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Dr James Barry

   Dr James Barry was many things in his life: Inspector General of Hospitals, army surgeon, duellist, reformer, ladykiller, eccentric. He performed the first successful Caesarean in the British Empire, outraged the military establishment, and gave Florence Nightingale a dressing down at Scutari. At home he was surrounded by a menagerie of animals, including a cat, a goat, a parrot and a terrier. But most astonishingly, long ago in Cork, Ireland, he had been a young girl and a mother.

   Drawing on a decade of research in archives all over the world, including the unearthing of previously unknown material, Michael du Preez and Jeremy Dronfield tell the amazing true story of Margaret Anne Bulkley, the young woman who broke the rules of Georgian society to become one of the most respected and controversial army surgeons of the century. In an extraordinary life, she crossed paths with the British Empire’s great and good, royalty and rebels, soldiers and slaves. A medical pioneer, she rose to a position that no woman before her had been allowed to occupy. However, for all her successes, her long, audacious deception also left her isolated, even costing her the chance to be with the man she loved.
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more praise for
Dr James Barry


   ‘Thoroughly engaging.’

   Sunday Times, Books of the Year

   ‘At each turn of this quite gripping biography I found myself gasping in disbelief… authoritative and prodigious.’

   Literary Review

   ‘A cracking story.’

   Maggie Fergusson, Spectator

   ‘Fascinating.’

   History Today

   ‘An irresistible little byway in 18th-century medical and social history.’

   Oldie

   ‘Thoroughly researched, stimulating… Highly recommended.’

   The Lady

   ‘An elegant and sensitive biography… du Preez and Dronfield have done Margaret Bulkley and her alter ego proud in this absorbing book.’

   The Times

   ‘Written with great verve, this biography is about as good as it gets.’

   Neil McKenna, author of Fanny & Stella

   ‘Extensively researched, a fascinating story of a woman taking extreme measures to work in a man’s world.’

   Richard Hollingham, author of Blood and Guts: A History of Surgery

   ‘Immensely enjoyable… the result of an awe-inspiring amount of research and detective work, managed with delicacy and flair… A marvellous read.’

   Rodney Bolt, author of The Impossible Life of Mary Benson

   ‘This fantastic book is so much more than a biography of a very remarkable woman… compulsive reading.’

   Dame Margaret Turner-Warwick, 
first female President, Royal College of Physicians

   ‘A fascinating account… Although Dr Barry obtained a Diploma from this College in 1813 it is only now through this book we are able to fully understand and recognise her achievements.’

   Clare Marx, President, 
Royal College of Surgeons of England

  

  
   ‌

About the Authors

   Michael du Preez graduated from medical school in 1958 and went on to become a fellow of the Royal College of Surgeons. Since retiring in 2001, he’s spent over a decade researching the life of Dr James Barry. He lives in Cape Town, South Africa.

   Jeremy Dronfield is a biographer and novelist. His books include the novels The Locust Farm and The Alchemist’s Apprentice, and most recently, A Very Dangerous Woman, the true story of Russian aristocrat and spy Baroness Moura Budberg, which he co-authored with Deborah McDonald. He lives in Cambridgeshire.

  

  
   
    [image: ]
   

  

  ‌


   To Angela

  

  
   ‌

Contents

   
	
  Authors’ Note
 

	
  Prologue
 

	Part I: ‘Was I Not a Girl’ 1789–1815

	 1 A Family at War 

	 2 An Unprotected Girl 

	 3 Next of Kin 

	 4 A Small Fortune 

	 5 A Revolutionary Plan 

	 6 Sanguine Expectations 

	 7 A Man of Understanding 

	 8 ‘I Would Be a Soldier’ 

	 9 Qualified to Serve 

	Part II: More Than a Father 1816–1831

	 10 The Cape of Good Hope 

	 11 ‘Savage Neighbours’ 

	 12 A Prodigy in a Physician 

	 13 The Most Wayward of Mortals 

	 14 A Change of Circumstances 

	 15 Heaven and Earth 

	 16 ‘If Rumour Speaks Truth’ 

	 17 Dr Barry’s Nemesis 

	 18 ‘Blighting My Fair Prospects’ 

	 19 A New Life 

	 20 A Precipitate Departure 

	 21 An Indefatigable Friend 

	Part III: Flagrant Breaches of Discipline 1831–1845

	 22 Fever Island 

	 23 The Past Revisited 

	 24 An Officer and a Gentleman 

	 25 Homeward Bound 

	 26 Friends in High Places 

	Part IV: The Most Hardened Creature 1846–1856

	 27 The Navel of the Mediterranean 

	 28 A Question of Numbers 

	 29 The Most Kind and Humane Gentleman 

	 30 Prodigality and All Wickedness 

	 31 The Land of Mornise 

	Part V: A Useful and Faithful Career 1857–1865

	 32 ‘This Vorld of Voe, this Wale of Tears’ 

	 33 This Life and No Other 

	 34 A Perfect Female 

	
  Epilogue
 

	
  Appendix A: James Barry and the Physical Examination
 

	
  Appendix B: Who Discovered Dr Barry’s Secret?
 

	
  Image Section
 

	
  Notes
 

	
  Bibliography
 

	
  Acknowledgements
 



   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
  

  
   ‌


‌Authors’ Note

   Throughout this book, the gender pronouns used for James Barry vary according to situation, depending on whether he/she is appearing in the persona of the male ‘James Barry’ or that of her original female identity; between those extremes, Barry is referred to as either ‘he’ or ‘she’ depending on whether the viewpoint is ‘his’ outer persona or ‘her’ inner self.

   The currency in use in the United Kingdom in James Barry’s lifetime comprised pounds, shillings and pence (£ s d), divided thus:

   
£1 = 20s

1s = 12d



   
   In this book, sums are given according to the convention of the time – for example, £1 4s 6d (one pound, four shillings and sixpence).

   The modern value of historic sums is impossible to give accurately, due to huge changes in the relative values of labour, commodities, property and retail prices. For instance, £100 in 1800 would now be equivalent to between £7000 (based on retail price inflation) and £120,000 (based on income and GDP), while the labour value (i.e. the amount of labour it could buy) would be about £106,000, and measured as a proportion of the total value of the UK economy it would be worth nearly £500,000.1 Thus the anticipated value of the estate left by the painter James Barry RA in 1807, for which his relatives contested, would today be worth somewhere between £390,000 and £24 million.
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‌Prologue

   London: July 1865

   Dr Barry was dying. He knew precisely how the end would be; in a lifetime’s medical service, Dr Barry had seen it all, cured some of it, and watched hundreds leave the mortal world along the same ugly, degrading path that he was now treading.

   Beyond the open window, London sweltered under a July heatwave. The traffic in Margaret Street racketed past with intolerable noise – iron-shod hoofs pulled iron-shod wheels over the stones, heading for the press of Oxford Market; passers-by and loiterers shouted to make themselves heard, and the shrieks of street-hawkers pierced the whole cacophony. It was hard for a human to bear at the best of times, but for the sick it was an exquisite hell.

   The heat and the familiar symptoms of the disease awakened memories of the tropics where he’d spent so much of his working life: the hospital wards filled with groans, and lonely rooms whining with nocturnal mosquitoes. He knew how the disease would progress, like a conductor knows the movements and motifs of a concerto – and what a hideous composition, of pain, dizziness and rushing, watery efflux, as if the body were trying to eject its innards in one frantic torrent; the sagging, blue-tinged skin and sunken eyes. Soon the last dissonant chords; then the shadow must fall.

   There was something he had to do before the end – something important. But in the heat and noise, with his mind wandering on the edge of delirium, it eluded his grasp.

   At last the old gentleman’s chest stopped rising and falling, and the fluttering of his closed eyelids ceased.

   Sophia Bishop heated a large copper of water on the range, under the supervision of the ill-tempered charwoman. This person, old enough to be the young housemaid’s mother, came in once a week to help with the laundry, but today she was here in her other capacity, as layer-out.

   The water boiled, and Sophia lifted the steaming copper off the range while the charwoman gathered up cloths, soap and a calico winding-sheet. As had once been common in England, this woman earned part of her living from a dual career as a midwife and layer-out of the dead, usually working among the poorer or more parsimonious members of society (the prosperous days were long gone, the mortal end of the trade having passed into the hands of undertakers). She was a hardened creature who cared mainly for money, and like her literary counterpart Mrs Gamp she ‘went to a lying-in or a laying-out with equal zest and relish’.1

   Sophia carried the copper up to the death room. It was she who had found him dead and reported it to the authorities. That had been as much involvement as she wanted; she set down the copper and left the older woman to her business. The layer-out was an old friend to death; she’d attended the corpses of many a person in her life. One more old fellow was nothing out of the ordinary.

   In the heat, the smell in the room was enough to unsettle even her strong stomach. Still, the proper obligations must be taken care of and she must get her due payment; perhaps something extra to cover the unpleasant circumstances and the lack of help.

   The old man had been a slight, stooped figure, narrow-shouldered and short; in death, his large nose and pointed chin were accentuated by the sunken flesh, and the dyed red hair had been slicked back from the domed forehead by the sweat of sickness. The layer-out peeled back the bedclothes and raised the body to remove the soiled nightshirt. After dipping a cloth in hot water, she gave the corpse a melancholy glance before beginning to wash it … and paused.

   Something wasn’t right. She glanced again at the hollowed-out face. That was the old gentleman all right – Dr James Barry. The layer-out had seen him about the place before he took sick, and would recognise him anywhere. And yet those were certainly not a gentleman’s private parts. Indeed, the gentleman’s whole body, though thin and dilapidated by age, was unmistakably female in every way – the genitals, the deflated breasts and the hairless face. And there was more – distinctive striations on the skin of the belly. The layer-out had marks like those herself; they came from childbearing. Moreover, in all her experience, she had only ever seen them quite as pronounced as that in girls who’d had babies at a very early age.2

   How could this be? She knew that Dr Barry had been an Army man, and served a long career. How was it possible for a woman to get away with being a surgeon, let alone in the Army? The puzzle was too great and shocking. Suppressing her amazement, she carried on with the laying out. Soon the body was cleaned and enveloped in its shroud, looking the same as any other.

   She was so bewildered, she couldn’t even speak of it at first; but then her native acumen told her that it might be profitable to hold on to this secret. The body, unexamined by any other person, went off to the undertaker, and it was only when a couple of weeks had gone by and Dr Barry was cold in his grave that the layer-out finally spoke of what she had seen in that deathbed.

   The sensational story flew around the Empire, spreading from newspaper to newspaper, and from place to place, reaching the ears of people who’d known James Barry throughout his career and all the way back to his youth more than half a century earlier. Almost everyone seemed to recall that they’d thought him a strange fellow, and even a few claimed they’d always guessed he was female. But not a single one of them could answer the most intriguing question of all: how on earth had a woman managed to perpetrate such an audacious deception? How had she sustained it over so many decades? And if she wasn’t ‘James Barry’ – which she manifestly wasn’t – then who the devil was she?
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‌Part I

   ‘Was I Not a Girl’

   
‌1789–1815
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‌1

   A Family at War

   Cork, Ireland: Saturday 4 February 1797

   A little girl with red-gold hair stood on the busy quayside, wrapped up in a muffler and bonnet. She watched, hypnotised, as an elegant Royal Navy cutter eased through the morning mist towards the north channel of the River Lee, the light breeze filling the single sail. Her blue-green eyes followed the line of the bow slicing through the grey river; the cry of an order came faintly across the water, the sail started to furl, the oars came out like the petals of an opening flower and began to propel the boat towards the town quays.

   Everyone knew that the cutter came from the man-of-war HMS Bellerophon, anchored downstream at Cobh. For two months, terrifying rumours had been reaching Cork of a French fleet that was expected to land in Ireland. Now the French had been dispersed, the threat had lifted, and here was Bellerophon, the leader of the English defenders, calling to take on stores before sailing for home.1 Not every person on the quayside welcomed the sight of the cutter, or what it represented, and a few would have been quite happy to have the French liberate Ireland from British rule. But they wisely kept their silence.

