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“Why, man, he doth bestride the narrow world like a Colossus.”

“Julius Caesar”: Act I, Scene 2.

Sir Richard Francis Burton, K.C.M.G., F. R.G.S., was called in his lifetime “the neglected Englishman,” but that term is far more applicable to-day. He has been dead less than fifty years, yet how few there are who seem to know anything of the man and his amazing exploits. When this biography was first planned, the writer mentioned the name of Burton to quite a large number of people of culture and wide reading. Only one here and there professed to know vaguely that there had been such a famous Englishman. The majority frankly expressed their ignorance, and were quite excited about it when enlightened concerning the outstanding circumstances of his career. Even men who had spent many years in Tanganyika, it was ascertained, were unaware that Richard Burton was the discoverer of the Lake. It was impossible not to suspect that the ignorance of a representative few extended to a much wider public, and that it was high time that a new life of Burton was given to the world.

The achievements of Lawrence among the Arabs pale into insignificance when compared with those of Burton who was the first non-Moslem Englishman ever to make the pilgrimage to Mecca and Medinah in Arab disguise. So much was he a master of the Arabic tongue and manners that he could assume native personality without fear of detection, and as, the Sheikh Abdullah, penetrate into the strongholds and innermost confidences of the followers of the Prophet. His Pilgrimage, his visit to Harar in Abyssinia, his journey to the Lake Regions of Equatorial Africa, are epic adventures which ought for ever to rank high in the annals of exploration. But Burton was more than a courageous and indomitable traveller; he was master of twenty-nine languages and wrote some eighty books, including his great translation of the Arabian Nights, an average of more than a volume a year if spread over his whole lifetime.

In addition, the story of Richard Burton is a human drama of Shakespearean proportions, a story of conflict and misunderstanding, of an indomitable will triumphing over almost insuperable obstacles. Further, the man himself was a baffling mixture of qualities, so unusual and contradictory, that it is difficult to form a just estimate of his character. He was one thing to his friends, and another to his enemies. One may even say that he was a dual personality to himself. So far his friends, beginning with his wife, have had most of the say about him in the biographies previously published, and there has been no biography of note for more than a quarter of a century. The present writer has attempted, therefore, not only to revive interest in Burton, but to supply for the first time an unbiased portrait. It is possible to do so now when the need for partisanship has long disappeared, and the old controversies which centred around him have been hushed in the grave.

I have had the advantage of some valuable new material in an extensive series of unpublished letters, for which I am greatly indebted to Major Hartley Clarke, and I also wish to express my thanks to my friend Mr. H. Seymour, for his voluntary assistance in consulting on my behalf the files of contemporary newspapers and the records of the Royal Geographical Society. I make no excuse for the large number of quotations from Burton’s own writings; it was essential to let the man speak as much as possible for himself, both as to his history and to the descriptions of his travels. I have chosen rather the role of independent commentator, which I felt best suited the nature of the subject.

It has been said of Burton that “he belonged to the spacious days of Elizabeth, Drake, Frobisher and Raleigh,” that “one must judge him not by the standards of the nineteenth century, but by those of the sixteenth.” I do not agree with this view. He would have been what he was in any age, and if he had lived in Tudor times he would almost certainly have been burnt for heresy. He was one of those fate-starred men, who appear at intervals on the stage of history, who must follow the course marked out for them, independent of all allegiances, answerable only to the inner voice that speaks to them. Such souls are the subjects of our heroic legends, the Divine justification for the creation of Man.

HUGH J. SCHONFIELD.
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Burton the Boy
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At Elstree Parish Church in the spring of 1821 a baby boy, whose life supplies material for a hundred stirring film dramas, was baptized with the names of Richard Francis Burton.

He himself records specifically that his birth took place at 9.30 p.m., March 19th (Feast of St. Joseph in the calendar), 1821, at Barham House, Herts, and he notes that this was the day before “the grand event of George IV visiting the Opera for the first time after the Coronation.” Burton had good cause to remember King George in later life, for his career and fortune might have been very different had not the Duke of Wellington obliged his father, Colonel Joseph Burton, to go on half-pay for having refused to appear as a witness against the unfortunate Queen Caroline. “He had been town mayor at Genoa when she lived there, and her kindness to the officers had greatly prepossessed them in her favour; so, when ordered by the War Office to turn Judas, he flatly refused. A great loss to himself, as Lord William Bentinck, Governor-General of India, was about to take him as aide-de-camp, and to his family, as he lost all connection with the Army and lived entirely abroad, and, eventually coming back, died with his wife at Bath in 1857. However, he behaved like a gentleman, and none of his family ever murmured at the step, though I began life as an East Indian cadet, and my brother in a marching regiment, whilst our cousins were in the Guards and the Rifles and other crack corps of the Army.”

