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Chapter One

“All is as it should be, Nathaniel. There is no need to concern yourself over a mere two hours of attendance at a palace function. Not that strictly speaking, Carlton House is a palace, of course, despite the Prince Regent’s pretensions. He may imagine himself to be Britain’s sovereign, but the King still lives.”

Nat agreed, as he must, yet he was still inclined to worry. His lady was more than four months with child and he could not be happy that she was to exert herself so.

“It is right that you should make your curtsey at a levee, I agree, Agatha, yet, even so, it could be delayed for six months or so without being in any way out of the ordinary. The lady should be seen at St James after marriage, I know, but the circumstances are such that a delay is perfectly acceptable.”

“Except that in this instance, you are to make your bow as the new Baron Palfrey and I am to be displayed both as newly wed and as your Baroness. The double distinction makes it more proper that I should be at your side. There is also the probability of the King’s imminent death – he is ancient and infirm, and the mad do not often make old bones. That would delay everything. Wiser to take this opportunity and then to accept a degree of seclusion over the next few months, Nathaniel.”

Having shown himself in the House of Lords it was only courteous to attend the next possible levee. Nat had made the proper enquiries and had discovered his presence was expected, together with his lady. In her absence he could always display himself unaccompanied, but that might be to send out the wrong message entirely, an implication of marital unrest which neither wanted to offer.

“Hoops and knee-breeches – an absolute nonsense, my dear! The very concept of a Court Uniform seems ridiculous, the more when one considers the figure Georgie-Porgie must cut in such garb.”

“He is officially handsome, Nathaniel! That is a fact so well known as to be indisputable. He may be grossly fat, his face marked by the lines of dissipation, but he is still Prince Florizel, the bright young heir to the throne, beloved by the most beautiful of maidens. Shakespeare has much to answer for!”

Nat was sure he had, but he had read none of his plays and seen only the most popular at the theatre. The Winter’s Tale had escaped him.

The levee was held in late morning, so much so that most would have called it afternoon, but none wished to rise early and so there were no disparaging comments. Nat was met at the entrance by Alvanley, evidently there for no other purpose.

“Lord Palfrey! My Lady! Good morning to you!”

They exchanged bows and commented gravely upon the weather – it was not raining – and passed inside the expensive portals of Carlton House, the cause of at least a quarter million of the debts accruing to the Prince Regent.

“A handsome place, Palfrey. Have you seen it before?”

Alvanley knew well that Nat had never been in close proximity to the Prince previously.

“Getting dated now, Palfrey. We need a more modern palace for the Prince to take upon finally attaining Kingship. Thinking of pulling down Buckingham’s place and building a proper palace.”

“That would be another half a million at least, would it not, Alvanley? Perhaps a fraction excessive.”

“A necessity to permit the King to show his eminence to his people. I am sure the government could easily find such a minor sum, the more now that the wars are over.”

“Possibly so. No doubt the matter will be discussed at length, Alvanley.”

Nat refused any further commitment, allowed the slightly discontented lord to lead them to the line forming for presentation to the Prince. Strict rank order was enforced and Nat found himself tenth in the formal queue, behind senior barons and a pair of Viscounts and three Earls.

“How is seniority determined amongst the barons, Agatha?”

“Possession of the Bath or other senior orders, primarily. Where in doubt, public service is counted, and the Palfreys have been invisible these twenty years.”

There was a noise from inside the receiving room as the Prince made his appearance and then the line began to move.

Glancing about him, Nat saw at least one hundred behind him, baronets, knights, senior military officers and respectable squires all come to loyally display their faces and report home on their rubbing shoulders with Royalty. He supposed there was a value to it.

Alvanley was stood at the Prince’s shoulder, identifying those he knew of the first comers, the important subjects of the King.

“Lord and Lady Palfrey.”

The whisper was loud enough to reach Nat’s ears. He noticed the bored face to show a degree of interest as he made his bow and Agatha curtsied. He moved on, quickly as instructed – there were too many to actually speak to the Prince.

A quick few paces took them to the body of the great room, to join those who had come simply to watch the proceedings. There were discreet chairs to the rear, permitted to those who needed to rest themselves and had good reason to do so.

“Who were those stood at the Prince’s shoulder, my lady?”

“His bosom companions, my lord. Alvanley, of course, and the little fellow behind him the well-known Colonel Hanger.”

‘Notorious’ might have been a better word, Nat knew. Colonel Hanger was renowned for debauchery and little else, was pander-in-chief to the Prince. How he had come by his military rank was unclear, he had certainly not seen service during the wars.

“The others are no more than hangers-on, currently wealthy and rapidly being reduced to poverty, no doubt. Lord Alderley, our cousin, was one such until his new father-to-be exerted a degree of discipline upon him.”

Thirty minutes saw an end to formalities and Alvanley coming towards them again. Nat smiled his kindest and forestalled whatever he had to say to them.

“Must make a rapid farewell, Alvanley! My lady is in a certain condition, you will know, and needs to retire from the heat and bustle of the morning. You will excuse me, I know.”

Alvanley must do so, however little that was his wish. He smiled his kindest, would see them again, he did not doubt.

“That is done, my lady, and we escaped without any further commitment. Alderley’s wedding tomorrow and we can make our way south at the end of the week, hopefully without having to avoid Royalty the more.”

“It will have its amusing side, I do not doubt, Nat. As head of the family, you must offer a welcome to all, including his few bosom friends, I doubt not. Do you know who is to be groomsman?”

“A Mr Glossop, son to a baronet of Yorkshire, I am told. Friends with Alderley since an early age – I presume at school. I know nothing of the family – but then, I hardly would.”

“Glossop? Not a distinguished family. I have never heard of them. Mind you, I would not have heard of Alderley had he not been a cousin. Are the bride’s family to make a great turnout do you know?”

“I spoke to Grinstead a few days since and he said not. He has but one surviving brother and him a ‘Methody ranter’, I quote. He has a sister who was wed to a farmer down in Sussex and has been unheard of in twenty years. Other than that, none of any degree of close relationship he says. That, of course, is his great attraction to Alderley – there are none to demand a cut of the Will.”

“Do you know, to be vulgarly inquisitive, just what he will cut up for, Nat?”

“Not less than four hundred thousand and a probability of a lot more if he lasts another fifteen or twenty years, which is well possible. I doubt he is more than fifty yet.”

“No chance of a second marriage? A most inconvenient younger brother is practical at that age, surely.”

“No. His lady wife is crippled but strong, or so it would seem. I suspect, not having seen her, that she is actually insane rather than physically ill, but she will not conveniently die off it seems. I believe he is resigned to leaving his all to his daughter, for whom he has a strong affection. It amazes me that he will let her go to a poor specimen such as Alderley, but a title disguises many a fault, or so I must imagine. Perhaps he has discovered qualities in Alderley that I have not noticed.”

“An uninspiring soul, poor Alderley. I do trust he intends to do right by his lady. I would be most upset was he to play her false, publicly at least.”

“I have in fact mentioned that very issue to him, Agatha. He has protested his intention to be honest. More than that, one cannot ask.”

As head of the family, Nat could broach topics that in others would be regarded as grossly offensive. He expected to see little more of Alderley. Married and rapidly with his own family, Alderley might well conceive himself master of his own clan.

Nat was sat at the front of the groom’s side of the church, senior male, Agatha at his side as doyenne of the dames. They found it amusing. There were no spaces left for dukes to appear uninvited, none of any eminence being expected to watch as Alderleys and Grinsteads were united.

All went well, no mad mother of the bride appearing, despite Nat half-hoping that might be so, and the congregation all sober at the beginning of proceedings. Miss Grinstead dressed conventionally as a bride, without any great weight of jewellery to announce her family’s wealth, and Alderley had been persuaded to eschew pinchbeck and excesses of ornamentation of his person.

“Surprising, my dear. Alderley actually looks like a gentleman.”

“Only just, Nathaniel. He has to fight against nature to look like anything at all.”

“A pity that he carries a belly already. Ten years from now and he will be gross.”

They spoke with the groomsman, Glossop, during the celebrations, finding him to be a mild-mannered little man, more sensible than his friend Alderley, and very willing to be known to Lord Palfrey.

“Eldest son, you know, my lord, to a very minor baronetcy. Fourth, I shall be. A thousand acres, which is not much except that we have found coal in this last ten years. Making a great difference to the family, you know, my lord. From sheepwalk on the hillsides with a strip of arable down the valley and a bare thousand a year to five times that sum from the coal workings, and more expected. My father has bought into iron a couple of miles down the river and our coal is going down by barge from this summer coming, as soon as the river is made good. Remarkable stuff.”

It was, Nat agreed, and wholly alien to the existence he imagined for himself on his own acres. He must speak with Lawyer Wiggins and ensure that his investments included coal and iron mining in the North Country. He believed it might already do so, in fact, but he had paid little attention to Wiggins’ explanation of his plans for the family money. He must do so. he had been at fault for neglecting his duty to his capital.

“My estate is well distant from coal, I am afraid, Mr Glossop. My Dorset acres are irredeemably agricultural, I fear.”

Glossop commiserated with him.

“The Spirit of the Age is industrial, I believe, my lord. I suspect I am lucky indeed to be located where I am. I merely hope that I may display some small part of my father’s genius in  enriching the family.”

“I must hope you do, Mr Glossop. Tell me, does Lord Alderley have coal on any of his acres, do you know?”

“No, he is in the wrong part of his county for either coal or salt, or so I understand. I believe that good Mr Grinstead is putting him into the right sort of thing not so far distant in Lancashire, however. Cotton and coal and a goodly amount of iron there, you know, my lord.”

Nat did know, but very vaguely. He seized upon the part of the sentence he could comprehend.

“Grinstead does seem to be a very good sort of a gentleman, does he not. He is setting Lord Alderley’s feet on the right path, I understand. Keeping him well clear of Brighton, certainly.”

“That, he most definitely needs, my lord! Difficult for any man to turn his back on the Monarchy, but not the sort of company any wise man should keep just now. I see that damned fellow Alvanley is present, no doubt trying to inveigle him back into that den of cardsharps, whores and mountebanks, my lord!”

“Well put, Mr Glossop. No doubt you will wish to gravitate to Alderley’s side.”

“So I shall, my lord. Been my friend for too many years not to make an effort to look after him now!”

Nat admired the young gentleman’s steadfastness. For himself, he really did not care too much what happened to Alderley. He was too poor a specimen of a man for him to bother with.

“When can we retire, Agatha?”

“Immediately after the Alderleys leave, sir. I shall find myself in need of respite, having stood for too long.”

“But you are sitting down.”

“Irrelevant, sir. It is the principle that counts.”

“I am not certain I understand that.”

“No more you should. Have you done your duty by the guests?”

“I need only to spend a little time with Mr Grinstead and all will be well.”

“I have spoken with him and found him to be a sensible sort of fellow. I wish him luck in his dealings with Alderley, who is far less than that.”

Nat grinned and made his way quietly around the none too crowded room in Grinstead’s town mansion, ending up with the father of the bride as he refilled his glass, for no more than the second time of the afternoon.

“A satisfactory day, Mr Grinstead.”

“So it is, my lord. I must thank you for coming. I was not sure you would wish to attend.”

Nat caught his meaning, smiling quietly.

“I am happy to keep company with any merchant, Mr Grinstead. I have respect for any man who makes a success of himself, in whatever endeavour.”

“Good of you to say so, my lord. No sense to me in picking up a title of my own, without a son to pass it down to. Damned expensive as well, though I was talking to that Lord Alvanley earlier and he implied that I could pick up a baronetcy for as little as ten thousand on the nail.”

Nat shook his head.

“You could purchase the promise of a baronetcy, perhaps, Mr Grinstead. The Prince Regent is very good at making promises, I understand.”

“Not so good at keeping them, perhaps, my lord? That is worth knowing. My thanks, my lord. I shall keep my money in my pocket, I think. If I took a title, it would go down to my nephew in the end, and he is not showing particularly well as he grows up. I have an in with the traders down to the Bight of Benin, West Africa they are starting to call it, and am inclined to offer the boy the chance to go there for a couple of years. If he comes back at all, it will be as a far harder man than when he went down. If he does grow up, then he will stand to inherit part of the firm. I have pledged two hundred thousand to my Mary, as the least she will receive. It may well be a lot more, depending on my brother’s boy growing up, or not.”

“I would expect her sons to be strong youngsters, Mr Grinstead. She is a good girl.”

“She is all of that, my lord. I was none too sure about hooking her up with Lord Alderley, but she says she can handle him and will like to have a son who is to be a lord in his turn. I do not doubt she will soon have him under her thumb.”

“So she should have, sir. Best place for him. It will do him good to have a lady who will keep him on the straight and narrow.”

Grinstead laughed and glanced at his pocket watch.

“Time she went upstairs to change into her travelling clothes, my lord. We can have them on the road in thirty minutes, while he is still sober.”

“An end to Alderley’s dabbling in pinchbeck dandyism, I do not doubt, my love!”

Agatha laughed and agreed.

“She will turn him into a gentleman of her approving, I do not doubt, Nat. I have suggested to her that she might wish to visit in Dorset sometime soon. Alderley will like to keep in contact with the estate and she will benefit from a friend. I found her a likable sort, Nat.”

“Strong minded, taking after her father. I could have a deal of sympathy for Alderley, if I liked him more; he will be thoroughly henpecked! I shall be keeping in contact with his friend Glossop – I don’t know if you spoke to him?”

“In passing, no more. Brighter in the intellects than Alderley, I suspected?”

“Considerably, though that does not demand more than ordinary cleverness, I am sure. His father is busy in coal and iron, he tells, me – a fortuitous deposit on their land and a river that can be made into a canal. Their fortunes are taking a most definite upturn as a result. Not relevant to us on the skirts of the New Forest – nothing for us there – but interesting over the years from the viewpoint of investment. We have a good few thousands floating about that need a safe, well-paying home. I shall be speaking with Wiggins later this week.”

She thought that to be wise, turned to the perusal of an invitation card that had just reached the house.

“An evening of Russian music, a choir visiting from St Petersburg and including a renowned – in Russia that is – octavist. Lady Kidlington the hostess. For Tuesday of next week. We plan to be in Dorset by then, do we not?”

“A delay of five days? Insignificant – we have nothing demanding our presence this week rather than next. Let us accept the engagement and set off on the Wednesday. What is an octavist, by the way?”

“A remarkably good question, husband. Something uniquely Russian, one suspects. Something of their church music, perhaps?”

Nat took himself off to Wiggins offices, choosing to go into the City rather than bring him to Palfrey House, as he might reasonably have demanded.

“Investments, Wiggins. I find myself not knowing enough about my own money. I am not complaining about your performance, or demanding the right to determine who we shall or shall not entrust with our cash, but what would I do if you dropped dead tomorrow? It is not wise that I should be complacently ignorant of my own affairs.”

“No more it is, my lord. I intend to take a junior into the firm in the immediate future, a young gentleman of forty or so who will be able to take the burden from my shoulders over the next few years. I regret to say, my lord, that I am not as young as I once was. I have it in mind that Mr O’Rourke should join me. You may well point out that is an Irish name, and so it is, but he is a gentleman of remarkable ability – he has a sparkling intellect – and he has been for the last ten years in practice in the North Country, in a town you may not have heard of called Leeds. It is a small place and only suddenly growing under the influence of coal and iron and to a lesser extent, wool. Mr O’Rourke has a fund of knowledge of the new ways of manufacturing.”

Nat could not entirely like putting his fortunes in the hands of a mere Irishman, one of the Catholic persuasion from his name.

“You need have no fear of his loyalties, my lord. He fled Ireland as a boy, in his father’s company, the older gentleman having made the money to emigrate by informing on the actions of United Irishmen who had risen against the Crown. Should either Mr O’Rourke return to Ireland he might well find his throat slit within a very few days of him being identified.”

That was reassuring. From all Nat knew, that meant that O’Rourke could not safely flee to America, for that country being full of patriotic Irish, often more vigorously so than those who remained in the Emerald Isle.

“For the rest, my lord, I shall put together a folder to send you, detailing all of our investments as they currently stand. You will then know all about your holdings.”

It transpired that the octavist was a massive Russian gentleman who produced from the depths of an impressive beard a voice that was a full octave below the bass, a rumbling bellow of truly remarkable purity.

“As rare as, and opposite to, the counter-tenor. I am so glad we took this opportunity, my love! I doubt we shall ever hear the like again, except perhaps we travel to Russia. There are any number of Russians arriving to celebrate the Peace, of course, granting us this rare chance to hear something unique.”

“I gather that we are privileged to take part in the Victory celebrations, husband. Undoubtedly vulgar with flags and brass bands galore. As you say, however, this is the rarest of opportunities. I doubt such a performer will be heard in London again in our lifetimes.”

It provided a topic of conversation for the long and tedious journey through early winter, the roads as appalling as ever until they reached Salisbury.

“The causeway and bridge below Fordingbridge completed, my lord, and the roadway made good to half a mile below the Hall. With luck, and the weather not too bad, might even make as far as Blandford before hard winter sets in, my lord.”

The landlord where they changed horses was much in favour of the improvement. It would channel traffic onto his road rather than the made highway to Poole and east about the New Forest to Winchester.

“Shorter to London by twenty miles, using our road, my lord, and will be taken by many now that it is not a quagmire of mud. May I be so impertinent as to enquire if you are established here for the winter, my lord?”

“To London over Christmas and the New Year and into the spring, most likely, landlord. My lady is with child and the doctors of London are greater in number than ours.”

Nat saw no need to suggest they were also more skilled and up to date. There was no reason to insult the local practitioner, ancient though he might be.

“Depends on the snow, don’t it, my lord. Going to be a hard old winter, this one coming, my lord. See the colour on the breast of the robins flying about, my lord? Bright scarlet so they be this year. Allus a sign of cold a-coming, so that be. Hawthorns as well showing full of berries, and the wildroses full of hips. Not to speak of the holly, my lord – as full of berries as ever I have seen, so they are. If that don’t mean a cold old winter, nothing do, my lord. Filled up the old barn with firewood, so I have, this season, and spent out ten pound I could ill-afford to do so, my lord. Got logs to last into April, my lord.”

Nat listened courteously, called for the butler as soon as they were settled in their rooms in the Hall.

“Wrayford, the landlord where we made our last stop on the road was much of the opinion there is a hard winter coming. What is the opinion here?”

“I have spoken to Mr Moorman, our Agent, my lord, and he, I believe, has set extra labourers to cleaning out our patches of woodland.”

Nat made his way to the estate offices, found Moorman sat over his ledgers.

The Agent stood hastily, made his bow.

“Making a final counting of the harvest, my lord. The Home Farm will keep us in bread over winter with no need to buy in white flour. Brewer’s barley in sufficiency sent down to the maltings as well. Beans and pease, just about enough. More than that, we shall be buying in, my lord. Poor showing, in reality! Take five years to bring round, I suspect. The land has been let go and must be put into good heart again.”

“I have no doubt you will achieve that, Moorman. I am told by the local wise men that it is to be a hard winter this year?”

“So they say, my lord. I have put a dozen labourers into our two patches of woodland to pull every dead tree out to the sawhorses. We are logging it all, which needs be done in any case, so is no more than good practice. I would wish, my lord, with your agreement, to bring in a few wagonloads of seacoals from Poole. This week would be best, while the roads are still clear and before prices go up as the bulk of people buy in. Might be we could tuck twenty tons away in our back barn, my lord, and we might put as much into the two hamlets, against need if the weather grows vicious cold for a week or two. If we was to pick up say a score of Newcastle chaldrons, my lord, it would make some sense.”


Chapter Two

“What is a Newcastle chaldron, Nat? Is it in some way special? Why should we in Dorset use a Newcastle measure?”

“It is ancient, and therefore held by many to be good. The fact that something is old is often taken as proof that it has virtue, you will know.”

Agatha was unimpressed.

“No doubt. What is it?”

“It is a measure by volume, used almost solely for coals. Coal is heavy, bulky stuff, as you are aware, and in olden days there was no scales big enough to weigh coal, so it had to be measured in another fashion. The chaldron was a cart of a specific set of dimensions, used in Newcastle. When filled properly, neither over nor under, it carries the same amount of coal each time. Coal being consistent stuff, it weighs the same each load. A Newcastle chaldron is by weight – I have it written down somewhere, wait a minute while I find it – five thousand nine hundred and forty pounds of coal. That is some fifty-three hundredweight and just a tiny bit, three or four pounds besides.”

“That is a highly illogical number, Nat!”

“It is indeed, my love, but it is ancient and therefore is not to be changed, until we become tired of it and get rid of it entirely. It is not the same as the London chaldron, which is still used for other substances, charcoal and sand and gravel as examples. I believe there are other chaldrons about the country, most of them dying out as trade spreads between towns. The ton of two thousand two hundred and forty pounds is taking over in coastal trade and spreading rapidly through the country.”

“Why? Would not two thousand pounds be more rational, or indeed, one thousand?”

“Yes, but what has that to do with it? The ton is twenty hundredweights, each of one hundred and twelve pounds.”

“It is wholly irrational.”

“So it is, my love. But we do not dabble in rationality in our everyday existence. Why should we? Very tedious, rationality. Better far to indulge in illogicality, if only because it annoys those who want human life to be neat and tidy. The French indulge in far too much rationality – these metre things they have invented now, all measured off the size of the world at the Equator would you believe! Who cares here in Dorset what the girth of the planet is at its mid-point? The same with these grammes, which are a tiny part of an ounce and damned inconvenient. You won’t be eating a gramme of cheese, so why buy and sell it in grammes? Very foolish! So are chaldrons, but at least they are traditional.”

She was not wholly convinced, but was not at all sure it was important.

“So, twenty chaldrons will amount to about fifty-three tons of coal. Is that enough, Nat?”

“Ten tons of seacoals together with the old barn full of hardwood logs will last us through the winter, with cooking fires for the kitchen and blazes in every room downstairs and the three occupied bedrooms upstairs.”

She noted that the servants’ quarters did not count as in occupation.

“Woodfires only for the kitchens, Nat. We do not wish to cook over coal. Tarry and sooty, coal fires are, and so is food baked over them.”

“So, wood only to the kitchens, and coal to the residential rooms… There will be no harm in doubling the quantity. Forty chaldrons, the load of a small collier, will make good sense. I will have it ordered in immediately.”

Moorman received the instruction and put it into instant effect, sending a groom down to Poole to their favoured agent in the trade.

“Forty wagonloads, my lord, to be brought out before the weather turns and the roads become too wet. One load a day is all a wagon will manage, from Poole and back again in daylight hours at this time of year. Pay an extra five bob a day for each wagon, my lord, and we will get a dozen willing to do the job. Probably get our deliveries done in less than two weeks.”

“Everything comes down to money, does it not, Moorman? As it should, I suspect.”

“It must, my lord. With respect, my lord, the Palfrey estate has such a reputation locally that there is no fund of good will to rely upon. Payment on the nail, or nothing in return, my lord. It will be many a year before the estate is viewed as a desirable customer. For the moment, my lord, tradesmen deal with us because they will not take the risk of offending a lord. They do not want our trade but fear they must accept it. We must pay through the nose, my lord, or get nothing at all.”

“Then pay it must be, Moorman. I see little alternative so pay up willingly, explaining that you understand why honest men are so reluctant to deal with us. Cash in hand, paid in advance if needs be, and offering a rueful smile. The old lord is dead, you must say, and a pity he lasted as long as he did. I can see no alternative.”

“There is a free hospital in Poole, my lord…”

“Excellent. I shall ride into Poole myself, and pay them a visit. How much?”

“A hundred guineas, in gold, and the guarantee of as much again every year. You will pay the wage of a young doctor to serve for a twelvemonth, living in and feeding for free.”

“A thousand besides, as a one-off payment, made in secret. How long will it take for the word to leak out, Moorman?”

“A day, sir. That sort of secret can never be kept. The payment will be made into the bank and the word will spread from there. A rumour that the new lord is a different sort of gentleman will spread like wildfire, my lord. If needs be, I can assist, very quietly.”

“Do so. Damned expensive, but it must be done. We cannot be pariahs in the County. The old lord would seem to have prized that status. I do not.”

Moorman could not quite understand why the old lord had been so pleased to be shunned in his home area.

“He saw it as holding aloof, maintaining a proper distance from the hoi polloi, the great mass of the people, all of them very much his inferiors. He did not recognise that he was being avoided. He was glad that the masses did not offend him by impinging upon his existence.”

“Was he entirely sane, my lord?”

Nat laughed, entertained by the naivety of the question.

“Compared to whom, Moorman? He was not, as far as I know in the habit of talking to oak trees. Even less did he listen to their replies. Thus, he was markedly more sane than our King. Was he as sane as me? Who am I to judge that? I am resident here on this worn down, decrepit old estate and spending substantial sums of money on it. Are those the actions of the sane? So, no, he was not entirely sane, but I would hesitate to call him mad.”

That was a little too philosophical for Moorman’s taste. He was able to make a distinction in his head between the loonies and the sensible mass of folk, and wondered that his own master could not.

“You may well be right, my lord. We do have a problem still to be solved, my lord, relating to your predecessor. A matter of three children, strictly speaking, two children and a male youth, to whom, or to whose mothers, the estate made regular payments. Not large sums, but sufficient to keep mother and child housed and fed. A girl of ten and a boy a year older, and the youth rising fourteen, my lord.”

“How many mothers?”

“Three, my lord. Their male parent would seem to have been a fleeting presence in the mothers’ lives.”

“My lord’s get?”

“His bastards, of a certainty – or as much as such matters can be regarded as such, my lord. It would seem the old lord recognised them as his.”

“Two uncles and an aunt, it might seem. It has its entertaining side. What’s to be done with them, Moorman?”

