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Terre Napoléon 


To me it was a discovery, though it was known to others. On a steely winter’s day in 2012 in the city of Melbourne, I was offered tickets for an exhibition at the National Gallery of Victoria. There I visited a collection of Napoleon’s garments, uniforms, furniture, china, paintings, snuffboxes, military decorations and memorabilia. 


Melbourne happens to be the capital city of the state of Victoria, but fourteen years before the queen honoured by that name was even born, a French naval explorer, Nicholas Baudin, sent to Australia by Napoleon, reached Sydney in a period of peace between the Great Powers, having surveyed the coast of the later-named Victoria and labelled it Terre Napoléon. 


There is something ruthlessly enchanting about Napoleon. We are told he was a tyrant but we do not listen. We hear him labelled with the ‘Hitler’ tag, but it does not take root. Counting in the blood and waste and all, the late phases of the French Revolution, the Consulate and then the Empire have an ineffable style, in ideas and new politics, in art and human venturing, which still compel our imaginations. Style in clothing, too. For there were women’s garments (Josephine’s and Marie Louise’s) in the exhibition and I, like the Englishwomen of the island of St Helena when they saw the two exiles, Albine de Montholon and Fanny Bertrand, believed these could not have been reproduced by anyone who was not French and of that period. I was as bowled over by what I saw on the mannequins in the NGV as the population of St Helena was in 1815 by those two friends and companions of the exiled Emperor. 


The furniture the Emperor and Josephine had commissioned from Jacob Frères, who might have come as close to heaven in their creations as any furniture-makers of history, was interspersed with porcelain and plate and paintings by Jacques-Louis David. We people of the globe’s southernmost regions are used to going to Europe on interminable, brain-numbing flights to gawp at such items, but to be able to do it in Australia was a delight. For everything in here came from Europe, surely – that was my post-colonial assumption. It turned out not to be the case. Some of the material, including a Légion d’honneur, a swatch of the Emperor’s hair, and a death mask of the man showing the mutilation of his head, were from an 1840s homestead named The Briars, located thirty kilometres away from Melbourne on the lovely Mornington Peninsula – a rectangular limb of earth that stretches south-east out of the city and ends in a narrow foot, which runs west to include Port Phillip Bay on its instep. That was where the Emperor’s mask of mutilation came from! 


And there, in the catalogue, was a name. Betsy Balcombe. Someone called Betsy was a familiar of the Emperor? And ended up in Australia? And her family had brought Napoleon relics with them, and the relics had been added to by a wealthy descendant.


So items from down the road had a connection with a young girl who had lived on St Helena when the Emperor was stuck on that high mid-Atlantic rock of exile, and who – it was said – had become his intimate friend and annoyer. On St Helena the Emperor specialised in giving people he liked enamelled snuffboxes and other mementos, including – in the case of the Balcombe family – a Sèvres plate painted with battle scenes. And the Balcombes, ultimately exiled themselves, to Australia, had brought these memorabilia with them to O’Connell Street in Sydney and then into the Monaro bush and finally, with the most successful of the Balcombes, Betsy’s youngest brother Alex, to the Port Phillip region. 


Alex’s robust and wealthy granddaughter Mabel Balcombe, who became a so-called leader of Melbourne society and was known as Dame Mabel Brookes – a woman born in 1890 and living until 1975 – had increased the collection with purchases made in Europe and elsewhere. And here were the Balcombe-Brookes items, interspersed with those shipped especially from Europe for the exhibition. It may be worth mentioning that the husband of Dame Mabel, Norman Brookes, was an Anglophile and a supporter of private anti-Communist (that is, anti-malcontent) armies in the 1930s. That is, he should not have taken a shine to a man such as the Emperor. What did he have in common with the Emperor? 


Before I proceed to tell my construction of the story of that lethal charming, I must emphasise I am not myself a person who has ever carried a torch for the Emperor Napoleon. On the one hand, he produced the Code Napoléon. He was not a tyrant in the notable way of Roman Caesars and totalitarian leaders, more an enlightenment man and man of destiny, but in the twentieth century we would discover the foul places men of destiny could take us. I am an Australian bush republican and was involved in the attempt to make Australia a republic by purely amiable and constitutional means. So the word ‘emperor’ holds no allure for me, and I find Bonaparte’s pretension of becoming an emperor to save the Republic preposterous. I was always surprised the idea was accepted with enthusiasm by the revolutionary French (though Napoleon’s brother, brave Lucien, had his doubts). 


But the story of the Emperor’s friendship with a girl who ended up in Australia, with a family destroyed by its association with said Emperor, gripped me. Australia was the nether world of the nineteenth century, as close to being another planet as was possible then. People, under a cloud in Europe, fetched up here or were sent – not convicts alone: two sons of Charles Dickens and one of Anthony Trollope, for example, plain non-academic Englishmen conveyed to a place where the rules were upside down and where even the feckless, it was believed, could find their fortune. The Balcombes were sent, damaged goods, from St Helena, with their Napoleon memorabilia, sentenced by no law court, but duped into it and conveniently excised from the main British polity. That’s a tale! 


So how can an aged Australian writer credibly render a girl – and a Georgian one too – with the justice and the affection that, having read her journal, no doubt flawed like all journals, I feel for her?


As strong as was the impetus that arose from my encounter with Betsy’s journal, I felt impelled also by Surgeon Barry O’Meara’s two volumes on the experience of being the Emperor’s doctor and intimate. With his capacity for eloquence and palaver, his keen eye for the inhabitants of the island and his sense of grievance, burning with a furious vivid flame on the Emperor’s behalf, O’Meara inveigled me. 


The journals of the Emperor’s friends on the island, Comte de Las Cases, General Gourgaud, Comte de Montholon and that of the valet, Marchand, did not temper the fascination. Neither did the Cahiers of General Bertrand, nor the polished reports written by the Russian Count Balmain. 


Secondary sources that tried to interpret the conundrum of Napoleon on St Helena include Desmond Gregory’s Napoleon’s Jailer: Lt. General Sir Hudson Lowe, A Life and Napoleon and His Fellow Travellers ed. Clement Shorter, and others too numerous to name.


This fiction purports to be a secret journal, the one hidden behind the real one published in 1844. Like Betsy’s, it plays fast and loose with the strict historic chronology and suits its own convenience, but my no doubt mistaken intention is – in some way – to tell the truth by telling lies. In that regard, I have to say this sort of fiction sees the unspoken and the unexplained in journals and makes guesses, even wild guesses, when it comes to explain them. There is a scene involving the Emperor’s suite and Betsy’s mother which you will know to be a guess and a fiction when you come to it. I apologise to Betsy’s lively ghost for my impudence.  


And as a last waiver, I do not subscribe to the theory that Napoleon was murdered on St Helena by Comte de Montholon, or anyone else. One murder mystery less, however, still leaves space for the abundant mysteries of St Helena, the answers to some of which I have made guesses appropriate to the novel, and have still been left with plenty of others that defy explanation.










AFTER THE ISLAND 










Our Balcombe family


I had just met my husband-to-be when we had word from the Exmouth newspapers and from the harsh cries of coachmen that Our Great Friend had died on the island. This was of course impossible to believe, but we believed in it sufficiently to wail communally and privately. We saw all too sharply in our minds the rooms of Longwood, and that squat, exiled figure peering out of his windows towards the Barn, or Deadwood, or Diana’s Peak, in a manner that foretold a bewildered death. Old family wounds gaped anew, and ghosts of varying colorations were released. 


Eventually, something like the true circumstances of that death came to us from the mouth of an old friend, the Irish surgeon Barry O’Meara. Even though the great loss had occurred, it was temporarily an invigorating thing for our Balcombe family to see O’Meara, up from London, flaws and all, and to look to him to interpret the event and help us drink the chalice of bereavement. When we sat by a fire on a rainy day in June at the Swan’s Nest, my father and the Irishman smoking pipes, and a bowl of punch before them, a couple of cups of which my mother was persuaded to take, we glowed with a familial anticipation that despite the circumstances felt like glee. To us, O’Meara had always been a sprite, so we felt strangely eased by the truth that he shared our onus of mourning. 