Barham House was the home of Burton’s maternal grandparents, Richard and Sarah Baker. His first faint memory was of being brought down there after dinner in a white frock and blue sash with bows, and eating white currants while seated on his grandfather’s knee, a tall man with yellow hair and blue eyes. Richard Baker, a shrewd and successful business man, had by no means welcomed the suit of Joseph Burton for the hand of Martha, one of his three daughters. What had this Army man to offer? His fortune was small, and he was not even a hero; for his regiment had remained ingloriously inactive in England during the last great struggle with Napoleon. He was handsome, it is true, in a dark Roman way, but it was an un-English way that did not appeal to the nordic Baker. However, the marriage took place in 1819, though the old man was careful to tie up every farthing of his daughter’s property, amounting to £30,000. It was just as well, for his son-in-law, deprived by fate of the legitimate hopes of his career, developed a decided taste for speculation and gambled heavily on the Stock Exchange. It was a grievance to the end of his life that he could not touch his wife’s money when he was sure that he could have built up a gigantic fortune.

Martha, though not the eldest of the Baker girls, was the first to marry, and Richard was the first grandchild. As such he was idolized by the old man, who was so delighted that the baby had red hair, and therefore seemed to favour his own line rather than the Burtons, that he determined to make him his heir. Unfortunately the hair soon turned black. Nevertheless he would undoubtedly have inherited a large slice of his grandfather’s fortune if it had not been that his mother was madly attached to her half-brother, Richard Baker junior, and caused the signing of the will to be delayed, to the detriment of her own son. When at last the old man insisted that the matter should be put off no longer, he dropped dead at the very door of his lawyer’s office in getting out of his carriage. As a consequence the property was divided. Long afterwards Burton wrote wistfully, “It would now be worth half a million of money.”

Richard never knew his paternal grandparents, the Rector of Tuam and his wife, who lived in Ireland. His ancestry on this side of the family was noble, and even regal, if legend did not lie. The Rev. Edward Burton could trace his descent from a namesake who was knighted by Edward IV after the second battle of St. Albans, during the Wars of the Roses, and his spouse was credibly believed to be a great-granddaughter of Louis XIV by the Comtesse de Montmorenci.

The many strains that met in Richard Burton may be held to account for most of the elements in his complex personality, his violent temper, abruptness of speech and love of devilment; his directness, pertinacity and courage; his mysticism, his linguistic and mimetic gifts. There does not seem to be any justification for suspecting somewhere a drop of gipsy blood in order to explain his orientalism and Arab physiognomy. The key to his roving disposition and cosmopolitanism is also to be found in his inheritance from many nationalities and the circumstances of his childhood. When, at the age of twenty-one, he ran down to have a last look at Barham House before sailing for India, his frame of mind was not that of Warren Hastings under similar circumstances, who formed the fine resolution to come back and buy the old place. He always acted upon the saying, “Omne solum forti patria,” or, as he rendered it, “For every region is a strong man’s home.”

Burton’s wanderings began when he was only a few months old. His father was seized with a severe form of bronchial asthma, and a move to a milder climate became imperative. The search for a cure, or at least a mitigation, of this complaint drove the Burton family, to which a daughter and another son were soon added, from one part of Europe to another; the state of affairs lasting for Richard until the beginning of his independent travels.

The comparatively dry air of Touraine invited a first halt at Tours, in those days the most mediaeval city in France. “The western half of the city, divided from the eastern by the Rue Royale, contained a number of old turreted houses of freestone, which might have belonged to the fifteenth century. There also was the tomb of the Venerable St. Martin, in a crypt where lamps are ever burning. The eastern city contained the grand Cathedral of St. Garcien, with its domed towers, and the Archévêché or Archbishop’s palace, with beautiful gardens.” The English colony consisted of some two hundred families. Their needs were served by a chaplain, the Rev. Mr. Way; their schoolmaster was Mr. Clough, “who bolted from his debts,” and then Mr. Gilchrist; while the celebrated Dr. Brettoneau took care of the invalids. The Hon. Martin Hawke was duellist. Living was cheap and good, and educational facilities were satisfactory. There was plenty of amusement and sport, including boar hunting in the Forest of Amboise; the natives were well-disposed, and altogether the place held many attractions.

