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An irresistible desire to see the great world, to wander through strange countries, and to associate with barbarians who dwell far from the jostling and hurrying of civilization, prompted me to leave my English home at the age of fifteen, and to seek incident in a roving life far from my own kith and kin.

Herbert Ward Five Years with the
 Congo Cannibals (1890)
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INDIA
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Objects of Attraction: England through Indian Eyes


On 29 March 1838 the Buckinghamshire fluttered its sails and began to glide slowly out of the harbour at Bombay. There were sixty passengers on board, fifteen of them children and most of the adults public servants and employees of the Honourable East India Company, going home to England on furlough, or leave. By the time they reached Gravesend five months later the new queen had been officially crowned at a ceremony in Westminster Abbey on 28 June.

A year earlier, in June 1837, when King William IV died and she realized that she was to be queen, Victoria had written in her private  journal: ‘Since it has pleased Providence to place me in this station, I shall do my utmost to fulfil my duty towards my country; I am very young, and perhaps in many, though not in all things, inexperienced, but I am sure that very few have more real good will and more real desire to do what is fit and right than I have.’

The authentic note of high moral earnestness had been sounded: the Victorian age was inaugurated.

On board the Buckinghamshire spirits were high among the British colonial servants at the prospect of return but there was one exception to the general scene of rejoicing. A small group of three Indian gentlemen of high caste and dressed in Parsee costume did not share the general merriment. They were ‘very melancholy’ at the thought of leaving their home for a period of three years: ‘Every soul on board except ourselves, and some native seamen, were full of joy, with the anticipated pleasure of seeing their native land and the associates of their younger days. Our case indeed was different, we were leaving our birthplace for a strange country, and had exchanged homely comforts for the troubles of a long sea voyage. We gazed on the happy land we had just left till we could see it no longer.’

Jehangeer Nowrojee, Hirjeebhoy Merwanjee, their friend Dorabjee Muncherjee and two servants of their own caste would be away for nearly three years. Distinguished Bombay naval architects, Nowrojee and Merwanjee were son and nephew of Jamjetsee Nowrojee, master builder of the Honourable East India Company’s dockyard in the city, which their family had founded in 1735. Five generations of Nowrojees had served the Company for over a century but now times were changing. Aware of the growing challenge of the new steamships, they were coming to England to study the art of steamship building. Failure to keep pace with technical innovation would destroy their business and they knew it.

When their ship finally arrived in mid-August they were fascinated by the mass of shipping entering the River Thames,which is but a stream compared to the Ganges and the Indus, or the still larger rivers of America. We thought it a great wonder that such a small and insignificant a speck as England appears on the map of the world, can thus attract so many of the nations of the world towards her . . . we will tell our countrymen that it is the persevering habits of the English, it is the labour and skill of that people, that is the cause of such attraction . . . it is by the power of knowledge alone, and not by the power of arms, that she has so many means of attracting the world to her, and extending the spread of her manufactures.




At Gravesend they stepped on board a steam vessel for the first time in their lives, for the thirty-mile trip to London. ‘There were many people on board, and we were the objects of great attraction.’ When they reached London Bridge a mob of nearly a thousand curious Londoners gathered to gaze on these strange men in their unusual dress. In the first of a series of neat reversals of the clichés of the English travelogue, Nowrojee and Merwanjee were stared at because of their appearance and overwhelmed, like modern visitors to Calcutta or Delhi, by the dense crowds they saw in the streets. On arriving in central London they were installed at the Portland Hotel and immediately taken off by their host, Sir Charles Forbes, to see the Diorama in Hyde Park and the Zoological Gardens in Regent’s Park, where they found they were just as much an object of interest as the animals. ‘It was amusing to hear one call us Chinese, they are Turks says another; no they are Spanish vociferates a third; thus they were labouring under mistakes, and taking inhabitants of British India for natives of Europe.’

Their observations, which were recorded in a Journal of a Residence of Two Years and a Half in Great Britain (1841), were shrewd. Taken to a reception in that hub of Empire, East India House in Leadenhall Street in the City of London: ‘We were very much struck with the appearance of the India House, and we could not help remarking how much of the future happiness or the misery of the countless millions of India depended on the transactions  carried on within the walls of this building.’ At Madame Tussaud’s they saw the fresh display depicting the Queen’s coronation but were more interested in radical thinkers such as Wilberforce and Cobbett and the Enlightenment hero Voltaire: ‘We looked much at him, thinking he must have had much courage, and have thought himself quite right in his belief to have stood opposed to all the existing religious systems of his native land.’

They were dazzled by the speed of the trains on the Great Western Railway (Paddington to Slough in a mere fifty minutes) and by such sights as the British Museum and the Parks, but they regretted to have to inform their countrymen that ‘the majority of the lower orders in England are very rude in their manners and behaviour towards strangers whom they do not like to see in their own country’. They visited scientific institutions, bazaars and markets, even Thomas Flight’s fourteen-acre dairy in Islington, where, behind high walls, could be seen four hundred cows that supplied milk for the capital: ‘sleek as racehorses, and they are curried with a comb every day’.

The Indian visitors went into the Strangers’ Gallery at the House of Commons to hear a great debate on the Irish question at which Daniel O’Connell, Robert Peel and Lord John Russell spoke: ‘We consider it the most exciting eight or nine hours that we ever spent.’ They visited a criminal court near the Guildhall: ‘In a sort of pit below are a number of sallow-looking men, dressed in black gowns with powdered wigs with little tails, and these are called barristers.’ At Windsor they were noticed by the Queen, and offered her salaams in return: ‘We felt highly honoured in thus being noticed by our gracious sovereign, the greatest in the world.’ They were generally amused at the propensity of the English to talk constantly about the weather and at the extraordinary importance they attached to their newspapers: ‘We believe to very many, it is the greatest pleasure they have in life to get the newspaper at their breakfast in the morning, and it is laughable to see how immediately readers of a certain class adopt the opinions of the daily paper they take.’

But the real reason for their trip was to study ship-building and, as well as being given the run of the naval dockyard at Chatham, they made a tour of naval arsenals and Britain’s principal ports. They were particularly impressed by the fact that the railway tunnel at Lime Street Station in Liverpool seemed to them to go under the town: ‘Here then, again, is a remarkable proof of our frequent assertion, that the English are a most wonderful people.’

Much of the amusement of the Journal of a Residence naturally comes from witnessing the foreigner write about England in the way the English were to write so copiously about other countries. The ‘strangeness’ of strange countries, in the end, amounts to no more than the fact that they are not like our own, with the corollary that one person’s strangeness is of course another person’s normality. On such a slender basis the discreet charm of travel writing rests.

 



What follows is a book about journeys, and about some of the remarkable men and women who made those journeys, during one of the great ages of British travelling and exploration. Much of what they reported - ethnological, cartographical, geographical, historical - has long been superseded by the advance of specialist knowledge, but what remain vivid and fresh are their accounts of their travels. This is a book about how people travelled, about how they expressed their sense of what they saw. The language in which they wrote - and through which they so often unwittingly revealed themselves, frequently telling us more about themselves as Victorian Englishmen and Englishwomen than about the people and countries through which they passed - is at the heart of this book, and I have tried to convey the special flavour of Victorian travel writing by generous quotation from the writers themselves.

The field is vast. In the Topography section in the London Library’s basement the shelves of nineteenth-century travelogues stretch seemingly into infinity. I have had to be ruthlessly selective. Certain important guests cannot of course be refused entry to this celebration - Richard Burton, Charles Doughty, Isabella Bird, Mary Kingsley, Charles Darwin, David Livingstone - but I have found  room too for the far lesser known, even at the expense of excluding some famous names. I have also been very hard on writers whose primary reputations have been achieved in other literary fields. Trollope in America, Gissing by the Ionian Sea, Thackeray in the East, have been passed over in favour of other travellers in those regions. In the South Seas I have preferred the missionary John Williams to the perhaps more obvious choice of Robert Louis Stevenson. And, while trying to give at least something of a global picture of travel, my bias has been towards those parts of the map that were once shaded red.

Since it has been my aim to reflect the flavour and quiddity of particular journeys, drawing directly on published accounts of travels, I have ignored those travellers who wrote no accounts - though I was mindful of the fact that, as Paul Theroux put it recently, ‘some of the most resourceful travellers I’ve known have never written a word, just kept moving alone across the world’. I have also brazenly elided the terms ‘traveller’ and ‘explorer’, my interest being simply in those who moved about countries other than their own and wrote about the experience, whatever the declared purpose. I have confined myself - not through provincialism or complacent xenophobia - to British travellers because it seems to me that British travel writing of this epoch constitutes a phase in the development of the English sensibility, that it reveals as much about the culture of the travellers as it does about the countries they made the object of their narratives.