“They should go west, my lord. Off on a Bristol ship to the Americas, with a few guineas in their pockets. Best they should not be hanging about the estate to be an embarrassment.”

“I much doubt they are the sole representatives of their sort, Moorman. Do you know of older examples of the kind?”

“Unlikely they have no brothers and sisters, as you say, my lord. I shall enquire what was normally done with the old lord’s bastards. May I enquire, my lord, when the old gentleman was widowed? Presumably his philandering became more noticeable after he was made single again.”

Nat had no answer. He had never enquired after his late grandmother. She had been wholly unknown to him and he had seen no reason why she should not remain so. He asked Agatha.

“She died nearly thirty years ago, Nat. Well before I was born. I shall ask my own mother of her.”

Mrs Mortimer reluctantly disclosed that her mother had died soon after Nick’s father had drowned in the Thames.

“She had a deal of affection for your father, Nathaniel. More than for any of the rest of us. When the news of his death reached her she seemed to shrivel up inside her. She took to her bed and very rapidly simply died. ‘Turned her face to the wall’, so the locals say of such cases. Died of a broken heart, you might suggest.”

“I can imagine she had little to love in her husband, ma’am. A pity she should have discriminated so amongst her own children.”

Mrs Mortimer allowed a tear, sniffed furiously.

“My eldest brother was the image of his father – a most unpleasant child who became a vile young man. His death was welcomed, I fear. James, my second brother, was a boring youth and an anodyne adult. His only son, by the way, took after his grandfather. Frederick – well, you know of him, charming and utterly irresponsible. Frederick was loved by all who met him, until they got to know him and realised how utterly shallow he was. We girls were essentially ignored in the family. I was youngest and perhaps attracted a little more of my father’s attention, but not a great deal. The old gentleman had little affection for any other than himself. My mother gave all her affection to Fred, poor lady, for I much feel that Fred returned very little. I was glad to wed and get out of the house, I will say. My poor elder sister did all she could to maintain respectability here in the Hall. She is glad indeed to escape to Lady Alderley’s company – she spent too many years here in pursuit of a lost cause.”

Nat was amazed to hear just how broken the family had been. He had somehow expected to hear of some degree of happiness among the children at least.

“What of the unmentioned fourth daughter, ma’am?”

“Sister Jane?” Mrs Mortimer laughed. “She ran away, aged no more than sixteen. With a soldier, I believe, following the drum off to America. Heard of no more since, her name not to be mentioned, her portrait turned to the wall, name expunged from the Family Bible. Thoroughly entertaining! I have often wondered how she prospered, and have wished her the best of good fortune.”

“You say a soldier, ma’am. Was he a mere private man or an officer?”

“Oh, quite respectable, Nathaniel! He was a captain of foot, a high-numbered, newly formed battalion created for the wars. Not a penny to his name, of course. Higginbotham, that was – not the most aristocratic of families, one must imagine.”

Nat made a note of the names, to send to Wiggins with the request that he might investigate the good captain and discover what he could of his aunt. Horse Guards would be able to provide initial details and it would not be too difficult to follow him up. The old lord could easily have done so, if he had wished.

“That brings us back to the question of family on the other side of the blanket, ma’am. Moorman has named three youngsters who are in receipt of moneys from the estate. Do you know if there were more?”

“A dozen, at least, between the old gentleman and his three sons, none of whom could be described as continent. All were paid their five shillings a week and found work when they reached fourteen or fifteen, eased out of the villages and out of sight. Four girls and the remainder boys, I believe. The girls working as maids in the larger inns of Salisbury and Poole, the boys mostly gone to sea, or so I understand. Those going to sea are generally doing well, so the whisper goes, having been taught their letters and put on as juniors to the supercargoes on traders to the Bight, of whom there are three working out of Poole and more from Southampton these days. There is money in that trade, we are told, and those who survive the fevers can become prosperous.”

Mrs Mortimer had lived many years in Portsmouth, on the fringes of the naval community. It was a commonplace for young warrant officers particularly who could not find a naval ship to sign on for a round trip on the more hazardous merchant voyages. Six months to the Bight of Benin and back could put a clear two hundred pounds in the pocket of a master’s mate. Any number of young lieutenants had one or two voyages with the merchant service in their background.

“Strange that the old gentlemen should have looked after his illegitimate get so well. I had thought him a total care-for-nobody.”

“Possibly faint feelings of guilt, Nathaniel. I would not go so far as to suggest the stirrings of a conscience, mind you.”

That did seem excessive, Nat agreed.

“One might have thought there would be a deal of competition for places on the traders to the Bight. How, I wonder, was the old lord able to put his boys aboard so easily?”

“I think perhaps he made an investment in his early years, when he still had money. I believe my father was in quite an easy way of life when he first inherited. His own father, the Ninth Baron, was said to be quite canny with his money, but he died when my father was in his early twenties, before he could train him up in adult ways.”

That struck Nat as rather a generous assessment – if a man was not a man grown in his early twenties then he had left maturity far too late. He had been a sergeant at sixteen, playing the man’s part successfully and achieving his commission in the field before he was twenty. He would have been bitterly offended to be told he was not an adult when in his twenties.

Perhaps it was different in aristocratic families. His own sons or daughters would not still be childish in their ways when of adult growth.

“That brings us back to the three still on the estate books. I am of a mind to put a hundred or two in the mothers’ hands and send them away, by preference to the States.”

Both ladies thought he must not do that. It would be to penalise the poor females, sending them off to a foreign land for no fault of their own.

“No. They do not deserve such punishment, Nathaniel. The offspring must go, of a certainty, but not before they are of proper age. The oldest of them, which must be Jack Juggins, should be sent off soon, I agree.”

“I shall speak to him, discover what he wants.”

Young Master Juggins was aware of his parentage, and little concerned by it.

“Can thee send I off to India, me lord? There’s money there, so they says, for a bloke what knows ‘ow to work, and that I do. I got me readin’ and writin’ good, and knows me number as well.”

“If you go, Juggins, then the chances are you will not come back before you are thirty, and then only for a furlough.”

“What’s one of them, me lord?”

“A short holiday of a few months.”

“If I goes, me lord, I don’t reckon as ‘ow I gets to come back. Tell me mum goodbye, so I shall, and be on me way. Can you make sure she ‘as a few shillings in ‘er purse, me lord?”

“I will find her work and keep a eye to her, Juggins.”

“That’s me only worry, me lord. Other nor that, I’s Bastard Jack ‘ereabouts and be glad to leave that be’ind me. No way I wants to come back on no ‘oliday to that again, me lord.”

Nat was inclined to feel guilty, though it was no fault of his.

“I will make arrangements for you, Juggins. It will take time, how long I do not know, but I will send off to London today. When the time comes, you may get only a very few days of warning to take ship. It might well be to send you to China, Juggins, there being money in the Canton trade from Calcutta.”

“That’ll do me fine, me lord. All I wants is to get out of ‘ere and make a few quid in me pocket.”

Nat wrote his letters to Wiggins and then located the mothers of the other two unfortunate children. Both were terrified he might have come to tell them they would see no more money from the estate.

“Ain’t no work for the likes of I, me lord. Can’t go into service in a house for not having no character, and a lovechild besides. Never learned no trade, me lord.”

The second young woman agreed. Village life was not easy in their position, but was better than any alternative available to them.

“Was I to send you off to London, would that be better? A place to live and a wage paid every week and nobody to know who you are – call yourself a widow and none to know otherwise.”

They shook their heads. London was terrifying big and far away. They had heard of London and knew it to be a wicked place.

“Us could go a few mile distant, as far as Winchester, like, me lord, what is where none from ‘ere will ever go to for being at far. Not be known there and live in a little place, like, and be respectable and out the way.”

“I could find places for the children as well. Work for them in the town, respectable jobs.”

The three were a visible reminder of the old lord and his ways. Nat wanted them out of sight and mind, within reason protected but no longer a daily statement that the Hall was not to be trusted to behave right.

Wiggins came up with a place as supercargo’s young man for Juggins and saw him off to the Orient inside the month. His mother was happy to take the freehold of a tiny cottage in Weymouth and go off there with her pound a week, ample to live on respectably and possibly attract a middle-aged widower to keep her warm at night.

“Not in any way important, my love, but tidying things in the villages. The old lord is dead, and he memory need not be kept green.”

Agatha tended to agree. There was a new regime and a different set of habits in the manor. It was expensive, perhaps, but worth paying out to emphasise the change.

“What is that huge great tumbril out on the lane, Nat?”

Agatha was sat in her drawing room, debating putting down her book and going to the piano for her daily hour of exercises, necessary to keep her skills up. Her eyes had been attracted out of the window by the rumbling of iron-shod wheels.

“Chestnut palings, I much hope, my love. Going down to Farmer Dash at his tenancy outside Millward village. We are to fence off his biggest pasture, which was used to be his barley field and is now to go down to horned kine, as the locals insist on calling cattle. The barn is in the building and will be tiled by the end of next week, and the cattle will be walked in just as soon as the field is safe for them. We shall have his milkers fully established by spring and cream and butter going out to Poole and Dorchester before the end of the coming year. It is our first great change. I much hope that every tenant farm on the estate will have joined Dash in dairying within five years. They will see him to be making a damned sight more money than they can get from sheep and barley and cabbages and beans and will want to get their share.”

“What of the cattle, Nat? Where are they to come from?”

“The Germanies. They will be shipped across the German Ocean from their northern parts. Black and white cows, and a damned sight bigger than we are used to. Friesian, they call them, and producing twice the milk of our little local breeds. Might be we shall bring in some beefers as well – big, brown Herefords, such as they have on some few of the estates here in the South Country already. The local breed – if ‘breed’ you can call such scrubby objects – is of no use to the modern scientific farmer, such as Dash is to become.”

It sounded all very fine, and she could see the benefits.

“How are they to be paid for, Nat? I can see a lot of expense which Dash cannot have the cash to cover.”

“He has not. He is to take another lease, this for the long term. Your grandfather was slack indeed in his practice there. No more than three year leases, renewable in effect at his whim and giving the farmer no encouragement to build his land over the years. Moorman is introducing seven year leases, rent set for the duration, and with expectations placed upon tenant and landlord both. Dash will pay his rent and we will meet our obligations, one of which is to make him a loan of the value of the cattle and fencing, to be repaid starting in the third year of the lease. There will be an expectation of renewal of the lease, provided Dash has not committed waste, and for a rental that will be reasonable at the time. While Dash increases the value of the land, he will be secure in his tenancy and will be able to pass it down to a son, of his choosing. Thirty years from now and his farm will be worth having, and will pay him a damned good living and us a far higher rental.”

“A truly long term approach to the Land, Nat.”

“Exactly, my love. That is the only approach that makes sense. Our child will thank us, I much hope, for looking at the family’s needs over the generations. We are not to bankrupt the family in pursuit of glory on the race course!”

She had to agree that was a worthier aim than her grandfather had pursued.

“You had a hard upbringing as a soldier, Nat. He knew nothing other than his own pleasures. I suspect your habits are more desirable than his could ever be.”

That led inevitably to consideration of the futures of their own child, and of the brothers and sisters they could hope for over the years.

“A school, Nat? The boy, if such he is, sent off to Eton or Harrow to learn at the side of his peers and be part of the greater polity of the privileged?”

That sounded very much as if his lady wife had no love for the great schools.

“All I have seen of them, Nat, suggests they produce greedy, hard, unlikable young men, with no sense of duty except in the very narrowest concept. They are taken away from their families and made part of an intolerant group of their peers, with all of the faults of the arrogant, idle adolescent boy. I do not like them at all, Nat.”

He could not argue.

“Three out of four of the young fellows – I will not call them men – who joined us in the Regiment, had come from these schools. Agatha. They came generally as sneering idlers, knowing everything of importance and unwilling to learn anything else. It was inevitably necessary to shake them up and push them to understand the soldier’s trade. It was easier when we were in Spain, of course – there, they learned fast or they died. In barracks and in the months in Flanders, they were a permanent damned nuisance, forever having to be disciplined.  I have no use for these schools, if they are the root cause of the troubles we experienced.”


Chapter Three

“Wiggins has responded to my request for news of the Higginbothams, my lady!”

Agatha was agog, delighted to hear of the Aunt who had run away, thus establishing herself as the best, most go-ahead of her family.

“Did Aunt Jane marry her soldier, Nat, or did she, shall we say, meet another fate?”

“Wiggins says she married him towards the end of the American Revolutionary War, which would have been within a few weeks of her leaving her home. Not, one will note, immediately thereafter. Captain Higginbotham became Major in due course, purchasing his commission in the ordinary way. It would seem that the family had some money, even if lacking gentility. The Major evidently inherited at the turn of the century, taking his halfpay in the Year One. He is, or was, located in the Duchy of Lancaster, towards Lancaster itself. There are believed to be children. Wiggins is writing to the Major, to inform him of my succession to the title and my wish to make contact with my family. It may be amusing to see what, if any, response there may be.”

“A major must be at least respectable, Nat. One would expect him to be possessed of a competence at least.”

Nat agreed there had to be some money in the family, sufficient for him to live on.

“It may be merchant money, my dear, and not necessarily a great deal of it. One presumes he will be a second or third son, not the eldest, and as such living on a few hundreds a year in a house in town. There will likely have been no land to inherit. Of course, it is not impossible that the family is well off with land and funds besides, but parvenu in the old gentleman’s mind and hence beyond the pale.”

Mrs Mortimer said that her big sister had confided just a little in her before her elopement, saying that Captain, as he was then, Higginbotham, was from a cotton family, whatever that might be.

“They might be richer than me if that be so, ma’am! The cotton mills of Lancashire are wealthy indeed, or so I am told. I believe Wiggins has invested some of my money in cotton spinning and is most pleased with the income it generates. It is cotton in part that has bought Farmer Dash his cattle.”

“Ah, yes. When do we see these great black and white beasts on our land, my lord?”

Mrs Mortimer tended to the formal with Nat, could never quite bring herself to Christian name terms with him.

“They have reached the port of Harwich, in Essex, ma’am, and are to be brought around the coast on a quiet sailing day, if necessary making from one harbour to the next in periods of near-calm, so as not to upset them. I expect to see them in a week or so. They will be walked up from Poole over two or three days, being slow beasts and not to be hurried.”

“A small herd, I presume, my lord?”

“Sixteen of cows and one three years bull. The makings in fact of a respectable herd. With luck, they will be fifty strong inside five years. At that time, we must introduce another bull to the line, from the Germanies, in order to keep up their strength. I much hope to sell some of the young to other estates, to establish a strong breeding pool in the County.”

Mrs Mortimer was impressed – he was determined to make a great change to the quiet locality.

“Moorman has explained the Stock Book to me, my lord. I had not previously realised just how scientific the breeding was to be.”

She had, intentionally, raised a topic dear to Nat’s heart. He had become committed to Modern Agriculture, in all its manifestations, and particularly to the discipline of record keeping, a somewhat military concept and familiar to him.

“Yes indeed, ma’am. Every cow is to be named and assigned a number as well, by way of a leather tag to the ear. Breeding will be recorded, with dates and sire. The calf, bull or cow, will be noted in the book, so as to create a family tree. Every day, the yield of milk is to be measured and recorded, with an indication of the content of cream and butter provided. Thus it will be possible to cull any line that produces only a little of milk and breed from those who produce generously. At the same time, we shall list down exact amounts of feed going to each animal, in addition to grazing, that is, and see which produce more in response to an intake of fodder. All is to be done thoroughly – our cowmen must be fully literate and numerate.”

She was properly amazed, to his gratification.

“What is this of fodder, my lord? Are they not to eat hay through the winter and take grass from the fields in other seasons?”

“Partly only, ma’am. They will eat turnips as well through the winter, chopped up small and fed in their troughs, a given quantity to each animal. We are considering silage as well – fresh cut grass layered with molasses from the Sugar Islands and laid down under covers to ferment and form solid blocks which may be cut out and fed in carefully weighed quantities to the beasts to provide them with extra during the cold times. We do not as yet know how much that will cost and there are doubts as to its practicality. We must discover by doing, ma’am. What is absolutely for certain is that the old habit of slaughtering the excess of beasts in autumn is gone. It will happen no more!”

She was suitably impressed.

Agatha, also interested and determined to know all her husband was doing, so as to provide intelligent support on the estate, wondered that they now had separate cattle for milking and for beef.

“It was always so that the bulk of the bull calves went to beef while the heifers were to become milkers, all of the same breed, such as it was. Now you say the black and white cattle are to be milkers and the brown Herefords are to give beef. What is to be done with the excess of the wrong sort? There will be bull calves from the Friesian cattle and heifers from the Herefords.”

He agreed that was certainly so.

“The bulk of the bull calves thrown by milkers will become veal, I fear. For the beef herd, many of the bulls will be castrated, naturally, some few of the best remaining as breeders. The heifers must generally become the next generation of breeding stock, except that any which show runtish will go to immediate slaughter. We must be scientific – that is to be our watchword! The best to be selected to pass on their traits to the next generation.”

It was new, modern, and perhaps rather daring. It seemed to Mrs Mortimer that the process was to an extent to usurp the functions of the Creator.

“Is it possible, my lord, that by doing all this, one interferes, perhaps, with the Natural state of affairs in our world? I do not know that the creatures set upon Earth are ours to, shall we say, control and modify, in such a fashion?”

“We do what is possible, ma’am. If the Good Lord had not made our actions practical, then we could not indulge in them.”

That she felt to be unanswerable without the advice of wiser, more learned folk than her. She wondered if she might not be able to consult with a Divine when they returned to London, where learned churchmen were in greater supply than in rural Dorset. For the while, she left the topic.

A month and the cattle were walked in, still strong for having travelled only slowly, never rushed and well-fed each day. They were put into their new barn and introduced to their own fields and dairy, settling in quickly, showing themselves to be placid beasts. The bull was less easily pacified and showed every potential of being a dangerous, goring sort.

Farmer Dash was not dismayed.

“Big old bugger, me lord, and not to be trusted with me back turned. Not like old Jerry what been in the village these last years, me lord, and safe as ‘ouses. I reckons big Hermann the German be goin’ to need watchin’ every hour of the day, me lord. No worry! That big bugger will ‘ave to get up early in the morning to get the better of me. I shall watch ‘im good.”

“Keep the children well clear, Dash.”

“They knows already not to get under the feet of the kine, me lord. They’ll learn fast that Big Hermann be a bad bugger. The bigger ones can tell the littler to watch what they doing. Can trust they, me lord. My Sarey be a sensible lass, for all she’m no more nor ten, and young Jacky be getting his ideas together even at fourteen. Good lads and lasses, so they be. Takes after their good mother, so they do.”

Nat noticed that Mrs Dash was well in the family way, and looking far healthier than she had been when first he saw her. Extra food in the house had, unsurprisingly, helped the whole family. He felt a little more pleased with himself – he had already done some good on his poor estate.

He commented as much to Agatha as they made ready for the return to London.

“As it should be, Nat. The hinds depend upon us and can trust us now. Their world is far more proper these days.”

It was so, he agreed, but wondered if it was right. Should ordinary folk be dependent in such a way on those who called themselves their betters?

Better not to express such doubts aloud. There was a sufficiency of upset in their world at the end of the long wars. There was no need to create more trouble in ordinary people’s minds. Anything he said might be overheard by the staff and spread as they talked it over in their free time, such as they had.

He went in search of Wrayford, found him as expected in his butler’s room, working up the silver, an unending task in damp England. There was a little more of plate than he had inherited and he would bring more back from London whenever he remembered. The staff for some reason cherished the silverware – the more the house gleamed, the greater their satisfaction, their certainty that all was well again. He had thought they might have resented the extra labour, but they showed most content whenever there was a new salver or set of fish forks or mugs to display.

“The family will not be here for Christmastide, Wrayford. My lady is not to travel more until after she is delivered.”

Wrayford agreed that to be perfectly correct and proper.

“That means that you and Mrs Wrayford must see to the staff boxes this year, and ensure there is a proper feast. Mr Moorman will provide the money and you must speak to him about the amounts you need. He is under instructions to be generous. There will be a bottle and a leg of mutton to every household in the two villages, again organised by Mr Moorman. All is to be of the best this year. It is the first Christmas since the old lord passed away, and this is the chance to show again that all is changed for the better.”

“Any change must have been so, for the ordinary folk, my lord. But, that said, there have been fewer children dead this year, my lord, and that is as good a measure as any of better times come upon the ordinary people. We shall do the job properly, my lord. Do not fear we shall let you down, if I may say so.”

“I know I may rely upon you and Mrs Wrayford. You have shown loyal indeed, Wrayford. I am most pleased with your actions since first I came here. The family has benefitted much from your presence. By the way, were you here when Miss Jane Palfrey shall we say, left the scene?”

Wrayford showed a severe countenance, not able to approve of such goings on.

“I was kitchen boy, my lord, not three months in service when the uproar commenced. The old lord was in no way discreet in expressing his ire, my lord. He was determined to horsewhip Captain Higginbotham, was most upset to discover his regiment to have sailed from Bristol before the hue and cry was raised. A lively young lady, Miss Jane, my lord. Considerably more buxom than her sisters as well. I believe all in the house, except the immediate family, wished her well of her adventure. I understand there has been a letter, my lord?”

“I asked my lawyer to discover of her. She is apparently settled with the Major, as he is now, and a family, size unknown, near Lancaster, in the North Country.”

Wrayford showed pleased to know she had come out well – her existence might easily have been far less respectable.

They were four days on the road to London, intentionally making an easy, slow journey over the wet roads. Autumn had ended with a series of storms blowing up from the west and early winter had been bleak, colder than was normal. They wrapped up in sheepskins and furs and set off behind four strong horses, choosing a roundabout route north that kept as far as possible off the exposed hills and the bitter cold gales that swept across them.

Poole and then Southampton for an overnight at the Red Lion, the most ancient of posting houses where the Black Prince had stayed on his way to glory in France. Thence across the lower parts of Hampshire to Petersfield, followed by Guildford, unavoidably crossing the South Downs, and a final run north to London, arriving not too tired at Perry House and a warm fire to toast themselves.

Travelling could be almost comfortable, for those who had vast sums to spend on their comfort.

“I am glad we were not aboard the stagecoach, Nat! The journey from Portsmouth to the Hall was never as comfortable as this. A long, slow day of bouncing in draughty and almost unsprung conveyances was never a pleasure!”

Wiggins arrived on their first full day, in part a courtesy call but also to discuss a communication from Major Higginbotham.

“The gentleman would wish to come upon terms with the Perry family, my lord, and wonders if you might be able to give countenance to his elder son’s family. The young man would seem to have been born rather soon after Miss Jane left her parental home, my lord. Indeed, a quick count suggests that he might well have been conceived somewhat before that date – but, after some thirty years, who is to argue over two or three months one way or the other?”

“Merest nit-picking, Wiggins!”

“Precisely, my lord!”

“So, the young gentleman is of about thirty years, you say, and is wed with a hopeful family…”

“A boy of six years and a pair of girls somewhat younger, my lord.”

“To visit and be seen as part of the Palfreys?”

“To grow up making regular contact, my lord, and being known to be connections.”

“Is it, shall we say, practical, Wiggins?”

The lawyer beamed, beatifically, looking more than ever like Humpty-Dumpty.

“Eminently so, my lord. Major Higginbotham was promoted in the family immediately before taking halfpay, the two events connected. His only brother died in an outbreak of the fevers in the area of Manchester, a few miles northwest to be precise. The brother’s whole family perished and the Major became the sole heir to his father’s cotton interests. I do not know a precise figure, my lord, but the amount is not small. It was sufficient to buy the family a large farm north of Lancaster, more for the respectability than the agriculture, it would appear. They live there, distant from the plagues of the new towns, which one gathers are increasingly unhealthy. One is looking at six figures, my lord. Not to compare with your own fortune, but eminently respectable. I believe the Major has sold the firm and invested the capital sensibly.”

Nat smiled in his turn.

“He wishes then for his grandson eventually to marry into the blue-blooded, his granddaughters as well, perhaps?”

“County at least, my lord.”

“By no means impossible, Wiggins. Let us extend an invitation to the gentleman. He might well wish to spend some, even all, of the summer in the South Country.”

“I shall write to him, my lord, and inform him you have expressed a desire to correspond with him and his lady in the first instance, and follow this with a visit at a convenient time for your lady.”

“Do that, Wiggins. I must say that I have conceived an interest in meeting the adventurous Miss Jane, as was.”

Agatha was inclined now to be disapproving of the lady, regarding her as a little too unconventional for her tastes.

“I am not to support unwed misses in such conduct, I believe, Nathaniel. Would you wish to discover a daughter of ours indulging in that particular fashion?”

“Well, no, I must admit. I would hope her to be bright enough not to be caught out if she found it necessary to her comfort. Young blood can run hot, they tell me.”

“Disgraceful, sir! She will not have the opportunity to stray, if I have anything to do with it.”

“And a son?”

Boys and young men were different, she said, and was prepared to argue no more. She did agree that the family must be united again, and that the Higginbothams must be welcome guests, provided only they showed conventional in attire, behaviour and voice.

“They must at least show genteel, Nat!”

He tended to agree, his years in a fashionable regiment having inculcated a degree of respectability in his breast.

“If needs be, they can be rapidly made respectable, Agatha. It will not take long to teach the acceptable dialect to the children.”

“Do you mean the correct usage of English, Nat?”

“I do not accept it to be so. King’s English is a new invention, very Germanic in pronunciation and entering the country after the Forty-Five. The Jacobites held to the old language, the Hanoverians pushed for the new and succeeded in establishing it in London, in Mayfair, to be precise. These new schools that are growing around the country all teach it, so that their pupils may seem to be gentlefolk. The Dorset we hear spoken on the estate is far the older and may claim to be the true English tongue – but, for the moneyed folk, King’s English it must be. If you want proof of that proposition, by the way, try pronouncing Shakespeare in the original language. King’s English butchers the Bard while the old South Country tongue rolls elegantly in his prose, indeed it may be said to turn it into poetry.”

