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Chapter One

Port Macquarie 1828


[image: ]




Annie was eight years old when she lost her mother. Until then her childhood had been idyllic. Surrounded by love, both from her doting parents and from her older sister, Harriet, she was a happy and carefree child. She also enjoyed a strong tie with her younger brother, Henry, though he was more often annoying than loving.

Annie was named in memory of a close friend of her mother, Jane. Her mother told her all about it one day.

‘Do you want to know why I called you Annie, my darling?’

‘Yes, Mama. Please tell me.’

‘I had a dear friend called Annie whom I met back in England and I wanted to honour that friendship by giving you her name. It is a privilege to bear the name of someone dear. She showed me great love and compassion during the most trying of times.’

‘What happened to her? Does she live in Sydney?’ Annie knew that her mother had first landed there when she came to New South Wales.

‘No, she doesn’t. I’ll tell you. You know I was a convict?’

Annie nodded.

‘Well, so was Annie. We were both convicted of our crimes and sentenced to transportation to New South Wales for seven years. Because we were the same age and shared similar natures, we looked out for each other both during our time in Newgate Prison and during the voyage. But after leaving a place called Rio de Janeiro in South America, our ship struck stormy weather and Ann became seriously ill with melancholia. Do you know what that is?’

‘Yes, it’s when you get very sad.’

‘That’s right and I wasn’t able to help her. Then something truly dreadful happened. Unexpectedly she launched herself over the rail and did nothing to save herself. The waves crashed down on her, filling her heavy clothing with water and dragging her under. It was a terrible shock. I just stood there screaming but there was nothing I or anyone else could do. She was lost.’

Annie sat very still, her mouth open, staring at her mother. She had not expected to hear such an alarming story.

Jane hugged her, sensing her shock. ‘I know it’s a dreadful story but it really happened. The other women on deck tried to comfort me but I blamed myself. I felt I should have understood her pain and done more to help. I still think of her often and wish she was still here with me.’ 

Annie hugged her mother and stayed silent for a while. ‘Thank you for telling me, Mama. I shall always be very proud to have been called after her.’

-oOo-

Annie’s family was living in Port Macquarie when she was old enough to understand this story. 

She had been born in Newcastle where her father, Tom, was a convict working at the sawmill. But when she was one year old, Tom received his Certificate of Freedom and was offered the post of sawmill superintendent on behalf of the government in Port Macquarie. This was to be the new penal settlement, further north than Newcastle. Tom accepted the position and went ahead of his family to help establish the town, specifically to erect the sawmill and build a house for his family to live in. Jane, Harriet and Annie joined him four months later.

It had been decided to shut down the penal settlement of Newcastle due to the large number of absconding prisoners. The government needed somewhere more remote to keep them and Port Macquarie had been chosen. 

While Annie’s memories of that first house and life in the settlement were dim, those of their later years, when they had moved out onto land beside the river at Blackmans Point, were far sharper. Her father, now a free man and a valued member of the town, had applied to Governor Brisbane for a land grant there. 

Brisbane had followed on from Governor Macquarie’s lead in rewarding hard-working men who had earned their freedom with small parcels of land. The allocation was generally thirty acres for a man, with an additional twenty if he was married, plus ten for every child. With his three children, Tom was entitled to eighty acres. 

In due course, he had been allocated ninety acres of fertile farmland. Blackmans Point was upriver from Port Macquarie on the northern side. Here he built a sturdy house, set back from the water on a slight rise, and began cropping his land. This was something the government encouraged as they not only wished the settlement to become self-sufficient but wanted any surplus shipped south to the growing town of Sydney. 

Now, seven years on, life was going well for the family. Recently Tom had taken a reduction in his wage at the lumberyard and now worked there only on two consecutive days a week, rowing down to town and staying overnight to fulfil those duties. One of his sawyers, another freed convict and a most able man, had moved up into Tom’s position and supervised operations on the days his boss was absent. 

Harriet and Annie, now aged ten and eight, always accompanied him on these days so they could attend school. Henry would begin when he turned seven. Their teacher, Mr. McRoberts, had arrived in 1826 with his wife who helped out by teaching the girls needlework. McRoberts had been a soldier in Sydney and had been granted his discharge on the proviso that he serve as a schoolmaster somewhere for five years. 

Tom was a firm believer in education and every day whether the girls were with him in the lumberyard or at home on the farm, he always made sure he kept their minds active by giving them mental arithmetic problems to solve and ensuring they practised their reading from the Bible each evening.

Port Macquarie was growing. A road on the southern side of the river now led into town and a ferry service from Blackmans Point was soon to be in operation. This would make accessing the town far easier for the Wylde family.

During her younger years, Annie was a little less inclined to school than her sister. It was not that she was less able but more that her interests lay elsewhere. Nothing made her happier than joining her father in the lumberyard when lessons were over for the day or going with him on the rare occasions when he was persuaded to take her upriver with him to check on the timber-getting gangs.  Annie enjoyed using her hands and Tom could easily see her working on the land when she was older.

