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        Publisher’s Note
      

         

         The first few dull pages about ancestors should not deter the reader from continuing with this otherwsie remarkable and entertaining book.
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        Preface
      

         

         This narrative was begun at Cuttack, where I was Magistrate and Collector, in 1875, and was continued at intervals till 1878 when, owing to my being transferred to Chittagong, and to other causes, it was discontinued. I tried to go on with it in 1880 at Chinsura but I then found a curious thing. I could not remember recent events so clearly as I did those which had occurred long ago. As I had brought down my narrative to the year 1870 it was necessary to wait till the subsequent events had receded further into the past so that I might recollect them better. The manuscript was therefore laid aside, and by degrees forgotten. Now in the year 1896, having retired from the Civil Service, and returned to England, I take it up again, and as on reading it over I see many things which I should now prefer to describe differently, as well as some which are incorrect, it seems better to write it from the beginning.

         If it should be asked why so obscure a person should think it worth his while to write the story of his life at all I reply that it is precisely because I am an obscure person – an average, ordinary, middle-class Englishman – that I write it. There is an abundance of biographies of eminent and illustrious men, but the very fact that they were eminent takes them out of the category of ordinary mortals. Their lives, therefore, though deeply interesting on account of their great deeds, are different from the general run of men who were their contemporaries. It will I think be interesting to posterity – or at any rate to my descendants – to read the account of how an ordinary, average Englishman lived in the reign of Queen Victoria. Such as my life has been, such has been that of thousands of other men in this period of time. And as India, where I spent so large a portion of my life, is already changing and many institutions and conditions of existence which were in my day, are passing away, the Indian part of my life may be perhaps useful as a record of a state of 10things which has ceased to be. Finally my descendants if they ever read these pages may be interested in learning what manner of men their forefathers were. And even if no one should care to read these pages, it amuses me to write them, which is perhaps as good a reason for writing them as any other.

         
             

         

         John Beames

         
      Netherclay House,
    

         
      Bishop’s Hull near Taunton, Somersetshire
    

         
      12 October 1896
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            CHAPTER 1

            Ancestors

         

         Before I begin to write about myself I ought, I think, to give some account of my ancestors. These, as far as we know about them, may be divided into two groups, one beginning in the eleventh and stretching down to the fifteenth century, the other beginning at the end of the seventeenth century and descending in an unbroken line to the present day. With the first group our connection is, if not doubtful, at any rate not clearly traceable, so I shall merely mention a few of the best established facts concerning them.

         Of course they ‘came over with the Conqueror’, like all respectable English families. It is the fashion to laugh at this claim, as a mere idle boast. But it is true in our case, at least if we are really descended from this family. In the Roll of Battle Abbey among the names of Duke William’s followers occurs the name Belemis. It is also spelt Belmeys, Beaumeis, Bealum, and in various other ways. Spelling in those times was not subject to any rules. There were three brothers of this name in the Norman Army – William, Richard and Walter. They came according to one account from Beaumez near Alençon, according to another from Les Beaumes near Avignon. They were attached to the service of Roger de Montgomeri, Earl of Shrewsbury, and obtained the manors of Tong and Donington in Shropshire, as also Ashby in Derbyshire. Richard was a priest and rose to be Bishop of London in 1108, and Warden of the Welsh Marches. He devoted all his episcopal income to the rebuilding of St Paul’s Cathedral. His nephew, also called Richard, became Bishop of London about 1145. The Tong and Donington lines died out, the first in 1200, the second in 1329 but there was a third line settled in Lincolnshire represented by Henry de Belemis of Limberg Magna, and another at 12Sawtree Beaumes in Huntingdonshire. A de Beaumys also held lands in Sussex and near Reading, where there is still a ruined moat called Beaumys Castle.

         About the year 1450 the last of various scattered notices of persons of this name is found. The family appears to have sunk into obscurity in the Wars of the Roses. Besides the identity of name, there is also the fact that their crest and coat of arms were the same as those we now bear to support the supposition that we are descended from them.

         If so, it is most probably from the branch settled near Reading that we are derived, for about two centuries later the name Beaumes or Beames is found to be tolerably common in Berkshire and North Wiltshire, and some of them were bankers in Chippenham.

         It was probably to this line that the John Beames belonged who, in or about 1728, married Sarah, daughter of the Revd John Power of Clifton near Bristol. This John Beames is sometimes called Roger Beames (by my grandfather in some notes of his which I have). I do not know why. He is said to have been born in 1695 and may be regarded as the founder of the present family. The Revd John Power by his will dated 26nd March 1743 bequeathed all his property at Clifton to his grandson John Beames, son of his daughter Sarah. This property remained in the family for several generations, in fact, a portion of it is in their possession still. Although the social position of John I, alias Roger, does not seem to have been very exalted, he was evidently of gentle birth, he was an armiger, and I have in my possession two silver shields of his or his son’s bearing azure six garbs or, 3, 2 and 1, crest a garb or; the same coat and crest as that of the old Norman de Beaumys.

         I know nothing more about John I, except that he had two sons, John II and George. In an affidavit sworn at the Guildhall, London, by this George on 2nd December 1786 before the celebrated Wilkes, Lord Mayor, John II is described as ‘late of St Mary Overy’s Churchyard in the parish of St Saviour’s Southwark in the County of Surrey, victualler, deceased’ and George himself is described as a butcher of Oxford Street. The descendants of the Norman Barons had come down in the world, but not more so than those of many others whose names are in the Roll 13of Battle Abbey. These ancient names, as the Duchess of Cleveland shows, survive very largely among the peasantry when they have died out among the noble and gentle families.

         In 1749 John II married Sarah Halliday, and had two sons and two daughters. His eldest son died in a terrible manner when an infant thirteen months old. The father had been out and returning home stood for a while on his doorstep talking to a friend. The nurse, who was at an upper window, seeing him below held out the baby to see its father. The child in its eagerness to reach its father sprung forwards, slipped out of the nurse’s arms, fell and was dashed to pieces on the doorstep before its father’s feet! His second son John III was born in 1754 and baptized at St James’s Church, Piccadilly where the baptismal certificate was found a hundred years later by my father when he was Assistant Preacher of that church. The two daughters were named Sarah and Mary. The latter is said to have married one Connop, but beyond this, I have no information about them.

         John III appears to have been at first in business, for in the affidavit above-mentioned he is said to have been of Thames Street, London, but now of Clifton near the Hotwells, Bristol. He evidently succeeded to the Clifton estates on the death of his father. The house in which he lived – Hillfield House – is still in existence at the lower end of Granby Hill just above the Hotwells. It must have been a fine old house then, though it is now divided into two and part of it is let out as a shop. Its gardens covered the whole hillside, and the fields surrounding it were long known as Beames’s hill fields. They and most of the garden have now been built over. At Hillfield my great grandfather lived till his death. He married a widow, Sarah Reeves (they all seem to have married Sarahs) whose maiden name was Ivyleafe, a strong-minded clever wornan.* He himself led a life of dissipation, drinking and gambling. Dreadful stories are told of his conduct. He belonged to a club in Bristol where play ran high and he gambled away the greater part of the Clifton property. Clifton was then a rural village, but it soon after became a fashionable 14watering place, and the land he gambled away became very valuable. As my cousin, old Benjamin Burroughs, from whom I have derived much of the information I am now recording, and who knows every inch of Clifton often says with a sigh, we might have been millionaires if it had nor been for this great-grandfather. The unhappy man eventually became insane and died in 1789. He left two children, and two sons had died before him in infancy; they were named George and Samuel. 

         The two surviving children were my grandfather John IV, born 16 May 1781, and Sarah, born in 1783. She married Benjamin Gustavus Burroughs, a physician of Bristol by whom she had a family of four sons and two daughters, of whom I shall frequently have occasion to make mention hereafter.