“But, if one is to be part of the ruling set of England, Nat…”

“One must accept their inelegant dialect. I use it. I do not have to like it.”

She said no more, prepared to accept his opinions whilst he did not act upon them.

“Will you write to Major Higginbotham or should Wiggins continue the correspondence?”

“Courtesy demands my hand. An open invitation to the gentleman to visit while we are in London, or to come south to us in the summer. A mention of your condition will be necessary. Do you want guests in the house in the next three months?”

She did not. She would have to accept the formalities of the role as hostess and that would be uncomfortable while she was carrying.

They settled into a quiet London winter, Nat leaving the house far more, attending his club twice and thrice a week so as to be seen as part of the Quality, the leading figures of Town. He remained quietly reserved when present, speaking only to the few he was coming to know but nodded to by the many. He was seen to be there, to belong.

Occasionally, he was asked for a vote, to attend at the Lords and walk into the correct lobby to help create a majority for a particular measure. It was normally a Private Bill rather than government business, generally an enclosure, one of the relatively few late endeavours taking place in remoter parts of the Kingdom. The bulk of enclosures had gone through twenty years previously towards the end of the previous century but a few backwards parts were still catching up with modernity.

Private Bills did not generally attract much attention and it could be difficult to raise a quorum for them, to bring a sufficiency of peers together for a vote to be taken at all. Nat was always pleased to assist, showing his face in the Chamber at the right time, listening politely to the little said and then appearing in the lobby to register his vote. It was not unimportant – an enclosure could make a rural baron’s family fortune – and stacked up favours eventually to be returned.

“Westmoreland, Northumberland, Cornwall, Montgomeryshire, my lord. The most remote and backwardest corners of our land, and lacking any great deal of arable to grow a wheat crop to cover the costs of an enclosure. I am amazed the proprietors feel it to be worthwhile.”

Nat smiled at Lord Alvanley, come to support a second cousin’s Bill and naturally seeming to gravitate towards him.

“Upland areas, the bulk of them, my lord. I believe, from what Lord Radnor told me, there is sone reason to suppose there might be mining prospects in his Welsh hills. They are not so far distant from our one substantial copper mine and may well themselves support an amount of ore. He did indeed suggest there might even be a lode of gold.”

Alvanley detected a twitch of a smile, wondered if Nat was convinced by the gold mine.

“All things are possible, Alvanley, but some are more likely than others. There is gold in Wales, in small amounts and rather deep and difficult to locate, the better veins long since discovered and worked out. There might well be more, but gold is terribly attractive stuff, or so I understand, and rather likely to turn otherwise sensible men’s heads.”

Alvanley smiled in his turn, agreeing that to be true.

“There is something about gold, you know, Palfrey. Men who would wish to carefully peruse surveyors’ reports if offered a chance to invest in silver or lead or zinc – all useful, valuable metals and to be found in Wales and the Pennine Mountains – will drop everything and rush to put their groats into a gold mine. Why, I was speaking with His Royal Highness, the Prince Regent, only yesterday and was debating an investment in an expedition to the Great South Sea, to the Isles of the Papues, where there is known to be alluvial gold in quantities, to be bought for axe heads and knife blades and beads and little mirrors from the credulous fuzzy-wuzzies who inhabit those places. A mere twenty thousands will certainly bring back half a million, the projectors assure us. The ships are to be led by the famous Lord Cochrane, who will otherwise be going back to South America and the revolutions there.”

“Better far he should be bringing gold back to England, Alvanley. Cochrane is one of our greatest sailormen… It might be said, however, that fortunes tend to run through his fingers. He is not a lucky man, financially. I do not know he is ideal for bringing back gold by the ton, my lord.”

Alvanley seemed much struck by that comment. He had to agree that Cochrane’s luck was of the spotty sort, strong in some ways, remarkably bad in others.

“A gentleman who is expert in winning glory, but inadequate, shall we say, in retaining lucre. Not the most obvious candidate for an essentially commercial expedition… No, Palfrey, you have a remarkably valid point there. I gather you might not be inclined to hazard a few thousand in this particular venture?”

“No, Alvanley. Not for me. A more mundane gentleman, one as you put it, in the commercial line, and I might be more easily convinced. There is gold in the South Seas, I do not doubt, and quite likely to be in the Papues, one of the least explored parts of the globe, but needing a scientific approach, rather than the buccaneering skills of a Cochrane.”

“You may well be right at that, Palfrey. Is your lady keeping well?”

“Within two months of her term, Alvanley, and in good spirits, to her pleasure and mine. We are in Town at this benighted time of year for there being a lack of up-to-the-knocker medical care down in our Dorset.”

“Of course! That must be of supreme importance to you just now, Palfrey.”

“So it is, Alvanley. Our first, of course, and establishment of the line. The Palfreys have shown unlucky this past generation, you know.”

Alvanley acknowledged that the old family had come close to dying out in the male line.

“Much like our First Family, of course, Palfrey. I much fear we shall see an end to the dynasty unless action is properly taken and soon.”

Nat was instantly cautious. Alvanley was demanding ‘action’, and that he much suspected must be a Royal Divorce, the prospect of which was splitting the nation apart. It was generally accepted that the Prince’s lady was little more than a whore. Travelling the Continent in company of a score of sturdy males, one of whom had been a circus strongman, had certainly cast a blight on her reputation, though leading to some entertaining speculation. To be fair, her good husband was an inveterate whoremonger, so one could argue it was tit for tat, though perhaps avoiding that unfortunate expression, now he thought of it. The problem was that the religious part of the country believed marriage was for life – ‘those who God had joined together should not be put asunder’.

“Only a minority to be found in the churches, Alvanley, but those relative few often in places of power.”

“Exactly, Palfrey. To create a majority for the Prince is showing difficult.”

“He has given offence to many who might otherwise be natural supporters of the throne, Alvanley.”

“Every loyal man must support the throne, Palfrey!”

“No doubt, my lord. I believe I must go home, my lord. I have been out too long.”


Chapter Four

“Alvanley, my love, is touting me to support the Royal Divorce. I do not know that I wish to take any part, on either side. What is your opinion?”

Agatha was uncertain, unwilling to commit herself without discussion. It seemed strange to her that she might have an actual influence on matters of state. She was still used in her mind to being a minor member of a lesser branch of the aristocracy.

“If, husband, the Prince Regent succeeds in attaining a divorce, what then?”

“Presumably, a remarriage and a male heir… Do we want a King in Prinny’s image? For that matter, is it at all likely we would get one? There is a distinct shortage of recent bastards, and not for lack of him trying, I believe. Sterility is a not uncommon after effect of a thorough bout of the pox, and there is every reason to suppose Prinny has picked up syphilis more than once. Our medicines can suppress some of the symptoms, but they do not cure the underlying disease. I much doubt he is fit to marry any respectable female. Perhaps fortunately, the Princess cannot be described in those words. She is a fit helpmeet for Prinny.”

“Should any honest man become involved in what seems to me to be a thoroughly grubby business, Nat?”

He suspected not.

“As it stands, the Duke of York is in line to inherit the throne on Prinny’s death, but again with no male heir to follow him. That would leave Silly Billy to rule as William IV, with no legitimate offspring as yet.”

“Thus, at the moment, no grandchildren of George III to inherit the throne… In all honesty, Nat, can that be a bad thing? Farmer George is mad. Indisputably so. Do we want his direct heirs, possibly carrying the same ailment, to succeed him? Can any man honestly describe Prinny as wholly sane? His daughter, poor girl, has long showed frail and will not survive childbed, almost of a certainty. We as a country will do far better for an end to the Hanovers, Nat, though that is not to be said aloud, for fear of cries of treason.”

“What is Alvanley’s interest in the business, one wonders?”

“Money, to a great extent. He outspends his income on a regular basis. I do not doubt that Prinny, when he becomes King, will be most grateful to a gentleman who has expedited his divorce.”

“Not wed himself, I believe?”

“No. Nor ever likely to be, one is told, Nat. I do not know precisely why.”

“Not for the obvious reason, or so it seems. He does not show as a molly. Growing distinctly overweight, but that no doubt is no more than a tribute to his master! He is a leading light of Watier’s Club, which is the most expensive of gambling clubs in London. I am told, and have no wish to discover for myself, that it is not at all out of the ordinary for a patron to leave Watier’s five thousand up or down on the night.”

“Truly? That is insane!”

“’More money than sense’, they commonly say of those who indulge in such behaviour. Not applicable to Alvanley, it would seem, for he lacks money!”

“What is the family?”

Agatha had the normal limited knowledge of those in Society. Nat had gone to some lengths to get to know about Alvanley.

“He is second baron. His father was a leading lawyer and politically involved, Master of the Rolls amongst other high offices. He evidently made substantial sums - though how a judge does so, I am sure I do not know, nor wish to - purchasing at least three separate estates. Alvanley himself took up a military career, I am told, though he does not seem to have distinguished himself in action. I believe he enjoyed peacocking in a fancy uniform. He is a friend of Brummel, having an intellect to match the Beau. Alvanley was at one time known as the wittiest man in London. He has remained in Royal favour while Brummel of course has been banned from Brighton and is never seen in Prinny’s company.”

“Word is, Nat, that Brummel will never be seen in English company again. Lady Jersey tells me the travels he is currently indulging in will never bring him back to English shores. His debts are too great and he is now reliant on the generosity of the friends that remain to him. Surprisingly, I am told that Alvanley has remained faithful and has sent him money, despite having a shortage of that commodity himself.”

It would seem that despite being an intimate of the Prince Regent, Alvanley had some redeeming features.

“The bucks and beaus are disappearing from Society, or so it would seem. Replaced by the merely wealthy, such as myself in fact. I still wonder what Alvanley specifically wants of me.”

“I expect to meet with Silence in the next few days, Nat. I may be able to turn the conversation to that topic.”

Nat laughed, Lady Jersey’s nickname being elegantly ironic.

“She will know, if the knowledge exists. I suspect the answer will simply be money, but wonder if my having been a military man might not be a part of the apparent liking he seems to display.”

Lady Jersey had no doubt that simple admiration played a major part in Alvanley’s approaches to Nat.

“Your husband, Lady Palfrey, has attracted the Duke’s respect. Where Wellington leads, few military men will hold back. Alvanley sees himself as a soldier and much wishes he might have experienced glory in battle. It may be observed, of course, that he managed to keep himself well clear of the mud and the blood of actual campaigning, yet nonetheless he has the greatest of respect for the hero, which your good husband most undoubtedly is. It might be suggested that poor Prinny also has an admiration for the military man and wishes he might have been such.”

“Not merely a desire to dip his avaricious fingers into the Palfrey purse, ma’am?”

Lady Jersey laughed, genuinely amused by the gaucherie.

“I am sure both gentlemen believe that Lord Palfrey might easily slip a hundred thousand or so across to them without feeling purse-pinched. Equally, there is a true respect, or as true as Prinny is capable of feeling. Alvanley is a strange sort, I will say. He has a number of quirks to his character and to his physical make-up, shall one say.”

Agatha raised an enquiring eyebrow, said nothing.

“Exactly, my dear! A certain lack, one might suggest. An incapacity that explains why he has never wed, nor ever can do so.”

“Poor man!”

“Poor fellow, certainly, my dear. Enough of such sad tales! When are you due, my dear?”

“Six more weeks, my maid believes, and she knows far more than I do about such matters.”

“Do not they always! Tedious, the last weeks! You must hope for a son to gratify your lord?”

Agatha shook her head.

“A healthy child will be all he requires to be happy, ma’am. A son to grow in his image would be very pleasant, but he would love a daughter quite equally. My lord is the best of men!”

“You are lucky indeed, Lady Palfrey.”

Lady Jersey had an experience of physical affection that many suggested was almost unrivalled outside of those engaged in purely commercial transactions. She was, however, commonly believed to be far less acquainted with love.

“What of the Divorce, ma’am?”

“Lord Liverpool will have none of it while it is not a specific Royal order that he must introduce proceedings by way of a government Bill. When Prinny becomes King, he will have little choice other than to allow the process to commence. That does not in itself mean it will come to completion. It may be that public outrage will be such as to prevent a Bill of Pains and Penalties to pass both Houses of Parliament. There would be a massive degree of unrest on the streets, it is feared, and Liverpool’s majority is not entirely secure. There is no certainty that a Divorce could be delivered and Liverpool is a wise politician – he will not attempt anything he is not certain of delivering. Add to that, he does have religious beliefs of his own and much dislikes the very idea of divorce.”

“Nothing until Prinny succeeds to the throne, then.”

“And no certainty afterwards. Additionally, one assumes the good gentleman would wish when free to take a Queen to his bosom. Where would he find one?”

“It cannot be an English lady, that is for certain, ma’am.”

Lady Jersey agreed. That would be to give far too much power to any British family.

“Finding a Protestant princess would not be easy, my dear! Prinny has lived too public a life these thirty years – his most intimate details are known, including his, shall we say, medical history. His father is most publicly mad, which does not help, and he is almost equally publicly diseased. I much doubt there would be takers among the German archduchies. Austria would certainly have nothing to do with him, leaving aside the religious difficulties. The Russians have an archduchess or two, but they have met him and are said to have turned down the very possibility of ever joining with him. The Swedes and Danes have mad kings of their own, and would not be accepted in marriage. The French? Too many years of war – quite impossible. Spain? Mad. Portugal? Dubiously sane. There is a distinct shortage of takers for Prinny, I fear me.”

Agatha was taken aback by the frank exposition of the Prince’s difficulties. She had not realised the distaste he had aroused among mere foreigners, who really should not be attempting to judge Englishmen, so superior a breed as they were.

“Thus, even if divorced, the Prince Regent’s difficulties would not go away, ma’am. They would merely differ in their nature.”

“Exactly, Lady Palfrey. One might say that he has dug himself into a hole, and he has no way out of it. He will not accept that, of course, and will merely demand that his ‘loyal’ subjects must rescue him from the consequences of his own ill-doing. He will not accept that he has done anything for which he may be judged – Princes live different lives to ordinary people and cannot be judged for them. He has done only what was necessary at any given moment. Those who dare criticise simply do not understand and, indeed, have no right to claim understanding – he is of Royal blood and that is an end to all discussion. He is God’s anointed, or will be when his father finally has the good manners to die, and as such is above and beyond all criticism.”

“Has anyone ever mentioned Charles I to him, ma’am?”

Lady Jersey flung her arms in the air in theatrical fashion.

“Who would dare?”

“A tutor in boyhood?”

“Not if he wished to survive in his post, my dear. It is wholly possible that poor Prinny knows nothing of the fate of the Stuart dynasty. He has a talent for not knowing anything that might make him uncomfortable.”

Lady Jersey had been Prinny’s mistress for a time and might be said to know him as well as any.

“Alvanley, ma’am – you say that he is clever, has a wit and a degree of education?”

“Exactly, Lady Palfrey! He must know much that poor Prinny does not. One wonders just why he offers no advice to his master. The sole answer I can offer is that Prinny is his master – that he conceives himself to be utterly obliged to offer him obedience. It is strange indeed to the unprejudiced observer. Prinny will not accept criticism or unpalatable advice, and responds to both by banishing the offender from his presence. See what happened to Brummel, who dared deplore changes in the Prince’s habit of dress. After years of acquaintance, he gave Brummel the cut direct, refused to acknowledge his presence, in effect banned him from Society.”

Agatha, in common with every other Society lady or gentleman, was familiar with the incident. Brummel had responded with a blank stare and had loudly asked Alvanley who his fat friend was. It had been a good line, and had caused vast amusement, but it had ended Brummel’s career. From being able to juggle his debts and maintain his existence, he had rapidly been forced to leave the country to avoid a debtor’s cell and was living hand to mouth, in France it was believed.

“Exactly, my dear. Prinny has banned the very mention of Brummel’s name. Though not yet forty years of age, he is as one dead to his former friends, except for the few who still support him.”

“Of whom, surprisingly, Alvanley is one, ma’am.”

“Just so, Lady Palfrey. It says much that is good of Alvanley.”

It was all very strange, but brought them around in a circle. Alvanley was Prinny’s friend, and would do all he could for him. There was no reason to suppose Prinny would reciprocate, of course – friendship was a one-way street for the king-to-be.

“I do not believe my lord will wish to support a Divorce, Lady Jersey.”

“No more he should, Lady Palfrey. Prior to the death of the King, nothing will happen in any case. After that… Who can tell how Downing Street will react to the new King’s demands? I do not know. I do not believe Lord Liverpool knows yet just what he will do when the unfortunate event occurs. Poor mad King George is decaying – his age predicates that he must – yet he may well have a few more years in him. The longer he lasts, the weaker Prinny’s position as his debts grow and his own physical well-being reduces. Liverpool is a master of prevarication, of being all things to all men. He will keep Prinny on a string, making half-promises that need not be turned into any reality. My advice to you – made without attribution, of course – would be to make no commitment for or against, and perhaps for Lord Palfrey to show his face in the Lords and vote for the Government, thus to display a loyalty and to expect support when the time comes. Liverpool is not a man of principle, my dear, but he treasures those who produce a majority for him.”

Agatha passed the message to her lord, was entertained that he proceeded to be seen in the Chamber of the Lords and voting in Lord Liverpool’s lobby, putting her words into immediate and regular effect.

“I have been smiled at by Sidmouth and Eldon both, my lady! That is a high price for any decent man to pay!”

“They are particularly unpleasant gentlemen, Nat. Sidmouth gives the appearance of agricultural stupidity and Eldon is everything that the vicious lawyer can be. They are neither of them advertisements for their Party.”

He agreed. Sidmouth was no more in his habits of thought than a particularly obtuse sporting squire, one who understood the nature of the tame pheasants he bred to shoot and little else. Eldon, on the other hand, was clever and utterly unprincipled, except for a belief that he had the duty to be rich and powerful and none had the right to question him. They were an unpleasant pair and served as the flag-bearers for that part of their Party that did not think but knew they had the right to flog or hang any who disagreed with them. They knew their ideas were right, and such being the case, any who disagreed with them were wrong. The wrong were evil-doers, by definition, and should be driven from the polity of the good. Both Eldon and Sidmouth firmly believed that any who disagreed with them for any cause should at minimum be transported, if not hanged, and certainly must be well flogged as an immediate reprisal.

Nat was not pleased to meet with the approval of either gentleman. It was the case, however, that Prinny was inclined to favour the Whigs, and his own adherence to the Tory camp must make him less attractive to Royalty, although perhaps more so to the Duke of York, Prinny’s respectable brother.

“I could afford to make Prinny a gift of fifty thousand, Agatha. We both know what would happen if I did.”

She was not entirely certain, in fact.

“It would offend the fat man. A mere fifty thousand when I could certainly afford one hundred? An insult to Royalty! It would demonstrate that I held him in disregard – a loyal gentleman would give his all to his heavenly-appointed master. Certainly, I must look to give him a tithe of my excessive wealth – he is the anointed of God and must be able to claim that sum which one must naturally give to the Lord.”

She could not understand that way of thought.

“He is not sane, my love. That is the self-indulgence of the mind untrammelled by discipline, honesty or decency, and not in the habit of applying reason to his own gluttonous – in every sense – desires. We know that his father was a kind, loving gentleman when sane and appointed tutors to his son who attempted to bring his mind to the ways of morality and honesty. They failed. His mind was so twisted from earliest rationality that decency escaped him. He is capable of self-love and greed and nothing more. It is an excellent thing, I believe, that he will leave no son behind him. That is a bloodline that should not be perpetuated.”

She agreed, distressed that such could be said of a King of England, which Prinny must become before too many years had passed.

“When all is said, Nat, a mad King will hardly leave a sane son behind him. It is only sensible to assume Prinny to be insane by heredity. As such, it must be wise to keep well distant from him. As soon as this business of mine is brought to a conclusion – which cannot be soon enough, I am heartily tired of this process of child-bearing! As soon, I say, as we are able, we should retire to Dorset. I am not to say it is some wonderful haven, a paradise, a garden of earthly delights, yet it is a good way distant from London and Brighton both. Agricultural retirement has much in its favour just now.”

“Off to the backwoods and there to rusticate, free from the toils and trammels of London life. I have butchered that quotation, I believe!”

“You have indeed, my lord. So much so that I do not recognise it. I suspect it to be two mashed into one. Not to worry – the principle holds!”

They agreed that their aim must be to leave London behind, possibly avoiding the capital for several years, at least until the Succession was settled and matters of divorce became irrelevant.

Agatha’s pregnancy proceeded to its inevitable conclusion and she came to the joyful terror of childbed, surrounded by nurses and maids and with a doctor hovering at a discreet distance in case he might be needed. To the pleasure of all, events proceeded normally and not too slowly and brought a healthy son in barely a night and a day of travail.

Nat was brought to the chamber to see son and wife – the assembled females all convinced his heir was more important to him – and was informed of his great good fortune.

“Not quite eight pounds, my lord, and strong at the teat. A healthy boy with a roaring voice!”

It seemed that a loud cry was indicative of a robust child.

He sat to his writing desk, to send letters to those who had the right to be informed, was saddened to discover that there were so few. He had three aunts on the paternal side and other than that, no close relatives.

Three relatively brief missives and a note to Wiggins and he was done, business completed. The lawyer would see to a notice in the Gazette, a son and heir to the Palfrey family of interest to a few, no doubt.

A few hours and he was called again to the bedside, finding Agatha far stronger and more alert and in the way of taking a final decision upon names.

“Not Nathaniel, we are agreed, husband. It has a Puritan, dour ring to it. Frederick?”

“No. It inevitably becomes Fred, which is commonplace, or Freddie, which is light-minded.”

They agreed it smacked of the costermonger, despite Royal precedent.

“George is loyal, but does not appeal.”

“Agreed, husband!”

“Thus, what do you suggest that will combine family and fashionability, my dear?”

“Thomas? I have always liked the name and Tom is sufficiently manly. Old in England, as well.”

“So be it. I would like Edmund for a second name, if you would, Agatha. My maternal grandfather should not be entirely forgotten.”

“Agreed, sir. William as a third, for harking back to his other grandparent.”

“Was that the old gentleman’s name? I did not know. It seems entirely reasonable. Three good initials. It will do well – Tom Perry, Twelfth Baron Palfrey has a ring to it.”

A larger name than the very little boy, they believed, smiling their satisfaction in child and each other.

Christening gifts began to arrive from the following morning, almost all utterly banal and predictable. It was interesting to note that Alvanley was among those sending a present, a shawl of Norwich lace that must have come in at more than fifty guineas.

“More than he can easily afford, I believe, and making clear that he sees himself as a friend to the family, not merely an acquaintance. Annoying!”

There was a congratulatory note and a silver mug from His Grace of Wellington, coming as a surprise but welcome as a sign of his respect to a notable military man. The Iron Duke was not renowned for his kindness of heart.

Less immediately welcome was the arrival of the Dowager Lady Alderley and Miss Perry, come to make their bows to the heir to the family dignities, which was only correct but not wholly necessary. Nat presumed both had an eye to the future, the spinster lady particularly to continuing dwelling and income.

The pair were greeted kindly and given the best rooms with coal fires lit, regardless of expense. Both were given to understand they were always welcome, could claim a lodging by right at any time, both in London and at their old family home.

Nat retired to Agatha’s bedside, taking advantage of the privacy offered.

“We do not have a Dower House, do we, my lady?”

“We do not, Nat. It will make sense that we should have one day, now that we have a son to inherit. On your demise, I should retire from the Hall to allow the heir to establish himself as master without the old regime peering over his shoulder. Purchasing now would make it only sensible to request Miss Perry to do you the favour of taking the tenancy, so that the place might not be left empty.”

“And the Dowager Lady Alderley might well keep her company, thus to avoid her son and his deplorable lady.”

“Oh dear! Has she deplored her already, Nat?”

“At length over the dinner table!”

“With good reason?”

“No! None at all offered. It is all for what she is rather than anything she has done. Utterly unreasonable, considering the benefits she has brought with her. I understand that Grinstead has purchased a tract of land not two miles distant from their estate and gifted it to them. More than two thousand acres, a third of it good arable, the remainder none too steep moorland that makes respectable sheepwalk. A point much in its favour is that it looks down upon a local cotton town and will soon be attracting offers from those who wish to build housing and cotton mills. There will be scope for rentals measuring in the high thousands annually.”

“That can only be to the good, surely, Nat.”

“Terribly vulgar, my dear! The gentleman should not concern himself with such matters. It is his place to spend his income, not to work to increase it.”

“I can hear my grandfather’s words there, Nathaniel! Appalling that she might have observed his downfall yet still admire his behaviour.”

“Almost unbelievable. The old gentleman was almost the ending of the family. Had it not been for Grandfather Hendricks the estate would have been sold up on his death, Alderley left as heir with no choice other than to raise money to cover the debts he had inherited. I wonder if either lady appreciates that fact?”

Agatha pledged herself to inform the two how pleased she was that the family was able to retain Hall and lands. She would recount their reaction to him afterwards.

“Neither could wholly believe me, Nat! They were aware that money was short and that my grandfather had spent ‘unwisely’. They did not know just how much in debt he was, or that the ending of the entail for lack of an heir would have made it necessary to sell the land to pay off creditors. When I said that even then the whole might not have been covered and that Lord Alderley, if he had inherited, might still have been left with debts that were his to pay after he had sold all, they were horrified. Miss Perry wondered about her income, small as it is, and could hardly comprehend that it would have ended, that she would have become reliant on Alderley’s charity.”

“I must speak to her about that, Agatha. It may be a difficult conversation, but it must be held.”

“Are you obliged to pay her anything, Nat?”

“The Will left her nothing.”

“Surely Grandfather cannot have meant her to be destitute!”