   Cork was the nexus of Irish trade, and the beating heart of the city was the long, spear-shaped island, crowded with busy streets, dividing the river in two. Along Merchant’s Quay, the ships’ masts clustered like a thicket in the mist, moored two deep on both sides of the river. They brought the wide world to Cork: the salt of the Indian Ocean in their sails and the damp of Nova Scotia in their timbers; bottoms barnacled at the Cape and slimed in jungle estuaries. In return they took Ireland to the wide world, in the form of hides and tallow, thick Kerry butter and good Irish soldiers. Cork was one of the greatest ports of the British Empire, and the British would do anything to defend it.

   To the little girl, Cork was both home and the world. Her name was Margaret Anne Bulkley and she was eight years old; she’d been born in this city to parents who had also been born here, and it was all she knew. A vivid, stimulating world for a child to grow up in, a storm of sensations – the noise of carts on the cobbles and the slopping of the water under hundreds of wooden hulls, the creak of mooring ropes straining against the rise and fall of the tide, the squeal of gulls, and the strident talk of men in all the tongues on God’s earth; the smells of tarred rope, river weed and brine mingled with the reek of horseflesh, sweaty linen, ripe cheeses, cooking meat and baking bread, and the astringent odours of gin, beer and grog.

   Margaret turned away from the sight of the Navy cutter and hurried along the heaving quayside, past the shop windows – vintners, taverns, ironmongers, ships’ chandlers, sailmakers, all bustling with trade. She turned in at the familiar doorway of the grocer’s shop, with the proprietor’s name painted on a board above the doorway: Jeremiah Bulkley.

   This was Margaret’s home and the centre of her universe. Its shelves were stacked, cupboards bulging and the floor piled high with victuals for the marine trade. Over it all presided Margaret’s father, Jeremiah, bearing the perpetually anxious air of a man burdened with debts but hopeful for the future. Bellerophon’s arrival would be welcome news; in Jeremiah’s world, war meant ships, and ships meant income; and war was everywhere these days.

   He had borrowed heavily to set up in trade. The house belonged to his wife’s family, which was a saving, but to start the business he’d borrowed hundreds of pounds,2 which would take long years of graft to pay off. But Jeremiah was slowly building a position for himself in Cork’s mercantile community; besides the grocery shop he’d acquired a post at the city’s Weigh House – a mark of some distinction, especially for a Catholic in English Ireland. Here the produce of Kerry, Cork and Limerick was brought for grading and weighing. Each year hundreds of thousands of firkins of butter were scrutinised by the inspectors, weighed and branded, before being transported to the quaysides.

   History has forgotten what Jeremiah Bulkley’s post in the Weigh House was – probably one of the three butter inspectors, drawing a generous salary of £140 per annum.3 Processing goods worth over a million pounds a year, the Weigh House was rich in lucre to be creamed off; producers and traders paid a fee to have their goods approved and branded, and the Committee of Merchants lapped up two or three thousand pounds’ worth of revenue from it each year. Thus, as long as Jeremiah Bulkley kept his job in the Weigh House, there was reason to hope for a bright future.

   His wife, Mary Anne, needed as much hope as she could get; she was an anxious, nervy sort of woman. She’d been born into the Barry family, fairly well known in Cork as decayed but respectable former gentry, with interests in several modest businesses and a handful of crumbling properties in the city. Mary Anne’s parents, John and Juliana Barry, had raised five children, with Mary Anne the only girl among four wild, tempestuous older brothers. They weren’t particularly nice boys, and Mary Anne’s only childhood comfort had been her father (her ‘only true friend’).4 By the time she reached womanhood, her brothers had moved on. John had died, Patrick and Redmond had gone to sea, while James – who had shown a prodigious talent for drawing – had become a painter. Acquiring eminent patrons, James Barry had toured Europe and settled in London, where he built up a reputation as a first-rate artist and a volatile personality. He taught at the Royal Academy of Arts, becoming a fellow and professor there. In 1782 Mary Anne Barry was wed to Jeremiah Bulkley,5 of no particularly remarkable family, and they produced two surviving children: a son, John, and a daughter, Margaret Anne.6

   Money would be an abiding worry throughout their marriage. Mary Anne had been left £100 by her dear, departed father, of which she’d had to give £40 to her living, not so dear mother, in order to purchase her life interest in the house on Merchant’s Quay.7

   Jeremiah and Mary Anne raised their two children in the manner of gentlefolk, in expectation of their fortunes improving. John was earmarked for the legal profession, while Margaret’s schooling was that of a young lady whose destiny would be marriage; she may have been cleverer, more literate and more industrious than her brother, but she was a girl, and little else was expected of her.

   From the shop doorway, Margaret looked back the way she had come, along the teeming waterfront. A column of soldiers marched along the quayside, looking brave and splendid in their scarlet jackets and pipeclayed white crossbelts, the cockades on their hats quivering as they marched. How unfair it was that Margaret couldn’t hope to be a soldier! The notion appealed to her sense of adventure, and would be an abiding daydream in the years to come.8

   Ruin came gradually to Jeremiah Bulkley, and it began with politics. Trouble between nationalists and loyalists had been fermenting in Ireland for decades, and in 1798 it boiled over. The Society of United Irishmen launched an armed rebellion against British rule. It began in Dublin and spread to other counties. The fighting was vicious; there were rumours of atrocities and massacres on both sides, and for ordinary families like the Bulkleys it was terrifying. In August, Napoleon sent an invasion force to Ireland to help the United Irishmen; a thousand French soldiers landed in County Mayo and fought their way towards Dublin.

   The rebellion was short-lived; by the end of September British troops had defeated the French and the United Irishmen. The fighting had not reached as far as Cork, but the city had played a part – the Royal Cork Militia had helped crush the rebels in Dublin with cavalry and cannon-fire.9

   Although the rebellion was over, the grievances that had caused it remained and intensified. Catholics like the Bulkleys, regardless of whether they had nationalist sympathies or not, came under greater suspicion than ever, and their lives grew more precarious. Yet the shop ledger remained strong on the income side, the debts were secure, and Mr and Mrs Bulkley’s anxieties held in check.

   It couldn’t last; the world was changing, and Margaret’s life would be forcibly bent to fit it. The after-shocks of the 1798 rebellion rumbled on for years. Britain tightened its grip on its Irish possession, and in 1800 the Acts of Union were passed. The Parliament of Ireland, stuffed with loyal Britons who took their cue from the Parliament in London, voted itself into extinction. Ireland was absorbed formally into the United Kingdom of Great Britain, the St Patrick’s cross was incorporated into the Union flag, and the Irish parliamentary seats were transferred – with their occupants – to Westminster.

   They included Colonel Mountifort Longfield, MP for Cork, who happened to be the city’s Weigh-Master, with authority over the Weigh House (the institution had been seized from the city corporation by the British government in 1792 and British loyalists put in charge).10 Eager to enforce the new regime against the background of continuing raids and attacks by rebels,11 Longfield decided to cleanse the public offices of Catholics. Jeremiah Bulkley was dismissed from his post at the Weigh House.12

   For a man burdened by debt, the loss of the £140 salary was a painful blow. As well as the credit that kept the grocery business running, Jeremiah had borrowed even more money in his attempt to improve the family’s future prospects. In 1801 young John had been apprenticed to an attorney in Dublin, at a premium of around £400.13 The ships of life and commerce floated on a sea of credit, but the tides were treacherous, and Jeremiah Bulkley was not a skilled navigator. He loved his only son, had faith in his prospects, and pinned the family’s future on him.14 But John was not a reliable young man; whereas Margaret was bright, imaginative, inclined to dedicate herself to a cause, her elder brother was less intelligent, lived in the moment and gave little thought to the consequences of his actions. Had their sexes been reversed, Margaret might have done well for herself, but in the world she’d been born into the best she could hope for was to marry well – and with no fortune to offer, the chances of that were remote. So off John went to Dublin, to serve, scribe and study.

   In the first years of the new century, life on Merchant’s Quay continued as normal. The ships’ masts clustered as thickly, the wharves were as busy, and the gulls and sailors cried as raucously as ever; but Margaret’s childhood would be forever altered by an experience she underwent at some unrecorded moment between 1801 and 1803. Still just a half-grown adolescent between twelve and fourteen years old, Margaret had the hardships of womanhood thrust prematurely upon her.

   There had been an addition to the family. Quite how it happened is uncertain – the Bulkleys avoided recording the details, although rumours must have run along the quayside and through the town. As soon as the gravity of the situation was realised within the family, Mrs Bulkley and Margaret probably went away together for a while; when they returned, all that was known publicly was that the Bulkleys had a new baby girl.

   It was hardly plausible that Jeremiah and Mary Anne would have a child now – they’d produced only two living children in two decades of marriage, and were both entering middle age. But under the law, if one took a child as one’s own, then so it was. Gossips could say what they liked; publicly this infant was Margaret’s sister. They called her Juliana after Mary Anne’s late mother, as if to confirm the link.15

   For the rest of her life Margaret would carry the physical marks of having borne this child. The marks left on her mind could only be guessed at. Her exact age at the time of the birth is not known,16 but the child was in existence by 1803, when Margaret turned fourteen.

   The identity of the man who raped her would never be revealed. The compass inevitably swings towards her family and their circle.17 Her father? Her brother? Perhaps some family friend, or a teacher or local priest. There were few relatives remaining in Cork – no known grandparents or cousins. But there was – for a short while – a single uncle on the Barry side of the family, who came to visit at about this time and then left under an extremely dark cloud.

   Of Mrs Bulkley’s four brothers, Redmond was the worst; he shared the volatile Barry temperament, unleavened by intelligence or talent. He and Patrick had both gone off to seek adventure. Patrick had joined the Royal Navy as a marine; he later deserted, and was believed to have died somewhere in the Orient.18 Redmond also went to sea, and served more than four decades as an ordinary seaman aboard Royal Navy warships.19 Wild and uneducated, Redmond was brutalised by life at sea. In 1781, shortly after a period in action, he wrote in his barely literate hand, ‘there is no Respect of Persons on Bord of a man of war there are the greatest Vilions I suppose that Could be Found any where’, and he admitted that he was one of them.20 By 1789 – the year his mother died – Redmond was on a brief hiatus from the Navy, living with a woman in one of London’s slum districts. Patrick, who had also washed up briefly in London, destitute and starving, stayed with them, and even he was dismayed by Redmond’s squalid, lawless life. During Patrick’s stay, Redmond and his woman got a sailor drunk and robbed him; they then absconded, leaving Patrick terrified of being charged with the crime; ‘my poverty prevents me from any place of refuge in safety, so must trust to providence as I am conscious of my innocence, only being at their house to prevent lying in the street or field’.21

   After this incident, Redmond returned to the Navy. But then, early in 1802, he reappeared in Cork – the city of his birth, which he hadn’t seen for nearly thirty years – seeking charity from his sister and her husband. In middle age, Redmond Barry was lean and muscular, looking every inch the ‘Vilion’: a lantern-jawed face with deep, close-set eyes and an immensely long, blade-sharp nose; his thin, fair hair fell back from a knobbly, domed forehead, and a lank moustache drooped over his mouth, whose lower lip had a tendency to slump into a discontented glower.22

   He’d always regarded himself as hard done by – his brother James had got all the success in life, while Mary Anne had received an unfair share of their parents’ legacy. (Patrick was the same – he claimed that Mary Anne had ‘entirely deprived me of every means of life’23 in inheriting her portion.) And so, when Redmond, hardened and embittered, arrived in Cork in 1802, he regarded it as the bounden duty of his pampered sister and her seemingly well-off husband to give him alms and accommodation. Redmond felt sorry for himself; he had been ‘hampered About in the Service of the Country Untill I am Scarcely Able to render Any degree of Labour to procure a living for Myself’.24 Jeremiah and Mary Anne, whose financial situation was growing more precarious by the month, gave Redmond what he asked for – but grudgingly.

   And then something had happened that had caused Mary Anne and Jeremiah to take against Redmond with a vehement loathing. According to Redmond they used ‘every means in their power to prevent me from getting bread’, until at last, in desperation, he rejoined the Navy, ‘never to come to pay Ireland a visit Again, let the Consequence be as it will’.25 Jeremiah and Mary Anne had, in effect, run Redmond out of town on a rail. When he called on James in London that summer, he was rebuffed, and suspected that James had heard damning reports from their ‘Infernal Sister’ about what had happened in Cork. Redmond asked James to ‘look back and Consider if you weare in My Situation and I in yours how you would Approve of my behaviour’.26

   It is more than possible that the ‘behaviour’ that had caused his expulsion was the rape of his niece, Margaret. The Bulkleys had no choice but to bear the burden and the social shame with which they’d been left.

