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For Kikki and Princess Tree, who came along And Tom, who yet again kept me on the straight and narrow
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Indiaman in a storm between Madagascar and the Cape of Good Hope, from an etching of 1804








Prologue





The ship doubled the Cape of Good Hope on a cool July day with a brisk following wind and a film of moisture in the air that shrouded the first sight of land for seven weeks. She was an East Indiaman of 499 tons, outward bound for Madras on what promised to be the smoothest of her three voyages so far. Evan Jones, the chief mate, was moved to remark on ‘a very pleasant passage’ across the Atlantic and few others on board could recall so calm or swift a crossing. Only seventy-five days had passed since the Indiaman’s departure from the Downs, the protected anchorage off the Kent coast, early in the spring of 1755, and she had long since left an accompanying squadron in her wake.


The weather turned almost as soon as they rounded the Cape. Jones described it as ‘dirty and squally with the Wind from SSW to SSE and a very large sea’ and orders were given to haul in the staysails and shorten the main in order to reduce the amount of canvas exposed to a constant gale. Captain James Samson held his course due east for the next twenty-four hours. Like any experienced skipper of an East India Company merchant vessel, he was keenly aware that he had just entered the most dangerous part of the voyage, even if he understood no better than anyone else what caused the freak conditions that made south-east Africa notorious among mariners. When, the following day, Cape Agulhas was sighted, he set a new course East-North-East. The ship was now driving directly into the warm-water current, also called the Agulhas, which pulses invisibly along the coast.


Even with the staysails stowed and the fore topsails and the main closely reefed, the Indiaman was running along at between six and seven knots. Over the next eight days she churned headlong through squalls, until on 16 July the gale strengthened further and Captain Samson was obliged to order that still more canvas be hauled in. At noon that day they had reached a longitude of 13° 45´E of Cape Agulhas – or so Jones, the chief mate, reckoned.


At a quarter to one the following morning, a forward lookout shouted down from his post, ‘Breakers ahead and to leeward!’ Jones described what followed: ‘The helm was immediately put a-lee; but before she came quite Head to Wind, she struck lightly and then stronger.’


William Webb, the third mate, was asleep in his cot when the first shudder went through the ship. Instantly awake, he clambered down, to feel a series of vibrations under his feet, followed by a jolt that tossed him from one end of the tiny cabin to the other. Further shocks marked his scrambled passage up the companion ladder.


By the time Webb reached the quarterdeck, all three masts were gone. In their place a mountain of canvas and rigging billowed across the deck. Water swirled at his feet and he watched in a dreamlike state as a wave broke over the side, catching up a dozen or so men in its midst and carrying them off into the darkness. Within minutes of impact with whatever she had struck, a ship as solid as the forest of oaks from which she was hewn had started to break up.


So brutally brief was the crisis that not one of the hands had an opportunity to break into the liquor barrels and drink himself into the merciful oblivion sought by seamen facing certain death. Most of them died below decks or in the cataclysmic break-up of the hull. So did the great majority of a company of Royal Artillery troops who were sharing the crew’s quarters.


What saved some of the ship’s officers was the location of their cabins in the stern. Jones, the chief mate, emerged from his quarters around the same time as Webb, to find the Indiaman starting to disintegrate. ‘By the time I got upon deck it was falling in and other parts driving to peices [sic] faster than any person can imagine,’ he wrote. Somewhere in the inkiness he found Captain Samson and ‘asked him where he thought we were, for I own the mainland never enter’d into my head. Nor the captain’s neither, for the answer he made me was it must be some rock in the sea which never was laid down.’


Jones estimated that at one point about thirty men were clustered on the quarterdeck, but each time a wave broke it carried more of them away into eternity on a tide of foam. Samson bade him farewell, ‘and said we should meet in the Next World, which words were scarce out his of his mouth, when I was wash’d off’.


Webb, meanwhile, had been clawing his way up towards the larboard side of the quarterdeck, crazily angled above the water, where he found Samson alone. The captain had a dazed appearance and managed to get out little more than that they were doomed, before the sea crashed over them. The last Webb ever saw of him was as he disappeared over the side.


No longer certain even of what portion of the ship he was on, the third mate was awaiting the inevitable when out of the darkness a voice cried, ‘Land!’At first, looking over the breakers, he took the black mass ahead to be colossal seas, and had no chance to reconsider before a wave crashed over him and he lost consciousness. He awoke at daylight, numb with cold, his right arm broken, and impaled by the shoulder on a nail protruding from a beam. By pure good fortune he had been left face up in shallow water and, having thus escaped drowning, was able to disengage his shoulder from the wreckage and crawl to shore.


Out of the 270 souls who had been on the Dodington – for that was the East Indiaman’s name – Webb was one of just twenty-three to have been spared. Others included Jones, who had also been deposited on the shore, John Collett, the second mate (but not his wife, whose body was found washed up nearby), Richard Topping, the carpenter, ten sailors and three out of the ninety-five soldiers. They found themselves stranded on an uninhabited island, barely six miles from the mainland at the eastern end of Algoa Bay. How this band of castaways endured on Bird Island for seven months while they fashioned from the wreckage a sloop that they called the Happy Deliverance – their adventures, quarrels and feuds, and their eventual voyage in this makeshift vessel to Madagascar and safety – is itself a great survival story.


The Dodington disaster echoed from London to Bengal. As well as troops for Robert Clive’s latest campaign to drive the French from India, the East Indiaman had been carrying military hardware and bullion; Clive, indeed, had intended taking passage on the Dodington himself and had only switched to the Stretham at the last moment. Navigational experts were summoned to consider ‘this shocking circumstance’ and how to avoid any repetition of it. Already there was a strong suspicion that British maps, based on the Portuguese Roteiro chart drawn up almost two centuries earlier, were lethally flawed in showing the coast of south-east Africa some degrees west of its true position. Fundamentally, however, the wreck was found to have been a consequence of the ‘very erroneous’ reckoning of the ship’s position. Whereas the chief mate Jones had calculated it as 13° 45´E of Cape Agulhas, later observations had found it to be no more than 7°E. The Dodington had been set on too northerly a course too early.


In 1780, Dunn’s Directory for the East Indies, a handbook for the East India Company’s mariners, drew attention to these dangers with an admonitory passage that recalled the Dodington’s fate: ‘The loss of such a number of lives will make the skilful navigator shudder, and make him rack his invention to point out the cause of such misfortunes and contrive how to avoid the like accidents for the future,’ it read. ‘This unfortunate ship should be a caution for all navigators to be very cautious not to haul to the northward too soon.’


Two years after this warning, another East Indiaman was approaching south-east Africa, and she too was off course.
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Street scene in Calcutta, after Thomas Daniell, 1786








1 ‘A Man of High Character’


Murshidabad, Bengal, 10 November 1781





The manner of William Hosea’s departure would have befitted the Nawab himself. For eight years Hosea had been master of Bengal’s richest district and all of Murshidabad was gathered on the banks of the Cossimbuzzar River for the farewell. A fleet of two-masted pinnaces and barges was drawn up to transport the viceregal party to Calcutta. Nothing about the scene indicated that he was, in fact, slinking away.


Hosea cast a last look back at his former domain: the Residence, a palace of princely magnificence fronting the river and enclosed by palms and mango groves; and the capital, stretching for five miles along the Cossimbuzzar and containing more wealthy men than London. Perhaps he paused for reflection. Here, at least, was proof of his achievements. Like Clive, he had risen from the humblest position in the East India Company’s service to riches and power. Like Hastings, he had been Resident at the Durbar, the puppet-master entrusted with handling the Nawab of Bengal. Whatever lay ahead – dismissal, disgrace, even ruin – nothing could take that from him.


His wife Mary, heavily pregnant, had to be assisted down to the river and into one of the waiting vessels by a retinue of ayahs. The banks were lined by representatives of the Nawab in their finery, the traders and merchants who were already mourning the departure of their wealthiest customers, an army of well over a hundred servants equally lamenting their loss, and townspeople drawn to the spectacle by simple curiosity.