         My great-grandmother thus left a widow devoted herself to the task of saving and managing what was left of the Clifton property. She was very successful and contrived to build up a very respectable income. She married for the third time, a Captain Powell (whether RN or Merchant Service I do not know – but he was a sailor of some kind), whom she survived, eventually dying on 19 March 1840 aged ninety-four. Ben Burroughs tells me she wanted to marry a fourth time after Powell’s death, and was with difficulty dissuaded by her children and grandchildren. As all the property was left to her, she was well-off and kept up a good state at Hillfield House. She was fond of society and loved to give large parties; she held a prominent position in Clifton society. I have heard her described as a tall, rather masculine woman – ‘a grenadier in petticoats’ my father used to call her.

         She sent her son, my grandfather, to the Grammar School at Sherborne in Dorsetshire whence in due course he proceeded to Exeter College, Oxford. After a time however he changed to Lincoln College. It was here that he displayed the first signs of his perverse and passionate character. The examinations for the B.A. degree had hitherto been held at each College separately, but about this time a new regulation was introduced under which the examinations were held by the University and the power of conferring degrees was taken away from the College authorities and transferred to those of the University. This change was strenuously 15opposed by the Heads of several Colleges, prominent among whom was Dr Tatham, Rector of Lincoln. A rumour was spread abroad that men from the recalcitrant Colleges would be unfavourably regarded by the Examiners and this roused much ill-feeling. My grandfather characteristically excited himself very much on this account and he went into the Schools bristling with irritation and prepared beforehand to see injustice in everything that was done. In the examination for Honours in classics, he was put on in Aristotle, an author whom he had, as he often asserted in later life, completely mastered. The Examiners had, it appears, fixed certain parts of Aristotle’s works as the tests, and when he had passed satisfactorily in those, he was put on in some part not included in the test. This he thought was done in the hope of plucking him, because he was a Lincoln man. So he refused to go on, flung the book at the heads of the Examiners, and stalked out of the hall pouring forth a volley of curses. This at least is how he used to tell the story. It did not transpire what, if any, punishment he incurred for this conduct but in the class lists for 1806 his name appears as second class in Literæ Humaniores, and he always asserted that though he was superior to Sir Robert Peel and other subsequently distinguished men who took Firsts in that year, he was refused a First on account of his outbreak. My father has told me that the story was well known at the time, and was confirmed by several of my grandfather’s contemporaries whom he had asked about it. After this he went to Lincoln’s Inn and was in due course called to the Bar in 1811. He rose rapidly in his profession, being a man of brilliant intellect, and indefatigable industry, marred however by the most violent temper. He was eminent as an equity draftsman and chamber counsel; as a pleader his success was not so great, his rudeness and violence of language making him unpopular with Judges. He gained in fact the sobriquet of ‘Cross Beames’, and there is an excellent caricature of him by the celebrated HB (John Doyle) standing in wig and gown under some crossed beams of the scaffolding of the new Hall of Lincoln’s Inn which was then being built, with the words ‘Cross Beames’ underneath. He was rather proud of this picture and had it hung up in his house! He used to spend his vacations at Hillfield House with his mother, or 16whenever he had a quarrel with her, an event of frequent occurrence, at Cowslip Lodge, a small house and estate near Wrington in Somersetshire, some twelve miles south of Bristol. It was part of the Clifton property and is still in our family. He was an officer of the Royal Bristol Volunteers. The great European war was then in full progress and Volunteer corps were formed in all parts of the Kingdom. It must have been not later than 1811 that he married his first wife, Mary Collins. I am told that she was a very beautiful woman, and deeply attached to him. She was, however, very delicate, and being fond of society and amusement did not take enough care of her health. Her brother-in-law Dr Burroughs often, it is said, warned her that she was exerting herself too much, and going to too many balls and parties, but neither she nor her mother-in-law, Mrs Powell, with whom she spent most of her time, paid any attention to the warning. One evening at a party at Hillfield House she broke a blood-vessel, was carried to bed, and died in a few hours. She had been married only a little more than a year, and left no children. My grandfather it is thought felt her loss very acutely, but he never spoke of her again, and no trace of her was found at his death, save the name ‘Mary Collins’ in some old books. A little over a year after her death he married again. His second wife was Mary Pearson Carnarvon, only daughter and heiress of Dr Thomas Carnarvon, a physician of Greenwich. He had married one Jane Pearson, daughter of Dr John Pearson, a physician of York, whose wife Elizabeth was heiress of Sir Hercules Buck, the last of a Yorkshire family with strange Christian names descended from Sir Bezaleel Buck temp. Charles I. The Buck property had descended through Mrs Pearson to her daughter Mrs Carnarvon, and through her daughter it eventually came to our family. The landed property appears to have been sold, but Miss Carnarvon brought to my grandfather a sum of £36,000 in East India Stock and a considerable amount of house property in Greenwich and elsewhere. There was a large portrait in oils of Dr Carnarvon in the breakfast-room at Bashley. It represents a small man with a round, fair, clean-shaven face with delicate thin features and blue eyes, the hair powdered and tied in a knot behind, a scarlet coat with large polished 17steel buttons and frill on the breast. My brother Harry and my second son Frederick closely resemble him, and I am looking out for the reappearance of the type among my already numerous grandchildren.

         Old Carnarvon’s temper was nearly as bad as my grandfather’s and they were constantly quarrelling, especially about money matters. So much did they disagree that they judged it advisable not to live in the same house any longer, though they had arranged to do so when the young couple were married. As my grandmother was very much attached to her mother, Mrs Carnarvon, the two ladies did not like the idea of being separated, so a compromise was arrived at. Dr Carnarvon lived in a big red-brick house on Croom’s Hill. This house faces north. It is still standing (1896) and is called Croom’s Hill House.† Opposite, but a little to the east, is another equally large red-brick house facing south which also belonged to him, and this he gave over to my grandfather who moved into it and lived there for some years. The two houses are on the brow of the steep hill leading down into Greenwich and are just outside the wall of the Park opposite the Ranger’s Lodge.

         In this house was born on 1 February 1815 my father, Thomas Beames. He was named after Dr Carnarvon, a departure from the old family custom of calling the eldest son John, which, if one were to be superstitious, one might say brought him ill-luck. In the same house on the 22nd February 1817 was born my Uncle John V. These were the only two children born of this marriage.

         Soon after my uncle’s birth old Carnarvon died, and his widow removed from Croom’s Hill to a large white house in Park Lane, just opposite the eastern gate of Greenwich Hospital. It has been pulled down now. Here she lived for many years in company with a queer old Yorkshire woman, Miss Smith, who was my godmother and left me a legacy when she died thirty-odd years later. My father was very fond of his grandmother and often spent his holidays with her. The unfortunate dispersion of my grandfather’s library and the destruction of all his private papers after my father’s death during my absence in India 18deprives me of the power of assigning accurate dates in many cases to the events I am now relating. I can therefore merely record what I have been told by my father and grandfather, only in a few instances can I give the actual or approximate dates from the few papers which I have been able to secure. 

         About this time, that is, in or about 1818, my grandfather gave up the house at Greenwich and lived in his town house 24 Bedford Square, spending his vacations chiefly at Wrington. There was good shooting on the Cowslip Lodge estate, which he much enjoyed and my grandmother had many friends in the neighbourhood, among whom was Mrs Hannah More, who lived close by at Barley Wood and was in her time a celebrated authoress, though probably now forgotten. My grandmother was a highly educated woman with strong literary and artistic tastes, and had much cultivated society round her in London. My grandfather too was an extremely well-read man and when in a good temper could be very charming. There was great fascination in his talk even as an old man, and my father has told me that as a younger man my grandfather was highly popular in society. Some of the verses he has written in his wife’s album, which I have still, are very graceful and witty.

         He visited his mother Mrs Powell regularly every time he passed through Bristol on his way to or from London, but he quarrelled so much with her about the management of the property that there was not much cordiality between them. Nor was he on much better terms with his sister, Mrs Burroughs, who was a very religious woman, but whom he always spoke of as ‘that canting Jezebel’. He was also much disliked by his mother-in-law, old Mrs Carnarvon. He often used to take his wife down to Greenwich on Sundays much to the old lady’s distress. On such occasions he would frequently send down fish, game or venison the day before so as to secure a good Sunday’s dinner, and usually made a great fuss because it was not properly cooked. He was an enormous eater but drank very little, a rare thing in those days of hard drinking.