Undoubtedly many Victorian travellers held views - and expressed them without inhibition - that are offensive now (and would have been offensive to indigenous people at the time). Overall their travels served the needs and reflected the aims and values of a major imperial power at its zenith. Maps were as much the record of acquisition and dominion as of dispassionate geographical knowledge. Ethnographic analysis helped the ruler in the task of ruling. Terms such as ‘uncivilized’ or ‘savage’ were universally deployed, even in contexts that were not intended to be derogatory. They show how great a distance stretched between the imperial  traveller, however knowledgeable and even well-meaning, and the local peoples he or she encountered. The latter were not equals and they served the needs of a power that saw itself as pursuing a ‘civilizing’ mission as well as a frankly self-interested one. At its worst - as in Sir Richard Burton’s repellent treatise ‘On the Negro’s Place in Nature’ - the tone was plainly racist. But the same man could write elsewhere of the British as ‘a nation of strangers, aliens to the country’s customs and creed, who, even while resident in India, act the part which absentees do in other lands. Where, in the history of the world, do we read that such foreign dominion ever made itself popular? ’

In short, the picture is particular and nuanced. Contradictions show themselves within travellers and even within the pages of a given travel narrative. I have sought, above all, to give some of that particular flavour, that sense of the specificity of travel and the individual traveller’s experience, by drawing directly on what they said, in their own idiom, in their time.

Who, then, were the Victorian travellers? Generalizations about such a highly individualistic group of men and women are perilous but at the same time there is no doubt that they had some marked common characteristics. They were the product of their times and of their culture, which determined in large measure the way in which they travelled, the way they expressed themselves about what they saw, the questions they asked themselves and sought to answer. They travelled for many different purposes, spurred on by very different causes. They were not an organized group, though some of the leading explorers - Burton and Speke, Livingstone and Stanley - did collaborate or interact with one another, either in the field or in the meeting rooms of the Royal Geographical Society in London. Then, as now, extended travel was the privilege of those with the means and leisure to pursue it. Victorian travel writing was not a branch of proletarian literature. Although there is an occasional outbreak of sympathy or understanding for the experience of subject peoples, these writers were Victorians at the height of the British Empire and seldom doubted  either their right to be where they were or the justice of the imperial ‘civilizing mission’.

The travellers in the present book have been selected not for an illusory goal of ‘representativeness’ but precisely to capture the range and diversity and sheer quirkiness of these men and women. There is, however, no escaping history.

From about 1830 onwards Britain was the world’s leading industrial and commercial power and its overseas empire was expanding and consolidating. Travellers and explorers were part of this phenomenon. Britain produced more explorers and exploration than any other leading power in the nineteenth century. Some kinds of exploration, for example the obsession with locating the source of the Nile, had as much to do with national pride as with scientific discovery, and exploration was an important means of consolidating Britain’s public image in the world. Later chapters will show how organizations such as the Royal Geographical Society, which gradually took over from the Admiralty as the chief organizer and promoter of journeys of exploration in the Victorian period, masterminded this huge surge of travel.

As well as markets to be created and colonies to be administered, and the radical changes in the very means of travel - railways and steamships - the reasons for leaving England were as many as there were travellers themselves. Some were searching for knowledge, some were searching for themselves, some were driven by a sheer taste for adventure, some liked killing wild animals in large quantities, some were soldiers, sailors, spies, scholars, scientists, some sought physical health for sick bodies ailing in the pallid drawing rooms of stuffy Victorian England, some were interested in acquiring archaeological specimens and ancient works of art, often at bargain prices, some wished to convert the heathen and spread the gospel, some wanted to draw and to paint, some wished simply to do something while spouses discharged the white man’s burden under a whirling punkah, some wished for fame, some wished to be the first to discover a tract of land, a lake, a river source, a passage through the ice, an unknown inland sea, and some travelled, as  people have always travelled, for no reason at all but sheer enjoyment.

In spite of improvements in the means of travel the journeys explored in the following chapters were often very tough and required great courage. Particularly toxic for Europeans was Equatorial Africa - the notorious White Man’s Grave - and tropical diseases made short work of many a venturesome explorer to the region. Children, spouses, friends regularly perished, sometimes with appalling swiftness. And there was the sheer difficulty of moving across difficult terrain, marshalling, for long periods, teams of local bearers and assistants, whose loyalty in all cases to the imperial traveller could not automatically be assured. The leader of an expedition was in a lonely and dangerous position: he or she had to maintain morale (often in profoundly discouraging circumstances), keep the party moving on, even if the next day was uncertain, the future veiled, and negotiate a path through unknown and often hostile country. Even travellers in less dangerous places and climates, in the heart of Europe itself, had to contend with challenges and hardships unknown to the modern traveller in a global play-ground where modern comforts are taken for granted.

Travellers were not slow to take advantage of changes occurring in Victorian society. Many played to the gallery, like Stanley, dramatizing themselves and their exploits, turning themselves into national heroes and public celebrities, publishing often lucrative, best-selling accounts of their travels. Publishers like John Murray catered to the demand for more and more travel narratives from the Victorian reading public. Journals like the Edinburgh Quarterly,  Westminster, Macmillan’s and Athenaeum published articles and accounts. The Illustrated London News brought graphic reports of explorations to a wider public.

A particularly flourishing genre was the missionary account which combined adventure and a high moral tone in pleasing proportions. By the end of the nineteenth century, it has been estimated, ten thousand British missionaries were working outside Europe and many wrote up their experiences. Missionary texts  paralleled the imperial imperative (that underlay most secular accounts of travel and exploration in the period) to bring light into darkness, establish the triumph of white over black, civilize the barbarian and tame the savage.

As one historian, Robert Stafford, concluded in The Oxford History of the British Empire: ‘Exploration thus became an important part of the process of imperialism, for even when it did not lead directly to annexation, it enclosed vast tracts of the periphery, including their inhabitants and resources, within Europe’s purview . . . The narratives, as much as the explorations they chronicled, constituted acts of possession that legitimized and encouraged territorial control.’

No innocence, then, in these travellers’ accounts but a great deal of variety, colour, surprise, excitement, even humour.
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Exploring Holes and Corners: Emma Roberts


At 10 a.m. on 1 September 1839 a plump, middle-aged woman embarked at Tower Stairs on the Thames on board the hundred-ton French steamship the Phénix for Le Havre. Her ultimate destination was Bombay.

‘To the majority of readers, in these days of universal travelling,’ Emma Roberts would write in her account of that journey, ‘it will be superfluous to describe a steamboat.’ It was, however, her first voyage on such a vessel after a lifetime of sailing packets, ‘and though the tremulous motion and the stamping of the engine are anything but agreeable, I prefer it to the violent rolling and pitching of a sailing vessel.’

One of the more interesting and lively of the early nineteenth-century travellers in India, Roberts held the conviction that at this time India was insufficiently known and that it was her task to remedy that defect. In a short guide for the benefit of those thinking of following her example by heading East, The East India Voyager or Ten Minutes Advice to the Outward Bound (1839), Emma Roberts claimed that this ‘large and most important territory belonging to Great Britain in the East is comparatively neglected’. Her notion was that enterprising women like herself should seize the opportunity to pursue ‘a career of adventure in the Honourable Company’s territories’. Dissatisfied with existing accounts and guides written by military men and servants of the Crown, she declared: ‘The want of sympathy, but too frequently manifested by Europeans with the natives of India, in all cases when not proceeding from malevolence  of disposition, arises from ignorance of their true character, and the claims they possess to a higher degree of consideration, and that such ignorance should exist at all is much to be lamented, especially when there are so many noble examples which shew that it must entirely originate in idleness or apathy.’

Roberts’s writing is peppered with passages of this kind which rebuke the (generally male) Anglo-Indian settler for his ignorance of or hostility towards local culture. Her sharp tongue, however, did not prevent her from giving vent to occasional prejudices of her own.

It was natural that India, the jewel in the crown of the British Empire, should attract the interest of British travel writers and the public they catered for. Avoiding mostly the savage jungle encounters and heroic penetration into dark interiors that characterized the narratives of the African explorers, the Indian travellers tended to focus more on social mores, customs, scenery and landscape and, of course, colonial life. Many of the travellers were colonial administrators or officials or their spouses. They tended to pursue the familiar theme of knowledge as power, gathering facts and figures in order to be more efficient rulers and retainers of imperial sway. They reflected the changes in the British approach to India in the Victorian period, which tended to swing between the poles of anglicization and acknowledgement of degrees of native difference. The former is embodied in the notorious Minute on Education recorded by Lord Macaulay in 1835, mentioned below, in which he said that ‘a single shelf of a good European library was worth the whole native literature of India and Arabia’. These attitudes were also shared by early missionaries who wanted to extirpate indigenous ways and replace them with Western Christianity. But after the trauma of the Indian Mutiny of 1857 the British came to believe that perhaps they needed to understand the native mind a little better. The travellers’ accounts presented here, while at times displaying European prejudice, some decidedly so, nevertheless at their best amounted to an attempt to understand what lay around them.

Emma Roberts was born on 27 March 1791 in London but came  from what her first memoirist called ‘a Welsh family of great respectability’, her grandfather having been High Sheriff of Denbighshire. His three sons were all in the army, the eldest having in his time officiated as Gold Stick in Waiting to George the Third. Emma’s father, William, the youngest son, died in service. After her father’s death she lived with her widowed mother in Bath. Emma’s first work, a history of the rival houses of York and Lancaster published in 1827, did not, as her anonymous memoirist puts it tactfully, ‘take hold of public attention’. Soon after her mother’s death she found herself sailing to India, in February 1828, on the Sir David Scott with her sister, who had just married Captain MacNaghten, who was bound for the Bengal Army. ‘There cannot be a more wretched situation,’ she later wrote, ‘than that of a young woman in India who has been induced to follow the fortunes of her married sister under the delusive expectation that she will exchange the privations attached to limited means in England for the far-famed luxuries of the East.’