Hosea had taken his leave of the Nawab with due formality. While many Englishmen were attracted by the subtlety and gracious manners of Bengal aristocrats, Hosea had never had much time for them: the Phowzdar, the Roy Royan, the Talookdars – over the years all had been treated with a brusqueness that betrayed his dislike of Orientals. Even Hosea had to acknowledge, however, that the Nawab of Bengal was a figure entitled to a certain respect. It helped that the incumbent, Mobaruk ud-Dowla, was a shadow of his formidable ancestors and accepted Hosea’s authority as tax collector with placid resignation. Even their most delicate financial dealings had been untroublesome, being conducted on Hosea’s rare visits to the palace as they lay on rugs, surrounded by sweetmeats, or in the gardens on quiet walks among the menagerie.


At length all was ready. The little fleet of schooner-rigged pinnaces and lumbering budgerows, bearing innumerable trunks along with tables, chests, bureaux and chairs piled atop one another, nudged out into the Cossimbuzzar for the 110-mile journey downriver to Calcutta, seat of the Company’s presidency.


Despite the fanfare, William Hosea was not so much taking his leave as going like a thief in the night. None of his superiors knew of his plans, not even his benefactor and patron, Warren Hastings. It was only the previous night that Hosea had taken his closest friends into his confidence. In a letter sent ahead to Calcutta, he told Sir Robert and Lady Chambers that he and Mary would sail for England as soon as she had been delivered of the child. Lady Chambers was asked to make arrangements for a doctor to attend Mary and servants to await their arrival. The need for discretion was paramount. ‘Pray keep our going home a secret for the present,’ Hosea urged.


He added: ‘This will be the last act of friendship you will have to perform for us in this part of the world. Our passage is taken on board the Grosvenor.’




*





Calcutta revealed itself with startling suddenness. For days the flotilla had twisted and bobbed around the interminable bends of first the Cossimbuzzar then the Hooghly, beside banks piled high with the intense green turmoil of tropical Bengal, past the site of Plassy, where Clive had won control of India. Then, around yet another bend, it leapt out of the jungle – the ‘City of Palaces’, the greatest metropolis in the East.


Hosea considered the splendour before him with mixed feelings. A French visitor had called it the finest colony in the world, and of that there could be little doubt. From their mooring near Chandpal Ghat on the east bank Hosea observed Fort William rising heavily ahead, a vast ramparted octagon gleaming white in the sun of the cool season. North of it, along the esplanade fronting the river, ran a line of stately neoclassical buildings from which the civic and military affairs of the East India Company were conducted. Behind this elegant façade lay the great maidan, a grassy parade ground almost two miles long and a mile deep, where Calcutta society descended by carriage in the evening for the ritual known as ‘airing’. Morning dew had left the maidan as fresh and green as a garden in Surrey. Beyond it stood Chowringhee, a broad avenue teeming with carriages and palanquins and lined with the villas and mansions of the Company gentry, the burra sahibs.


Amid this grandeur William Hosea had landed from England, a penniless and lonely boy, seventeen years earlier; but if Calcutta represented the fulfilment of his dreams, it recalled also a darker episode in his career. The truth is, he had never felt comfortable with the place or its fashionable society, and he was uneasy again now.


The Hoseas and their eighteen-month-old daughter Frances were borne by Calcutta’s most genteel model of conveyance, the palanquin – a luxuriously cushioned bed carried on bamboo poles by bearers – to Old Post Office Street and the home of Sir Robert Chambers, a rambling palace in the classic style. A judge of the Supreme Court and Hosea’s confidant, Sir Robert was one of Bengal’s grandest figures. In London his friends at the Literary Club included Oliver Goldsmith, Edmund Burke and Dr Johnson. As Boswell makes clear, Johnson was very fond of Chambers, although he also records how once, at a meeting in his Temple rooms, the great lexicographer was so reduced to mirth by Sir Robert’s stuffiness that, on coming out on to the pavement, he had to hold on to a post ‘whence he sent forth peals so loud that in the silence of the night his voice seemed to resound from Temple Bar to Fleet Ditch’. Not long afterwards, aged thirty-six, Sir Robert excited Johnson’s envy by persuading Frances Wilton, ‘a girl of sixteen, exquisitely beautiful … to take her chance with him in the East’. Behind a mask of somewhat studied eccentricity, Sir Robert played a canny hand in the political intrigues of Calcutta. Moreover, although no more rapacious than most Company officials, he was not particularly scrupulous and narrowly escaped having to answer to Parliament for profiteering.*


Frances, his wife, was an altogether less worldly creature. The daughter of the sculptor Joseph Wilton and still in her early twenties, Fanny Chambers had a luminous beauty renowned from the Royal Academy in London, where she had modelled as Hebe for Sir Joshua Reynolds, to the corners of Bengal. She was cultivated, a good harpsichordist, and spirited yet kindly. One correspondent noted that since her arrival in 1776 she had created ‘the one corner of charm and natural goodness in the hateful Calcutta of the next ten years’. She was also the best friend that Mary Hosea had known, sharing with her youth and a fondness for unmalicious gossip. Delighted at being reunited with her friend, Fanny suggested that they should go to look ‘at the fashionable ladies of Calcutta who are exposing their pretty legs to view, and find fault with them’.


Hosea had more pressing concerns on his mind than pretty legs. His unexpected arrival in Calcutta could not long escape notice and the last thing he wanted was to have to explain his presence to Warren Hastings, the Governor, when he had yet to confirm the details of their passage home.


Before he set out to do so, Fanny prevailed on the Hoseas for a great service. Her eldest son Thomas, recently turned seven, had reached an age when most English children were sent home for schooling. The children of Company officials usually sailed with a servant or in the care of the ship’s captain, but Mary Hosea was fond of the boy and agreed without hesitation to Fanny’s request that he should accompany them on the voyage.




*





About fifty miles from Calcutta, at the sheltered anchorage of Kedgeree Roads, a large and grand East Indiaman lay at rest. At 741 tons, the Grosvenor was one of a new class of the vessels that had been carrying trade to and from the East since the royal charter granted to the merchants of London in 1600 had led to the formation of the East India Company. A three-masted square rigger, the Grosvenor dwarfed the company around her, the two-masters and country ships of the coastal trade, and the smaller supply craft – budgerows, skiffs and pinnaces – swarming to and from the landings with their cargoes.


The anchorage lay on the Hooghly, midway between Calcutta and the sea, so the river served as both a door to Bengal and a channel to the other great entrepôts of Eastern trade, Canton and Bencoolen. The Hooghly defined Calcutta’s character, just as the Thames did London’s, though the diarist William Hickey, practising as a lawyer in Calcutta, thought the Indian river the greater:




The noble appearance of the river, which is much wider than the Thames at London bridge, together with the amazing variety of vessels continually passing on its surface, add to the beauty of the scene … The different pleasure boats intermixed with mercantile vessels and ships of war render the whole a magnificent and beautiful moving picture; at once exhilarating the heart and charming the senses in this brilliant climate.





Just such a scene greeted Captain John Coxon of the Grosvenor as he arrived in Calcutta one day in December to discuss with William Hosea the terms of his passage. The captain of an Indiaman was a figure of substance, and as Coxon came ashore that morning in his blue-cloth coat with black-velvet collar and gold-braided sleeves, buff waistcoat, silk stockings and breeches buttoned at the calf, dress sword and cocked hat, he received his entitlement of a nine-gun salute from Fort William. He wore a wig in the style of the day and, to judge from the only portrait of him, had a youthful, even somewhat effeminate, appearance that belied his forty-two years. Perhaps he took his lodgings at one of the handsome bungalows maintained by the Company for its officers, but he could just as well have stayed with Joseph Sherburne, a retired merchant and his father-in-law. On his last voyage, Coxon had married Sherburne’s daughter Harriet before carrying her off back to England.


Of his meeting with Hosea there is no record, but the outcome speaks eloquently for what passed between them. Hosea had been concerned enough beforehand, as Mary’s baby, expected by mid-December, was already late and she would need at least two weeks to recover after giving birth before they could contemplate starting a journey that was an ordeal for the healthiest of women. At this stage Coxon told him that the Grosvenor would be sailing for Madras in less than two weeks.