         It was in these surroundings that my father’s youth was spent. His father he saw very little of; he was at his chambers all day at No. 2 Old Square, Lincoln’s Inn, and did not come home till late, when he ate a 19huge dinner, drank a little beer at dinner and a couple of glasses of port afterwards. Then he retreated to his study where he shut himself up with his papers till often long past midnight. His iron constitution enabled him to rise early the next morning fresh and hearty and as bad-tempered as ever. He was making, I am told, at this time about £5,000 a year and he had nearly £2,000 a year with his wife. So he must have been a rich man for those times. He was a man of middle height, very broad-shouldered and strongly built with a keen, sunburnt face, an aquiline nose, piercing brown eyes, a lofty and broad forehead, and the most snarling, ill-tempered expression I ever saw on any human countenance. But when pleased or interested in anything his face lighted up, the cruel lines vanished and he looked an extremely handsome, intellectual man. My grandmother, judging from her portrait, was not particularly handsome. She was a large, heavily-built woman with solid, square features and big bags under her eyes. When I saw her she was old – and had had a paralytic stroke. She struck my childish imagination as a very big, fierce old woman with a loud, harsh voice. But my father always spoke of her as a mild, gentle, refined, delicate woman. He admitted, however, that she was extravagant, fond of display, and loving rich dress and furniture.

         In 1822 my father was sent to a school on Richmond Green kept by one Delafosse. I observed lately that Sir Richard F. Burton, the famous traveller, was at the same school, but at a later period. The school was still standing in 1868, but now calls itself a ‘Collegiate Institute’, which is as Milton might have said, ‘old school writ large’. My Uncle John went there also a year or two later. The boys do not seem to have learnt much at Delafosse’s, and in 1825 they were removed and sent to Winchester, then under the Headmastership of Dr Williams, afterwards Warden of New College, of whom my father always spoke with the greatest affection and reverence. He spent eight happy years there in spite of fagging and other barbarities, and loved the glorious old school, and was always proud of being a Wykehamist.

         The selection of Winchester was part of a general move into Hampshire which my grandfather conceived and carried out about this time. Old 20Mrs Carnarvon was fond of spending the summer at Southampton, then a quiet seaside town, and my grandfather occasionally took his wife there to stay with her mother. He had left her there one summer – I think it was 1825 or 1826 but cannot be certain – and had himself gone on to Cowslip Lodge for some shooting. Captain Powell, his stepfather, had a paralytic stroke a little while before this, and on partially recovering desired to make his will. For this purpose he consulted my grandfather. But the young Burroughses, William, John, Ben and Dick, youths of from fifteen to twenty, took it into their heads that my grandfather was trying to induce both his mother and stepfather to make wills leaving all their property to him. So they made a sudden irruption into the room and summarily ejected my grandfather – kicked him downstairs – as they themselves expressed it. Old Dr Burrough, their father, had been dead some years – he died in 1823 – and the youths considered themselves bound to protect their mother’s interests. What the real truth of the story was I never could ascertain, whether my grandfather was merely giving honest advice, or whether he was really acting so basely as the youths supposed. At any rate it is certain that they turned him out of Hillfield House, and that he never saw it or them or his mother or sister again.‡ The whole lot of these people were so constantly quarrelling with my grandfather about money matters that one is not surprised at the most violent actions or extravagant stories about them.

         My grandfather retired to Cowslip Lodge, but a day or two later he received a letter from Bristol which enraged him so much that he ordered his gig, left his breakfast untouched, and started off in his slippers. Drunken old James Parrett, his butler, rushed after him with his boots, but had a long run before he could persuade his master to stop and put them on. He purposed to go to meet his wife at Southampton and for this purpose drove through Warminster and Salisbury. At the latter place he heard of a small estate for sale in the New Forest, 21and though it was somewhat out of his road he drove round to look at it, and was so pleased with it that he eventually bought it, and lived and died there. It was called Bashley Lodge. 

         It is situated in the parish of Milton six miles west of the town of Lymington and about the same distance east from Christchurch. The house, or cottage, was a low two-storeyed building painted white with pointed Gothic windows, a veranda and two gables each with a wooden cross on it; the whole having a sham Cockney-Gothic look about it, only partly redeemed by a profusion of roses and myrtles growing all over the front. There were some two acres of baddish land, ornamental grounds, two long and beautiful avenues – each half a mile long, it was said, but I never measured them – leading up to it, and a magnificent view across the Solent, with the Isle of Wight and the Needles in the distance. Inside, the rooms were low, small and inconveniently arranged but my grandmother furnished it in the most expensive style of those days – costly but tasteless. The books, however, and the collection of china were valuable and beautiful.

         On the 15th August 1832 my grandfather was appointed ‘King’s Counsel’ and a Bencher of Lincoln’s Inn. In the same year he insisted, in spite of the remonstrances of the Headmaster, on removing my father from Winchester though he was only seventeen, and sending him to Oxford. He was entered at Lincoln College and proceeded at once to waste his time considerably. He went in for hunting and for boxing, which latter was one of the fashionable sports of the day. He appears also to have been very particular about his dress, and to have had a long bill at his tailor’s. Enormous quantities of kid gloves and gorgeous satin neckties were also among the undergraduate vanities of those days, and though a temperate man himself, it was considered necessary for him to buy a tolerable quantity of port and sherry, the only two wines that were usually drunk then. In fact he led the life which the eldest son of a rich man and the heir to a good fortune might be expected to lead. If he ran up heavy bills, his mother, whose favourite he was, had no difficulty in supplying him with money to pay them with, and I never heard of his being troubled with Oxford debts in later life. I think I should have 22heard of them had there been any, for my dear father was very fond of talking to me about his own and his family’s affairs and past history. Learning appears to have been at a very low ebb at Oxford in those days – in the smaller colleges at any rate. Lincoln certainly was not Oriel nor were the tutors like Arnold, Newman and their company. My father appears to have taken no part in the intellectual life of the University though he was there at the time of the Tractarian Movement. In later life it was Arnold not Keble or Newman, that he followed. He left Oxford in 1835 with a pass, declining to go up for honours. It is wonderful that he even passed with such tutors as he had. I used to meet one of them in after times, old Calcott, a greasy, wine-bibbing, unclerical old parson with a red face and a small flaxen wig usually awry, whose breath always smelt strongly of sherry. Though possessed of an amazing store of knowledge (so at least my father affirmed) he never could be persuaded to make any use of it. It was said that at his so-called divinity lectures, which consisted of hearing men construe the Greek Testament, he invariably asked three questions – and, no more. These were the difference between ‘genuine’ and ‘authentic’, the three divisions of the Holy Land (Judea, Samaria and Galilee), and the names of the twelve Apostles.

         On leaving Oxford my father wished to go into the Army. A cavalry regiment was his earnest desire. He was a splendid rider to the last day of his life, and would probably have made a very good soldier. But England was now in the middle of the long peace that followed Waterloo and he would have seen no service till the Crimean War twenty years later. My grandfather, for some inexplicable reason, insisted on his going into the Church, a vocation for which he felt the strongest dislike. It was not without a severe struggle that he yielded. As, however, he was then only twenty, he was too young to be ordained. So he spent his time idling at Bashley; or at Greenwich with his grandmother, Mrs Carnarvon, where he had, as will presently be shown, stronger attractions than his venerable relative could afford.