The Burtons made their residence at the Chateau of Beauséjour, on the right bank of the Loire, half-way up the heights that bound the stream. Fronting the house was a French garden and vineyards, and the lovely countryside was seen to perfection from the upper windows.

Here the children were as happy as the day is long, eating grapes in the garden, playing with their Noah’s Ark animals, sporting with the dogs, and swarming up the tails of their father’s horses. The Colonel hunted, and was periodically brought home hurt by running against a tree. Mrs. Burton presided amiably over the household and extended a warm-hearted hospitality to the English colonists.

Aunt Georgina Baker came over on a short visit, and took back with her the children’s nurse, Charlotte Ling, daughter of the lodge-keeper at Barham House. The good soul had been unable to stand the substitution of kickshaws and dandelion salad for beef and beer. Henceforward the youngsters were under the care of a succession of bonnes, who were quite unable to keep them in order. Aunt Georgina has an interesting recollection of her small nephew Dick at this period. One day she found him lying on his back under the summer noonday sky, exclaiming, “How I love a bright burning sun!” Thus early were the tropics calling to him.

The study of languages, in which he was afterwards to become so amazingly proficient, started for Burton at an equally youthful age; Latin at three and Greek at four. This was at home. At six he was sent to school at Tours with his younger brother and sister. They took lessons in drawing, dancing, French and music. Richard was keen on the French and drawing, the music and dancing he hated. Weapons were much to his liking almost as soon as he could walk, and he well remembers at the age of five longing to kill the porter for laughing at his wooden sword and toy pistol.

Beauséjour proving to be too distant from the school to be convenient, the Burtons presently moved into town, and occupied a pleasant corner house in the Rue de l’Archévêché. This was situated close to the Place and the Archbishop’s palace, and delighted the children, with small deer feeding about the dwarf lawn. Richard was now a rather precocious child of seven, not too strong physically, but full of vitality and the ringleader in any kind of mischief. His rough and untidy exterior contrasted strangely with the depth and delicate sensitiveness of his mind.

“I was a boy of three ideas,” he tells us. “Usually if a child is forbidden to eat the sugar or to lap up the cream he simply either obeys or does the contrary; but I used to place myself before the sugar and cream and carefully study the question, ‘Have I the courage not to touch them?’ When I was quite sure of myself that I had the courage I instantly rewarded resolution by emptying one or both. Moreover, like most boys of strong imagination and acute feeling, I was a resolute and unblushing liar; I used to ridicule the idea of honour being any way attached to telling the truth, I considered it an impertinence the being questioned, I never could understand what moral turpitude there could be in a lie, unless it was told for fear of the consequences of telling the truth, or one that would attach blame to another person. That feeling continued for many a year, and at last, as very often happens, as soon as I realized that a lie was contemptible, it ran into quite the other extreme, a disagreeable habit of scrupulously telling the truth whether it was timely or not.” This habit was to get him into a great deal of trouble and make him many enemies.

Richard dwells with evident relish on the boisterous escapades of his childhood. “We boys became perfect devilets, and played every kind of trick despite the rattan. Fighting the French gutter-boys with sticks and stones, fists, and snowballs was a favourite amusement, and many a donkey-lad went home with ensanguined nose. Our father and mother went much into the society of the place, which was gay and pleasant, and we children were left more or less to the servants. We boys beat all our bonnes, generally by running at their petticoats and upsetting them. There was one particular case when a new nurse arrived, a huge Norman girl, who at first imposed upon this turbulent nursery by her breadth of shoulder and the general rigour of her presence. One unlucky day we walked to the Faubourg at the south-east of the town; the old women sat spinning and knitting at their cottage doors, and remarked loud enough for us boys to hear, “Ah? ça! ces petits gamins! Voila une honnete bonne qui ne leur laissera pas faire des farces!’ Whereupon Euphrosyne became as proud as a peacock, and insisted upon a stricter discipline than we were used to. That forest walk ended badly. A jerk of the arm on her part brought on a general attack from the brood; the poor bonne measured her length upon the ground, and we jumped upon her. The party returned, she with red eyes, torn cap, and downcast looks, and we hooting and jeering loudly, and calling the old women ‘Les Mères Pomponnes,’ who screamed predictions that we should come to the guillotine.

