitable credits to be available. A curious and dangerous period had begun in Palermo: a real police state atmosphere. Parliament had been abolished and letters arriving by steamer had to be read by the censor. Prisons were overcrowded and people were shot for mere possession of arms. Travelling to and from Naples was made as difficult as possible. British subjects took the precaution of having sudditi inglesi (English subjects) placarded over their doorways, whilst Edward Gardner had casa americana over his. The situation if anything was worse in Messina, still in ruins and in a state of apathy, moral and political. Gradually, however, as a new generation of liberal Sicilians emerged, one heard stories in Palermo of plots hatching, bombs being manufactured and secret meetings being held, under the auspices of revolutionary exiles in London, Paris and Turin. Not that Ingham had any sympathy left for those ‘cussed young hot-bloods’. He might once have favoured freedom from Naples, but he was heartily tired now of revolutions. When May 1860 arrived he welcomed Garibaldi with even less enthusiasm than did the Prince of Salina in The Leopard.



















II


Any Gentleman’s Table Might Receive It





BENJAMIN INGHAM had been born on 24 October 1784. His forebears came from Ossett in Yorkshire and had later established themselves as merchants and cloth manufacturers in Leeds. The name was not uncommon in the county, most Inghams being Nonconformists. His great-uncle and namesake had been fairly famous as an associate of the Wesleys and founder of a sect, which still exists and is known as the Inghamites.1 We are told that young Benjamin accepted the challenge of a trip to Sicily in 1806, in the wake of the British expeditionary force, because a ship, in which all his money had been invested, had been lost and he had consequently been jilted by a mercenary-minded Huddersfield lady.2 Apparently he determined never to return to Yorkshire until he was rich enough to buy up the whole of his native Ossett. Within a couple of decades he would easily have been able to fulfil this ambition had he so wished.


By 1811 the British troops in Sicily numbered some 17,000. Ingham and his fellow merchants were there not only to satisfy the needs of the army and the Mediterranean fleet, but because the geographical position of Sicily was suitable for shipping goods secretly to the western coastline of the Italian mainland and even to southern France.3 Soon no less than thirty British Consuls or Vice-consuls were on the island. American traders, until 1812, were also to be seen. The traveller John Galt remarked how the ‘general foreign trade is in the hands of the British, while colonial produce is brought by the Americans’.


The Neapolitan royal family in 1806 had been forced for the second time to flee to Palermo. Although King Ferdinand, Bomba’s grandfather, had only reluctantly invited the British to send military help (not realising that they had decided to occupy Sicily in any case), the majority of the more liberal-minded Sicilians were in favour of this foreign army. His menopausal Queen, Maria Carolina, addicted to opium as a result of bearing seventeen children, distrusted the British – in contrast to those happy days during her first sojourn in Palermo with her beloved Lady Hamilton: if she also made no secret of her disdain for the Sicilians, they certainly reciprocated the sentiment, and not only towards her but towards Bourbons and Neapolitans in general, the British providing a useful buffer. Employment, too, benefited from the presence of troops, and the Barbary pirates became less of a menace.4 Sicilians also cherished a vague sense of kinship with England, as that other embattled island, not truly European in the continental sense, but once also ruled by Normans – a period regarded as something of a golden age, compared to 400 years of Spanish and Bourbon domination.


Ingham had acquired his taste for foreign parts when very young and already self-assured, with a fashionable First Consulate haircut, he had gone to Paris in 1802 after the Peace of Amiens. Perhaps his subsequent interest in America was connected with his great-uncle’s reputation there; perhaps it was because of the enthusiasm of his brother Joshua, who actually visited Rome in 1804 with a forged American passport.5 When Ingham arrived in Palermo, as a representative of his family firm, he found a city about the size of Dublin. It delighted him at once, and he wrote in astonishment about the view of the Conca d’Oro, more beautiful than the Garden of the Hesperides, and the fact that he was sure he could see, from Monte Pellegrino, the smoke rising from Etna. Though had he foreseen in what direction the people’s smouldering hatred for the Neapolitans would lead, so soon after the departure of the British in 1815, he might have been deterred from making his home there. Eventually, in his will, he gave 1812 as the year in which he definitely took up his domicile in Palermo. That was the year of the Constitution, a key date in Sicilian history and a rallying-point in future upheavals, though at the time seeming to symbolise security and a settled government.


It is possible that, during his busy life, Benjamin Ingham may have met an English officer of exactly his own age, Ensign Edward Charlton,6 who came to Palermo in 1807 in search of native recruits. Ensign Charlton was in the 61st Regiment; his capabilities had been noticed by Sir John Moore, and he was a friend of a man who was to become one of the greatest of Sicilian patriots, Ruggiero Settimo. Since Charlton’s grandson married into the Whitaker family, there is all the more reason to quote from his impressions:




Palermo exhibits a very noble spectacle. The city is walled round almost in a circular form and is divided by two streets which intersect one another. The principal street is called Il Cassero and the other La Nuova.7 The Marina is a handsome Quay, a fashionable promenade for its inhabitants. The Favorita and the Flora [the Villa Giulia] are also much frequented, and many beautiful women are often to be seen in the walks. I visited the King’s Palace, and saw the Neapolitan Guards under arms; these troops appeared well appointed and not indifferently disciplined, their bands were excellent. The Opera also provides scenes of great attractions and always proves a gratifying resource to the lovers of music. I paid my respects to the British Chargé d’Affaires Mr Drummond, from whom I met with great civility and every assistance in his power for procuring recruits. The Sicilian noblesse in Palermo maintain great state in their mansions and equipages, but there is little of that comfort and arrangement to be met with in those of the upper classes in England.





No comment though on the crammed, pullulating back-streets. As Ruggiero Settimo belonged to a princely family, the Fitalias, Ensign Charlton had an enjoyable time of it. One would have been glad to have been able to discover some reference to meeting the Santa Rosalias, which undoubtedly he would have done. The most flamboyant state was kept by the Prince of Butera, whose title for generations had been one of the most important in Sicily. This prince’s income was reputed to be no less than £60,000 per annum; he had his palace on the Marina open every night for company, and a supper-table was always laid for twenty. A considerable contrast to the lot of less fortunate Palermitans. As John Gait said, ‘poverty really seems to be the ordinary condition of the people’, as indeed it was in most of the rest of the island, including the countryside.8


The Prince of Butera’s income was an exception. Most of the nobility and gentry were weighed down by debts. As the virtual owners of nearly all agricultural Sicily they had neither the means nor the inclination to visit their estates. Villages inland were clusters of ‘dark and filthy hovels’,9 plastered with mud. The dress of the peasants was usually black or brown, as dismal as their dwellings. Often the man in the family would have to travel great distances to his work, across a roadless, stark landscape, and might spend the whole week sleeping in a cave or straw hut. On the coast other main groups of labourers were employed in sulphur mines, fisheries and silk and cotton factories. But the people of the vast stretches of the interior – considered as good as inaccessible by the notabili of Palermo – were a law unto themselves, primitive, savage when aroused, superstitious.


Marsala, the ancient Lilybaeum founded by the Carthaginians, was among the less depressed parts of western Sicily, though no place of beauty. Sun-baked and Moorish in character, with massive walls, in a flat dull landscape apparently overrun with lizards, it was near Cape Boeo, one of the three points of the Trinacria, and its relative affluence was thanks to the efforts of that worthy English family the Woodhouses.10 As the Woodhouses were the first to realise that Marsala’s white wine had lucrative possibilities, and were thus unwittingly the founders of Ingham’s millions, it is necessary to take a step even further back in time.


The original Woodhouse, from Liverpool, had arrived in 1770 ostensibly in search of barilla, made from burning a plant that flourished among the salt pans of Trapani, famed also for its coral-work and tunny fisheries. It was his son John, a dry, energetic bachelor, who was in charge of the business when Ingham first visited the town. The elder Woodhouse’s first shipment of wine had in fact been in 1773, when he had sent 8000 gallons to Liverpool. In order to conserve the wine better on its month-long journey, he had added alcohol – two litres per hundred of wine: a fact which shows that he may possibly have had some personal knowledge of the trade. It was an experiment, but the heady beverage sold quickly. He sent some more, and then more. John Woodhouse came out in 1787, on board a brig called The Big Grampus. The soil and temperature conditions at Marsala were very like those at Madeira, and for that matter at Jerez and Malaga. The Woodhouses set about what was in effect the beginnings of a complete agrarian revolution. They provided loans to farmers so that they could clear their wheat fields and olive groves, and replace them with vineyards. They repaved the main street and eventually built a long jetty in order to form a harbour for shallow draught sailing ships, the very jetty on which Garibaldi and his Thousand landed in 1860.11


Ingham’s headquarters were always at Palermo, but the Woodhouses kept sternly to the western coast. The journey to Marsala had necessarily to be by sea, since there were scarcely any roads, and until the building of the jetty wine had to be transported by mule to Trapani along a lonely boulder-strewn track, enlivened by an occasional shrine, windmill, salt-pan or carob tree, that had once been the Roman road between Lilybaeum and Drepanum. John Woodhouse at first lived at the sickle-shaped Trapani, bigger than Marsala but even less picturesque, its great scenic merit being that it was directly below Mount Eryx, the Hill of Venus, 2000 feet high, on the summit of which was the small medieval town of San Giuliano, somewhat Umbrian in character.12 When he was joined by his brother Will, he bought an old tonnara, or shed used by tunny fishers, outside the walls of Marsala and converted it into a baglio, with high walls like a fortress’s round the surrounding seven acres as a protection against Arab marauders. Inside this little kingdom he built a charming country house in semi-Palladian style, white-plastered with brown points and green jalousies. He also had gardens, poultry-runs, kennels, vines, plots of wheat and even a cemetery, in which the first grave was that of his young friend John Christian, a cooper from the Isle of Man who died in Marsala in October 1793. Woodhouse’s baglio was the model for many such establishments, including that of Benjamin Ingham, who naturally saw to it that his was far bigger and more impressive.