         Life at Bashley must undoubtedly have been somewhat dull for a young man of his tastes, for though he had not worked hard at Oxford 23he was gifted with a great love for learning, and read a great deal. He had also got into the habit of associating with cultivated men, and was passionately fond of long and profound arguments on difficult and abstruse subjects. My grandfather had retired from the Bar in 1835, disgusted at nor being made a Judge. His contemporaries always said he would have had a judgeship but for his temper. He was a Commissioner in Bankruptcy and held one or two other good appointments, but he could never attain to his desired judgeship. His disappointment together with a very serious illness he had in that year led him to retire.§ Then he set up for a country gentleman at Bashley. He was made a Justice of the Peace, Deputy Lieutenant of the County, Chairman of Sessions and several other things. He became the terror of all poachers and evil-doers for many miles round. He had a ‘Justice-room’ at Bashley where he tried cases and inflicted punishments. He domineered over his fellow justices, was the abiding terror of the town clerk and all the local attorneys, and soon became a notable character in that part of Hampshire. He also took greatly to the sport of coursing, kept a number of greyhounds of celebrated breeds and filled notebook on notebook with records of their performances, recipes for dog medicines and hints on training. Also he took up the subject of scientific farming and believed that he was going to make money out of the stiff clay soil of Bashley. He spent large sums of money on this hobby but, as might have been expected, without reaping any profit from it. He read also a great deal – reading of the most varied kind; after his death there was hardly a book in his extensive library that had not its margins covered with pencil notes in his small, clear hand. He also wrote and published a novel in three volumes. It was called Madness the Rage. I read it once but have forgotten what it was like.

         My grandmother read poetry, played the piano, talked aesthetic and sentimental talk with my father and such female friends as she could induce to stay with her, made preserves and pickles, and wrote, as was 24the fashion of those days, interminable letters to her friends, and kept them until she could find a Member of Parliament to frank them for her. My uncle John was a coarse, brutal youth, a regular Tony Lumpkin, who loved to sit boozing in alehouses, and go shooting or ferreting with all the idle boors in the countryside. His powers of eating and drinking were enormous, he used to be called the ‘Bull and Mouth’. He was understood to be keeping his terms, and he did go and eat some dinners at Lincoln’s Inn and was eventually called to the Bar. 

         My father gradually got sick of my grandfather with his greyhounds and guano, my grandmother’s sentimental talk and my uncle’s coarseness, and spent more and more of his time at Greenwich. This led to an important event.

         Greenwich Hospital had not then been deserted by those for whose benefit it was built. In its immense rooms lived hundreds of old sailors disabled in the great war with Napoleon, each in his snug little wooden cabin built along the walls of the vast saloons. There was a large staff of Naval Officers, all more or less wounded in service, to whom these posts had been given as a sort of pension. Among these was a certain Lieutenant Joseph Dewsnap, a big, burly, fair-haired, red-faced, hearty old sailor who had seen much active service before his career was cut short by a bullet in the shoulder at the battle of Cape St Vincent. This bullet was never extracted and continued to be a cause of pain and irritation in bad weather. The pain required to be allayed by copious draughts of rum and water and much trolling, or rather bellowing, of Dibdin’s famous sea songs. He was the son of a glover at Woodstock, who came of a Huguenot family that took refuge in England at the time of the revocation of the Edict of Nantes. The name is said to have been Du Chenappe or Senappe, corrupted into Dewsnap. When at St John’s, Newfoundland in the course of his service he had married¶ the daughter of a merchant named Little, whose wife was a French-Canadian named Le Jeais. On settling at Greenwich Hospital he began to beget children, and before long had burdened himself with six daughters and two sons. 25They all grew up half-wild, racing about the stately corridors and playing with the old pensioners. The eldest girl, Eliza, got some sort of education and was expected to teach the others. Most of the girls were very pretty, two indeed even beautiful, but the boys from an early age devoted themselves to blackguardly conduct of every description. 

         A fine band used to play in the square of the Hospital once or twice a week and all the élite of Greenwich society used to assemble there. On these occasions the Dewsnap girls were all dressed, and behaved themselves properly and as they grew up attracted the attention of the young men of the place. The eldest married George Steuart, a retired sea captain and partner in a leading firm in Colombo, Ceylon. Two others, Louisa the second and Virginia the fifth, also married fairly well. My father fell in love with the fourth, Susannah Amelia. She was nearly four years older than him, but the family spared no pains to catch him, and they were married on the 6th April 1836 at Camberwell Parish Church.

         The marriage was severely disapproved of by both his parents. His mother, an intensely proud woman, in spite of, or perhaps because of her love for him, was bitterly mortified, and never spoke to or took any notice of her daughter-in-law as long as she lived. My grandfather told him with brutal frankness that as he had chosen to cut his own throat by this mésalliance he would do nothing more for him, and refused to receive either him or his wife at Bashley. He made my father an allowance of £100 a year, which sum he never increased and not infrequently stopped for a time whenever more than usually displeased with him. My father, finding he had now no chance of having a commission in the Army purchased for him – the usual way of getting into the Army in those days – resigned himself to his fate, and after spending a rather long honeymoon in Jersey,|| left his wife with her parents at Greenwich and 26went up to Oxford to take his M.A. degree preparatory to going into the Church. Then he had a severe illness which lasted some time. What he did with himself all the winter of 1836–7 and the following spring I do not know. Bashley was closed to him, Mrs Carnarvon disappointed and not very cordial, and the Dewsnap family not very pleased at the attitude of the Beames family, whom they to the last spoke of as ‘haughty’, ‘stuckup’, ‘giving themselves airs’, and the like. 

         Under these untoward influences my father and mother felt naturally unhappy and began a system of mutual reproaches and fault-finding which lasted for the rest of their lives. They began to find out that they were quite unsuited to each other and had not a single idea or feeling in common. With his marriage my father’s happiness in this world came to an end and a life-long struggle with poverty and disappointments began which closed only with his early death twenty-eight years later.

         
            * I have a likeness of her copied from a miniature.

            † Editor’s Note. This house was pulled down in the spring of 1938.

            ‡ This is perhaps too sweeping. See note on p. 23 which seems to show that he did see some of them afterwards, He certainly, however, saw very little of them.

            § I find that in this illness he was attended by his cousin John Burroughs, then practising as a doctor at Clifton. My father told me this.

            ¶ About the year 1804 or 1805.

            || On this occasion he nearly had a duel with a Jersey gentleman named de Carteret, who annoyed him by remarking that the Jersey people had once conquered England – alluding of course to the fact that Jersey was once a part of Normandy and as such belonged to Duke William – the Conqueror. My father, instead of laughing at this, called Carteret a ‘crapaud Français’. Some sensible friends interfered and pacified the hot-headed youths.
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            CHAPTER 2

            Childhood, 1837–1844

         

         I was born at one o’clock in the morning of the twenty-first of June 1837, at Lieutenant Dewsnap’s quarters in the Royal Naval Hospital, Greenwich. A few hours before my birth, the window of my mother’s bedroom being open by reason of the intense heat, she heard the sound of the tolling of the great bell of St Paul’s Cathedral which announced the death of King William the Fourth. Her present Gracious Majesty Queen Victoria, whom may God long preserve, ascended the throne only a few hours before I came into the world. I am nearly sixty now and she is reigning still!

         I was baptised in the chapel of the Hospital. My grandfather, who in spite of his displeasure still intervened whenever he thought fit in my father’s affairs, expressed a wish that I should be christened Ayliffe Greene, after the old Bristol merchant from whom the Clifton property was derived. No one could understand why he should have fixed upon this name, and my father so strongly objected to it that it was given up, and it was then settled that I should receive the old family name of John. Towards the close of the year my grandfather made an arrangement with an old friend of his, the Revd David Williams, Rector of Bleadon and Kingston Seamoor in Somerset, for his giving my father a ‘title to orders’. Accordingly early in 1838 we made a move into the old county. My mother and I were left with old Mrs Powell at Hillfield House while my father went on to arrange for lodgings. My father was not very fond of his grandmother nor of the Burroughs family but my mother seems to have got on very well with them all.