He had arrived in our town the day before and sent us a note inviting us to the Swan’s Nest. When my father received it, he went sallow with rage. On the island he used to get rubicund with irritation, but in England he turned less healthy colours. In the letter O’Meara raised the question of his naval agent, Mr William Holmes, a man my father suspected of dishonour. Given the risks my father had taken in order secretly to ship off money drafts drawn by Our Great Friend, the idea that some had stuck to Holmes’s hands on the way to Laffitte’s bank in Paris was something odious. None, however, seemed to have stuck to O’Meara’s, and O’Meara defended his friend in any case, saying that Holmes was about to go to Paris to introduce himself to Laffitte and allay suspicions the bank harboured about the origin of the money bills. My father was not utterly convinced, yet in the flatness and desolation of our lives, we were still pleased to see the face of a fellow conspirator from the island, a face rendered greyer, and his grey suit, familiar from the island, older. 


By then it was three weeks since the news of OGF’s death had come to us by way of the papers, and we were hungry for salient detail, to serve as palpable shelves on which we would stack our grief. Like soldiers of the Grande Armée, who had reportedly, on hearing the news, limped forth into town squares in France, looking about in shock, unable to accommodate themselves to the obliteration from the earth of that Force, we too were shocked. The newspaper accounts, even the well-meaning, progressive scribes, did not always avoid false premises concerning the Emperor and his exile, and were unable to recount credibly what had happened at Longwood House weeks before, since none of them had ever seen the island. We were consoled by the honest accounts of the Morning Chronicle when it arrived in Exminster from London. The Chronicle had the advantage of sources amongst those not rancorous to the Emperor, his admirers and in some cases old friends. But we were appalled by other at best grudging reports, such as that in The Times, which purported to recount the death of a man we could not recognise from the text. All this had deepened our familial depression, of course. We had been suffering for allegiances and services of various kinds to the living Emperor, and now he was gone our suffering lacked meaning. Most of the time we crept about each other, being terribly kind, even me, the sort of kindness that confessed vacancy at our hearts, and a sense of the meaninglessness before us. 


And then there came the letter from O’Meara promising to settle with my father the question of Holmes – and that he could give us the truth of OGF’s expiring. With these offers O’Meara raised hope that he might return to us our meaning. He told us he had heard from surgeons still on the island the circumstances of the Emperor’s death.


O’Meara drank up his cup of punch with relish, and that oval beaming face with the curly black hair now touched with grey  seemed to revive before us, and thus a little of the island and the times of promise were restored. There was no layer of despair over his features. He was writing a book, and believed that would redeem him. My father served him a second cup with a ladle, and he raised it and said solemnly, ‘I propose a health to the memory of Our Great Friend, whose constitution was destroyed by the Fiend, Sir Hudson Lowe!’


Jane, my sister, and I were restricted to tea, and my brothers to cherry sodas. I suspected all at once, unlike our parents, who had been cosseted by the punch, that O’Meara might alter things for us; that the Fiend and the island might now become the one dream, and that all the questions arising from that time might be swallowed in the ocean of OGF’s demise. But it could not happen until the matter and process of death was detailed for us. 


‘I once took out a septic tooth from the Great Ogre,’ declared O’Meara. ‘A canine tooth. And now I scrape a crust of bread, and let me tell you it is a thin enough crust, out of the septic teeth of Edgware Road – an Indian, Jewish and Arabian clientele by and large. I am limited to places beyond the eye of the College of Surgeons, and must proceed carefully and modestly if I am ever to be reinstated. And that is the work of Lowe by Name and Nature.’


‘Ah,’ my father said, warmed by the punch and by an animosity not native to him. ‘I know, though, that you write pieces in the Chronicle and The Times, Barry, still hammering that man, and justly so. And declaring other things as well.’


‘The men who read that don’t know I am a dental surgeon. The people from whom I draw teeth and the men who publish and read don’t know each other. It is incumbent upon me . . .’ 


Here the Irish surgeon realised he was speaking rather loudly, and dropped his voice, but there was still colour in his face, as if he were being criticised. ‘It is incumbent upon me to strike that fiend, Sir Hudson, who has violated all human expectation. None of it makes me a rich fellow, but it sustains me as a poor one.’


My father raised his hand appeasingly, palm out. ‘You realise that for my part I am with you in the proposition that there does not exist sufficient ink in this world to supply an appropriate condemnation of Lowe by Name and Nature.’


‘The Fiend and Our Great Friend,’ murmured O’Meara, making the implicit contrast between the small, mean man with all his petty civil and military titles and the small, spacious man with all his flaws. ‘Do you know that when I left the island they gave him a Corsican horse doctor? You heard that?’


‘I had not in any detail,’ my father admitted. ‘We are far from reliable intelligence in this little town. I have had a few letters from islanders, some intercepted by the powers of the earth along the way, and some smuggled out without interference by store ship captains of my old acquaintance. But even now these missives are a peril to them. Even here, I believe I am subject to a degree of scrutiny.’


Barry O’Meara nodded ponderously and, with a vividness typical of him, said, ‘I understand well the methods of those who clipped our wings but yet still want to be fully acquainted with what we do in the chicken yard!’ 


‘You mentioned the Corsican doctor,’ my mother reminded him.


‘I did. Now that Corsican, the supposed doctor Antommarchi, is a prosector, a cutter of corpses! Our friend Fanny Bertrand told me that he laughs wildly when the idea of death is mentioned because he has private theories about what death is and he won’t share them with others. Likewise pain. They are both some sort of human delusion, it seems. If the man would share the secret, it would bring a large saving in opiates.’


Both men chuckled acridly while my mother frowned and let a shiver move through her.


‘In any case, this Corsican administered a blistering to Our Great Friend without first shaving the flesh. And to both arms simultaneously! When the man was limp with disease! That barbarous torture brought on a burning rash and OGF cried, “Am I not yet free of assassins?” But our Corsican quack – what does he do but get the giggles and call in Surgeon Arnott, of the infantry, a fellow I happen to know. Now Arnott was in Spain with the 53rd Regiment when they were more than decimated by OGF’s Polish cavalry, with only some fifty-two men left standing at the end. And thus, you see, that is his measure of an emergency, and though an amiable fellow, he is so sanguine a man that he is likely to stand right at the lip of a soldier’s grave and declare the poor fellow’s condition temporary. And so it was Arnott who was brought to see OGF and afterwards reported to Governor Lowe at Plantation House that the Emperor was surprisingly well, given all rumours to the contrary. He said that OGF was suffering from hypochondria. He assured Name and Nature that if a seventy-four-gun warship were to arrive from England suddenly to take the Emperor away from the island, it would instantly put him on his legs again.’


My mother made a sound of incredulity and O’Meara went on. 


‘In fact, even had such a mercy been considered by the grand Tories of the Cabinet, he would have died at sea before he reached this shore. Our friends at Longwood had long since written to the Cabinet via the Fiend to ask that the Emperor should be removed to another climate, and be permitted to take the waters at some health spa. But Sir Name and Nature refused to allow the letter to be transmitted, all under the old pretext that the suite had used the term “Emperor” in their appeal.’ 


I remembered that the Dr Arnott O’Meara spoke of had once paid a visit to Longwood while my father was there, and OGF had greeted him with a jocose question: ‘How many patients have you killed so far, Mr Arnott?’ The surgeon replied, ‘Most of my patients happen to have been killed by you, General.’


Already now I saw my sister beside me beginning to tremble. Her father’s daughter, she was overborne by the idea of the ruthless pain to whose ambush humanity was subject, and the onset of her own congestive ailments, signs of which had become visible in the past year, sharpened that. She was more at ease with death than she could ever manage to be with pain. She had become more given to tears, though she had never considered them an enemy or a self-betrayal, even in the years we were on the island. I heard the pace of her wheeze increase now, and I saw her habitual pressing of a handkerchief to her lips. I put my arm around her and enclosed her shoulders. They were almost as thin as they had been six years earlier, when OGF first descended on our garden on the island. Her undeserved affliction was settling in, and the Fiend and great men in England were guilty in part for that too, through the imperfectly sealed cottage we occupied by their implied desire. 