On the farm days, Annie worked alongside Harriet helping their mother with the family’s market garden. She had a love of watching plants and animals grow. When not at work with her sister, she was more willing than Harriet to help her father with the weeding and watering of the wheat and corn crops he had planted. She also learned to milk. Her father had purchased two goats and the nanny had recently produced a kid which meant the family had a supply of fresh milk.

Whilst Annie worked alongside her father, Harriet readily helped their mother with the domestic chores while young Henry, at five years of age, was learning responsibility by feeding the chickens and collecting the eggs.

The whole family travelled to town once a week for divine service. During the four years it took to build the town’s St. Thomas Church, these services had been held in the open air on land beside the ongoing construction. Convict-made bricks and local timber were used and Tom was actively involved. When it finally opened in the February of 1828, the family sat proudly in one of the beautiful hand-crafted pew boxes he had made from selected cedar logs. The building had been completed the year before but the settlement had needed to await the arrival from Windsor of their new minister, the Reverend John Cross, before it could be officially opened. 

On that all-important day, the morning Divine Service was packed with most of the one-hundred-and-fifty-odd free settlers of Port Macquarie who lived within five miles of the church. Many of these returned for the afternoon service as they had eagerly anticipated their new pastor’s arrival and wanted him to know he was very welcome. Nearly all the convicts sat on the grassy hillock outside and around thirty natives also gathered to listen, too shy to come inside. The large numbers delighted Parson Cross, as he soon came to be called, and he spent time addressing both the convicts and the natives at the conclusion of the morning service.

Some weeks later, Harriet, Annie and Henry were delighted when their mother told them that they were soon to have another baby brother or sister. Annie was especially excited by the prospect but her anticipation was somewhat dampened by her father’s reticence and, as the months passed, his growing sense of unease. Not understanding the perils of childbirth and unaware of her mother’s past difficulties, she was perplexed by his lack of enthusiasm.

She turned to her mother for reassurance, something Jane willingly gave.

‘You musn’t worry your sweet head, Annie. Women have babies all the time and I will come through this one exactly as I did with you and Harriet and Henry.’

‘Then why is Dadda so worried?’

‘Fathers always worry about such things. To ease his mind I have agreed to stay in Port Macquarie during my final weeks. I will have a convict midwife to help me and the support of my dear friend, Sarah Partridge. While I’m away you must stay here and help Harriet to look after your father and Henry and, when I come back, you will be able to help me care for your new baby sister or brother.’

‘What shall we call the baby, Mama?’

‘What do you suggest, Annie?’

‘I rather like Maggie if it’s a girl.’

‘I do too. Maggie it shall be. But what of a boy’s name? I was thinking of Tom after your Dadda.’

‘Yes. That’s a good name. It will be Maggie or Tom.’

Four weeks after that conversation and four weeks before her due time, Jane went into labour. She woke her husband.

‘Tom, I am not going to make it into town to have this baby. It has decided to come tonight.’

Tom was instantly awake, the unwelcome news banishing any thought of further sleep. He lit a candle and placed it beside the bed.

‘Are you sure, Jane? I could have you down to the town in less than an hour. I know the tide would be with us.’

She shook her head. ‘No, Tom, my pains are coming a few minutes apart. I will have to birth this baby here.’

Tom’s face must have shown his anguish.

She took his hand. ‘It will be all right, darling. I’ve done this three times before. I’ll tell you what to  do.’

Tom dressed swiftly, stoked the fire in the living room and added a fresh log. Thankfully the three children did not stir. Jane directed him to set water to boil, take out some fresh linen, locate the scissors and cut two lengths of twine. When all was in readiness, she sat him down beside her and explained, between her contractions, what he would need to do.

The pains became more intense. Jane asked Tom to fetch her a stick that she could bite down on during the worst of the contractions and she began panting in between each one. She moved her hand down between her legs and her fingertips touched a soft downy head. 

‘Not long now,’ she managed before putting all her effort into another push. 

Tom threw back the cover and placed a wide strip of linen under her. On the next push, the baby’s head appeared.

‘It’s coming, Jane. Another push and it should be out. Are you coping?’

Jane didn’t answer, instead using all her energy to push down.

The baby slithered out and Tom was ready to wipe it down and hold it by the legs exactly as Jane had instructed. ‘It’s a wee girl,’ he told her.

The baby took her first lungful of air and offered a weak cry. Tom laid her on Jane’s belly and steered the tiny mouth onto his wife’s nipple. 

‘Well done, Tom,’  Jane said. ‘Now pick up the twine and tie it off firmly in two places. It must be firm to prevent any bleeding. Dip the scissors in the boiling water before cutting the cord.’ Jane used one hand to hold her baby in place and the other to gently massage her stomach. ‘My afterpains will come next and the afterbirth should come away.’

Tom did as he had been instructed and cut the cord.

At that moment, a sharp pain tore through Jane and she cried out.

‘What is it? What’s wrong?’ Tom asked.

‘The afterbirth... it’s torn away... I’m bleeding...’