“He did not care, it would seem.”

“Wicked old man!”

“I increasingly think he was just that, my love. He was another Prinny for caring nothing for any other than himself. A greedy, self-indulgent lout who should have decorated a gallows, would have had he not been a peer. He was able to indulge in criminality and to a great extent get away with it, because of who he was. Now I have to tell her of the reality and assure her she will have an income and a home for all her days. She need have no fears of being put on the parish.”

“Lucky for her that you inherited as you did, Nat. Fortunate indeed for me as well, husband!”


Chapter Five

“Now that I have a son, Miss Perry – an heir indeed – it becomes appropriate to purchase a dower house. Not something huge, eight or ten bedrooms will more than suffice. I shall place a housekeeper in it, naturally, and I think a butler will make good sense. As many maids as may be necessary, as you will appreciate. Also a necessity, ma’am, will be a member of the family in residence. It would be a kindness on your part if you would take on that burden, ma’am.”

“I do not know if my little income…”

“Your income, ma’am, will be more than adequate for the purpose. You will pay no rent and staff will be provided as well as expenses sufficient to pay your way. I am not to ask you to dip into your own pocket, ma’am, when you are doing me a service.”

Her late father had always told her she must live within her income. He could afford her no more.

“Lady Palfrey tells me that my father brought the family close to bankruptcy, my lord.”

She seemed doubtful, perhaps hoping that Nick would say his lady had exaggerated.

“Past that point, ma’am. In strictest law, he was well into the red. His debts outweighed his assets and possible income by something like three times over, ma’am. Had Lord Alderley inherited on the breaking of the entail for lack of an heir in the male line, then he would have been forced to sell up the Hall and the estate and quite possibly would have lost much of his own holdings. In confidence, ma’am, I must say that I have put in more than twenty thousands of my own money – strictly speaking, my maternal grandfather’s funds. Much was for his horses, which were bought with money borrowed for other purposes and with the implication that I was backing him. Had a creditor gone to law, there would have been a criminal case, ma’am, with the certainty of punishment.”

“You mean…”

“The sums involved might well have made it a hanging matter, ma’am. We must be thankful that such extremes were avoided. The lawyer, Wiggins, managed to persuade the most irate creditors that rescue was at hand. We owe him a degree of gratitude, ma’am. The scandal would have been slow to dissipate.”

She was outraged, had inherited certain of her father’s notions.

“But, my lord, one cannot hang a peer of the realm!”

“There are judges who might well enjoy the notoriety that would have created, ma’am.”

That, she could accept. There were some exceedingly dubious characters to be found on the bench, and it was to be remembered that the villain Robespierre had been a lawyer and he had enjoyed nothing more than executing his betters.

“Might I ask, my lord, if my income is secured to me in my father’s Will?”

Nat shook his head gravely, apologetically.

“The Will made no mention of any of his daughters, ma’am. Not a word.”

“Nothing said of the three of us?”

“Four, ma’am. Mrs Jane Higginbotham has recently made contact with the family and I have every expectation of welcoming her in this house this year.”

“Not, I much trust, when I am present, my lord. I have no tolerance for whores!”

“No doubt you know your own sister better than I do, ma’am. My Aunt Jane will be as welcome in my house as any of my other relatives. She is many years wed to the father of her children, a gentleman of some wealth and possessed of an estate in the north of the Duchy of Lancaster. I shall have no hesitation in extending a welcome to the family.”

“That decision must be yours, my lord. To return to my own interests, am I to understand that I have no income of my own?”

“As head of the family, I am under obligation to maintain all of its members where such is necessary. Lady Alderley and Mrs Higginbotham and Mrs Mortimer all have an income from their wedded families. I am afraid that you have no other source of income than the Perrys, ma’am. I will assure you that you will receive a stipend more than sufficient to maintain a genteel way of life, irrespective of whether you choose to dwell in the dower house, when such is purchased.”

She made her thanks, necessary but begrudged. She did not like to recognise her acceptance of merchant money.

“I think it may be preferable to remove myself from the Alderley House, my lord. My sister is not comfortable with her son’s wife, which is unfortunate when one considers the financial benefits both she and her son have accepted from the marriage.”

Nat was not entirely pleased with the Alderleys, regarding them as dishonest in their treatment of the young lady who had brought so much to them.

“They entered into the contract with open eyes, Miss Perry. I am not at all satisfied they should then have chosen to show displeased with the lady’s background.”

“Indeed, my lord, I must, almost unwillingly, agree with you. They made their bed and they must lie in it.”

“Exactly, ma’am! I could not agree more! If you do not wish to accept a place in the dower house, when the purchase is made, then you will be at liberty to live in our Town House or in Dorset, back at the Hall. Should neither be attractive, then it must be possible to find rooms in, say, Weymouth or Bath or any other spa or resort town that attracts you. Your income will be wholly adequate for a comfortable existence in the company of your equals, ma’am.”

“You are indeed generous, my lord.”

“I suspect, Miss Perry, that you made many sacrifices when acting as hostess for your father. I doubt he had any great concern for your comfort or dignity. You have earnt the right to an easier retirement, ma’am.”

She managed a smile.

“Familial affection for a fundamentally unlovable man, my lord. I am not to comment further, I believe, but I will not disagree with the trend of your last words. For the while, if it pleases you, I would like to stay here in the Town House. When you complete the purchase of a dower house, I would much like to examine the place and its location before making a decision. Was you to buy on the Dorset coast, I am sure I would wish to live there. I like the sight and sound of the sea.”

“Poole Harbour or towards Weymouth, depending on what is available, ma’am. Probably not near Portland, that tending to be naval and with its quarries as well. I shall send instruction to Simmons, the lawyer, as a matter of some urgency. I cannot guarantee the location, naturally, but it will be coastal and Dorset and most likely Purbeck.”

Nat reported the conversation to Agatha, still holding her room but considering when she might move downstairs.

“Poor old lady, my love! She has had a hard life and seemed unwilling to ask for a little of comfort or pleasure now. She deserves better. I do not believe she will give countenance to Sister Jane.”

“I doubt it, Nat. Why should she? Aunt Perry made no attempt to attract a husband, conceiving her duty to lie in keeping house for her father in his widowhood. She cannot love the sister who ran away in pursuit of her own somewhat dubious pleasures, as it must seem.”

Nat admitted he had not considered that.

“What of a dower house by the sea, Agatha? Will you wish to dwell in such a location?”

It was the nature of reality that women outlived their menfolk and she must consider the question, distasteful though it might be.

“Provided there is a good road leading to the house, certainly, Nat. I would not wish to have to take a rowing boat to my front door.”

He wrote his letter to the Dorset attorney, suggesting the matter was of some slight urgency, the family needing to house Miss Perry to her satisfaction.

There were so many obligations upon him, he found, if he was to satisfy his own conscience. The old lord’s bastards were off his hands and Miss Perry was the last of his legitimate offspring to need placing in reasonable comfort. There were no further demands from those linked by blood, he believed. He could not be entirely satisfied until he had spoken with Wiggins.

“By-blows, Wiggins. The old lord was an incontinent gentleman and spent much time in London before the wars commenced. Did he leave obligations here in Town?”

Wiggins steepled his fingers, looked away, not meeting Nat’s eyes.

“Not to say an obligation, as such, my lord. He indulged in a long-standing affair with Lady Montgomerie – her husband being hopelessly mad and locked away – and she produced a son and two daughters during that period, all of them Montgomeries, of course. It is almost a certainty that the three are his. The son acceded to the title at the turn of the century and is rarely to be seen away from his lands. The daughters did not marry and live on the estates, which are not small. It is reasonable to suppose there will be no need for you to take action there, my lord.”

“I certainly do not wish to if it can be avoided. What part of the country are they from?”

“West Wales, my lord. Distant from civilisation and forgotten in Town.”

“Let us trust they remain so, Wiggins. Do you know anything of the guano trade?”

The sudden change of topic came close to defeating the lawyer.

“Guano? Nitre, I believe, my lord, in its, shall we say organic state.”

“Just that, sir. Bird shit. To be found in massive quantities on islands off the Pacific coast of South America. Rich in nutrients for the soil and needing little or no refining before being spread upon British acres. Nitre rock comes from India and is most valuable for gunpowder making but is less amenable to use as a fertiliser. The guano is more suitable for our needs on the land, provided, that is, that it may be shipped to England at a reasonable cost. I would be obliged to you, Wiggins, if you would examine the possibilities of bringing in a tonnage to Poole.”

“As a regular, annual importation, my lord? I must imagine that the ships would wish to pass Cape Horn going west at the height of the southern summer, taking their loads and returning before the worst of the winter gales. One voyage per annum, that must be, my lord. I am no expert in guano, my  lord, but I much suspect that holds that once carry the noxious substance will be fit for little else afterwards. A single charter would make little sense to a ship owner.”

That had not occurred to Nick but it was immediately obvious that the lawyer was correct. A ship once used in that particular trade must thereafter be dedicated to it.

“Might it be possible to purchase, to buy in, say an old East Indiaman, do you think Wiggins? One of their larger vessels capable of carrying as much as two thousand tons weight, thus to make the voyage worthwhile. As the vessel could only be used for the one trade, as well we should own it as pay out to a shipping firm. I must imagine that with the wars only two years ended, there will be naval officers on the beach and only too happy to take a berth with us, and seamen as well. We could bring in a regular tonnage to Poole, and possibly to another port if we find purchasers, and even pay for the endeavour from sales, thus to gain our own most valuable fertiliser almost for free.”

Wiggins was, if not converted to the cause of guano, at least persuaded it might be a sensible activity to indulge in. He pledged himself to examine the possibilities with an aim to sending out a first ship as soon as the October coming.

“Next summer, my lord, might find you with a pile of some two thousand tons of… the substance, shall we call it, sat at quayside and waiting only to grace your fields.”

That would make demands of the estate, Nick realised. Two thousand tons was a large quantity to move. A typical farm wagon might carry two tons on the Dorset roads, and that was one thousand loads. Even one hundred conveyances dedicated to the job would take three weeks to clear the cargo. He might not be especially popular with the other shipowners of Poole if he left a great mound of guano under their noses for months at a time.

“A separate wharf with a covered warehouse and its own roadway out, not passing through the town itself… That must be a reasonable minimum, when one considers the matter. A pity there is no canal leading inland. It would be ludicrously expensive to build a waterway solely for that purpose. It can be done, and would bring work to the town, which must be welcome. The end of smuggling must have left men at wits’ ends for an income in Poole, Wiggins. Even shovelling the unmentionable will be preferable to earning nothing at all.”

“Has smuggling come to an end, my lord? I had not heard that was so.”

“The Navy has nothing to do just now, and far too many ships to do it with. I am told of as many as one hundred of sloops and brigs and a smaller number of frigates, all parading up and down the Channel and stopping everything in any way suspicious in the hope of prizing a run cargo. The Gentlemen simply cannot bring a cargo across the Narrow Seas and are hard-pressed even to move one across the German Ocean to the shores of Norfolk and Lincolnshire. The Trade is ended, Wiggins, courtesy of the fall of Boney.”

It was only logical, the lawyer was forced to admit.

“It is a disaster for the farming community along the South Coast, my lord. Farmers have paid low wages these twenty years and more for knowing their labourers all went out at least one night of the week, working across the local beaches or leading pack ponies inland. Many a farm keeps two or three score of pack ponies in its paddocks and earns a substantial cash income thereby. All of that income will have come to a sudden end. What will they do?”

“Send their excess of labourers away, Wiggins. They must go West, or tramp off to the North Country. Men who were vaguely considering going away to make their fortunes are now to be forced off in order to keep body and soul together. It is, as you say, a disaster. It is also a source of shame, I would suggest, that the farming community has for a generation now relied on the illegality of smuggling to make its profits. One might hope that the local worthies might be evaluating their course of conduct of the past generation and perhaps seeking a more moral future.”

Wiggins shook his head. That, he feared, was in the highest degree unlikely.

“As an attorney, my lord, I am always well aware that my function is required only because people are not moral, honourable beings. The Law exists to bring a little of decency to bear in everyday life. I can assure you, my lord, that those farmers who have been most affected by the end of the Gentlemen will be anxiously searching for another source of unlawful income. I would be amazed if there was fewer than a hundred of unlawful stills producing brandy and poteen by now, and another thousand in the building. If unlawful alcohol cannot be run ashore, then it must be made on land. If I could advise you, my lord, buy very carefully from now on – use only those wine merchants you can be certain of, who have definitely bought their cognac from France.”

It seemed so very likely to Nat. He could only deplore the dishonesty inherent in the farming community.

“Do you believe Wiggins to be correct, Agatha?”

“Of course I do, Nat! Why should he be wrong in saying that the typical farmer is a clutch-fisted villain? Look at the cottages they put their labourers into. No decent, honourable man would have anything to do with such hovels.”

That was a valid argument, he instantly admitted.

“Blackened, rotten thatch. Bowed walls, close to collapse. Rotten doors that will not shut properly. We still have a few of those ourselves, the builders not being able to work fast enough to replace them all yet. They are a shame to any honest man. My contemporaries on the Bench cannot understand why I am distressed by them. ‘They are the way of things in the countryside. It is how things always have been. I should not pamper my people, in process making others to expect to dwell in luxury. I am upsetting the natural order of the countryside, as I would realise had I been born to the Land’. They firmly believe I should listen to their voices of wisdom and cease to cause such an upset. It is fortunate that I am senior in rank to all of them and they dare not push too far.”

“The Squirearchy is not a pleasant institution, husband. Short on education and understanding. Long on privilege and their rights. They tend not to be my favourite people. They are good at chasing foxes and shooting pheasants but they have remarkable few other virtues. The long wars are over now, and that is in same ways a pity. For two decades their excess of sons have been able to go off to war and not uncommonly not come home again. Now, they will remain on their little estates with no particular occupation and inevitably causing upset locally.”

Nat was able to settle her mind, suggesting that the new empire created by the wars would take up many of them.

“We have almost the whole of India, to include Burma, the Malay States and Ceylon. The remainder will accrue to us over the next few decades. We are expanding into China. We have picked up lumps of South and West Africa and are taking more. The sons of the squirearchy can go out as Collectors and District Officers and bring civilisation to Africa and the Orient. An unlikely event, one must admit, ‘civilisation’ and ‘squire’ not being words that commonly fall off one’s lips in any contiguity. They will find work, and early graves, overseas, I do not doubt.”

“A heartening thought, Nat. There is no place for them in this country.”

It was an interesting diversion but left them still to find an answer to the problem of guano in the thousands of tons.

“If we do not want to cause offence in Poole, Nat, then we might wish to use a smaller harbour along the coast. A place with low hills, or even better, a river valley behind it so the roads are easier, and with nothing else other than fishing for the menfolk…”

It made simple good sense. They would be the sole employer in the out of the way place, providing them with a new prosperity in exchange for a little smell and a degree of uncongenial labour.

“Work the year round, shifting the product from a great warehouse onto carts and delivering it to our farms. Obviously, they would be unloading our ship as well and no doubt a few wheelbarrow loads would end up in their own gardens, greatly to the housewives’ approbation. Provided we paid a respectable wage, and supplied boots and canvas trousers, then I do not doubt men would be delighted to work for us.”

“A school as well, Nat.”

He could not see that the labourers would need to learn a great deal to shovel guano.

“For their children, Nat! A free school for all would do a lot to persuade men to work for us.”

That was immediately seen as wise.

“An infirmary as well, with a doctor resident to offer free treatment to the villagers. That would be much liked and again would encourage family men to work for us.”

It made sense.

Nat sat back and worked through the arguments in his mind. His estate was poor, to a great extent because the farmland was of low fertility. If he was to alleviate the poverty, then he must improve the land. The faster, the better – children particularly died on his acres and that was intolerable. The original idea of bringing in peat was hardly practical. Guano was a richer fertiliser and could do the job more effectively. He must set Wiggins to work locating a ship and then crewing it while he himself searched for a harbour down between Poole and Weymouth, probably, and then made purchases, built a warehouse by a stone quay and organised wagons, horses and men. He could look about him for a dower house at the same time, though not too closely downwind of the guano.

It would work, would be of the greatest benefit to the estate. It would also demand a lot of him, too much in fact. He returned to Wiggins’ office.

“A military man, I think, Wiggins. One who marched through Spain at least and now finds himself sent to halfpay and with no prospect of ever returning to full. Willing to work for his living. Not more than thirty years of age and at least a captain. He can earn a respectable wage and with a share of profits made by the Great Guano Enterprise, of which he is to be manager. I am happy to start the business, but I have better things to do with my time than run it for the next fifty years.”

Money made everything possible, Nat reflected, so he must be well-advised to remain wealthy. He had spent heavily in the previous year, which had been inevitable, but would wish to be more careful for the decade coming.

He started to laugh, realising the nonsense in such a thought.

‘Down to your last half a million, Perry! Poverty beckons!’

Less than two years since he had been a soldier and hardly able to pay his mess bill. Now he was concerned about throwing away thousands. It was a nonsense, but real nonetheless.

“What do we know of sackcloth, Agatha?”

“Nothing? Except that for some reason it is partnered with ashes in the religious mind, which I do not share.”

“A legitimate argument, my lady. It merely occurred to me that it would be well to transport the guano in sacks, a rather large number of such. Assuming a sack carries as much of guano as of flour - ten stones, one hundred and forty pounds, that is - then sixteen sacks make a ton weight, which means thirty-two thousand to the shipload. That is a lot of sacks.”

“A goodly number of shovels, too, husband.”

“It is so. Was the first ship out to carry say sixty-four thousand sacks, and a gang of labourers, then they could bag up one half of them and send them off that voyage and leave men behind to ready the next consignment for the following year. I do not doubt there is a village on the guano islands. If not, which is unlikely, they can set up their own camp. Fill one hundred sacks a day and they will have a load waiting for the ship on its return.”

It seemed a rational way of organising the trade.

“Say eight men and a cook, Nat, with rations for the twelvemonth. Not a vast cost. Would the Spanish government be willing to permit an enclave of Englishmen to set up on their islands?”

He had not considered that question. He must pass that across to Wiggins.

“My lord, the Spanish embassy is of the opinion there is a small colony on the islands and that you will be able to organise them as your labourers. Leave sacks with them, pay in advance, and they will, no doubt, be filled. They will not accept British labourers on their shores.”

It was annoying but must be left to the new man Wiggins was hiring to run the concern.

“From the King’s German Legion, my lord. A Captain Kornbluth who shows the probability of a high efficiency and a willingness to work hard for his new living.”

“He speaks good English? Many of the KGL did, but not all. Was he horse or foot?”

“Foot, my lord. All through Spain, the Denmark campaign prior, Pomerania before that. Ten years of almost unbroken campaigning. He was at depot for the Hundred Days, in process of disbanding his battalion. He speaks easily and with little accent. He is of much the same age as you, perhaps a year or two younger. He gives off a feeling of quiet competence.”

“Good. As a first task, he must lay his hands on not less than sixty-four thousand of sacks, each capable of carrying ten stones weight of guano, delivery dockside before our carrier’s sailing date. Have you made progress with a ship?”

“It must be two, at least, my lord. The largest quay on the guano islands will barely take a one thousand tonner. I have a pair of vessels in mind, my lord.”


Chapter Six

“South, my lady?”

“Next week, Nat. A few days of shopping and then to shake the dust of the Metropolis off our heels. The Season is not yet at an end and the fashionable shops are still stocked high but are wondering whether they will sell all. Far the best time of the year to descend upon Oxford Street! I would like to lay my hands on hats and gloves and shoes and all sorts of oddments, to equip myself for the year. My good mother as well will wish to make some purchases, I doubt not.”

Nat did not quite understand why it was so good a time to purchase, until his lady smiled and gently suggested that a discount might be appropriate, bearing in mind the time of year.

“Excellent! I shall order up a third post chaise.”

He fled before she could find anything suitable to throw at him.

Next morning they went together to examine the fashionable quarter’s offerings.

“What are those things in the window, my lord? This was always used to be a snuff shop, I recall.”

“Spanish cigarillos, I believe, my lady. With as well patented tinder boxes to make lighting them the easier. The larger are the true Cuban cigar, I think. There is still snuff, I see, but taking up only a tiny part of the display. The army in Spain acquainted many of the younger men with other ways of taking tobacco. No longer merely a choice of snuff or the clay pipe, but the more directly burnt leaf. I smoked, as they call it, a number of cigarillos myself when in quarters in Spain. They have a strong smell which was commonly preferable to that of the Spanish peasant hut. I do not know that I wish to reacquaint myself with the weed.”

“It would seem that some few do, my lord. There are cases for the convenient carrying of cigarillos, a number of them on display.”

“A goodly number of soldiers passed through Spain in the years we were there. Many will have gained a liking for the weed and will have continued to wish to blow a cloud when back in England. There are worse habits.”

“It is no great surprise when one considers just how many young men went to war, my lord.”

“Many tens of thousands, I must imagine, my lady. A goodly number never coming home again. I wonder just what the losses were.”

No actual count had been taken. There was no department at Horse Guards tasked even to estimate the actual numbers employed in the Army at any given moment, still less to compute how many had died or been invalided out, unable to serve the more.

“Guesswork says more than one hundred thousand in total, my lord, of whom say fifteen thousand must have been officers. Waterloo alone accounted for more than eight thousands, did it not?”

“Officers and men both, certainly. How many of those are deaths is impossible to say as so many succumbed slowly after the battle. The figures are more guesswork than fact. I will say that probably ten died of fever for every one killed in battle. Over the more than twenty years of the wars the figures were high indeed.”

“Let us be thankful it is over, my lord.”

“Very much so, my lady. Yet, there is much of the military existence, even in wartime, that was enjoyable, especially for the young officer. Irresponsibility particularly. One did not have to put on a display of sobriety for the benefit of the neighbours and of the disapproving dames. In the Season here one must dress exactly so and speak precisely thus and show sober and smile at the right people. Taking an evening of pleasure in quarters in the field was a far wilder, abandoned procedure. I will not go into detail, my lady, particularly not here in Oxford Street, but we danced no minuets in our messes in the field!”

Agatha was inclined to disapprove, being able to guess just what they might have done instead.

“So, sir, cigarillos as a respectable memory of those days. What else, one wonders.”

“Very little, I suspect, my lady. A little of the food, a taste for Spanish brandy rather than French… Surprisingly little at all. There was only limited contact between English and Spanish. The language, obviously, was a barrier. Their priests had no love for us and our heathen ways. We had no great desire to know the people for regarding them as primitives – and, truly, ma’am, you would be disgusted at just how squalid their ways are!”

She was not surprised to hear that. Her naval acquaintance in Portsmouth had often told her how much lesser foreigners tended to be. Particularly, she understood, the Catholic nations were generally dirtier than the Protestant, which was peculiar but said by so many she must believe it to be true.

“Strange folk, my lord. You must be glad to be settled in England now.”

“How could I not be? A wife who is dear to me, a son besides, and an estate that demands my labours, occupying my days fruitfully. The wild days of war are put far behind me. Though I will suggest that certain of our more youthful gentlemen might benefit from discovering a modicum of the discipline of the military existence.”

There were four young gentlemen, judging by their expensive tailoring, staggering down the opposite pavement, hopelessly drunk at three o’clock in the afternoon.

“I presume, my lord, that would not happen was they to be soldiers.”

“Oh, I would not say that at all, my lady. I would merely suggest it would not happen in Oxford Street. I can recall the like happening in Spain not infrequently – but that would be the better part of a thousand miles distant and comfortably out of sight.”

“Hypocrisy, my lord!”

“Much to be said for it, my lady. Hypocrisy is an essential facet of the civilised existence – it makes life so much easier. What are those objects in the shop window behind you?”

Fur coats, mostly familiar but including sweeping leather capes, enormous in size.

“They seem to be fabricated from single hides, my lord. I know not what.”

It was necessary to discover just what they might be, the shopkeeper happy to puff off his wares.

“American, my lord. Wind and water proof. They will keep their fortunate wearer warm and dry in a positive blizzard, my lord!”

“In a post chaise, ma’am, protection in the worst of rainstorms. Too heavy perhaps for walking in but so comfortable while travelling. What animal are they from, sir?”

“The American buffalo, my lord. They are called ‘buffalo robes’, have only recently appeared in England.”

“Four, I think, to be delivered to Perry House. We are to go into Dorset next week and these will protect us from the rain that is almost inevitable en route.”

The post chaise was fast, twelve miles an hour on a dry turnpike, but by its nature was lightly built. The windows fit only loosely and kept out neither rain nor draughts and the doors rattled in their frames. Inevitably the passengers choked in dry dust or shivered in splashing rain. An effective cape was worth paying for.

“What else should we look for, my lady?”

“Books! There is no lending library to hand in Dorset. We must take our reading material with us. How did you go on for reading in Spain, my lord? I cannot imagine there were English bookshops there.”

“The opportunity to read only existed during the winter months when we were in quarters. Even then, solitary reading was not encouraged for the officer. It was far more the case that we should congregate together, playing games and talking. The soldier is gregarious by nature while reading is for the individual, separated from his peers. As such, books were not a part of our lives. An hour or two a day in winter, but no more than that. That, my lady, is a part of my life I do not miss. In effect we were forced to drink heavily, to play cards, inevitably gambling, and to indulge in vigorous sports – shooting and hunting especially.”

He made no mention of the pressure to indulge in loose behaviour, the frequenting of the higher-priced brothels that was so much a part of the officers’ way of life.

There was a degree of reform in the air, he believed, a pressure towards religion that might well affect the behaviour of the Mess, but that would be many years in coming fully to pass, he suspected.

“How very unpleasant, my lord. I do not believe we will wish to send our son into the Army.”