‘And so,’ Barry O’Meara proceeded, ‘those great minds, Antommarchi the Corsican goat-doser, and Arnott the smiling fool, decided between them that Our Great Friend should be given a lavement. But OGF had never in sickness or health admired the suggestion that he be turned onto his stomach, which was so tender now, and be interfered with at all by surgeons with such indignity, even by those he tolerated, those he did not consider utter charlatans.’


‘Like you,’ said my father. ‘He trusted you.’


‘A lavement?’ asked my mother softly. It seemed a kindly word. 


‘An enema,’ Barry rushed to say. ‘Certainly, something needed to be done. OGF had been sweating appallingly, and all his mattresses were drenched. My genial informants, Fanny and her husband Henri, also tell me that in the last months the Emperor was like a woman with child, and that everything he ate he vomited. So a lavement was chosen. It would never have been had I been there. It is like trying to erase a bruise from a fist by inflicting one with a mallet! It did nothing to ease his tender stomach. And having failed with one crass remedy, they proceeded to give him castor oil to temper stomach pain, as if he were a child who had eaten too much fruit. The treatment, of course, caused OGF to contort himself into a ball at the base of the bed. The pity of it, Balcombe! The pity! Knotted up like a child, at the base of his bed.’


Jane let her most honest tears loose then – not that she had any other kind. 


‘Do you want some more tea?’ I asked her, but she shook her head and was mute. I dared not look at her for fear now that she would start me on the same course as her, yet I did not want to give Surgeon O’Meara a cause to suspend his report for sensibility’s sake. Indeed, he asked my mother now, in a way that made me remember that he knew much about her from the island. 


‘Should I perhaps pursue a different subject, Jane?’ 


‘No,’ said my mother (another Jane) in a breaking voice. ‘We seek to know all, Barry. We must go through our obsequies too. If there are moans here, it is no different from what we would have uttered had we been there to witness it all. We would like to have that death defined, for otherwise our imaginations are tempted to think of infinite pain.’


‘But I fear it becomes more distressing yet,’ O’Meara warned my mother.


‘Even so . . .’ said Jane, my sister. 


‘Yes,’ my mother agreed, ‘even so.’


O’Meara drained his punch and my father poured him another ladleful to fortify him against our distress. Then he recommenced.


‘So the Corsican quack, who at least knew that things were more serious than Arnott did, sent a message to Name and Nature at Plantation House asking Short – the island’s civil doctor you’d remember – and a naval surgeon from the Vigo, Mitchell, to be called in. But sometimes, as I know so well, a congeries of surgeons may simply confirm the party in their worst and least advised opinions. And in any case, battalions of surgeons could not argue with a system so depleted by aggravation and hepatitis as OGF’s.’ 


The committee of doctors, so O’Meara told us, reached a consensus that the Emperor should rise and be shaved. He told them he was too weak and that he preferred to shave himself but lacked the strength. When Antommarchi and Arnott prodded his liver, the Emperor screamed – it was like a stab from a bayonet – and began to vomit. ‘What did they all do? Why, nobody worried – they thought it a good sign. And when OGF told them, “The devil has eaten my legs,” they thought it was poetry, not an omen. Arnott reached the dazzling conclusion that the disease lay entirely in the Emperor’s mind. And when Arnott saw Henri Bertrand and the butler Marchand helping OGF walk round the room, he told the others he thought the patient was improving. Arnott did not understand that it was raw courage itself that caused his patient to walk, that he was taking his last steps up Golgotha. So, the surgeons told Sir Hudson Fiend that his prisoner’s pallor and decline were deceits of a disaffected mind. Whereas OGF well knew what was wrong with him. For here, my dear Balcombes, was a great mind, vaster in gifts and power of imagination than the squalid little shambles of their intellects. Not one of them ever asked what the patient thought! For twenty days he told them that it was fegato, his liver. But what would he know?’ 


‘And was it the liver?’ asked my father, deeply invested in O’Meara’s narration and enduring it under his conflicting identities as a man befriended, a friend betrayed, a devotee – nonetheless – to the end. My mother was for now silenced by a similar order of grief and confusion. ‘I mean, entirely the liver?’


‘Oh, no, it was sadly the stomach too.’ O’Meara grew thoughtful. ‘Oh, how lucky we were to ride forth with him in those earlier days! I remember watching you two young women accompanying him one day over the edge of the ravine and into that abomination of boulders known as the Devil’s Glen. It was a sight – the three of you, the balance of all he knew and, well, your unworldliness then, in that arena of chaos – that affects me now. As you see, I am close to tears. And to think that OGF reached a stage where he could scarcely bear the fatigue of a ride in the carriage for half an hour, with the horses at a walk, and then could not walk from the carriage into his house without support. Remember his confiseur Pierron, who made those fantastical delicacies for him? Towards the end all that was nothing to OGF – he could digest only soups and jellies, served in those Sèvres bowls on which were painted records of his glories. Both the contents of the bowl and the ornamentation inadequate, alas, to nourish him any further! Our Great Friend choked and gagged and starved for lack of a capacity to swallow, and like many desperate patients he said unkind things. And when he vomited it was black matter, alike to coffee grounds.’


‘How could that not have alerted Dr Arnott and the Corsican?’ my mother protested. 


‘They were associated in denial,’ O’Meara explained. ‘You must understand that each time they saw Name and Nature, he ranted with all the energy he possessed that the illness was a trick to garner the world’s concern. A pretence. That has an influence on men’s thoughts, on the thought of surgeons of limited skill. Sir Hudson Fiend wondered about moving him into that newly built house near Longwood, but the Emperor’s suite knew his condition was terminal, and so did – in their own way – far better surgeons than the claque of asses assigned to the poor fellow. And so did Sir Hudson Fiend, because though he could not stop pretending that the Emperor was a malingerer, he knew in his waters that some fatal stage had been entered on. So he moved himself and his odious chief of police, Sir Thomas Reade, into the new house and waited there. His systems of persecution were close to bringing him a complete result.’


Jane still nursed her tears. We were all pale. Even my little brothers listened soundlessly to O’Meara, to whom they had never in all our time knowing him extended that compliment before. 


‘De Montholon told me in a letter – I give away no secret; it has been written in the French papers – that at four o’clock on one of those last mornings the Emperor called him and related with astonishing and desperate grief that he’d just seen his Josephine and that she would not embrace him. She had disappeared when he reached for her, he said, but not before telling him that they would see each other again, de nouveau. De Montholon reminded him that de nouveau did not mean bientôt. Then he and others set to change the Emperor’s soaked bedclothes and replace the sweat-drenched mattress. This is what it had come to. Better, wrote dear Bertrand to me, that he had been killed by a cannonball, obliterated at dusk on the day of that final battle six years past than die hunched in the bottom half of his bed.’ 


We could see that O’Meara was nearing an end to his narration. Jane’s unpretentious and authoritative tears increased. My mother’s face held a blue pallor, and my father glowed with a revived unhealthy ruddiness made up of bewildered and conflicting thought and brandy. 


‘So, OGF was persuaded to move to a new bed in the drawing room since that was more airy. He would let only de Montholon and Marchand the butler help him – a good man altogether, that Marchand. He permitted them to swathe his legs with hot towels. 


‘Our dear friends had had an altar set up in the next apartment,’ O’Meara said. ‘An Italian priest had landed on the island after we went. Apparently he is a clodhopper, yet the Emperor liked him. If he were not irrational in his friendships, OGF, some of us would not be his friends, would we? And the priest was ordered to say Mass every day. Well, the Emperor had never renounced the Church of Rome, even if he had imprisoned the Pope himself.’


‘Mercy, Barry,’ my mother pleaded. ‘You must take us now to the point.’ 


Yet O’Meara, with a sure instinct, was out to make us share in every detail, as relayed by friends on the island and by the French suite. So we heard how the surgeons decided next to give OGF calomel, mercury chloride, in a desire to make the poor man vomit more black grounds, as if these too were part of a mental attitude that must be corrected. But they had overdosed him with ten grains of the stuff, which he could barely swallow and which, when he did, caused him to vomit up both the black matter and blood. After that, he refused to see the corps of attendant doctors. He began to think O’Meara was still on the island, and kept calling for him. 