Tom lifted the baby off Jane’s chest and laid it on the bed beside her. He began wiping away the blood that appeared to be pulsing out of Jane. ‘Jane, help me! What do I do?’

‘Push the linens up inside me. It may help staunch the flow.’

The action did seem to have the desired effect and the blood flow did ease. Jane fell asleep and Tom wrapped his new baby and set her in the crib. He remained by Jane’s side, watching every rise and fall of her chest and praying to God that she would survive the night. 

The children woke the next morning to the news that they had a baby sister and Tom asked Harriet and Annie to wash and dress her. 

‘Her name is Maggie,’ Annie told her father. ‘It’s what Mama and I decided.’

‘Did you now? Then Maggie it is,’ Tom declared. ‘Harriet, when you have finished with Maggie can you prepare some breakfast and, Annie, can you help your brother to dress, please?’

‘I can do it myself,’ Henry retorted. ‘I’m not the baby anymore.’

‘No, indeed you are not.’ Tom smiled down at his young son and ruffled his hair affectionately.

Jane woke from her sleep and appeared to be recovering. The bleeding had all but stopped and she was keen to feed the baby and greet her older children. All three were very excited by Maggie’s arrival. By nightfall, Jane had regained her colour and announced that she believed she was over the worst. 

Tom relaxed a little but was awakened in the early hours of the morning by Jane asking for water. 

She had developed a fever and, by the time the jackasses heralded the dawn, her body was burning up. Her face was bright red and beads of sweat were on her brow. 

‘Harriet, look after your mother and the children. I’m going into town to fetch the doctor.’ Tom launched his small rowboat and took off with an ebb tide helping him along. Fortunately he found Doctor McIntyre at his residence and, after the doctor had arranged for someone to come and fetch him later, set off with Tom on the return journey, both taking an oar.

The doctor diagnosed childbed fever and could do little to help. He prescribed continued bed rest and plenty of fluids, telling Tom that the infection would have to run its course and that it was a fairly common occurrence after childbirth. He didn’t need to add that her chances of pulling through were slim.

Jane fell asleep that night with Tom’s hand in hers.

As dawn was breaking, Tom awoke from a fitful sleep to find Jane’s hand still in his but cold and lifeless. Distraught, he laid his head on her breast seeking the reassurance of a heartbeat. Finding none, he wept silently, only raising his head when he felt the eyes of his three older children upon him. They had crept soundlessly into the room, not wanting to believe what was before them.

‘Dadda, what’s wrong? Is Mama still asleep?’ Annie asked tentatively. 

‘Oh, my darlings, it is the worst of all news. Come here to me.’ He held his arms wide and the three children rushed into his embrace.’

‘Your beautiful Mama has left us. She has gone to be with the Lord.’

Annie’s heart wanted to burst with the pain. ‘No, Dadda, that can’t be right! Mama told me she would be fine. That you were worrying for nothing.’

Tom’s eyes filled with tears again as he tried to comfort his young daughter. ‘She is at peace now, my darling.’

Annie shook her head, refusing to accept the news, the shock too immense. How could this be? Her mother had reassured her that all would be well. Still shaking her head, she wriggled out of her father’s grasp and ran outside, breathing in great gulps of air as she shook with rage. Mama cannot be dead. She simply cannot be. 
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Chapter Two

Port Macquarie 1829
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The last four years had seen a change in Port Macquarie. Almost from the start it had failed as a penal settlement as it was not much different to Newcastle. Prisoners absconded. Physical punishment was generally accepted but seldom led to any desired correction so the previous governor had encouraged the commandant to give extra rations both as a reward for good behaviour and an incentive to stay. But the new governor, Darling, thought this a great waste of Crown funds and put an end to it. 

It was decided to shut down the penal settlement and throw Port Macquarie open to general colonisation. Captain Henry Smyth was tasked with this. From that time, the number of free settlers in the town began to rise while convict numbers decreased. By the end of 1828, there were over fifteen hundred people living there and only three hundred and fifty-six were convicts. Half of those would be free from servitude in the next twelve months. 

Port Macquarie was becoming a desirable place to live and the town was thriving. Young families were arriving, bringing new skilled workmen and businesses to the town. Land grants had been allocated to all incoming free settlers and additional streets had been laid out. Land along the Hastings River, including the Wylde’s farm, was fertile and most amenable to growing crops. Sugarcane was already being farmed successfully and wheat, maize and hay crops were now under cultivation. All were helping to feed Sydney’s population. The number of cattle and sheep in the area was increasing rapidly and the river valley had abundant supplies of quality lumber which was also going south to supply the insatiable Sydney market.

Amid all this hustle and bustle, Tom buried his wife and baby Maggie, who had survived only a few days longer than her mother. Their infant daughter’s underdeveloped lungs and her tiny frame had proved too frail to survive. Port Macquarie’s second cemetery, a four-acre site to the south of the town, had opened in 1824 and replaced the earlier one on Allman’s Hill where the first twenty-eight of the town’s dead lay in consecrated ground. This second site had previously been cleared under Commandant Allman’s direction to trial cotton seed provided by the government but this venture had failed. Now it was the new cemetery.