“Our father and mother had not much idea of managing their children; it was like the old tale of the hen who hatched ducklings. By way of a wholesome and moral lesson of self-command and self-denial, our mother took us past Madame Fisterre’s windows, and bade us look at all the good things in the window, during which we fixed our ardent affections upon a tray of apple-puffs; then she said, 'Now, my dears, let us go away; it is so good for little children to restrain themselves.’ Upon this we three devilets turned flashing eyes and burning cheeks upon our moralizing mother, broke the windows with our fists, clawed out the tray of apple-puffs, and bolted, leaving poor mother a sadder and a wiser woman, to pay the damages of her lawless brood’s proceedings.”

Many a night, when the “brood,” like little angels, lay safe asleep in bed, must Colonel Burton and his wife have discussed the problem of their unruly offspring. The French servants seemed quite unable to control their high spirits; the boys were becoming young hooligans and the girl a tomboy. The Colonel, who had a great sense of his paternal responsibility, and his asthma being easier, determined in 1829 to return to England in hopes that an English education might be successful in making a lady and gentlemen of his children.

The decision once taken, political events ensured that it would quickly be acted upon. Tours, in noisy gatherings of the townsfolk, was beginning to echo moderately the thunders in the capital, which in the following year were to drive Charles X from his throne. There were no outrages, but the Place resounded with cries of “Vive la Chatte!” (for La Charte—the Charter), while the ignorant market-women inquired of their neighbours whom the Cat might be that the people wished it so long a life.

The lumbering yellow chariot mouldering in the Burton’s coach-house was dragged out and renovated. Packing proceeded apace, and somehow all that was portable was stowed in the queer receptacles, imperial, boot, sword-case, and plate-chest. The rest of the furnishings were sold off by auction. “Then began the journey along the interminable avenues of the old French roads, lined with parallel rows of poplars, which met at a vanishing point of the far distance. Mighty dull work it was, whilst the French postilion in his seven-league boots jogged along with his horses at the rate of five miles an hour, never dreaming of increasing the rate, till he approached some horridly paved town, when he cracked his whip, like a succession of pistol shots, to the awe and delight of all the sabots.”

At every nightly halt the same ordeal had to be faced again. The bargaining with an avaricious landlady for lodging at some miserable inn, who like as not would stand in an uncompromising attitude with arms akimbo, declaring in set terms, “that those who were not rich enough to travel ought to stay at home.” Then there were the rooms to be inspected, the damp sheets to be aired, the warming-pans to be ordered, and finally the hungry wait for a dinner that seemed to take hours to cook.

At Chartres Mrs. Burton was taken seriously ill from the fatigues of the journey, and all the time, while physical suffering and discomfort increased, the occasional shouts of ‘Down with the English!’ from the excited populace added the burden of mental anxiety. In Paris the “Revolution of the three days of July” had broken out, and the barricades were up in the streets. Once again the tricolour was hoisted, and before long the mob temporarily checked by the troops of Marshal Marmont was swarming into the Louvre and the Tuileries. When the wearied and dispirited Burtons passed through the capital signs of the struggle were still evident in the charred remains of burnt-down houses and bullet-pitted walls. And beyond all this, cholera in a particularly virulent form was raging through the stricken streets.

How pleasant to the travellers was the first sight of the sea and the ramshackle roofs of the haven of Dieppe! How delightful to recuperate for a space on the warm welcoming summer sands, to dip aching bodies in the water, and for the children to gallop about on little ponies, and to laugh at the queer costumes of the bathers!

All too quickly came the day of embarkation. The yellow chariot with many creakings was hoisted on board, the shores of France slowly receded, and Richard and the younger Burtons turned their faces towards England, a stranger land to them than the one they were leaving behind.

Whatever expectations Richard may have entertained of England, he was quickly disillusioned. The cold grey seas washing against the Brighton sea-wall, then under construction, made him shudder. The air, full of smoke and smuts, seemed unbreathable. In the town everything appeared small, and mean, and miserable. Gone was the gaiety of Regency days. The fake oriental Pavilion stood silent, a garish monument to the King, who but lately had breathed his last. William IV and the new industrialism were inaugurating an era of sober middle-class stuffiness. There was talk of the railway just opened between Liverpool and Manchester, talk that deeply interested Colonel Burton, ever seeking for a means to make the fortune which always eluded him.