         It was at this time and place that occurred the first incident that I can remember, or to be more accurate, that made a permanent impression 28on me though I did not know what it arose from till many years later. I was one day when I was perhaps fifteen or sixteen, telling my mother that I sometimes had a peculiar nightmare, in which I seemed to be lying on my back pressing hard with both hands at some solid substance a few inches above me which I was unable to move. It was as if I were shut up in a box, the lid of which I could not open. She was much struck with this, the more so when I told her I had frequently had this nightmare as far back as I could remember. She then told me that while we were staying at Hillfield in 1838 she had put me to bed in a large old-fashioned four-post bedstead and had propped me securely up, as she thought, with pillows. She had then gone down to the drawing-room to pass the evening. Suddenly they heard loud shrieks from upstairs. My mother and the two Burroughs girls, Sarah and Mary, rushed up to the bedroom and found the bed empty, but guided by my roaring they felt under a large wardrobe close by the bed and to their amazement found me lying on my back and pushing frantically against the bottom of the huge wardrobe which was just a few inches above me. I must have wriggled myself out of bed – being always restless and given to tossing about in my sleep – and somehow rolled under this big piece of furniture. I continued to dream of this event for many years.

         After a short absence my father returned and took us away to Clevedon, then a pretty little rural seaside village. Kingston Seamoor was only two miles away. We had lodgings in a damp, dreary, dismal farmhouse, the only rooms my father could secure for the low rent he was able to afford. He got of course no salary while working for his title and had only £100 a year to live on. The parish was low-lying and marshy, the inhabitants scattered far and wide, an uncouth, brutal sort of people, immoral, drunken, and thievish. Their broad local patois would have been unintelligible to him, had he not spent so much of his youth at Wrington close by. There was next to no society. The Rector was a pluralist and absentee, and there were hardly any resident gentry. My father used to spend much of his time walking long distances about the parish, and reading the few books he could get. For books and genial talk, encouragement and advice he was indebted to another curate like 29himself, the Revd H. Thompson, a highly educated man who eked out a scanty income by taking pupils and translating German books. My mother, who was in delicate health, lay on the sofa in the damp little parlour terribly alarmed at the rats which coursed freely about the room. After a time, however, my father succeeded in getting more comfortable lodgings in the village of Yatton close by, and there, on the 21st December 1838, was born to them a second son. My grandfather again intervened to select a name for the child, and fixed upon Pearson Thomas. My father pleaded hard for Thomas Pearson but the old man insisted on having his own way this time, so the name was given and the child baptised by my father in Kingston Seamoor church. Bad food and the privations she had undergone had weakened my mother’s health and my brother Pearson was a weak and sickly child for the first year or so.

         In 1839 my father was ordained priest by Bishop Law of Bath and Wells, and the rector then somewhat unwillingly allowed him a salary of £75 a year, but it was not long before my father got made Curate of Clevedon with a salary of £120 a year. This, with the £100 a year from his father, relieved him from the extreme pressure of poverty. He took a small but pretty cottage on the sea-shore. The sea-bathing did my mother and the children good, and my father who was always a strong and skilful swimmer used to get his swim regularly every morning before going to his work. There was more society here, and the great man of the place, Sir Abraham Elton of Clevedon Court, was kind to them and used to invite them to his house. The relations from Bristol used to go to Weston-super-Mare every summer and it gave my mother much pleasure to go and visit them, so that on the whole prospects brightened considerably in 1839.

         My parents, however, by their own account, continued to quarrel and misunderstand each other. It has always been a wonder to me how two such diametrically opposite people could ever have got married. Mentally and bodily they were strongly contrasted. He was a big red man, nearly six feet high, broad-shouldered, large-limbed, very strong, and active. He had flaming red hair, rather wild-looking light blue eyes, a lofty white forehead and features that might have been handsome had 30he not been terribly disfigured by smallpox. He talked incessantly, and was disposed to be noisy and boisterous when in good spirits. He was fond of exercise, a good boxer, cricketer, rider, walker and swimmer. At the same time he was an omnivorous reader and had the most wonderful memory. He was certainly, like all his family, very hot-tempered, though easily pacified; very outspoken, straightforward and honourable. Though attaching very little importance to outward ceremonies he was a sincerely pious and earnest Christian. He always seemed to us to be the perfect type of that ‘muscular Christianity’ of which his friend Charles Kingsley used to talk so much. Although he did not want to go into the Church, yet when once he found himself there he devoted himself to his work as a clergyman with the utmost heartiness and fervour, so that one keen observer,* after saying of him that he was ‘a good cut-throat spoiled’, added that he was the best parish priest he had ever known.

         My mother was a very tiny woman, very beautiful in both face and figure. Her hair was a deep, almost blue, black, her complexion rather pale and sallow, her features fine and regular. She was a thorough French-woman in appearance, petite et proprette, as was only natural seeing that she came of French Huguenot race on her father’s side and French-Canadian on her mother’s. She was very strict and correct, prim and methodical, and in temper cold and hard, though very religious and even puritanical. She had no taste for learning of any sort, and spent her time in endless work with her needle. My mother in fact is always in my mind associated with needlework of some kind. How so excitable, noisy, passionate a man should have been attracted by so quiet, unemotional a woman is one of those mysteries which are past all finding out. The first serious misunderstanding between them arose, like so many subsequent ones, from my mother’s intense and perhaps injudiciously displayed attachment to her own family. When she went into Somersetshire, she kept up an active correspondence with her mother and sisters. This was only natural, and in the present day would have caused no trouble. But in 1839 there was no penny post; letters cost a great deal to the recipient, 31because it was not the sender who paid the postage as it is now, but the person addressed. It was no uncommon thing for poor people to have letters addressed to them lying at the post office for weeks or even months because they could not afford to pay the postage. When my mother got once a fortnight or oftener a heavy letter from one of her sisters for which my father had to pay half-a-crown or more, he naturally objected, and the more so as he knew that these letters contained nothing but the idlest tittle-tattle and abuse of himself. ‘Tom’, as he was called, had grown to be a monster and bugbear to his wife’s family. When my poor father, struggling as he was with extreme poverty, threatened to refuse to pay for these frequent letters, my mother and her family raised a great outcry and a very bitter quarrel ensued. 

         Fortunately for all parties my father determined early in 1840 to leave Somerset and go to London. He obtained, I know not how, a curacy at Stamford Hill Chapel near Clapton, a suburb in the north-east of London. It was then almost in the country. Young as I was – only three – I remember vaguely our journey to London. My mother and our nurse Emma Cameron, with myself and my brother Pearson, were put into the coach one evening in Bristol. Then followed a long hideous night in a rocking, jolting machine, during which I and my brother were constantly tumbling off the knees of the two women as they dozed and rolling in damp musty straw at the bottom of the coach among the feet of the passengers till our cries woke someone who picked us up again.

         In the morning we arrived at the Saracen’s Head on Snow Hill in London where my father and my Uncle John met us, and took us in a hackney coach to Stamford Hill. We lived in a very small semi-detached house in a terrace with the usual small square of garden in front and longer strip behind. Here was born on the 18th June 1840 my third brother, William Carnarvon. He was called after William Burroughs, my father’s cousin, the eldest of that family who was then in London studying for the medical profession, and who attended my mother in her confinement and refused payment, as my father was too poor to pay for a doctor. The name Carnarvon was added in memory of my great-grandmother, 32old Mrs Carnarvon, of whom my father was very fond, and who, I think, died about this time.

         We did not stay long at Stamford Hill. The vicar, a Mr Heathcote, was too High Church – too Puseyite as it was then called – for my father, who in 1841 got a curacy at Chelsea. The Rector, the Revd Charles Kingsley, was a genial old man and his sons, Charles the celebrated writer and Henry, were great friends of my father’s. I can remember sitting on a small chair pushed back into a corner of the room while my father and Charles Kingsley put on the gloves and had a sparring bout, much to my terror. Then they sent out for a pewter pot of porter, and began a hot discussion (as I was told in later years) on socialism, the working man and similar topics. There was also William le Breton, afterwards Dean of Jersey, a strikingly handsome man, and one or two others in whose society my father took much delight. Le Breton fell in love with Annie Martin, the very lovely daughter of the lady in reduced circumstances in whose house on the King’s Parade we lodged. There was no reason why he should not have asked her mother and brother’s consent, and married her openly. But for some reason they thought it more exciting and romantic to elope. So one morning they got away quietly and were married at a church in the City. My father, among other friends, went in search of them and, I know not how, discovered them in a cottage in a village in Kent and induced them to return home.