‘He began thinking you Balcombes were still on the island too. “And Guglielmo Balcombe, where is he?” he asked. Honestly, he had such affection for you, William, and hoped he had never wronged you. “Has he really left? When did it happen? And Madame Balcombe too? How very strange. She really has gone.”’


My parents lowered their eyes. They did not take equal joy in the Emperor’s confused remembrance. O’Meara recognised it – he had said something that meant more to the Balcombe parents, and indeed their children, than he could tell. 


‘They moved him to the drawing room because there was less damp. On the day before his death, he had sunk into a coma and the shutters were opened to let the light and the island’s air in, which could not harm him now, it having done its damage. And off beyond the railings stood the new version of Longwood House, where the Fiend camped, biting his nails. He was so restless for it to happen that he rode across to the real Longwood and stood at the door listening for the advance of death inside, yet knowing he would not be admitted. He would ride off again, but be back within an hour or so. Meanwhile, my dear friends, OGF was on his camp bed, which sat so low to the ground, but which bore four mattresses to elevate him.’ 


The green silk curtains, which we remembered from his time in the Pavilion, were now drawn. A few seconds before the time of the evening gun from Ladder Hill, said O’Meara, OGF expired. Fanny Bertrand was in the room, half-Irish, half-imperial Fanny, a woman fit for ceremoniousness, and she remembered, as he breathed out and the breath was not succeeded, to stop the clock in his room, the one he’d always shown off to us, the alarm clock. It read eleven minutes before six. 


By the time O’Meara reached this stage, we women were choking and my father’s head was still down and the boys, William, Tom, Alex, were pale, old enough now to be awed out of boyishness. I thought how noble a man my father, Billy Balcombe – Cinq Bouteilles, as OGF called him – was. He blamed the Emperor for nothing, for no portion of the blight on our own lives. 


The tale was briskly finished. O’Meara seemed to know he must get to an end if he did not wish to provoke some unpredictable contrary feeling amidst my parents – for all he knew, a frantic quarrel was possible. Marchand and the other butlers had carried the body from the death bed to a new camp bed. The priest laid a crucifix on the breast of the corpse and left the room. Outside he recited the rosary. Name and Nature turned up at the door of Longwood but was denied entry by Bertrand, who told him the autopsy must proceed. This dissection took place in a room we acutely remembered – where the billiard table had once been, and the maps on which I’d stuck pins to represent the movement of hordes of men around the countryside near Jena and Auerstadt.


Afterwards, Surgeon Short, one of the group, writing that the Emperor’s liver was grossly swollen, came under great pressure from Sir Hudson, Name and Nature, to alter his report. The Fiend thought he might somehow be blamed for that distended organ. Short refused and left the report in Sir Hudson’s hands, and according to Short, Name and Nature himself changed the words, crossing out Short’s verdict. Fortunately, Short had the final chance to write on the document that the words obliterated had been suppressed by the Fiend’s orders. 


Meanwhile, the autopsy over, the dead man was moved back to his bedroom, which had been set out in the manner of a mortuary chapel and draped in black. The next morning Name and Nature came in with a posse of fifteen officials, including Sir Tom Reade, and declared the corpse was ‘the General’, as he still called him even in death, and asked both his party individually and General Bertrand to confirm it. Reade was not fully happy, for there was no achievable happiness in such a man. He appeared in part to believe that his enemy, OGF, had taken the game to the extreme now. In a bid for world sympathy, he had died. The soldiers, the sailors and the farmers, the Letts, the Robinsons, old Polly Mason, the Reverend Mr Jones, keeper of the sheep and goats, the Porteouses, the Solomons, the Ibbetsons, the Knipes, the Dovetons and all the rest were let in to see the chin-strapped corpse dressed in military style, lying on the old blue cloak from the great victory of his youth, Marengo, and dressed by Marchand and the others in the green coat of a colonel of the chasseurs of the Imperial Guard, with white facings, the sash, the Légion d’honneur, the cavalry boots, and with the bicorn hat across his lower stomach. General Bertrand and Count de Montholon stood by him, in their uniforms, and in a gown of mourning, inimitable Fanny, the best-dressed woman even in bereavement that the island had ever seen, and the most faithful.


I imagined the yamstocks – the island-born – processing through those rooms that were known to us, gawping at the maps on the wall, the books, the peepholes in the shutters he used for watching the garrison and to see me win the ladies’ race at Deadwood from which all the glory had long since been sucked. They must have known, those islanders, that their world was about to shrink. The garrison would go, the squadron would sail away, and all items would plummet in cost.


A death mask had had to be made, and quickly. The first was not successful, so Novarrez, doorkeeper of Longwood, shaved him for a second mask undertaken with pulverised gypsum. But the processes of death were underway and by that afternoon the body had to be placed promptly in a coffin. 


Hearing this, we groaned and cast our eyes about. This was more of mortality than we could bear. 


‘Enough, enough,’ said O’Meara, as if to himself.


‘You have made us,’ said my mother, ‘devour the entire bitter loaf.’


‘As we must,’ growled my father.


One quick, abominable detail: they had removed the heart to send to his wife and now placed it in the room near the corpse, with a cloth over it. During the night, a rat emerged in the room and grabbed the heart half off its silver dish. ‘That rat, the very image of the Fiend, then went on to devour half the dead man’s ear . . . You see? You see?’


And we did see. That representative of darkness, in eating heart and ear, passion and the senses, provided gruesome echoes of the cramping of ambitions of self-redemption on the Emperor’s part by a paltry and choleric Englishman.


Finally it was easier to listen. So we heard that the soldiers of two regiments had carried him on their shoulders to the hearse, which had made its way into Geranium Valley, ever after to be called the Valley of the Tomb, with friends and servants weeping behind it. Name and Nature rampaged through Longwood, being free to do so at last, and looked at all that the Emperor had set aside before he died, including a gold snuffbox for his London friend Lady Holland. Then he rifled through papers to see if he could discover plans of escape, which could be used to justify the strangulation process he had put in place. ‘And the fact that he could find nothing suggestive of it goes to explain the attacks which now appear upon him, Name and Nature, in all honest newspapers.’


O’Meara spoke as if he were not himself one of the chief attackers. 


‘Consummatum est,’ he sang conclusively. ‘It is consummated.’


He helped himself to more punch.










BEFORE OGF










A deliberate exercise in dizzying cliffs . . .


I came to our island, St Helena, which the Portuguese had prophetically named to honour the mother of the Emperor Constantine, as barely more than an infant; three years of age. I assume I can remember our arrival sharply, but I cannot say whether some of the details later relayed by my mother have been taken by me and labelled as memory. With that qualification, I can say that when I was brought up on deck to see the island, which had risen from the sea during the night and presented itself in a brilliant dawn, I stood holding the hand of one of the young sailors my parents liked and trusted, and the closer the island got the more it looked like a deliberate exercise in dizzying cliffs, and the more their sheer faces seemed to deny any chance of a safe landing. I stared up at the huge nose of terrifying rock rising behind inner mountains, and high saddles between them. The island began to seem less like a brief interruption of the Atlantic Ocean and to occupy a major part of the sky above. I imagined we would have to pass over those peaks and precipices to get to any habitation. And if that were not alarm enough, the young man told me that one mountain beyond the astounding cliffs consisted of the face of a Negro giant at rest. 


This man carried me down into the cutter, which threw itself about madly on the writhing Jamestown Roads, as for some reason naval men called not quite secure harbours, and my mother assured me I would not be devoured. The island was not a resting giant after all. But for the Balcombes the time would come when the clumsy fable of the sailor would be made flesh, and the island would become the devourer. 


The chief port was a very narrow affair. Beyond the dock one crossed a stone bridge with a trickle of water below and, through an arched gate, entered the town proper. Jamestown sat in a slot that had tried its best to be a valley. But its wide main street and shallow cross lanes provided a narrow vista of sky and interior, a V of sea in a gun-sight of rock. Set on an island in the mid-Atlantic, where all possibilities of wind existed, this town went for most of the year without more than an occasional breeze. Its buildings were of white stucco but there was a serious fortification on a terrace above the port called the Castle. My father’s warehouse was here at the beginning of the town, but we did not have to live in this pocket, amongst immutable rocks, looking up at terraces where the fortresses and artillery stood. We would live in open space beyond. Meanwhile, the British cannon above us considered that strangulated town and the sleeping Negro giant worth keeping! 