“No. The Army has its benefits – I gained much from it. But as a way of life in peacetime, I am not in favour. Even in time of war existence in the depot in England was tedious. Without war service to look forward to I imagine it must be intolerable for any man possessed of even the vestiges of an intellect. However, it did much for me, my lady. I do not know how I would have gone on at the Hall without the officers mess to train me.”

“As a gentleman by nature, my lord, I am sure you would have done well.”

“Kindly said, ma’am! The mess trained me in the formal dinner – without that I doubt I would have done well for not knowing which piece of cutlery to use when. I doubt our grandfather would have welcomed me to his table in a state of complete ignorance.”

“I had not noticed him to ‘welcome’ you at all, my lord.”

He laughed and agreed.

“He did not actually throw me out, my dear. He might well have done had I shown myself no more than a peasant.”

“Possibly, but not before trying to relieve you of some at least of your money!”

It seemed highly likely. They dropped the topic, no gain in pursuing it.

“The dower house, Nat. Are you serious in its acquisition?”

He shrugged.

“It is better to have one than not. Such being the case, now is as good a time as any. Your aunt would benefit from a place of her own for her decaying years. She has not had an easy life, poor soul!”

“No more she has. No spinster has any great deal of ease in our society. Hers was perhaps a slightly more than normally unpleasant existence. I do not believe my grandfather offered her any consideration.”

“An utterly, unashamedly selfish man, one who cared for nothing other than his own comfort, his personal self-indulgences. He lacked understanding of respect.”

“We must bring our son up to be more than the heir to the title, Nat. My grandfather knew only his rights. Thomas must grow to an understanding of duty.”

“So he must, my love. He must know more than greed and self-esteem. It will be difficult, because if he is at all bright he will soon come to realise we are rich and privileged…”

“And if he is not bright, he will understand very little. We must keep him away from the company of sycophants, of those who will build his arrogance and look to take their own profit from him. The servants especially will offer him the most flattering obedience. They will be obsequious, almost inevitably – they will not risk causing offence that might lead to him turning them off in later life.”

“Almost an impossibility to avoid a degree of arrogance in him, Agatha. He will be conscious of being the great man in his own home. Hopefully, there will be brothers who will naturally be less inclined to bow their heads in worship to him. One might hope - though, of course, they will want him to dip his hand in his pocket when he succeeds to the estate. They will not wish to offend him too much.”

“Not an easy course, bringing up the young heir, Nathaniel. We must give much thought to his education.”

Entering Hatchard’s bookshop they looked at first for the sort of improving volumes that might be suitable to the young child, decided quickly to let that wait for a year or two and set about their own pleasure.

“Have you read Miss Austen, my lord?”

Agatha was urgent that he should. The prose was elegant and witty and the character of Mrs Norris in Mansfield Park was one of the greatest ever portrayals of evil in a small compass, should not be missed. Nat made his purchases obediently, moving on to the large section of works for the modern agriculturalist where he expected to make the bulk of his expenditure.

Five separate texts dealt with aspects of steam on the farm, together with at least a hundred of pamphlets each extolling the inventions of particular engineers of genius, normally self-proclaimed. There were expositions of livestock breeding, all according to scientific principles, and arguments for the careful selection of seed for the betterment of cereal crops particularly. An assistant came rapidly to his side and ferried his selections to the front counter, wrapping gleefully and totting up the prices and hoping desperately that the gentleman actually had money in his pocket.

Two hours and Nat produced bank notes, drawn on Hoares and acceptable at face anywhere, covering the account and paying as well for a growler to carry the great bulk to Perry House.

“My lord, they shall be at your door within the hour, myself to ensure that is so.”

Nat thanked the young man and dug his hand into his pocket again, coming up with a guinea, welcome indeed to the underpaid gentleman.

“Soon to be outdated, my lord, but no doubt always to be welcomed.”

“The new coinage to replace the guinea, the sovereign, is it not?”

“To be issued in some six months, my lord. The hope is that it will replace the use of smaller bank notes, one understands, my lord. The note for as little as one pound is to be forbidden, apparently. Quite why, I do not understand.”

Nat did not know either. It had been suggested that the quantity of bank notes was uncontrollable and that this was potentially harmful to the economy, but he did not understand why this might be.

“People have strange beliefs about money, sir. Gold especially seems to create a deal of excitement. The criminal population especially seems to have a belief that gold is in some way wonderful. I think every week I receive letters inviting me to invest in gold mines, newly discovered in Wales or Scotland or Ireland most commonly, less often in American or Canadian mountains. One enterprising gentleman needed a thousand guineas to set up a new mine in the cold wastes of Siberia, in far Russia, he insisted, but most are closer to home than that. I must imagine that they are sometimes successful in their pleas, that some of their letters result in the gullible actually sending them money. It seems strange to me.”

“Might not some of them be honest propositions, my lord?”

It was possible, Nat allowed, but highly unlikely. If their gold deposits actually existed it should not be impossible to find existing mining companies that could be brought into a project. There must be a better way forward than sending letters at random to hopefully wealthy men.

The counter jumper agreed, reluctantly. He wrote a good hand himself, wondered if he might not compose a few such letters. The investment of a few shillings in high quality paper and a clear ink might bring remarkable returns. He glanced at an atlas on the shelves and found there were mountains not too far inland from Botany Bay, an obvious place for prospectors to travel and pleasantly distant…

Nat left the bookshop unaware of the ambitions he had kindled in the young man’s breast, of the career he had unwittingly opened to him.

“Are we ready to go, Agatha?”

“The first servants left yesterday, Nat. They will reach the Hall tomorrow with their wagonload and will have all ready for us on the day after that. We are to take to our chaises soon after dawn tomorrow and shall stop overnight at Southampton, unless it comes on to rain. Two dry days and we shall reach the hall by the following afternoon. Heavy rain will delay us by at least a whole day.”

He was aware of the calculations but was happy that she was to take over the domestic economy. The lady of the manor had her duties and should be encouraged in them, he believed.

“Excellent. Three chaises, I presume?”

“Four, Nat. Ourselves in the leading equipage. My mother in the second, with her maid. Thomas, his nurse and my maid in the third and your valet, Samways, to the fourth, together with the necessary valises and trunks.”

He suspected there would be little less than three hundred pounds spent on that cavalcade, including the night’s lodging on the road. Travel was not for the poor in England.

“Samways, are we fully equipped for a summer in the depths of rural England?”

“Fully, my lord. Your wardrobe will meet all demands upon it, up to and including an unexpected visit by the Prince Regent.”

“Please God that will not eventuate, Samways. I do not think the cellar would stand the strain. I certainly do not believe we have a sufficiency of brandy in the house.”

The valet permitted himself a pursed little smile, agreed that the demands would be excessive.

“It is an unlikely event, my lord. We must allow for the possibility of the Lord Lieutenant, or for an invitation to a country house party, my lord. Either could eventuate, I believe.”

“Improbable, I believe. The Palfrey name is still unknown to the modern generation and disliked by their elders. I shall make little attempt to remedy that state of affairs for the next ten or so years. When we have children needing to make acquaintances of their own, then it will be wise to bring people to the estate, but not before that.”

“Perhaps so, my lord, But I have been buttonholed, as it were, by more than one of my contemporaries in the trade, wishful to be certain of your gentility outside of visible hours, you might say.”

What that meant, Nat was at a loss to decide. He showed blank.

“It is the case, regrettably, my lord, that some few gentlemen smile and simper their best when on display yet show the worst of tempers when in private. At least one of the high ton is renowned among his servants for being only too willing to box their ears. Another gentleman of very high place indeed, renowned for his abilities in this and other countries, has certain habits that would render him odious, if made public. Such gentlemen, once discovered, are not generally to be found at country house parties, where they are on display for the great bulk of every day, not merely at evening gatherings.”

“Ah! I comprehend now… This latter gentleman, Samways… Might one look for him to represent our country overseas, perhaps in these meetings of the victorious powers of the late war?”

“I would not know, my lord. A purely hypothetical example, as I am sure you will recognise, and you, yourself, not having anything to do with such members of the government. Certainly, my lord, you will not be found in Vienna, as an example.”

His Majesty’s Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, Lord Castlereagh, was frequently to be found in Vienna, using his undoubted intellect to Britain’s great advantage. Nat had formed a distant respect for the gentleman, might himself have displayed some slight interest in his field and could have showed willing to play a minor part in his ministry. His nascent commitment to foreign affairs died instantly. Samways’ warning must not be ignored.

“Foreign habits as well as foreign affairs, Samways?”

“I am sure I could not say, my lord. I do not know where he might have discovered such tendencies, my lord, if indeed there is anything more than the malicious gossip that is only too often heard about great men.”

That made it clear that Samways was certain there was something badly astray in Castlereagh’s habits, more than the occasional dabbling in a little of buggery with old school friends, something that was almost a commonplace, or so it seemed.

“I think I shall be glad to remain English in my habits, Samways.”

“Much to be desired, my lord. These foreign ways are not understood in this country, my lord, and can often become costly, in the extreme.”

Nat had come a long way from the sheltered army officer, had heard a deal that might not be discussed in the Mess. Samways was talking of blackmail, he suspected, and an offence had to be great indeed to make it worth paying to cover up. Castlereagh had transgressed well beyond the ordinary boundaries if he was handing over large sums. As a rich man, he would not be concerned by a hundred here or there – the Foreign Secretary must be coughing up in the thousands.

“Right! I definitely wish to know no more of such disgusting matters, Samways. My thanks. What am I to wear tomorrow for our long journeying?”

“Boots and breeches and frockcoat, my lord. It promises to be a dry and warm day, I am told, so a linen shirt and necktie and a beaver hat. No need to hide warm wools away and out of sight, my lord. Country wear will suffice when on the road. No colours, my lord, until we leave Southampton, assuming we reach there on the first evening. Town dress rather than the truly rustic initially. We can permit an excursion into russet, I believe, when on the rural roads.”

The valet evidently thought the question of colours to be far more important than divagations from decency among the country’s most prominent leaders. It was possible that he was right, Nat mused, but unlikely.

“A day of tedium, my lady! Worse tomorrow – equally boring but on even lesser roads.”

She agreed, commenting that she had read only the previous day of the possibility of steam locomotives to travel at vast speeds on their own dedicated roadways, carrying passengers along at twenty, even thirty miles to the hour.

“It does seem, my lord, that there are actual trackways at some of the larger coal pits already, using steam locomotion to shift wagonloads of coal from mine to collier for transport to London and the South Country. These are but slow as yet, there being no need for celerity, but the beginning is there.”

“It is more important, I suspect, my lady, to shift coal than people. London must import half a million tons of coal a year, possibly more. Firewood is simply unavailable. Every domestic fireplace, every manufactory, must rely on coal. There may be two millions of people in the Metropolis – we do not certainly know and much depends on where one draws the boundaries – and we can reasonably assume one fire to, what, every five of them?”

She thought that to be reasonable.

“Four hundred thousand fireplaces, alight for, say, six months of the year. That certainly comes close to the half million tons, my lord.”

They were in a public place, could not use names or endearments. Even if none could have heard them, tucked away in their chaise behind four noisy horses, the principle was unarguable.

“It explains the fogs of winter as well, ma’am. How much smoke does a ton of burning coal emit, one wonders?”

“A vast amount, my lord. More than I can compute. It may well be wise for us to spend our winters well clear of London Town. I would not wish to imagine just how much coal smoke one must breathe in walking in Mayfair.”

“Far too much, my lady! If we add steam engines as well, the amounts must become massive.”

“Much preferable to get back to wood fires at the Hall, my lord.”

He shook his head.

“We have twenty tons of coal tucked away in the firing barn, my lady. Firewood is in increasingly short supply even on the edge of the Forest as we are. Far too many houses and people wanting warmth of a winter these days. More snow, as well, leading to a greater need for fires. The weather has changed over this past twenty years.”

Hotter summers and colder, snowy winters, she agreed, far better weather for the farmers.

“When last did we have a harvest destroyed by rain, my lord?”

He did not know, it had hardly been in his lifetime, he suspected.

“Yet, my lord, the histories all agree that the decade leading to the Revolution in France was the wettest ever, ten at least of successive harvests massively short for rain destroying them. It was bread riots that brought the townspeople into the streets and then broke down all law and order. I suspect it was the availability of bread that meant no equivalent unrest on English streets. A change in the weather has meant no violent changes in England, or so one may argue.”

He was inclined to agree, and pointed out that could make it necessary to ensure the supplies of coal were safe.

“We must not have freezing Reds out on the streets, throwing half-bricks at their betters in order to keep warm. If needs be, we must have these steam engines traversing long trackways to the South Country, bring their wagons of coal where they are needed.”

“Should we, perhaps, my lord, examine the possibilities of making an investment in the steam engine? There must eventually be a profit there, and we shall be serving the needs of the country as well.”


Chapter Seven

“I shall write a letter to Wiggins, ma’am. He has control of all of our investments outside of the realms of agriculture. I would wish to keep it so that he has sole control there. It will avoid any duplication there might be. Additionally, he has knowledge I do not, will be able to identify those proprietors of less than absolute propriety. It is always possible that an able engineer has wonderful ideas and a liking for the bottle at the same time. I do not believe that a drunk will commonly be blessed with commercial success.”

She was bound to agree. The drink was the enemy of the intellect, she much feared.

“It may be the case, of course, that the strain of invention coupled with a degree of poverty drives the unfortunate to the bottle, Nat.”

“All things are possible, I agree, Agatha. However, I am little concerned with the cause. It is the effects of drink that worry me. Of course, as a soldier I saw far too much of the bottle. In the ranks, it is the sole friend for the bulk of the men. In the mess, too many a young man thought the booze made him witty and wise, while his elders simply relied on the extra bottle or two to relieve the tedium of their days. The great problem was found among the captains and majors, you see. Often they had a sufficiency of an income to survive in the mess, but too little ever to marry and create a family. So many could see nothing other than lonely years ahead of them. The bottle at least removed those worries, substituting alcoholic oblivion. The temptation was great. I could have succumbed, myself.”

“But you did not, husband.”

She was not at all surprised that he had resisted temptation. A man of his abilities would not be caught out that way, she was certain.

“I did not. I could always see a way out, even if that way was India.”

“Did you wish to go to India? You seem ambivalent whenever you mention that place.”

He sat back, grinning, more to himself than to her.

“The most wonderful land on Earth, my love. A deadly place with about one chance in four of death for all those Englishmen who venture so far. For the three quarters who survive, at minimum a comfortable existence. For those who have ability and make an effort, riches await. Had I returned as a major, which I most likely would have done if my maternal grandfather had not died so fortuitously, then I would within a year or two have transferred to the Company, as a soldier or as a civilian, depending on what could be discovered for me. Either would have been worth not less than two thousands a year, in a land where one guinea buys as much as five here. A decade of work as a civilian would have quadrupled my income, at least. Thirty years would have seen me earning twenty thousand a year and probably with a fortune tucked away besides. All that depending on just one thing, my health, that I survived the recurrent fever and never caught the cholera or typhoid.”

“A gamble, in fact, Nat.”

“Just that, my love. A good chance of it paying off, but the loser ends with nothing. Nothing at all.”

“Better perhaps to remain in England, if one can.”

“Best of all, to inherit a fortune, marry a lady for love, sit at ease in an ancestral hall. I have had the luck. I survived Waterloo, and that seemed unlikely for most of that long day. Then I discovered I had grandparents. I wish I could claim personal virtue, but that I cannot do. Not to worry! It is still a fine life.”

That was indisputably so. Life for her was better than it ever had been, all due to her wonderful marriage. She smiled as she glanced at the clock and wondered whether it was time yet for her to go to the nursery and if she would be permitted to pick up her son. The nurses were bullies, all of them, and demanded absolute submission to their proper routines. It was better far than attempting to do all herself.

“What for tomorrow, Nat?”

“To ride out with Moorman to Dash’s holding and observe all that is happening there. He is my leading tenant, it would seem, and I am to cosset him.”

“May I offer my congratulations, my lord? A fine, strong son!”

“So he is, Moorman. I do feel my lady did the great bulk of the work, you know.”

Moorman chuckled, admiring such wit in his master.

“I am soon to emulate you, my lord, at least as far as taking a wife goes. The daughter of Mr Simmons, our attorney, has accepted my hand, my lord. Younger than me by too many years, or so I thought, yet smiling most kindly at me. I have five and thirty years in my budget, my lord, and herself fewer than twenty. She tells me I am mature, not old! Who am I to argue?”

“Who indeed, Moorman! Well done, sir. Your little cottage cannot be adequate for the married state, surely, sir. What has it, a bare three bedrooms?”

“Actually, five, my lord, inasmuch that we have put the tiny two-up, two-down next door into it. The cottage was the head groom’s place, with the second groom next door, sharing a wall. With five rooms upstairs, it is respectable.”

“Barely so, Moorman. Build on proper conveniences, to make use of the cesspit we shall have added to the Hall. We are to make the Hall far more modern and you should take advantage of that for your own living. There will be hot water on tap, Moorman!”

That was a remarkable come out. Moorman had heard of such luxury but had never actually seen it. He was deeply impressed.

“When do you expect to wed, Moorman?”

“Two months before harvest, my lord. A most convenient time of year. Eight weeks to settle in together at the most idle time of year for me. We can take days off to go to market at Salisbury and up to Dorchester and down to Poole as well as across to Brockenhurst, picking up small furnishings for the house and simply enjoying the days off. A time to look forward to, my lord!”

“Good. You must arrange for me to meet the young lady, Moorman. Now, what of Dash? What must I see when I enter his yard?”

There was a dairy, new built in solid stone blocks, large enough for a dozen cows to be milked at once and with a butter room and a cheesery as well as a cool room for holding churns of milk. Next door was a shed to shelter a milk cart.

“Takes ‘un down to Blandford for five o’clock of a morning, my lord, and delivers churns to old Ellison what has a donkey cart of his own and a pair of boys what delivers milk fresh to the doorstep through the town, my lord. Three mornings a week, takes in fresh butter and cream, my lord, to old Duke’s greengrocery, where he sells it to the whole town, and asks for more if I can get it to ‘im. Cheese bain’t going so well yet, my lord, for not getting it the same each run, but that be getting better. Making the old Blue Vinny, so we are, my lord, and a hard cheese too.”

Nat spotted alarm on Moorman’s face, was cautious, commented that cheese did so often give him indigestion.

“Years as a soldier overseas and eating whatever could be found, Dash. Left my stomach a little on the dainty side.”

Dash could see that such might easily be the case, showed a proper sympathy, did not offer a taster of the cheese.

“What of the cattle, Dash? All yours or are you buying milk in yet?”

“Mine, my lord. Reckons to be buying in when Jack Legge has got his herd up and going, what will be next year, so ‘e reckons.”

They moved down the track into Dash’s pastureland.

“Got three big fields down to grasses, my lord. Two for the corn and turnips. Just one, a bit smaller, like, for the household, what the missus runs for I. Needs turnips for winter feed, my lord, and the barley brings in a cash income, reliable each year. Doing better nor ever I was, my lord. Digging they old peats in when us do get a cartload, my lord. Dunghill do be starting up proper-like, my lord. Putting that into the household field for starters like, my lord. Irish taters and cabbages and pease, my lord, takes up most of the field. Good, solid eating, my lord!”

Feeding the family was always to be at the forefront of Dash’s mind. When Nat had arrived at the Hall there had been actual hunger in the farmhouses.

“Be sure always the youngsters and thy goodwife are fed, Dash. That must be a priority.”

“The old lord did reckon his rent was the only priority, my lord. Nothing else mattered to that one!”

Moorman winced and Nat chose not to hear. He could not deny the truth of the embarrassing words.

“What do you think, Dash? How many years before we need a bigger dairy barn?”

“So long as we gets the cheese right, and selling, my lord, two years. I reckons as how we can’t sell fresh milk further nor Blandford, so it’s all got to go to butter and cheeses, apart from a bit of cream, which means to have a place big enough for the womenfolk to work it up. Same time as that, we needs a spring wagon and a pair of good ‘osses what will run down to Poole one morning and across to Dorchester the next, turn about, to deliver to the shops there. Maybe down to Weymouth at the right time of year, as well. We makes the stuff, we got to go selling it, my lord.”

It was ridiculous, Nat mused. Less than two years previously this had been a downtrodden peasant with no ambition other than to survive another twelve months of misery. Now, he was a businessman, looking to increase his future profits.

“Speak to Mr Moorman, Dash, and all will be arranged. Will you want to take up more land, if it should become available?”

“Depends, my lord. What sort of land and how far distant? I can’t be doing with sheepwalk, not with the work I got here with the dairying.”

“I was thinking of the Home Farm, Dash. Old Rowthorn is crippled with the screws, can hardly get about his acres these days. This winter has hit him hard. It seems to me we might break the Home Farm up, keeping the half of it as kitchen garden land for the Hall and the remainder to be added to a tenant farm. I do not see that the Home Farm needs knock out a cereal crop each year and our dairy needs can as well be bought in from you.”

Dash was in favour of the change.

“Might be as we could run pigs on some of they acres, my lord. There’s skim milk can go to a piggery and good bacon and hams and pork can be ate up at the Hall as well as sold into Blandford. Make all good and tidy, my lord. Keep the pigs well downwind of the Hall, as goes without saying, my lord.”

Moorman agreed it could be done. He would discuss it at length with Dash, and with Rowthorn.

“A pleasing morning, Moorman. Dash is showing well and offering a lead to the whole estate.”

“Exactly, my lord. Should he take on the extra acres of the Home Farm he will become a five hundred pound a year man, as prosperous as any tenant in the County. He will be the exemplar for the estate. Every other tenant may copy his ways, to their profit and ours, for we may rapidly increase our rents.”

“That is as it should be. What have you in mind for the Home Farm, Moorman?”

“Two birds with one stone, my lord!”

That was no doubt an excellent notion. Nat raised an eyebrow, saying nothing until he had some idea of what was in his agent’s mind.

“Widow Staple from down in Millward hamlet, my lord. Poor soul, she has no fewer than six daughters and never a son to her name to bring in a wage. Her man dropped dead last week on his way home from the beerhouse, leaving not a penny behind. Was she to be put into Rowthorn’s place then between them, her and her girls could work the great gardens, for being women’s work all of it, and make a living for themselves and provide all the kitchens need for the Hall.”

“How old are they, Moorman?”

“The youngest is about four, the oldest fourteen or fifteen. No doubt the oldest girl will be taking up with a man soon, but that’s their business.”

It was, Nat admitted. It was not up to him to police the people’s morality. Provided she was not coerced, whatever she got up to was her affair, though no doubt her mother would have some little to say.

“A tidy solution and no need for the Poor Law either. As you say, two birds with one stone. What of old Rowthorn though? What happens to him?”

“Alms-house, my lord?”

“I was not aware we had any.”

“To my knowledge, my lord, we do not. There must be some in the vicinity that we could lay a claim to.”

“No! We are not to dump our old men miles distant and with none to look after them. Has he no kinsfolk?”

“Wife died ten years since, my lord. One daughter who went away. Took up with a soldier and followed the drum, so I am told, nearly twenty years ago. Never heard of since, which is only to be expected. Three sons. One died as a boy, normal sort of thing. One went to sea and is supposed to have died when his ship was lost – he came home once and then was seen no more. The third boy went off to Southampton and sailed on a Guineaman and was last heard of as plump in the pocket and working in a merchant house, too good to have a poor farmer as a father. So Rowthorn is on his own, my lord.”

“Poor old fellow! He cannot stay in the farmhouse. We need that for the person who actually works the land. Have we a cottage empty still? One of the stableyard places?”

“We could put him into one of the little nooks where the lads was used to sleep. He could feed out of the kitchen. He would not be a nuisance there, my lord. Could put a broom into his hands and have him sweep up the yards and keep them tidy, get some use out of him. It will keep a roof over his head, my lord, and we can afford to do that, though I would not wish to see it become a habit for us to bear the burden of the indigent, my lord.”

“Better than to set them on the Poor Law and have to put them into a workhouse, which we would first have to build, Moorman. A pity that we cannot send the elderly away to dwell with their children, provided they have such and still alive, for the duty must surely lie upon them rather than on the lord they happen to work for.”

Moorman agreed but felt that transportation inside the country might be excessive.

“Most are kept by their get, my lord. It is only the few who are left solitary, though I do believe those numbers must increase over the next few years, my lord. We are encouraging all who can to go away, to the North Country or to Go West. They leave their parents behind in almost all cases, my lord, and thus are not available to them in indigent old age.”

It was probably cheaper, Nat decided, to pay for a few elderly than to have the estate overrun by the unemployed young. Either way, there were too many people for the Land to provide for.

The old folk were a nuisance, though not always of their own seeking. Rowthorn as an example had earned too little all of his life to save anything for old age. He had been concerned only to stay alive from one year’s end to the next. Nat had read complaints that ‘the feckless poor’ put nothing away for their desuetude. One kindly vicar had written that every man who did not put ten per cent of his income away each year had only himself to blame if he was poor in old age. These ‘undeserving poor’ should be offered no poor relief, no charity, for it was entirely their own fault that they were starving when unable to work the more.

‘The milk of human kindness’, he murmured, to himself, having no audience to hand.

“Agatha! What are we to do with Rowthorn?”

“Not very much, husband. The poor old man can hardly walk just now. His back aches and his knees creak. He cannot earn his living. We must supply his daily bread, Nat.”

“There is little choice, is there. No children to be discovered and himself unable to keep house now. He must be our responsibility. So, I fear, will be too many others in our villages.”

“They will cost far too much, from any abstract point of view, Nat. Charity is not about cost, it responds to need, I fear. Can we afford not to feed the elderly and the incapable, Nat?”

“I cannot. The old lord did not even notice their existence, I do not doubt, but I do. I cannot turn the blind eye to the needy on my land. I feel guilty to see the poor in London’s streets, where I have no responsibility and can practically do nothing. I am not capable of turning my back on those who actually have a claim upon me.”