Tom crafted Jane’s cedar coffin with his own hands, his tears soaking the wood as he worked. Baby Maggie would lie in it beside her mother. On the day of the funeral, the bass-toned bell of St. Thomas’s tolled out its sombre calling at a few minutes to ten in the forenoon. The mourners made their way up the green, grassy hill to the church. The officers were smart in their uniforms and the settlers were in their Sunday best. Parson Cross led the service in the tightly-packed church for both Tom and Jane were popular and well-respected people in the town. Tom sat with his children in the front pew with their close friends, the Partridges, seated behind. Opposite sat Commandant Smyth and his wife.

Tom had been unsure whether his children should attend the funeral service. Many of his friends advised him against it, saying it would be too traumatising and that it would have lasting deleterious effects. Certainly it was society’s opinion that children should be kept away and shielded from the whole subject of death. But Tom thought their presence might bring closure for them, to help them realise the finality of their mother’s passing. In the end, he had left it up to them. He asked them outright whether they would prefer to be present or to stay away. The girls both told him they wanted to be there and Henry, not wanting to miss out, told his father that he wanted it too. Perhaps that was a mistake. 

After the service, Jane’s coffin was carried out of the church by six of Tom’s closest friends and placed upon a cart for the short trip to the cemetery. Tom held Annie and Henry’s hands as they walked behind, Harriet holding her brother’s other hand. Once everyone had regathered, Parson Cross gave further words of comfort though they were barely heard by Tom and his children. Annie and Harriet were openly weeping and Henry became hysterical and had to be led away by Sarah Partridge. Tom stood, stony-faced, his handkerchief continually wiping away the tears that streamed from his eyes. 

Annie was overwhelmed. Feelings of confusion, betrayal and anger permeated her grief. How could her mother have died when she had promised that everything would be all right? Instead of having a new baby sister, there was this aching hole in her heart where her mother had been. She looked over at her sister. Harriet looked just as lost. How were they to go on without their mother?

After the funeral, Tom took his children back to the isolation of the farm, sensing they too needed time and space to grieve in their own way. But this proved nearly  impossible as Jane’s voice and image were everywhere. They saw her in every place they looked, they heard her in every chore they carried out and they felt her love every moment of every day.

‘Dadda, why did Mama have to die?’ Annie asked numerous times, as if reluctant to accept the answer Tom provided. ‘She promised me she would be all right.’

‘I know, Annie. She promised me too and I know she did not want to leave us. She loved us all very, very much. It is hard to understand why God took her away but He must have wanted her up in heaven very badly. Perhaps one day we will understand.’

Annie nodded but felt little love for the God who had taken her happy, laughing, precious mother away. ‘God should have taken someone else instead,’ was her final word on the matter.

It was a full three weeks before they ventured back into town. On the farm the children had been morose and listless and Tom had not had the energy to do anything to improve their mood. Once they arrived in the town, they occupied the small house near the lumberyard that Tom had built for Jane when she had first arrived from Newcastle with Harriet and baby Annie. It was his, signed over to him by Commandant Gillman. 

Once settled, he pushed the children back into school and encouraged them to spend time with their friends. Sarah Partridge was especially kind and had the children often to play with her three. Everyone in the town had loved Jane and all tried to do what they could to make Tom’s life and those of the children a little easier. Meals were delivered unannounced and the children invited to play at neighbours’ homes most afternoons.

Tom made the decision to stay in town for at least a week or two. 

He returned to the lumberyard but found it impossible to summon up any enthusiasm. The light had gone out of his life and every day was one of drudgery and hopelessness. For the sake of his children, he tried to adjust to life without his beloved Jane but it was a bleak and lonely existence. The only solution he could see was to let time pass and to keep going for his children. 

Despite his apathy, his farm on the Hastings River continued to flourish and his crops of corn, wheat, and now sugar cane as well, continued to provide part of his annual income.

After those two weeks in town, Tom wanted to believe he could see a slight improvement in his children. Consequently the family returned to their previous routine. They lived on the farm four days in every week and spent the other three in town. 

Tom had asked for and been given an extra day at the lumberyard. It meant the children could attend school, held in the church, for three days instead of two. The split week gave the family a better balance. Mr. Reed had replaced Mr. McRoberts as teacher and he had a class of twenty-three students. He played the violin in church and had an excellent voice and encouraged his pupils to sing. Singing seemed to help the Wylde children and gradually they responded, their schooling and their friends helping them recover from the loss of their mother. 

Harriet, at nearly thirteen, had taken over the role of mother and both Annie and Henry now turned to her as well as Tom for direction and guidance. Tom was both proud and saddened by her earnest attempts. She worked hard at doing all that her mother had done so effortlessly. Harriet kept the family together. 

Tom found it hard to look at Annie without feeling a pang in his heart for she was the image of her mother. Annie was a daily reminder of his loss. 

Henry, at seven, appeared most affected by Jane’s death and followed Tom around like a shadow. Tom could see that the boy still suffered enormously and was terrified of losing his father as well. He did his best to reassure him, keeping him close, in an effort to prove to him that he was safe and secure. 