   Trouble is a faithful companion, and rarely content with visiting only once. Between them, Jeremiah Bulkley and his beloved son brought about the family’s downfall with a reckless precision that could hardly have been exceeded.

   Two years into his legal apprenticeship, John’s prospects must have seemed fair. He had met a Miss Ward, ‘a young Lady of genteel connexions’, who fell in love with him.27 She had a small fortune of her own amounting to some £1200, which would more than enable John to complete his training, and her family connections would become priceless when he set out on his own account as an attorney. But there was an obstacle. Although Miss Ward’s parents were dead, she was protected by ‘an infamous set of Brothers’28 who wouldn’t agree to a marriage settlement unless John could match her fortune. As neither he nor his father had anything approaching £1200, the engagement seemed doomed. John wrote that he would be ‘very unhappy … if all the family would be distressed on my acct’,29 but the emotional pressure he applied was great – if he didn’t obtain Miss Ward’s advantages, his hopes of being an attorney would be shattered.

   Jeremiah didn’t have the cash, but he did own some valuable properties. A marriage settlement was drawn up, under which Jeremiah signed over to John a farm (presumably tenanted), a dwelling house and offices in which he had previously invested £1200. He topped off this gift with £300 in cash.30 The matter was settled, and the couple were married. Jeremiah had, in effect, wagered the family’s financial security on John’s future career.

   Word soon spread among the traders and money-men of Cork that Jeremiah Bulkley had disposed of the properties that secured his debts, which stood at £700. His creditors ‘immediately became importunate’, and he had to cease paying his instalments;31 thereafter, demands for repayment in full began to arrive at the shop. This clatter of small stones turned into a landslide, and soon creditors were hammering at Jeremiah’s door. When that failed to elicit payment, they pursued legal recourse. Jeremiah still had goods and property worth more than his debts, and he offered to turn them over to his creditors, but they refused – they wanted cash. Given the impossibility of selling anything for a fair price in the circumstances (for what sensible person would pay the going rate to a man desperate to sell?), the Bulkleys were doomed. Jeremiah considered sailing for the West Indies (where great fortunes could be made) and sending back his earnings. Meanwhile, he prolonged negotiations with his creditors, hoping to gain time to raise the money.

   Trouble took up residence in Mrs Bulkley’s home; always a nervous, highly strung woman, she grew ill with worry. In theory, the females of the family should be safe; John’s marriage carried the condition that the properties he acquired must be used for the assistance of Mrs Bulkley, Margaret and Juliana ‘if Ocasion required his doing so’.32 By early 1804, occasion required it urgently, and Mrs Bulkley wrote to her son to tell him so. In April she received a letter from him that bewildered and wounded her; she didn’t preserve it, nor describe what John had done, but whatever it was, she attributed it to ‘his youth and want of experience’, as well as to bad advice. Given Mrs Bulkley’s distress and the events that followed, it seems that John had sold the properties and invested (or spent) the money. He had left his mother, Margaret and Juliana without a lifeline; if Jeremiah fell, they would be destitute.

   Mary Anne had only one person left to whom she might turn for help – her eldest brother, James Barry. As a famous painter, a professor at the Royal Academy, celebrated in London society, he must undoubtedly be wealthy. And he must, with equal certainty, be willing to help his unfortunate sister. Mary Anne hadn’t seen James since he left Ireland, when she was a young girl and he was a keen, ambitious man in his early twenties. He’d always had a mercurial spirit, but was as intelligent and talented as his brothers were wayward and reckless. And in his youth, James had kept his family in his thoughts, hoping to make up for the lack of a legacy from their father:

   I have that reliance on God, my profession, and my friends, that in such a place as London is, where art is so caressed, I shall bring such a portion of it with me there, as will not only put me out of the want of any thing else, but will further enable me on my own part to make some little additions to any thing my father may have to leave them. I am then, thank God … provided for, and the greatest part of my anxiety is only how I may provide still better for the poor people at home.33


   Thirty-five years had passed since then, but Mary Anne hoped the generous sentiment still held. She couldn’t write the letter herself; the distress she’d been through had caused a constant tremor in her hands, so Margaret wrote for her, and no doubt helped with the composition. She was growing up – at fifteen, adulthood and responsibility were encroaching on what was left of her adolescence. Yet the prospect of communicating with her famous uncle – whom she had neither met nor seen, but of whom she had heard much – must have been exciting.

   Looking across the table at her daughter, quill in hand, the implements of writing laid out – fresh white paper, penknife for repairing the nib, pot of ink, the bar of sealing wax beside the candle – Mary Anne might have recalled her last memories of James, when he was a young man and she a child. His features were discernible in Margaret’s maturing face; she was most certainly a Barry rather than a Bulkley.34 She had the same fine, fair, reddish hair as the young James, the same large blue-green eyes and arched eyebrows; she was developing the long, curved nose of the Barrys (the one feature James did not share) and the protruding chin; and last of all Margaret had the Barry mouth, with a plump underlip that could give an impression of sullenness, and the Cupid’s bow that had prettified the face of James in his youth.

   ‘My Dear brother,’ Mary Anne commenced; Margaret’s goose quill twitched as she carefully inscribed her mother’s words in her best handwriting. ‘I have been always very unwilling to trouble you, knowing the multiplicity of your avocations, or you shou’d have oftener heard from me, while things were going on prosperously with me.’35 She related her tale of woe in detail: John’s marriage, the ruinous settlement, the loss of Jeremiah’s job at the Weigh House, and the onslaught of the creditors. She delicately refrained from asking outright for help, or even hinting at it; it was plain enough from the story she told that she was in need. She concluded her dictation: ‘With the greatest deference I remain Most truly & sincerely your most Affectionate &ca &ca Sister’, and trusted to her brother to do his duty.

   Looking over what she’d written in her neat but unsophisticated hand, Margaret quickly added a postscript of her own: ‘Sir, My Mother is not able to write legible on account of a tremour in her hand, desired me to write for her, My inexperience and so much unaccustomed to letter writing I hope will be accepted by you as an Apology [for] the length, the many faults & Errors in this letter by Sir, by yours Most Affectionate &ca &ca &ca Margt Margaret Anne Bulkley.’36 Evidently Margaret’s education had been neither as full nor as thorough as her wit deserved.

   They were unable to find out his address, and simply directed it to ‘James Barry Esq., R.A. & Professor of Painting to the Royal Academy’.37 The letter was sealed and sent. April passed into May, June approached and still no reply came; the situation grew more tense by the week. The creditors were threatening to seize the premises on Merchant’s Quay, and Jeremiah was intending to protect it by putting it in John’s name – a sure way to lose it entirely. Mary Anne was indignant. The legal right to occupy the house had been hers – acquired from her mother – and had become Jeremiah’s when she married him, but full title to the property still belonged to James Barry. Only he, by asserting his legal rights, could now save Mary Anne, Margaret and Juliana from eviction. There was nothing for it but to go and seek him out in London.

  

  
   ‌
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   An Unprotected Girl

   Little Castle Street, London: June 1804

   London exceeded all imagination; a true metropolis; teeming, lurking, cacophonous, it was like a multitude of cities conjoined. Every corner one turned, there were more streets, more winding alleys, more dank yards and mansions. It seemed that one could walk forever and never find its end.

   Margaret and her mother had arrived in London by stagecoach from Bristol, after the shortest possible voyage from Cork. It was perilous to be at sea: the previous year, after a peace lasting just fourteen months, war with France had broken out again, the nations were fighting for ascendancy in the seas around Europe, and any vessel was a legitimate prize of war. But if the female Bulkleys were to save themselves from the follies of their male relations, there was no option but to brave the seas and come to England.1

   They had discovered James Barry’s address and taken lodgings nearby, in Little Titchfield Street. It was decided that Margaret should go alone to visit him. Perhaps Mary Anne believed that his protective instinct would be aroused by a young girl who might remind him of his own youth and the promise he had made. Margaret, a bright and bold girl, was willing to take up the challenge. So, with a hired servant as a chaperone, she set off into the warren of West London.2

   The noise and density of the traffic assailed the senses, as did the press of people – the passers-by, the hawkers, the barrow-women in yellow blouses and scarlet cloaks, the street-side stallholders and carters, and everywhere the strident accent that was much harder on the ear than the fluid speech of Ireland. She crossed a wide thoroughfare named Margaret Street – an auspicious coincidence. A little further on was the bustling open square of Oxford Market, leading to Little Castle Streeti lined with tall, handsome townhouses – not marked by wealth, but respectable. Number 36 was a slender townhouse like the others, but there the resemblance ceased. Margaret’s astonished eyes ranged from the windows, their panes grimy and cracked, some broken, to the dilapidated portico over the street door, whose pillars and pediment tilted precariously to one side. The whole house had the appearance of a drunkard, slumped and leaning against his two stiff, embarrassed neighbours. The railings were rusted, and the steps down to the servants’ entrance were clogged with litter, including several skeletons of stray dogs and cats.3 James Barry RA evidently did not live in the manner implied by his stature.

   In fact, Mr Barry’s place in society was not what it had been. Always volatile, he was reputed to have grown ever more irascible in his old age; he was no longer a member of the Royal Academy, and had been dismissed from his professorship some five years earlier.4 The inhabitants of the streets around Oxford Market regarded his house with suspicion and even terror. It was said to be ‘occupied by an old wizard, or necromancer, or Jew’ – they couldn’t make up their minds which, but were agreed that ‘whatever he was, he lived there in unholy solitude, that he might the better dedicate himself unobserved to some unrighteous mysteries’.5

   The huge door knocker made a loud, dismal boom. After a long wait, there came sounds of bolts being withdrawn and a key turning in the lock. The door opened a crack, and a single eye peered out with wary hostility. Seeing a respectable young girl on the step, the owner of the eye opened the door wider, revealing himself to be an elderly, thickset man.

   Margaret’s mother would scarcely have recognised him. His appearance had changed in almost every way; the eyes were still bright hazel, but were set among such an arrangement of lines, bags and thick, heavy brows that they seemed small and beady; the jaw and jutting chin had grown heavy, almost ape-like, and the Cupid’s bow had receded from his upper lip, so that the protruding, sulky underlip was the only Barry feature still recognisable. One acquaintance described his face as ‘coarse and angry … rugged, austere, and passion-beaten; but the passions traced there were those of aspiring thought and unconquerable energy … sullenly exulting in its resources’.6 His clothes were oddly matched and almost as dilapidated as his house. The poet Robert Southey, who knew him ‘in his worst (that is to say, his maddest) days’, recalled that Barry habitually wore ‘an old coat of green baize, but from which time had taken all the green that incrustations of paint and dirt had not covered. His wig was one which you might suppose he had borrowed from a scarecrow; all round it there projected a fringe of his own grey hair.’7 The rest of his dress included a black waistcoat, grey worsted stockings, and ‘coarse unpolished shoes with leathern thongs’. However, ‘His shirt was not only perfectly clean, but equally genteel in point of texture, with even a touch of dandyism in the elaborate plaiting of the ruffles.’8 On his head, when not wearing his wig, he would put an old peaked hunting cap, its velvet all worn off, which doubled as an eye-shade when he worked on his engravings at night.

   This was the celebrated James Barry, the only hope of the female Bulkleys. He eyed Margaret suspiciously, and demanded – in an accent still redolent of Cork – what the devil she wanted.