“Rightly so, sir! They are ours and we must not deny them. Equally, we should not be lavish in our care for them. They do not have a claim beyond the minimum to keep body and soul together. Brown bread and cheese, certainly. White bread and beef is a different matter.”

“Indeed, ma’am! A quart of skim milk a day is one thing. A pot of cream is another. We must remember that.”

She wondered if he was waxing sardonic, could not see why he should.

“There are too many hinds in the wrong places, Nat. I read that the new manufactories in the North Country are experiencing a shortage of labour while we in the South have bodies idling in the streets and unable to find occupation. The great need is to push people towards those places which can provide the work they need, and which, to be fair, many of them urgently want. The bulk of the idlers will work, if only they can find employment.”

“More are appearing each month as this foolish government pays off ships and disbands regiments, all without thought for anything other than saving money and cutting the Income Tax. They have an effective victorious army and navy. They should be using it to our benefit. They could be opening Africa, conquering China, colonising the whole of the Southern continent. Instead these tiny-minded, short-sighted politicians can only imagine to save tuppence here and a penny there. They lack all vision!”

She was much struck by this exposition, offered her own suggestions.

“The Barbary pirates of North Africa are a menace to the civilised world, my lord. We have the strength now to slap them down, if needs be to extirpate them. Would not that be the course of wisdom?”

“It would indeed, my lady. But this government will stop short of any such bold measures. They are little men and great deeds escape them. I am increasingly glad to have chosen to avoid public life, my dear. I do not believe I could be content at Westminster.”

“No, husband. They are indeed little men, and you are greater far than any of them.”

He sighed and agreed she might well be correct. He had vision which he much feared the politicos lacked.

“What is to be done with the idle hands we see in the villages and in Blandford, Moorman?”

“Sweep them up and transport them, my lord. There is a regiment in the barracks at Dorchester. Put them to work, rounding up all idlers and setting them aboard ship. When they reach Botany Bay, put them out as work gangs in the great fields we are told are to be found there. They may build a new land for Old England, thus becoming useful, my lord.”

“We can hardly transport them without a crime committed first, Moorman. It is not a felony to be unable to find work.”

“It should be, my lord! Every able-bodied man should be busy, earning his daily bread. Not to do so is to set a burden upon other Christian men to feed them, and that amounts, my lord, to dishonestly depriving working men of some part of their own daily bread. I do not labour so that idlers might be fed, my lord. Why should I?”

Nat was sure there must be a satisfactory answer to that question. He was wholly unable to think of one.

“We cannot leave tens of thousands to starve, Moorman, if for no better reason than that they will riot and rise up against us. The French Revolution began with bread riots, a circumstance we should never forget.”

“Perhaps we should arm ourselves, my lord. A hundred of muskets in a strongroom in the Hall might well be wise.”

“Provided we did not lose them, Moorman. If they were taken then we would have armed a strong company of revolutionaries.”

“I cannot believe it will come to that, my lord. I do not think the ordinary people will rise in arms against their lawful masters.”

Moorman did not seem to notice the contradiction in his previous statements.

“I suspect Charles I said those very words, Moorman. We know that Louis XVI could not believe that the revolutionaries were more than an unrepresentative minority. He was sure that the great mass of Frenchmen loved him.”

“Who loveth, chastiseth’, my lord?”

“With the guillotine, Moorman? That is taking ‘spare the rod’ a little far to my mind.”

“It might well be described as enthusiastic, my lord.”

They left the topic, unable to find an answer. The sole possible response was to joke, and then to take such measures as might be necessary from day to day. Starvation was intolerable, and so they must act to avert it by doling out bread and some little of meat. More than that was the responsibility of government and out of their hands.

“I am much tempted to set the idle hands and their families into a marching column, Agatha, with bread wagons at their rear. We could send them north, along the highways for two months until they came to their Promised Land and found employment in the mines and mills.”

“Would there be work for them all? Or housing?”

He did not know. He was sure that the weakest among them would die on the road, unable to walk for two hundred miles or more.

“An emigration ship would make more sense. They could survive five or six weeks across the seas to America. There will be a place for them there, I do not doubt. Not entirely easy to arrange just now in the aftermath of that foolish war, but there are farms in the north of the States that demand much the same skills as our people learn here in Dorset. There is empty land waiting to be taken.”

“Are there not people already in residence, Nat. Red Indians?”

“Primitives who do not use the land properly! They may be ignored. Those who will not or can not use the land to its best have no right to it. They are feckless hunters and wanderers, not proper farmers, and must give way to their betters.”

Considerations of Utility must apply, she agreed. Land and people must be used to their best. Idlers who would not knuckle down to hard labour must give way to those who knew how to work for their living. The whole world over, or so it seemed, history showed that hunters and gatherers had been inevitably supplanted by cultivators. Those who grew crops were superior to those who merely hunted. It was only right that the superior must supplant the inferior.

“The Red Indians must go. Our ways are better than theirs. We can make an acre support a man and his family if need arises, growing their food. The wandering hunter needs a mile and more to keep his kin. They waste land and the better suited must take that land from them. It is the way of Nature. The emigrant ship it is, Nat? How much will it cost? Can we afford it? Can we afford not to?”


Chapter Eight

The decision was taken. The estate would charter a ship of proper size and in good repair and would load all who wished to go, sending them off to the new lands of the States, to the West, over the mountains and out onto the Plains, there to carve out farms of their own.

“It will cost and arm and a leg, my lord!”

“So it will, Moorman. Let it be so. I will not have one of the hell ships, as likely to sink as float, against my name. I am not to drown my emigrants, or starve them either.”

Moorman accepted there had been some unfortunate incidents in previous years, ships that could not reasonably float being overloaded with hundreds of poor emigrants and sinking in the Western Approaches. Others, it was known, had set sail with empty store cupboards, had run out of food for the passengers in mid-Atlantic.

“There are few of the coffin ships left, my lord. Most have sunk already.”

Nat had no comment to make on that offering.

“Discover who may be willing to leave this summer, and hint, none too delicately, that those who will not go will find little charity this winter coming. Those who refuse to look after themselves can hardly complain if I will no longer care for them.”

Moorman thought that was hard, though agreeing it was necessary.

“There are more fellows idling in the street than there are labourers working the farms, my lord. The numbers are out of hand. I had not realised just how many of ours had gone to war, my lord. Now they are back, we have an impossible task dealing with them.”

“Precisely. They must leave again. The wars have been a godsend to us, Moorman, allowing changes to be made on the Land that could not have occurred had all of the young men been present to object. We could not have enclosed had there been a hundred young men willing to riot against us in every village. Now, they are presented with fait accompli. They cannot turn back the clock. No more can we. New times demand new responses. They must go. If that involves us in paying out large sums – well, we created enclosure, this is its last cost, and must be paid.”

That was rational, Moorman agreed. He was not certain that life itself ran on a rational basis, but in this instance it must be forced to.

“What of the old, my lord? We started with considering those such as Rowthorn. We still have no answer there. We cannot send young sons away if their aged parents depend upon them and cannot themselves take ship.”

Nat agreed the elderly would be a problem. They could not be dumped upon emigrant ships to face inevitable hardships and almost certain death.

“We guarantee them an income, Moorman. Granfer and granddam will be given a roof, if they do not have one, rent paid, and will receive bread and milk and meat and coals for the fire until the day they die. It will only be for this one generation, Moorman. The next will have children here who can look after them in their dotage.”

Moorman conceded. It would be costly, but there would be an end to the expenditure. The old folks themselves would almost all be in favour, knowing their children would be better off at far, owning their own land and living well-fed lives.

“I shall pass the word, my lord, and write to Bristol to the shipowners known to us there. It will be possible to hire a well-found ship to come to Poole in late winter so as to bring the emigrants to the new lands in spring of next year.”

“Do so, Moorman. Every man who will go will have coins in his pocket to live upon and keep a family if needs be for a whole year.”

“That might be as many as one hundred men, my lord.”

“Let it be so, Moorman. It is worth paying as much as five thousand pounds to clear the estate of the troublemakers. They may not wish to create unrest, I am not calling them felons, but hungry and idle men are trouble, like it or not. Cheaper to send them away than to rebuild after riot and arson.”

Moorman was forced to agree. The situation as it stood was intolerable, benefitting neither the unemployed nor the employers.

“So it is, my lord. It will be done.”

Nat turned the conversation to a happier theme, enquiring after the building work at Moorman’s cottage, prior to his marriage.

“All in hand, my lord. Almost complete. I am bringing Miss Simmons out to inspect her future home at the end of this week, my lord. Her father and mother are to accompany her, of course.”

They must play propriety, of a certainty. The whole estate would be aware of all the agent did, and would be thoroughly willing to condemn anything out of the ordinary. Moorman must show virtuous, his affianced lady even more so.

“Send a message across when they arrive, Moorman. We must greet the young lady, though knowing her father well, of course.”

It was an act of condescension, greeting a young female so far below them in status, but it was permissible on an estate where both lord and agent were normally resident.

“The decision is made, Agatha. The ship will be chartered, at our expense, and they will sail probably in February, to be offloaded in the States in April at latest. Once there, they will have gold in their pockets and will be on their own. I can do no more for them.”

She assured him he had already done at least as much as could reasonably be expected.

“The groom has come back from the Receiving Office in Dorchester, Nat. We have letters from Lord Alderley, amongst others.”

He took Alderley’s sheets, unfolded them carefully, began to read.

“He has a poor hand, my love. Never easy to decipher his scrawl… Ah, as head of the family I must know his lady is in promising condition, October perhaps. All else is well… He much trusts I have had good fortune in discovering a dower house. His good mother would much wish to join her sister there. No doubt he wants her out of his house. I would if I was him. What else? A degree of unrest in the new towns that proliferate in his part of the world… Riots in the streets – where else would one hold a riot? Militia called out… Valueless. Yeomanry also… Not a lot better. Regular cavalry finally able to clear the streets but an expectation of more trouble to come. Ah, well, it gives him something to write about. We must pursue the dower house, Agatha. I shall speak to Simmons in the morning. I shall ride into Blandford, for the exercise. Will you come?”

She had not ridden in some months, was now able she thought to fancy an excursion.

“Provided I can get into a riding habit, Nat, I shall be pleased to. I am almost back to shape, I find.”

He assured her she was most handsome, with the extra curves of the matron rather than the skinny young girl. She suspected he was being kind.

“A dower house, Mr Simmons. It becomes necessary to find a place for Miss Perry and a respite for Lord Alderley – he would like his mother to take a long break from her home, ideally on the coast, at a substantial distance from him.”

Simmons maintained his lawyer’s gravity of expression while saying that he recalled Lady Alderley’s wedding and her own father’s relief that she was to go far to the north.

“Lady Alderley can become somewhat wearing, I believe, my lord. There is a house, my lord, on the market some few months, not so far from Studland, close to Swanage on the Isle of Purbeck. Not so very far from the estate here, yet not in an ordinary day’s travel, there and back.”

Just sufficiently distant, in fact, that they would see the occupants only rarely. It was not close to Weymouth, but was less than half a day’s travel from the resort town.

“It sounds as if it might be attractive, Mr Simmons. Is there a reason why it has not sold?”

“It has but two acres with it, my lord. Too little to feed the house from, inconveniently large for a garden. The house as well has ten bedrooms, too great for a widow and yet awkward for a family, with the lack of land. There is the question of who would wish to live there, too far distant from Poole for the convenience of a merchant, inadequate for a gentleman, awkward for a widow or spinster lady. It is not especially old, my lord, and is close to the shores, might have been the creation of a gentleman of specialised interests.”

“Oh! I see! Does it have unusually large cellars, Mr Simmons?”

“It does in fact, my lord.”

“How is it priced?”

“Eight hundred guineas, cash in hand, and the vendor glad to see the back of it, my lord.”

“Have you seen it, Simmons?”

The lawyer had not, but, he said in a significant tone, a gentleman known to him was familiar with the property and believed it to be well constructed and in good shape.

“The gentleman is by way of being a client, my lord, and I am not to name him, or to comment on his occupation, but I believe him to have reason to be familiar with the place.”

It sounded attractive. The house had been owned by a smuggler, had been his dwelling and his headquarters, no doubt. He would have had money to keep it in good order but would no longer have a use for it, the Trade having collapsed and never likely to recover in its old form.

“I must see it, naturally, but it sounds attractive, Simmons. Can you make the arrangements?”

It would be done, and quickly.

A week and Nat was sat back in a post chaise, making his way across to Purbeck, through Corfe and around the hills to Studland, keeping to the lower lanes along the coast of Poole Bay rather than the shorter road across the hills. It was a cold, wet day and too good a chance of a horse slipping on the steeper road and coming down with a broken leg.

They passed Studland village, sat above an attractive bay, almost deserted, just a single gentleman with rod and line, sea fishing. There was evidently no commercial presence in the waters of Poole Bay, the local fishermen all going out of the Bay and along the coast.

The house was set a little uphill, back from the shore and sheltered from the westerly winds that were far the most common on the Channel coast.

An agent awaited him in a gig.

“Lord Palfrey? You are very well to time, my lord. Thank you. I am Jonas Paulton, my lord, and am acting on behalf of the owner of Studland House.”

Nat noticed he gave the gentleman no name, confirmation of his probable nature.

“The owner has found it preferable to conduct his business from his dwelling in Poole itself, my lord and is willing to divest himself of this house and the small amount of land that walks with it.”

“A handsome place and much in the modern taste, Mr Paulton. Of ten bedrooms, I believe?”

“It is indeed, my lord. Two have dressing rooms attached. There are servants rooms in the attics, of course. There is a run of cellars as well, all dry, well above water level. The house has a deep well to the rear. It has never yet run dry, my lord.”

“Good. May I take a look inside?”

Large rooms with high ceilings, as was to be expected, and a full set of kitchens and pantries, again as was normal. An hour saw Nat outside again.

“A roof of blue Welsh slates, far preferable to thatch, Mr Paulton. Some two acres of garden, I believe?”

“Land, sir, down to paddock rather than gardens, the current owner having an interest in horses.”

Pack ponies, specifically, Nat presumed, but felt it more tactful not to say.

“Is there water sufficient to turn this into ornamental gardens, Mr Paulton?”

“Barely, my lord. I would think a second well to be necessary for that purpose.”

It was not impossible. Digging a well was a common enough activity and there would be men who made their living from that activity, often cunning in the discovery of springs not too far below ground.

“What of the neighbourhood, Mr Paulton? Would it be easy to locate servants and to purchase in the foodstuffs that the gardens will not produce?”

“Servants certainly, my lord. There is no work locally these days. For deliveries of fresh foods, that would be a matter to be arranged at Corfe village, I suspect, my lord. The presence of even a very few guineas will ensure that to be easily done. There is little of money on Purbeck, my lord.”

“My lawyer, Mr Simmons, will wish to speak with you, Mr Paulton. The business matters will rest in his hands. I am pleased with the house and will instruct him to make the purchase, provided he is content with the price. It is to be the estate’s dower house and there is a pair of ladies who would wish to make an early entry to the premises. Payment, by the way, will be cash down – the old lord and his ways are dead, Mr Paulton.”

“With respect, my lord, I am aware of that. My own master would have had no dealings with the old lord but is honoured to sell to you. I am instructed, my lord, to say that my master is aware of the estate having taken an interest in premises along the quays at Poole…”

And no doubt wanted to know what and why. Nat grinned and nodded.

“There is to be a new venture, Mr Paulton, trading in from the Pacific Ocean, from islands just off the Spanish American coast. The importation of nitrates, mostly to be used as fertiliser for the estate but available to be sold to powder mills if the desire arises. The soil on my estate is poor and needs to be strengthened. Other landowners may wish to buy in as well and may be assured that the price will be low, simply to cover costs, landowners needing to stick together.”

Nitrates sounded less unpleasant than guano. It was an accurate description of the material, even if less than candid.

“Some thousands of tons, one presumes, my lord?”

“Initially, yes, Mr Paulton. The early endeavours will be a pair of old thousand ton ships, making an annual voyage to take advantage of the summer months off the Cape Horn. Should that prove successful, and landowners within reach wishful to purchase as well, then additional ships may be put on the run. I am informed that the guano islands may have millions of tons of the product to hand, that there is a sufficiency for a lifetime of trade. While wheat is high, then there will be a call for fertilisers for the fields.”

“’Where there is muck, there is money’, it might seem, my lord.”

Nat managed a laugh, agreeing with the old adage.

“The trade will also provide employment for the unskilled, of whom there are too many in every town and village, Mr Paulton. I heard it said of the unhandy in the Army that, ‘they were only fit to shovel shit’. Well, sir…”

The agent laughed and agreed it would be literally so.

“Much to be said in favour of such work, sir. Those who can do nothing else will now have  a means of making a living. In many ways, my lord, you become a benefactor to us all. The fields will be richer while the most unfortunate will be able to earn their bread. Both town and country will find a benefit.”

Nat felt that Paulton was laying it on thick, was more concerned to flatter than to state simple truth. He wondered why, then told himself he was a rich man and any commission agent must hope for the opportunity to deprive him of some of his wealth.

“I am, of course, always seeking opportunity to use my money in the immediate area. Mr Paulton. Ours is in many ways a backward county and we should all look for ways in which we may enhance progress. I doubt there is a steam engine in the whole of Dorset, Mr Paulton, and that is a sad state of affairs in this modern age.”

Paulton agreed it must be so. The lack of anything further left Nat to suppose that he could see no immediate means of applying steam to any of his principal’s activities.

“The house will suit our needs, Agatha, and I have closed on it. It must be furnished – there is nothing in any of the rooms – but that can be done quickly enough, I do not doubt.”

She cautioned him not to expect too much of the locality.

“Ten bedrooms and any number of reception rooms downstairs, Nathaniel! That will stretch the capacity of local furniture makers, I cannot doubt. Beds with horsehair mattresses are not to be knocked up overnight. Sideboards, dressers, tables of all sorts, chairs – both upright and easy – bookcases and dressing tables, all must be constructed by skilled artificers, of whom there is no great store in the locality. We are lucky indeed that the New Forest is to hand, with its stores of seasoned oak and the men to work it, but even so, it will take time.”

Moorman agreed, proposing to bring the needs of the estate to the premises of a dozen of the best cabinetmakers and joiners in the south and east of the county, and expecting them to require six months between them to furnish the whole house.

“It is not as if we were in London town, my lord. The call is not present for quantities of the best furnishings. Was I to give an opinion, my lord, it might well be to appoint a housekeeper to the place and give her free hand to make all proper as quickly as possible. She will wish to purchase in the soft furnishings as well, my lord, which would exercise our mere male minds to an unpleasant degree.”

Nat laughed and agreed. He did not know everything a house might need. A housekeeper it must be. It would be, he knew, of little value to consult Agatha on the task – she was undoubtedly clever, but the domestic arts were closed to her.

Saturday came and Miss Simmons with it, introduced to Nat, making a deep curtsey, showing nervous, naturally, but passing muster. She was not a large person, in any way, slender and short and naturally quiet, a dormouse indeed. She was no great beauty, but in no way unattractive and smiled prettily and showed alert.

“A pleasant little girl, Agatha, and eminently forgettable.”

“Within reason bright, Nat, and will do well as the wife to the Agent of the Estate, with the duties that must entail. Her father has ensured she has an education and can show sensibly in conversation. She will listen to the woes and worries of the womenfolk on the estate and will be able to make her mind up which are legitimate and which must be dismissed out of hand. I am not entirely certain I could do that.”

It was necessary to maintain the peace in their two villages. In the absence of an active constable, and with magistrates whose function was more to serve greater needs than the domestic, it fell upon the employers to keep their people in order. The estate was superior to the tenant farmers and the agent was the properest person to deal with the preservation of domestic harmony in its lands. Drunkenly violent husbands, careless fathers, wild sons, loose daughters, all could create unrest and must be brought into some sort of a peaceful existence. An agent with an active wife, alert to the local problems, could scotch riot before it started, with a little of good fortune.

“We must make her a wedding gift, I believe, my lady.”

“We must, sir. Not ungenerous, either. She must be made welcome, be given to understand that we are pleased she has joined our little community. A tea service, I think, Nat. In silver and best porcelain, to be placed on display on a Welsh dresser and seen by all who enter her big kitchen and talked about by her cookmaid and skivvy. It must be known to all, and admired.”

Nat was not at all sure he understood the what and why of that, but he was not to argue with his lady.

“Bought in Dorchester, or should we bring it in from London?”

“Dorchester, definitely! From London would be far too much for an agent’s wife. The county town will be the outside of her ambitions. Rich, and only slightly vulgar, must be our aim in this case. I would wish you to accompany me in the purchase, Nat. It will be known we both had a hand in the gift.”

This was subtle stuff, he suspected, and no doubt of great significance to those who understood it.

All was justified after the wedding, word sweeping through the villages and the Hall that my lord and my lady had thoroughly welcomed the new Mrs Moorman and that she was to be given a curtsey in her own right. The young lady was not to be brushed aside as a mere miss who had stepped up a little – she was to be a figure in their lives. She had barely recovered from the exertions of her honeymoon before the first village goodwives were knocking tentatively on her door to ask for advice and assistance.

Moorman himself was delighted in his wisdom in choosing such a competent young female to share his life.

“A true helpmeet, my lord, and knowing more about the villagers than I do in certain respects. I was not aware of Michael Potter’s habits, my lord, and I feel we must very quickly bring them to an end, and indeed bring his residence with us to its terminus!”

“Mick Potter? Ploughman to Dash, is he not, Moorman? In his twenties, I believe. Not a great drinker and generally a quiet-living sort. He has his own little shanty rather than living with a parent, does he not?”

“That is so, my lord. His old mother died two years since and he fell out with his father and moved out to his own place which he made on the wasteland down by the riverbank, where the soil is so full of rock as to make it valueless as pasture even. I do not doubt he takes a fish or two, and the occasional rabbit, and does us no harm in process. He is a good ploughman and that is all I knew of him, but it would seem he is far too good a friend to some of the younger boys, two of them currently in the habit of visiting him and spending the occasional night in his hut. He habitually keeps a bottle of gin on his shelves and is only too happy to let the boys take a nip or two of gin and water in his company.”

Nat was none too concerned initially. He doubted Potter would do them any great harm, and if they came to like that sort of thing, well, that was their own business while all were willing and quiet about it.

“Two particular friends just now, my lord. Brothers. One aged eight, the other ten.”

“Oh! Oh no! That is not to be allowed. Gallows or transportation, Moorman? Which will go down better with the people?”

“Their mother wants little fuss made, my lord. She thinks that if all came to light then her boys would have a torrid time of it growing up in the village. Hence her taking advice of my lady wife.”

“Bad luck the mother, I much fear, Moorman. Had we still been at war, then I could have arranged for Potter to volunteer to the sea, and never come back no more to the village. Being the halcyon days of peace, that remedy is no longer to hand. Potter must go, no question of that. Boys of that age are not willing friends. They are victims. Had they been fourteen or fifteen, then I could turn a blind eye for them making their own minds up what they might enjoy. But not at eight and ten, Moorman. You must pay him a visit one evening when the boys are in his company. Take him up and bring him to the roundhouse to be presented to the Bench for trial. We shall see him off to Assizes or Quarter Sessions, whichever comes first, and send him on his way. If it remains in the hands of magistrates, then I can beg for transportation.”

Moorman nodded. The Assizes were presided over by a High Court judge on commission of oyer and terminer, and he would hang or transport according to his own preferences. Quarter Sessions were the domain of a bench of selected magistrates, having the same powers as the judge but open more to local persuasion.

“I shall see to him, my lord. I fear me his little games must come to an end.”


Chapter Nine

Potter was not at all happy to be taken up, to be consigned to the Roundhouse. Moorman appeared at his shanty, found him in flagrante delicto with the two brothers and clapped him on the shoulder, announcing his arrest. Potter responded with a well-placed knee, took up his breeches and ran while Moorman still clutched himself on the floor.

Nat was roused out at close to ten o’clock at night, was informed of the flight of the errant ploughman and of the raising of the hue and cry. He swore, silently to himself, and shook his head. The matter had suddenly become serious. From being an unpleasant nuisance, there was now a full-fledged felony with a strong likelihood of a hanging at its end.

“Stables, Wrayford. Send the word to Poole and to Weymouth and Bridport and down the coast. We must also send to Dorchester, the groom then to Salisbury and across to Winchester.”

Potter could not in the nature of things be carrying much, if any, money. Ploughmen simply did not earn more than pennies, particularly out of season. He had run without prior preparation and would soon be hungry. The chances were high that he would be taken up, caught in petty theft in town or village. The need was to ensure that the constables and magistrates had an eye out for him, would recognise him when he came before them.

Every Poor Law master and vicar would be warned of the fugitive, would look for a passing stranger, a single man with no family, claiming a crust and a night’s rest from them.

“Do we know what he has by way of relatives, Mr Moorman? Is there an auntie or uncle at far could give him refuge?”

“There is a mother’s sister who is housekeeper to a place in Christchurch, my lord. I do not know he has ever had contact with her.”

“The messenger to the mayor in Poole must ride off to Christchurch as well. He has no place to go, so might try for even the least chance of a safe harbour.”

It was a nuisance and expensive, and asked for favours that must one day be returned, but the majesty of the law must be upheld, created where it did not exist.

Potter was brought into Blandford in mid-morning, having been taken up at Hamworthy, a big village close to Poole, where he had been caught breaking into the beerhouse in the small hours. The keeper of the premises was an old man, long experienced in the ways of villainy, and he owned a pair of large dogs, well fed and loyal and possessed of a sense of fun. The mastiffs had woken in their kennel to the sound of a window being cracked open and had trotted, silently, to take a view of the situation. One had then gone inside through the back door always kept open for them, the other making his quiet way out onto the village street and into shadows immediately across the road.