Of the three, it seemed to Tom that Annie was the one who hid her feelings the most. He sat with her by the river one afternoon after they had finished watering a row of young potato plants.

‘Are you all right, Annie? Can I do anything more to help you?’

‘No, Dadda. We have to let time pass. We will never fully recover from losing Mama but she would not want us to stay sad forever.’ 

‘You are correct, darling girl, she wouldn’t.’

‘I have decided one thing for certain, Dadda.’

‘What’s that?’

‘When I am grown up and have a baby, I am going to call her Jane, exactly the way Mama called me after her best friend.’

Tom smiled. ‘That’s a lovely idea, Annie.’
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Chapter Three

London 1829
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William Molloy joined his father at the dining table on his first evening home. It was the end of June. Having recently finished boarding school at Harrow, he was due to go up to Oxford with his friends at the start of the next term and was very much looking forward to it. 

His father, Captain Jack Molloy, was enjoying the convivial evening he had carefully planned. He deliberately had invited three of his closest friends and their wives for this initial evening with his estranged son in an effort to avoid any awkwardness. Usually confident and accustomed to being in control, he had been surprised by his increasing nervousness over this reunion and was astute enough to realise that he probably felt this way because he desperately wanted a close relationship with his son.  

William, for his part, also was experiencing anxiety. He remained subdued during the meal, very much overwhelmed by his celebrated father and his friends. Incapable of contributing in any meaningful way to the conversations that ebbed and flowed around him, he answered briefly only the questions directed solely to him. 

Despite his unease he had enjoyed the lively repartee revolving around the recent fire in York Minster  ̶  supposedly started by a mad man  ̶  and the first boat race on the Thames between the two universities, chuffed to hear that Oxford had taken the win. London gossip and the latest scandals had likewise enlivened proceedings, probably to keep the three ladies entertained. At the meal’s conclusion, when napkins had been replaced on the table and chairs pushed back, Jack intimated that William should join the men in the study whilst the ladies would withdraw to the parlour.

Jack led the way to five easy chairs arranged around a glowing fire and saw to it that his friends had both a whisky and cigar in hand. William had followed the four men but paused at the doorway, waiting to see where he might sit. He was as surprised as the rest when his father broke the silence with the astonishing news that he had resigned from the army. 

Captain John Kincaid was the first to respond. ‘I must say I am not surprised at your news, Jack. What with Napoleon finally put out of action, the army will be wanting to reduce its numbers and there certainly won’t be a lot of promotions in the offing. You have served more than the twenty-one years required and so are entitled to your pension. So I say good for you. You should have no regrets for you have been a mighty fine officer throughout your career. All your men respected and trusted you.’

‘Thank you, John. Yes, I have no regrets and am proud of my service. I am not getting any younger and now, with the war behind us, I am ready to look ahead. It is time to find a wife, raise a family... hopefully give young Will here some brothers and sisters.’ 

He raised his eyes from his friends and saw his sixteen-year-old son still hovering by the open door. ‘Come in, Will, and join us. You are old enough now and I want you to better acquaint yourself with my close friends.’

William came forward, eager to join the men and conceivably learn more of this successful soldier who was his father, a man he hardly knew. On the few occasions he had met him during his childhood, he remembered the pride in being his son and had grown up wanting to be like him. He still felt the same way and marvelled that this tall man, broad-shouldered and good-looking, a man who appeared to be far younger than his friends, was his father. 

‘I agree with Kincaid,’ Captain Harry Smith added to the conversation. ‘I wish I’d had half your leadership skills, Jack.’ 

‘Rubbish, Harry, you and John were every bit as able,’ Jack responded. ‘William, take a chair.’ He handed his son a tumbler half-filled with amber fluid and didn’t press him when Will refused his offer of a cigar.

Relaxed and pleasantly warm, Kincaid spoke again. ‘Are you ever going to put to bed the rumours concerning your background, Jack? We are all intrigued and have been waiting years to hear the real story. Now would be as good a time as any. You have left the army and are here in London... surely it would do no harm. And I bet your son would enjoy hearing the truth of the matter.’

Jack sighed and shot a quick glance at William. 

He watched his father squirm in his chair, sensing this was something he did not want discussed. 

Yet Jack made light of it. ‘And you will be waiting many more years yet,’ he answered affably. ‘I have no intention of ever disclosing that truth to you. Besides the rumours are far more fascinating.’

‘Oh, come on, Jack, put us out of our misery. It has been so long. Surely it cannot hurt to tell us now.’ His third guest, another captain by the name of John Bell, added. ‘Was your father really a wealthy shoe manufacturer in St. Giles?’ 

Jack didn’t answer, merely shaking his head with a wry grin on his face. 

‘What of the theory that you are related to that cowardly ship’s captain who was court-marshalled over his actions in the Battle of Genoa?’ Smith was similarly trying hard to make Jack talk.