But it was not only the atmosphere that depressed the youngsters. Their stomachs revolted at the coarse and half-cooked food, the beer like strong medicine, the bread, all crumb and no crust, and the milk, a mixture of chalk and water. The national temper they found fierce and surly, after being so long accustomed to French lightheartedness. They shrank from the evidences of brutality. Everyone seemed to be punching somebody else’s head. “Even the women punched their children, and the whole lower-class society seemed to be governed by the fist.”

On the advice of a friend Colonel Burton decided to send his sons to a preparatory school at Richmond before proceeding to Eton, and eventually Oxford or Cambridge. A house was found in Maids of Honour Row, between the river and the Green, on which stood the school, kept by the Rev. Charles Delafosse, who rejoiced in the title of Chaplain to the Duke of Cumberland. Richard remembers him as “a bluff and portly man, with dark hair and short whiskers, whose grand aquiline nose took a prodigious deal of snuff; but he was no more fit to be a schoolmaster than the Grand Cham of Tartary.”

The only thing the boy learned was how to use his fists. Fighting went on all the time, and Burton was entirely foreign to the English technique. In his first scrap he received a punch in the eye, which he thought was most unfair, and, having got his opponent down, he proceeded to bang his head against the floor, using his ears as handles. He was righteously indignant when hauled off, and told to let his enemy stand up. “Stand up!” he cried, “after all the trouble I’ve had to get the fellow down.”

The school was conducted very much on the lines that Dickens has perpetuated in his Dotheboys Hall, and there was general relief when the holidays came round. Burton has no liking for the portrait of himself which his sister gives of him after a few months of English schooling. The lively youngster of Tours had become “a thin, dark little boy, with small features and large black eyes, extremely proud, sensitive, shy, nervous, and of a melancholy, affectionate disposition.” In fact all the stuffing had been punched and bullied out of him. His reserve was increased, if anything, by the foolish way that his parents insisted on his ugliness. They called his nose cocked, and assured him that the only decent feature in his face was his teeth. The effect on his temperament of these days may be instanced by the fact that many years later in India he could not bear to recognize an old schoolfellow, because his memories of the school were so painful. “That part of life,” he says, “which most boys dwell upon with the greatest pleasure, and concerning which most autobiographers tell the longest stories—school and college—was ever a nightmare to us.”

Near the end of a year an outbreak of measles intervened to put an end to the hateful association. Several of the boys died, and the survivors were sent to their respective homes. Richard himself went down with a mild attack, and was nursed back to health by Grandmamma Baker in Park Street. Burton senior had also had enough of Richmond Green and Maids of Honour Row. “He was sighing for shooting and boar-hunting in the French forests, and he felt that he had done quite enough for the education of the boys, which was turning out so badly.” To salve his conscience he decided to take with him abroad an English tutor and governess; and, having secured these, and Richard being convalescent, he made all expedition to re-embark for Boulogne.

How the children shrieked, and whooped, and danced for joy, scandalizing everyone on board! They shook their fists at the white cliffs, and loudly hoped they should never see them again. They hurrah’d for France, and hooted for England, till the sailor who was hoisting the Union Jack looked upon them as little monsters. The slender ties with the homeland, so lightheartedly and enthusiastically broken, were to be valued differently in after life. A whole world of regret voices itself in Burton’s lines written towards the end of a career full of disappointments:

“In our delight at getting away from school and the stuffy little island, we had no idea of the disadvantages which the new kind of life would inflict on our future careers. We were too young to know. A man who brings up his family abroad, and who lives there for years, must expect to lose all the friends who could be useful to him when he wishes to start them in life. The conditions of society in England are so complicated, and so artificial, that those who would make their way in the world, especially in public careers, must be broken to it from their earliest day. The future soldiers and statesmen must be prepared by Eton and Cambridge. The more English they are, even to the cut of their hair, the better. In consequence of being brought up abroad, we never thoroughly understood English society, nor did society understand us. And lastly, it is a real advantage to belong to some parish. It is a great thing, when you have won a battle, or explored Central Africa, to be welcomed home by some little corner of the Great World, which takes a pride in your exploits because they reflect honour upon itself. In the contrary condition you are a waif, a stray; you are a blaze of light, without a focus. Nobody outside your own fireside cares.”