A roaring bellow from the old bitch inside had driven Potter into panic-stricken flight back out through the window he had so carefully forced open. He jumped out into the road and found himself on his back, a dripping, slavering set of jaws just inches from his throat. There was  a most intimidating growl as well.

He cried almost silently for help, not daring to speak loud enough to excite the animal on top of him.

The beerhouse keeper roused from his lawful bed, ambled out into the street, grinning.

“Beest thou in need of aid, master?”

“Yes!”

“Well ‘ard bloody luck! Shouldst not ‘ave broke my bloody window, shouldst thee?”

“No.”

“Why didst thou do such a thing?”

“Hungry. Thirsty, too.”

“Foolish, art thou not.”

“Yes. Won’t do it again.”

“No more thou shouldst! Wicked man!”

The commotion had attracted a small crowd, most still in nightshirts, unwilling to rise from their beds in the middle of the night but far too interested in the excitement to miss out. Nothing ever happened in Hamworthy – they could not be absent from the story of the year. The constable felt he should do something.

“Hold onto thine old dogs, Gaffer, and I shall place the villain under arrest.”

“Don’t be bloody daft, old Jarge – he be twice thine size and not half thine age. Let old Molly and Jack keep an eye to ‘im whilst thou leadeth the way to the lock-up.”

The dogs were more than willing to assist, had not had such entertainment in years. Every time they growled their capture jumped and squeaked. He was the best toy ever.

Word reached the Hall of a fugitive villain in early morning and Nat sent a farm cart to collect Potter, well chained and with old Jarge to act as escort. He was locked into the Blandford Roundhouse and under official guard little more than twelve hours after committing his several offences.

“What do we do now, Admiral?”

The Chairman of the Bench knew exactly what happened next.

“He must be brought before me in private hearing and then be sent to trial at the Quarter Sessions at Dorchester, which is the next local court available to hear a felony. He has a whole litany of charges to face and must be dealt with in the High Court of Justice, not a mere magistrates’ court. I shall hear an outline of the charges but not take evidence, the case being outside of my remit. He will be remanded to the County Gaol, there to wait his turn. Five weeks hence, my lord. I shall sit at Quarter Sessions myself. It would be as well if you were to attend, my lord, to familiarise yourself with the task, which must eventually become yours.”

Nat smiled and bowed and said how delighted he must be.

Harvest was coming in as he made his way along the dusty roads to Dorchester, using the carriage and team rather than riding, the occasion being such as to demand a little of formality of dress. Agatha accompanied him, intending to shop in the County Town and take a break from the cares of the big house.

“Market day, I believe, Agatha. Have you coins in your purse?”

She would, she thought, hardly have gone on a shopping expedition without, but it was considerate of him to ask.

“Do you expect to be all day at your court, my lord?”

“Unlikely, my lady. I believe the Admiral must stay here for three or four days, the Sessions normally taking so long to complete. Normally, Potter would have waited his turn, possibly not coming up for trial this year, but allowance is being made for my rank and he is being dealt with quickly so that I can have a direct interest in the business in hand.”

It was very businesslike, but she wondered if it was the way justice should be organised.

Potter was brought forward as first case to be heard that morning.

The magistrates on the bench, almost a dozen of them from all parts of the county, sat and listened with interest as the outline of the case was laid out by the prosecuting constable, much assisted by an attorney sitting as Clerk to the Court. At Assizes all was the province of barristers, but the old Quarter Sessions was neither wholly High Court nor entirely Summary and had its own ways. It was not impossible that different counties had developed their own habits, the Lord Chancellor in London having little interest in them provided they were not outrageous. Too many acquittals would certainly attract Lord Eldon’s attention, but little else would.

Statements were laid before the court, the bulk of the witnesses not attending in person because of the expense and inconvenience. In theory, the defendant could have demanded their presence in order to cross-examine them, but it had been hinted to him that he might not hang if he showed cooperative. The charges were capital, which meant a plea of ‘Guilty’ could not be accepted, there had to be a trial, but it was to be a cursory affair.

The facts about the boys were rapidly elicited and Potter was shown to have unacceptable habits. He was also demonstrated to have attempted theft and to have caused damage to the value of more than one shilling. Finally, he had committed assault and battery upon the person of Mr Moorman, Lord Palfrey’s agent.

The magistrates retired to discuss their verdict.

Guilty on all charges was inevitable. The sole question was that of punishment. Nat was present, though necessarily silent, merely an observer. He was surprised that the disposal of a man’s life was taken so casually.

The Clerk to the Court actually knew the law, could inform them of the range of punishments possible.

“Buggering small boys, Clerk?”

“Death or such lesser punishment as may be appropriate, Admiral. Where there is reason to suppose the offence has been repeated, death is normal.”

“Death, gentlemen?”

There was a chorus of ‘Aye’. No dissenting voice was raised.

“Damage to property to a value in excess of twelve pence?”

“Death, Admiral.”

“Assault upon the person of the Land Agent?”

“With battery, having occasioned actual harm, death, Admiral.”

“Death, gentlemen?”

“Aye.”

“We may ignore the attempted theft, that being less easy to prove in terms of the value of goods. We have three sentences of death. Should the sentence be commuted to transportation? Can we in all conscience send him to Botany Bay or must the supreme sentence be carried out?”

Ten magistrates in a row said they could willingly reprieve a single sentence but not three, each given for a distinct and separate offence. The man Potter was a hardened villain and really must suffer for his pains.

They returned to the courtroom and the Admiral placed the folded black silk square upon his head, the symbolic cap worn by the judge passing the ultimate sentence.

“Ploughman Potter, you shall be taken from this place and at the Sheriff’s convenience shall be led to the gallows and there hanged by the neck until you are dead. May God have mercy on your soul.”

Potter was led away, saying nothing for expecting to be told later that he was reprieved to transportation. He understood there were fields at Botany Bay and ploughmen needed for their cultivation. He was most disappointed at the end of the week to be led out to the public gallows and turned off for the edification of the cheering crowd. He was so upset that he refused to offer final words in which he confessed his sins and begged forgiveness and announced his repentance to the crowd and the scribblers who would write the inevitable pamphlets that would circulate at a penny a go for a week or two until he was forgotten. It did not matter too much, for they had already written the confession and made their line-drawings and had printed the first copies, many of which had been sold to the willing crowd in advance of his death.

“Short but in no way sweet, Agatha. Less than half an hour to dispose of him, and as long to get him to the gallows, no doubt. I am not at all sure I wish to be Chairman of our Bench.”

“You must, Nat. Well, strictly speaking, not you but Lord Palfrey must. Your ceremonial presence is demanded. As much as anything, it announces to the locality that the old Lord of the Manor still has a presence and that to some extent is to our advantage.”

He supposed that to be true, to an extent. It might perhaps be a negative sort of thing – while he was lord of the manor, nobody else could be. The new men from Poole could not exercise authority while he showed himself as the local master.

He wondered to what extent it mattered that the Poole merchants should be kept in their place, exercising almost total authority in their town but insignificant in the countryside, other than on their own few acres. A little thought brought the conclusion that they might not know how to go on in the villages. The old paternalism still held sway in the rural lanes but was wholly absent in the alleys of Poole. They had to observe, and if they were capable, to learn. Their sons would take a full part in the rural polity but they themselves would not.

“Left to their own devices, Agatha, would they dip into their pockets to ensure there was no hunger in the villages? Would they even know of the existence of pockets of famine? We must keep the peace in the countryside, and that demands the rich to play their proper part in the creation of a community. The old lord was remiss in his duties. He was a disgrace. These new men might well be the same, not through arrogant malice but because they are unaware of how they should go on. Ten years from now and they must be granted the respect their place demands. Not this year, however.”

She agreed, cautiously, with the proviso that the Hall must offer a welcome and show the new men the ways of civilised behaviour.

“They have bought the two small estates, those that was used to be the Radcliffes and the Howards, have they not? Is either connected to the dower house we have now purchased?”

“Gould has the Radcliff estate and is, or was, in partnership with the previous owner of the Dower House, I believe, ma’am.”

“That does give a degree of contact in itself, which might be of some value. How old are the gentlemen? Are they of our generation or a previous?”

Nat did not know. He had met neither.

“You cannot pay a call upon them, Nat. It would not be correct. They are sufficiently junior in rank that they must leave cards with us in the first instance and you may then determine whether to invite them to a dinner.”

The rules were strict and it would become known if they were broken, causing displeasure among the community of the genteel.

“Admiral Hammond would expect them to call upon him, being of superior local status. What of Captain Viner? He can be argued to be on a par with them, for expecting some degree of promotion on his father and brother’s death. Was he to pay them a morning visit then he might suggest how they should go on.”

She thought that would be the best solution.

“Captain Viner to propose that they called upon Moorman, to discuss agricultural matters with him – the loan of a plough team or the services of our stud bull or boar – and yourself to bump into them by accident and thus be introduced casually, without breaking any of the rules.”

Captain Viner was only too pleased to assist my lord, knowing he would certainly be rewarded by an invitation to dinner or to accompany my lord to the races or to a horse fair. Being known to keep company with Lord Palfrey would do much for his place in the county and would assist if he was to inherit from his own family, which was a strong possibility, he believed. His sole brother showed every sign of being ‘a confirmed bachelor’, never to produce an heir of his body; while that was sad for ‘poor old George’, it was most pleasing for Captain Viner. He rode out the morning after talking with my lord, visiting both newcomers and making them welcome to the local community.

Both Gould and Pearce, who had bought the Howard lands, were surprised, pleasantly, to receive any visit at all. They were hard-headed men of affairs, merchants of the old port which was renowned as one of the most turbulent in the whole of England. A man who made a fortune in Poole was clever and possessed of the strongest of backbones. Any self-made man must dabble in the verges of criminality – no fortune could be made entirely honestly – but a Poole merchant must have dirtier hands than most and a ruthless desire to rise in the world.

Each knew of Captain Viner – their agents had familiarised themselves with the whole of their new locality – and wondered who he was speaking for. He was not in himself significant, but he was on good terms with everybody who was. He visited Gould first, for no reason other than that he was a mile closer.

“You are most welcome in my house, Captain Viner. Almost the last opportunity to see the old place, for the builders are due in next week. I have a large family, Captain Viner, and am extending to accommodate them all.”

Captain Viner knew nothing of Gould. He was not in the habit of visiting Poole and had no commercial links with that port, or with any other. That Gould intended to bring his family to live in the countryside was no surprise – no wise man, he believed, could ever choose to live in a large town.

“I am not myself yet married, Mr Gould, but I am definitely a friend to the wedded state. I am, as you may know, the younger son to an estate a few miles west of here and my older brother, the natural heir, shows no signs of taking a wife.”

Gould knew all of Captain Viner’s history and could have assured him that his brother would most certainly not change his bachelor status. As such, Captain Viner was of some interest to him – he had three grown daughters of his own, taking girls, he thought, and all bringing some thousands with them and not disliking the notion of eventually playing hostess to two thousand rich acres. Additionally, Gould had a strong suspicion that Captain Viner was little more than Lord Palfrey’s errand-boy on this occasion.

“You might wish to meet my family while you are here, Captain Viner. I think all are present today. Of the grown children, the two young men and all three daughters are in the house, I know. Both of my boys have joined me in the counting house, at their desire. My third son wonders if he might seek his fortune in another fashion – he is only fourteen as yet but is thinking of going West. The two youngest have no ambitions as yet, or have not mentioned them to me.”

“Eight children, sir! You have done well to keep them all.”

“My lady and the ninth died together, Captain Viner. I have not remarried.”

It was difficult to make a come back after so massive an error. Captain Viner chose to say nothing.

The children appeared and made their curtsies and bows, showing themselves to be much as might be expected of any wealthy family – healthy, strong, bright and alert and instantly unmemorable apart from the second elder girl who had been remarkably gifted by nature with a bust that was difficult to forget.

“A fine family, Mr Gould. Do any intend to turn towards an agricultural existence? You have a good eight hundred acres, a substantial amount of land that needs a master.”

“I have an agent appointed, Captain Viner. The Radcliffe family farmed their own acres, set none to rent. I do not know that I will do the same, but I also have no knowledge of setting on a tenant or two. The agent says he can do so for me, but I am unwilling to grant him so much freedom in his role.”

Captain Viner agreed that was a potential problem. His own father had dismissed his long-serving agent just the year previously on discovering that he was taking a greater profit from the acres than the family made.

“Took him to court, my father, did, Mr Gould, despite it making a fuss locally and causing an upset to the agent’s old father. He was fourth son to a local squire and it upset the whole County that the young gentleman was stood in the box. The prosecution was withdrawn in the end, on his making a payment of nearly three thousand pounds, cash, to my father. He has left the country now, I am told, but my father has a distaste for the whole breed of agents as a result.”

Gould had not heard of such a case but assured Captain Viner that his own man would have to get up early in the morning to put any fraud past him.

“I know little as yet of the Land, but I can read a set of accounts with any, Captain Viner.”

“Has your agent spoken with Mr Moorman yet, Mr Gould? My lord’s agent is an outstanding specimen of the sort and will happily work together with his neighbours to the betterment of the whole of the local parishes.”

Such an invitation could only be made with the prior knowledge of my lord. Gould made an immediate acceptance and asked how it should best be done.

“Send a groom across with a message, Mr Gould, a note asking permission to pay a call on Mr Moorman on a particular morning and time and I am sure all could be arranged.”

It would be done, Gould assured him, and he was obliged indeed to him for such a neighbourly act.

Gould much wanted to know how it came about that Captain Viner lived on his own in Blandford, that he did not remain in the family home or instead in lodgings in London. Blandford did not seem an obvious location for an independent young gentleman. It was almost impossible to ask such a question without risk of causing offence.

“I believe you are a magistrate in Blandford, are you not, Captain Viner?”

“I am, sir, and pleased to serve the needs of the Lord Lieutenant. I occupy the little house that came with my mother’s wedding, and once was her own grandmother’s. My father does not wish to sell and it needs a tenant if it is not to fall into disrepair. I grew used to being my own man while I was at the wars and am happy to be alone in solitary splendour rather than living as a younger son in a room in my father’s house. I visit my parents most months and am pleased to be with them, but I cannot play the part of the younger son in dutiful subjugation, Mr Gould.”

The merchant could see that would not come easily to a man who had marched across Spain and then Flanders in the Waterloo campaign.

“I am not one to throw my money away on high living, Mr Gould. London has no appeal to me. I am as happy with a book as walking out in the local heaths. I do not live high and can survive on half-pay and a small amount of prize money picked up on campaign, and, dare I say it, a little of loot as well! My good father makes me an allowance as well and I live comfortably and quietly as a single man.”

“And set an example of good to all in the town, Captain Viner. One must admire your virtues, sir.”

Gould allowed some amaze to colour his voice. He did not know that he had ever spoken to an exemplar of virtue before, was surprised to be doing so now.

Mr Pearce showed much the same on the following day.

“The house ain’t quite what I want, Captain Viner, and will be better for half a dozen rooms added, what is in hand for the coming summer. Mineself and my lady and just the two we have been blessed with, Captain, and that is all there will be now. A son and a daughter, Captain Viner, the one of twenty years and the t’other of just fifteen. My son will succeed me in the firm, and seems much pleased at the thought of so doing. My girl Sybil will be given the larger of the farms on this estate, which comes to five hundred acres and a respectable farmhouse, and an income to go with it which should make her a welcome bride to most families, or so I think.”

That made her a ten thousand pounder, Captain Viner suspected, and an attractive prospect to any of the Dorset squires.

“Thus the one farm to be worked by the agent for the dowry and the remainder to be a Home Farm, Mr Pearce.”

“So I plan, Captain Viner. Hogs and chicken and milch kine and vegetable fields and potatoes to be the bulk. There be a half dozen acres of heathland, waste it might be called, and I shall have bee hives set out there. We shall eat well from our own lands, Captain Viner. Might be as well we can send in a cartload or two to market, pulling in a sufficiency to pay the Poor Rate and make all come out square on the year. My good friend Gould must make a profit on everything he lays his hand to, which may well have left him a richer man than me. I see a need to be comfortable these days, no more than that. I have my money behind me now and can find no desire to make myself wealthier every year. Perhaps my good son will wish to make the firm grow, but I no longer have that desire.”

Pearce was an easy-going man in his later years, or so it seemed to Viner. He said as much to Nat, telling him of all he might expect from the two Poole men.


Chapter Ten

“Two entirely different men, my lord, rather to my surprise. Gould is incapable of relaxation, or so I judge him, and must always be doing. If he is not closing a deal in his counting house then he must be overseeing the rebuilding of his country place or guiding his farmers to a greater profit. He is one who will tell the Grim Reaper to wait his turn, he is too busy to be dying for the next ten minutes.”

Nat was inclined to be in favour of such a man – he would seem to have a sense of priorities.

“Moorman tells me that he has already received a note from Mr Gould, perfectly civil, well expressed, requesting that he might meet him and discuss matters of interest to him tomorrow at ten of the clock. Not a man to waste time.”

“Anything but, my lord. One to respect, I believe. I had expected him to be a coarse money-grubber but found him a man of remarkable ability, and of at least ordinary courtesy. Thinking on it, my lord, he has made himself from nothing and that demands a good deal of intellect and the ability to get on with people of all sorts. One cannot drive a bargain if people are driven away by one’s arrogant ill-manners.”

That was a valid argument, Nat admitted. A successful merchant must be able at least to talk to the great mass of people.

“Not perhaps like these new mill and mine owners who can make a fortune by grinding their people’s noses in the dust. A trading man must be able to do business with his peers. Good point, Captain Viner. I gather you have a liking for the man.”

“A respect, certainly, my lord. It could easily become a friendship. He is not of a sort I have ever come across before, but he is an interesting gentleman.”

That was unexpected. Nat suspected he must think again, must banish his preconceptions. He had been inclined to dismiss Gould before he had met him, no more than a vulgar smuggling man, but Viner evidently saw far more in him.

“A family man, you say, Captain Viner?”

“Eight surviving children, wife dead in her last carrying, as is only too often so, I fear, my lord. Gould evidently has grief for her still, which says something good for the man. His eldest is a son in his early twenties. He and the next boy are working in the family firm. Then come three daughters, grown girls, one most remarkably so, my lord! A boy of fourteen and another pair of girls who are still children. The youngest boy wishes to go West and Gould did not mock him for it, allowed it to be an acceptable ambition, which displays a deal of kindness and tolerance.”

“You paint a picture of a man who might well make a good neighbour, Captain Viner. What of Pearce?”

“A lesser man in every respect, my lord. Gould might be said to be larger than life. Pearce is probably no less able a gentleman, but he has less of vigour about him in every sense. In military terms, my lord, familiar to us both, the difference between the Duke of Wellington and Daddy Hill. Both able generals, and on good terms with each other, but remarkably different men.”

“They are, too, Captain Viner. I met both, saw them more accurately, at a distance, and could only be struck by the differences between them, and the respect they displayed for each other. Hill the kindest of men, Wellington acerbic, to put it mildly. Both respected military men, though Hill is not, I suspect, the equal of the Duke. Did you meet them, Captain Viner?”

“At a great distance, my lord. I had the honour of saluting both. I was smiled at by Daddy Hill and distantly acknowledged by the Duke. I considered myself honoured by both.”

“The Duke came to my wedding. I can only say that I was delighted and honoured indeed, Captain Viner. He is a remarkable man. So! Pearce you will say is able but not to the extraordinary extent of Gould.”

“Just so, my lord.”

“Good. Thank you for the information, Captain Viner. I am to hold a dinner before too long, inviting the more senior of the locality. Yourself, obviously, if you will honour me with your presence. As well Pearce and Gould and which of their offspring? All five of Gould’s adult get, would you say? Pearce’s son? I shall beg the Admiral and daughter to attend, and Mr Denham and Mr Rawle, the ladies of all three. That brings us close to the score of guests, leaving room for more if possible. Could your parents possibly attend, Captain Viner?”

They could and no doubt would be pleased to do. There was room in Captain Viner’s little house for them to remain for a couple of nights and they would no doubt be pleased by the distinction. He would ride across to the Manor next day and discuss the matter with them.

“Your brother, Captain?”

“He tends towards the reclusive, my lord. No doubt he has reason to do so.”

There was no need to say more.

Nat was aware of the various surmises made locally about the brother and saw no need to comment. He wondered in passing how the anomalous situation might affect Captain Viner’s marriageability. Unofficially, he might expect to inherit the family lands, which were not of any vast size but were respectable certainly. But he could hardly set that expectation out as a certainty in negotiation for a young lady’s hand. He stood to walk in, eventually, to an estate of at least two thousand a year, which would attract many a family with five thousands, possibly more, to place in a daughter’s reticule, but not if the inheritance was up in the air, a long way from a certainty. It was not unknown for the most ambivalent of young men to take a wife and manage to concentrate their minds sufficiently to produce a son and heir, possibly with assistance from a friend. Captain Viner’s place in the family mansion was by no means secure.

Mr Gould appeared within the minute of his time, driven in his own carriage, new and with a strong but not flashy team. It was noticeable that he did not drive himself, making no attempt to display mastery of a team as many a gentleman found necessary. His horses were strong and undoubtedly reliable, but were hardly elegant. The grooms showed unimpressed.

“Cocktails, my lord. Crossbred. Working nags, no more. Good for a day in harness, no doubt, but no style.”

Nat had not purchased a team to go with the carriage he had inherited from the old lord. He was quite content to drive post when he went any distance. He knew that his people were not pleased with the decision and expected him to buy a team of blood horses to add to his prestige and theirs. They were to be disappointed, he feared.

“Sensible horses for a sensible man, Joseph Groom. Mr Gould is not one of these foolish young lordlings who must drive at vast speeds to go nowhere in particular. Blood horses are a waste of money, for being fragile beasts, always liable to break down. I had rather drive at a convenient twelve miles an hour than dash at sixteen with a chance of not getting there.”

Nat made his way quietly down to the estate office, found Gould in conversation with Moorman, discussing hogs, it transpired.

“We are talking of swine, my lord. A good use for poor land, of which both our estates have too much still. I believe we can assist each other, my lord.”

“Excellent, Moorman. Mr Gould, how do you do? A pleasure to meet you in the way of business. Captain Viner mentioned that you have it in mind to bring your estate round. Has Moorman said that we expect to bring in guano by the thousands of tons starting from next year?”

“He has not, my lord, and I do not know what it is.”

“A fertiliser, one of the best for the soil. Bird droppings, compacted over hundreds, possibly thousands of years. Full of nitrates, which are the best of strengtheners for a weak sandy soil such as ours. They come from islands off the south western shores of the Spanish Americas, dug up and bagged, jute sacking at one hundred and forty pounds weight, the same as flour, sixteen bags to the ton. We have taken a pair of old East Indiamen of the smaller sort, to carry two thousand tons between them at a voyage. Passing Cape Horn to the west in early summer, when the winds are at their least, returning in the autumn, avoiding the southern winter as is wisest. Price to my neighbours will simply be cost. Others may make me a profit. At least one half will go to my own acres.”

Nat was certain Captain Viner had mentioned guano to Gould in their conversation. Evidently he was being given the opportunity to contradict himself. That was sensible if there was a possibility he was seeking to cozen Gould. Presumably Gould trusted no man – which might be wise for a man who had traded out of Poole.

“I am certain my agent, when I hire such, will be interested, my lord. The soil here is weak, or so I am told. I am also told that the Palfrey estate is clearing the gorse from its sheepwalk, my lord.”

“Hopefully, Mr Gould, the land will cease to be sheepwalk within a few years. I am inclined to doubt the future of sheep, you know, sir. Sheep have been taken to Botany Bay and are thriving there. They inhabit the Cape of Good Hope in their tens of thousands. South America also has huge flocks. The States have a good few, I am told. That being the case, a decade at most will see fleeces coming into England by the hundred thousand.”

“Possibly by the million, sir. There will be a call for sheepmeat, perhaps, but pork and beef will be equally in demand and just as easy to produce. Sheep are a dubious investment, my lord.”

“Exactly so, Mr Gould. Wiser therefore to turn sheepwalk into good pasture, suitable for dairy cattle, they being a little more profitable than beef. If at the same time we can turn existing pasturelands into arable, then we shall gain even more. Mr Moorman is bringing wagonloads of peat up from the river as often as can be arranged and having that ploughed in to our fields. I do not know what the success is, Moorman?”

“Worth the effort, my lord. Dash is using peat the most and says his vegetable fields are richer than ever previously and his cereal crop is worth another twenty pounds a year to him from the same acres. He has asked me to set another wagon to the peats, my lord. Others, though not all, of the tenantry have examined his fields and wish to be equally favoured. Our difficulty is that the peat deposit is but small and we shall have worked it out inside another five years.”

“Sedgemoor?”

“The transport will be costly, my lord. From the peat hags to the north coast, then by sea around to Poole, then wagons again. I suspect, my lord, we might be better advised to buy from the west coast of Ireland, around the River Shannon where it might be practical to load from hag by hand barrow to small coaster and then directly around the shores to Poole and the River Piddle, thus into our wagons.”

“Will you go to Ireland yourself or do you wish to send a man of ours, Moorman?”

Gould interrupted, politely.

“My elder boy, Graham, could do that, my lord. It will be good for him to go off on his own, without me to hold his hand, to examine costs and prices and see what can be done and how. If it is possible, then I will wish to buy some of the product for my own lands, so it makes sense to me to be involved. I think he is capable and he definitely needs be his own man for a few months. I am sure I overwhelm him, by no intent, merely because of my nature. He needs stand on his own feet – he is well capable, I believe, but I am a busy, managing sort of fellow, and he besides has a natural respect for his father.”