Had Hosea but known it, Coxon was almost as perturbed as his would-be passenger. When the Grosvenor had left Plymouth on a summer’s day eighteen months earlier, Coxon had had every hope that this would be his last voyage. Such were the hazards and profits of Eastern trade that most Indiamen skippers saw to it that they could retire after two or three voyages, and Coxon was captaining the Grosvenor on her second passage; but since being forced by bad weather to take shelter in Rio on the traversal of the Atlantic, he had been plagued by difficulties.† The outward journey had taken more than seven months, compared with the ship’s maiden voyage of five. On arriving in Madras, Coxon had found the Company’s forces involved in a war in which he was co-opted and his ship employed as a coastal trader, ferrying grain to British troops. For the past eleven months he had been deprived of the chance to exploit his own lucrative trade opportunities, while at the same time helplessly watching the withering of his crew. Four seamen and the surgeon’s mate had died of disease and three more men had been lost to desertion; that was on top of the five who had absconded on the voyage out. To crown his woes, another eighteen men and a midshipman had been press-ganged by the Navy during a port call at Cuddalore.


The Grosvenor had not been a happy ship during the three years of Coxon’s command, but like most East Indiamen captains he was educated and had a shrewd grasp of finances. He was also acutely conscious of social distinction and, at this point, desperate to recover his losses. As soon as he met Hosea and sensed how anxious this rich, important man was to secure an early passage from India, Coxon saw his opportunity.


Regulations laid down set fares for each category of passenger, from £50 for a cadet to £200 for an officer. As a senior official, Hosea should have paid the equivalent of a colonel’s passage, or £250. These fares were more flexible on the homeward voyage, when the Company turned a blind eye to the fact that captains frequently milked, for all they were able, those officials who had made their pile and were keen to leave India rather than risk another unhealthy season in the tropics. Even so, it was uncommon for someone in Hosea’s position to pay more than £1,000 for himself and his family; but by the time he left Coxon, he had agreed to part with no less than 20,000 rupees, or more than £2,000, and a similar amount for a share of Coxon’s ‘privilege’, the space in the Indiaman’s hold that was set aside for the captain’s private trade goods. In today’s values, Hosea was paying Coxon more than £240,000 to get home.


The agreement had further noteworthy elements. Despite his astonishing fare, no concessions were made to Hosea’s circumstances. The Grosvenor was to sail in a few days to Madras, where the Hoseas would have to join her after the baby’s birth, making the journey down the coast in the rude quarters of a country ship. Coxon insisted, moreover, that he had other passengers waiting in Madras and could only reserve a cabin if Hosea paid £1,000 in advance. If Mary should suffer complications and be unable to travel, that would be forfeit. More than desperation, the deal suggests that Hosea had lost his nerve altogether.


Well may Coxon have rubbed his hands with satisfaction. Before sailing from Bengal he had further cause for delight.




*





There was a sharp social distinction between members of the colonial aristocracy like Hosea, the burra sahibs, and Europeans unattached to the Company, known in its ledgers as ‘Persons out of the Service’. Merchants, traders and freebooters of all kinds were drawn to the East by the lure of the fortunes that could be made in a single venture. Two such men were George Taylor and John Williams.


Although both were aged about forty, they remained vigorous and hardy, bound together by family and a common sense of adventure. Williams had married Taylor’s sister Sarah, and while she lived in England with their son, the two men became partners in foreign enterprise. At some stage they worked for the Company and acquired enough capital to risk a venture of their own, a trade expedition to China, which prospered sufficiently for Williams to have bought a house in the well-to-do parish of Walthamstow, north of London, decorated with objects from the East, and to have had his portrait painted by Gainsborough or one of his pupils, bewigged and surrounded by symbols of his station. Around 1779, the partners had gone back to China for one last speculative gamble.


In November 1781, while Hosea was still preparing to leave Murshidabad, they had arrived back in Calcutta from Canton with a cargo of silk and other valuables. All that remained was for them to return with their treasure to London and they would join the ranks of the flash India hands whose upstart wealth was starting to attract all the resentment that an envious upper class could direct at nouveaux riches. Tainted by trade, Williams and Taylor were the kind of parvenus who, it was sniffily said, came home to assume airs and build ostentatious villas on the tops of hills. The English had coined a new word to describe such men: they were nabobs.‡


Wealth aside, nothing that is known of the pair fits Lord Macaulay’s caricature of the ‘savage old nabob, with an immense fortune, a tawny complexion, a bad liver and a worse heart’. From their subsequent conduct it would appear rather that they were of good heart and generous disposition, as well as being bold and determined spirits; but having risked so much, they too were anxious to leave Bengal as soon as possible to avoid jeopardising everything, their health included. This much is evident from a letter of application to the Governor General’s office on 5 November ‘from Messrs Williams and Taylor to solicit an order to Captain Hall to be received as passengers in the Swallow’. The Swallow was a packet, a fast-sailing vessel that carried mail, despatches and valuables between Bengal and London. Next to the application, in a red-bound ledger the size of a tombstone, is the outcome: ‘Refused’.


So Williams and Taylor followed in Hosea’s footsteps, beating a path to Coxon’s door in search of a passage home. What they paid is not recorded, but we can be reasonably sure that, in exploiting his advantage, the captain again felt obliged to point out that he had a number of other passengers waiting in Madras. In any event, when the Grosvenor sailed from Kedgeree Roads a week after Christmas, the nabobs had quarters in the great cabin.


So did a young woman. While the crew had been in Calcutta the chief mate, a tough Scot named Alexander Logie, had resumed his courtship of Lydia Blechynden, a passenger on the voyage out. Lydia, an educated and handsome woman just turned twenty-three, came from a once-prosperous landowning family now fallen on hard times and was on the lookout for a husband with prospects. An attractive catch herself, with a mane of red hair, Lydia saw in the Grosvenor’s chief mate an ambitious, resourceful man and, having spent the intervening months living in the house of William Larkins, the Accountant-General of Bengal, without receiving another – or, at least, better – offer, she accepted Logie’s proposal on his reappearance. They were married on 8 December. Lydia Logie was the first of the Indiaman’s trio of women passengers.




*





A few days after the Grosvenor’s departure, Mary Hosea was at last delivered of a baby girl. Charlotte was her fourth child, but the joy that greeted the birth was no less heartfelt than for her first-born. Apart from the sweetness of her nature, not a great deal is known about Mary. No details of her birth or appearance have survived, but she and Hosea had been married ten years earlier, so she was probably aged about thirty. From ordinary beginnings – her mother’s letters combine palpable adoration with atrocious spelling – she had learned to hold her own in the Chambers’ circle. Her correspondence indicates that she was warm and affectionate, but a terrible worrier and inclined to gossip. Life in a country station, even so grand a one as Murshidabad, had little appeal for a sociable creature like Mary, and in the echoing halls of the Residence, surrounded by servants, she frequently bewailed her loneliness. ‘We live a kind of stupid life here,’ she wrote to Lady Chambers, ‘meet two or three times a week, and for want of conversation kill time at cards.’ Her marriage appears to have been happy, however. Fond references to ‘my Hosea’ are counterposed with references to the scandalous affairs of others – ‘How many women has that man Booth made unhappy besides ruining himself?’ – and concerns for less fortunate women. Among those whom she had taken under her wing was Eliza Fay.


The indomitable Mrs Fay, one of Calcutta’s most vivid personalities, prefigures the memsahibs then just starting to take their place on the stage of British India. Catty, gallant and long-suffering, Mrs Fay, in the throes of difficulties with her worthless husband, needed a protector and the Hoseas fitted the bill admirably. Mary’s heart went out to her: ‘How hard is the lot of that amiable girl,’ she wrote to Lady Chambers. In turn, Mrs Fay confided to her sister that Mary was ‘one of the most amiable women I ever knew; it is impossible to do otherwise than love her’. Having made herself temporarily indispensable – ‘I devote myself to my dear Mrs Hosea who I really think has a friendship for me’ – Mrs Fay was all for taking passage on the Grosvenor with her. Constantly short of money, however, she was unable to afford the fares being demanded by Captain Coxon.