‘No, I do not believe that to be true,’ answered Kincaid. ‘That man, another Smith, was left penniless and our Jack here is rather wealthy. My money’s on the rumour that he is a son born on the wrong side of the blanket to our esteemed and recently-departed Duke of York. It’s the spiciest and, I believe, the best fit of them all.’

‘Yes, that is definitely the best,’ Smith agreed. ‘And he does bear a striking physical resemblance to our late prince with his aristocratic nose and thick flaxen hair.’ He regarded his friend. ‘What do you say, Jack? Did the Royal Family fund your education and commission?’

Jack groaned theatrically. ‘I am pleased to hear the rumours have not changed,’ he responded drily, looking over at his son and winking. ‘But I have no intention of telling you, so enough idle chatter. We need to speak of something else, something more serious. Tell me your thoughts on the Catholic Relief Act that has recently passed.’

The other three sighed in response to show there were no hard feelings before allowing the topic to change by answering their host’s question. 

‘I don’t know how Wellington managed it when both the House of Lords and the king were opposed, but he did,’ declared Bell. 

‘It’s not before time,’ added Kincaid. ‘Catholics need equal rights in this country and in Ireland. We ought to have some of them in parliament and I believe Daniel O’Connell, as the first, will be a real asset in Westminster.’

‘Yes, I agree,’ Smith responded. ‘Hopefully it is the start of the reforms that this country needs. The next will be to rid the country of all the rotten boroughs and transfer the votes to the counties and large towns, then examine more closely at what qualifies a man to vote.’

‘Yes...’ Jack nodded slowly to show his partial agreement. ‘But we must keep all this in perspective. We have to maintain control. After all it is the upper class that runs the country and we need to ensure that educated men remain at the helm.’

‘That goes without saying,’ said Kincaid. ‘No one wants to see labourers and farm workers getting their way.’ 

William sat there in silence, cognisant of his ignorance on these weighty issues. Vowing to make himself better informed in the near future, he followed the conversation with interest.

‘Was Wellington in danger of his life when he fought that duel with Finch-Hatton?’ asked Bell.

The other three shook their heads and smiled as Jack answered for them. ‘Not for a second. Although diametrically opposed on the question of Catholic emancipation, they are both far too fond of their lives to risk losing them. They satisfied their honour by deliberately firing way off-target.’

After a few chuckles and further comments on the vagaries of politics, the men turned their attention to William.

‘William, tell us your plans now that you have finished at Harrow,’ Kincaid began.

‘I am very much looking forward to going up to Oxford and beginning further studies there, Sir,’ he answered.

‘Yes, and what do you have in mind to study?’ Kincaid pressed.

‘I still have not decided whether to pursue the law or medicine. I intend talking more with my father before coming to a decision.’

‘A very sensible move. Well, I think I can speak for these other gentlemen here when I say we wish you well in whatever endeavour you choose.’

‘Thank you, Sir.’

The evening drew to a close and the three guests collected their wives from the parlour and took their leave. 

Jack asked William to rejoin him in the study. He was more at ease, possibly aided by the wine with dinner and the whisky that had followed, and he wanted to speak more with his son.

Will eagerly acquiesced as he too wanted to spend more time with his father. The singular times they had met during his childhood had been on the rare and fleeting visits his father had made to his guardians’ home and later the occasional formal visits to the boarding school. Though these visits, when on leave from the army, had been occasional, they had been enough in number for William to sense that his father was a first-rate person, a kind and considerate man. He always had taken the time to express his gratitude to David and Elsie Graham for taking care of his son and never failed to ask whether anything further was needed for his provision. 

Jack had chosen William’s guardians with care and they were gentle people who had treated his young son with fondness, although when their own children had come along it was clear whom they favoured. 

Initially this had been hurtful to Will but he had grown used to it. When he was seven, he had been sent away to school to follow in his father’s footsteps. 

Jack had attended Harrow and gone up to Oxford before becoming a professional soldier and it was expected that William would do the same. 

During his childhood Will had known little of his father so he had made up imaginative and wonderful stories about him. Most nights, as he had lain waiting for sleep in his cot, he had pictured his father as a boy growing up in a wealthy home, reared correctly with impeccable manners and perfect behaviour. William could see him strutting around his palatial home, assuming others would never fail to do his bidding. On other nights he became an orphan brought up by a rich but harsh grandmother and sometimes even as a small boy like himself, with a father and no mother. However in all his imaginings, his father was never poor for he knew his father paid his foster parents well and funded all his school fees. 

There were other nights when William imagined him in his life as a soldier: perhaps as a doctor tending to fallen comrades on the battlefield or as a teacher imparting military knowledge to new recruits; sometimes he was a leader at sea going to or from a battle. But mostly he was simply the hero of a particularly bloodthirsty battle against Napoleon. 

No matter what his father’s background and experience had been, Will always had admired him and wanted to grow up to be like him. His sentiments hadn’t changed and now, at sixteen, the respect and trust he had in his father still held that same childlike earnestness. William sensed, although his father had never expressed the sentiment in words, that he cared for him deeply and wanted only the best for him. 