The slaves of the island were mostly the children of people brought from Madagascar, East Africa or India by the ships of the East India Company. Even as we landed at St Helena, in London slavery as a trade was about to be enacted out of existence, but it would long continue on the island. We, who had never had slaves before, would have the use of them. The town major, a tall, dutiful sort of man from the East India Company infantry, named Hodson, had gathered the five that were our lot. Our house servants were Sarah, a sweet-faced African woman of perhaps my mother’s age, and two half-Malay, half-African twin boys of about ten, Roger and Robert. They were bare-footed and wore canvas trousers and a jacket but white gloves. If there was an assumption by folk that Sarah was the boys’ mother, she claimed to be their aunt, and they the children of her dead sister. A Cape Malay male, an older and scrawny man named Toby, was our gardener, and Ernest, perhaps thirty, limpid-eyed and with an air of caution about him, a second gardener and our groom. 


We were escorted by these slaves, and the clerks of the East India Company agency named Fowler, Cole and Balcombe, through the town. A horse waited for my father, and there was a narrow-axled carriage for my mother, Jane and me. I did not want to mount the carriage – I had already developed an unexplained fear of the things. The conveyance looked incapable of negotiating the long terraces of the track that led up the cliffs of rock to the broader place my mother had promised, where we hoped to breathe and spread our elbows more freely than the citizens of the port could. One of the clerks drove the trap and behind it walked our servants, free of baggage. But there was a string of perhaps thirty other Cape Malays following with burdens on their heads and shoulders, supplies and items for our house. 


Jouncing along, I was carried by a talkative slave, a tall energetic one, in a basket on his shoulder. As I jolted my way up the heights he declared, ‘Oh, lady, I carry washing, I carry flour, I carry salt beef, I carry linseed. But you, my miss, are the finest load I carry. No one bake you, no one wear you, no one pour you out on the ground.’


I think of slavery now and I wonder what gave this man the goodwill to say such soothing things to the child of his enslavers. The basket was hard-edged and the sky bounced above me and home did not present itself for more than an hour. I was heaved up into a notch in an escarpment and I saw behind me the caravan of people hauling bags and panniers. We walked in pleasant open country now but there were inland hills, a diaphanous forest to the right and a large white house visible beyond it. A waterfall fell into a heart-shaped bowl of rock to our right, and to our left was a wooded hill, and notable peaks lay ahead. But there was open space for gardens and orchards, pastures and slave huts, and for our house, on the level ground ahead. A nearby small stream was named Briars Gut.


The carriageway running from the road into The Briars was shaded by canopies of huge banyan trees, which imposed a sudden dusk on us, and then from the gate of the garden, a walk of pomegranate trees took us towards a long, low house with wide verandahs. I saw over the basket’s rim to the side of the house what was a plentiful orchard running down the slight slope, and now Toby and Ernest peeled off to penetrate the fence and stand amidst the trees, the older man and his apprentice, making ready to go home to the slave shacks through a grove of myrtles at the back of the house. 


I did not understand then that this orchard was part of the family riches. It alone would earn my father some two hundred pounds a year, with its grapes, oranges, figs, shaddock – the biggest of the citrus – and two fruits many of the passengers on passing ships found exotic beyond their dreams, the guava and the mango, whose flesh was so overladen with syrup. 


Away to the left and before the house ran a well-ordered garden.


While I assumed my fear was the only one at loose in that landscape, I now wonder how my mother had endured such a journey of ill-defined prospects before riding into this reassuring place. She was then less than thirty by some years. She was practical and sturdy but had a thin elegant neck, very marked lustrous dark eyes, what I always thought of as a wise and witty mouth, and brown hair done in the modern, seemingly informal way. She was not finished with childbearing and knew she must give birth here. But the sight of the orchard must have excited her and my father, and not just for its monetary power. They could not have imagined beforehand any of the tropic luxuriance of the vines and fruit trees as they stood beneath that vivid afternoon sky. 


Toby and Ernest had already placed tubs filled with fruit ready for collection by the porters on their return journey from The Briars to the port, specifically to the warehouse of Fowler, Cole and Balcombe, agents to the Company and superintendents of its sales. That fruit would be bought by the officers and passengers of our own ship and eaten during the passage to Cape Town. Sea breakfasts and evening desserts would be thus enlivened. 


The pannier containing me was let down and, strange fruit, I was lifted out in vast calloused hands and found my parents smiling at me by the trellis gate that led to the bungalow. Its garden was full of beds of white, yellow and red roses, hence The Briars, spelled always with a capital ‘T’, like The Times of London! 


Told by so many that St Helena was a ‘desert island’, which we interpreted as meaning ‘barren’, as its huge bare cliffs had also suggested it was, this vale of orchards and roses on a high plain delighted us. On the African side of the island – to the east, that is – a plateau and a great block of rock, again imitating a human face, stopped the more unruly vigour of the trade winds reaching us. Down an escarpment towards the South American, west side of the island fell that thread of waterfall into its bowl of rock. 


Below the house stretched the lawn, which seemed to offer limitless play. I began to run on it. I could smell Jane near me – her child smell, enthusiasm and powder and fresh-laundered linen. We turned to each other and smiled. It was the simplest of communications on an island that would come to harbour complex ones. 










To the side of the long lawn . . .


To the side of the long lawn of The Briars and atop a knoll approached by rock steps stood a cottage, built to charm with artful wooden fretwork. It was called the Pavilion and was a sort of summerhouse, with big windows on all sides so it could be opened up and rinsed through by the kindlier winds that favoured our little dale. It was ornate, a jewel of a place with a large room on the ground floor. Upstairs there were a few garret-style bedrooms. My father had already been told that people would want to rent this place. A naturalist from a ship had spent some time there, as had officers on short appointments ashore and any other visitors, military or official, to our island. Occupancy was intermittent, though, since many preferred to live down in the town at Mr Porteous’s boarding house, the Portions, which rented small but comfortable rooms. It was a common axiom that the longer you spent in Jamestown, the less you felt cramped in by the great vices of rock to either side of the town. I myself came to love the place. It was the only town to go to town to.


The Pavilion would become the engine of Balcombe destiny, but one couldn’t have guessed that to see it glimmer on its mound to the South American side of our garden. For now, the garden favoured my nature and gave me room for unruliness. Store-ship captains who stayed in the Pavilion with their wives did not do so a second time, and that was probably because of me, my spying, my intrusion, my hectic and impudent nature. I was a child with the gifts to be decorative, but I did not sit still enough to adorn any scene, exterior or interior. The supposed wildness and taste for frank talk I was later accused of had shown its early signs.


I accepted, as one unthinkingly accepts air for breathing, my parents’ making of their way on the island. My sister Jane was a wonderful playmate, since she lacked all unnecessary competitive spirit, all spitefulness, everything that I had in abundance. She was capable of firmness, though, displayed only when essential. We were the Balcombes’ two girl children, and did not question why there was no son. 


Our brother William was delivered at the hands of the island’s English midwife a full four or so years after we came to the island. This birth seemed at least to me to occur with no fuss, no pain, no expectation of loss of mother or child. I had not then discovered for myself that giving birth is the equator, the dangerous passage between the poles of new life and death, which participates in, and can deliver, both. 


I knew nothing. I must have some form of education before I was too old. My parents had resolved that they would take a consistent line on this. No young tutor had answered our newspaper advertisement before we left England. Jane and I had an intermittent series of teachers but tutors were not native to the island and impossible to attract from England or the Cape. At some stage, it was set in stone: we would have to go back to England to pick up some of that commodity. 


In the meantime, to direct my energy and prevent me from mounting on dangerous horses, I was given a docile island-bred gelding unimaginatively, and like half the known world, named Tom. Jane got Augustus, a horse of similar bloodlines, whose ancestors had come from Arabia to Africa, that had first grown shaggy on the African plains and then uncouth on the island. My parents had brought two English horses, a black and a bay, with them, for island horses were considered coarser flesh. But horses like Tom were fair enough for teaching children. 