In fact Roberts turned this predicament into an opportunity to witness Anglo-Indian society at a certain angle. She would spend 1829 and 1830 in the Upper Provinces, at the military stations of Agra, Cawnpore and Etawah, but when she returned to Calcutta after her sister’s death in October 1830 her literary career began in earnest. She was an industrious writer of poems, sketches, travelogues and essays and edited a newspaper in Calcutta called the  Oriental Observer and later another, the Bombay United Service Gazette. Overwork finally persuaded her to return to London, where she wrote widely on history, biography, topography and cookery. She claimed that her volume of poems Oriental Scenes was the first book of poetry written by a British woman in India.

Roberts’s first book about India, Scenes and Characteristics of Hindostan, appeared in 1835 and was a compilation of many sketches that had already appeared in periodical form at home and that had proved very popular. She described the life of Calcutta and its manners and customs with a keen eye for detail, her instinctive sympathy not preventing her from expressing criticisms of the social  torpor and stifling conventions of Anglo-Indian life. A woman, she believed, ‘must possess the courage of an Amazon to attempt any innovation upon ancient customs, amid such bigoted people as the Indians, Anglo and native’. Even the slowly circulating punkah, that iconic image of tropical languor, was not spared her trenchant assessment:The punkah also is very inimical to occupation; there is no possibility of enduring existence out of the reach of the influence of this enormous fan, and while it is waving to and fro, weights are requisite to secure every light article upon the table: should they be unadvisably removed, away flies the whole apparatus to different parts of the room, and the degree of irritability produced by trifling circumstances of this nature, superadded to the excessive heat and the perpetual buzzing and stinging of musquitoes, can scarcely be imagined by those who have never experienced the difficulty of pursuing any employment under the infliction of so many annoyances.




Roberts soon decided to quit this static society for a journey to a large outlying station where she intended to spend the rainy season. Victorian travellers had no conception of travelling light and twelve camels were required to transport Emma, her female travelling companion and her baggage: ‘Our train consisted of a khansamah  [head servant], who had the direction of the whole journey, three  khidmutghars [attendants], a sirdar-bearer [valet], the tailor, the washerman, the water-carrier, the cook and mussaulchees [scullions], twelve bearers for each palanquin, and claishees [tent-pitchers],  banghie-bearers [box bearers] and coolies almost innumerable.’ She knew so little Hindi that she could not have very much conversation with her servants. Some of these would go on ahead with tents so that the rest of the party could lunch - sometimes quite luxuriously - at noon under canvas and move on to find, at the end of the day, tents pitched and waiting for them. Roberts gave due praise to the ‘civilized’ nature of this mode of travel. Most East India 

Company employees rarely strayed from the presidency, or administrative area, where they were posted but state employees were always on the move using the dák method of travelling, a form of stage or post where one set of bearers replaced another along the journey. Roberts, who, her memoirist explained, was handsome in early life, though ‘latterly her figure had attained some degree of fulness’, travelled in a palanquin carried by native bearers. With her customary attention to detail, she describes this vehicle widely used by the colonial travellers in India:An oblong chest will convey the truest idea which can be given of this conveyance; the walls are of double canvas, painted and varnished on the outside, and lined with chintz or silk; it is furnished on either side with sliding wooden doors, fitted into grooves, and when unclosed disappearing between the canvas walls; the roof projects about an inch all round, and is sometimes double, to keep off the heat of the sun. In front, there are two small windows, furnished with blinds, and beneath them run a shelf and a shallow drawer. The bottom is made of split cane interwoven like that of a chair, and having a mattrass, a bolster, and pillow covered either with leather or chintz: some are also supplied with a moveable support for the back, in case the traveller should prefer sitting upright to reclining at full length. The poles jet out at each end near the top; they are slightly curved, and each is long enough to rest upon the shoulders of two men, who stand one on each side, shifting their shoulders as they run along. Could the palanquin be constructed to swing upon springs, no conveyance would be more easy and agreeable; but mechanical art has made little progress in India; no method has yet been struck out to prevent the vehicle from jolting.




Eight men carried each palanquin, relieving each other by turns, four on, four off. At night two mussaulchees joined the team as torch-bearers. Progress was less than four miles an hour and bearers were exchanged every ten to fourteen miles. Although this was an  expensive means of travel - a shilling a mile - the bearers remained very poor men. Travel rarely took place in the afternoon because of the heat and, comfortable as the palanquin might have been in comparison with other kinds of conveyance, the necessity to keep the doors partially closed to ward off the sun rather restricted what one saw: ‘however the eye may still find amusement in contemplating the passing objects, and, particularly in Bengal, the gambols of monkeys crashing amid the boughs above, and the fireflies irradiating the leaves of whole groves, shooting in and out in coruscations of emerald light, afford gratification to those who are willing to be amused’.

The next phase of the journey, along the River Ganges, was by boat and from this vantage Roberts observed ‘the splendour of the Anglo-Indian style of living’. The famous bungalow, however, was not to her taste. ‘Out of the numberless bungalows which disfigure the face of British India, very few, and those only which are built partly of stone, and nearly hidden in embowering groves, are in the slightest degree picturesque.’

Generally Roberts counselled understanding of local customs - especially after hearing reports of an incident in which some ‘raw young men’ of the white tribe played some cruel tricks on their bearers only to find that the latter retaliated. That event made her conclude that ‘policy as well as humanity should teach Europeans to treat the natives of India with kindness’. Yet she was not always ready to endorse indigenous customs such as suttee. Its official outlawing by the British government would, she hoped, ‘pave the way to more enlightened notions on the subject of female privileges’.

As she travelled Roberts was puzzled at the lack of interest of so many Anglo-Indians in the beauty of the country. ‘In this age of tourists,’ she declared, ‘it is rather extraordinary that the travelling mania should not extend to the possessions of the British Government in India; and that so few persons are induced to visit scenes and countries in the East, embellished with the most gorgeous productions of nature and art.’ Agra, for example, seemed to her unrivalled - though her terms of praise were couched in the  conventions of Orientalism: ‘The reader of Eastern romance may here [at the Taj Mahal] realize his dream of fairy land, and contemplate those wondrous scenes so faithfully delineated in the brilliant pages of the Arabian Nights.’ Anticipating the arrival of Thomas Cook, she speculated that improved transport infrastructure would mean that: ‘Persons weary of Cheltenham, Baden, Spa, and other springs of fashionable resort, may take a trip to the Himalaya, and visit the Ganges by way of variety.’

Always as she travelled about India, Roberts was looking for the telling detail, the most important talent of the good travel writer, and her dissection of Anglo-Indian society was particularly acute. She noticed, for example, that this society was less obsessed by rank and its marks than would have been the case at home: ‘It is sufficient that the party shall have the entrée of government-house, the grand test of gentility in India . . . no rank is recognized in India, excepting that which is held by the civil and military servants of the Company.’ She urged the importance of sensitivity to local mores and predicted that British retention of India would depend upon ‘the conciliation of a class of persons, whom it appears to have been hitherto the policy to depress and neglect, if not to insult’. She was critical of the reluctance of many of the colonial class to adapt to indigenous culture: ‘An Englishman always finds it very difficult to accommodate himself to foreign usages and customs.’ She was frustrated by the stiff protocols and lack of natural warmth in the Company men’s comportment towards the local people: ‘It is highly honourable to the British character that, in spite of its want of urbanity, and the little personal affection which it created, its uprightness and steadiness have secured the fidelity of immense multitudes bound to a foreign government by the equal distribution of justice and the security of property. It is unfortunate that we cannot unite the more endearing qualities with the moral excellencies for which we are distinguished.’

Yet she also noticed how quickly the process of absorption could proceed where it was allowed to, recording that in British India the children were ‘seldom taught a word of English until they are five or  six years old, and not always at that age. In numerous instances, they cannot make themselves intelligible to their parents, it being no uncommon case to find the latter almost totally ignorant of the native dialect, while their children cannot converse in any other.’

One of the more striking encounters on this trip was with an Englishman who had partly ‘gone native’, one of the famous ‘white moghuls’, Colonel Gardner. He had originally come out to India with the British Army but became one of those who ‘follow the banners of native princes’. He had married ‘a Mahommedan princess’ and when Roberts meets him his ‘tall, commanding figure, soldier-like countenance, and military air render his appearance very striking’. She was attracted to his ‘romantic story’, which was in such stark contrast with the stuffiness of the Anglo-Indian society she knew: ‘So little of the spirit of adventure is now stirring in India, that the Misses Gardner, or the young Begums, or whatsoever appellation it may be most proper to designate them by, have not attracted the attention of the enterprising portion of the European community.’ Gardner’s lifestyle, which involved these daughters living in the zenana (the place where high-caste women in India lived secluded from the rest of the household), was, she decided, ‘half Asiatic’. But he was drab compared with ‘the Begum Sumroo’ (Roberts gives her name as Zaib ul Nissa), who had married a German adventurer called Sumroo by the local people. He had deserted from the British Army and taken command of the force of the native ruler of Bengal, during which period he had massacred a number of English residents of Patna. Long widowed, the Begum presented a powerful image to Roberts: ‘She is rather under the middle size, delicately formed, with fine-chiselled features, brilliant hazel eyes, a complexion very little darker than that of an Italian, and hands and arms, and feet which Zoffani, the painter, declared to be models of beauty. Of these, though now grown fat and wrinkled, she is justly proud.’