         But le Breton thought it advisable after this escapade to leave Chelsea and we saw no more of him for some years. We also moved to a house in Marlborough Square, a quiet little nook now pulled down and built over, in the fields and market-gardens which then lay between Chelsea and Brompton, where I and my brothers used to enjoy rambling.

         My mother had a serious illness in 1842 and a child was born prematurely and never lived. Then she and my brothers went to Margate to recover and I was left with my father to undergo an operation.

         Some time before this I had fallen downstairs and cut my left eyebrow badly against the lock of an open door. The wound healed at the time but there grew on the place a tumour which increased so that it hung down over the eye. The doctors at last decided that it must be cut off. 33I remember the whole affair well though I was only five years old. One fine summer’s day my father came home to lunch accompanied by three grave and solemn gentlemen, and they all sat down and ate and drank. Then our family doctor arrived and took me upstairs into the big bedroom where I was strapped down on a high narrow, deal table, while Emma Cameron stood by me half-crying but telling me somewhat inconsistently that there was nothing to be afraid of. I was in mortal terror when the three solemn gentlemen came in and began to feel the tumour and whisper to each other. Suddenly I was aware of a sharp pain and our own doctor bathing my eye with a sponge and warm water. I was in bed after this for a long time with my eye bandaged up. The learned gentlemen carried my tumour away with them and, I believe, have it preserved in spirits somewhere still, for I was told it was an altogether remarkable and unusual tumour, and had excited much interest in the medical profession. Perhaps if I had been older I should have been proud of it.

         When my mother returned I was well, but she seemed to repent having left me and was more loving and tender to me than I remember her to have been either before or since. I believe she had been sent away from home in ignorance of what was going to happen, as her health was too weak from her recent illness to stand the shock of the operation. I was much petted about this time and became a conceited little prig. Fortunately much – I hope, all – of this was thrashed out of me when I went to school. But I was made to learn all sorts of things, and soon learnt to read with ease, and used to spend hours lying on the floor poring over a book, half of which was not intelligible to me. My mother’s assertion that I could read when I was three years old seems incredible, but she was a severely, not to say offensively, truthful person, and would not have said it if it had not been true. I remember beginning to learn Latin at Chelsea, and reading the Bible every day to my mother. We used to walk together in Cheyne Walk and on Battersea Bridge, a quaint, clumsy old structure on huge wooden piles, and discuss scripture. Chelsea was, however, a damp, unhealthy place and we were always ailing there, so my father at last, somewhat reluctantly, decided on 34leaving it. Among his numerous friends at Chelsea was Jasper Blunt, who held a high position in the Colonial Office. His brother, the Revd Henry Blunt, had been for many years incumbent of Trinity Church, Sloane Street; and a very popular preacher of the then prevalent Evangelical School, but was at this time Rector of Streatham. Jasper Blunt also removed from Chelsea to Streatham and hearing that my father wished for a change induced his brother to offer him a curacy.

         So to Streatham we went about the beginning of 1843. Our stay at this place was always looked back to by us all as the happiest period of our boyhood, and by my father as a bright brief oasis in a life of care and disappointment. Young as I was I remember the place well; probably my memory has been assisted by my frequent visits and long stay there afterwards. When I saw it last year, 1895, it was so changed that I had difficulty in finding my way about. It was a quiet country village in 1842; now it is a busy suburban town. The high road to Brighton, after passing through the long rows of cockney villas called Brixton, came out at the fifth milestone from the Exchange, London, into open fields with luxuriant hedges interspersed with a few scattered parks and houses of rich city merchants. An occasional shop of a small and old-fashioned kind, an inn or two with swinging sign and horse-trough in front were dropped down at intervals. Passing these the road skirted a small three-cornered green with a few more, rather smarter, shops; an inn and a dear old-fashioned smithy, a lock-up with its door thickly studded with nails and the parish stocks and pump in front. On the western side stood the church in a large graveyard and beyond it the comfortable Rectory with its shady garden. Two roads branched off here, one leading to Tooting, the other to Mitcham. At the junction of these roads were three or four roomy old houses, one of which my father took.† The high road after leaving the Green passed on between fields again, with here and there a handsome house standing in extensive, well-kept grounds, till it reached Streatham Common, a large open space which then, as now, 35sloped up the hill to Norwood. On the south side was a row of large houses and at the top several very fine and stately ones. Beyond these were bowery lanes where the hedges were white with May in the spring, and where we found rich store of horse chestnuts in autumn, and from the top of the Common a glorious view over a wide expanse of undulating country from London on the north to Wimbledon on the west, and Croydon on the south. 

         My father’s salary here was higher than before, and being unable to find furnished lodgings suitable for permanent residence he determined to furnish a house for himself. I did not learn till many years later how he did it. It seems that old Carnarvon, disliking and distrusting my grandfather, had in his will left his property (£36,000 in East India Stock with house-property at Greenwich) to his daughter, so tied up that my grandfather should have no control over it. He left the interest of the money and the rents of the houses to my grandmother for life, and to my grandfather for his life if he should survive her. On the death of the survivor it was to be divided equally between the children, and as there were only two, my father and uncle, each of them had a reversionary interest in £18,000. My grandfather allowed each of his sons £100 a year, neither more nor less, however great their need might be; and whenever – as often happened – he was displeased with them he would stop their allowances, a step which often, occurring as it had a habit of doing at the most inopportune moments, threw my father into the most serious difficulties.

         It is not possible, and it would not be becoming if it were, for me to sit in judgement on my father and grandfather. All I can say is that there was perpetual strife and wrangling between them, and that I was brought up to regard my grandfather as an iniquitous, hard-hearted old tyrant who, though rolling in money himself, denied his sons the bare necessaries of existence. He was always associated in my mind with old Ralph Nickleby, and it is certainly singular that the pictures of Ralph in the original illustrations to Dickens’s novel are strikingly like my grandfather. But there may perhaps have been faults on my father’s side. It is not for me to judge. Anyhow, my father was driven as his 36family increased, and his expenses with it, to anticipate his reversionary property by raising money on the security of the £18,000 that would come to him at his father’s death. The old man ere long found out what my father was doing and bitterly resented it. He took his revenge, as will be seen hereafter, by his will.

         It was, I suspect, by thus raising money that my father was enabled to furnish our pretty home at Streatham, and very charming it was. The Rector, Mr Blunt, was dying of consumption and unable to do any work, so all the parochial work fell upon my father and his fellow-curate, and gloriously busy, noisy, active and happy he was over it. The society at Streatham consisted almost entirely of wealthy city merchants, who although disposed at times to be a little patronising, were as a body genial, liberal and sociable. Many of these kind-hearted people remained our friends for the rest of their lives. The ladies liked to have us three boys to play with their children, and many a happy day we spent in their splendid houses – palaces rich with all delights they seemed to our childish minds. I loved the exquisitely kept gardens with their conservatories and greenhouses, their sweeps of velvet lawn and shady cypresses and limes, with the rocking-horses indoors and the swings hanging from a branch outside.

         The names of these kind people will convey no associations to anyone but myself, yet it is pleasant to recall them. There was sturdy old Coster, a silk-merchant – a genial, broad-built old Dutchman – and his two pretty daughters Julia and Emma. Julia was my second love though some fifteen years at least older than me. My first love – first in point of time and by far the first in strength of attachment – was Juliana Arroyave, daughter of a Spanish merchant married to an Englishwoman. I loved Juliana with the most ardent, devoted affection. I was six and she was nine. Never was there such a heroine, so lovely, clever and brave. She rode a pony, a fiery steed of the most dangerous character; she could climb trees, and run along the top of the garden wall and do all sorts of Amazonian feats, and she always had apples or sweets in her pocket which she shared with me, and never would give any to Pearson or Willie, which was so sweet of her! Poor Juliana! She married very young 37a brute who ill-treated her, and she died before she was twenty. ‘Whom the gods love die young.’ Then there were the Cowies, whom I met afterwards in Calcutta; a great tribe of young Blunts, the sons of the rector and those of his brother Jasper; the Hutchinses of whom more anon; Dicky Drew, son of old Beriah Drew the great landowner of the parish, to whose refusal to allow any building on his land was due the fact that Streatham preserved its rural character so long. I cannot name them all, they were all kind, dear people and they lived in a lovely place. Streatham was a paradise, an earthly paradise, inhabited by rich city angels.