Until such time as we would be sent to England for our education, the Reverend Mr Jones, the chaplain appointed to the island by the East India Company, who had a large family to support, would be our tutor. 


This Reverend Mr Jones was considered slightly odd because he felt his Church of St Matthew, over in the direction of Plantation House, the governor’s residence, was a rock of certitude attacked from two sides – not just from the direction of insufficiently reverent white inhabitants of the island, but from the paganism of the slaves as well. Major Hodson complained that he never preached on the text ‘Wives, be obedient to your husbands’ or ‘Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s . . .’ 


In any case, Mr Jones, at my parents’ invitation, rode over to The Briars to visit Jane and me and quizzed us on our catechism, a few answers to which my mother had primed us with, but not sufficient to do more than annoy a clergyman who knew the entirety of it. 


Mr Jones had a strange way of showing his disappointment at the raw condition of our religious and civil education. He would sigh most frightfully and easily withdraw into sadness. Contradictorily, this little man with a furry head possessed eyes that blazed as if with evangelism in the midst of his resigned features. His only instrument of pedagogical violence was an ebony ruler he held, but it existed as a threat rather than an employed instrument of punishment. So it was the Reverend Jones who got us started on the Hebrew alphabet, beginning at the summit of scholarship and not in its foothills. I soon knew aleph, beth, gamel, before I properly knew A, B, C. 


Under the shadow of our Bible studies and our growing acquaintance with the Hebrew alphabet, we learned to read of our own accord. I kept my eye on that ebony ruler and never wanted to come in contact with it, and Mr Jones, having children of his own, was not affronted by some of my more eccentric questions. 


‘If you are teaching us, Mr Jones,’ I asked, ‘who teaches your children?’


‘My dear wife, of course,’ he said, but he did not want to enlarge on that grey, worn woman. He had been in the midst of telling us about the Council of Nicea and the great argument that had rejected a heretic named Arius. His appearance of disappointment became more intense as he continued, and loaded down his jaws, and he tapped his ebony ruler reflectively twice on the back of a chair. Meanwhile, I hoped he had explained all this shadowy theology to his own children and not imposed it on us alone. ‘But you have a school at the church,’ I said.


‘Aye,’ he admitted. ‘But for yamstocks, and the children of slaves and freed slaves. The islanders and the slaves are so sunk in heathenism I would not have young women such as you share a classroom with them, nor would I have my children do it.’


This fascinated me. Heathenism was a word with a red glare of allure around it. 


‘They believe, those others,’ Mr Jones told us, ‘in the powers not of the bread and wine and body and blood of Christ, but in the worship of the myrtle tree, the tree of rebellion as the American revolt shows us, and they believe too in the spreading of chickens’ blood. Even my sanctuary has been broken into, and I see the signs where they have placed their own pagan symbols, the blood, the leaves, and a pot in which a chicken’s head is buried facing towards Mecca, all around the bier of a dead man.’


‘You should put guards on the door at night,’ said Jane. 


I should tell you something about Jane. She was an earnest girl and would never achieve guile in her lifetime. That she had a more solid and admirable character than mine was obvious to me from my infancy and helped colour my definition of my flawed state. Jane was a child from before the Fall. I seemed to be one from after that event. But once a vein of questioning was opened up for Jane, she was as willing to take advantage of it as any child would be. 


‘Oh, my dear young lady, the night-watchmen themselves are frightened of ghosts and of the coming and going of the supposed priests and priestesses of the Malay and African religions.’


‘But why are there myrtle leaves?’ I wanted to know. There were myrtle trees behind the house, but I had not suspected them of any magic.


‘The myrtle is beloved by God since he grew it miraculously in the middle of the desert and the Israelites used it to make shelters. But the Devil claims the myrtle too. He will always be defeated, yet he favours its leaves as if he needed them for very life. Through Christ, God has won the battle in your souls, since you have been baptised, and have a desire for the light. But there are those who seek salvation in myrtle leaves.’


And so The Briars took on for me a dual condition. I wondered if Sarah and the two boys, and Toby and Ernest, believed in the myrtles as belonging to God or the Devil, as trees to be contested for, a battlefield unto themselves. I watched the slave boys at dinner, watched their white gloves, inspected Sarah’s smile. There was no evil in them, and they did not go to the yamstock school any more, and I hoped that when they saw the myrtle grove, they saw God. 


I liked the doleful Reverend Mr Jones, but while his counsels concerning myrtle made me merely careful, and obscurely excited me, they weighed on Jane in a way that began to interfere with her appetite and her dreams. The casual tap of the ebony stick against furniture could bring tears to her eyes, and to Mr Jones’s credit, he saw this. 


‘Why are you distressed, my child?’ he asked. 


We began to notice that our mother paced outside the window of the classroom, seemingly back and forth on some adult duty, but I realise she wanted to hear what Mr Jones was saying. Perhaps Jane had confided her terror of the myrtle to her mother. 


Soon he had us reading aloud sections of the New and Old Testaments, which were a more useful form of education, for the measures of the Bible were eloquent and of exquisite structure, and of use to a person for life (at least in conversation). We had begun by reading Revelation, a book that seemed to suit Mr Jones’s melancholy. ‘. . . wheat, and beasts, and sheep, and horses, and chariots, and slaves, and souls of men, and the fruits that thy soul lusted after, are departed from thee.’ 


‘Ah,’ he interrupted softly with a tap of his ruler, ‘why are slaves and horses and beasts equated together, when horses are especial animals and slaves are as human as are we?’


Of course neither Jane nor I could answer. 


‘Believe me,’ he told us, ‘it is God’s irony. The rich man will be deprived of slaves because he sins by lusting after them. I must baptise the children of slave women. Where are their fathers? That is what I ask. Where are their fathers?’


He spoke as if to himself now, his conversation a private one in which Jane and I were eavesdroppers.


‘You should thank God that your boy servants here were born before your father arrived, that they are some other man’s sin . . .’


At this point my mother appeared at the classroom, or parlour, door. 


‘Mr Jones,’ she said with a severity we could not understand. ‘I think you have strayed into areas that are not of use to my daughters’ education. I wonder, may I speak with you?’


Mr Jones looked at us with infinite sadness in his eyes. He turned to my mother. ‘Dear lady, please realise that if you report me to the Council of the East India Company, you will not be the first to have done so.’


‘I am not interested in reporting anyone,’ said my mother. ‘But I have noted a decline in at least one of my daughters.’ She stepped back into the hallway, and he squared himself off manfully and walked out into the corridor. I have been all my life a passionate overhearer, but did not want to be – for reasons I could not understand – that day. 


The upshot was that Mr Jones was dispensed with, said a polite goodbye to us and rode away with his ebony ruler in a satchel hanging from the saddle of his rough-coated island horse. 


My parents redoubled their efforts now to find a tutor, and advertised in Cape Town, and in the meantime my mother took up the task. She said, ‘I do not say that everything Mr Jones taught you was wrong. But the Hebrew alphabet is more appropriate to students at Oxford and Cambridge than to you.’


‘And Arius?’ I asked.


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘that too. If you remember it all, well and good, but what he told you about slaves is rubbish. Look at Sarah! Does she seem unhappy or debased?’


We both agreed she didn’t. 


No one responded to my parents’ advertisements, and we began our reading and mathematical tasks and occasional sums involving pennies and shillings, which my mother demonstrated with items of family revenue, showing us modest bills from Solomon’s store in Jamestown and counting out the shillings and pennies in front of us. She began on French grammar, having enough French of her own to make it credible. I loved the language and used its words in the midst of my conversation. When my mother took us on rides, I called out to Robert and Roger, about whom Mr Jones’s remarks had been incomprehensible to me, ‘Bring round mon cheval aussi.’ 


We had biblical readings but poetical ones as well, and I think my mother was rather a good teacher, but with a small boy to attend to, her classes became more and more haphazard.










Lack of educational and social polish . . .


My mother’s concerns about our lack of educational and social polish led to a bitter result. It was decided that Jane and I must return to England to attend an academy for young ladies. 