Mrs Fay’s letters, like the equally engaging memoirs of William Hickey, record an era in transition. In what has been called ‘the selfish and lascivious century’, India was occupied by buccaneers, gamblers and chancers, men who had not much interest in ruling the natives but were devoted to making money from them. The East India Company, uniting such adventurers with the capital of London entrepreneurs, had become a pillar of the Hanoverian state. These days the name Honourable Company has a bleakly ironic ring, being synonymous with rapacity and corruption, and indeed there were plenty of both; but there was also an empathy with local ways – a spirit of easy-going complicity, as Jan Morris put it – that was refreshingly free of the humbug that characterised the age of imperial responsibility. Fastidious men such as Hosea were rare among a ruling caste which, in Morris’s words ‘responded sensually to all the gaudy seductions of the land’. White women were in short supply and taking native mistresses was the rule rather than the exception.§ A contemporary source, outraged by this unconventional society, described Bengal as ‘the fittest soil for lust’.


For the nabob, according to one account, the day began at about eight with the entry to his bedroom of his head bearer and manservant: ‘A lady quits his side and is conducted by a private staircase out of the yard. The moment the master throws his legs out of bed the whole force is waiting to rush into his room, each making three salaams. He is dressed without any greater exertion on his own part than if he was a statue.’


The working day lasted from about ten to two, during which period married ladies played host to one another. Lunch was an epic affair, drinking, especially, being on a heroic scale: men drank madeira with the meal and followed that with between two and three bottles each of claret, chilled by being packed in a combination of chemical salts; most women managed a bottle of claret a day. Unsurprisingly, afternoons were given over to slumber. Towards evening, sahibs and their mems would re-emerge for an airing on the maidan. Younger blades – ‘fine dashing lads’ Hickey called them – drove in phaetons to the racecourse south of Fort William ‘where the carriages all drew up and a general chat took place’. Formal calls at home were followed by a late supper and bed around midnight.


Signs of the leisure interests that would mark the British imperial procession around the globe were already visible. Cricket was being played, although the Calcutta Cricket Club – India’s first – would not be founded for another ten years. The theatre was popular and competition between young male artists for the best parts so intense that it had given rise to duels. Francis Rundell, whose first career had been surgery, was declared the Garrick of Bengal, his Hamlet and Othello being thought especially fine.


But, like the elegant white mansions of Chowringhee whose stucco turned out on closer inspection to be cracked and peeling, the façade was misleading. There has been previous allusion here to a hateful atmosphere in Calcutta. That was, if anything, an understatement. Jealousy, malice and intrigue had infected its political affairs and poisoned its society. Among those caught up in this maelstrom was William Hosea.




*





If the Company’s endeavours were defined by avarice, it is scarcely to be wondered at. Bengal’s climate was near insufferable and quite sufficient in itself to produce pathological behaviour in the infernal months from March to June and subsequently in the rainy monsoon season, up to September. Apart from the torrid conditions, the likelihood of being carried off by disease meant that roughly four in five of those who went out to India never returned. Only men willing to stake their lives for the biggest rewards were drawn there in the first place and, given the poor chances of surviving long enough to make a fortune, it was inevitable that on top of freebooting trade methods, men should resort to any means from corruption to treachery to better their prospects.


Robert Clive had set the tone. Conqueror of Bengal and victor over his French rivals at the Battle of Plassy in 1757, Clive adopted a style both extravagant and vainglorious, part proconsul, part tycoon. When he returned to England with a fortune of around £300,000 he simultaneously awed and shocked his countrymen. The Company’s directors, quick enough to seize a juicy profit for themselves, set about bringing their presumptuous servants to heel. The means was an Act creating a single governor for the three presidencies, Calcutta, Madras and Bombay, the instrument Warren Hastings, who in 1774 was charged with curbing corruption and imposing authority on the trading cliques. The task was more than even this able and comparatively honourable man could accomplish, and it would destroy him. No sooner had he been appointed than dissidents started to appear, none more dangerous than a key member of his ruling council, Philip Francis, whose hatred for Hastings was as malevolent as it was irrational.


Just what part William Hosea played in the plot against Hastings will always be something of a mystery. Like so many individuals caught up in events bigger than themselves, he tended to be carried on currents rather than to shape them. But that he was involved in trying to bring down his benefactor is clear, and the plot offers one explanation for what caused him to flee Bengal that year in blind panic.


Among the adventurers and sensualists who made their homes in India, Hosea was something of an anomaly. For much of his life he appeared uncertain whether he ought to be on his knees before fate or shaking his fist at it. Clive made the mistake of observing: ‘He seems formed for war.’ In fact, he was essentially a highly strung creature even after he had attained wealth and position, concealing a timorous nature with bluster. Obsequious to his superiors, he was overweening towards those of lesser rank. The great human drama of his time, the Bengal famine of 1770 in which almost half the population died – about three million people – went unremarked in his correspondence; but it is easy to be censorious, and life had not been gentle with Hosea. A wastrel father had left him to provide for his mother from his teens, a duty that he discharged conscientiously throughout his life, and beyond.


In a society oiled by patronage it was his fate to have one influential relative: Robert Orme, his uncle, was on intimate terms with Clive – indeed, wrote A History of the Military Transactions of the British Nation in Indostan, the work that inflated Clive’s reputation as a military genius. In 1765, aged barely fifteen, Hosea took ship for India with letters of introduction, leaving his tearful mother convinced that she would never see him again. Clive gave him a commission and, by diligent toadying, he gained further powerful benefactors in General Richard Smith and Sir Thomas Rumbold, as piratical a pair of grandees as ever served the Company. When he displayed little appetite for the military, Smith arranged his transfer to the civil side, as Rumbold’s assistant as Chief at Patna. A letter to Orme at this time is creepily fawning to the modern eye but was only to be expected from one in his position: ‘I can never enough acknowledge the kindness of Mr Rumbold. Be assured that it shall be my constant endeavour to deserve the esteem of those by whom I am much obliged, for which you of all others is the first whose countenance I would wish to cultivate.’


His first big opportunity came in 1769 with an appointment to Calcutta. Here Warren Hastings spotted his zeal and he rose rapidly: at twenty he was made secretary to the ruling council, and before turning twenty-two he was revenue collector for Hooghly district. Having advanced thus far through assiduous humility, he was promptly seized by a disastrous bout of hubris. His letters to his superiors became patronising, then audacious. Hastings had decreed that Bengal’s princely rulers were to be treated with respect, but when Hosea was told to consult an official called the Phowzdar, he bridled: ‘I cannot think that because his station was once important it is any reason why it should be rendered so at this time.’


Oblivious to danger, he plunged blindly on. A letter to Hastings complained of a perceived slight by another Bengali official, the Roy Royan, and demanded: ‘You will greatly oblige me with a letter to him in your own name desiring him to desist from a practice so derogatory to his station and so detrimental to the authority of mine.’ Admonished by Richard Barwell, a powerful member of the council, he adopted an implicitly threatening tone, boasting of ‘the confidence my superiors repose in me’. The crisis came in 1773 when he received a warning from the council which, he confided to a friend, was ‘conceived in terms of such severity that next to a dismissal from the service I regard [it] as the greatest misfortune’. Panic-stricken, he returned to what he knew best: he grovelled to the council: ‘I throw myself upon your generosity for an acquittal … your orders will be implicitly obeyed.’


His recovery was astonishing. Three months later Hastings appointed Hosea to his own former post, Resident at the Durbar of the Nawab in Murshidabad. According to the diarist Hickey, this was then ‘the most lucrative office in the Company’s service, the whole stipend or salary allowed by Government to the Nabob passing through such Resident’s hands, in which channel a considerable portion of it always stuck to his fingers’. Why Hastings should have treated the upstart with this munificence is a mystery but, having recently taken up his challenging new post, he may have sensed the factionalism that this would create and decided to invest in the loyalty of a chastened Hosea. For the time being his protégé was properly grateful, writing: ‘The continuance of your patronage will ever be my first wish and highest ambition.’