They were risky days. The Big Grampus was wrecked in the Ashley River near Charleston, South Carolina. John was even once captured by pirates. French and Spanish warships lurked near the Straits of Gibraltar. Then, on land, there was always the risk from bandits, who were notorious in that part of Sicily.13


The Woodhouses’ real success began when Nelson placed a large order for his fleet in 1798, after the Battle of the Nile. It seems possible that he met John in Naples and took him on his flagship, the Vanguard, to Marsala via Marettimo, the dramatically beautiful and furthermost island in the Aegadean group, a favourite rendezvous for the Admiral. Nelson seems to have taken a real liking to the earnest bachelor, so very different in temperament from himself. He records in his log-book that, before returning to Malta, he took on board thirty-six pipes and twenty-eight hogsheads of wine ‘part of two hundred pipes ordered’.14


As in 1806, Sicily was important to Britain as the chief link in her attempt to blockade Europe and keep open the sea routes of the Mediterranean. British warships called frequently at Palermo, Messina, Syracuse and Trapani. Since it was becoming difficult for the fleet to obtain madeira and rum, Nelson’s appreciation of marsala set a fashion at once, and the Woodhouses found themselves hardly able to keep up with the demand.15


In the last days of 1798 the Neapolitan royal family, with Sir William and Lady Hamilton, made that much romanticised escape from Naples on board the Vanguard, and the Hamiltons and Nelson began their strange ménage à trois.16 Nelson was honoured by the King with the title of the Duke of Bronte, and given an estate on the slopes of Mount Etna, with the castle of Maniace as its main feature and an estimated income of £3000 a year.17 The next year was very festive. John Woodhouse unwillingly had to visit Palermo fairly often, but he kept away from frivolities as much as possible. Not for him the balls and concerts, the masquerades and dazzling fêtes, all-night sessions at faro, fashionable sightseeing on board Nelson’s new flagship, the Foudroyant. He had to stay on the Marina at Madame de Montagne’s hotel, where Lady Hamilton’s companion Cornelia Knight and other British refugees had suffered on their arrival from Naples, as indeed had his father and the renowned travel-writer Patrick Brydone in 1770.18 The Marina itself was offensive to him, because of all the immorality that took place there.19


He must have been aware of the rumblings of disapproval in England at Nelson’s execution of Caracciolo. And he could not have failed to have heard some of the scandalous rumours circulating about the conduct of the Admiral and his portly Emma, in appearance by no means the Vivien Leigh of film and legend.20 Early in the New Year came the bombshell. Nelson was informed by the Admiralty that his command in the Mediterranean had come to an end. Not only this, but Sir William Hamilton was suddenly recalled, after thirty-six years as British envoy to the Bourbon court.


It looked for a while as though the Woodhouses were going to lose the patronage of the navy. Nelson left almost at once for the waters off Malta; he was determined to take the island before he left, as a culmination to his career in the Mediterranean – an ambition he was not in fact able to fulfil. After a fairly unsuccessful time with the blockading squadron, in very dirty weather, he returned to Palermo in March. John Woodhouse was there too, not perhaps entirely fortuitously. At any rate he met with a wonderful piece of luck. On 20 March Nelson wrote this letter to Lord Keith, his Commander-in-chief:




I have agreed with Mr Woodhouse, at Marsala, for 500 pipes of wine, to be delivered to our Ships at Malta, at 1s 5d per gallon; and as Mr Woodhouse runs all risks, pays all freight etc, I don’t think it is a bad bargain. The wine is so good that any gentleman’s table might receive it, and it will be of real use to our seamen.





The contract between Nelson and Woodhouse had been signed the day before.21 Nelson in his own hand wrote that a convoy would be provided, ‘but all risks are to be run from Mr Woodhouse.’ He signed himself ‘Bronte Nelson’,22 and John signed ‘for brother Will – John Woodhouse’. It was suggested by the Admiral that the particular brand of marsala that he preferred should henceforward be known as Bronte Madeira. This name stuck, and in time all white Marsala wine came to be known as such (or as Sicily Madeira, even plain Sicily) in the trade, at least until the 1920s. John was so delighted that he even went so far as to give the name Bronte to one of his houses in Liverpool.


In April the Foudroyant set sail once more, with a party of guests on board including the Hamiltons and Cornelia Knight. Though the ultimate destination was again the squadron off Malta, Nelson and his friends dallied a while at Syracuse in order to visit the Greek ruins. They were not back until 31 May, in time, not only for the somewhat scandalous wedding of the sixty-three year old Prime Minister of the Two Sicilies, an Englishman, Sir John Acton, to his fourteen-year-old niece, Mary Anne,23 but for the royal farewell banquet in honour of Nelson, the Hamiltons and the Queen, who was leaving with them on a visit to Austria. The Foudroyant departed for Genoa on 10 June after hectic festivities.


Very wisely John Woodhouse had made sure that he was in Palermo during the last week. For he had an urgent problem to communicate to Nelson, who willingly found time to help:




Lord Nelson to His Highness the Dey of Algiers


‘Foudroyant’, Palermo, 7 June 1800


Sir,


I have been informed that one of your Highness’s cruisers hath captured a Neapolitan vessel called San Francisco de Paula, laden with oak pipe staves from the Port d’Anze [Anzio], in the Roman state, bound to Marsala, in Sicily; and that the said staves are the property of Mr John Woodhouse, a respectable British merchant, as appears by the bill of lading, and the said staves were intended to make casks for the use of his Britannic Majesty’s Navy, and the Ships forming the blockade of Malta; I must, therefore, request of your Highness, that you will be pleased to order the restitution of the said cargo of staves, otherwise to pay the amount of the value thereof, at the invoice price, to the Consul General of Great Britain resident at Algiers, which from the well known justice and humanity of your Highness, I can entertain no doubt will be done.


I have the honour to be, etc.              


Bronte Nelson of the Nile           





We do not know whether the Woodhouses received their staves or their money from the Dey. They certainly continued to have a great deal of trouble with pirates from the Barbary Coast, and in 1805 there was much alarm at the news of the capture of the American warship Philadelphia and the enslavement of its officers and men. Cannons were placed on the massive walls of the baglio and were still to be seen there a hundred years later.


Nelson, before his departure, ordered some marsala for his personal use. Alas, in the last frenzied moments, he forgot to take it with him. For sentimental reasons John Woodhouse kept this consignment to one side, even though it had not been paid for, long after the Battle of Trafalgar and Nelson’s death.


The wine continued to gain popularity with the navy. In the Woodhouse baglio in later years there was a picture of French prisoners of war obviously enjoying their tots of marsala on board a British warship after Trafalgar. When Malta fell, it was decided by the Woodhouses to set up a depot at Valetta. They took a ninety-nine year lease of the old prisons on the bluff overlooking the entrance to the Grand Harbour. A large palazzo was built, and for the period of the lease it served as a temporary residence for visiting members of the family.


*


It is hardly surprising that Benjamin Ingham, on his first visit to Marsala in 1806, should have felt that he had lighted on a gold-mine. In 1807 he arranged for his brother Joshua, fresh from America, to visit some leading wine firms in Spain and Portugal, in order to study methods employed there in ‘fortifying’ wines. Then in 1809 he himself visited Boston with a view to taking on Messrs Greenough, father and son, as his agents in New England; they had already proved their worth by disposing successfully of a modest shipment of oranges and lemons that Ingham had sent across the Atlantic two years previously. Soon, in 1812, he had impertinently erected his baglio, nearly a mile from John Woodhouse’s, and before the war had ended he had acquired other bagli as far afield as Castelvetrano, Campobello di Mazara, Balestrate and Vittoria. His work for the family firm in Leeds became secondary. By 1811 it is clear that he had a partner, for ‘B. Ingham and Co.’ was one of thirteen firms petitioning Robert Fagan, the British Consul in Palermo, against a recently imposed tax of one per cent.


The Woodhouses never owned vineyards and Benjamin Ingham only acquired his in later years. The system was for the rival firms to ‘obligate’ the farmers in advance and to send their brokers round at intervals during the winter and spring to make sure the vines were being properly pruned and cultivated. In a few instances the grapes were bought by weight, but usually at that time, in the early days, mosto or fresh grape-juice was obtained from the farmer’s own palmenti or treading vats. The basic unfortified wine, indeed, tasted very much like the famous malvasia or Malmsey, imported by England in medieval times from Crete.24


Ingham’s wine, some of which was later known as Colli, the better quality being ‘London Particular’, ‘Inghilterra’, or ‘Bandiera’, was usually a shade sweeter than Woodhouse’s, which could have been rather like today’s oloroso sherry, somewhat nutty flavoured, in the parlance of the wine trade. Another basic element in the making of marsala was passito, the juice of slightly dried grapes. This was mixed with brandy, in the ratio of three to one, and then mixed with mosto, previously heated up to lose about sixty per cent of its liquid, thus becoming denser and sweeter, the colour of caramel. The wine would then be put in casks and left to age, a process which was supposed to last a year but normally now takes three to four years. It was reckoned that the result could be anything between seventeen and thirty-two per cent proof spirit, usually about twenty. The solera system was borrowed from Spain: a cask of ‘mother wine’, never more than half emptied, being topped up by the next youngest wine every time a quantity of the original was drawn off. Wines were always ‘in the wood’, never bottled on the premises, and casks were made in the owner’s own cooperage yard out of oak staves, either Calabrian or, more usually, American.


*


It was at a flambeaux procession along the Marina at Palermo, one luminous June evening in 1808, that Benjamin Ingham caught sight of Estina, the beautiful daughter of Robert Fagan and his Roman wife. He at once forgot the attractions of that earlier love in more prosaic Huddersfield. There were trips with the Fagan family through heavily scented orange-groves to Monreale, and to Bagheria where, under enormous palms, the party ate sorbets made from snow-water brought from Etna. It was even suggested that they might make an expedition to the volcano. Unfortunately, though, Estina did not reciprocate Ingham’s love, and Fagan did not encourage it. They were awaiting the return of a bigger fish, Estina’s fiancé William Baker, grandson of a Governor of the Hudson Bay and East India Companies, as well as heir to Bayfordbury, an eighteenth-century mansion north of London. A year later Estina and William Baker were married. Ingham was disgusted, and probably for this reason he decided to escape to Boston.25 It was thanks to Baker’s father that Fagan obtained his appointment as Consul.


Actually the Baker marriage was short-lived, for William died in 1813. Estina went to Naples, where she met and married a member of Sir John Acton’s family: no doubt another good match paved for her by her father.