My father wrote to a patron of his, Sir Thomas Tyrwhitt. Sir Thomas, of whom I came to hold certain conclusive but unprovable theories, was a fellow whose name was occasionally mentioned in our house because he had helped my father get his present position as superintendent of the East India Company stores and sales. He would run it by way of an entity in which two islanders, Messrs Cole and Fowler, had invested. They were sleeping partners and rarely contacted my father. Sir Thomas had once been the secretary to the Prince Regent himself and thus was wisdom incarnate on every aspect of the social life of Great Britain. He was also, mysteriously, the supervisory and benign figure in my father’s childhood and youth. He was like a potent deity, or interventionary saint, and we children accepted his distant and unseen power as a given fact of our lives. Apparently a reply came from Sir Thomas recommending an academy for the polishing of girls. It was located in distant Nottingham. 


When I reached eight years and Jane ten, we were put aboard a ship under the care of a wife from the East India garrison who was returning to England permanently. I enjoyed the journey because I was the sort of child just forward enough to be the object of teasing affection. I liked to imagine I was one of them, a girl sailor: I began ascending the mainmast rigging on a bright, calm day, and was swiftly brought down and spoken to severely by the first mate, who nonetheless wore a suppressed smile. 


I was a sea urchin by day, but became a frightened child at dusk and spent the nights at sea in Jane’s arms in her narrow bunk, while my own was abandoned and grew cold. I had heard the woman who minded us speaking to other passengers about the prospect that we might encounter the French, but the blockade by our navy was so severe that they considered it an extreme unlikelihood. But for a child extreme unlikelihood had no force compared to the power of the imagination. 


I barely remember London – we must not have put into the East India Dock, for I think it did not exist then. I remember a brisk departure from the city by coach with a young gentleman who worked for Sir Thomas and had a letter of welcome and advice written by our uncle, my father’s brother, who worked as a clerk in the city somewhere. It became apparent that we lacked much of a Balcombe family in England – at least, no grandparents had presented (nor did we expect them), and no flow of aunts. And it seemed perfectly reasonable that a fellow of such importance as our uncle should not appear. 


I had not been sick at sea, but was ill twice during the three-day journey to Nottinghamshire, where we arrived at last on a hill above a pretty market town named Mansfield. Here was the large, draughty house called the Academy for Young Ladies, owned by a woman named Miss Clarke. What wisdom had chosen this place for our betterment, we did not know. Miss Clarke, who was warm towards her pupils, believed that it was good for a girl’s constitution to be acquainted with cold, and in the dormitories we became well acquainted with it. Since the academy was a large building with plentiful grounds – in which Miss Clarke took some pride – we were sent outside in all weathers to run and play. She believed in outlets for a girl’s energies as being essential to enabling decorum at the times it was required. We were aware her theories were considered experimental by some. 


My misery was illimitable, and was more intense as I could not comprehend the necessity my parents felt to subject me to all this. In the first night I crept across a hallway from my dormitory into my sister’s bed, but one of the young lady instructors discovered me on her patrol on our third night. I was taken to a cupboard with a blanket and locked there for the rest of the night and, to emphasise the matter, for the next night as well. That second night seemed to stretch ahead infinitely. I had no light, and for consolation had to concentrate on a small gap at the bottom of the door along which a slightly bluer and more amiable form of darkness could be seen. I had whimpered the first night and began to whimper again the following one, and then I had a revelation, an angelic visitation – though I would not like to name which angel – that whimpering was not the right tack for me. It would satisfy the expectations of the dormitory mistress. The right ploy was not to creep and seek caresses or bleat. The right ploy was defiance. This was so obvious that I found it hard to understand why it had not occurred to me sooner. 


It would be unjust, however, to depict Miss Clarke and her teachers as monstrous beings, though the principal and proprietor herself was contradictory. I saw her, with an air of practical and forthright kindness, bind up the chilblains that girls had acquired through play in the cold gardens and, during sleep, in the Arctic dormitories. Whether it was kindness to keep the girls of the academy in conditions encouraging to chilblains was a question she never asked.


So we began our introductory classes in scripture, the basic principles of mathematics – algebra and trigonometry would have cost my parents more, and they had decided we would not need them – and fine needlework. My father had paid a premium on our fees to ensure we received instruction in French, dancing and music. These three happened to provide the chief consolation of my days. My tendency to substitute French words for English ones amused the other girls. I was not subjected to mockery since they could tell I would exact a notable, unpredictable price for it. 


I became a determined and cunning delinquent, though more subtle than unruly. I would ask questions with feigned innocence. I once asked our scripture teacher, was it true that Miss Clarke intended to let her go? The – in all senses – poor woman was angry, but above all fearful, and I was malignly satisfied. I was careful to sit in chapel by the sort of girl who in sombre situations could be set off into hilarity by a mere dig in the ribs. I was a watchful rebel, took what I could and, for the rest, kept myself warm with contempt. I did not evade complete censure and was frequently asked why I was not more like Jane. The question seemed to cause her more pain than me. Yet she was the one who seemed to be able somehow to sustain herself calmly through the chilled nights of the academy, whereas I still shed secret tears.


Miss Clarke and her ladies read our letters home and became aware that mine were a continual plea to my mother and father to let me come back. The delay with letters was not too great since many ships on their way to Cape Town and India put into Jamestown in those days. I could play the piano, I told my mother. I could read. I knew French, which was partly true and, by the time they received the letter, would have become even more of an accomplished fact. So I was ready to resume my island life.


As in any history of misery there were hopeful moments. We were permitted to march down to the town in two columns, like troops, as if to check on its defended condition in this era of war. We would proceed by the Buttercross market and on past the new weaving mills by the River Maun to the village of Market Warsop or to a hill nearby, from which we could see the grandeur of Newstead Abbey. Boney in Dieppe had his eye on such wonderful structures, said Miss Clarke; his heart yearned to get his troops to Nottinghamshire, but he was prevented from doing so by the merciful God of the Anglican Church and the valour of the Royal Navy. When some companies of the Nottingham Regiment paraded on the market square with their baggage train, I was quite surprised to be told that they were bound not for Dieppe, the centre of the Bonaparte evil, but for Spain. 


Old Boney was an immanence that did not frighten us much when we stood in daylight above the collieries and the threatened opulence of Newstead Abbey, but the thought of him was sufficient to raise night anxieties. If we were back on the island, I wrote to my parents, we would be far from Dieppe where old Boney was. 


Miss Clarke called me to her Spartan office, where the fireplace was unlit, and told me that my parents deserved more than to hear me plead for a return. It is a normal thing for girls who write letters to their parents, she told me, to comment on their studies, the subjects in which they are doing well, and the respect they have for their teachers. My next letter was fulsome and declared these things to excess and declared also that I did not know what I would do when the time came to leave the academy. I then sprinkled some water mixed with a little salt onto the letter and was confident my mother would realise that I had written it under coercion, and while in tears, and the lies I told were a measure of my distress, not of my happiness. 


Jane, meanwhile, was put into the sick bay twice with congestive illnesses and I was allowed to miss certain classes to sit with her and hold her hand. She would always be susceptible in this regard. I was happy for this form of sanctuary after making other girls laugh at the French mistress, and being caught and roughly shaken for satirising the steps of the dance master. I rejoiced in the anguish in a strange way, as if I were proving to myself how uninhabitable the academy was. I was ordered into the closet again and told myself, in its unique air and coldness, that I was a night closer to liberation. It was meant to reduce me, but I would not be reduced. 


Jane sometimes interceded for me and was allowed to take me into the garden and beyond, to the height above the river, so that she could remonstrate with me, beg me to show respect and remind me of the family honour. All that should have coerced a child but didn’t coerce me. I did not want to placate the academy: I wanted to escape it. In that objective, I wrote my parents other letters than the ones I sent through official channels, and paid the gardener to post them. 


‘Mama, I am crying to you out of a deep pit,’ I told my mother in one such.


Christmas was a terrible day, spent at Miss Clarke’s table with girls whose parents were in India and teachers who had no other home. Our uncle, whom we never met, sent us a brief message of greeting and a florin each.