He fervently hoped that tonight would be the start of more time with his father and a growing closeness stretching forward over the course of their lives. Yet his father’s next words made it clear that this was unlikely, at least in the short term. 

‘I recently have made two momentous decisions, Will, both of which will significantly change my life and affect yours. Firstly, as you know, I have resigned from the army after twenty-eight years of service. I am now forty-eight years old and believe I have served my country for long enough. Secondly, I intend entering domesticity by taking a wife.’

It was clear from these words that their situation would inevitably change again. Somewhat disappointed at this abrupt turn of events, William nevertheless said what was expected. ‘Congratulations, Sir, on both counts. You have already mentioned your resignation and I wish you every happiness in your new life and coming marriage. I shan’t be intruding on your private time for long anyway as I will be taking up quarters at Oxford.’ 

‘Yes. Thank you, Will. But please don’t call me ‘sir’. ‘Father’ would be far more acceptable if it is appropriate for you.’

William smiled across at him and nodded. ‘Might I be so bold as to enquire of your lady’s name, Father?’

‘Of course. This will be my second marriage. You need to know there was no one after your mother until now. You may hear rumours to the contrary but they are entirely unfounded. My intended is Georgiana Kennedy and her family is now residing in Rugby although she grew up in the border counties. She is half my age and has a brother who is a lieutenant in my regiment. I am sure you will like her for she is friendly and straightforward in both her ideas and her speech. I have told her all about you and she has no objection to you joining our family life. You will be welcome in our home at all times.’

‘That is most generous of her, Father.’

They sat quietly for a while, each lost in his own thoughts. Jack sipped on another whisky while William sat quietly staring into space. It was a relaxed silence. Eventually Will was inclined to ask questions on another subject, one that he imagined his father would find more comfortable. 

‘Father, leaving aside your momentous news for a short while, can you tell me a little of your army experiences? I know nothing of your military life.’ He sank into his chair, ready to listen to whatever Jack had to say.

He surprised William by being volubly forthcoming. Maybe he saw it as a further breaking of the ice. ‘Of course. I should have realised that you know little of my life. Perhaps I should begin at the beginning.’ He took another sip of his drink before putting it down on the table. ‘When I turned twenty-one, my benefactor arranged for a commission in the navy where I stayed for the next six years. I served as a midshipman in the Royal Navy and fought at Trafalgar in 1805. Two years after that I transferred to the army and bought a commission in what was then called The Prince Consort’s Own Rifle Brigade and received the rank of second lieutenant. It had recently been formed as an experimental corps to provide the British Army with a crack troop of riflemen, scouts and skirmishers. I was a reasonable shot so believed it would be a good fit for me and I was correct. I was issued with a Baker rifle, a dark green jacket, close-fitting pantaloons, black facings and a black belt. I thought I looked very dashing. Soon after I joined, the brigade’s name changed to the 95th Regiment of Foot.’

‘What year was that?’

‘It was 1807, five years before you were born.’

‘I have heard of Baker rifles but what made them special?’

‘At the time it was the most formidable weapon around. Other firearms generally did not hit their targets.’

‘So they were definitely advantageous! Did they deserve their reputation?’

‘Yes indeed. The army is still using them today. They take longer to load than the Brown Bess but their accuracy is far greater.’

William nodded. ‘Where were you sent first?’

‘To Denmark but that didn’t last long. We were moved to Portugal, fighting Napoleon in the Peninsula Wars. I was under our now newly-appointed and respected prime minister.’

‘Really? You fought under Arthur Wellesley?’

‘Yes. He was my commander-in-chief.’

‘Did you meet him?’

‘Regularly. We were frequently in concert on the battlefield.’

‘And is Portugal where you earned your eight bars?’

‘Yes, there and in Spain. Eight bars for eight battles and a General Service Medal.’

‘Is that where you injured your leg?’

‘I was wounded at Vimiera when we sent the French packing for the first time but the serious injury to my leg came much later at Waterloo in 1815.’

‘That battle was the clincher of the whole war! I would like to hear more about that but can I divert for a moment?’

Jack nodded.

‘How did you meet my mother if you were in Portugal and Spain all that time?’

‘I returned to England in 1810 for nearly two years and attended the military college at Great Marlow. It was while I was there that I met and married your mother. She had a look of such sweetness, with the most agreeable manners, that I fell headlong in love with her. So much so that I was contemplating resigning from the army to be with her.’

‘Her name was Julia, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes, Julia Kinross. She was the third daughter of the parish priest in Marlow. She had lost her father a few months before I met her and was living alone with her mother. Her two older sisters had married and moved away. You remind me a lot of her.’

‘In what way?’

‘She was very calm and quiet but with a sparkle in her eyes that warned of mischief. I know you have that same trait as I received the odd report from Harrow concerning your pranks. I especially liked the one where you set a number of chickens free in the administrator’s office.’

Will laughed. ‘I paid dearly for that one. I believe I still have the marks on my behind.’

‘And so you should but undoubtedly you thought it worth the pain. You resemble your mother physically as well. She had thick, black hair with a slight wave as you have and the same blue eyes.’