Fagan was a mysterious and extremely cultivated man, with a shady background in art-dealing from which he had made a fortune.26 His good looks must have attracted Queen Maria Carolina, as he became about the only Englishman (or Irishman) whom she really trusted, as a result of which he was inundated with screed after neurotic screed. Preposterous now and hysterical, the Queen – with her minions – did everything she could to make life difficult for British merchants. In the autumn of 1809 Fagan wrote to Lord Amherst, the new Chargé d’Affaires, saying that he could not help observing that ‘the conduct in general of most of the Ministers appears to be studiously directed to give disgust to the British’. Sir John Moore,27 as second-in-command in Sicily, had long been urging, before departing for the Peninsula, that the Queen should be expelled.


Maria Carolina had become ever more paranoid since the guillotining of her sister Marie-Antoinette. Now her life had been made more complicated by the marriage of Napoleon to her grand-daughter, Marie-Louise, and of her daughter to the Duke of Orleans, the future King Louis-Philippe. The fact that the British had made it clear in 1800 that they meant to keep Malta to the exclusion of the Neapolitans, had never been forgotten. Amherst even had reason to believe that she was intriguing with Murat in Naples. Disgust was certainly what he felt for her, and he was thankful to return to England in 1811.


1811 was also the year in which the Queen had ordered the ‘despoiling’ of a large British merchant vessel. In March 1813, to the mighty relief of all, including her husband, and not least the twice-jilted Benjamin Ingham, the unhappy woman was finally thrown out of the country.


Amherst had recommended to London that a constitution should be imposed on Sicily, and that the Bourbon army should be put under a British commander. Thus his successor, Lord William Bentinck, an ex-Governor of Madras, came not as ambassador but ‘Commander-in-chief of the British forces in Sicily and Plenipotentiary and Envoy Extraordinary’ – which, again to the relief of many people, particularly the merchants, meant virtual dictator.


The brilliant new Envoy, a considerable contrast to the mild Amherst, arrived two days after five liberal noblemen, including Belmonte and Castelnuovo, had been imprisoned. He at once arranged their release, and soon afterwards the new Constitution, drafted on the British model by the Abbate Balsamo, came into being, to much enthusiasm. Such a rigid imitation (which also meant the abolition of feudalism and torture) would obviously never work for a people with such a very different temperament and Bentinck had warned Balsamo of this. Nevertheless it was a time of hope, both for Sicilians and foreign merchants.28 Unfortunately Bentinck began to involve himself in domestic affaires. An avowed dream was to make British rule permanent; Sicily would become ‘after Ireland, the brightest jewel in the British Crown’. His reckless behaviour as commander of an expeditionary force to Tuscany led to another abrupt dismissal; he was replaced by Sir William A’Court, deliberately chosen once more by London for his contrasting character. A’Court was cynical and ultra-conservative, and did not like Sicilians. Meanwhile the King reinstated all the men whom Bentinck had previously dismissed in 1811. A’Court tried, fruitlessly, to persuade the Government to revise the Constitution on more logical lines. Thus, by the time the Napoleonic Wars had ended, and the British forces had been withdrawn, the way had been well and truly prepared for a reversion to tyranny and the total abolition of the Constitution – as well as of the freedom of the Press and of several Sicilian national institutions dating back as far as Norman times. It was made clear that Parliament would not be recalled. The bitterness and frustration that remained led directly to the riots of 1820 and 1837, and were to be perpetuated in the far greater upheavals of 1848–9 and 1860. In 1817 a Sicilian delegation was actually sent to London to beg for help, but to no avail.29 Indeed, such was the feeling of general despair that when Castelnuovo died in 1822 he left £25,000 to anyone who would induce the King to bring back the Constitution.


For the rest of his life Benjamin Ingham had to contend with this background of simmering revolt. He died in 1861, the year after Garibaldi had removed the Bourbons finally from the island. Several of his colleagues had decided that it would be wisest to return home after the Great Powers’ Settlement of 1815. Ingham, the Woodhouses and various leading merchants in Messina were among those in particular who decided to brave the frustrations, red tape, money crises and very real physical dangers. Indeed, after a year or two, some merchants even came back, while veterans from the forces, such as William Sanderson, returned to start up their own businesses. 1815 was a vintage year at Marsala, for the Woodhouses one of the best in their entire history – so much so that when John heard of the victory at Waterloo, he set aside one solera, which he christened the ‘Waterloo’, for the pleasure of distinguished visitors.30 Bronte Madeira was now reasonably well-known to connoisseurs both in England and North America.



















III


The Fleas With Which Your House is Pestered





THE Anglo-American war of 1812 had been a nasty setback to Benjamin Ingham’s efforts. As soon as the fighting was over, his representatives went posting off to New York and Boston, where Greenough was reinstated as agent. Trade with America prospered, but at home in Sicily there were to be some exceedingly anxious – not to say precarious – moments.


On 25 June 1816 Ingham wrote gloomily to the British Consul at Messina:




If you were to return to Palermo, you would be astonished. Never place was so much changed in so short a time. All the money is going out of the Kingdom for the purchase of grain. There is no trade in the shops as they sell nothing.





A few days later he was writing to a client in Nottingham:




We are truly sorry we cannot communicate to you any amelioration in the state of the market here. In fact the very limited sales which have been made this winter have been with enormous sacrifice. The removal of the Court to Naples has resulted in 20 to 30,000 emigrants, and with the vacuation of the whole island by our Army the consumption of foreign manufactures is diminished. There is also the competition from articles made by the French troops [a reference to prisoners of war] and from German manufactures. To add to our misery the harvest of last year completely failed, and money is sent out of the island to purchase our daily bread.





The situation indeed looked disastrous. Ferdinand had left Sicily for the last time in May 1815. As he had married a lady from Syracuse, the Duchess of Floridia (just two months after the death of Maria Carolina in Vienna), various Sicilian noblemen had felt it wise to follow her with their entourages, and this had partly accounted for the loss of trade for Palermo shopkeepers. Ingham repeated to his partner in Marsala, John Lee-Brown:


‘I never knew money so scarce as at present. The shops sell nothing and cannot consequently pay us.’ His mention of a grain shortage showed more than anything else the bad straits into which Sicily had now fallen; since Roman times she had been regarded as the granary of the Mediterranean.


As for the legacy of the British, this was summed up by the excellent travel-writer Simond – not entirely favourably, but then he was a Frenchman who had spent twenty years in America:




The English, it must be acknowledged, have left here no honourable monument of a power paramount to sovereignty … the roads,1 the prisons, the hospitals, the corrupt and barbarous administration of justice, remained just in as wretched a state as before they interfered. It is true they saved the island from French dominion; from the violence and plunder which attended it at Naples and in Calabria; they kept strict discipline; they paid honestly and liberally for all they had; but they did not mix cordially with the people. They continued meddling, teaching, ruling, with a high hand and a supercilious pride, till all classes were tired out; and yet all classes regret them, simply because they saved them from Naples for a while.





Ingham was now dealing in a great assortment of goods, besides marsala and olive oil. With Smithson of Messina, a relative, he held the agency for woollens sent out by Ingham Brothers of Leeds, and he imported velvets, printed cottons and suchlike, for which there was a traditional market. He also ran a lively business in bill broking, in addition to his other activities as a general banker. Then he acted as a ‘commission merchant’ for a number of British firms, several of whom were experiencing a great deal of trouble with bad debts. Indeed the years 1816–17 were made even more alarming by the great rash of bankruptcies among traders in Sicily, both native and foreign.


His letters reveal that John Woodhouse, usually referred to as ‘Old John’, although only aged forty-eight in 1816, was still very much the giant of the wine trade in the island. Two other rival Englishmen, Wood and Corlett, had also settled in Marsala. As it happened, many years later scions of the families of both married Ingham’s relatives; but he, naturally enough, was not to know this and for the present they had no sympathy or assistance when they found themselves in financial straits. John Lee-Brown was not a success, to put it mildly. His presence at Marsala had grown more and more irksome, and Ingham was not one to hide his feelings.


Many of the first letters are to Lee-Brown, or about him, and trace an almost inevitable path to the great breakup, in other words a lawsuit. Ingham’s forthright and impatient nature is revealed almost at once. His early letters also show the anxious time he was having in trying to establish a firm demand for his wine in the United States. This anxiety was to continue well into 1818, though by the end of that year he was obviously far more confident.


Lee-Brown, a Cockney, was permanently based at Marsala. He would ship the wine to Palermo, where Ingham would find some sea-captain willing to risk the investment of taking it on board (along with other commodities such as barilla and sumac), usually for resale in North America or England. Ingham also had similar arrangements with other merchants, like his special friend, the grizzled old Joseph Payne of Mazara, and on occasion, when things were not going so well, he might pass on his wine to Messina in the hope that some colleague there, Smithson perhaps or (eventually) Sanderson, might ensnare a more obliging sea-captain.


The struggle against the magic charm of Woodhouse’s name could be very annoying to Ingham. On 1 February 1816 he told Lee-Brown that an American captain had arrived in Palermo wanting fifty pipes of wine, but ‘as usual will only have Woodhouse’s’. He was irritated by Lee-Brown’s complacency and his blind, time-wasting and money-wasting ideas about alternative markets. ‘This captain,’ he wrote, ‘went from Halifax in Nova Scotia last summer to the West Indies and took with him twenty pipes of marsala wine, but he says that he was obliged to take it back to Halifax as they would not give fifty dollars a pipe for it. Your quaint idea of finding a market with the West Indies is therefore exploded.’


Lee-Brown just would not listen to advice. For instance, in spite of everything Ingham had said previously, he continued to make the wine far too dark – ‘it must be the colour of madeira, as the buyers will have it that colour’. He was also extravagant. Indeed there was very little at all that could be found in his favour.


Finally Ingham could bear the situation no more, and wrote: 




25 April 1816


To John Lee-Brown, Marsala


I have received your several letters. I give no reply whatever to the first. Your drafts have been paid, but you must not draw for any more as I have advanced already more than I engaged to do, and your conduct is not such as to induce me to go in deeper, even if I had all the money in Palermo at my command. I will endeavour to be in Marsala in eight or ten days’ time, but I request that you will procure a lodging for me in the town, as I cannot stand the fleas with which your house is pestered.





The visit took place, and does not appear to have made relations between the two men any easier. For instance Ingham found that wine was being shipped to Boston before it was even properly matured. The Concern’s reputation in that city would be wrecked for ever. He had quite enough trouble with captains being subverted in Palermo itself: ‘You may rely that Gibbs [Abraham Gibbs, another great rival, this time in banking] does everything to prejudice the Americans against everybody’s wine but Woodhouse’s.2 Act with judgement and reason, and we shall have them in want of our wines very soon.’