   As Margaret introduced herself, her uncle’s stony expression softened somewhat. She didn’t belong to any of the categories he abhorred: mischievous neighbours; thieving servants (he had dismissed his last maid in the belief that she’d tried to steal engravings from him, and refused to have another servant under his roof); and the most feared and loathed group of all, the artistic rivals and Royal Academicians he believed were conspiring against him, and to whom he traced all his troubles. Even the abuse he experienced in the neighbourhood was instigated by them, he believed. This young girl was visibly a Barry, and she was Irish. The Irish – of whom a few lived hereabouts – were among the handful of groups with whom James Barry was still disposed to be civil.9

   The door opened fully, and Margaret stepped into the gloomy, musty house. Without servants the painter was reduced to taking care of himself, and had neither the aptitude nor the inclination; he took his dinner each day at a chop-house in Wardour Street, and let his house go uncleaned. Dust clung to every surface, and the corners and doorways were draped with cobwebs. He led Margaret upstairs to a chamber on the first floor that doubled as living room and engraving studio (his painting studio was on the ground floor). Another visitor who came that year described this room:

   He opened the door … and entered first to clear away the cobwebs before us. The place was full of engravings, sketches and casts, confusedly heaped together, and clotted with damp and dust. The latter he every now and then removed by a vigorous slap with the skirt of his coat. There were some engravings there that he valued highly … I perfectly recollect the ardour, and the occasional delicacy and tenderness of manner with which he explained their beauties.10


   Although Barry was civil to his niece, he wasn’t prepared to be charitable. He had received the letter written by Margaret and her mother, so knew of his relations’ plight,11 but he was visibly impoverished himself. His other recent visitor, Irish lawyer William Henry Curran, had been shown some of the pictures in Barry’s bed chamber but forbore from describing the room in detail – ‘For the honour of genius, I would forget the miserable truckle upon which a man whose powers were venerated by Edmund Burke lay down to forget his privations and his pride.’12 Southey described it as a bare bedstead with no linen and just a single blanket nailed to one side13 (‘poor fellow! he is too mad and too miserable to laugh at’).14

   Margaret explained that they didn’t want money, but a resolution over the house in Cork. Mary Anne possessed a letter that James had written at the time of her marriage, handing over his claim on the house to an uncle of theirs, on condition that it pass to Mary Anne when the uncle died. She hadn’t made the letter public because it was worse than useless – the moment she acquired title to the house, it would become Jeremiah’s and therefore be forfeited either to John or to the creditors. Therefore, Mary Anne wanted James to arrange for the house to pass directly to Margaret.

   James seemed to understand none of this. He had the impression that his sister had sent her daughter to beg from him, and it vexed him just as it had when his brothers, Patrick and Redmond, had done the same. It was impossible to make him see reason – all he could discern was another pair of impoverished relations expecting him to support them. Two years earlier, Redmond had received such a rebuff that he’d protested, ‘your Undeserved Cruel treatment to me Almost has broke my heart’.15 Margaret – who had considerable charm and was manifestly enthralled by her uncle James’s artistic genius – did not receive such a callous, hostile dismissal. Nonetheless, she went away from that eerie, dishevelled house empty-handed.

   *  *  *

   They took the long journey back to Ireland in a despondent mood. Margaret’s visit to her uncle’s house, unrewarding as it had been financially, had given her a glimpse of a vista beyond the confines of Cork and its mercantile life: a life in which a gifted mind and hand could extend the bounds of human achievement. To Margaret’s mind, in his prime James Barry had conquered nature itself through his art.16

   Jeremiah had gone ahead and signed over their rights in the house to John. It was a useless gambit – the house was seized and, although it couldn’t be disposed of because of the difficulties over title (Mary Anne kept James Barry’s old letter hidden), the Bulkleys were forced to leave.17 The shop was finished, and their entire livelihood with it.

   Abandoning Jeremiah to his fate, the female members of the family sought refuge with Cooper Penrose, James’s rich patron and a generous, longstanding friend of the Barry family with a reputation for giving shelter to waifs and fugitives.18 Margaret and her mother (and presumably little Juliana, who must have been about two or three years old) were taken into the Penrose fold while Jeremiah Bulkley took to the streets and tried to vanish; his family lost sight of him, but his creditors didn’t.19

   Margaret and her mother had to try to earn a living. There they faced the problem of Margaret’s inadequate education, her mother lamenting that she had ‘not been brought up to think of Labor and, Alas! whose Education is not finished to put her in a way to get Decent Bread for herself’. Nor could Mary Anne work, because ‘the fruit of my Labor would be seized on by Bulkley’s Creditors’.20

   Her thoughts kept returning to the house, now standing empty. Persuading James to sign it over to Margaret, to be held in trust for her until she came of age, was the only way to preserve it. Writing to him was futile; another attempt would have to be made to persuade him in person. So, after just a few months, Margaret and her mother set out again for London.

   Little Castle Street, London: Monday 14 January 1805

   The metropolis hadn’t been congenial even in summer, but now the ground was all ice and muddy slush, everyone’s clothes were permeated by damp, and the air was thick with the smoke and smuts of a hundred thousand chimneys.

   On this freezing morning, Margaret found herself again standing by the rusted railings outside the dilapidated house. It was in an even worse condition now. The superstitious locals, in their fear of the old ‘necromancer’, had erupted in violence. Brickbats and dirt had been hurled at the house, the steps were even more clogged with rubbish, the bricks were splattered with mud, and the windows had scarcely a whole pane of glass among them.

   A few weeks earlier, in December 1804, the Morning Chronicle had reported:

   A series of outrages have been recently committed upon the residence of that celebrated artist, Mr Barry. This respectable Gentleman’s house … has been attacked in the dead of night several times within the last two months. His door has been battered, his windows broken, and the whole of the front of the house covered with filth … It would be a national disgrace to allow to pass unnoticed or unpunished such wanton outrage against a man whose character and talents have rendered him uniformly and universally the object of respect and regard among the great and the good.21


   This was over-egging it enormously; although he still had a few devoted friends and admirers in high places, James Barry had alienated most others. The house appeared empty; indeed it looked quite uninhabitable. A dead cat lay on the ledge of the parlour window, and most of the broken panes had been filled in with sheets of parchment, which on closer inspection proved to be old etchings, turned upside down. One sheet, next to the dead cat, contained a notice in James’s handwriting: a proclamation that ‘a dark conspiracy’ was responsible for the violent campaign against him. It concluded with an offer of a reward to anyone providing information leading to the detection of the offenders.22

   At Margaret’s knock, an upstairs window flew up and a familiar head jutted out, staring angrily and demanding – with a bouquet of curses – to know who was disturbing him.23 He recognised his niece; the window slammed down (dislodging a few shards of glass) and after a pause there came the sounds of the street door being unbarred and unlocked.

   James Barry’s appearance was the same as ever, the green baize coat replaced by ‘a loose, thread-bare, claret-coloured great coat that reached to his heels’.24 Letting Margaret in, he double-locked the door behind her. He scarcely went out at all these days; Robert Southey had tried to persuade James to visit him, but he refused, stating that ‘if he went out in the evening the Academicians would waylay him and murder him’.25 In James Barry’s mind the hostility of the neighbourhood and all the woes of his life had been instigated by the Royal Academy. Their ‘brutal persecutions’, he told his friend and patron the Earl of Buchan, were ‘unceasingly contrived to distract & misoccupy my attention’:

   ’Tis a great hardship to be obliged to contend with such desperate opponents, who regardless of all honourable pursuit are even dead to the sense of shame & infamy & provided they can keep clear of publick detection & legal punishment, would stick at nothing to compass their ends.26


   He was a little friendlier to Margaret this time; perhaps because she took an interest in his work. Indeed, as Southey recalled, although Barry could be irascible and surly and ‘interlarded his conversation with oaths as expletives’, with people who took his art seriously ‘it was pleasant to converse with him; there was a frankness and animation about him which won good will as much as his vigorous intellect commanded respect’.27

   Worthy visitors were treated to a view of the large canvases in his main studio at the back of the house. In winter it was disused – too cold and dark to work in, the skylights covered with snow.28 Propped against one wall was his new masterwork, completed after thirteen long years of work. The Birth of Pandora was a vast canvas nine feet high and seventeen wide. It was dominated by a mighty, muscular Zeus seated among a gathering of gods and goddesses, handing Pandora the fateful jar on a platter.29 The subject had gripped James Barry for decades, and he saw this as the culmination of his career as a painter.30 The Earl of Buchan, Barry’s keenest supporter (who had recently contributed to ‘an exemplary annuity of ten pounds’ for him), declared it ‘a picture with which I was more captivated than with any thing I have ever seen’.31

   By the time Margaret left the house, her uncle had thawed a little. She took away a message for her mother; although James had declined to settle the Cork house on Margaret, he would be willing to give Mary Anne a letter of attorney that would empower her to sell it on his behalf (and presumably to keep the money).32

   Mary Anne was exasperated. Was this man completely obtuse? Could he not see that this would be of no use at all? She sat Margaret down immediately and dictated a letter. ‘Sir,’ she began (he was no longer ‘my Dear Brother’). ‘From the message you sent to day by Margaret … I have been induced to write to you to explain my Reasons for soliciting you for the Deed.’33 She went on at length about her situation, and the certainty that if she were to own or sell the house, ‘Bulkley’s Creditors could fall on it’; therefore, only a deed of settlement in favour of Margaret would do. Margaret being only fifteen years old, a trust would be set up; Mrs Bulkley had arranged for a London attorney to manage it if only James would sign the deed over. If he would not, then the property would ‘remain with my son for Ever’.34 She went on:

   
You ask why I came to London, Sure Sir you could not Deceive yourself so much as to think I came to Beg from you.

If indeed you did think so I am convinced this will alter your opinion, give me leave to propose a single Question to you – What did you give my Child when she was here last June, did you Ask her to Dinner, in short did you act as an Uncle or a Christian to a poor unprotected, unprovided for Girl … whose share has been given to a Brother –



   
   Mrs Bulkley broke off there, refraining from elaborating on what she thought of her son. She went on angrily:

   
I must indeed have lost my Reason if I came to you for Support – No Sir, I left Ireland because I have been Ill, very Ill treated there …

I had no Choice left but to starve or come here to try to Get Bread – often had I been importuned by my friends to come and see you but I would not, nor would I come here now if I knew any other Country. I forget I am speaking to a disinterested person … I shall no longer intrude on your time35



   
   She added sadly that she had hoped to see him after thirty years apart, and wished that there might be ‘one Relation of whom I may ask advice in the World but Disappointment has attended that & many others of the undertakings of … Mary Anne Bulkley’.

   Having delivered this flourish, she added that James would ‘greatly oblidge’ her ‘if you will sign the Deed, it is my last request. Adieu.’36

   It was a hopeless request. He did not sign it.

   Margaret and her mother stuck it out in London for some time, facing the choice of either eking out what little capital they had in the hope of finding a livelihood, or spending it on the expensive journey by stage and ship back to Ireland. Reluctant to slip into absolute penury, they gave up their lodgings and travelled back to Cork.

   Again they were taken in by the Penrose family. It would be futile for Mary Anne to work, and Margaret was unsuited to employment; she had no trade skills, and her education was insufficient for a governess’s position; she wrote a good hand, but her grammar was imperfect, and her command of languages and the arts was not of the standard expected by wealthy families.37

   Jeremiah had fled Cork. Nobody knew for certain where he’d gone, or even whether he was living or dead. Eventually news filtered through that he was in Dublin, ‘in very indigent Circumstances’. His creditors had caught up with him; he’d been arrested for debt and imprisoned in the Four Courts Marshalsea.38

   There were two debtors’ gaols in Dublin. The City Marshalsea – by far the more miserable of the two – housed prisoners whose debts were under £10. The Four Courts Marshalsea, which stood behind a high brick wall on Marshalsea Lane, was for prisoners ‘whose health has been injured by confinement in the unwholesome air of the Sheriff’s prison’.39 They could also take advantage of the periodic Acts for the Relief of Insolvent Debtors passed by Parliament – a precursor to bankruptcy that forced creditors to come to an arrangement over repayment. To benefit, an imprisoned debtor had to lodge a petition with the authorities. Jeremiah Bulkley had done so.

   He would be in gaol a long time – three Acts of Insolvency would pass without fully liberating him from his burden of debt. Indeed, his gullibility drove him further into trouble within the Marshalsea’s walls. He was taken into the confidence of a fellow prisoner, the Reverend Doctor Stafford. This indebted clergyman had a fortune of £400 a year, implying that his debts must have been vast, since he was a ‘tenant for life’ with no hope of relief or release. He seemed a kindly man and was ‘very civil’,40 and when he asked Jeremiah to act as guarantor on two credit notes worth £36, Jeremiah found it impossible to refuse. The money was borrowed and spent, upon which the Reverend Doctor promptly died, leaving Jeremiah saddled with the debt.

   Mary Anne and Margaret knew nothing of what was happening to Jeremiah, and showed little sign of caring. The female Bulkleys had, in the course of the past five years, been variously betrayed, (probably) raped, ruined and made homeless by their male relations. Mary Anne was bitter and unforgiving, while Margaret acted as if her father and brother were dead.