Now began a migratory period which lasted for nearly nine years. The first halt was made at Blois, where the family remained a year, and the boys acquired some skill in the art of fencing. Already, in Paris, the tutor and governess had been put in their place. Starting with ideas of strict discipline, they even took the children out walking school fashion. This was intolerable. So, one day, by concerted arrangement, their charges bolted and, knowing their Paris well, returned home unaccompanied with the regretful tale that poor Miss Ruxton and Mr. Du Pré had been run over by an omnibus. There was immense excitement till the supposed victims walked in tired out, having wandered over half the city, not being able to find their way.

From Blois, by short residential stages, the family moved on to Marseilles. Both Colonel and Mrs. Burton had been lapsing imperceptibly into the category of professed invalids. The climate of Italy, it was hoped, would relieve the asthma from which they were now joint sufferers. They embarked for Leghorn; but after a few days transferred to Pisa. Then on again to Siena, Rome, Florence, Capua, Naples. From city to city the coach rumbled along, and the journey was more irksome, if more scenically interesting, than in France.

“Food,” remembers Richard, “seemed to consist mostly of omelettes and pigeons. The pigeons, it is said, used to desert the dove-cotes every time they saw an English travelling-carriage approaching. And the omelettes showed more hair in them than eggs usually produce. The bread and wine, however, were good, and adulteration was then unknown. The lodging was on a par with the food, and insect powder was not invented or known.”

Three years passed in this unsatisfactory kind of existence, the halts being ever too brief to call anywhere home. Education continued somehow. Miss Ruxton had long given up her post as governess, but Mr. Du Pré, the tutor, still continued as a member of this extraordinary household. Teachers of special subjects were picked up en route—an Italian master and a violin master at Pisa, an art master and fencing master at Naples. Richard was apt in all but the violin. He detested music, and the lessons for him ended when, in a fury of rage at what he considered an uncalled-for insult, he broke his instrument over the master’s head. Tuition in arms was his favourite, and he was quick to notice the difference between the French and Neapolitan schools of fencing. At the youthful age of fifteen he determined to produce a combination of the merits of both schools, and his perseverance is well exhibited by the fact that he never lost sight of this idea, though prevented for forty-four years by other tasks from carrying it into execution. His Book of the Sword was published in 1884.

Adolescence abated nothing of his natural devilment, and his exploits, in which he was aided and abetted by his younger brother, must have caused his parents considerable anxiety. While at Sorrento he had crept over the Natural Arch, because an Italian lad had declared it to be impossible. He had taken the dog’s place in the Grotto del Cane from sheer inquisitiveness, and had been rescued just in time to escape suffocation. He had been caught while attempting to descend the crater of Vesuvius in an abortive pursuit of Satan, whom local report credited with having vanished therein with the soul of a usurer in his clutches. When the cholera came to Naples, and the people were dying off like flies, Richard and Edward, utterly fearless, must needs procure the necessary dresses and go about with the dead-carts.

It was to be expected that under the molten southern skies sex would enter early into Richard’s escapades. His first amative adventure is thus recorded: “Behind the Chiaja dwelt a multitude of syrens, who were naturally looked upon as the most beautiful of their sex. One lady in particular responded to the various telegraphic signs made to her from the flat terrace of the house, and we boys determined to pay her a visit. Arming ourselves with carving-knives, which we stuffed behind our girdles, we made our way jauntily into the house, introduced ourselves and, being abundant in pocket-money, offered to stand treat, as the phrase is, for the whole neighbourhood. The orgy was tremendous, and we were only too lucky to get home unhurt before morning, when the Italian servant let us in. The result was a correspondence, consisting in equal parts of pure love on our side and extreme debauchery on the syrens’. These letters, unfortunately, were found by our mother during one of her Sunday visitations to our chambers. A tremendous commotion was the result. Our father and his dog, Mr. Du Pré, proceeded to condign punishment with the horsewhip; but we climbed up to the tops of the chimneys, where the seniors could not follow us, and refused to come down till the crime was condoned.” By the spring of 1836 the Burtons, never at peace, were on the move again. The Colonel had heard glowing accounts of Pau, in the Pyrenees. So once more there was selling and packing and the wearisome journey. France was unfriendly. “The subjects of Louis Philippe, the Citizen-King, were rancorous against Englishmen, and whenever a fellow wanted to get up a row he had only to cry out, ‘These are the misérables who poisoned Napoleon at St. Helena.’”

Always sensitive to impressions, Richard’s eyes were all around him, taking in and recording everything of note. To his dying day he never forgot the typical Englishman of the French novelists whom he encountered at Toulouse: “Carroty hair, white and very smooth forehead, green eyes, a purple-reddish lower face, whiskers that had a kind of crimson tinge, and an enormous mouth worn open, so as to show the protruding teeth.”