‘Judgement and reason’. Vain words. The ranting letters continued at the least provocation.


Marsala wine was now selling in Boston at $1¼ a gallon, duty being an extra half dollar – pure robbery. Ingham was aghast. Then consternation, a bombshell from Thomas Kettlewell, Ingham’s agent for wine in London. ‘Our wine judges found your product to leave a disagreeable sweat upon the palate.’ Orders would have to be halved.


This bit of news was, however, soon counter-balanced by another that was more satisfactory: Abraham Gibbs had gone bankrupt. ‘Old John will lose near 10,000 onze by Gibbs’ failure, as scarcely anything will ever be paid,’ wrote Ingham, not without a sort of pleasure.


Lee-Brown had been grumbling about overwork and lack of staff at Marsala. Ingham, needless to say, was not impressed. He had nobody to send, as he only had his nephew to help him in Palermo. This was the elder Whitaker boy, William, aged twenty and, one would guess, a rather more endearing character than his brother Joseph. He had only just arrived from England, mainly to help over Ingham Brothers’ affairs and was very much on approval. Like the Inghams, the c were of yeoman stock, their name – originally White Acre – also being quite a frequent one in Yorkshire. Such fragments as exist of William’s brief apprenticeship add up to something rather sad; some are worth chronicling here as a further illumination of Benjamin Ingham’s character. Almost immediately he was put to the test by Uncle Benjamin and sent to Naples on the delicate task of investigating the rumours that two firms, Leydings and Vallin,3 were in financial trouble. Soon he too was to be bombarded with complicated letters, all to do with remissions of tolls and rates of exhange.


There were other duties too. The poor boy must have felt overwhelmed. 




20 September 1816


And I request you will buy for me two hats. Enclosed you will find a card to show the circumference of my head, and let them be larger rather than smaller, as by padding they can easily be made to fit if even rather too large. Pray not to forget this, but above all remember to get every penny possible from Leydings and their debtors before you leave.





On 31 October Ingham told Lee-Brown: ‘I am expecting daily Mr Whitaker from Naples.’ But a fortnight later William still had not arrived. Ingham wrote angrily to the boy. No reply.


Thirteen days later there was an explosion:




23 November 1816


Dear William,


… I have been looking out for you on every vessel from Naples, the more so as you were acquainted with the accident I met with by the fall of my horse, and were besides aware that your presence was absolutely necessary here. Imagine therefore of my surprise and disappointment at your not coming all through this week. There have been three eligible English vessels arriving from Naples. I am frantic in consequence…. Really William, such conduct can neither conciliate my affection as a relative nor inspire me with regard to your attention to business. You ought to recollect that you are in the commencement of life and must do something to put yourself forward, for if you show no exertion, you cannot expect that my brother Joseph [i.e. in Leeds] will ever consent to giving you an interest in our business.


Although so much displeased with your inattention, and although my mind labours under the severest agony in consequence, I subscribe myself as usual


Yours affectionately





Meanwhile in Palermo the usual parrot-talk was going on from American captains who had ‘positive orders from Baltimore and New York only to take Old John’s wine’. Ingham also heard that ‘in Italy the vintage has completely failed, as in France’. Very depressing.


December came, and then at last some news from William, which completely mollified Ingham. Apparently Leydings had been giving William a vast amount of ‘trouble and vexation’, so much so that he had been compelled to break with them completely and give power of attorney to Ascione, to enable him to return. He had felt that he would only worry his uncle unduly if he told him the truth earlier on. Of course the truth would have been what Ingham wanted. Nevertheless he forgave him.




9 December 1816


Dear William,


… Had I known the real cause of your delay in Naples, I should have been much less agitated than I was from the uncertainty in which you left me. I am very glad to find that you have been attentive and thank you for the motive, although false, which induced you to keep me in the dark. You will understand that the mind suffers more in agitation from apprehension than from reality.





So all ended happily. Uncle Benjamin was never to know that the actual reason for William’s delay (confided to a younger brother) was that he had succumbed to a black-eyed, black-haired Neapolitan baronessa, married one assumes, called Clotilde. At any rate the affaire soon was ended, and William seems to have acquitted himself fairly well in Palermo during the crucial year of 1817, so worrying financially not only for his uncle but for nearly anyone trading in Sicily. Unfortunately his career was destined to be cut short all too soon by death. The following correspondence – which involves a temporary leap forward in the story – shows that Benjamin Ingham could never have been such an icy-hearted brute as to write that letter, much quoted in the Whitaker family: ‘Your son is dead …’


We move to the winter of 1818. The first letter is actually written by young William and shows the state of his distress:




2 November 1818


To Thomas Kettlewell, London


Our Mr Benjamin Ingham is at Naples and will reply to your notes [some severe letters of complaint]. The writer begs you will excuse the writing as well as the brevity, as he is confined to his bed with sickness. My head turns and I hope to be restored to health in a few days.





Joseph Payne of Mazara obviously felt a sense of responsibility towards the boy during Ingham’s absence. Replies to a letter of inquiry about his health, as well as to other correspondence, were written by a Sicilian clerk, who rather comically retained the phrase ‘our nephew’ which Ingham himself was accustomed to use:




7 November 1818


To Joseph Payne, Mazara


Our nephew is very touched by the interest you are taking in his health, and has begged us to let you know that the fever that troubles him is a daily fever of fourteen degrees and is much diminished.





There was a brief recovery. Then:




19 November 1818


To Joseph Payne, Mazara (in Italian)


Our nephew goes from bad to worse and we have no other hope than his youth and to commit ourselves to the wishes of Heaven.




 





23 November 1818


To Joseph Payne, Mazara (in Italian)


We have received yours of the 18th, and we must at once inform you that to our utmost grief God Almighty has taken our nephew Mr W. I. Whitaker to heaven in the flower of his youth and mourned by all his family and friends. In the meantime we hope any day to see the arrival of our Mr Benjamin. Consider the prospect of our grief at seeing him arrive and not being greeted by his dear and precious nephew.





By the time the news had reached Benjamin Ingham and he had been able to get a passage back to Palermo, ten days had passed. He wrote these letters soon afterwards:




7 December 1818


To Thomas Kettlewell, London


You will readily conceive how disturbed the writer must be at so unexpected an event, but he consoles himself with the conviction that his late dear nephew is gone to a better world and to endless bliss. In the state of agony in which our minds are placed by this deplorable event, we feel little disposed to resume the disagreeable subject of our correspondence, as we trust that what has been written to you will convince you that the ill-natured observations in which you so liberally indulged were unnecessary. We consequently pass them over in silence.




 





10 December 1818


To Joseph Ascione, Naples


The writer arrived in Sicily during the night of Wednesday 3rd after a short but rough passage of 27 hours. He found that every measure had been taken for his interest, which the truly deplorable and melancholy death of his nephew had rendered necessary…. On the 12th November William was so far recovered that the physician gave him hopes that he would be able to get up and sit in a chair in order to give orders relative to business. But on the 14th he was again seized by a violent fever of the most malignant kind, which baffled the skill of the most eminent doctors of Palermo, and he expired early on Saturday morning the 21st, universally regretted by all who knew him. You will be aware how great a loss it is to me and what a chasm it makes in my little society here, but the Lord’s Will be done. It gives me no little consolation to find that every attention and care possible was rendered to my poor nephew during his illness and every honour rendered at his obsequies, both by the British Consul and all the British residents here.





Joseph Payne accompanied his condolences with a present of two fine turkeys and six capons, which were much appreciated. Further attentions, however, proved almost embarrassing.







21 December 1818


To Joseph Payne, Mazara


I feel much obliged for your promise of yet more capons and a fish,4 but I very much hope the present letter will arrive in time to prevent your sending them. I wish not to seem ungrateful but would prefer you to reserve them for the last day of the year, when the consul and other gentlemen dine with me. We dine at Le Mesurier’s [a Swiss banker] on the 25th, and with the Consul on the 1st January. Be assured that nobody would be happier than myself if you could be with us.





To return to the beginning of 1817. Ingham’s suspicions that Leydings were in a rocky state had soon been justified. When he withdrew his custom, they threatened to sue him, but he took no notice. Other firms collapsed throughout the Two Sicilies, as Ferdinand had announced that the Kingdom was now to be called.5 Ingham often had bad news to break; for example:




24 March 1817


To Churchill and Price, Nottingham


The subject of the present is as disagreeable to us as no doubt it will be to you also, and we would very gladly have refrained from being the bearers of such unpleasant tidings. Last week your debtor Signor Martinez, finding that he could not possibly carry on any longer, stopped payment…. In truth, dear Sirs, the times at the present moment are critical. Our Customs House is shut and all the books away in consequence of a denunciation against all the foreign officers and merchants for malpractices and fraud [a somewhat pathetic attempt at discrimination].





Only Old John seemed to be flourishing. Oates’s bankruptcy was expected to be a ‘particularly bad affair’.6 ‘As for the failure of Samuel Millot and others’, wrote Ingham to Ascione, ‘we say nothing further than that our property has been sacrificed through trusting rascals.’ The shame of ruin had been too much for Abraham Gibbs. In July 1816 he had committed suicide, within an hour of playing an apparently happy game of backgammon. Immediately a major scandal broke out, Gibbs’ son-in-law, Colonel A’Court, claimed that he had a right to the first £30,000 out of the estate before any credit was paid. This was the sum that Gibbs had promised as a dowry, all too hastily, when the Colonel married his only daughter Mary.7 As the Colonel was the brother of Sir William A’Court, the British Minister in Naples, unfair strings were being pulled at Court.


By June it is clear that all was virtually up between Lee-Brown and Ingham. The portly Abate (Abbot) of Marsala was called in temporarily to supervise matters. No doubt he was the distributor of the local beni della chiesa (goods of the church), and as the local people obviously held him in much awe he must have been the equivalent of a good plain Capo Mafia. A useful ally indeed, especially when it came to influencing judges and lawyers, and Ingham was always careful to flatter him. It was he who eventually drew Ingham’s attention to the fact that there was at the Baglio a young English clerk, by name Richard Stephens, who was perfectly worthy of trust.


Stephens, an earnest young man, though with some fire in his veins, of the type that Ingham seemed fated to attract towards himself, had been a casus belli the previous spring when Lee-Brown, complaining of staff shortage, had hired him without Ingham’s permission. Letters now sped to both him and the Abbot by felucca, sometimes two or three at a time. So the complicated whirl, in which Ingham thrived, continued. New characters bobbed up and down as in a marionette show.