   But for the kindness of the Penrose family – which must have its limits – all that Margaret’s future seemed to hold was a downward road towards poverty, drudgery and debasement. Then, early in 1806, as another winter was beginning to give way to spring, news came from London. James Barry was dead.
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   Next of Kin

   London: Monday 24 February 1806

   On a bitter morning in winter, for the first time in many years, the damp, cobwebbed, crumbling house in Little Castle Street was alive with visitors. A small party of well-dressed gentlemen – all friends of the late occupant – had gathered by arrangement to secure the ramshackle house and its contents against vandals and plunderers.1 The Saturday just gone, James Barry, painter, former Royal Academician and eccentric of great repute, had met his end after a brief, sudden and (from a medical point of view) most interesting illness.

   The previous year, after the visit from Margaret, the old painter had fallen into an even worse state of self-neglect than usual, and his health had failed. According to Robert Southey, he fell ill from sheer lack of nourishment.2 He lay shivering beneath the single blanket on his squalid bed for several days; then, summoning the last of his strength, he crawled downstairs, opened the street door, and lay on the threshold, clutching a note requesting that he be carried to the house of Anthony Carlisle in Soho Square.

   Carlisle, a famously gifted surgeon, revived and treated him. His response to treatment was remarkable – ‘the danger from which he had thus escaped seems to have cured his mental hallucinations. He cast his slough afterwards; appeared decently drest and in his own grey hair, and mixed in such society as he liked.’3 But his home remained in its run-down state, and his eccentric habits continued. One day in the middle of February 1806, he attended a meeting at the Society of Arts – an organisation to which he had devoted his energies for many decades, especially following his expulsion from the Royal Academy. After the meeting he walked from the Society’s headquarters near the Strand to the eating house in Wardour Street where he regularly ate his dinner. Despite the frigid weather, he’d come out without the thick Spencer he normally wore.4 Customers at the eating house noticed that Mr Barry seemed unwell, and were startled when he was gripped by some kind of fit.

   An Irish friend who happened to be present – a Mr Clinch – put the semi-conscious artist in a coach and accompanied him to Little Castle Street. Arriving there, they found that the key wouldn’t go into the lock – Barry’s local persecutors had filled up the keyhole with dirt and stones. Thinking quickly, Mr Clinch took him to a lodging house above a shop in Mortimer Street.5 James was given a room and put to bed. He quickly grew alarmingly worse; after sleeping for a day and two nights he began bleeding from the nose so profusely that the bed linen was ruined and the landlady – having charged 36 shillings for the damage – insisted on his being moved elsewhere. He was taken to the nearby house of Joseph Bonomi, an Italian architect, at the invitation of Bonomi’s wife, Rosa.

   By this time, Barry had rallied sufficiently to go and visit a friend, but on his return to the Bonomi house his condition deteriorated rapidly – ‘it appeared that violent humours had been floating in his constitution which at one time seemed to produce an effect like appoplexy, but … the disorder which became positive was in his Chest.’6 His friend Dr Edward Fryer was summoned, and concluded that James’s condition was terminal. The patient was informed, and advised that a priest should be called. James Barry RA passed away in a state of sublime forgiveness.

   Carlisle performed an autopsy, and declared the cause of death to be ‘an inflammation of the lungs’.7 (In fact, Barry’s condition was probably pituitary apoplexy related to a pituitary tumour – hence the profuse bleeding from the nose – with complications and subsequent bronchopneumonia.)

   James Barry’s body was laid in state in the Great Room of the Society of Arts, beneath the encircling mural he had painted three decades earlier, when he was in his prime: The Progress of Human Knowledge and Culture, a triumphant work intended to repudiate the Continental European view of art and mark England as the centre of future progress.8

   Before the death was even announced publicly, a group of the late painter’s friends, along with a representative from the local police office, met at Barry’s house.9 As well as securing the building, they searched for a will; Barry was not known to have lodged one with an attorney, and after an extensive search of the house, none was found.

   This was a serious matter. For all his apparent poverty, James Barry’s estate was of considerable value. Only the previous year, several of his wealthiest friends had raised an annuity for him; and he had ready money, which he treated with characteristic eccentricity; while he was dying in Bonomi’s house, his carers discovered over £40 in coins and banknotes about his person (it was taken for safekeeping, and despite his terminal condition Barry noticed the absence and managed to crawl downstairs to inquire after it). They also found bank receipts for the deposit of £163,10 and a search among his papers revealed that he had money invested in British and American government stocks.11 He had £400 at Wrights bank, another £500 in bank stock, and £1500 in American government stocks,12 not to mention his effects and artworks, which were reckoned to be worth thousands at auction. For a man who had lived for so long in a condition of abject squalor, James Barry had left a substantial estate.i

   Without a will, his friends had no option but to attempt to find his next of kin, whoever and wherever they might be.

   Portsmouth: May 1806

   Lopsided, rank and rotting, the prison ship HMS Suffolk towered above the water like a slum mansion; her gun ports were heavily barred and her upper works covered in a shambling assortment of wooden gantries and hutments, shingle-roofed and pierced by smoking chimneys. Her masts had been reduced to stubs, and where sails and signal flags had once fluttered and cracked in the ocean winds, there now hung a drapery of motley laundry.13 Within the hulk’s rotten innards were crowded hundreds of prisoners: the dangerous and the wretched, the lost and the damned. A platoon of invalid marines were their gaolers and a handful of broken-down seamen maintained the ship, preventing it from crumbling altogether into the murky waters of the harbour.

   One of these old sailors sat now in a wooden hut that overhung the forecastle rail. Illuminated by the flicker of a reeking tallow candle, Redmond Barry was peering at two pieces of paper. One was a letter from a London attorney informing him of the death of his brother James; the second was a cutting from The Times giving an account of the funeral. Amidst the noise and stink of the hulk, the reprobate seaman learned how his brother’s coffin, having lain in state for three weeks, had been taken to St Paul’s Cathedral, borne by pall bearers including Sir Robert Peel, the satirist Caleb Whitefoord and the Chamberlain of London. ‘A great number of Artists and Members of the Society [of Arts] attended on foot, and fell into the ranks of the procession,’ reported The Times.14 James Barry RA was laid to rest in a place of honour within the cathedral, close to the graves of its builder, Sir Christopher Wren, and Barry’s old friend, rival, and founder of the Royal Academy, Sir Joshua Reynolds (who, perhaps fortunately, hadn’t lived to see Barry’s disgrace).

   It was an astonishing report. He must have been much richer than he seemed; indeed, the piece referred to annuities totalling £120 that had just been raised for him, founded on over £1000 in capital. And there must be more in his estate than that – more than enough to set an old sailor right after years of suffering. According to the attorney’s letter, the old devil had died intestate, and his leavings would go to the next of kin.15 It was only by chance that Redmond knew of it – he’d just happened to write one of his pleading letters to James, and had received the attorney’s letter in reply.16

   Redmond seized his chance. He wrote immediately to the attorney, explaining his situation and confirming his identity, and also to James’s friend Mr Bonomi, asking for more particulars about his late brother’s affairs.17 Then he waited impatiently for his turn to go ashore (the hulks were lashed together out on the water, and the only way on and off was by boat); when his time came, Redmond sought out an attorney in Portsea and began the arrangements for staking his claim to the estate.18

   Margaret and her mother picked their way through the press of pedestrians and traffic on Gracechurch Street, one of the main thoroughfares of the ancient City of London (still regarded with some disdain by the more fashionable City of Westminster). Opposite the sprawling warren of Leadenhall Market was the entrance to a narrow alley, whose small, grimy sign admitted confidentially that it was Corbet Court. The alley opened into a tiny courtyard fronted by six small buildings, jammed up against the houses in the alleys on either side.19 At number 2 was the office of Daniel Reardon, attorney at law.

   Mr Reardon was a man of Cork and apparently connected to the Barry family.20 Mrs Bulkley had consulted him on her previous visit to London. Now her business was even more urgent and many times more important. The news of James Barry’s demise had taken months to reach Cork. Hearing that he had died intestate and that the estate might be substantial, Mrs Bulkley had arranged for proof of her identity to be provided by William Edward Penrose, who went before the Mayor of Cork on 6 May and made a sworn statement that he knew Mary Anne Bulkley and ‘verily believed’ her to be the ‘Naturall and lawful Sister’ of the late James Barry. He also affirmed that she was separated from her husband and that he was believed to be in prison for debt.21 In law, this signed, witnessed statement was as good a proof of her entitlement to her brother’s legacy as Mary Anne could hope for.

   Thus armed, she and Margaret – who was now seventeen and all but a woman – set out on another long and hopeful journey to London.22 (Little Juliana was apparently left behind – possibly in the care of the Penroses.) On arriving, Mary Anne applied to be recognised as the heir to the Barry estate. Only now did she make the shocking discovery that she’d been forestalled. The tarry fingers of brother Redmond were reaching out to grasp the estate. He already had a London attorney, and appeared to have been accepted as a bona fide claimant by the lawyers handling the estate: ‘Redmond Barry the Brother,’ they recorded, ‘has applied for Administration to his Brother’s Effects & Messrs Shelton & Poulden are his sureties that he will administer the Effects according to Law.’23

   Appalled, Mary Anne presented her credentials, and watched in dismay as her claim was laid alongside Redmond’s. For the time being, neither was given administration. It disgusted Mary Anne that this wastrel who’d brought nothing but trouble to his family should have any share at all in James’s estate – it wasn’t huge, and she would surely need all of it if she were to save herself and give Margaret a future.

   In fact Mary Anne expressed doubt that her rival – who hadn’t been able to come to London in person – was really her brother. Paying a call on Joseph Bonomi, in whose house James had died, Mary Anne was shown a letter from ‘the Man who stiles himself Redmond Barry’, and declared that the writing was not her brother’s.24 (She might have been correct; Redmond’s hand was inconsistent, possibly because his semi-literacy forced him to rely on others to write his letters for him.) The lawyers disagreed, and it was judged that the brother and sister should have joint administration.

   And so Mary Anne and Margaret made their way through the heaving City to Corbet Court to consult Mrs Bulkley’s old friend and legal adviser.

   Daniel Reardon was in the prime of his life, and stood high, despite the shabby situation of his offices.25 An attorney at law and a solicitor in the High Court of Chancery, he practised both Law and Equity, and was eminently qualified for Mrs Bulkley’s purpose.26 She was a demanding, temperamental client, but Mr Reardon was a forbearing gentleman, and as the case unfolded, he would take a fatherly interest in Margaret. Mr Reardon was a widower who had recently remarried a younger woman and was about to start a family.27 His position in life must have given Mrs Bulkley many reminders of how bitterly her own son had disappointed her. Reardon had a young clerk called Philip Davis who was close in age to John Bulkley and had nearly completed his training as an attorney: the very model of what John might have been had he applied himself to his work and his studies rather than romance.28 (Where John was now, they had scarcely any idea, but time would prove that he hadn’t exhausted his talent for disaster.)

   And so negotiations began between Mary Anne in London and Redmond in the gloomy hulk at Portsmouth, while their lawyers’ quills scratched away in their City offices, and their fees began steadily to mount.

   Meanwhile, there was Margaret’s education to be attended to. Mother and daughter – apparently now living on monies advanced by Daniel Reardon against their expectations – began making friends with some of the more genteel members of James Barry’s social circle, a few of whom took a charitable interest in the unfortunate women. Joseph Bonomi was friendly, but foremost was Dr Edward Fryer, perhaps the most devoted of Barry’s friends, who had overseen the care of the painter’s possessions after his death. Like Bonomi, Dr Fryer lived in Marylebone, just around the corner from Little Castle Street, at 76 Newman Street. He had in his care many of James Barry’s pictures (including the vast Pandora); some others were with Carlisle, while the other effects were being looked after by James Christie at his auction house in Pall Mall.29

   Edward Fryer was a physician by training, a polymath by inclination, and a gentleman by nature. Born into an obscure Somerset family in 1761, he’d been apprenticed to a medical man in Wiltshire, then studied medicine at the universities of Edinburgh, Leiden and Göttingen. He developed a line in light poetry, publishing ‘Ode to the Genius of Patriotism’ and ‘Ode to Health’, the latter in honour of George III’s sixth son, Prince Augustus Frederick, whose personal physician he became.30 Although medicine was Edward Fryer’s profession, literature and books were his love; he took a keen interest in the Prince’s library and had a role in its curation. He was well known in London literary society, and as a member of the Society of Arts he had been close to James Barry.