After the death of her German husband the Begum married a French adventurer called Monsieur L’Oiseaux, who wanted to drag her back to Europe. She pretended to go along with his plan but  secretly arranged for her palanquin to be attacked by her soldier followers and it was given out that she had been killed. Monsieur L’Oiseaux shot himself in despair at the news. The Begum was then borne back to camp by her men ‘with shouts and acclamations’. However much Roberts might have been attracted to these rather colourful characters, she conceded that the Begum was something of a monster and that ‘respect for her talents is merged in abhorrence for her crimes’. The most grisly of these was when she became jealous of one of the females in her household. ‘The unfortunate girl was buried alive under the floor of the apartment occupied by her mistress, who slept upon the spot in order to feast her ears with the dying groans of her victim, and to prevent the possibility of a rescue.’

After this Roberts’s next destination, Delhi, was bound to be a let-down. Once again she was angered by the insensitive arrogance of the British: ‘Native opinion is held in great scorn, and set at defiance by the European residents of India, who, with the solitary exception of a few, refusing to eat pork, out of deference to the prevailing prejudice, indulge themselves in the very thing that appears to be most hateful to the surrounding multitude.’ Not that Roberts herself, as noted already, was an uncritical admirer of local customs, especially religious ones. She was revolted by the religious procession at Juggernaut, where pilgrims threw themselves under the ‘monstrous vehicle’ to be crushed to death: ‘At Juggernaut there is nothing save unalloyed horror . . . a scene associated with all that is most fearful and disgusting in religious error.’ She expressed the hope that ‘a purer creed will be established upon the ruins of that monstrous fabric of superstition, which has so long tyrannized over the mental faculties of the Indian world’. Yet she concluded her first journey of exploration with regret at the aesthetic disparity between the imported manners of the British and those of the local population: ‘The exceeding ugliness of the dress adopted by the most refined nations of Europe is in no place more apparent than in India, where it is contrasted with the flowing garments of the natives.’

Exhausted and ill from her literary labours, Roberts returned to England in 1832 and began to write about her experiences. But evidently she longed to return and was waiting for an opportunity to do so. In September 1839 she eventually made her decision to return to India. She resolved this time to make the journey in a completely different way, overland through France and Egypt, after taking the Phénix to Le Havre, recording the journey in Notes of an Overland Journey through France and Egypt to Bombay (1841).

Bad weather delayed her arrival at Le Havre, so she missed the steamer to Rouen, which compelled her and her companion (who is described merely as ‘Miss E.’) to perform the duties of a tourist - ‘Like all English travellers, we walked about as much as we could, peeped into churches, made purchases of things we wanted and things we did not want, and got some of our gold converted into French money’ - and to take tea. She caught the next available steamer to Rouen, where she changed to another, L’Etoile, which took her along the Seine towards Paris. At Meulan she transferred to rail for the last leg to the French capital. As usual she was precise about all the minor practicalities of travel and equipment:I had reduced all my packages to four, namely, two portmanteaus, a bonnet-box, and a leather bag, which latter contained the medicine-chest, a kettle and lamp, lucifer-matches, &c.; my bonnet-box was divided into two compartments, one of which contained my writing-case and a looking-glass; for as I merely intended to travel through a portion of our British possessions in India, and to return after the October monsoon of 1840, I wished to carry every thing absolutely necessary for my comfort about with me.




Having noted Paris only for its ‘bad smells’, Roberts was off in a overnight diligence on 13 September, the heavy luggage having been dispatched to Marseilles by messagerie. After an unimpressive lunch at Auxerre (‘A bad English dinner is a very bad thing, but a bad French one is infinitely worse’) and a night in a gloomy provincial  inn at Lyons, the next phase of the journey was the Rhône steamer to Marseilles. She noted the things tourists notice - at Avignon ‘a half-finished bridge, apparently of ancient date, projects rudely into the middle of the stream’ - and on finally reaching the Mediterranean was delighted at the contrast of the blue sea with the green Rhône water. She was less pleased by a German tourist who excitedly levelled his gun at a shoal of leaping fish which surrounded the boat, a ‘wanton act of barbarity’.

Although Roberts was attracted to Marseilles as ‘the handsomest and cleanest town we had yet seen in France’ and in spite of having found a very comfortable lodging at the Hôtel des Ambassadeurs, the departure the next morning of a French boat, the Megara, to connect with the Bombay steamer at Suez left her with no option, given ‘the ticklish state of affairs in Egypt’, but to book two ladies’ cabins for herself and Miss E. Mehmet Ali, the pasha of Egypt, she explained for her readers, was at this moment ‘so obstinately determined to retain possession of the Turkish fleet, and the British Government so urgent with France to support the Porte against him’.

Glad to escape the vexatious demands of passport officials at Marseilles, Roberts sailed on 21 September for Malta, where she changed to another vessel, the Volcano, a government mail boat, for Alexandria. Roberts was long enough in Malta to perform her usual surgical anatomy of local society, its rankings and rivalries, and to visit the opera house and some churches where ‘the mummeries of Roman Catholicism . . . afford amusement to the lovers of the grotesque’. Her most memorable encounter in Malta was with a young Egyptian, who, in spite of the condescension of the Maltese, who felt he had got above himself, impressed her as one of a new breed of Europeanized Egyptians encouraged by Mehmet Ali: ‘Strongly attached to European customs, manners, and institutions, he will lose no opportunity of improving the condition of his countrymen, or of inducing them to discard those prejudices which retard the progress of civilisation.’ This is a familiar note in Victorian travel writing, the frequently expressed wish that the  indigenous populations would become so enamoured of the civilizing mission of the British imperialist as to slough off ancient superstitions, in order to enter the modern world (whose estimable values turned out to resemble more or less exactly those of the colonial power).

On arrival at Alexandria on 25 September, Roberts found the Turkish and Egyptian fleets were very much in evidence. Although Alexandria presented, from the sea, a very imposing appearance, the landing stage was ‘a confused crowd of camels, donkeys, and their drivers, congregated amidst heaps of rubbish’ but they got themselves through this ‘rabble’ to the civilized sanctuary of Rey’s Hotel. ‘In the day time,’ she observed the following morning, ‘the prevailing sound of Alexandria is the braying of donkeys, diversified by the grunts and moans of the almost equally numerous camels.’ She found time to ride her first donkey, though she was slightly taken aback when a servant put his hand on her waist to steady her at certain rough points on the road. ‘I could not help shrinking from such close contact with a class of persons not remarkable for cleanliness either of garment or skin.’ The donkey ride was to deliver her to a filthy canal boat to Atfee (present-day Atfih) infested by cockroaches, rats and flies. Here she saw the Nile for the first time and was ‘dreadfully disappointed’ by the absence of the expected groves of rustling palm trees. Nevertheless she did her best. ‘We looked eagerly out, pleased when we saw some illustration of old customs with which the Bible had made us acquainted.’ Miss E. flattered herself that she caught sight of a crocodile but they decided in the end that it had been merely a water buffalo yawning.

The voyage had its longueurs and at times Roberts was reduced to dipping into her volume of Wordsworth in order to pass the time, but finally they glimpsed the pyramids. They did not disappoint. ‘When informed that they were in view, my heart beat audibly as I threw open the cabin door, and beheld them gleaming in the sun, pure and bright as the silvery clouds above them . . . We were never tired of gazing upon these noble monuments of an age shrouded in impenetrable mystery.’

After three rough shipboard nights on the Nile they finally arrived at Boulak on 4 October. The gates of the city were closed because it was late in the evening but they eventually found an open gate and created quite a stir by their presence. Roberts was determined to explore the desert. Her imagination had been prepared for the desert encounter by childhood reading of The Arabian Nights and more recent reading of the latest translation of that work by the great Orientalist Edward William Lane. ‘This study had given me a strong taste for every thing relating to the East, and Arabia especially. I trust that I am not less familiar with the writings of the Old and New Testament, and consequently it may easily be imagined that I should not find three days in the desert tedious, and that I felt anxious to enjoy to the uttermost the reveries which it could not fail to suggest.’

She set off on a conveyance known as a donkey-chair: ‘Nothing could be more comfortable than these vehicles; a common armchair was fastened into a sort of wooden tray, which projected in front about a foot, thereby enabling the passenger to carry a small basket or other package; the chairs were then slung by the arms to long bamboos, one upon either side, and these, by means of ropes or straps placed across, were fastened upon the backs of donkeys, one in front, the other behind.’ Passing an occasional party of ‘fierce’ Bedouin, she arrived at Suez on 9 October and was able to enjoy the comforts of Hill’s Hotel, where she met a young Scotsman who was intending to ‘make an attempt to explore the sources of the Nile’ - that ruling preoccupation of so many Victorian travellers.

The steamer Bérénice next took her to Aden, where the whining British, who lamented the servant problem, got her down (‘there is very little to interest European residents in this arid spot’). Roberts was always impatient with the bad behaviour of her compatriots towards local people and was outraged at their propensity to beat boat men and donkey men ‘and others of the poorer class . . . No sooner have we been permitted to traverse a country in which formerly it was dangerous to appear openly as a Christian, than we abuse the privilege thus granted by outrages on its most peaceable  inhabitants.’ She believed that the British stewardship of Aden had not been a distinguished one and she was not particularly impressed by the attitudes of the expatriate population she had met on her journey across Egypt:A short residence in Cairo proves very captivating to many Englishmen; they like the independent sort of life which they lead; their perfect freedom from the thralls imposed by society at home, and, when tired of dreaming away existence after the indolent fashion of the East, plunge into the surrounding deserts, and enjoy all the excitement attendant upon danger. Numerous anecdotes were related to me of the hardships sustained by young English travellers, who, led by the spirit of adventure, had trusted themselves to the Bedouins, and, though escaping with life, had suffered very severely from hunger, thirst, and fatigue.