William smiled across at his father, more relaxed than he had been all evening yet wondered whether his father’s pensive expression reflected an appreciation of him as his son or a lament for the life that might have been if his mother had lived. He hoped it was the former. ‘Thank you for telling me a little about her, Father. I’ve always wanted to know. She died, didn’t she?’

‘Yes, giving birth to you. I was absolutely devastated at the time and returned to the army as my way of coping. I hope one day you will forgive me for abandoning you but I did not know the first thing about rearing a child. Julia’s mother was frail and her sisters were in no position to help so I found a couple, through my contacts in the army, who were willing to take you in. It worked out reasonably well, I thought. Do you agree?’

‘Yes, the Grahams were loving and kind and I wanted for nothing. I had a pleasant childhood and I bear you no grudge for the decision you made. I missed them terribly when I first began at Harrow. They are good people and I  still write to them regularly.’

‘I’m glad. And I am very pleased to hear that you still keep in touch. We both owe them much.’

‘Now tell me a little about the Battle of Waterloo.’

Jack sighed and shook his head. ‘I don’t like talking about it. It was dreadful. All battles are but that one was one of the worst. It was carnage. Over seventeen thousand of our troops were dead or injured after that day – I was one of them – and many more French. I was left for dead and lay all night among the slain and the wounded, believing it to be my last one on earth. That night is etched into my memory and one I’ll never forget. I don’t want to speak further of that time.’

‘Very well. But the battle ended Napoleon’s rule.’

‘Yes. He abdicated as emperor after that and became a British prisoner. He was exiled to Saint Helena, an island in the middle of the South Atlantic, and died there six years later.’

William nodded, remembering having been taught all that at school. Respecting his father’s wishes and satisfied with all he had learned that night, he thanked him and, after discussing more mundane affairs concerning the following day, wished his father a pleasant night and retired to his bed.
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Chapter Four

London 1829 
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It was a few days later that another conversation between Will and Jack precipitated a fracture in their fledgling relationship. 

They were sitting together taking breakfast and Jack paused between mouthfuls of ham and poached eggs. ‘Will, I have more news for you. I did not mention it the other night as I still had some minor details to clarify. But now everything is in place. Straight after my marriage, we will begin preparations to leave Britain. I have decided to emigrate, to take Georgiana and you and go to the new Swan River Colony in Western Australia. A fellow called William Stirling returned from there last year and he greatly impressed me by the opportunities he described. It is a once-in-a-lifetime chance to become a wealthy landowner.’ 

Will stared at his father, totally dumbfounded. He stopped chewing and his mouth fell open. The idea of leaving England and becoming a settler in a new land had never once entered his head. 

‘But what of Oxford?’ was all he could stammer in reply.

‘I believe the opportunities in Australia will far outweigh any Oxford could bestow,’ his father answered. ‘As I said, it is the opportunity of a lifetime.’ He could see his son was far from convinced. He sighed. ‘However if you’re truly set on a university education, I suppose you could stay behind. But it would not be my advice. I believe I will need you beside me.’

William shook his head. ‘No, Father, definitely not. I want to go to Oxford. It is unfair of you to expect me to give it up. I want to study, to become a doctor.’ 

Jack looked up sharply. ‘I didn’t know you had decided on medicine. You said the other night that we would discuss it. Anyway, I’m sorry you feel that way, Will. Can you think more on it over the next few days?’

Will shook his head. ‘No, I shan’t change my mind. You cannot ask that of me. I will not give up my years at university and my future career. It’s all I talk about with my friends, all we want to do. I shall stay behind and perhaps follow you when I have completed my studies.’ 

He waited for his father to say more but Jack remained silent and put another forkful into his mouth. 

He was saddened by his son’s reaction but wisely said nothing more. Instead he finished his plate and stood to take his leave. ‘Very well, I will respect your wishes but I do implore you to think more on it. I’ll leave this advertisement here for you to read. It’s what first prompted me to examine the prospect in more depth.’ He put the pamphlet on the table and left the room. 

[image: ]

Will watched his father leave, knowing he had disappointed him. He sat brooding, allowing his anger to surface. How could his father ask this of him? What was he thinking? It was so unfair. He had gone to Oxford before making his career in the army. So I should be given that chance too.

Tears glistened in his eyes. There was sorrow lurking behind the anger. Just as he was beginning to foster a deeper relationship with his father, it was all being snatched away. He shook his head, trying to understand. Why did his father want to do this? To leave behind England, all that was familiar, all that was safe? And why should he be forced to choose between his father and his education? It was so unfair.

A few days passed and Will and Jack did not speak of the intended move again. Jack waited on his son to initiate the conversation and Will was reluctant to do so in case his father saw it as a weakening of his resolve.

Although remaining silent, Will was in turmoil. Despite adamantly stating that he refused to go, inwardly he wavered. Feelings of abandonment surfaced. Though he did not embrace the idea at all, nor did he want to be left behind so soon after establishing a new relationship with his father. It was altogether too great a decision for a sixteen-year-old to make.
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