   Since the artist’s death, Fryer had begun work on an edition of Barry’s writings. Mary Anne Bulkley, as joint heir to the copyright, supported this project, keen to enhance her brother’s stature (and thereby the sale-room value of his estate). At the same time she began putting together a book of the etchings Barry had made of his Society of Arts paintings, for which Dr Fryer had offered to furnish a dedication.31

   Meanwhile, Dr Fryer took upon himself the task of extending Margaret’s education. He must have found her capabilities sorely lacking in a young lady seeking a career as a governess. Her command of written English needed polish and she would also require excellent French (and ideally Italian), geography, history, a reasonable proficiency at the pianoforte, and skill in drawing.32 It wasn’t a path that required a wide scope of learning; it contained no science or mathematics beyond basic arithmetic, no philosophy, no classical languages or literature. Girls and their governesses were not thought to require a broad or deep education; they needed only to conduct themselves domestically and socially with grace, good manners, taste, piety and the appearance of intellectual refinement. Mary Somerville, who had a prodigious gift for mathematics, recalled: ‘From my earliest years my mind revolted against oppression and tyranny, and I resented the injustices of the world in denying all those privileges of education to my sex which were so lavishly bestowed upon men.’33 Of one young lady Somerville believed that ‘the consciousness that she might have done something better, had female education been less frivolous, gave her a characteristic melancholy which lasted through life’.34

   In encountering Edward Fryer, Margaret had been fortunate; besides being a well-connected gentleman, he was respected for his ‘various and extensive knowledge’, his ‘strict probity’ and his ‘unsullied honour’, and was noted for his dedication and generosity; he also possessed ‘the most engaging and gentlemanly manners’, all of which ‘combined to render him beloved and admired by all who knew him’.35

   Margaret’s tuition was probably confined at first to the requirements for a governess. Many progressive voices had been raised in favour of extending women’s education into the areas of science and scholarship. Dr Fryer himself, as a free-thinker, must have been sympathetic to this movement. Barry’s sponsor, the Earl of Buchan (whom Margaret had not yet met), was a vocal advocate of female advancement.36 Yet the idea of educating a young lady in the classics and the sciences was still seen as deeply eccentric. Margaret’s studies would be limited by the needs of her inevitable future career teaching the offspring of the wealthy.

   While her mother fretted and haggled and badgered Daniel Reardon over the settlement of the Barry estate, Margaret practised her penmanship and grammar, studied French and learned the globe. And while her fingers traced the lines of the continents and islands, and the growing British Empire, on the far side of the earth, in Spanish America, a conflict was going on – a conflict that was insensibly reaching out to draw her in. One of its great protagonists, an extraordinary gentleman of vision and learning, was setting sail; another of James Barry’s friends, a man who was an even more passionate bibliophile and far more of an eccentric than Dr Fryer, an adventurer who’d been abroad for two years, attempting to liberate his homeland from Spanish rule. His heroic venture had ended in disaster, and he was now on his way back to England.

   

   
    
     i  Including the anticipated worth of Barry’s art at the time, the economic value of the estate in 2016 terms would be about £6.5 million, while in terms of standard of living it would be about £390,000 (see ‘Note on money’ above).
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   A Small Fortune

   Portsmouth: New Year’s Day 1808

   The frigate Alexandria had dropped anchor in Portsmouth harbour on the last day of 1807, after a long and stormy voyage from Tortola in the Virgin Islands. General Don Francisco de Miranda gazed out at England, the land he had left nearly two years earlier, the land that had been his place of exile for most of the past decade.1 His young English wife was here, and his two infant sons. At the age of fifty-seven, General Miranda had now spent more of his life wandering the world than he had in his native Venezuela. He had left England in 1806 to raise an army and liberate his homeland from Spanish rule, but having embarked with high hopes and fair plans, he had come back defeated. Miranda needed to reach London with all speed to resume his diplomacy with the British government and ensure that his standing wasn’t diminished.

   Before this expedition, his position in London had been good, but was dependent on Britain’s long enmity with Spain, and tarnished by his having once briefly served in the French Revolution (before becoming one of its victims). People were fascinated by General Miranda, and statesmen were drawn by the possibilities his campaign presented for staking a profitable British claim in Spanish America. Even in metropolitan London, an imperial capital embroiled in global war and steeped in intrigue, he was a man of note; soldier, itinerant revolutionary and self-styled statesman, he had led a life of extraordinary political and military adventure.

   Sebastián Francisco de Miranda y Rodríguez de Espinosa had been born in 1750 into a wealthy Venezuelan family of Canarian Spanish and Caracas Criolloi lineages – a precarious mix, given the tension between the Spanish colonial rulers and the Criollo caste.2 As a young man he had crossed the ocean to Cádiz, where he joined the Spanish army and served in several of its campaigns. He was more a scholar than a soldier, however, and read voraciously, becoming fascinated by the politics of rebellion. Everywhere he went he was an outsider, even in his homeland; in Venezuela he was seen as more Spanish than Criollo, while in the Spanish army he was too Criollo. This sense of otherness, coupled with his innate self-confidence (which many found indistinguishable from arrogance), coloured his outlook on life. He developed a liberal turn of mind, determined to champion the oppressed; but as far as his Spanish masters were concerned, his faults were his scholarship, fondness for the English and willingness to serve their interests. Miranda was accused of being ‘a traitor, an Anglophile … a disloyal intriguer’, as well as a bibliophile who possessed books banned by the Inquisition.3

   Giving his accusers the slip, Miranda travelled to the newly independent United States of America, where he met George Washington and Thomas Paine, and made friends with Madison and Jefferson. In 1785 he travelled to Europe; becoming entangled with the French Revolution, he was charged by the new republic with treachery, imprisoned and twice sentenced to death. By 1798 he’d extricated himself and made for England. Deciding once and for all that the British were his best friends, he settled down in London to dream his dreams and nurture his plans for Venezuelan liberation.

   Now well into middle age, Miranda believed he could free not only Venezuela but the whole of South America from Spanish rule. With the outbreak of a new Anglo-Spanish war in 1796 and the British capture of Trinidad, he’d begun to acquire advocates in the British armed forces; eventually he gained support within the government, and there was talk of giving him assistance for a military expedition to the Spanish Main, the vast Spanish possessions stretching from southern North America to the northern coast of South America. The whole region was prodigiously rich in trade; hence the endemic piracy associated with it and Britain’s strategic interest in gaining territory and influence there.4

   By 1803 Miranda had settled in a fine four-storey townhouse at 27 Grafton Street, between Fitzroy Square and Tottenham Court Road on the northern outskirts of the city.5 It became a meeting place for radicals and intellectuals of all nationalities: British, Irish and Spanish-Americans among them. Miranda’s political circle crossed over with the arts and sciences, and men such as Dr Edward Fryer and James Barry became acquainted with him.

   At the end of 1805, with France and Spain’s maritime power critically weakened by the Battle of Trafalgar, the long-term trade benefits of a British incursion in the Spanish Main became ever more attractive. But by that time, Miranda had already embarked on his own doomed expedition. Perhaps his heart was no longer wholly in it. He’d been travelling for decades, his home was in London now, and he had a young family. Two years before, he’d met Sarah Andrews, niece of London portrait painter Stephen Hewson and an affectionate friend of James Barry. She and Miranda had married – or at least set up home together – and had a son, Leander. When Miranda departed for the Americas in 1805 (travelling covertly as ‘George Martin’) Sarah was pregnant again.6 He named his expedition’s flagship Leander – a mark of hope in the future of his lineage.

   The expedition was a shambles from beginning to end. It was secretly equipped by the United States government, manned by a handful of idealists and mercenaries, and commanded by a leader who had vision and ambition but lacked military skill – as one of his followers put it, ‘more learning than wisdom; more theoretical knowledge than practical talent; too sanguine and too opinionated to distinguish between the vigour of enterprise and the hardiness of infatuation’.7 Along with a few hundred survivors, Miranda was forced to take refuge with the British on the island of Trinidad. And yet his spirit was unbroken. An American officer who’d served with him noted that when General Miranda sailed for England, ‘His enthusiasm, after all the dampers it has received, was not extinguished. He said that he expected to be in Caracas in the following summer.’8

   With that hope still burning, Francisco de Miranda hurried from Portsmouth to London to resume his diplomacy. Waiting to meet him was a young woman who needed his help.

   Although Margaret’s education had advanced considerably, she still had little experience as a teacher and lacked references from respectable parents. Dr Fryer was unmarried, and Daniel Reardon and his wife had only just produced their first child, a girl called Ellen, in October 1807.9 Margaret, who’d become a close friend of the Reardons in the past two years, would grow deeply attached to Ellen (probably missing her own child, Juliana), but she was still a baby; besides, Mr Reardon, as a professional man and not a born gentleman, might not suffice as a character reference.

   However, one child with whom Margaret was familiar was Leander Miranda, four years old, an attractive and precocious boy who displayed a bold, intelligent temperament similar to his father’s.10 Margaret had never met the General, but she’d become acquainted with Leander’s mother. Besides being an old friend of James Barry, Sarah Andrews was a kind-hearted soul who was particularly struck by the plight of Margaret Bulkley and her mother. They’d first met during a visit to Mr Bonomi in September 1806. Sarah had adored James Barry – an unusual trait in a young woman. In the first few months after Miranda had departed for the Americas, she had relied on him for personal advice; the General admired the painter and regarded him as preferable to Sarah’s relatives (‘Take advice from Mr Barry if you want it; don’t let your brother come near the house.’).11 Sarah regarded Barry as ‘the Best friend I ever had’; he loved Leander, and Sarah believed that ‘he gave me the Best of Advice at all times’.12 (If this was so, he must have been better at giving advice than living by it.)

   His death almost broke Sarah’s heart; ‘in him I have lost the senserest and most disintrested friend in the world’.13 (Sarah’s education was limited and her spelling echoed her Yorkshire speech.) Learning that his paintings were to be auctioned for the benefit of his ‘power Relations’, Sarah wrote to Miranda suggesting that he order the paintings to be purchased on his account immediately.14 Nothing was done – he had problems of his own, and wasn’t about to borrow money to purchase an unwanted art collection.

   With no income of his own, Miranda relied on donations and loans to maintain his gentlemanly lifestyle as well as his political campaigning and military expeditions. Much of his personal expenditure had been ploughed into his fabulous library, which contained thousands of precious volumes. By 1807 it was estimated that he owed up to £5000 to London booksellers,15 and while he was away on his doomed expedition, moves were made by the creditors to seize his books. It was an abiding anxiety for Sarah, who fretted constantly over a plan to box them up and hide them in a friend’s house.

   Meanwhile, Sarah lived from week to week, eking out her allowance and pleading fruitlessly for more. Four-year-old Leander, a bright boy who was already half-literate, was reaching an age where his personality was asserting itself and needed guidance from a tutor. In early 1807 Sarah wrote to Miranda that ‘some people wonder I daunt send him to school, such a great Boy, but if it was posable I had much rather he had a lesson at home, I should be afrade of him going least he shoud catch some complant or other a mong so meny childron’.16 In the same letter she complained that her allowance barely covered feeding Leander and his infant brother Francisco hijo.ii Under such circumstances, she could hardly do better than employ Margaret; she was a friend, and Sarah trusted her friends.17

   The library must have been an attraction for Margaret; her appetite for education was keen, and Miranda’s collection contained riches that Edward Fryer would not have been able to supply. Most of the books had been boxed ready to be spirited away, but with the General’s imminent return, they could be brought out again.

   By the time Miranda returned to London, Margaret’s need to pursue her career had grown urgent. During the past year, the Barry estate had at last been settled, and divided equally between Mary Anne and Redmond. Mary Anne’s share would be placed in an investment trust administered by Cooper Penrose and Daniel Reardon; she would receive the interest and at her death Margaret would inherit the principal.18 She also gained possession of the house in Cork, which was let out. Supplemented by whatever Margaret could earn as a governess, this should have provided her with a small fortune that would enable her to find a respectable husband.

   But after what they had been through, Mrs Bulkley had craved something better. What had followed was a surprising act of skilful manipulation – probably on advice from Daniel Reardon. By December 1806 James Barry’s artworks – which were expected to realise the bulk of the estate’s value – had still been in storage, most of his money locked up in investments, and only a small proportion was in cash.19 Redmond, having bought himself out of the Navy and come to live with his wretched wife in London, had grown impatient. Small sums were advanced to him by Daniel Reardon, who, in common with most family solicitors of that period, had taken on the role of estate banker,20 but it wasn’t enough.