         Beyond the Rectory was Tooting Common. It is there still, but alas! quantum mutatus – then it was a rough, wild, woodland place, and on one side of it amidst tall thick trees, a rookery of elms in front, a lake on the right, shady walks on the left, stood a long low white house with a columned portico in front – Streatham House where the Thrales once lived and where the great Dr Johnson so often visited. We knew the people there and often went to spend the day with the children. In the depth of the wood on a mound was a small round summer house where we were always solemnly told Dr Johnson wrote his dictionary; even then I used to wonder how he managed it in so small a place. But out on the Common beside the beck under the great elm trees we spent many a happy morning with our faithful old nurse Emma Cameron, weaving baskets of rushes, collecting acorns and chestnuts, hunting for blackberries and hips and haws, and torturing beetles and all such small deer as we could catch. In another direction was Mitcham with its perfumed fields of lavender and roses. In another was breezy Streatham Common down which we ran races and Juliana fearlessly galloped her pony, beautiful, reckless darling that she was. At the top of the Common was a delightful up-and-down lane leading to a house of the Duke of Portland’s, where we had small children’s picnics under the trees. Then and for many years afterwards I used to imagine the scene of all the poems, plays and novels that I read as being in and about our favourite haunts at Streatham. In Portland Lane lived Rosalind and Orlando, the duke with his following and Touchstone and Audrey. Melancholy 38Jacques sat by the side of a little brook that trickles down towards Croydon. Schiller’s Robbers lived there, and the Canterbury pilgrims and Coleridge’s Christabel. I do not mean to say that I had read all those books at the age of six, but that when I did read them only a very few years later my fancy pictured them as living in these scenes. Oddly enough different sets of people would live each in their own place. Thus Falstaff and Prince Hal and their crew always lived on Tooting Common. I could not imagine them anywhere else; they did not go with Streatham Common at all.

         Most of the scenes in English history occurred in the Temple Gardens probably because I did not read history till I went to live in the City. But Mary Queen of Scots was always beheaded just in front of the Pied Bull at the foot of Streatham Common.

         I read all sorts of books even at that early age. No one took the trouble to select books for me. My father always boxed my ears if he caught me reading his books, and my mother always took them away for fear there should be something improper in them. Her own reading was as far as I could see confined to the Bible and a big volume of sermons. Emma Cameron had somehow become possessed of the Mutiny on the Bounty, a book which I used to delight in and pored over by the hour till one day my mother took it up and seeing the word ‘d—d’ in it scolded Emma for letting me read it. It then disappeared and I never saw it again. Being thus impeded in my reading, I naturally met force by fraud, and used to carry off books on the sly and hide them in a garret where I read them by stealth at odd moments. I shall never forget the awful blood-curdling paroxysm of fear I experienced on reading Hood’s Haunted House. I was all alone in our house late one summer evening just as it was getting dark when I read it, and I was so frightened that I remained cowering against the wall behind the staircase till Emma and my brothers returned from a walk, when I was taken up and put to bed speechless.

         About this time there arrived one day a ragged, dirty seafaring man who turned out to be Joseph Dewsnap, the elder of my mother’s two brothers. He had gone to sea in a merchant vessel some years before this and had been lost sight of. After a long absence he turned up with 39a long story, which no one quite believed, of having been shipwrecked somewhere in the Pacific and having lived a long time among savages. He was accommodated with a garret at the top of the house whither I used to accompany him of an evening and sit with him as he smoked his pipe and told me wonderful yarns about the sea and shipwrecks, pirates and savages which much delighted me. He left us suddenly and I subsequently learnt that he had been caught by my father misconducting himself with one of the maidservants. He was a singularly debased blackguard, as was also his brother Charles.

         Then my father’s fellow-curate, Cubitt, a ‘muscular Christian’ like himself, suddenly went mad. One Sunday morning, as my father was reading prayers in the church, Cubitt made his appearance in full canonicals, marched up the aisle and tried to force his way into the reading desk. My father had the presence of mind to go on reading calmly while the sexton vainly tried to remove the intruder. Aided by a strong young man from the congregation he succeeded in forcing the unhappy man a few paces towards the door, but could not get him further as he clung to the end of a pew. Thereupon old Coster left his seat and advancing to the spot turned round and, applying his broad back to the struggling Cubitt, slowly and steadily butted him all down the aisle and out at the door into the churchyard where several men seized him and carried him off. Then the ponderous old Dutchman stolidly returned to his pew, and went on with the responses as if nothing had happened. My father was warmly thanked and applauded for his calmness on this trying occasion. The incident added greatly to my father’s already great popularity in the parish.

         My grandmother had a paralytic stroke this year and though she lived some years longer one side of her body remained paralysed and she used to stump about on a stick. My grandfather invited my father to Bashley, where he had not been since his marriage, and began to display an amount of affection for him which was somewhat surprising. The old man also paid us a return visit at Streatham and was much pleased with the place and gratified at the evidences of my father’s popularity there.

         There used also to come on Sunday afternoons a tall stout man in a 40rough coat, accompanied by a number of dogs, who would sit and argue with my father by the hour together on religious subjects. He was a strong ultra-Calvinist and enjoyed the comforting conviction that he himself was ‘elect’ and sure of salvation no matter what he did, whilst most other people were equally sure of damnation. My father, though at that time somewhat Evangelical, was never extremely Calvinistic, inclining like his friend Charles Kingsley to that moderate party afterwards called ‘Broad Church’. He and Mr Geary, as this big man was called, used to argue themselves into a white heat on ‘Justification by Faith’, ‘Election’ and similar topics without any definite result. Mr Geary had been an old acquaintance of my father’s in the Greenwich days, and I shall have occasion to mention him again later on.

         These happy Streatham days came to an end all too soon. Mr Blunt died in the autumn of 1843, and a deep gloom fell upon the parish, for he was sincerely loved by all who knew him. His earnest unassuming holiness, meekness and kindness were joined to a playful, genial spirit which never left him even in his worst sufferings. I saw him once or twice sitting before a blazing fire in the heat of summer, wasted and powerless, yet smiling and making little cheerful remarks, quoting scraps of his favourite authors as if the end were far off, though he well knew he had not many weeks to live. His manner made a profound impression on me young as I was.

         The living of Streatham was worth, I believe, £1,200 a year, with a charming house, light work and agreeable society. The patron was the Duke of Bedford, by whom the presentation was put up for sale. Whether owing to his increased affection for my father, or moved thereto by my grandmother who wished to see her favourite son provided for before her death, my grandfather offered to buy the living for my father. It was a tempting offer – the place, the work, the position were exactly what he would have liked. But in the estimation of all honourable men the transaction would, it seems, have constituted the mysterious ecclesiastical crime of Simony, so my father felt it his duty to decline the offer. Great was his inward struggle and there were not wanting people, good and religious as well as indifferent and careless, 41who told him he was ridiculously sensitive. But he was undoubtedly right and true as ever to the noble principles of his life. He gave it up, and sadly but firmly set his face to the world again. The new Rector, Mr Nicholl,‡ was one of the then increasing school of ‘Puseyites’, and my father could not stay with him. The pretty house had to be given up, and the kind friends left. There was great grief at his going, the parishioners subscribed and presented him with a massive silver salver and a purse of £60 to buy books with. The sixty pounds were duly spent on books and the silver salver was sent to Bashley to be kept with my grandfather’s rich collection of plate. My mother always declared that my father acquired from that date a taste for book-buying that led him into unjustifiable expense. For years afterwards he would refer to this gift of sixty pounds as an excuse for any extravagance in bookbuying he might commit.