One of these ‘enterprising tourists’ even told her that he had anticipated the famous exploit of Sir Richard Burton by passing through Mecca in disguise.

From Aden, Roberts sailed to Makallah and then to Bombay, arriving on 29 October. Renewing her contact with India, she plunged into fresh descriptions of everyday life, showing she had lost none of her old attention to social nuance. She regretted the failure of curiosity among the British in this rising presidency. ‘My predilection for exploring holes and corners of the native town is not shared by many of the Anglo-Indian residents of Bombay, who prefer driving to the Esplanade, to hear the band play, or to a place on the sea-shore called the Breach.’ She was unimpressed by prolix government reports of inquiry into the state of affairs in India (‘the foolscap is a weighty evil’) and complained that ‘the intellectual community of India’ had failed to keep the British public informed in such a way that would ‘lead those who are employed in legislating for our Eastern territories to inquire more deeply into those subjects which so materially affect its political, moral, and commercial prosperity’.

That public was soon to be deprived of any further attempts by Roberts herself to enlighten it. She planned to visit Gujarat and other places for a statistical work and had several schemes of social improvement for Indian women in mind, but on a visit to Colonel Ovans, the British Resident at Satara, in April 1840 she fell ill, probably once more from overwork and stress. She tried a change of air at Poona, where she stayed at the house of Colonel Campbell, but on 17 September, the day after her arrival, she died. Her last book was published posthumously. She was, according to contemporary obituary comments, much missed by Indians who appreciated her compassion and attempts at understanding.
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A Most Delightful Country: Fanny Parks

‘How I love this life in the wilderness! I shall never be content to vegetate in England in some quiet country place.’

Frances ‘Fanny’ Susanna Parks, another spirited woman traveller, was on the River Ganges in December 1844, drifting towards Allahabad in the company of her husband, Charles Crawford Parks (sometimes given as ‘Parkes’), a civil servant in the customs department of the East India Company.

Everything that Fanny saw on this trip entranced her and fascinated her. ‘Oh! the pleasure of vagabondizing over India,’ she declared. Charles, taking advantage of one of the rare occasions  when he was able to escape his desk in order to accompany her, found himself once again drawn along in her wake. ‘My husband objects to accompanying me through the bazars, because such a crowd collect after me; - he goes along quietly, but with me it is different: - the moment I stop to sketch, a crowd collects, and the attendants are obliged to drive them off to enable me to see the object,’ Fanny recorded in one of the entries in the copious diaries of her travels in India between 1822 and 1845. That this unusual woman should be noticed everywhere she went is not hard to understand. The title of her published account of these journeys,  Wanderings of a Pilgrim in Search of the Picturesque during Four-and-Twenty Years in the East; with Revelations of Life in the Zenana (1850), hints at her sketching mania as well as the unique promise of her privileged accounts of the life of women in the zenana. The interest of the Victorian reading public was aroused by the prospect of what might be revealed.

Like Emma Roberts - coincidentally another Welsh traveller - Fanny Parks was passionately interested in everything around her, rejecting the incurious apartness that characterized many in Anglo-Indian circles. She had enormous reserves of energy and enthusiasm and a passion for travel and, like Roberts, she had powers of observation of a precision that is not always found in the published accounts of more celebrated travellers. She taught herself to be fluent in Hindustani and used the Persian script to sign her drawings and to display her name on the title page of her beautifully produced two-volume description of her wanderings. She even played the sitar. Her experience was mostly of the higher levels of society but her curiosity was wide-ranging. Sometimes her enthusiasm was considered indecorous by her fellow countrymen.

The Honourable Emily and the Honourable Frances Eden, both of whom published accounts of their own travels in India in the 1830s, were a little sniffy about Fanny’s highly unsuitable and un-English lack of restraint: ‘We are rather oppressed just now,’ wrote Fanny Eden in her journal, ‘by a lady, Mrs Parks, who insists on belonging to our camp . . . She has a husband who always goes mad  in the cold season, so she says it is her duty to herself to leave him and travel about. She has been a beauty and has remains of it, and is abundantly fat and lively. At Benares, where we fell in with her, she informed us that she was an independent woman.’ In that last observation to Fanny Eden, Fanny Parks spoke no less than the truth. In her own later account of this meeting, however, she was scrupulously polite about ‘the Misses Eden’.

Frances Susanna Archer was born on 8 December 1794 at Conwy in north Wales. When, in 1834, she glimpsed the fort at the confluence of the Jumna and Chumbal rivers in India she would reach for Conwy Castle as a comparison. The landscape of north Wales stayed with her throughout her life. Returning for the first time in December 1839 she discovered:William Thomas, an old servant, who formerly lived with my grandmother; he keeps a small inn: the man was very glad to see one of the family, and he became my escort to the house in which I was born, which having been sold by my father, is now the property of the Castle Inn . . . in the room formerly my nursery were a couple of twins . . . I could not find a harper in Conway; it being the winter season . . . With great pleasure I revisited the old castle, admired the great hall, and the donjon keep; the pilgrim was not born in the latter, but in ‘the flanking walls that round it sweep’, that is, within the walls of Conway . . .




Her father, Captain William Archer, retired from the 16th Lancers, later moved the family to Lymington in Hampshire, where Fanny married Charles Crawford Parks, who was three years her junior. Within weeks the couple shipped to India. Charles already worked, in the jargon of the East India Company, as a ‘Writer’ and would spend his life in customs, first at Calcutta, then at Allahabad. While he was tied to his desk for twenty-two years, earning his pension, Fanny was off travelling, sketching and observing. ‘For four and twenty years have I roamed the world,’ she announced in the introduction to her book.

The couple left England on 19 June 1822 on the Marchioness of Ely, bound for Bengal. Fanny was ‘happy with my lord and master’, as she pliantly puts it, and when they eventually touched the Nicobar Islands she received her first exotic impressions - in the form of naked men (‘like Adam when he tasted the forbidden fruit’) surrounding the vessel. She dashed back to her cabin in shock but on later reflection decided that the natives were ‘beautifully formed, reminding one of ancient statues’. She was mollified by their offer of fruit, which she paid for with brass rings cut from the curtains in the couple’s cabin. Her curiosity mounted steadily until she went ashore longing ‘to see the women, and know how they were treated’ and by the time she sailed on she was ‘completely island struck’.

The sea journey to India from England at this time took around five months and it was not until 13 November 1822 that they finally reached Calcutta and established themselves in a house in Park Street, Chowringhee, at 325 rupees a month. Using a metaphor highly appropriate for this vigorously determined woman, she declared: ‘and thus opened our Indian campaign.’

The first month was fascinating for Fanny. ‘I thought India a most delightful country.’ The December climate was pleasant and there were horses to ride and balls to attend, including a magnificent farewell ball for the departing Governor-General, the Marquis of Hastings. Newcomers like Fanny were nicknamed ‘griffins’ for their first year by the old India hands but that was of no account to her: she was immediately off exploring and observing. ‘I was much disgusted, but greatly interested,’ she declared after witnessing a religious festival in honour of the goddess Kalee during which the devout pierced their tongues with skewers.

Fanny’s first four years in India, however, were rather confined to Calcutta, which she describes in great detail, in a manner reminiscent of Emma Roberts. There was plenty for her to do managing a household with an enormous complement of servants, but by the spring of 1826 she had begun to get restless: ‘The perusal of Lady Mary Wortley Montague’s work has rendered me very anxious to visit a zenana, and to become acquainted with the ladies of the  East. I have now been nearly four years in India, and have never beheld any women but those in attendance as servants in European families, the low caste wives of petty shopkeepers, and nach women [professional dancers].’ Curiosity vied with a residual sense of distance and enduring traces of Anglo-Indian snobbery when eventually her wish was granted:I was invited to a nach at the house of an opulent Hindu in Calcutta, and was much amused with an excellent set of jugglers; their feats with swords were curious: at the conclusion, the baboo [gentleman] asked me if I should like to visit his wives and female relatives. He led me before a large curtain, which having passed I found myself in almost utter darkness: two females took hold of my hands and led me up a long flight of stairs to a well-lighted room, where I was received by the wives and relatives. Two of the ladies were pretty; on beholding their attire I was no longer surprised that no other men than their husbands were permitted to enter the zenana. The dress consisted of one long strip of Benares gauze of thin texture, with a gold border, passing twice round the limbs, with the end thrown over the shoulder. The dress was rather transparent, almost useless as a veil: their necks and arms were covered with jewels. The complexion of some of the ladies was of a pale mahogany, and some of the female attendants were of a dark colour, almost black. Passing from the lighted room, we entered a dark balcony, in front of which were fine bamboo screens, impervious to the eye from without, but from the interior we could look down upon the guests in the hall below, and distinguish perfectly all that passed. The ladies of the zenana appeared to know all the gentlemen by sight, and told me their names. They were very inquisitive; requested me to point out my husband, inquired how many children I had [Fanny never had children], and asked a thousand questions. I was glad to have seen a zenana, but much disappointed: the women were not ladylike; but, be it remembered, it was only at the house of a rich Calcutta native gentleman. I soon quitted the apartments and the nach.