   Sensing Redmond’s impatience, Mary Anne made him an offer. After discussion with James Christie the auctioneer, she obtained an advance of £300 from Mr Reardon in order to purchase outright Redmond’s share in the artworks.21 If he took the offer, he would be giving up a much larger sum in the future – possibly running to many thousands. His hunger proved greater than his patience, and by February 1807, Redmond had signed away his share of the art to Mary Anne.22

   Convinced that she had secured a magnificent bargain, Mary Anne had anticipated a huge return. In April 1807 the artworks and library of the late James Barry RA went under the hammer at Christie’s auction room in Pall Mall. The catalogue proclaimed with expectant grandeur that the sale would include:

   ALL THE ORIGINAL FINISHED AND UNFINISHED
Paintings, Drawings & Sketches
Of that great Genius and distinguished Artist,
JAMES BARRY, ESQ. R.A.
deceased:
Including his grand and justly celebrated chef d’Œuvre,
Pandora receiving her Presents from the Gods23

   Mrs Bulkley had listened to her brother’s admirers, studied the going prices, and talked it over with James Christie himself, and anticipated that the bidding for Pandora alone might run as high as £3000 (it had never before been seen in public, and there had been a good deal of speculation about it).

   She and Margaret attended the sale with high hopes. It took place within the pale-green walls of Christie’s Great Room, under floods of sunlight from the glazed roof, with the chattering rows of ladies and gentlemen crammed onto the long green upholstered benches, with Barry’s works displayed around them. Mother and daughter sat down to watch their fortune and security mount up.24

   There were many lots in the sale, and it was through a long and exacting process that the Bulkley ladies’ expectations were dashed and trampled. It gradually became apparent that James Barry RA was no longer the admired and sought-after painter that his sister, Dr Fryer and James Christie had imagined him to be.25 Portrait painter Sir Nathaniel Dance-Holland claimed that Barry had ‘talked & bullied people into a belief of His being a great artist’.26 Now he was gone, the illusion had apparently fallen away. It was heartbreaking. When the Pandora came under the hammer, the bidding was sparse and slow, petering out at a paltry 230 guineas. Adam Tempted by Eve reached a mere 105 guineas before halting, while Venus Rising from the Sea did little better. Sarah Andrews, who attended the auction, was distraught as ‘power Mr Barry’s’ paintings were knocked down for prices that were not merely disappointing but insulting – ‘if he could have forseen thare end,’ she wrote, ‘he would sooner have destroyed them’.27

   As the final lots came under the hammer, it looked as if Redmond might have got the better half of the deal. Yet the sale itself was not the end of the humiliation; the anonymous gentleman who had purchased the Pandora suffered buyer’s remorse and never collected the painting.28 Another gentleman who’d purchased a set of plates had the same experience and returned them, paying a small penalty fee.29 As the takings of the two-day sale were totted up, it was far from certain that Mary Anne would recoup her £300 payoff.

   In all, after paying the auctioneer’s fees, the sale raised £1416 and some shillings. Taking the payoff into account, that left Mary Anne with £408 over the half-share she would have received.30 So it had been worthwhile after all – but still a dreadful, embarrassing disappointment. When all the estate’s accounts were rendered, the monies shared and the lawyers paid, Mary Anne and Margaret were left with £2075 2s 4d.iii

   They moved from noisy, teeming Little Titchfield Street to lodgings in a house at 27 Charles Street,iv just north of Fitzroy Square, which had views of open fields from the rear windows.31 Margaret’s future appeared more modest than her mother had hoped, but secure; as long as General Miranda returned to London and furnished her with a reference (if he was willing), she would be fit for a governess’s position and in due course could attract a tolerably respectable husband.

   Meanwhile, Redmond Barry, newly released from His Majesty’s Navy, began disposing of his lesser share.32 He hung around London for a while, pestering his sister and Mr Reardon for any stray bits and pieces of the estate that might have escaped notice – he became fixated upon the late James’s clothes, and made a point of taking a fine pair of gloves, which he wore with pride at a meeting with his sister and their lawyers at Mr Bonomi’s house.33

   When Redmond and his wife walked away replete with wealth, Margaret and her mother dearly hoped they’d seen the last of him.

   27 Grafton Street, London: January 1808

   Margaret approached General Miranda’s house with her nerves on edge. Meeting him was intimidating enough, but her future depended on his giving her a good reference. Nine months had passed since the Christie’s auction, and steady employment was both necessary and urgent.

   The house was quite similar to James Barry’s – a genteel, lofty townhouse on a long terrace – but a storey taller and an entire world more salubrious, with its unpretentious mahogany furniture, paintings of religious scenes and prints of Raphael, plaster busts of Apollo, Cervantes and Homer in the front drawing room, prints of Chinese costumes, and a few pieces of decorative silver.34 Nonetheless, it contained a similarly intimidating inhabitant who, in the wake of his failed expedition to Venezuela, had reason to be in a foul temper. At least she already knew the house and had allies in Sarah and the two boys – particularly Leander. And whereas before her only company had been a maidservant, today she had Dr Fryer to speak for her, and her kinship with James Barry would stand in her favour.

   A first encounter with General Francisco de Miranda would be an anxious one for any young woman; his radicalism was well known, and his reputation as a seducer was as great as his renown (or infamy) as a revolutionary. He was quite beyond all Margaret’s experience of men. Yet her life had changed significantly in the last eighteen months, and she was no longer quite the timorous creature who had once shyly begged her uncle’s pardon for ‘the many faults & Errors’ in a letter.35 Under Dr Fryer’s tutelage, she had begun to show real learning and promise.

   The General was in his beloved library on the second floor. Since returning to London, he had immersed himself in a programme of diplomatic overtures, and was making good progress. The British government was coming around to the view, expressed by the Governor of Trinidad, that General Miranda felt a ‘zeal and anxiety … for the honour and success of His Majesty’s arms, as well as for the welfare, prosperity, and glory, of the British Empire, towards which both his heart and mind are as strongly bent as those of the most loyal and faithful of his Majesty’s subjects’.36 Opinion was that opening up the Spanish Main to British trade would produce ‘such a commercial intercourse with our country as would enable us to view with indifference any attempt on the part of France against England’.37 General Miranda, blaming the failure of his expedition on the duplicity or the faint-heartedness of his American and English allies and the machinations of politicians, asked for firmer support.38

   He had consulted with the two men who were most apt to help his cause: Viscount Castlereagh, Secretary of State for War, and Major General Sir Arthur Wellesley, who was acquiring a reputation as a great military commander. Both men were Anglo-Irish and had some sympathy with repressed peoples – although neither let it interfere with the interests of the Empire. General Miranda’s proposals appealed to both liberty and profit. In the opinion of The Times, ‘though the object of General Miranda is difficult, it is desirable. Bonaparte has got the Continent of Europe in his hand; he squeezes it at pleasure: when its resources are thus dried up, they may be again replenished from the foreign settlements of the vassal States. To divert this source of wealth, is an object worth attempting.’39

   Wellesley agreed that it was desirable to keep Venezuela out of French hands: ‘through General Miranda the British government have the means of communicating with the people of that country, and have reason to believe, as far as his judgment can be depended upon, that they are inclined to a revolution.’40 Miranda wanted to found a republic, but Wellesley believed that a constitutional monarchy would better serve Britain’s interests; for the sake of diplomacy, Miranda agreed.41 Wellesley drew up a plan for an invasion force, commanded by him, comprising a corps of ten thousand British, German and colonial troops, plus artillery and engineers. They would assemble on the island of Grenada and then begin their assault on the Spanish Main at Caracas.42

   It was in the midst of these negotiations, which dominated the early months of 1808, that Miss Margaret Bulkley came into General Miranda’s view. He always had time for young ladies – especially if they were personable – and so he tore himself away from his work to take a look at her. She was shown up to the library. There were two rooms, plainly furnished but richly stuffed with scholarship. Here the General kept not only his thousands of books but also the numerous cases of letters, diaries and documents relating to his travels and campaigning. It was in the ‘little library’ at the rear of the house that the General spent much of his time, often with his secretary, Tómas Molini. Within its walls, lined with books and maps of South America, stood a desk, a deal table and a plain rush-bottomed chair. When his visitors entered, General Miranda put aside his work and rose to his feet.

   He was a man who made an impression – tall, sturdily built, and his features were dark, florid and instantly striking. His silver-grey hair – which he whitened with powder – was worn long and combed back severely, with the ends plaited into a queue tied with a black ribbon, and he wore a small gold ring in his left ear. But it was his eyes that caught one’s attention. They were hazel, ‘piercing, quick and intelligent, expressing more of the severe than the mild feelings’,43 and overarched by the most remarkable eyebrows – thick, jet black and exquisitely curved, as if they’d been drawn on by a calligrapher. His nose was long, sharp and tilted up as if catching a scent, giving the impression that in ‘the contour of his visage you plainly perceive an expression of pertinaciousness and suspicion’.44 Miranda was known as ‘a courtier and gentleman in his manners. Dignity and grace preside in his movements. Unless when angry, he has a great command of his feelings; and can assume what looks and tones he pleases.’45 With women, his hauteur and distance would fade, and his warmth and gallantry came out.

   Dr Fryer explained the reason for the visit, and Margaret’s career plans. As an illustration of her talents, he presented copies of two poems she’d composed on James Barry, both intended as candidates for her uncle’s epitaph:

   
Thy Spirit fled and here thy Ashes lie

But thy immortal Fame can never die

This Tomb indeed will hide thy human frame

But after Ages will tell Barry’s Name

His vivid colours made the Canvas glow

With forms of Gods above and Men below

Arcadia’s Shepherds in their Savage State

Britannia’s Heroes Learned, Good and Great

He on the Canvas shew’d the difference vast

Between the Present and the Ages past

Nature with Barry Vy’d; She lost the Day

Then in revenge she snatch’d his life away

But great Pandora, was design’d before

He painted, finish’d Man cou’d do no more.46



   The second poem used less legendary imagery but was even more fulsome in its appreciation of James Barry’s stature:

   
Who e’er thou art that Chance shall lead this way

Stop and behold the fate of human Clay

Beneath this marble lies the mortal part

Of him whose Paintings & whose Works of Art

Obtain’d the Name upon the World’s great stage

Barry the Micha’l Ang’lo of the Age

His Works are Gems which even Time can’t rust

Tho’ he that wrought them moulders here to dust

Let gen’rous Pity drop a silent tear

For Virtue, Genius, Taste entomb’d lie here.47



   Had he been living, Barry would have thought this nothing more than his due. General Miranda was sufficiently impressed by the poems – or by their author – to preserve them among his personal papers. He took them as evidence that this strangely attractive girl was brighter and bolder than most, and condescended to provide her with a ‘character’ for any application she made.

   

   
    
     i  colonial-born people of Spanish descent

    

    
     ii  hijo: son, or ‘junior’

    

    
     iii  Equivalent to 2016 values between £148,000 (standard of living) and £2.5 million (economic status relative to the population).
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   ‌


‌5

   A Revolutionary Plan

   Southwark: early 1808

   The King’s Bench Prison loomed like a monster over the surrounding streets, its brick flanks blackened by their chimneys. It was a bewildering creature; from the outside, it appeared as if a small collection of begrimed but otherwise handsome townhouses were being slowly consumed from behind by a vast mass of dirty brick, thirty feet high and topped with a fearsome rail of spikes. Within lived the renegades and cast-offs of London: its bankrupts, slanderers and a great share of its debtors. It was filthy, overcrowded, and disease ran rampant.

   Margaret loathed the man incarcerated within, but had come anyway, forced by obligation. The last time she had seen Redmond, he’d been in possession of more than £1250, with which he could have purchased enough grog to float a man-of-war, and more women than a broken-down tar could have coped with. But he’d apparently done worse than that; equipped with a fortune that was scarcely imaginable for an old sailor who’d never possessed more than a few shillings, in the course of less than a year Redmond had lost it all, every last farthing.