*


There was one peaceful interlude: some sightseeing. Ingham went to look at Selinunte in the company of his good friend Payne. He was amazed to see those columns ‘hurled confusedly together, as though in a battle of giants’. But trouble was always lurking. They must have been followed by a spy in the pay of Lee-Brown, for it was reported immediately afterwards in Palermo that Ingham whilst bathing had been observed to be covered in tattoos. The ensuing rumour, fostered by his enemy, was that he was an escaped convict. Not so wild as it might seem today, for tattooing was ‘a fashion very much in vogue then in England, but little known in Sicily except as a forced branding [for smuggling].’8 Everyone knew that Ingham must have indulged in smuggling occasionally, because nearly every one did it as a matter of course. The story took quite a bit of scotching, but whispers of it lingered among his detractors right until his death.


Lee-Brown’s behaviour was altogether peculiar nowadays. One day he happened to meet Ingham in the Maqueda and started braying like a donkey. On another occasion he danced a Highland fling in Via Bara outside Ingham’s counting house; he adorned his hat with peacocks’ feathers, ‘torn from the tails of the unfortunate birds owned by the Princess of Palagonia’. Very distasteful.


At last Woodhouse agreed to deal with the Marsala inventory, the main serious disagreement left. The sly Abbot, knowing Old John’s penchant for fresh and youthful Englishmen, had been responsible for sending round Stephens to inquire after his gout. The ruse had worked miraculously, so much so that there were fears that Stephens might be lured to work for the Woodhouse baglio. All would have gone well with the inventory had not proof been discovered of Lee-Brown slipping a bribe to the Abbot’s magistrate. Ingham immediately retaliated by ‘winning over’ the judge of the high court in Palermo. Then everything was turned upside down once more by the Government deciding to abolish commercial tribunals. The following February it was the turn of Stephens to be rude.




18 February 1819 


To Richard Stephens, Marsala


You must have very extraordinary notions of the relative situation between employers and employees. I shall send your letter to Mr Payne to show him what a high bred fellow you are. In the meantime I request you will not write to me again in such fulsome language.





This was due to Stephens, in desperation no doubt, and possibly egged on by his admirer Old John, having applied to the Civil judge for payment of his salary. He too had been a victim of Sicilian legal procrastination. Ingham also wrote to the Abbot asking him to ‘tell Stephens not to be so cheeky when he writes to me.’


The correspondence of this period is interesting for its references to Gardner, the foremost name in expatriate American society in western Sicily for most of the rest of the nineteenth century. In March 1817 a Captain Gardner’s brig, the Prudent, had arrived from Boston with a shipment including twenty bags of pepper, forty barrels of salmon and a quantity of grass rope, addressed to the American Consul. This captain might well have been the same as the Benjamin Gardner mentioned on 8 February 1819 as a trader just arrived from Boston. Two months later Ingham wrote to Boston to say that Benjamin Gardner had definitely decided to establish himself in Sicily.


Gardner eventually himself became American Consul. It was his sister-in-law who was married to a grandson of Paul Revere, and her son whom he eventually adopted – being childless – and who took on the name of Gardner. Indeed the appearance of Gardner, connected as it was with another brig, the Francis, could not have had pleasant memories for Ingham. The American offered him a lift in the Francis to Marsala, but at Cape San Vito, on the wild and beautiful north-west corner of Sicily, they were caught by contrary winds. It was impossible either to proceed or to return to Palermo, so for a full week they were kept tossing at sea on a mere ninety-mile journey. No wonder Ingham swore that he would rather do the journey across the mountains by lettiga (litter), and risk the bandits near Segesta, than attempt it again by sea.9


By June 1819 the inventory was at long last complete, and an auction was to be held at the Baglio. Daylight at last? Not a bit of it. For instance the Marsala judge had now ‘joined forces with the other thief Genna’, one of Lee-Brown’s many lawyers.10 The inference becomes clear: Ingham had, through the Abbot, again bribed the judge, to fake the auction in his favour, but now the judge was turning sour. As Ingham said, by way of explanation: ‘The salary of a judge of commerce is very miserable, viz. three ducats.’ Then the Abbot wanted his commission too. All very Sicilian.


Ingham never missed an opportunity of making an ironic reference to the Bourbons, whom he obviously hated as much as any good islander. In a letter to Payne he wrote: ‘The Prince [the Duke of Calabria, the future King Francis I] does not see fit to take his departure from Naples as early as was expected, since the lily-livers there are fearful on his account, in consequence of leva forzosa [conscription] in Sicily. His horses and baggage nevertheless continue to arrive, together with troops in ever-increasing and altogether ludicrous numbers.’


Shortly afterwards, there was an unexpected twist in Ingham’s favour. Lee-Brown’s chief lawyer, Professor Scagliosa, was heard to be dying of galloping consumption. 




1 July 1819 


To Joseph Payne, Mazara


May the Lord have mercy on his soul, for he has been a great sinner…. I hear that Stephens spends much time in the taverne of Marsala, getting tipsy with the farmers. That young man is too warm and hasty, and not without a considerable portion of pride. I do not in the least object to the form of his friendship with John Woodhouse. The weather may excuse an edgy mood, but a proud man is despised by all…. We this morning heard the flying reports of war between Britain and the Emperor of Austria, confirmed from totally respectable authority. I have asked Ascione in Naples for his opinion of the truth of this matter. … My hens and cocks begin to cry out for the arrival of the frumentoni [grain], which you were so kind as to promise them.





Scagliosa at last defunct, troubles with Lee-Brown were now more or less settled. Then a new row began, this time with Old John, who accused Ingham of trying to impinge on his preserves in Philadelphia. Ingham was of course perfectly prepared to do battle, but suddenly the whole matter of the American market was put in jeopardy by international politics.







5 August 1819


To Richard Stephens, Marsala


I beg that you will not purchase any more wine for the present as there is some talk of an American war. Americans here are all of the opinion that there will be a war between their country and Spain.




 





5 August 1819


To Joseph Payne, Mazara


Do not buy too much linseed and barilla, as the news from England continues to get worse and worse. The report on an American war gains ground, and the last letters from Leghorn and Naples mention that the prices of both sugar and coffee have taken a start under this impression. The two Americans here say that they fully expect that the United States will declare war against Spain, in which case England will interfere, as there is no doubt that it was at their instigation that the King of Spain refused to ratify the cession of the Floridas. The Americans do not like the cession which it is said has been made of Havana by Spain to England, as it will not only destroy all their West India trade, but in case of a war might cut off all communication by sea with New Orleans, being the key of the Gulf of Mexico.




 





25 August 1819 


To Richard Stephens, Marsala


I must fear that this American war will take place. Indeed it is said that the American squadron has left the Mediterranean for home.





War was not in the end declared on Spain, but the threat was enough for her formally to cede West and East Florida on Washington’s birthday that year, for a sum of $5,000,000.


During this anxious time the fat old Abbot had paid a visit to Palermo. Ingham wrote politely to ask if he had arrived back safely at Marsala. The letter contains a sarcastic reference to the royal visit, which had at last materialised.




12 August 1819


To Abate Canale, Marsala


The honey and the hens have arrived, for which thanks. The honey I have given to the Prince of Cutò, who was highly surprised to hear that you had already left without having the patience to wait for the long awaited arrival of our lord and master the Duke of Calabria, who appeared last night at 11 p.m. with all the ceremonial due to his station and acclaimed by all the population. The illuminations were all over the city, and even I must admit that those opposite the royal palace were really something quite majestic.





During the autumn and winter of 1819 there were frequent visitors from England, many of whom had come to spend the season in fashionable Naples and had dared to make the sea excursion to Palermo, in spite of rumours of unrest there. Lady Morgan was one of those who arrived in Naples early in 1820. She wrote: ‘The approach of spring, as we arrived in Naples, was marked by the first flittings of “Les Hirondelles”. The multitudinous English, who had very literally occupied Naples during the winter, were now “ready furnished for their flight”. Many were gone, others were going; some to niche themselves in Rome, while yet a pigeonhole was left them to roost in, others to embark for Greece, Turkey or the Ionian Islands.’ She went on to remark on the extraordinary number of dinners and evening parties, given by English people, following the example set by their ambassador – ‘the weekly assemblies of Sir William and Lady A’Court were brilliant and crowded, and we have to acknowledge their polite and hospitable attentions.’


‘The English merchants, established at Naples,’ she observed, ‘do not mingle with the society of the upper classes: some of them complained to us bitterly of their position, and of the annoyances to which they were subjected, from the government of Naples and the neglect of their own. Ships from England were obliged to perform quarantine …’ Presumably Benjamin Ingham never suffered from this ostracism when he visited Naples – thanks to the Duchess of Santa Rosalia, by now his mistress.


‘Les Hirondelles’ had done well to escape from Naples, for an insurrection occurred there, ‘bloodless and decorous’11 but nevertheless alarming. The King was induced to sign a more liberal Constitution based on that of Spain, for the whole of the Two Sicilies. In Europe this was an important event; not only was it the first of the Italian revolutions but the first to test the strength of Metternich’s system.


For Palermo it was the signal for trouble that was by no means bloodless. By the end of July 1820 a full-scale revolution had spread across Sicily. 



















IV


Scissors into Swords





THE Sicilians were not pleased with the new Constitution, as it meant the continuance of centralised government in the hated Naples. Messina and Trapani were on the whole in favour of the Spanish model, provided Sicily could have her autonomy. Palermo, and more especially the faction headed by the nobles, wanted a return to the Constitution of 1812. As Messina was jealous of Palermo’s position and considered itself more suited to be the capital, there was a lack of unity among would-be revolutionaries from the start.


Poverty had increased greatly since 1815. The slum-dwellers of the bigger cities cared little of course about constitutions. They just knew that the Bourbons must be to blame for their troubles – the Bourbons and those princes and baroni who kow-towed to them.


Some mild rioting had taken place around Palermo during the early part of 1820, but the news of unrest in Naples reached the city at an explosive moment: during the festa of Santa Rosalia (the patron saint of Palermo whose name Ingham’s Duchess also bore), when the streets were packed with over-excited crowds.1 Ingham soon had to write soothing letters to his many anxious clients in Britain and America.




24 July 1820


To Thomas Kettlewell, London


You will be in possession of the details of the revolution in Naples long before this reaches you. Since the report of the one here may create anxiety in your minds as to the fate of your goods, we send you a hasty sketch of the events which have recently taken place.