By August 1822 Fanny was ready to set off on a proper journey, afforded by Charles’s posting upcountry to Allahabad, of 800 miles by river and 500 miles by land. After selling their furniture and horses they set off on 22 November along the Grand Military Road. After a hundred miles both of them felt quite rejuvenated: ‘The change of air and change of scene have wrought wonders in us both. My husband has never felt so well in health or so désennuyé  since he left England. I am as strong as a Diana Vernon [a thoroughbred], and ride my eight or ten miles before breakfast without fatigue.’ Fanny was not the first Victorian traveller to find that making a journey cured the many ills of a sedentary English middle-class life. Covering about fifteen miles a day, they reached Allahabad on 1 January 1827 and took possession of a new house ‘very prettily situated on the banks for the Jumna, a little beyond the Fort’. On the trip they had crossed the Ganges at Benares, and this had given Fanny her first opportunity to witness forms of religious worship at length. She experienced a mixture of curiosity and prejudice: ‘Long as I had lived in Calcutta, I had seen very little of native life or the forms of pooja [worship]. The most holy city of Benares is the high place of superstition. I went into a Hindoo temple in which pooja was being performed, and thought the organ of gullibility must be very strongly developed in the Hindoos.’ She also noted the ‘numerous uncouth idols in the temple’. Climbing the minarets to look down on Benares and the Ganges, she observed shrewdly: ‘Young men prefer ascending them at early dawn, having then a chance of seeing the females of some zenana, who often sleep on the flat roof of a house, which is surrounded by a high wall.’

Life in Allahabad consisted of the usual colonial rituals of visiting and dining but the January climate suited Fanny, as she told her readers, ‘we have, indeed the finest of climates of which you, living in your dusty, damp, dull fuliginous England, have no idea’. But by June the heat of Allahabad - known as ‘the oven of India’ - had become too much for her: ‘A novel and a sofa is all one is equal to during such intense heat, which renders life scarcely endurable.’ In the ensuing months she continued to record the scenes around her.  The controversial practice of suttee was much discussed at the time and she had the opportunity to witness such a ceremony near the gate of her grounds. The wife of a deceased corn chandler, in spite of the opposition of the local magistrate, insisted on committing herself to the flames in front of a crowd of five thousand which had gathered. ‘After having bathed in the river, the widow lighted a brand, walked round the pile, set it on fire, and then mounted cheerfully.’ But she did not see it through and escaped as the flames took hold. The magistrate, who with Charles had watched events, explained that now the widow would be branded an outcast and the Company would have to look after her. Not long after this Fanny was to welcome the abolition of the practice in 1830: ‘Women in all countries are considered such dust in the balance, when their interests are pitted against those of the men, that I rejoice no more widows are to be grilled, to ensure the whole of the property passing to the sons of the deceased.’

In the early part of 1830 Charles was given an eight-month posting at Cawnpore, where they found another house, a bungalow on a platform of stone rising out of the Ganges, which at this point was about three miles wide. Fanny had her hands full running the new establishment: ‘The rooms of our house are lofty and good; the dining-room forty feet by eighty feet, the swimming-bath thirty feet by twenty one, and all the other rooms on a suitable scale. There is a fine garden . . . In India the kitchen and all the servants’ offices are detached from the dwelling on account of the heat . . . Our servants at present amount only to fifty-four, and I find it difficult enough to keep them in order; they quarrel amongst themselves, and when they become quite outrageous, they demand their discharge.’ Watching the local boys swimming and sporting in the river in the evenings, she thought them ‘much better off than the poor people in England’. She had some sympathy too for those less fortunate sections of Anglo-Indian society:What can be more wretched than the life of a private soldier in the East? His profession employs but little of his time. During  the heat of the day he is forced to remain within the intensely hot barrack-rooms; heat produces thirst, and idleness discontent. He drinks arrak [a cheap local liquor] like a fish, and soon finds life a burden, almost insupportable . . . The great source of all this misery is the cheapness of arrak mixed with datura [a narcotic plant], and the restlessness arising from the want of occupation; although a library is generally provided for the privates by the regiment.




Another problem was fever, which carried off many European soldiers at this time. The data on mortality of British soldiers and their families in nineteenth-century India are remarkably detailed and give a very clear idea of the kinds of diseases faced by Europeans. It is plain that travellers would have faced the same kinds of health threats as military personnel. The greatest single killer was malarial fever but yellow fever, cholera, typhoid and beriberi were also lethal. To take just one example: in 1889 Bengal’s Sanitary Commissioner estimated that malarial fever was responsible for 75 per cent of all mortality in the province, or nearly one million deaths a year. Between 1817 and 1865 cholera caused fifteen million deaths in India and affected British military personnel particularly severely. Between 1818 and 1854 more than 8500 British troops died of the disease. The average annual mortality in European soldiers was 69 per 1000. In one severe epidemic in northern India in 1861 almost 2000 British soldiers and their families were affected and two-thirds of these died. Prodigious efforts were made to fight the disease, leading the Viceroy of India, Lord Curzon, to announce to a medical conference in 1899 that in the field of medicine alone justification for British rule could be found. It was, he declared, ‘built on the bedrock of pure, irrefutable science . . . a boon . . . offered to all, rich and poor, Hindu and Mahommedan, woman and man’.

The facts seem to bear Curzon out. Death rates among British and Indian troops in India fell from 31.85 per 1000 in 1860 to 13.03 in 1900. In the wake of a Royal Commission set up in 1859 to  inquire into the sanitary conditions of the army in India mortality rates began to fall. In the province of Madras, for example, deaths from malarial fever had already fallen by 60 per cent between the 1840s and the 1860s thanks to the growing use of quinine, which went into commercial production for the first time in the USA in 1823. From the 1870s onwards tropical medicine developed rapidly with the application of the germ theory of Pasteur, Koch and other microbiologists and the eventual foundation of new schools of tropical medicine in London and Liverpool.

At least Fanny’s soldier casualties would have a conventional burial, unlike the poor corpse she witnessed from the bungalow at Cawnpore, floating down the Ganges: ‘I have been more disgusted to-day than I can express: the cause is too truly Indian not to have a place in my journal . . . I beheld the most disgusting object imaginable. ’ A corpse of a poor man was floating down the river. He had been put on a funeral pyre covered with ghee (clarified butter) ‘and fire enough had been allowed just to take off all the skin from the body and head, giving it a white appearance; any thing so ghastly and horrible as the limbs from the effect of the fire was never beheld, and it floated almost entirely out of the water, whilst the crows that were perched upon it tore the eyes out’.

Fanny continued to take every opportunity to travel, visiting Lucknow, where she rode out on an elephant in the evening to view the old part of the city. ‘I like this . . . living en prince; in a climate so fine as this is at present [January 1831] it is delightful.’ Back in Allahabad, where Charles at last had a permanent customs posting, she enjoyed the social life: ‘Allahabad is now one of the gayest, and is, as it always has been, one of the prettiest stations in India. We have dinner-parties more than enough; balls occasionally; a book society; some five or six billiard-tables; a pack of dogs, some amongst them hounds, and (how could I have forgotten!) fourteen spinsters!’ But the spinsters mocked her indefatigable travels and investigations into all aspects of Indian life: ‘I study the customs and superstitions of the Hindoos so eagerly, that my friends laugh and say, “We expect some day to see you at pooja in the river!”’

At the end of 1834 Fanny purchased a small pinnace called the  Seagull. On 9 December she set off along the River Jumna to Agra to see the Taj Mahal. The weather was cold by now and the boat was rocked by winds and drenched in thunderstorms but there were plenty of exciting things to see: ‘Off Belaspoor, on one sandbank, I saw ten crocodiles basking in the sun . . . on the river’s edge were three enormous alligators, large savage monsters, lying with their enormous mouths wide open, eyeing the boats . . . I would willingly have taken the voyage for this one sight of alligators and crocodiles in their native wildernesses; the scene was so unusual, so wild, so savage.’ The exoticism of the scene and the slightly risky nature of her position as a white woman without her consort no doubt intensified the pleasure for her (as it heightened her language) as she looked on her crew: ‘just what in my youth I ever pictured cannibals must be: so wild and strange-looking, their long, black, shaggy hair matted over their heads, and hanging down to their shoulders; their bodies of dark brown, entirely naked, with the exception of a cloth around the waist, which passes between the limbs.’

When a titled visitor arrived from England just before the next stage of her voyage on the Seagull, Fanny waved away her guest’s astonished reaction, explaining that on these extended solitary river voyages: ‘I have books, and employments of various sorts, to beguile the loneliness; and the adventures I meet with, give variety and interest to the monotony of life on the river. Could I follow my inclinations, I would proceed to Delhi, thence to the Hills, and on to the source of the Jumna; this would really be a good undertaking. ’ She passed the time also by sketching and modelling little temples or ghats in soapstone and recording the dozens of varieties of birds as she drifted towards Agra. During her residence in India she collected many specimens which she preserved in arsenical soap.