   Precisely what he’d done with it was never recorded, but he must have had help. London was filled with sharp and unscrupulous financiers, merchants and attorneys who had a fine nose for ‘gulls’ with fortunes they didn’t know how to handle. Complicated investment bubbles sucked the sovereigns out of their hands and into the pockets of the money-men. As Charles Dickens would put it: ‘A mania prevailed, a bubble burst, four stock-brokers took villa residences at Florence, four hundred nobodies were ruined.’1 Few nobodies would be more liable to the ignorance and greed that such schemes depended on than Redmond Barry.

   Poor Redmond, some of James’s former friends must have said. And so to poor Redmond Margaret was obliged to go.2 Redmond was habitually abject and pitiable, and was an experienced and articulate pleader; accordingly, when Margaret entered the prison and was conducted by a turnkey through its dismal corridors, and saw Redmond in his wretched state, he had little trouble wheedling a promise from her that she would do what she could to help.3 In due course, Redmond’s debts – which must have been quite petty – were paid, and he was released. Deciding that London wasn’t friendly, he left and, following his seaman’s nose, shuffled off to Bristol.

   Margaret might have guessed by now that she still hadn’t heard the last of him.

   Life wasn’t settling into the assured security that Mrs Bulkley longed for. She and Margaret moved from lodging to lodging, never staying more than a few months. They had left the green fields of Charles Street for Soho, then back to Marylebone, and by February 1808 were living at 12 Brook Street, Fitzroy Square.4

   These frequent moves may have been caused by a search for better or cheaper lodgings or fresher air. Or, since Mrs Bulkley was an enthusiastic student of the pianoforte (although probably not very able, given the tremor in her hands), it may have been necessary to find lodgings where the landlady was tolerant (or deaf) enough to put up with her. Despite the modesty of her fortune and continual stern advice from Daniel Reardon that she should economise, Mrs Bulkley insisted on living in a genteel manner, taking more rooms than necessary, and riding in hackney coaches rather than walking.5 She worried about money, but the shadows of the King’s Bench and the Marshalsea apparently didn’t haunt her as they ought.

   Sitting in the parlour at Brook Street, surrounded by unfolded newspapers, Margaret must have reviewed her career prospects with despondency. There were frequent advertisements for governesses, but they were usually outnumbered by notices from young ladies seeking appointments. And the requirements were rarely amenable: ‘Wanted, to live entirely in the country’ … ‘not less than 30 years of age’ … ‘a middle aged experienced Person, who is perfectly qualified’. Some required a governess to double as a nursemaid or servant (‘willing to make herself useful’).6 The ladies offering their services always sounded so impossibly skilled and experienced, and a few even had their own premises and worked as ‘daily’ governesses. There was also an unspoken assumption from prospective employers that the young ladies must be of genteel birth (‘respectably connected’).

   
A young lady, of very respectable connections, wishes for a situation as governess in a genteel family.7

A lady, very respectably connected, who has been accustomed to the Education of Young Ladies, is desirous of meeting with a Situation as governess in a Gentleman’s Family. She is fully capable of teaching English, French, Writing, Arithmetic, Geography, &c. and can give the most satisfactory references.8



   
   How could a girl from Cork, of no particular birth, no experience and a Catholic to boot, compete with that? A few wealthy families were not prejudiced against governesses from the lower social ranks (‘No objection to a Person that has not been out’), but they were few. More depressing still, some inexperienced girls offered their services for free (‘No salary will be required for her first year’ … ‘Salary is not an object’). Some even offered to pay a premium, which could run to 60 guineas.

   There were also employment agencies, including one run by a lady from a house just around the corner from General Miranda:

   Original female agency.— To the Nobility and Gentry.— Families are provided with Governesses, Ladies with Companions, Ladies Boarding Schools with Partners, Teachers, Apprentices … and Young Ladies wishing for Situations, recommended to the first Houses in Town and Country … Mrs Burne attends from Ten to Five o’Clock, every Day, No. 7, Fitzroy-street, Fitzroy-square.9


   Margaret’s best hope was for a personal connection, an acquaintance of an acquaintance who might take her on. She’d heard through Daniel Reardon of a lady in Camden Town who might employ her, and grew frustrated with his apparent inaction, writing him a note tinged with impatience – a measure of her fading timidity. Addressing him in the third person, she wrote that she ‘would be glad to know’ if Mr Reardon had taken any steps to put her forward for the position, and remarked pointedly that he ‘will himself perceive the sooner that Miss B. could be placed there would be better’.10 The new suburb of Camden Town – an outlier protruding into the countryside – was an odd mix of light industrial and rustic with genteel pretensions, and not at all fashionable; its ‘beau monde’ were said to ‘never approach nearer to fashionable life than the one shilling gallery is to the boxes’.11 But it would be a start.

   If Margaret did get the position, she must have found it irksome, because in July a rather desperate advertisement appeared in the Morning Post, possibly placed by Margaret:

   Wants a Situation in a Private Family, a Young Person, as governess, who has from her infancy been used to Children, has no objection to be Companion to a Lady, or teacher in a School, but would prefer the first occupation and has no objection to any part of the Kingdom.—Letters addressed to M. B. at Mr. Carter’s, No. 15, Vere-street, Oxford-street.12


   What a dismal prospect for a young lady of such talent and learning; to be a governess would be bad, but to be a companion could be worse – and would certainly be less stimulating. Writing two years before Margaret’s birth, Mary Wollstonecraft – who had personal experience of such a career – felt that the few occupations open to educated young women were humiliating:

   
It is impossible to enumerate the many hours of anguish such a person must spend. Above the servants, yet considered by them as a spy, and ever reminded of her inferiority when in conversation with the superiors …

The children treat them with disrespect, and often with insolence. In the mean time life glides away, and the spirits with it.13



   
   A few years after writing those words, Wollstonecraft returned to the subject with a far greater degree of righteous indignation, and wrote as if foreseeing Margaret’s destiny:

   
But what have women to do in society? … surely you would not condemn them all to suckle fools and chronicle small beer! No. Women might certainly study the art of healing, and be physicians as well as nurses …

It is a melancholy truth; yet such is the blessed effect of civilization! the most respectable women are the most oppressed; and, unless they have understandings far superiour to the common run of understandings … they must, from being treated like contemptible beings, become contemptible. How many women thus waste life away the prey of discontent, who might have practised as physicians, regulated a farm, managed a shop, and stood erect, supported by their own industry, instead of hanging their heads surcharged with the dew of sensibility, that consumes the beauty to which it at first gave lustre.14



   
   With Mrs Bulkley’s nervous condition deteriorating, she and Margaret went for a spell of sea air at Margate. Sea-bathing was a popular cure, and for the members of London society, Margate was the place to go, where there were bathing-rooms on the waterside, and even a Royal Sea-Bathing Infirmary. During the fashionable season the town bustled with the arrival of vessels at the pier, the cries of porters, chatter of shoppers and sightseers, and the to-and-fro of bathing machines on the sands.15

   Although June was the height of the season, Margate was not doing well in 1808, still recovering from a freak winter storm in January, when the sea had risen violently, crashing through the harbour, smashing ships and wrecking the landing pier and most of the sea-front.16 There were a few sour individuals who believed that the gentry’s loose holiday living and ‘prophanation of the Sabbath’ had brought divine retribution on the town.17 When Margaret and her mother arrived, the place was still in a sorry state, with much of the sea-front closed off by barriers, and a constant hammering and sawing as tradesmen worked to repair or replace the ruined buildings and labourers laid the new High Street.18

   They stayed at Mr Peel’s lodging house in New Street, a narrow thoroughfare leading back from the High Street and sea-front.19 It wasn’t quite Merchant’s Quay, but the maritime air was reminiscent of home and childhood. The effect on Mrs Bulkley was remarkable; within a very short while she was able, for the first time in years, to hold a quill sufficiently well to write her own signature on the letters she dictated to Margaret; it was rather palsied, but it was an improvement.20

   Mrs Bulkley and Dr Fryer were making good progress with both of their books – this very month saw the publication by the estimable Colnaghi of Cockspur Street of a giant folio titled A Series Of Etchings By James Barry, Esq. From His Original And Justly Celebrated Paintings, In The Great Room Of The Society Of Arts (the self-justifying title was probably Mrs Bulkley’s idea). Copies were already in shop windows across the West End of London.21 Meanwhile, Fryer’s edition of The Works of James Barry, a two-volume illustrated compilation of Barry’s letters and writings, was approaching completion. The publishers Cadell and Davies were interested, and Fryer had assured Mrs Bulkley that she might expect to receive as much as £500 for the copyright. Indeed, General Miranda, who lent his moral support to the venture (along with an engraving from his own collection to be used as a frontispiece),22 had told her that ‘not only from his Knowledge of Books, but even from his observations on the Arts & Sciences in general in the course of his Travels’ that the copyright in the prints should be worth £1000.23

   Mrs Bulkley glowed at the thought of extending her fortunes, and placed her faith in the judgement of these learned men.

   Changes were afoot in Margaret’s world that year. The first to be affected was General Miranda. By June 1808 his and Sir Arthur Wellesley’s plans for the liberation of Spanish America had been wrecked by a sudden gale that had blown up in Spain.

   In May 1808 Napoleon, seeking to impose his will on the unruly nation, had forced King Charles IV and his son to abdicate, and in June gave the Spanish throne to his own brother, Joseph Bonaparte. Overnight, without a shot being fired, Spain had ceased being an autonomous French ally and became a conquered territory, split between the Napoleonic state and the royalist Bourbon faction. For better or worse, Bourbon Spain, as an enemy of France, became the natural ally of Britain.

   The British high command made hasty plans for an intervention in the Iberian Peninsula, and General Sir Arthur Wellesley was given command. Immediately, the bulk of the force that had been earmarked for the Venezuelan expedition was redirected to Portugal. Not only was General Miranda deprived of the aid he had counted on for his revolution, he had also lost the support of the key ally he had so carefully cultivated for so many years; Britain, now allied to Spain, would not make war upon Spanish colonial possessions.

   However, all was not lost. France had possessions in the West Indies and the Spanish Main, and Britain was still willing to send a force there to fight for those territories. Also, Miranda still had personal allies in the Navy and in the British West Indies. With his unfailing confidence in his own destiny, he continued laying his plans and practising his diplomacy. Those grand plans would eventually encompass Margaret Bulkley and fix her future.

   With an insensible logic, the fates of the people connected with Margaret were either converging on one another or coming full circle – as if they were being organised and guided by the hand of an author. As summer faded and Margaret and her mother settled again into London life, two items of news reached them. The first, all too predictably, concerned Redmond Barry.

   After being freed from the King’s Bench and leaving London, Redmond had drifted to Bristol, where he had run into trouble almost immediately. He took up thieving, and proved no more successful at it than he’d been at handling a fortune. On 25 April 1808 he was convicted of grand larceny and sentenced to seven years ‘beyond the seas’. His crime was probably slight; grand larceny (as opposed to petty larceny) was defined as ‘a felonious and wrongful taking away, by any person, of the mere personal goods of another not from the person nor out of his house, above the value of 12d’.24 One shilling. At least it hadn’t been burglary, for which a man could swing. Redmond was put into Bristol’s ramshackle Newgate Prison, then sent with a batch of other convicts to Portsmouth, where they were put aboard the prison hulk HMS Captivity to await transfer to a convict vessel outward bound.25

   The circle was complete; having bought his way out of the crew of one hulk and gone to London a wealthy man, Redmond had returned to another as one of its inmates. He was never transported, and would remain at Portsmouth in the dark, brutal hell-hole of Captivity for the next six years.26

   A second piece of news reached Margaret and her mother at almost the same time, in the form of a grubby and much-travelled letter. It had been addressed, barely legibly, to Mrs Bulkley in care of ‘Grand Room Adelphy Which was Painted by Jas. Barry Esq. London’. Forwarded to their former lodgings at Brook Street, it had eventually made its way round the corner to Charles Street. The letter had come from Portsmouth, but it wasn’t from Redmond. It was a scarcely coherent, pleading message from John Bulkley, Margaret’s errant brother.

   Little or nothing had been heard of John for some years. He’d left his legal training far behind him, along with his once-rich and now presumably ruined wife, and was now in the Army, a lowly private in a regiment about to depart for active service overseas. The Royal York Rangers was a penal regiment, one of a handful raised for the duration of the war. Most of its recruits came from the prison hulks and gaols; some were even fugitives from the gallows, pardoned on condition that they join the Army. The remainder of the Rangers were convicted deserters from other regiments.
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