In the meantime Hosea had met Mary Brown. They were married in September 1772, and in the years they spent at the opulent but distant durbar, Hosea became a devoted husband, discovering within marriage to this soft, warm woman a measure of security. Mary gave birth to their first three children there and Hosea wrote to his uncle Orme, revelling in the role of pater familias.¶ We may picture them at home in Murshidabad, amid what another Resident called its ‘cooing doves, whistling blackbirds and purling streams’: William in powdered wig, frock coat, waistcoat, ruffles, and silver-buckled shoes; Mary all ringlets, lace and long white gown; the children at play, and the usual profligacy of servants, each with a title and a role. Hosea had succeeded beyond his own wildest dreams, a figure described by Mrs Fay as ‘a man of high character and generally esteemed’. At the same time he had at last grown genuinely wealthy. Thanks to his private trade, and the benefits of handling the Nawab’s transactions, he remitted to Orme’s care over the years enough funds to ensure a comfortable future for the family on their return to England.


There is no indication, however, that such a move was imminent until suddenly the poison that had been seeping through the administration in the 1770s, burst like a pustule.


Philip Francis, one of three members of Hastings’s ruling council, had been trying for years to undermine the Governor in secret correspondence with the Company’s directors, to the extent of using forged documents. Among Francis’s allies was Sir Robert Chambers who, at the end of 1779, approached his new friend William Hosea and asked him to furnish information to be used against Hastings by a parliamentary select committee. Sensing the strength of those mustered against his benefactor, Hosea was drawn into sending a confidential report to the plotters in London.||


The hot season of 1780 was the most brutal that anyone in Calcutta could recall and in those simmering months the feud came to a crisis. Provoked beyond endurance, Hastings contrived a duel with Francis, whom he shot and wounded. For weeks the colony remained in a state of shock. Hosea, inclined anyway to anxiety, was devastated. A bizarre letter to Fanny Chambers that could have ruptured their family friendship once and for all indicated that he might have been near a breakdown. Affronted at a perceived slight, he wrote: ‘I am vastly rejoiced to find that there is no prospect of your being with us for Christmas, notwithstanding we have an Entertainment entirely on your account. If you do not bring your harpsichord you will complete my happiness. There cannot be any room for it and there is no body fond of musick in Murshidabad.’


Francis recovered from his wound sufficiently to sail for England early in 1781, where he resumed his vendetta against Hastings. Still calm did not return to India. Hastings suddenly found himself plagued by military adventures to the south by an alliance between the French and Hyder Ali, the Sultan of Mysore, who came close to overturning the British presidency at Madras.


It was during this period of continuing turmoil that Hosea had decided to leave Bengal. He may have feared that his betrayal of Hastings was about to be revealed. He may have faced exposure over some other matter, for, although not especially corrupt, he had recently engaged in a shadowy money-making enterprise in the province of Oudh. He had, moreover, just received a warning from Orme to be on his guard against the new member of the council, John Macpherson – ‘He will try you,’Orme wrote. Or perhaps this rather poignant figure, neither brave nor virtuous, impossible to like but somehow not without pathos, had simply lost his nerve in the vale of intrigue into which he had blundered and wanted to remove himself and his family until the storm blew over.


Whatever his reason, it was sufficient to compel him to cast safety to the wind. Among his many fears was sea travel and he had once confided to Fanny Chambers: ‘I have long since made a resolution never to leave Bengal in an unfavourable season.’ That principle was about to be abandoned.




*





Mary was ready to travel within three weeks of giving birth to Charlotte. There could be no question of a baby her age being subjected to the voyage to England, however, so it was decided that Charlotte would be left with Sir Robert and Fanny Chambers. This was a service in kind for Mary’s agreement to take young Thomas Chambers home in her care.


Hosea, meanwhile, negotiated a passage to Madras on board a coastal ship, the Yarmouth, involving further expense. On 1 January 1782 he made a will disclosing an estate of more than £40,000, which although a tidy sum, equivalent to roughly £2.4 million at today’s values, indicated that he was no buccaneer like Clive or Rumbold; the latter carried home the stupendous sum of £200,000. However, Hosea was also anticipating turning a large profit on a cargo of indigo for which he had paid Coxon £2,000 for part of his ‘privilege’. The rest of Hosea’s assets in Bengal were converted into rough diamonds worth £7,300 and £1,700 in gold and silver, which he would take on the Grosvenor.


By the end of January the Hoseas were ready. ‘All is now bustle and preparation for their departure,’Mrs Fay wrote. She marvelled at their luggage. ‘It is almost incredible what quantities of baggage people of consequence take with them,’ she trilled. ‘I counted twenty-nine trunks that were sent on board for Mr and Mrs H – exclusive of chests of drawers and other packages with cabin stores.’


Only now, on 29 January and at the point of no return, did Hosea write to Hastings, the man to whom he owed almost everything. Citing ‘concerns of my family requiring my presence in England’, he asked to be released from the Company’s service. He left open the possibility of returning ‘whenever the business which now calls me away can properly be dealt with’. There is no record of any reply, but Hastings retained sufficient faith in his protégé to recommend to the directors that after ‘seventeen years service in several important stations’, Hosea should be reappointed if he wished to return.


Three days later, the Hosea and Chambers families said their farewells. Both mothers were desolate at the moment of being parted from their children. Fanny Chambers had the comfort of a recent portrait of young Tom by the Calcutta artist John Hone, but Mary – who once insisted that to be separated from any of her children would be the death of her – had no such memento of Charlotte. Mrs Fay sympathised: ‘It seemed cruel for a mother to abandon her child only twenty-five days old; but it must in all probability have fallen a sacrifice [on the voyage].’


A week later Mary wrote to Fanny from the Yarmouth, her head swimming from the noises of the crew and the oppressive heat: ‘I had flattered myself that I should have behaved with more philosophy at the parting with my child but the moment of separation was too accute [sic] and I have been really ill ever since the day I left her … I am glad I did not see you just at the instant of my departure. We had both, my friend, more than we were able to support.’ Mary was at least able to reassure her friend about Tom: ‘Your beloved boy is well. I hear him say his prayers every night and his lesson every morning. He is a most amiable child and I only fear I shall love him too well.’


Even as they sailed south, Mary’s own mother, Sarah Brown, was writing a letter from her modest home in Islington, full of loving excitement at the prospect of her daughter’s homecoming. ‘Oh my dear girl, what a happyness [sic] it will be to me when we once meet again,’ she wrote. ‘My hole [sic] life depends on your health and welfare. God for ever bless you my dearest and best of children.’




* As Chief Justice, Sir Robert outraged the diarist and lawyer William Hickey with his ruling in the Calcutta bazaar land case of 1793, in which he had a substantial financial interest. See Hickey (under Spencer (ed.) in ‘Published sources’), vol. 4, pp. 135–9.


† Outward-bound East Indiamen exploited the prevailing trades across the Atlantic, sometimes touching the east coast of South America before tacking south-east for the Cape of Good Hope.


‡ A corruption of the title Nawab.


§ In 1810, there were no more than an estimated 250 white women in Bengal, among 2,000 to 3,000 men.


¶ Two of the children had already been sent to live with Mary’s mother in England. Only the third, Frances, sailed with them on the Grosvenor.


|| The report itself has been lost. What survives is a letter from Hosea to Chambers insisting that it was for information only and ‘not to be quoted’.

























[image: ]

Lord Macartney, from a portrait by Mather Brown, 1790








2 Lord Macartney’s Displeasure


Madras, 13 January 1782





While Hosea was still chafing against the delays to his departure from Calcutta, the Grosvenor dropped anchor off Madras. Captain Coxon was to take on most of his passengers here and his spirits rose. An early sailing was in prospect, for his duties to the Company’s war effort had been discharged and by agreement he was to be released from any further obligation within a month.