She arrived at Agra after fifty-one days on the river, ill with exhaustion and suffering severe pains in her head. Finally confronted with the Taj Mahal, she was overawed by its magnificent proportions but appalled by the behaviour of the tourists: ‘Can  you imagine anything so detestable? European ladies and gentlemen have the band to play on the marble terrace, and dance quadrilles in front of the tomb!’

Indian tourism had begun to develop very slowly in the second half of the nineteenth century, the landmarks being Murray’s Hand-Book to some of the regions of India in 1859 (a book which warned of all the dangers and disadvantages so that only the most venturesome would risk it) and the decision of Thomas Cook (whose activities are discussed in more detail in Chapter 8) to open a Bombay office in 1881. The first major railway line between Bombay and Calcutta opened in 1870 and some very luxurious hotels on the grand European model had opened at Calcutta and Bombay in 1860. India became part of Cook’s round-the-world tour in 1872 but his business did not really take off until the 1880s, when he was still apologizing to customers for the standard of Indian hotels - outside the splendour of the Great Western and Great Eastern. The cost of a first-class ticket from London to Bombay via Brindisi with Cook was £74.

Soon after her visit to the Taj Mahal, Fanny was joined briefly by Charles and they went together to visit Colonel Gardner, mentioned in the previous chapter. Fanny remained behind, after Charles went back to Allahabad, in order to witness a wedding between the Colonel’s granddaughter, Susan, and one of the princes of Delhi. There was clearly a great deal of mutual admiration between her and the Colonel, who died not long after this encounter. This was a unique opportunity for a European woman to be present at such a ceremony: ‘I might have lived fifty years in India and never have seen a native wedding. It is hardly possible for a European lady to be present at one.’ The ‘native ladies’ were shocked at Fanny’s dining with men who were not her immediate relations and not covering her face. As for her independent journeys: ‘A lady’s going out on horseback is monstrous.’

Fanny remained enduringly fascinated with the zenana and the life of native women. She showed a marked sympathy for the sequestered occupants of these quarters. She learned that a man had  murdered both his wives after finding a male in the zenana and was indignant: ‘A man may have as many wives as he pleases, and mistresses without number; - it only adds to his dignity! If a woman take a lover, she is murdered, and cast like a dog into a ditch. It is the same all the world over; the women, being the weaker, are the playthings, the drudges, or the victims of the men; a woman is a slave from her birth; and the more I see of life, the more I pity the condition of the women.’

For all the interest of these passing scenes, Fanny was often frustrated by periods of inactivity and prone to occasional bouts of homesickness: ‘How weary and heavy is life in India, when stationary! Travelling about the country is very amusing; but during the heat of the rains, shut up in the house, one’s mind and body feel equally enervated. I long for a bracing sea breeze, and a healthy walk through the green lanes of England; the lovely wild flowers; - their beauty haunts me.’

In August a violent storm finally wrecked the Seagull (which was anyway being attacked by white ants) and that phase of travelling was over for Fanny: ‘Alas! my beautiful Seagull; she has folded her wings for ever and has sunk to rest!’ But within a few months a group of friends came to anchor their group of boats beneath her bungalow: ‘the sight of their little fleet revived all my roaming propensities’ and she was off once more in the direction of Calcutta. At one point on the river she thought she had seen one of the wonders of the East: a man walking on water. But the elephant on which he had been standing suddenly revealed its back above the water.

In December 1836 the little party of friends reached the Rajmahal Hills, where they left the boats to go shooting and Fanny had an adventure ‘which, bringing for the second time in my life uncivilized beings before me, quite delighted me’. Since even the most sympathetic Victorian traveller routinely used terms such as ‘savage’ and ‘uncivilized’, Fanny’s language would not have seemed at all inappropriate to her first readers. Descending a footpath from the interior of the hills there came ‘a most delightful group, a family of  savages, who attracted my attention by the singularity of their features, the smallness and activity of their bodies, their mode of gathering their hair in a knot on the top of their heads, and their wild-looking bows and arrows’. They had come to help with the rice harvest. Only five feet tall, they had ‘the piercing and restless eye that is said to be peculiar to savages’. They showed Fanny how to fire an arrow from their bow after ‘laughing excessively’ at her method of firing, which was quite unlike that of these mountain people. Delighted with this little encounter Fanny presented the leading man with a pink silk handkerchief ‘for his wife in the hills’. After this, arrival at Calcutta would simply usher in a predictable round of balls and race meetings and further encounters with society women such as the Misses Eden.

Back in Allahabad in the summer of 1837, Fanny was bored and ill, longing for the elixir of travel: ‘Why should I keep a journal? There is nothing to relate in the monotony of an Indian life at home. The weary heavy day . . . nerves that are suffering from fifteen years’ residence in India; - all this I feel most strongly, and must either return to England or go to the hills to recruit my weary frame.’ She did not have to wait long before she was off again, visiting Delhi, where she met a princess, ‘Hyat-ool-Nissa Begam’, who had adopted James Gardner, son of the Colonel, whose grave she had recently visited.

She went next to the hills of Saharanpur, where she made the acquaintance of some more hill men who carried her on a kind of seat called a jampan: ‘Eight of those funny little black Hill fellows were harnessed between the poles, after their fashion, and they carried me up the hill.’ After a seven-mile ascent the delicious mountain air made her forget her recent fevers: ‘I felt a buoyancy of spirit, like that enjoyed by a child.’ She spent some time here in a bungalow recuperating and gazing on the peaks of the Himalaya. Here she learned of the death of her father; it was time to make a visit home to see her mother.

Fanny left India at the beginning of 1839 and her arrival at Plymouth on a wet, cold, gloomy day in May ‘disgusted’ her. Her  mother found her anxious and careworn: ‘No wonder, - for years and anxiety had done their work.’ England did not impress Fanny. Even the appearance of people contrasted unfavourably with the grace and ease of Indian dress: ‘What can be more ugly than the dress of the English?’ she asked. But there was much to record after seventeen years’ absence, including the inauguration of the railway age: ‘Of all the novelties I have beheld since my return, the railroads are the most surprising, and have given me the best idea of the science of the present century. The rate at which a long, black, smoking train moves is wonderful; and the passing another train is absolutely startling.’

On returning to the beloved Conwy of her youth she enjoyed ‘a leg of the most delicious Welsh mutton’ and admired the landscape of north Wales. After a visit to Ireland she came back through Liverpool, where, on 10 January 1840, she was able to witness another milestone along the road of Victorian progress: ‘Today the penny postage commenced: a great crowd collected at the post office, putting in letters, - which were in vast number, as people had refrained from writing, awaiting the opening of the penny post. The band was playing in front of the office.’

Back in Plymouth, Fanny went on board the Wilberforce steamer, named after the anti-slavery campaigner, whose pious memory she treated with a certain astringency: ‘The crockery on board is shown to the lady visitors, who are expected to weep on beholding the appropriate design printed upon it: - a negro dancing with broken chains in his hands! It made me laugh, because there is much humbug in the whole affair - but it is the fashion.’

In spite of these wanderings around Britain and Europe (she visited France, Belgium and Germany) Fanny’s interlude at home was not a happy one. She buried her mother in 1841 and fell seriously ill for three months: ‘One by one all those I loved had sunk into the grave: mental suffering, united to anxiety and bodily exertion, brought on severe illness, and that buoyancy of spirit which had hitherto supported me was gone.’ It was probably with some relief that Fanny finally sailed from Portsmouth on 8 February 1843 in the  Carnatic, bound for Cape Town. Charles, who was convalescing from a serious illness, would meet her there on 26 April. Fanny did not show towards the local people of the Cape the same sympathy she had evinced for the Indians: ‘The Africanders are very dirty in their person, and they rub their bodies with a vile-smelling oil; the presence of a musk-rat is quite as agreeable as that of a Hottentot in a room.’

At the beginning of 1844 Fanny and Charles left Cape Town to return to Calcutta, where on 1 April they took a new house in Chowringhee. They stayed until October before starting the journey to Allahabad: ‘It is delightful to be in the country once more.’ Along the way they visited the sati tombs at Ghazipur, where Fanny reflected on the hard lot of women all over the world, her feelings no doubt intensified by the recent loss of her mother:
It is very horrible to see how the weaker are imposed upon; and it is the same all over the world, civilized or uncivilized - perhaps some of these young married women, from eleven to twenty years of age, were burnt alive, in all the freshness of youth . . .

The laws of England, relative to married women, and the state of slavery to which those laws degrade them, render the lives of some few in the higher, and of thousands in the lower ranks of life, one perpetual sati, or burning of the heart, from which they have no refuge but the grave, or the cap of liberty, - i.e. the widow’s, and either is a sad consolation.





On 17 December they reached Allahabad: ‘I shall be quite sorry to end my voyage, and feel the greatest reluctance to returning into society.’ They were visited by all their old friends but by the end of January Fanny was bored and ill: ‘This life is very monotonous, and the only variety I have is nervous fever now and then.’ Soon Charles received permission for furlough and the arrangements to return to England were made. They left Calcutta on 19 August 1845 on board the Essex. It was a gloomy voyage - even the captain died and was buried at sea - and all sorts of premonitions came to her: ‘I thought  of the festering and air-poisoning churchyards of London, and felt, as far as I am concerned, how much I should prefer a sailor’s grave.’ They landed at Folkestone on 2 January 1846 ‘and took refuge at the Pavilion Hotel, where a good dinner and the luxuries of native oysters and fresh butter made us forget all the ills that flesh is heir to.’