On Friday the 14th we received intelligence of the King having signed the Constitution. This of course created a very considerable fermentation in the minds of the people, the more so in consequence of it coming at the feast of Santa Rosalia, a time of mirth and festivity, occupying a week during which time nothing is thought of but amusement, from prince to beggar.


On Saturday the 15th, the last day of the feast, we received intelligence that the inhabitants of Messina had declared themselves determined to have a different constitution, and that they had burnt the King’s statue, the stamps and such things as were considered tyrannical. This in Palermo had an effect similar to throwing oil upon fire. The national cockade was instantly hoisted, and in the evening some soldiers were even parading arm-in-arm with the citizens. The next day the mob took possession of the Castle and armed themselves. The Viceroy became alarmed and ordered the main troops to put down the people. The result was a most sanguinary conflict…. After a few days these troops were obliged to yield unconditionally and have now to a man been imprisoned in the town’s different prisons, which at the beginning of the fracas had been emptied of all felons, galley slaves and prisoners of every description, deliberately let loose on the world to join the people against the soldiers.


Upon conquering the troops a provisional government was formed, at the head of which is the Archbishop of Palermo. What the form of government will eventually be is unknown. Good order is however restored, and we begin to sleep a little more peaceably in our beds. No one who was not an actual spectator can have any idea of the horror and confusion. We were for some days uncertain which way the popular fury might turn. However up to this moment they seem well disposed towards us English … We regret to mention that the mob, falling short of shot, went to the Custom House and helped themselves to what lead they wanted. We understand that amongst the rest they have taken about fifty pigs of your lead …


The Viceroy and all the members of the late Government, are imprisoned. Many who were attached to the Royal Family of Naples have escaped, and the people have vented their spleen towards them by burning furniture, and papers of every kind in most of the public offices.


Commerce is, as you may easily conceive, at a complete stand. The intense heat we have endured the past week has not made things any easier.





Ingham’s letter to his friend Payne was a good deal more alarming and explicit.




24 July 1820


To Joseph Payne, Mazara


A provisional Government is now established, at the head of which is the Archbishop, aided by a council of the first men in the place, viz. Pantelleria, Raddusa, Bonanno and others, and everything seems gaining its wonted quiet. A military force of six regiments is to be organised forthwith, and everyone seems desirous of being amongst the first to be enrolled. We know little of the politics more than that they seem determined to have nothing to do with Naples. Our prayer is that we English may escape unhurt…. On the night of the 18th the Prince of Aci was caught disguised in the Crucivia. He was shot in an instant, and being beheaded was dragged round the town with every ignominy. This happened at the back of our house and under our eyes as it were.





The end of the Prince of Aci, Praetor of Palermo and Minister of War under Lord William Bentinck, had indeed been gruesome. A man called Picciuno ‘cut off his head and hands and stuck them on a bayonet; then he tied up the body and dragged it round the town, inviting everybody to pay their fines to it.’2 Then at midnight the body was burnt in front of the Monte di Pietà, while the head was displayed at the Quattro Canti. The Prince of Cattolica later (on the twenty-third) suffered an almost similar fate in Bagheria and his body was exposed for several days; his palace and its casina, in which Nelson and the Hamiltons had stayed, were burnt to the ground.3


The Viceroy, General Naselli, had in fact fled to Naples, on 17 July. Perhaps Ingham had not wanted to sound too alarmist. What was more, the Royal Palace had been entered by the mob.


An Irishman, or rather an Anglo-Irishman, Lieutenant-General Richard Church,4 one of those odd expatriates who found their way into the service of the Bourbons, had been as responsible as anyone for exasperating popular feeling on the fifteenth. The story is a bit confused and some details are contradictory – it was certainly one of the most inglorious episodes in the career of the man who became known as the ‘Liberator of Greece’. He had been sent from Naples as comandante generale of the troops in Sicily. This was a foolish move, as he was already unpopular for his reputation for having been a persecutor of the Carbonari in Apulia, the Carbonari being a mostly upper-class and bourgeois secret society, very loosely organised and vaguely against all forms of tyranny.5 There was also a rumour that he intended to impose conscription.


It was thus Church’s job to order the fraternising soldiers to return to barracks. The soldiers were drunk and refused. This was the very signal for revolt. He was hit by a stone and chased in his open carriage by a mob brandishing daggers. In the nick of time he was smuggled to Trapani. An aide-de-camp (some say a coachman, some a general accompanying him) was wounded. Meanwhile the mob, not realising that he had escaped, made a rush for the Hotel d’Angleterre, where he had been staying. In their rage at finding that he was not there, the people sacked the whole building and burnt the furniture (another version says it was his own furniture) in the Piano della Marina. Another Irishman, Marshal O’Farris, who was Chief of Staff, was not so fortunate as Church and flung into a murderer’s prison with other marescialli, naked and bleeding.6


Church ‘found no welcome at Trapani’, so he and his followers sailed on to Marsala – ‘where they were most hospitably received by Mr Woodhouse. … He [Mr Woodhouse] ordered wine, and food: and ammunition to be got ready for provisioning their boat, and brought them all home to dine with him, assuring them they need fear nothing either for themselves or for him: for, in the first place, the people of Marsala owed him too much to wish to offend him; and in the second, he had workmen enough to defend his house against the whole population.’7 Woodhouse who, unlike Ingham, sided with the Bourbons, as representing law and order, wanted him to remain a day or two; but Church returned to Naples, after a chase by sea and carrying some of ‘Mr Woodhouse’s excellent wine’. Disgraced, he was promptly clapped into prison in the Castel dell’Ovo.


In Palermo the Giunta or provisional Government, headed by Archbishop Gravina, was joined by the Prince of Villafranca, Ruggiero Settimo and other leading citizens. For a while the prospects seemed encouraging, and some sort of order returned to Palermo. The appearance of Neapolitan warships caused certain alarm, but ‘they did not fire a gun’. A local Palermitan regiment was formed. Ingham wrote: ‘What we have as yet seen of them resembles more the awkward squad than soldiers.’ The Giunta prepared to take over the rest of Sicily, now that tempers seemed to be calming a little. Luckily all was at present quiet in Marsala. Woodhouse who kept more money to hand than Stephens would probably have been in the worse danger.


Meanwhile Ingham continued to keep his various clients informed of developments.




31 July 1820


To Alexander & John Haddon, Nottingham


It is said that a deputation of the Giunta has followed the Neapolitan squadron to Naples, offering to put the crown of Sicily on the head of Don Carlo – second son of the hereditary prince. Don Carlo is as yet a child of seven or eight years, and consequently it is intended that he shall reign under a regency. We are at present in some anxiety as to the fate of this mission and whether there is to be war with Naples or not…. The Tamar has been chartered by the merchants of Palermo to go to Malta to request that the Governor would send an English frigate here forthwith. Everything in fact wears the appearance of tranquillity. Our greatest comfort is the prevailing spirit of amity towards English and American persons.





As usual Payne received more realistic news: 




3 August 1820


To Joseph Payne, Mazara


An army is organizing here with the greatest rapidity. Many a tailor has turned his scissors into a sword, and even the priests in one or two instances have changed their cassocks into regimentals.




 





10 August 1820


To Joseph Payne, Mazara


We are all thrown into complete alarm by the report that the Government of Naples have refused Independence. This news was brought by Marquis Tortorici in a boat of thirty oars. It is as yet kept secret. In the meantime the spirit which reigns in the blood of Palermitans, great and small, gentle, noble and beggar, may be judged by all having hoisted a yellow piece of ribbon [the symbol of Sicilian autonomy] on their hats with this inscription, Indipendenza o Morte [Independence or Death], and in the middle of this a death’s head and bones. For my part I feel anything but comfortable.





The nobles on the mission from Palermo were arrested. A general lawlessness was beginning to spread through Sicily. Peasants made use of the situation to settle private vendettas. Houses were burnt or sacked; at Bronte, where the people were reputed to be descended from Albanians and therefore of a blood-thirsty disposition, a private civil war broke out against the neighbouring village of Maletto. Worse, it became obvious that the other main towns of Sicily were not supporting Palermo. Marsala now took the opportunity not only of declaring herself free from Trapani, the capital of the province, but the Capo Vallo, i.e. capital itself.




14 August 1820


To Thomas Kettlewell, London


The inhabitants of Messina are in great confusion, in consequence of there being two parties, one for and one against the independence of Sicily. The latter is composed of the military, who still have possession of the citadel. All communications with Messina are at an end. We hear from Naples that the troops when ordered to march against Sicily refused to do this…. Austria, it is reported, has despatched an army of observation against Naples.





Ingham was soon alarmed by reports of ‘thieves and robbers devastating the campagna under the plea of going against Trapani’, especially as there had been no news from Stephens for quite a while. Then the Prince of San Cataldo led an army against Caltanissetta, which ‘fell with a terrible slaughter and has been reduced to obedience’. This was supposed to be a lesson to ‘those two accursed cities Trapani and Messina’, but to no avail. Six regiments had now been formed by the Palermo Giunta.


It was becoming obvious that the Neapolitans were doing everything they could to ‘fan civil war in Sicily into a flame’. ‘Lawless brigands from Trapani’ were now attacking Mazara. Now there were fears for Payne’s safety. A subversive group was caught on its way to Syracuse – ‘every fifth man is to suffer death’.




30 August 1820


To Joseph Ascione, Naples


We cannot but consider the conduct of your ministers to be infamous in the highest degree, in their endeavour to excite civil war, brother against brother, father against son. British lives are now seriously in danger…. We take the liberty of sending you a letter for the Prince of Belmonte,8 one of the deputies from here to Messina whence he has been carried off prisoner. We request you to ask your ministers to let him send an answer merely announcing his state of health for the consolation of his afflicted wife and mother.




 





30 August 1820


To Jameson Hunter, Malta


We solicit your kindest civilities and attentions to the bearer, our very particular friend the Countess Lucchesi, a lady who having felt considerable alarm of the late events in Sicily visits your island as a place of security. We request that you will advance such sums as she may require, taking in reimbursement the drafts of the Prince of Maletto.