How long, oh, Lord, how long? All through the residue of winter and the first buds of hawthorn – that was how long! Then a cold spring emerged and the promise of a lukewarm summer. An astonishing thing happened one day in late June when the young man representing Sir Thomas Tyrwhitt, the same one we’d met all those months before at the boat, appeared. He seemed rather more tubercular than he had earlier, which explained why, when dozens of his countrymen were risking themselves against Old Boney in Spain, or Dieppe, or wherever Old Boney was (Boney was in fact in Germany most of this time), he was able to pursue a non-military life. 


He told me that Sir Thomas and my uncle were rather disappointed in me. The irony was that, as he informed me of this, my mother was nursing a new baby brother of mine on the island and had christened him Thomas Tyrwhitt Balcombe, to honour the known and unspecified services that this great man had done my father at some stage. ‘And,’ the young clerk or aide told me, drawing in a breath, ‘there may be men of far greater eminence even than Sir Thomas who will hear of your behaviour and be disappointed in you – those who are interested only in your education and yet have seen you behave like a Mohammedan towards it.’


This proposition, that I offended men on high, was appalling. Yet there was in me a calm level at which I did not care as long as I was back on the island, where distance would reduce their voices to nothing. They had not tasted the island, the earth’s centre, the yardstick of what was to be desired. Nor were they here at Miss Clarke’s. They did not understand what it was like. Above all, words break over an unhappy child like surf above a drowning person. They become irrelevant to her condition. She is below them, gasping and gulping. 


‘So,’ he ended, ‘I expect you to promise—’


‘I will not promise, sir,’ I told him in a fury. ‘I do not make promises.’


This was an impudence that so far exceeded any measurable scale that he asked, ‘Are you saying that to me? In saying that to me you are saying it to Sir Thomas Tyrwhitt, patron to your uncle and your own father!’


I had tears stinging in their ducts but maintained my drastic intention that they shouldn’t flow even for such augustness. I told him I didn’t want this level of education. I wanted to go home. Thank God he left then, after some negative remarks, and I let my tears fall on the books open before me, on the Hittites and the Persians, on Darius and the great runner Pheidippides.


My mother would show me much later, for amusement’s sake, the letter Miss Clarke had written both to her and to Sir Thomas Tyrwhitt laying down the proposition that I could not be educated. Her opinion, she said, was that had we lived in biblical times, the concept of Satanic possession would perhaps have been invoked in my case, but it would have been excessive to pursue such ideas in these progressive times. As it was, my parents were advised to think of me as if I did not have a particular essential faculty, the equivalent to the power to talk or walk, and they must perhaps consider for me accordingly the sort of indulgence that is directed at those who carry a great handicap. They were pleased to understand, she exhorted them, that they should in no way consider me lacking in native cleverness. However, in me, obduracy was like a disease, and I would be permanently disabled by it unless some later recovery took place on my way to womanhood. 


Sir Thomas Tyrwhitt’s man arrived and accompanied me back to the south, to the house of some elderly people who at last claimed to be distant relatives of my father and who lived in Sussex near the Downs. I was allowed to go for walks with a young maid. The elderly relatives were benignly gruff and willing to leave me to my devices for the month I spent with them in their house near Lewes, cared for by a kindly housekeeper who kept two cats and a retriever. 


Then the great Sir Thomas visited the house unexpectedly, on business. He wanted to see me in the company of the elderly relative, the slightly distracted householder who had never gone to the trouble of explaining whether he was connected on my mother’s or father’s side. Sir Thomas himself was a very small man, for all his power, and carried himself like a victor, cheeks clear and chin raised above his stock, brown hair still in place atop his head.


He said to me, ‘So you could not take to school, Miss Balcombe?’


I wanted to say that school could not take to me, but for once, perhaps with a small surge from the dormant veins of wisdom within me, I did not. With a smile I never trusted, he told me that I was required to answer him directly.


‘Sir,’ I said, ‘I want to go back to the island.’


Sir Thomas and the elderly male relative exchanged looks. ‘The father’s daughter then,’ he said, smirking. ‘Fit for islands and secluded posts.’


Then he undertook a long study of me, one more extensive in its searchfulness, I thought, than there was material to justify it.


‘Does it worry you,’ he asked me, ‘that you will grow up a savage?’


It didn’t worry me at all. I said, ‘If it pleases you, sir . . . no!’


‘And your sister Jane has been so happy at the academy.’


‘She has a bad chest because the academy is cold. But she is not impudent, sir.’


He laughed drily and scanned the ceiling and returned large almond eyes to me. ‘Impudence is not a disease you catch,’ he told me, with his gnome-like infallibility. ‘Not like your sister’s bad chest. It is a chosen condition. And you have chosen it. And now or later you should un-choose it, miss, if you do not want to be a savage on an island.’


I could see that the dour but tender relative had put his head to the side like a questioning, honest hound, and was beginning to feel sorry for me. He said, ‘Perhaps the experiment could be tried again, Sir Thomas, in a year or two. Perhaps she will grow to be more like her sister. That sort of thing has been known to occur.’


‘I don’t want to anger great men,’ I declared, in what would have been total bemusement, except for the fact that beyond this sea of humiliation and disapproval glimmered the island. It was a fit landscape for my fallen state. Surprisingly, this contrite or at least sincere utterance seemed to disarm Sir Thomas. His laughter at it sounded authentic and no longer a form of judgement. 


‘I found you,’ he said, ‘the wife of an East India Company garrison surgeon on her way to India by way of the island. She will look after you on the voyage back.’


And so I had achieved my aim through defiance, and on the island I would be saved by distance from the disappointment of great men. I was allowed to write to Jane and ask her to forgive me for being so bad and leaving her behind. She wrote back declaring herself quite happy for the time being to stay with Miss Clarke. She existed there, after all, in a comfortable net of admiration woven of teachers and other pupils alike. 


Sir Thomas’s tubercular young man took me to Portsmouth in a carriage and I returned home on a naval vessel of seventy-two guns, a most sleek ship that would achieve the passage in seven weeks. Aboard, I met the surgeon’s wife, who had two girls younger than me and to whom I knew at once I must be kind and companionable. For the woman meant me nothing but good and was very handsome in a darker, watchful, ample way. Her name was Mrs Amie Stuart; she was Canadian-French and had met her husband, Surgeon Stuart, on what she called ‘the Nova Scotia station’, where Stuart had supervised the hospital of the naval squadron and the garrison. I learned her unmarried name was Troublant and heard her speaking in French to her two young daughters – the older of whom, the six-year-old, shared a cabin with me. At a specially blocked-off table in a mid-ship saloon, a rare enough thing in a ship of war, we all spoke French, and it was from her tuition that I learned much more of the language, reading from her daughters’ primers and from French histories of the Angevin Age or of Charlemagne she had in her possession. 


On the morning we at last stood in the Jamestown Roads and waited to be taken ashore in the cutter, I did not feel that there were so many grounds now for men of great power to be disappointed in me, and in any case their disappointment was remote. Admittedly, my French was only partially accomplished, but what I had, I somehow had to the full, in a way that promised future and perfect facility if I simply pursued my native interest. 


I had composed an address to my parents who, I knew, would be at the pier. They were not the kind of people who exercised punishment by absenting themselves from the ritual of welcoming one of their children. There might be chastisement later in the day, but I was confident enough in their affection to know that whatever had been communicated about me, however my character had been traduced, it would be swallowed up in their relief at seeing me again. 


So it happened. I came ashore with Mrs Stuart and her two girls, and when I climbed up to the dock from the cutter I found my mother and father. They looked to me like all I desired: abundance and forgiveness and repatriation – as if I had survived a battle and were to be celebrated for it. Sarah was there, carrying my plump new brother, Thomas Tyrwhitt, and it would turn out that Mother was pregnant with baby Alexander. My enlarged family seemed to promise an enlargement of the terms of life. It was 1811, I would soon be ten, and I was home for an indefinite future. My mother thanked Mrs Stuart and invited her to The Briars, then knelt and said, ‘Oh, my Betsy,’ and took Thomas Tyrwhitt Balcombe from Sarah and enclosed my new brother and me in one long-armed hug.


In the shadow of the warehouse of Fowler, Cole and Balcombe, I uttered my first long French salutation, and I could see that it eased something in my father’s fraught eyes. He said to my mother, pointing to me, ‘You see, Jane. We are what we are, and in that we may well be superior to those who seek to tut about us.’ 
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