When Fanny reached London she knew that her days as a traveller were over, ‘her wanderings are ended - she has quitted the East, perhaps for ever: - surrounded in the quiet home of her native land by the curiosities, the monsters and the idols that accompanied her from India, she looks around and dreams of the days that are gone.’

Charles now had his pension and the couple retired to St Leonard’s-on-Sea in Sussex, where Fanny prepared her journals for publication, a successful and lavish two volumes illustrated by her own sketches and coloured illustrations by herself and others. Charles died in London on 22 August 1854 of Bright’s disease. Fanny survived him for more than twenty years, dying eventually of shingles on 21 December 1875 at her London home, 7 Cornwall Terrace, Regent’s Park. She was buried with Charles in Kensal Green Cemetery on 28 December.
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A Devilish Fascination: Richard Burton in Goa


The story ends in a tangled, overgrown churchyard in Surrey. Amid the crooked and crumbling gravestones of St Mary Magdalen Catholic Church at Mortlake rears one of the more bizarre mausoleums of the nineteenth century, in the form of an Eastern traveller’s desert tent, its Forest of Dean stone carved to imitate the folds of canvas. It is the tomb of Sir Richard Francis Burton: traveller, soldier, linguist, translator, swordsman, anthropologist, sexologist, poet and much else besides. At the rear of the tomb, between it and the cemetery wall, a ladder is placed which one can climb to peer through a small window into the tomb. Two coffins - containing the remains of Burton and his wife Isabel - are ranged side by side. A pious religious painting hangs on each of the two side walls, and a collection of what looks like North  African metalware (fetched perhaps from Burton’s famous ‘Moroccan Room’ at Trieste, where the explorer ended his life as British Consul in 1890) is coated in thick dust. One descends the ladder, not quite sure what to make of what one has just witnessed. The choice of a Catholic burial was rather odd. It was the decision of Isabel, who was descended from a branch of the famous English Catholic family the Arundells, and it was controversial at the time, for Burton was considered by some of his contemporaries to have been so close in his attachment to Islam as to have secretly converted. The Dean of Westminster had already declined to have this mocking atheist buried alongside the pious David Livingstone in Westminster Abbey and most of Burton’s friends stayed away from the ceremony at Mortlake. His close friend and drinking companion the poet Algernon Swinburne was furious with Isabel, whom he accused of having ‘befouled Richard Burton’s memory like a harpy’ with her ‘popish mendacities’. Undeterred, Isabel visited the tomb regularly and even held four seances there in the hope of contacting her husband on the other side of the grave.

Richard Burton was one of the most famous - certainly the most controversial and colourful - of the Victorian travellers and explorers. A bold and arresting figure, six feet tall with dark, glittering eyes, as captured in Sir Frederick Leighton’s portrait in the National Portrait Gallery, and possessing, in Swinburne’s words, the jaw of a devil and the brow of a god, Burton combined, with a very English dexterity, the roles of rebel and knight of the realm and spent a lifetime of wandering in search of experience and knowledge. As one of his biographers, Fawn Brodie, puts it: ‘Burton’s real passion was not for geographical discovery but for the hidden in man, for the unknowable, and inevitably the unthinkable.’ There was about him something of the night, his contemporaries sometimes felt. The poet and critic Arthur Symons talked of ‘a tremendous animalism, an air of repressed ferocity, a devilish fascination’, though the scientist Francis Galton shrewdly noted that he had a habit of ‘dressing himself, so to speak, in wolf’s clothing,  in order to give an idea that he was worse than he really was’. For all Burton’s ardent exploration of Arabic literature, culture and religion, the writer Frank Harris claimed that ‘deep down in him lay the despairing gloom of utter disbelief’. A Catholic grave in Surrey seems a queer resting place.

Unique as Richard Burton was, he was representative nonetheless of a certain kind of English traveller, and one by no means rare, who is both restlessly on the run from his own culture and expert at the construction of his own legend. ‘England is the only country where I never feel at home,’ he once said, and this could be the motto of a great many English travellers. In the late twentieth century Bruce Chatwin, another self-mythologizer, could be observed fitting himself into a very Burtonian template. Like so many travellers, Burton was largely the architect of his own mystique. In the British travel narrative the traveller is in charge, independent witnesses are few, the experience must be accepted at his or her own valuation without external corroboration. Writer and reader are locked into an exclusive contract which admits no other point of view. The temptations to dramatize, to rearrange the facts, to monopolize the interpretation, are irresistible. The phrase ‘traveller’s tale’ is charged with an ambivalent connotation of exoticism and artful mendacity.

A case in point is Burton’s legendary command of languages - he is said to have spoken twenty-nine plus associated dialects, bringing the total to forty. Undoubtedly he was a skilled linguist, passing competitive army translation tests and translating classics of Eastern literature, but in the end we have only Burton’s word for this facility and countless other exploits of a convivial but secretive man who boasted that as a child he was ‘a resolute and unblushing liar’. Burton was a very early example of the self-conscious traveller, mindful of his developing fame, attentive to the growth of the legend, of how he looked on stage. ‘Please don’t make me ugly, don’t,’ he pleaded to Leighton as he sat for his portrait.

Burton’s style of writing was as idiosyncratic as the man.  Mannered, facetious in the fashion of mid-Victorian studied levity, studded with literary quotations in a variety of languages, sometimes desperately overworked, it can be exhausting. His books are often ill-constructed, piled high like some load-bearing camel, whose burden the reader watches, heart in mouth, fearing that one more package heaped on its back will send the whole lot crashing down. He was assiduous in amassing detail and anthropological, political and historical data - necessarily, as much of his travelling was done in the service of military intelligence and colonial administration - but often one misses the note of intimacy, the captured flavour of individual local people, the sense of character. The British traveller is frequently a lonely figure in the landscape. But, whatever his faults, Burton is impossible to ignore.

Born in Torquay on 19 March 1821 to Joseph Burton, a strict former soldier of partly Irish descent, and Martha Baker, whose indulgence of certain kinds of bad behaviour no doubt contributed to Richard’s disorderly youth, in which fisticuffs and brawling played a prominent part, Burton was already on the move before he was one year old. The family moved to France and settled in Tours, where there was a substantial English colony, ‘an oasis of Anglo-Saxondom in a desert of continentalism’, as Burton later put it. It was a pleasant start for a child on the banks of the Loire at the small château of Beauséjour, where the children played and their father, kept by his wife’s inheritance, hunted wild boar. But when Richard was nine the family suddenly uprooted and a life of gypsy-like wandering began - fourteen moves in ten years - and even Joseph Burton realized that he had to do something to provide his two boys with a stable education. This meant, in England, the horrors of a brutal preparatory school. Used to a certain kind of sensual freedom in France, the boys were dismayed to arrive back in England: ‘Everything appeared so small, so prim, so mean, the little one-fam- ilied houses contrasting in such a melancholy way with the big buildings of Tours and Paris. We revolted against the coarse and half-cooked food, and, accustomed to the excellent Bordeaux of France, we found port, sherry, and beer like strong medicine; the  bread, all crumb and crust, appeared to be half-baked, and milk meant chalk and water.’

Burton had arrived in what another compulsive expatriate, Lawrence Durrell, would later dub ‘Pudding Island’. The love-hate relationship with England, the need constantly to escape it while always maintaining a distance from the country to which one has escaped, is a dominant theme in British travel writing. Lacking a clear sense of English identity as a result of his childhood wanderings, Burton called himself ‘a waif, a stray . . . a blaze of light without a focus’.

His sister, Maria, he later wrote, described him at this time as ‘a thin, dark little boy, with small features and large black eyes . . . extremely proud, sensitive, shy, nervous, and of a melancholy, affectionate disposition’. This nicely captures the paradox of Burton, the outward bluster and bellicosity concealing a sensitive and vulnerable interior life. The prep school in Richmond certainly brought out, in self-defence, the aggressive streak.

But Joseph Burton soon pined for his boar-hunting forests and the family returned to France - to the delight of the boys: ‘We shrieked, we whooped, we danced for joy. We shook our fists at the white cliffs, and loudly hoped we should never see them again.’ They arrived at Orléans, then moved on to Blois, and then suddenly - the legend was that Burton senior wished to be reunited with his Italian mistress - the family headed for Italy, where Richard’s love of art was ignited at Perugia and Florence. He also learned to fence - a lifelong obsession - but another setback was waiting in the form of H. R. DuPré, an English tutor who was hired by Joseph Burton to take charge of the education of his ten-year-old son and his younger brother, Edward. DuPré was ‘an awkward-looking John Bull article’ whose chief teaching aid was a horsewhip which he used liberally until the boys were big enough to fight back. At the age of eighteen, Burton recalled: ‘We had thoroughly mastered our tutor and threw our books out of the window if he attempted to give a lesson in Greek or Latin.’ Although Burton’s education was rather random and disrupted, his linguistic gifts were  strong and well-developed. He is said to have acquired during his childhood wanderings in France and Italy a command of various dialects, which he claimed made him popular with the people he encountered: ‘Nothing goes to the heart of a man so much as to speak to him in his own patois.’ In an escapade in which he and Edward visited a Naples brothel there would be more opportunity to practise intimate dialogues even though ‘a tremendous commotion’ awaited them both at home afterwards when they were found out.
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