The sojourn at Pau, two years in duration, was interrupted each summer by flight to the Pyrénées to escape the intense heat. The gipsy spirit bred in Richard through years of almost continuous childhood travel, and agreeing with his natural high-spiritedness, had now become a dominant characteristic of his personality. That restlessness which could not bear to be in any place too long, and sent him questing in distant lands at every opportunity, had laid fast hold of him. The Old Man of the Sea had his legs twined tightly about his neck, never to release him until death. His famous charge to his wife in later years, Pay, pack, and follow!” only epitomized the legacy of boyhood. The child was father of the man. No wonder, then, that in the Pyrénées he should have been tempted by the offer of a band of smugglers to join them. Their life appealed to his adventurous imagination. Had the Colonel and the tutor not been at hand he might easily have gone off with them and landed himself in serious trouble.

At another time, in Pau, Richard succumbed to the geniality and mischievousness of a Jamaica Irishman. “One raw snowy day he gave us his strongest cigars, and brewed us a bowl of potent steaming punch, which was soon followed by another. Edward, not being very well, was unusually temperate, and so I, not liking to waste it, drank for two. A walk was then maliciously proposed, and the cold air acted, as usual, as stimulant to stimulant. Thomas began laughing aloud, Edward plodded gloomily along, and I got into half a dozen scrimmages with the country people. At last matters began to look serious, and the too hospitable host took his two guests back to their home. I managed to stagger upstairs; I was deadly pale, with staring eyes, and compelled to use the depressed walk of a monkey, when I met my mother. She was startled at my appearance, and as I pleaded very sick she put me to bed. But other symptoms puzzled her. She fetched my father, who came to the bedside, looked carefully for a minute at his son and heir, and turned upon his heel, exclaiming, ‘The beast’s in liquor.’ The mother burst into a flood of tears, and next morning presented me with a five-franc piece, making me promise to be good for the future, and not to read Lord Chesterfield’s Letters to his Son, of which she had a dreadful horror. It need hardly be said that the five francs soon melted away in laying in a stock of what is popularly called ‘a hair of the dog that bit.’”

Again the scene shifts to Pisa. As the mountain fogs began to roll down upon the valley of the Basses-Pyrenees, heralding a third winter, Colonel Burton found that his poor chest required a warmer climate. This time the journey was varied by use of the Grand Canal du Midi, the family travelling in a big public barge.

“We had now put away childish things,” writes Richard; “that is to say, we no longer broke the windows across the river with slings, or engaged in free fights with our coevals. But the climate of Italy is precocious, so, as the Vicar of Wakefield has it,  ‘we cocked our hats and loved the ladies.’ And our poor father was once appalled by strange heads being put out of the windows in an unaccustomed street, and with the words, ‘Oh! S’or Riccardo. Oh! S’or Edoardo.’”

The most protracted and tender of these calf-love passages was with Signorina Caterina, a tall olive-tinted brunette. Proposal of marriage was actually made and accepted; but, needless to say, the parents of neither contracting party were informed. They found out in due time, however, and then the farewells of the lovers were heartrending.

This was the last straw so far as Burton senior was concerned. Ageing, asthmatic, and perpetually fretting over the wild conduct of his scapegrace progeny, his temper became permanently soured. He knew that he was defeated; and sought refuge in biting and sarcastic remarks which went quite unnoticed. Latin and Greek had been thrown cheerfully overboard with tutorial and parental control, and the boys, almost men now, did exactly as they pleased. But the old Colonel, true to Army tradition, would not surrender while he had a shot left; and he now proceeded to load and fire the last bullet in the long drawn-out campaign. The bullet was labelled “College.”

In order to crush their pride, the boys were told that they should enter “Oxford College as sizars, poor gentlemen who are supported by the alms of the others.” Vain were their determinations to enlist, or go before the mast, or to turn Turks, banditti, or pirates rather than undergo such an indignity. They were packed off to England in the early summer of 1840. Whether the Colonel had a belief that, despite appearances, the divine spark in his sons was not yet extinct, or sought honours and safety and a settled life for them, or whether he was prompted by a perverted Irish sense of humour, the career he now designed for them was the Church. As a further salutory measure the brothers, hitherto inseparable, were to be parted; Richard was to go to Oxford, and Edward to Cambridge.