Foreign property, to everybody’s relief, now looked like being respected, judging from slightly reassuring letters from both Stephens and Payne. Later Ingham arranged for money to be sent to Belmonte in prison. The mention of the Prince of Maletto in his letter is the first reference in the letters to the family, in this case the brother, of the Duchess of Santa Rosalia. The Prince’s title came from that same village which was warring with Bronte, where the situation had become tangled and desperate, leading to several violent deaths.9


Then Catania joined Messina against Palermo, which promptly sent ‘a large force’ against the rebels. As Ingham told a worried Richard Stephens: ‘The regiments of soldiers are forming very rapidly, since the old troops have been released from the prisons and incorporated in the Sicilian regiments under Sicilian officers; as they are better paid, fed and clothed than before they are well satisfied.’ There was, however, no reason for optimism.




11 September 1820


To Richard Stephens, Marsala


Since my last letter our quietness has been very much disturbed. We were on Saturday morning thrown into some alarm by the news that Orlando10 had been attacked most shamefully by Costa, the Messinese General, and his guerrillas. He has been obliged to abandon Caltanissetta and has lost four pieces of artillery and all the baggage…. On Sunday morning there arrived a Palermitan vessel from Naples, bringing back four of our deputies…. We are in an insufferable state of suspense.




 





18 September 1820


To Richard Stephens, Marsala


A deputation has been despatched by the Giunta to treat with General Pepe [Neapolitan] and to accept with some little modification the terms offered by the Court of Naples…. The Austrians are still pouring into Italy, and the Emperor has published an edict against the Carbonari, making it high treason either to be one of them or to know anything about them. What Mr Payne mentions of the Trapanese plundering in his neighbourhood is far from pleasant.





The terms accepted by the Giunta were not at all what the general population of Palermo wanted.




9 October 1820


To Thomas Kettlewell, London


We had up to the 25th entertained very sanguine hopes that everything would be conducted in the most peaceable and pleasant way. Indeed, all preliminaries were so far concluded that, on the evening of the 25th, the Neapolitan troops were to have entered under the escort of the civic guard, composed of the nobility and gentry, and to have taken possession of the forts, castle etc. and to have been encamped outside the town. However, on that morning the rabble commenced an attack on the civic guard and on the newly formed regiments, and seized possession of their arms, forts etc. As soon as the Neapolitan troops advanced near the town, they were in like manner attacked and kept at bay for a week, during which time we suffered all the horrors of a siege in conjunction with the fear of being plundered, or even murdered, by the rabble. Peace has, however, at length been signed and tranquillity is restored to the city … The horror of our situation is scarce to be described and far outdid the momentous day of the 17th July. The fear of the shots and bombs, which were consequently flying over our heads, was not in any way to be compared to that which we felt at a populace who were hourly showing us that they were capable of any crime of which murder was the least.





Palermo had lost 5000 men, whereas the Neapolitans only suffered 200 casualties.11







9 October 1820


To Joseph Ascione, Naples


Bombarded by land and sea, without any police, nothing but rape, robbery and murder going on in the town, we really know not how we escaped. Peace and tranquillity are however restored by the treaty, which has been signed on board His Britannic Majesty’s cutter Racer between General Pepe and Prince Paternò, as head of the Giunta. Ten thousand men have possession of the forts, castle and different batteries and are encamped outside the town…. We understand that the system of things in vigour previous to the 15th July 1820 is to be put in force.




 





16 October 1820


To Thomas Kettlewell, London


The Government is restoring everything upon the very same footing as it was previous to the 15th July last, so that the only result of so much bloodshed and of this revolution in general has been the half ruining of the nobility and gentry and giving us three months of misery, anarchy and confusion. The lower classes and soldiery, who have made hay while the sun shone, are the only classes who have money to make purchases.





These last words were only too true. The nobles had lost much prestige during the past month and several, including the Prince of Villafranca, had had their houses burnt down. Indeed the rebellion of 1820 marked the end of the mito di baronaggio, the myth of the divine right of the aristocracy to rule.12 Palermo itself was generally in disgrace, and Messina took the opportunity to demand again that she should be capital of Sicily. The occupying force meant, of course, an increase in taxes. Sullenly, the Palermitan poor retreated to their narrow alleys.


The families of the foreign merchants had on the whole been lucky, nightmarish though the experience had been. None of them had been in really grave danger, which was not to be the case in later outbursts in Sicily’s convulsive history.


*


It was hardly an auspicious time for Mrs Whitaker, Benjamin Ingham’s sister, to allow her younger son to go to Sicily. Nevertheless she gamely agreed; and Joseph was just at the age that would look forward to danger. The Austrians marched into Naples in March 1821 and shortly afterwards occupied Sicily. John Woodhouse was convinced that there would be a war and shipped 3000 pipes of wine to Malta for safety. Yet Joseph’s presence in the Concern was badly needed, for business was at last beginning to stride forward. What was more, the vintage of 1821 was prodigal. It is indeed a pity we have so few details of the growth of Ingham’s wealth just at this time, let alone of the stir that he must have created by living openly with the Duchess.


The Baglio buildings were greatly enlarged, work continuing on them until 1826, by which time they included a large cooperage shop employing on occasions sixty men and boys, a smithy, a carpenter’s shop, a refectory for workers and two distilleries for making brandy. Coal was imported from England. A special palmento had been built for treading out grapes, and new rotary machinery had been acquired for washing casks. There were twenty-seven wine stores, not underground as in Spain: long, up to 150 yards, and lofty, with picturesque vaulted ceilings, Gothic in style. Nearly eighty people were on the regular payroll. In the Whitaker archives there is a fragment of a letter describing the blue-tunicked workers filing into the courtyard, while a guard with a gun paced the walls above. The writer also speaks of the ‘ghastly’ din of the wine casks rolling on the cobbles. Much later in date, another description is given of a typical vendemmia, or vintage, on one of the vineyards supplying the Ingham baglio. Brilliantly coloured carts, painted in traditional manner with battle scenes between mythological heroes, were trundled behind mules with bells and scarlet head-dresses. In the carts were brown-faced girls, with slanting eyes and Phoenician features, among piles of golden grapes. Then came the climax when the grapes were put in the palmento, and barelegged boys with special boots leapt inside, to the accompaniment of clarinets and bagpipes made of goat bladders….


The storehouses are in use to this day. The central building, in which Stephens presumably lived, and where Ingham would have stayed on his visits to Marsala, is now derelict, and more’s the pity, for it is a handsome place. Almost on the scale of a colonial mansion in Virginia, it is flat-roofed with two storeys. A portico runs the length of the building downstairs, to provide shade, while the first floor has seven French windows leading on to a balustraded balcony with eight pairs of columns. In front is a large courtyard, which used to have arcades along each side. Naturally all very much grander than the house in the Baglio Woodhouse.


Stephens had an eye for landscape. He planted oleanders and fig trees in strategic places and made pergolas of vines. He also built a summer-house, to catch the breezes from the sea. In the centre of the garden there was a large white gebbia or Saracenic cistern, filled from a well by a chain of buckets worked by a blindfolded mule.


All the lavish expenditure that went into the extending of the Baglio seemed spectacular in view of the financial troubles that were once more afflicting businessmen in Sicily. The trouble now was not inflation but a drastic drop in the prices of all commodities, including wine. As a result Ingham was able to sell his marsala very cheaply in both America and Britain. One also realises that he did not find the presence of the Austrians too much of an inconvenience.




2 June 1823


To Richard Stephens, Marsala


I wish you to make up a pipe of excellent old wine for the Austrian general Reitskzi, and send it in the course of a month to Palermo. At dinner last week he was particularly appreciative of our wine, and was so kind as to place an order…. I am now making my preparations for setting out for England and expect to be off in a week or ten days at latest. I enclose certain instructions for the management of the Concern during my absence, which I beg your particular care and attention.





Was this to be the great triumphal return to Ossett? Stephens was now virtually in the position of partner; indeed he became so in 1826, and the name of the Marsala end of the Concern was changed to Ingham, Stephens & Co. Whilst Ingham was in Leeds, he cast around for yet another nephew to work in Marsala, Joseph Whitaker being well settled in Palermo where he was too valuable to be moved. He chose another Joseph, an Ingham this time, rather a lugubrious individual and a bit weak, born in 1802 – evidently too ugly to be of interest to Old John Woodhouse. In due course two other Ingham nephews were summoned: Joshua, born in 1811, and one that bore his uncle’s name, Benjamin, born in 1810. Thus – including the dead William – five nephews were employed in the firm at one time or other.


There had also been the possibility round about then of getting out another relative. This was a young cousin, again called Joshua Ingham, born in 1802 – the Ingham and Whitaker families liked to give biblical names to their children, in good North Country tradition. He was descended from Benjamin Ingham’s uncle and lived at Blake Hall near Huddersfield, a house that had been a centre for Methodist preachers in the days of the Ingham of the Inghamites. Being well enough off on his own account, with the prospect of estates to manage in Yorkshire, he was not tempted by the offer of a job in Sicily.


Cousin Joshua Ingham is of literary interest, since it was he who in April 1837 engaged Anne Brontë as governess to his two elder children.13 It was her first post and her experiences at Blake Hall are described in Agnes Grey, presumably pretty exactly, as the book started with the idea of being an autobiography. Her two awful charges are immortalised as Master Tom Bloomfield and Miss Mary Ann Bloomfield.14


In 1822 there were various references in the letters to the Santa Rosalia family. The Prince of Maletto lived in Catania and seemed constantly to have profited out of his sister’s liaison with Ingham by borrowing money. However, from the tone of the letters from Palermo, he was obviously not very prompt at paying it back.


The first specific mention of the Duchess is suitably domestic, though brief:




15 May 1823


To Joseph Payne, Mazara


I read your letter to the Duchess, who laughed heartily at your sending the pot without butter in it to the administrator.





Baroness of Mazara was one of her titles, and the administrator was in charge of her estates there.


Nobody seemed to have cared very much about Ingham and the Duchess living in sin. He was much in love, and one gathers she was a highly sexed woman. Palermitan nobles found Ingham too useful a source for borrowing money to want to antagonise him. The Duchess also had a strong will, and a sharp tongue for anyone who crossed her path. Her love of rouge made her appear an extraordinary creature to some, though – oddly enough – a number of men at that time seem to have found her desirable. For Ingham there was no other woman, or ever would be henceforward in his long life.


For a while the Duchess’s second son, Domenico, toyed with the plan of going to Marsala with Joseph Ingham, so that they could learn the wine trade together, but on Joseph’s arrival in Palermo he suddenly changed his mind; maybe the aristocratic Sicilian and the dour Yorkshireman just didn’t take to one another.