         Several months went by before we left, and on the 23rd November 1843 was born my fourth brother, who was christened Henry Blunt after the lately deceased Rector, whose widow Mrs Blunt was his godmother. As soon as she was able to be moved, my mother went to the Isle of Wight to stay with some kind Streatham friends named Philips who had a villa at Shanklin; and from there she went on to Bashley. It was the first time she had been invited there since her marriage. Meanwhile my father was searching for a new curacy. He got one at St Bride’s, Fleet Street, under the Revd Thomas Dale, Canon of St Paul’s, a short, fat, pompous, irascible gentleman, a great contrast to his late Rector. Early in 1844 we moved into London to a dull, smoke-begrimed house, No 21 Bartlett’s Buildings, a bottle-shaped court entered by a passage on the south side of Holborn near St Andrew’s Church. It was a quiet, brown, ugly place; an atmosphere of smoke, fog and stuffiness brooded over it. To us boys, coming from the green lanes and breezy commons of our beloved Streatham, it was like a strange prison in which we were confined for we 42knew not what offence. We were all three very unhappy; moping, lonely and neglected. Instead of the green fields we now had endless rows of brick houses around us. Our walks were in Holborn, in Newgate and Farringdon markets, and it was a bright day for us when a friend of my father’s gave us permission to walk in the Temple Gardens. We used to go there every day, and the quiet garden with its formal walks and bright flowers, the busy river full of boats and steamers, were a great relief from the crowded streets and hurrying masses of human beings. I began to people it with scenes from the books I read. It was chiefly Henry VIII and Cardinal Wolsey, Sir Thomas More, Shakespeare and Ben Jonson, Sir Walter Raleigh and good Queen Bess who lived there. 

         My father had a severe attack of cholera this year and on his recovery he and my mother went to the Isle of Wight for a long visit. They took the baby with them, but I, Pearson and Willie were left alone in the attic of Bartlett’s Buildings. Emma Cameron had married and gone away, and the servant who had charge of us preferred to sit with her fellowservant in the kitchen and seldom came near us except to bring us our food. It is a wonder we did not burn the house down or do some other mischief. The window of our room was in the roof and we could not get up to it to look out, while those of the back rooms looked out upon grimy courtyards and the backs of the houses in Fetter Lane, from which hung clothes to dry and where we could see the ragged children of the pauper population of that slum, who made faces at us and shouted oaths and other bad language. So we did not care to look that way. In the evening they often forgot to bring us a light, and we sat huddled together in a corner of the nursery which we pretended was a castle or a palace full of all sorts of delights and mysteries, and told each other long and wonderful stories about knights, magicians, fairies and other strange things. Then we all somehow caught smallpox, and this brought our parents back. I and Pearson had it very lightly and I have only one or two pockmarks. As soon as I was well I was taken to Bashley by my father. We went by the new railway from the Nine Elms station at Vauxhall then the terminus of the South Western Railway. The line ended at Southampton, where Rowland, my grandfather’s coachman, met us with 43‘Clarence’ as it was called, a large, closed carriage with a pair of horses. We drove through the New Forest and I was delighted with the grand old trees and the flying herds of deer. We did not stay long and I do not remember much of the visit. An arrangement was now made by which my grandfather took my brother Pearson to live with him and we saw no more of him for many years. He had offered, I believe, to take me, but this was refused as I was to be sent to school.

         My Uncle John came into our life again at this time. He had been called to the Bar at Lincoln’s Inn, and with the still great prestige of my grandfather’s name and his wide connexion among solicitors might have done well. But his dissipated and irregular habits prevented him from getting on. He left Lincoln’s Inn and took chambers in a grimy little place called Staples Inn leading out of Holborn where, in the filthiest rooms I ever saw, he had gathered round him ‘seven other devils worse than himself’. Through his cousin William Burroughs, a clever, idle, fast man about town, a doctor without any patients, he had managed to get some young medical students whom he was supposed to be coaching in Latin and Greek, which subjects were then required for the medical degree.

         But there was more drinking and gambling than anything else in my uncle’s chambers. His principal associates were, besides William Burroughs, a dirty, villainous, low-looking medical student named Hurd, and a Mr Alfred Beeston, the husband of my mother’s sister Virginia, or Virge as they called her. Beeston, or Uncle Alfred as I was taught to call him, was a curious character. His father, a man of respectable family, had, I believe, been an attaché in some embassy, or something of the kind – vagueness as to their antecedents was a chief characteristic of all the Beestons – and when I knew him was living here and there, no one knew how, with two daughters Amelia and Anne. They were all highly accomplished, clever, witty, well-dressed people with charming manners, but absolutely devoid of honesty or principle. They were a sore trouble to my father because, wherever he might settle, as sure as fate the Beestons would turn up. They would give my father’s name as a reference, and thus get credit, and furnish a 44house and run up bills with the local tradesmen. After a time when their creditors became troublesome they would suddenly disappear, paying no one. One never knew where they were for some time, and then they would be heard of in some very far-off part of England. I remember Alfred Beeston living at Exeter, then at Derby, and subsequently at Hastings. He also lived at one time near Primrose Hill. He was always well dressed and had many titled and highly placed friends.

         He had served in his early manhood in the force of volunteers under Sir de Lacy Evans, which went to Portugal in support of the young Queen Maria against the pretender Don Miguel, and had been all through the campaign. After that he had been engaged in some mysterious way on railways but it was, I believe, principally from gambling and betting on the turf that he derived what little income he had. As he never paid his tradesmen, he had always plenty of pocket money, and though his wife and children were often nearly starving, and went about with shabby clothes, he never suffered; he took good care of himself.

         My father tried hard but in vain to separate his brother from this disreputable society. It however broke up before long owing to some disgraceful scandal arising from gambling transactions. My uncle left Staples Inn and went home to Bashley for a time. From there he went to stay with some friends at Salisbury, and there an event happened which, but for my grandfather, might have reformed him and secured for him a successful career. He fell in love with a charming girl, a Miss Burgess, daughter of a country gentleman near Salisbury. He proposed to her, and was accepted. Her father gave his consent, but in the fashion of the old school of fathers insisted on settlements being made. He engaged to give his daughter a certain sum – I forget how much – provided my grandfather would give as much. My grandfather, though the amount was not more than he could easily afford, absolutely refused to give it. He said that he allowed each of his sons £100 a year, which he considered was quite enough for them. He declined with much harsh language to give a penny more. The lovers were inconsolable. They used to meet secretly to consider what to do, and to make all sorts of wild plans, but 45old Burgess found them out, and at once sent his daughter abroad and refused to hold any further communications with my uncle or his family. My uncle was heartbroken. He went away no one knew where, and did not turn up again for some years. When he did reappear he was much altered for the worse, as I shall relate in the proper place. Alfred Beeston got an appointment in Ceylon, which, however, he only held till the gambling affair had blown over. Six months later he was in England again. William Burroughs went to Italy where he lived for a good many years. Hurd also vanished.

         I was now promoted to male costume. Hitherto I had worn the usual child’s costume of those days: a frock like a girl’s and white calico drawers. But now I had a cloth jacket and waistcoat, very short trousers buttoning over the waistcoat, a stiff round cap of white horsehair with a long tassel and leather peak, and Blücher boots. In this costume I went to see the Queen and Prince Albert going in state to open the Royal Exchange. I could not see the Queen’s face as it was hidden by a huge poke bonnet of white straw with a great plume of ostrich feathers. But the great gilt coach with the six cream-coloured horses made a great impression on me. After the procession had passed we went to see the Temple Church where I was much struck by the tombs of the Templars. That night I had a terrible dream in which I saw hosts of Templars marching along, trampling on lions and singing in a loud and awful voice: ‘Thou shalt go upon the lion and the adder, the young lion and the dragon thou shalt tread under foot.’ I awoke screaming and they had much ado to calm me. Truly in after life I have trampled on lions and adders many, and I have often thought of that dream.

         
            * My wife’s father, Mr Geary.

            † It has since been pulled down and there is now a Roman Catholic church and priest’s house on the site of it (1896).

            ‡ Mr Nicholl is still Rector of Streatham as I write this in 1899, fifty-six years later! He is now described as a ‘moderate High Churchman’; in 1843 he was thought very advanced.
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