The sooner the better, so far as Coxon was concerned. Madras was a place of evil reputation among seamen. Unlike Calcutta, it had no natural advantages as a port and although it was the oldest British settlement in India – construction of Fort St George had begun in 1640 – nothing had ever been done to endow Madras with a pier. Vessels anchored offshore so that passengers had to be ferried to and from their ships in native craft through notoriously rough surf. Spills and accidents were commonplace, but it was not just for the perils of the landing that the place was infamous. Ships anchored in Madras Roads were regularly dashed to pieces by typhoons, with grievous loss of life and cargo.


The Grosvenor’s cargo of rice for the garrison was offloaded without mishap, but Coxon’s hopes of an early departure were disappointed. Although the captain of an independent ship, and so nominally responsible only to the owners, he was in the jurisdiction of the Company – in this instance the Madras board – and a month later he was still awaiting sailing orders. Like most sea captains, Coxon was impatient of outsiders who interfered with the smooth running of his ship and at this stage he rashly fired off a letter to the board, pointing out that the contract between owner and Company had expired and, ‘the Grosvenor not yet being despatched’, the Company would be held responsible for compensation. He also served notice that he would sail for England regardless at the end of thirty days.


This broadside brought a placatory reply: that authorisation to depart would be ready within ten days; but Coxon’s letter had been a high-handed bluff and Lord Macartney, the local Governor, knew it. Macartney was not a good man to antagonise. An imperious patrician with powerful connections, his influence in the Grosvenor saga was to be potent at a number of points in the years ahead, and without exception baneful. His first intercession, evidently intended to teach Coxon a lesson, was to see to it that his departure was delayed.


Over the next two weeks cargo was ferried out to the Grosvenor as she lay at anchor in Madras Roads. The bulk of it was described in the official record as ‘coast goods’. As well as the silk bales being transported by the nabobs Williams and Taylor, and Hosea’s freight of indigo, this included textiles and sugar. A proportion would have belonged to Coxon – as captain he was entitled to carry 38 tons of goods on the homeward voyage for his own private trade – and his officers. The local value was stated as being about £60,000. Its value on being landed in England would have been around £300,000 – today about £18 million. Gold and diamonds, the transportable wealth of passengers and officers, were also being carried. Manifests show that the gold was in the form of small coins, called star pagodas, and had a total value of £65,000; the diamonds were worth £10,000 locally, considerably more in England.


On 27 February Coxon wrote again to the board, saying that the Indiaman was loaded and ready to set sail. Having been told that he would be cleared for departure by 21 February, he was becoming worried as well as frustrated. The season of a voyage was crucial to its duration and safety and the optimum time for taking advantage of the north-east monsoon – between January and February – had already passed. Unless he left within two weeks, Coxon knew, his progress would be slowed by southerly winds. From April he would run into the south-west monsoon winds, with all their delaying effect.


In response to his more emollient tone, the board issued orders ‘that Captain Coxon be directed to keep the Grosvenor ready to proceed on the shortest notice’. But the harm had already been done. Soon afterwards news was received that a great French fleet had arrived off the coast, and all merchant departures were halted. Not for another month would the Grosvenor be allowed to sail.


Coxon was not the only one fulminating against the board. If one thing united those taking passage on the Grosvenor, it was their common desire to be quit of India. Hosea’s motives were deeply hidden. Those joining the ship in Madras could be more honest about their fears: not for the first time in the city’s history, a marauding army was at its gates.


Madras, founded by the British on the supposed site of St Thomas’s martyrdom, was yet to be reconciled to the administrative ascendancy of Calcutta. Had not Madras, in the shape of Clive and his army, won Bengal? Neoclassical residences on the seafront testified that local traders could match their Calcutta counterparts for stylish living, and St Mary’s was the oldest Anglican church in India. The traders, with their connections going back to the Company’s earliest ventures among the Spice Islands, liked to refer to themselves as ‘the gentlemen of The Coast’, although the nature of their business with the local ruler, the Nawab of Arcot, was anything but gentlemanly.


Now though, as in Clive’s time, the tenor of life was dominated by the military. A year earlier, Hyder Ali, the Sultan of Mysore, had inflicted a catastrophic defeat on British arms at the village of Pollilur, several days’ march away. This astonishing reverse ‘engaged the attention of the world’, in the words of the Prime Minister, Lord North. More particularly, it engaged the residents of Madras, who had witnessed Hyder’s cavalry thundering into the suburbs, ‘surrounding many of the English gentlemen in their country houses who narrowly escaped being taken’.


Coxon found himself besieged by applicants for passage to England. Since he had named his own price to Hosea and the nabobs, the demand for space on the Grosvenor had, if anything, increased. Of the two other Indiamen due to sail before the end of the season, the Rochford was found to be leaking and declared unseaworthy, while the Earl of Dartmouth had yet to leave Calcutta. The opportunity for lining his purse with passage money was too good for Coxon to pass up. On her previous voyage home, the Grosvenor had carried thirteen passengers, which was rather more than average for an East Indiaman of her size. When she set out on her last journey, crammed into the great cabin, the roundhouse and the forward quarters were thirty-one European passengers – from officials, traders and military men, to wives, children and servants.


Among them was the singular figure of Charles Newman.




*





Newman was a lawyer in Calcutta, a jurist able enough for his colleague and near-contemporary William Hickey to note that he had ‘made a fine fortune by his profession’. He was a dandy, with a fondness for silver possessions bearing his monogrammed initials, whether his personal cutlery, the buckles of his shoes, or the buttons on a green broadcloth coat that he wore on his appearances in court. Aged in his mid-thirties, with a wife and child, he was also close to Hastings. In the intrigues that divided the Company’s affairs, Newman was among the few whom the Governor could unequivocally call ‘my own agents’.


He had come to prominence in the most sensational scandal in Bengal’s history. Three years earlier, on the night of 8 December, 1778, no less a figure than Hastings’s old enemy Philip Francis had been apprehended with a bamboo ladder outside the house of George Grand, a lowly Company writer. Grand was not at home, but his wife, by consensus Calcutta’s greatest beauty, was in an upper room. The former Mademoiselle Noel Catherine Werlee, not yet aged twenty, was a creature as exotic as she was ravishing, with what one scribe was moved to describe as ‘the stature of a nymph, a complexion of unequalled delicacy, and auburn hair of the most luxuriant profusion.’ There was a hint of the Orient to her features, which enraptured the French; Napoleon callied her ‘Anglaise ou Indienne’. The Bengal artist Zoffany celebrated her in paint, and Francis was far from being her most prominent lover. Grand, however, who had wed her before she was fifteen, was sufficiently outraged to take the issue to the Supreme Court, claiming the fantastic sum of 1,600,000 rupees (£160,000) from Francis for having deprived him of the ‘solace, affection, comfort and counsel’ of his wife.


Newman had acted for the injured husband in a case that transfixed Calcutta for months. In forensic manner he had led Grand’s servants through their evidence: the kitmugar, who had found the ladder against the window of Mrs Grand’s bedroom; the jemadar, who had seen Francis coming out of the house and detained him; and the bowanny, who had told of Mrs Grand trying to order Francis’s release (to which the jemadar had replied: ‘I will not hear you, you may go to your room.’). Newman had extracted testimony to show how Francis had first blustered – ‘Do you not know me? I am the Burra Sahib’ – then tried to bribe his way out of the situation – ‘I will give you money. I will make you great men’ – before fleeing.


It says something for Newman’s powers that he persuaded a three-man Bench to accept the word of native witnesses rather than the most powerful man in Bengal after Hastings, despite the intercession of Sir Robert Chambers. Although the judges assessed the figure placed by Grand on his wife’s virtue as a touch on the high side, he was awarded 50,000 rupees (£5,000) against Francis. One of the three dissented, Chambers finding that adultery by his crony was not proven. The Calcutta chronicler H. E. Busteed noted laconically: ‘Without in the smallest degree insinuating that the Chambers dissent was influenced by [non-legal] considerations, it may be pointed out that long before the trial he and Francis were the closest official allies, if indeed not something more.’