The Duchess had four sons: Federico, Domenico, Carmelo and Carlo. They all of course bore their father’s patronymic, Ascenso. Only the eldest had a child, Francesca, who was the eventual heiress. She married Salvatore Monroy, Duke of Realmena, youngest son of the Prince of Belmonte. Of the four brothers Carmelo seems to have been a particular friend of Joseph Whitaker.


The Ascensos were pretty good spongers, and became worse as they grew older. Not that Ingham seemed to care, even though he hated such a thing in other people. Was he lenient through snobbery, or for love of their mother? It could have been either. Federico, known as the Duchino (Little Duke), received a handsome but temporary loan in November 1823 when he married Maria Lucchesi-Palli – a very good match, as she was related to the Prince of Campofranco, who had been the Viceroy the previous year.15 Only a few months later, however, he was mildly scolded for not returning the money; indeed he seems to have been more careless about money matters than the Prince of Maletto. We also hear in this letter how ‘Mama is leaving for Bagni di Lucca’ for a thermal cure; and there is an ominous warning: ‘I know well enough that there is a person in the city who is determined to sow discord between you and your wife, and to force a separation. You will know how to deal with this.’ And that was that; we know nothing more. The marriage survived.


*


What was satisfactory to Ingham was the definite eclipse of the still eccentric Lee-Brown (he continued to sport peacocks’ feathers whenever he knew there was a chance of running into his old enemy, and he drove about Palermo in a Sicilian two-wheeled cart, garishly painted with biblical names). Oddly, though, the man was to reappear in 1831 as a partner with of all people the Duke of Floridia, stepson of the late King, at the Zucco, a 3000 acre property near Partinico and a place still renowned for its wine. The Abbot at Marsala was probably by now dead, as we hear no more of him either. His place as supplier of wine from Church lands had been taken by the Bishop, a pompous Monsignore, of whom Ingham had a low opinion, expressed frequently in suitably vivid terms.


Actually Ingham had become a shade mellowed recently. All the same, nobody could have been more energetic in business, more expert at what is today called aggressive marketing. The wine that was sent to America on consignment would be followed by letters like whip-lashes, goading agents into more and more efforts. Ingham was getting richer, yet the times were still very worrying. Even old friends could not expect mercy.




16 December 1824


To Joseph Payne, Mazara


I take the liberty of informing you of my return to Palermo in good health. In consequence of the many failures which have taken place, I am under the necessity of calling in the funds which I have lent out. As such, I must apply to you and trust that you will be able to pay me the greater part, if not the whole, of what you owe me in a month or two at latest. I should be sorry to put you to any serious inconvenience, but necessity has no laws, and I can assure you that I am in absolute want of every dollar which I can collect either by fair means or foul.





Poor old Payne. He was unable to pay up. Another, stronger letter followed. It arrived on Christmas Day. Within a month he was dead of a heart attack.


As more Sicilian merchants went bankrupt, so more British merchants got a hold on the raw materials and industries of the island. There were relatively few Americans by comparison, Gardner being easily the doyen. Palermo and Messina were still the two main trading ports. Morrison, Routh, Valentine, Jeans, Horner, Taunton, Rose: these were some of the bigger names among the new merchants. Joseph Whitaker, being mean and thus able to save quite a bit of money, seems to have started up in various side-lines of his own. His future father-in-law, Sanderson, was greatly extending his essential oils business in Messina, the town he so much loved; indeed his firm, though Italian owned, is still flourishing strongly today under the same name, W. Sanderson & Sons.16 Gardner’s main interest was in the sulphur industry, the production of which in Sicily had risen over the years to four times in quantity, thus becoming almost a world monopoly. Originally it had mostly been shipped to Marseilles, but with the founding of sulphuric acid factories in the British Isles the greater proportion was now sent to England.


The chief paper factory in Sicily was owned by the Turrisi brothers near Palermo. Since it depended on rags, which were also an important item of export to England, the Turrisis soon found themselves clashing with Ingham, Joseph Whitaker and the once more affluent Oates, who were powerful enough even to persuade the Viceroy to alter the protectionist laws in their favour. The battle, a losing one for the Turrisis, dragged on until 1842, when they went out of business. A modern commentator has written, bitterly: ‘In the name of free trade, British “merchants” not only monopolised Sicilian raw materials for industries in their own country, but ruined or scotched at birth any attempt at industrialization by Sicilian capital.’17 A harsh summary, and not altogether true, as will be seen. A very great Sicilian merchant-industrialist-banker, Vincenzo Florio, was soon to emerge and become well established long before 1842.


In 1825 the British Chancellor of the Exchequer dramatically reduced the duty on wines, with the effect that marsala (and madeira) had a considerable advantage over French wines and rum. Ingham was delighted and began some experimenting.




28 June 1825


To Joseph Bickford, Plymouth


I confirm that our Marsala establishment is preparing a red wine in imitation of port which we could sell you at £10 a pipe. We sent a sample of red muscatel wine reinforced with brandy to Glasgow, and this has led to several orders…. If you can charter a vessel cheap to go to Newfoundland for dried cod, it would be well worth your while. Fish is always saleable in Naples. We can then arrange for the vessel to be loaded here with Sicilian produce including our Bronte Port, which we are sure you will find superior to the madeira lately imported into England, being free from the acid quality which such wines now inevitably have.





So Ingham had stolen the Bronte prefix from Woodhouse. Having plunged into the investment, it was worrying for him to hear from London that sherry had suddenly become popular, again because of the reduced taxes on non-French wines.




18 August 1825


To Richard Stephens, Marsala


Your will see that the wine which Mr Woodhouse shipped on board the Cherry in April last has not been approved of, and that the rage in England is for sherry or for wines having a sherry flavour and a light colour. Now I am of the opinion that we could give marsala such a flavour by putting in it an extract from sweet almonds. You already have these extracts for making rosolio [a sweet liqueur]. I would recommend your making a trial upon a few pipes of wine to see how it answers.





Stephens was anxious to taste this sherry. At last, three weeks later, Ingham was able to write: ‘My coachman has gone to the Consul’s for a bottle, which will be sent to you if it can be spared.’18


The red wine for the ‘port’ came from far away: Vittoria, on the southeast corner of Sicily. Thither Stephens had to travel by ship. At the same time Ingham made the effort of investigating the resources of Alcamo, famous then as now for its black-veiled women and picturesque balconies. He found the place and its women mean and dirty, and could not face visiting the Arab castle’s site; and the bleating of goats kept him from his sleep. Nevertheless he hired a mule and manfully rode some nine kilometres over the parched, silent mountains to see the temple of Segesta. Quite a pilgrimage in that heat. The Doric columns of the roofless building were duly inspected, but not the theatre on the hill. Luckily, for the return journey from Alcamo, he was able to hire a carriage and thus enjoy the beautiful, blessedly more verdant landscape, with its profusion of oleanders. G. W. D. Evans, a traveller of the period, wrote how ‘carriage-travelling is a luxury almost unknown in Sicily’. It was indeed reckoned then that there were only 250 miles of carriageable road throughout the whole island, the best road – thanks (pace Simond) to the British army during the occupation – being between Palermo and Messina. The lettiga was reserved for ‘the wealthy and the delicate’. Evans strongly denied there was any danger of brigandage on the roads, however ‘execrable’ they were; as he said, ‘with regard to the danger upon which travellers in Sicily have so often enlarged, they may now be ranked with the tales of the nursery.’ One fancies, however, that this was wishful thinking. Ingham of course always travelled with a more than adequate bodyguard.


The following year John Woodhouse died, aged fifty-eight. He had been suffering intensely from his gout and had been starving himself, so he died of sheer weakness. Indeed his last portrait makes him look like a survivor from a World War II concentration camp. A family mausoleum was built, in appearance rather like a marabout’s tomb. Strangely, it was never consecrated until 1900. The whole thing was blown to bits by British bombs in 1943.


The disappearance of Old John, Il Vecchio as he was known to the Marsalese, made a great difference to Ingham’s trade. Neither of John’s quarrelsome brothers, Sam and Will, his heirs, had much flair for business. They died in 1834 and 1835 respectively, and the firm was divided between their sons, both minors. Thus control gravitated to an uncle, Humphrey Hervey, one of the trustees – not a happy situation. Hervey, known as Don Onofrio at Marsala, was a thoroughly bad if not corrupt businessman, and remained virtually in charge for some thirty years. It has been suggested that he deliberately tried to let the firm run down, so that he could buy it at a bargain price from the young Woodhouses, who were even more disinterested in it than their fathers, preferring their hunting and shooting. To make matters worse, Hervey appointed a series of disastrous managers, one being John Barlow, of whom it has been said: ‘He seemed to have been more interested in social life and the ladies than anything else, as witness the many red heads scattered over that part of Sicily.’19


*


King Ferdinand, Re Nasone (King Big Nose) to his subjects, had died on 2 January 1825, after a reign of sixty-five years. His son Francis I meant well but was hopelessly inept. During his short reign the Carbonari and other secret societies flourished. Smuggling, arson, kidnapping, in spite of G. W. D. Evans, became ever more common in Sicily. The lupara or sawn-off shot gun, for shooting wolves, was frequently put to terrible use in village feuds. The word Mafia was not yet current, but all the ingredients were there.


The Austrians withdrew in 1827, and Swiss mercenaries were employed by the Bourbon Government as a supplementary police army – the southern Italians not being especially martial types. The presence of the Swiss did not much help the economy. But Ingham, with his insistence on a twelve per cent interest and three per cent commission, continued to prosper.


Tourists flocked to Naples; yet Sicily was still regarded as remote and somewhat outlandish, except for Palermo which could easily be reached from Naples by steamer. Travel books about Sicily continued therefore to have great popularity, especially Simond’s and even the by now slightly discredited Brydone’s. One learns from Simond that the population of Sicily then was around 1,800,000. ‘Not a day has passed since our landing,’ he said (in 1828), ‘without our hearing someone lament the fall of Buonaparte and the retreat of the English.’ He hastened to add that these complaints were ‘not for the sake of either of them, but because the existence of one and the presence of the others maintained the Constitution; and above all effectually separated Naples and Sicily.’ He summed up the island’s plight as follows: ‘Sicily now seems as completely a tabula rasa of depotism as Naples itself, and puts up with a good many more abuses…. It would still feed five times its own population, if that population were but left alone, and their industry not shackled by absurd regulations, the natural capabilities rising superior to bad husbandry.’


The seeds of revolution were still there, and were again ready to sprout.
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