Arrived for the second time in England, the young men were temporarily quartered with Grandma Baker, who was greatly disappointed at what she considered their poor physique.

Richard found his native land no more inviting at twenty than he had done at ten. Early Victorianism was rampant. “Everything appeared to us so small, so mean, so ugly. The faces of the women were the only exception to the general rule of hideousness. The houses were so unlike houses, and more like the Nuremberg toys magnified. The outsides were so prim, so priggish, so utterly inartistic. The little bits of garden were mere slices, as if they had been sold by the inch. The interiors were cut up into such wretched little rooms, more like ship-cabins than what were called rooms in Italy. The drawing-rooms were crowded with hideous little tables, that made it dangerous to pass from one side to the other. The tables were heaped with nick-nacks that served neither for use or show. And there was a desperate neatness and cleanness about everything that made us remember the old story of the Stoic who spat in the face of the master of the house because it was the most untidy place in the dwelling.

Preparation for Oxford began most unfortunately for the parson designate. Professor Sholefield put him through his paces. Classics showed a lamentable deficiency; he did not even know who Isis was. As for religion, he barely knew the Lord’s Prayer, broke down in the Apostles’ Creed, and had never heard of the Thirty-nine Articles. It was clear that some pretty serious coaching was necessary, and the Long Vacation, just begun, offered space for redemption.

At the intervention of friends, a certain Dr. Greenhill, married to a relation of Dr. Arnold of Rugby, consented to take up the unenviable task. The stern and determined Colonel personally conducted his temporarily subdued son to the very door of the Doctor’s house in Oxford High Street, and no doubt suitably improved the occasion with timely advice not unmixed with warning. Mr. Du Pré, harassed tutor of vagabond days, had vanished and, like Burton’s boyhood, would never be seen again.



CHAPTER II
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At Oxford
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Burton’s first impressions of Oxford did not rise above the level of his previous impressions of English towns. He was a thoroughgoing cosmopolitan, with only the most attenuated allegiance to Britain. His manners and mentality were of the Continent. Again and again he speaks of “that unhappy education abroad” which placed him at so serious a disadvantage in associating with his own countrymen. He tries hard to stifle his contempt for the inelegance of English life and institutions. He had none of the patriotic loyalty that enables the genuine foreigner finishing in England to hold his head high and to tolerate good-humouredly the coarseness and crudities of alien usages. He was just an Englishman who had forgotten, or, rather, had never known how to be English. His very sensitiveness and sentimentality were un-English qualities, and made his lot all the harder to bear. Only the devil in him, which loved to break forth in mischievous deeds, enabled him to hold his own with his contemporaries at College, and not to feel too keenly his psychic isolation.

“The first sight of Oxford,” he records, “struck me with appal. ... I could not imagine how such fine and picturesque old buildings as the colleges could be mixed up with the mean little houses that clustered around them, looking as if they were built of cardboard. . . . The river with the classical name of Isis was a mere moat, and its influent, the Cherwell, was a ditch. The country around, especially just after Switzerland, looked flat and monotonous in the extreme. The skies were brown-grey, and to an Italian nose the smell of the coal smoke was a perpetual abomination. Queer beings walked the streets, dressed in aprons that hung behind from their shoulders and caps consisting of a square, like that of a lancer’s helmet, planted upon a semi-oval to contain the head. These queer creatures were carefully shaved, except, perhaps, a diminutive mutton-cutlet on each side of their face. . . . Moreover, an indescribable appearance of donnishness or incipient donnishness pervaded the whole lot. The juniors looked like schoolboys who aspired to be schoolmasters, and the seniors as if their aspirations had been successful.”

At last term opened and Burton went into residence at Trinity.

From the first moment that he entered the College he was made aware that he was a misfit. A couple of fellow-collegians met him, and the taller of the two laughed in his face at sight of his splendid moustachios. Burton, deeply affronted, handed him his card and called him out, to the gentleman’s open-mouthed astonishment. Duels apparently were out of order, and Burton proceeded sadly on his way convinced that he had fallen among grocers. The kindly college porter warned the freshman that he might expect to be the victim of practical jokes, and strongly advised him to “sport his oak,” or, in other words, to bar and lock his outer door. With injured dignity he declined the well-intentioned counsel and spent his first evening in his rooms, miserably enough, with his door defiantly open and a poker thrust into the fire, prepared to give a warm welcome to any intruder.
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