Francis then rather undermined his friend’s judgment by installing Mrs Grand as his mistress, but the arrangement did not last. After Grand divorced her, she found another protector before sailing for Europe, where she continued to dazzle powerful men and eventually sealed a heartwarmingly improbable career by becoming the wife of the French statesman Prince Talleyrand.


Newman’s ability, and no doubt his humiliation of Francis, had meanwhile caught the attention of Hastings, who started to assign him delicate diplomatic tasks. One such mission had now brought him to Madras.


For years concerns had been growing at the Company’s headquarters in Leadenhall Street about business practices in the southern presidency that went beyond mere peculation and profiteering. The Madras gentry were bound so deeply to the Nawab of Arcot by a mutually dependent system of loans and patronage that their interests no longer converged with those of the Company. This buccaneering clique, known as the ‘Arcot Interest’, had undoubtedly encouraged the Nawab to plunder neighbouring rulers, but were also suspected of selling intelligence about British military deployments to the French settlement at Pondicherry. Worst of all, the Arcot Interest was reputed to own a vessel named the Elizabeth, which was sailing under French colours while engaging in piracy against British shipping off the eastern, or Coromandel, coast. The main suspect was none other than Sir Thomas Rumbold, Hosea’s old patron, who had recently retired as Governor of Madras and returned to England with a fortune breathtaking even by the standards of the Orient. Suspicion had also fallen, however, on his successor, Macartney.


Newman arrived from Calcutta in November 1781 with orders to collect evidence against Rumbold and other Company servants who, in the words of the directors, ‘are supposed to have unwarrantably acquired large sums of money contrary to law and their own solemn engagements’. Hastings’s private instructions were for Newman to get to the bottom of the Arcot Interest’s treachery.


At first Macartney made a show of cooperation. Newman was invited up to Fort St George to meet the Madras board, who ‘handsomely flattered me with assurances of every assistance in their power’; but his questioning of officials was met with blanket professions of ignorance. He tried to speak to Macartney’s durbash, his interpreter and go-between in dealings with the Nawab, but the durbash fobbed him off. Rumbold’s former durbash was equally obstructive. When Newman appealed to Macartney, he was told that the Governor had not ‘weight sufficient to prevail on [the interpreters] to give evidence’.


Newman’s suspicions grew when he attended a session of the board at which a letter from the Nawab was read out in which he too declined to assist the investigation, and the board hailed him ‘for refusing to turn informer’. With growing exasperation, Newman tried to appeal over Macartney’s head. He issued a public notice, asking for information about fifteen named Madras citizens said to have received from the Nawab sums of between £10,000 and £40,000 ‘for bringing about the Revolution of 1776’.* In this astonishing episode, Lord Pigot, an earlier Governor appointed by the Company to deal with the Arcot Interest, was arrested by his councillors and died suddenly in their custody. That outrage had never been punished but, on hearing about Newman’s public notice, Macartney objected that it was irrelevant to his investigation.


Newman was ill with a fever, he was being kept at arm’s length by Madras society, and he was a long way from his family in Calcutta. His attempts to obtain information were being frustrated at every turn. At some point, however, he started to receive information. On 1 February he wrote to Macartney; referring to the pirate ship operating under French colours, he said it was ‘notoriously spoken of in the settlement as true … that the Elizabeth did belong to one of the gentlemen of this place’. He had found, nevertheless, that ‘the spirit is so much against enquiries that those few who could and would give information on the subject dare not stand forth because they would be condemned by the settlement at large.’


This bombshell elicited a reply from the board’s secretary that took issue with ‘the general style of your letter, as well as some particular passages’ and objected to ‘a strong disposition in you to lay at their door the ill success of the enquiries committed by the Directors to your charge’. Newman replied on 13 March; with declamatory flourishes that would have graced his old courtroom, he declared that he would not accept ‘blame which I conceive to rest with you [Macartney]’. He scorned the board’s claim to have done all in its power to get to the bottom of the scandals:




I can not, nor will others who know what the influence of a Governor is in India over durbashes, join in the Idea that the Board [is unable] to prevail upon them to give evidence.





Challenged to prove a conspiracy, he drew himself up: ‘Do the Board seriously expect that I should comply with this requisition? May not [this] form a part of that evidence which is to be transmitted only to the Secret Committee of the Hon’ble Company? And might not the discovery be making those persons from whom I derive my knowledge [into] victims?’


This hint that he had come upon damning evidence seems at last to have caused a flicker of panic in Madras. The board’s final letter to him before it cut all communication denounced his manner as ‘disrespectful and improper’ and vowed to make representations to the Secret Committee, trusting that it would receive ‘that justice which has been in vain expected from Mr Newman’.


Now Newman determined on action. There could be no question of returning to Calcutta. He would sail for England to lay his evidence before the directors. So he called on the captain of the sole Indiaman in port, John Coxon, and impressed on him the urgency of his mission; and further space was found in the Grosvenor’s crowded passenger quarters.
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Macartney had at last tired of toying with Coxon. On 27 March orders were issued for the Grosvenor to join a Royal Navy squadron recently arrived in Madras and to sail under its protection towards Ceylon. There she was to await the Earl of Dartmouth or, failing her arrival, to proceed home a single ship. Macartney would later claim that he had delayed the Grosvenor in order to provide her with a naval escort. However, it was an explanation he never saw fit to give to Coxon, who could be forgiven for concluding that the Governor had kept him out of spite. Determined that his treatment would not go without response, Coxon presented himself that same day before Stephen Popham, a notary public, and issued a sworn statement, relating his trials at the hands of Macartney, deploring the ‘great risque’ to his ship and cargo caused by his departure so late in the season and ‘in justification of himself … protesting against the said Right Hon’ble the President and Council of Fort St George for having delayed him’.


So it was that, with barely a day’s notice, Coxon’s passengers mustered on the beach to be rowed out to the Grosvenor, joining the two already on board, Taylor and Williams. The most striking thing about them was the number of uniforms on display, not just maritime but army, French as well as British. They came, borne by palanquins and carriages, to the shingle beach where journeys to and from Madras invariably ended and began. Lesser figures came on foot, perhaps with a wallah holding an umbrella to shield them from the sun. The winds carrying the monsoon rain had blown themselves out and the light on a clear blue sea must have dazzled the eyes. At the water’s edge, teams of Tamil oarsmen, stripped to the waist, stood by their massoolahs, surfboats made of wood and coir, for the hair-raising dash through the breakers out to where the Grosvenor lay in that shimmering sea. Solid and proud, she suffered nothing by comparison with the men-of-war, frigates and ships of the line, of the Royal Navy squadron commanded by Admiral Sir Edward Hughes, which was massed some distance off.


The senior Army officer among the Grosvenor’s passengers was Colonel Edward James of the Madras Artillery, accompanied by his wife Sophia. James had come to Madras during the Seven Years’War, a graduate of the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich and an officer in the Royal Artillery, transferring to the Company’s service. Woolwich officers acquired scientific and engineering skills that proved critical to British campaigns across the world and though James had left no glittering mark on the events of his time, he had been promoted Commandant of the Madras Artillery in 1778 and was instrumental in having the corps’ barracks moved from Fort St George to the more spacious environs of St Thomas Mount. He had also been a witness to triumph and disaster, from the capture of the French garrison at Pondicherry in 1761, to the Pollilur debacle, which saw the virtual annihilation of the Madras Army, including the deaths of sixty out of eighty-six British officers and 2,000 men. Now aged sixty, he had been obliged from ill health to retire from the Army in 1780.


His wife Sophia, whom he wed at the exquisite little church of St Mary’s in Fort St George in 1763, was considerably younger. Sophia Crockett was born in Charleston, South Carolina, in 1745, the daughter of a Scots merchant. Sophia would seem to have come to India with a ‘fishing fleet’ with two of her sisters, who had also found husbands in Madras. When the Grosvenor sailed, she was thirty-seven. She had an ayah, while the colonel’s servant was a soldier named William Ellis.


A second officer of the demoralised Madras Artillery was also returning home. Of Captain Walterhouse Adair, however, nothing at all is known.


As well as these redcoats, there were two men in blue army uniforms. Colonel Charles d’Espinette and Captain Jean de L’Isle were prisoners, French officers of the Pondicherry regiment who had been assigned to help Hyder harass the British. Colonel d’Espinette was aged fifty-four, Captain de L’Isle twenty-seven. The details of their capture are not known, but they were being repatriated in a prisoner exchange. As officers they were treated as gentlemen – d’Espinette retained his servant, a man named Rousseau – although obliged to share a cabin with one another.


Five more British soldiers were returning home after their discharge, one of whom is of special interest to the Grosvenor story. John Bryan, aged in his thirties, had served in the Madras Army for about ten years. Such a career lent him an automatic distinction, for if there were few more desperate services for a poor young Englishman to enter than the Company’s forces, there had been no more deadly theatre of operations for British soldiery in recent times than Mysore. Bryan had survived a brutal disciplinary regime, tropical disease and the Pollilur disaster, in which hundreds of his comrades had died and thousands more been taken captive and forced to defect. He was, in short, a remarkably lucky man, a resourceful one, or both. Having escaped India, he was heading home with a shrewd instinct for danger, a small amount of capital, and practical smithing skills acquired in the Army. As troopers, Bryan and his four fellows would have messed with the sailors on the gun deck.


Among the other passengers we should take note of the half-dozen youngsters, and in particular one Thomas Law. Aged about seven at the start of the voyage, Thomas was identified by the sailors as ‘a young gentleman’ and ‘the son of a gentleman of quality who was very rich’. What makes this opinion additionally interesting in our race-obsessed age is that no mention was made of the fact that Thomas was Anglo-Indian. His father, also Thomas, was indeed ‘a gentleman of quality’, the son of a Bishop of Carlisle, who had arrived in Bengal as a clerk at the age of fourteen and formed a relationship with an Indian woman. He was barely sixteen when she gave birth to their son. Young Master Law, as he was called by the sailors, was being sent home with a servant to school.


Robert Saunders was also the son of a Company official and aged about six. Having no servant, he was travelling in the care of Captain Coxon. The two young female passengers, Mary Wilmot and Eleanor Dennis, were aged seven and three. They too were on their way to be educated in England.


As they came on board, the officers and crew surely cast a speculative eye from the quarterdeck and rigging over those for whose welfare they were about to become responsible. They would have expected to spend the next six to eight months, depending on the ease of the passage, in close proximity to these strangers.


That evening, as the passengers took their first meal together in the cuddy, the main topic of conversation was the unknown fate of the Grosvenor’s most distinguished couple and their alluringly empty cabin. In his four years as a captain, Coxon had never carried so prominent a personage as the Resident of Murshidabad, but his regret at losing the cachet that the Hoseas would have brought to his table, as well as the outstanding half of their £2,000 passage money, may have been tempered by the opportunity of auctioning the cabin space among the other well-heeled passengers.


The news arrived soon after dinner, as the passengers were about to take a turn on the quarterdeck: a country ship named the Yarmouth, carrying William Hosea and his entourage, had just dropped anchor in Madras Roads.




*





Hosea had given up hope a number of times. With the north-east monsoon behind them the journey to Madras would have taken a few days. Instead, the Yarmouth had been labouring for more than a month against the countervailing south-west monsoon, following a course that described a wide arc out into the Bay of Bengal and approached Madras from the south. Captain Richardson made the best use he could of the currents, but Hosea had thought the prospect of arriving before the Grosvenor sailed all but gone.


In the last week of March, six weeks after leaving Calcutta, the Yarmouth’s lookout had sighted land and the following day they had arrived at Pondicherry, where a French frigate and two smaller vessels lay at anchor. Although no more than the skipper of a country ship, Richardson was turned into a fire-eater by the sight of an enemy. Mary Hosea, the children and another woman passenger, were sent down to the ship’s magazine, a hell-hole where the temperature was well over 120°F, while the Yarmouth ran alongside the frigate, forcing her to strike her colours, then set fire to her. The British crew cheered while a thousand Frenchmen could only look on vainly from the shore.


Mary was still almost prostrate with exhaustion and fear from her ordeal in the magazine when the Yarmouth slipped into Madras Roads at about 8 p.m. on 29 March. Their joy at finding the Grosvenor still at anchor was soon alloyed by news that she was about to sail with the Royal Navy. Two hours later, Coxon came on board and, after confirming that he was under orders to join the fleet, gave them advice that was bizarrely misleading. As Hosea related it to Sir Robert Chambers in his final letter, Coxon told him that his cabin was ready and that ‘he had resisted many solicitations’ from others seeking its comforts. He then went on to say that ‘there were doubts of the fleet sailing in the morning’.


Reassured that he had a day or so to transfer his party and their mountains of baggage to the Grosvenor, Hosea sent Mary to bed, ordered transport boats to come to the Yarmouth at daybreak, and issued instructions that he was to be awakened at 4 a.m. He then lay down to get a few hours’ sleep himself. Barely had he put his head down than the officer of the watch roused him, at 2 a.m., and told him that the fleet was under way.


The Yarmouth’s crew threw themselves into the task of bringing up the trunks and furniture and loading the ship’s boat to be rowed across to the Grosvenor with Hosea. Having deposited one load, he returned with the Indiaman’s boat for another. Already, however, ‘the fleet was at a considerable distance, and I thought it best to despatch Mrs H and the children under the care of Richardson in his boat, desiring him to send it back instantly. My poor Girl was by this time so ill that she went into the boat more dead than alive.’


Even as the two boats started back for the Grosvenor, however, Hosea realised that distance was rapidly opening up between the Yarmouth and the fleet and if he waited for the rowing boats to return, he would never catch up. A native masoolah was summoned and loaded ‘with everything that I could perceive of most consequence’. Hosea was about to be subjected to the standard trick in trade of the Madras boatmen, an edge-of-the-seat process of bargaining and renegotiation as the craft tossed around in the sea:




I gave them money and promised large rewards. They put off and imagine my mortification when I found myself obliged to return, the boat being [so] overloaded that they refused to go without I would lighten her. I scarcely knew what to sacrifice & when it was finished it was broad day & the fleet four leagues from the land & every moment lessening to my view.





On the Grosvenor, meanwhile, Mary, seeing the land falling towards the horizon, became convinced that her husband was being left behind. She assailed Coxon – ‘she raved, she entreated, she threaten’d’. Coxon shortened the Grosvenor’s sails to slow her speed, only to receive a signal from Admiral Hughes ordering him to catch up.


So valiantly did the musoolah rowers exert themselves that Hosea had reached a rear ship, the Rodney. ‘Giddy, stupid, almost insensible of everything that had happened,’ as he put it, he was taken to the captain’s bed while the ship crowded sail to catch the Grosvenor. Mary was inconsolable, now certain that Hosea had been abandoned, until …







I reached the Grosvenor about eleven & flew to the best of women who, overcome by the variety of conflicting passions, fainted in my arms.





While it took Mary a few days to recover from this traumatic episode, Hosea’s sense of relief was palpable. His spirits were not even dampened by discovery that among their possessions left on the Yarmouth were the foodstuffs they had brought to relieve the dull fare of an Indiaman table, including their own livestock and wines. His books – ‘a choice collection for the voyage’ – had sadly also been lost, along with all young Tom Chambers’s clothing. Still Hosea’s mood remained buoyant. Their fellow passengers on the Grosvenor seemed as congenial a group as might have been hoped for: he mentioned in particular Colonel and Mrs James and the nabobs Williams and Taylor. Lydia Logie, the new wife of the chief mate, was ‘the finest lady’. He had reassuring news too about the Chambers’s son: ‘There are a great number of children in the ship & Tom is very happy & a great favourite with everybody. He has a most excellent Temper & is very easily managed.’


Well might Hosea have reflected that the upheaval had been worth it in the end. All the anxieties of Bengal were behind them and they were bound for England, home and comfort. The teenage boy who had left seventeen years earlier with nothing was returning, a man of substance and family, in pomp.




* The fifteen so named included not only Rumbold, but Sir Edward Hughes, the admiral commanding the Royal Navy squadron on the Coromandel coast.
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