“I hope I may do the same, twenty years from now, Mr Gould, setting my boy free of me, but Thomas is still yet a babe in arms. Bid your son keep a proper accounting so that I pay my share of the costs, Mr Gould. I shall be most pleased to work with you in this endeavour.”

They shook hands, Nat aware that as far as Gould was concerned they had a contract, one that he would not break. Gould evidently felt they could relax a little, business completed and the two in some way partners.

“What was this business with your ploughman, my lord?”

“Damned fool! Was much too involved with a pair of small boys – brothers, no more than eight and ten years old. Their mother did not like it much and complained to me, as was her right. I had Moorman take him up with the intent of sending him off to Botany Bay, where he could do no harm to any child. If possible, I wished to avoid putting him in front of a judge, it being impossible to guarantee that any judge will behave sensibly and predictably. In any case, half of the judges at least are buggers in their spare time so there is no telling what they might do.”

Gould nodded gravely. There was no need to persuade any Poole man of the erratic behaviour of judges.

“Unreliable sorts, judges, my lord. Not like magistrates who can be bought properly and deliver as they should. Judges often will not take your money and the rest as like as not do not deliver when they have. Untrustworthy, in the extreme, my lord!”

Nat kept an unmoved countenance. It was not a problem he had ever faced but he was much of the opinion that any man should deliver services he had been paid for. If one took a bribe, then one was morally bound to provide as laid down in the agreement.

“Too often political, as well, or so I am told, Mr Gould. I have no use for a judge who clings to a political party. One should look for a judge to be neutral in such matters. Still, they are of slight importance to me. Potter the ploughman is the first case this year that has had to go to the High Court from my lands, so judges are not my first concern.”

“Nor mine these days, my lord. I have retired from trades that might have brought me close to the courts. Strictly lawful, these days.”

“Wiser, I believe, Mr Gould when one holds lands and is necessarily visible. I dwell in the big house and all I do is public knowledge, often matters that I would far prefer kept private. I know for example that only a few months ago I discussed provision for the old lord’s bastards, of whom there are a damned sight too many! Not a week later I was congratulated by a fellow-member of the bench for dealing with a local scandal, well before I had actually taken my planned action.”

Gould found that funny, fought for a straight face.

“I will say, my lord, that when I asked about of your character I was informed that you had shown honest in the matter of the Palfrey by-blows, which was much appreciated locally. I was also informed that the maids in service at the Hall had nothing to fear from you, which again was a good thing in local eyes. As you say, there is no privacy for those of us who have made ourselves visible.”

Nat had not realised quite how much he was watched. Considering the point, he supposed there was little to talk about in a quiet corner of the countryside, so the big house must supply the local interest. He must take pains to ensure it never became scandal.

“Captain Viner, my lord. He has no lands of his own and little of practical activity?”

“No. You must be aware of his position in the family?”

“An elder brother who is heir and can at kindest be called a milksop, my lord. He is not particularly healthy and strong, never has been, and has inclinations that make him fitter company for your late ploughman than for a wife.”

“So I understood, Mr Gould. He seems likely to live another forty years, however, leaving Viner up in the air, neither one thing nor the other, not heir nor younger son.”

“Precisely, my lord. Unfortunate indeed. I presume Captain Viner is still willing to live an easy life after his hard years of campaigning. He must eventually become bored by his placid existence, I fear. A strong man, I would say, and one who might make a good husband to one of my girls. A step up in the world, into the squirearchy, and not unwelcome to me, my lord.”

Nat agreed. Provided only that Captain Viner actually became squire, then it would be a sensible marriage. Additionally, Viner was a reasonably able man, might be of value to a new family.

“He could well take a seat, Mr Gould. He would show able in Parliament and be of use to us in this locality. Was he to sit with the Whigs, then he would have a voice on that side while I could be heard among the Tories. Whichever happened to be in government, we could be placed to whisper in the right ears.”

Gould had never considered the national stage, had always been content to be a big fish in his local pond. The possibility of spreading his wings appealed.

“Captain Viner has been thought to be showing an interest in Admiral Hammond’s daughter, but there is no sign of any great love affair. I think it is more the case there is no other eligible female in our area. That is changed now, of course. Do you think that between us we might point him in your direction, Mr Gould?”

“Why not, my lord? My first and second daughters both commented that he was a fine figure of a man, though my third, at sixteen, thought he was very old.”

Nat was entertained, accepting that at nearly twice the girl’s age, so was he.

“I think Viner is five years my junior, Mr Gould. I did not realise I was a greybeard.”

Gould was equally amused, and twenty years older, he accepted he was getting long in the tooth.

“Do you have it in mind to buy more land, my lord?”

“No. I cannot see making any great profit from the Land, Mr Gould. I wish to keep my capital in investments, much of it in the North Country. A secure income means I can spend on this estate and build it into respectability, but I have no intent of becoming a greater landowner. Something like eight thousand acres just now, and it returns little more than five shillings an acre on average!”

Gould shook his head. That was shockingly low.

“I had thought you might be doing better than that, my lord, for being well-established. My own eight hundred or so acres return little more, but they have been neglected these past years. I did not appreciate that yours was the same.”

“The old lord was a fool, Mr Gould. A spendthrift who knew his rights and had never heard of duty. Ten years and I intend this land to be worth a pound an acre. Twenty and it may double that figure, provided I can get rid of the bulk of the people.”

“Aye, I can see that, my lord. Have you space on this emigrant ship of yours?”

“Not this year, Mr Gould. I have filled every berth, by dint of encouraging those who are going to bring aboard cousins and such from other estates of the county. It is to cost me a mint, but well worth the effort and expenditure. Can you send a convoy north perhaps, sir?”

Gould showed a literal mind, somewhat to Nat’s surprise.

“A half a dozen of small ships, heading up to the East Coast? Dropping a hundred hinds off at Newcastle, there to work in pits and foundries and never come back no more?”

Nat had thought more of wagons but could see that a Poole man would be of a nautical persuasion.

“It would make good sense, Mr Gould.”

“So it would, my lord. I shall send my second boy North within the week, to discover the practicalities. If he can find a coal mine or foundry short of workers, then we can arrange all most conveniently. We might, in fact, manage a regular recruitment for such a case…”

It smacked just a little of slave-trading, required a stronger stomach than Nat possessed, but there was a logic to the process. There was work in the North Country. The army and navy had both recruited far more from the South than the North, and the bodies they were turning away were returning to their old home areas and finding nothing for them there. Correcting their location was very much to the benefit of all. The unemployed would find work. The Poor Law would no longer be stretched to provide the basics of life to the unfortunate. Riot would cease. Quite possibly farm wages would rise without the surplus of unemployed to pressure them down.

The gains would be enormous. Nat rapidly swallowed his scruples.

“Free transport to a place of work, Mr Gould. A few pennies in their pockets to rent a roof over their heads and buy a first month’s food.”

“A written contract, my lord, signed and witnessed and committing them not to return this next ten years. They might wish to come back on a visit after that but should be committed by then to their new places.”

They shook hands again, local worthies making their area more secure.

“May I call on my old friend Pearce, my lord? I could suggest to him that we would all gain by him visiting Mr Moorman at this time tomorrow?”

Nat agreed that to be an excellent notion.

Pearce showed himself a far more subdued gentleman, quieter and apologetic for being found in my lord’s estate office.

“I thought to discuss matters of farming, my lord, of which I am uncertain, naturally. I did not mean to intrude.”

“As a neighbour, Mr Pearce, you cannot do so. The estates run together and so must have mutual interests. Have you discussed guano and peat, Mr Pearce?”

He had not but believed that Captain Viner – so courteous a young gentleman – had mentioned both.

“My prime interest, my lord, was to talk population with Mr Moorman. I understand you have hired an emigrant ship to remove the excess of bodies from your villages and wondered just how you had gone about the process. Particularly, my lord, how does one dispose of the people at the other end?”

Nat shook his head.

“One does not, Mr Pearce. They are free-born men. A great many of them have served as sailors or soldiers and must be used to looking after themselves. Take them to a safe haven, place money in their pockets and point them ashore, sir. Our responsibility ends with the first step they take onto dry land.”

It was harsh, Mr Pearce feared, yet that was the way of life. He was not to hold the hands of grown men. By sending them across the seas at his own expense he believed he was being more generous than most.

“You are indeed correct, my lord. I shall set about chartering a vessel at soonest. It will be costly, more indeed than I wish to lay out, but it must be done, for their benefit as much as mine.”

“You are correct, Mr Pearce. They may not believe so, but you are their benefactor. They cannot prosper on these shores and so must go to others where there is opportunity. America or Canada, or South Africa, even far Botany Bay – all offer land to men who will work it. We can do no better than to place men’s feet upon free soil which they may turn into profitable farms. Remaining in England, what does life offer them?”

Nat thought the question rhetorical but Pearce chose to give an answer.

“Poverty and misery, my lord. No hope of a living, no chance of a wife. Overseas, they may prosper and marry and enjoy an existence on their own land. Here, occasional labour at harvest and spring sowing will fill their bellies for no more than half the year. For the rest, they must beg. They will have no safe roof of their own. Old age will see them truly miserable – solitary and hungry. They must go. One might almost say a pity they were ever born, poor souls.”

That last was a fraction impious even for Nat, who believed himself to be a free-thinker. It was difficult to disagree, however.


Chapter Eleven

“Highly successful, I believe, Agatha!”

“A rare entertainment and one that will remain in the memories of all present, Nat. Five and twenty guests – we sat twenty-seven to table, a banquet as far as the bulk of our guests were concerned. The food was, though I say it as hostess, outstanding. Michel excelled himself.”

“He did indeed, my love. I must speak to him, give him my thanks and ask him exactly what those little appetisers were with which he started the meal. They were outstanding!”

“Remarkable indeed. A soup that was of the best, then lobster cooked to perfection. Beef, as is mandatory in England, tender and full of flavour, and a selection of a dozen vegetables. Sweets that can only be described as remarkable, in the old English tastes yet new to me. I must beg of him to produce them for our own dinner on occasion. I think, Nat, that our dinner will be the topic of many a conversation in local houses over the coming month or two.”

“Hopefully so, Agatha. We are to be the leading figures of this part of the world, and if folk will boast of having eaten one of our dinners, then that is all to the good.”

They agreed, turning indoors from the front steps where they had waved the final carriage farewell.

“A good moon and the road recently remade. All should reach their homes safely.”

Nat turned to the butler, still ready to serve, as was correct.

“An excellent selection of wines, Wrayford. You did well this evening.”

Wrayford bowed, pleased with the performance his people had achieved. His own place as the leading manservant of the eastern part of the county had been reinforced by the evening. He did not doubt that his advice would be sought by lesser figures wishing to show well during the coming months.

“Did you observe Captain Viner, Nat?”

“In close company with the Goulds, was he not? I know Gould himself wishes to tie him up with one of his girls, thinks he will make a valuable satellite.”

“I thought that must be so. Poor Viner! He enjoys the company of the eldest daughter, but the second girl has attributes that draw his eye unfailingly! I am sure he is at a loss to decide which to pursue!”

“Understandable. The girl is remarkably gifted.”

“Poor lass! She will suffer backache by the time she is forty!”

It was a practical observation, one that might not have occurred to Nat.

“What of the Admiral’s daughter, Agatha? Was she not thought to be attached to Viner?”

“Did you not see, sir? Close indeed to Pearce’s son when they could get together after the meal.”

“Excellent. No broken hearts to offer complications in the town! Did you speak much to Viner’s parents?”

“I did, intentionally, Nat. They are rather ordinary folk, but well conscious of the virtues of the one son and the lack of such in the other. Difficult indeed for them. I have a degree of pity there.”

“A difficulty for them. Even more so for Captain Viner, of course. I cannot imagine that Gould will let a daughter go to Viner in the current state of his affairs.”

The difficulty solved itself, Viner unexpectedly becoming heir to his parents that very week. He paid a call on Nat to inform him that he was to move away from Blandford.

“To the parental home in fact, my lord. Not as had been planned by any of us. My parents returned home only to discover my brother had perished. Found dead in his bed. His man surprised that he was not moving by eleven in the morning, venturing into his bedroom and finding him blue in the face, some hours dead, cold already. The doctor brought in and unable to give a cause, suggesting possibly a wasp sting in the throat, or a bee perhaps, the throat swollen and the air passage blocked by inflammation. Not a robust fellow, my brother, and his heart failing under the strain, perhaps. An inquest held – not something my parents will have wished for, most demeaning – and the crowner giving misadventure, my lord. I am to move into the heir’s wing of the house, my lord.”

Nat could only be amazed at such a convenient taking off.

“How very unpleasant for your parents, Captain Viner. Please send my proper wishes to them, so sad an event! I suspect you can only be glad, on balance, Captain Viner. Will you pay a call at the Goulds next?”

“Do you think I should, my lord?”

“I do not know, Captain Viner. I am quite certain you would be welcome. Do you wish to do so?”

“I much enjoy the company of Miss Gould, my lord. I believe it would be no hardship to take her to wife, in fact. The problem is that her sister, Miss Catherine, is a remarkable female for her looks…”

“I might have said that the dear girl is possessed of quite the most remarkable chest I have ever seen, Captain Viner. I can but say that given a pair of children then her centre of gravity may be significantly modified.”

Viner showed blank for a few seconds, worked out Nat’s meaning, burst into an incredulous roar of laughter, the old military ways returning. The mess on campaign had been full of such jokes, not however to be heard in civilian life.

“One must not say such things, my lord, but, do you know, I much fear you are right! Oh dear!”

Viner mopped his eyes, shook his head, made his farewells and left, still sniggering. He returned next day to announce his betrothal to the oldest girl, Mr Gould having proved most welcoming.

“He had in fact already heard of my family’s tragedy, my lord, hoped when he saw me that I had come to him with a proposal.”

Nat was glad to hear that, made no comment at all on the good fortune that had allowed Mr Gould to hear almost before anybody else.

Agatha was present, offered her best congratulations, was delighted to think both parties had done so well.

“A handsome and clever girl, Captain Viner, and will make a fine bride, I doubt not. We must all be glad that the families are to be united and the Goulds made a part of our community.”

Viner left, all smiles. Agatha showed far less delighted as she turned to Nat afterwards.

“Do you think Gould did it, Nat?”

“Killed him? Not in person. We know he was in this locality at the time. Paid for it? A strong probability. He wants Viner as an anchor to this part of the world and he is a ruthless gentleman, or so I suspect.”

“It does seem remarkably fortunate for both parties, Nat, and I cannot believe that Captain Viner will be much grieved. Happening as well when the family are all away and cannot thus be regarded with any suspicion…”

“In fact, those who most benefit from the young man’s premature decease are certainly well clear of the scene. That they should be so innocent is almost suspicious in itself.”

“Yet the body did not show signs of manual strangulation, or none mentioned at the inquest. How might he have been killed if it was not simply the rarest of accidents?”

“I do not know, Agatha. I have no knowledge of subtle poisons, am no Lucrezia Borgia to kill from hiding, all unsuspected. It does not strike me as typical of Gould, from the little I know of him. That one is not a stabber of backs. But, of course, that is not to say that he could not have hired a villain who is such. I do not know and will not voice suspicions aloud. The dead man is no loss to his family or to the wider world. He is dead and buried. Let him be forgotten.”

“I never knew him in life. In death he may be forgotten. Captain Viner is a friend to us and so will be Mr Gould. Should we speak to the Lord Lieutenant, do you think, Nat? A baronetcy might be a sensible response to so rich a man joining the ranks of the County.”

A groom rode into Dorchester with a note requesting a few minutes of the Lord Lieutenant’s time at his convenience. Lord Palfrey would happily drive into Dorchester at the Earl’s bidding.

Two days saw Nat in the carriage again, presenting himself to audience with the great man, as he believed Earl Digby to regard himself.

“Lord Palfrey, a pleasure indeed!”

“Very much so, my lord. I am glad to be here. I am fast coming to feel at home here in Dorset and expect to spend the bulk of my days in the county now. The estate is slowly becoming more the thing and we have been able to reduce the number of undeserving poor to a reasonable level. There will always be some few who claim the Poor Law through no fault of their own but we have reduced the number quite remarkably.”

“Emigrant ships, I believe, Lord Palfrey. Wise indeed, but not, I suspect, inexpensive.”

“Anything but, my lord! But, in the long view, worthwhile. Our good friend Mr Gould has also worked to aid us in this matter, sending idle hands north to Newcastle in some number. Removing the idle serves to calm the whole countryside, we have found. Fewer poachers as well as an end to riot and arson. It is Mr Gould, in fact, who has occasioned me to come begging of your valuable services, my lord.”

“A Poole merchant, involved in the trade to the Guinea Coast and probably up to his neck in smuggling, or so my informants insist, Lord Palfrey.”

“I do not doubt he was, my lord. I am certain he is no more in the smuggling business. Trading to the Guinea Coast, on a wholly lawful basis, is probably a major activity. He is not into black ivory, my lord. I am certain he brings in quantities of gold dust and of the valuable palm oil. He has also now purchased an estate which he is bringing round, as well as building a substantial manor house. He is a valuable man, my lord, and a force for stability. He is in process of marrying a daughter into the Viners, a most respectable family, and will be seeking other alliances inside the County. He will likely purchase more land.”

Earl Digby assimilated this information, joining together the unsaid links.

“He will soon be in a position to elect a Member or two, you believe, my lord?”

“Just so, my lord. I suspect we shall be well advised to bring him into our circles. I am cultivating him, I will admit. He is an able man and could be of great value to those of us working for stability in the county.”

Unsaid was that if he was offended, he could be a thorough-going menace.

“What do you suggest, Lord Palfrey?”

“A baronetcy, my lord. Not paid for but gratis, offered in recognition of his importance to the good governance of the shire.”

The Lord Lieutenant could always deliver a knighthood to favoured landholders in his county, and could often manage to have lesser folk honoured, though he might have to argue long with the Lord Chancellor in such cases. Baronetcies were less easy to obtain and it was generally the case that they were not available too frequently. If Earl Digby laid hands on a baronetcy for Mr Gould then it might be five years before he could deliver the same to another favourite.

It was a matter of weighing up the net benefits, of deciding just what gains would come from looking after Mr Gould.

Gould himself was rich, and would be grateful, of a certainty. So, of course, would any other beneficiary of the Lord Lieutenant’s bounty.

More importantly, Lord Palfrey was showing himself as Gould’s patron and must be relied upon to show gratitude for Gould’s title. Palfrey was immensely rich and still young, would be available for several decades and with contacts in London of great potential value. Add to that, there was the question of the rambunctious townsfolk of Poole. No doubt Gould do could much to calm that wild sea port, provided only he had reason to do so.

The calculations took seconds, Earl Digby being an alert political gentleman.

“Your judgement must suffice for me, my lord. You believe there is a gain to good government in our county by making Mr Gould into a hereditary title. I am not to argue with you, my lord. I shall be in Westminster next week, in fact, and will be able to talk to the proper people. I would expect to have news for you within the month, my lord.”

“That would be prior to the daughter’s wedding, my lord, and no doubt most welcome to Captain Viner and his family.”

That was a calculation that had escaped the Lord Lieutenant. The Viners were not a major family in themselves, but were well placed in the west of the county, influential in the squirearchy there. The family lands had half of a Member, the Lord Lieutenant knew, normally returned a not so bright agricultural Tory, harmless to all and obedient to the government. It was as well to maintain that state of affairs, to keep the family sweet.

“A very good point, my lord. One that had escaped me, I shall admit. A worthwhile family, the Viners. They have gained a little, regained one might say, of respectability just recently, I believe.”

“The death of the heir, my lord? A great pity, but one can only suggest that was of some considerable value to the family and to the whole neighbourhood. It is peculiar, but even the best of families can throw up, shall we say, the occasional wild card. That particular gentleman has gone the way of all flesh and left the world a better place for his passing. A pity, but such things happen. Just how they happen, of course, is not for us to enquire. The ways of Providence can be mysterious, my lord.”

Earl Digby was instantly convinced that Nat had arranged a convenient killing. He had no particular objection to that course, trusted he had done the job efficiently and leaving no untidy loose ends. He had had years as a military man, the Lord Lieutenant reflected, making his way from the lowest of places to field rank. That predicated an able and sometimes ruthless gentleman. To rise from militia private to major in a fashionable regiment was an achievement available only to the most resolute, and clever, of men. The Iron Duke had attended his wedding, purely as a gesture of respect, one soldier to another. That was an honour few could claim.

“I believe, Lord Palfrey, that there is much to be said in favour of settling Mr Gould in his estate and in a proper way of going on. I do not doubt that given a few years of service to the County, more might be possible. An increased landholding along the coast, perhaps, where he could influence the fishing and sea-going communities…”

“I shall speak long with Mr Gould, my lord. He might need to be brought to an understanding of the possibilities for his future. I am sure I would be pleased to stand at his side on entry to the Upper House in fifteen or twenty years, or possibly to sponsor his older boy, who is a remarkably level-headed young gentleman and certain to be of the greatest utility in the County.”

“Excellent! I believe we have an understanding, Lord Palfrey. I do not know if you have an enlargement, shall we say, of your honours in mind eventually?”

“Viscountcy, my lord? It could not be unwelcome, obviously, but is not something to which I shall bend my endeavours. The barony is old and must perhaps be restored somewhat in glory before I might consider any step up in our world. I have much to live down, you know, my lord.”

It was regrettably true, Digby agreed.

“I think, however, my lord, we all know you to be a very different man from your predecessor. I am rather glad you inherited, rather than Lord Alderley, as had seemed likely.”

“He has become a far steadier gentleman, my lord. No longer to be found at the Pavilion, which must be in his favour.”

The Lord Lieutenant scowled.

“One can only be glad, my lord, that the tasteless vulgarity of the Pavilion was built at Brighton, not, as was once feared, at Weymouth. I am glad indeed that our genteel town was discovered to be too far distant from London’s pleasures!”

“What an appalling prospect, my lord! Was it truly considered?”

“It was, my lord. His Majesty the King much enjoyed his retreats to Weymouth, had an affection for the town, and was believed to have suggested to his eldest son that he might enjoy its air of respectability.”

Both considered that and shook their heads. The respectable and Prinny did not mix.

“I must pay the town a visit, my lord. I have been busy on my lands and have not familiarised myself with the county as I should.”

“I understand you have purchased at Studland, my lord?”

“A dower house essentially, my lord. There are females of the family who have a right to a comfortable retirement, and my lady is younger than me by some years, will most likely be widowed in the nature of things. A handsome house and a pleasant location.”

“I agree, my lord, and one that will benefit from a calming influence, I do not doubt.”

Nat laughed and suggested that the days of smuggling were over.

“The Navy has nothing better to do with its days than to bring peace to the Narrow Seas, my lord. They tell me there are one hundred of small craft prowling the waters of the Channel now, seeking smugglers and their sole opportunity of prize money. We have one or two retired captains in the county who have made themselves wealthy from prizes, I believe. Men younger than them have no such chance now.”

It was very true, the Lord Lieutenant regretted. There were naval men of large fortune and no breeding at all to be found not so far from the Palfrey lands. It was not as a rational man might desire and he gave them no countenance at all.

“They might be cherished in London, my lord, but they will not be clasped to my bosom!”

Nat smiled his kindest, suggested they might eventually be permitted to play their proper part in the County.

“Let them settle in, my lord, and display their virtues, or lack of them. No doubt they will play their proper part in local lives, or simply disappear from the locality. If they are known on the national scene, as one might describe it, my lord, then they will not be frequently in our company.”

They parted on the best of terms, the Lord Lieutenant becoming aware that if Lord Palfrey was to cherish Mr Gould then he did not need to. Earl Digby had better things to do than to encourage the pretensions of a damned Poole smuggling man, but accepted that the fellow was too rich to simply ignore. Palfrey could save him a lot of unpleasant bother.

“He will do it, Agatha. I will hope to hear of Sir Somebody Gould Bart within a very few weeks. Do you know what his name may be?”

She did not. She hoped it might not be outlandish.

“There are many of the local names still inherited from the Puritan days, Nat. There are no few of Ebenezers and such in the villages.”

“His eldest boy is Graham – that is Scottish, is it not?”

“It might be that the family came south some years since, Nat. Also a possibility is that he simply wished to achieve a degree of commonplace respectability. If he transpires to be Sword-Of-The-Lord-And-Gideon Gould, then we might have some entertainment, Nat.”

“I soldiered with a lieutenant – from the ranks – who was known as Godby. I believe he was actually God-Be-With-Thee-In-All-Thy-Doings – a Norfolk man, from the fenland where there are still a few of Puritan families.”

She had heard the name though had never met a possessor, was immediately filled with curiosity.

“How did such a one end up as a soldier, Nat? One might expect him to be far too respectable for a red coat.”

“I believe it was the old story, my love. Running fast in front of a shotgun, and him no more than fifteen, though well grown for the age. I understand that he made the barracks at Norwich just in time to save himself, though no doubt the tale grew in the telling. I gather she was the squire’s daughter and no better than she should be and he was by no means the first to amuse himself there. She had given many a young man an education, so he said, and he was merely the unlucky one to be caught.”

“Silly girl! All most amusing, Nat, but one wonders what might have happened to her.”

He shrugged. His comrade in arms had never been home again to discover.

“Died at the taking of Badajoz, did Godby. Many another young man as well. That was a bad business but it saw me up to my captaincy. No other way up for the likes of he and I, Agatha. In the front and prominent in the breach or stay as a lieutenant until war’s end and be left as a gentleman with no money to support the pretension. Very wise of the Army to commission men from the ranks as it did so frequently. We were proud to be there, in almost every case, and left with no alternative other than to be fierce fighting soldiers. As a captain or greater, the opportunity was there to go out to India – always a chance to exchange with a man who had no wish to go – and there to join John Company’s people. A salary sufficient to live on, and a pension, or the opportunity to rise further as a civilian employee, possibly putting together a small fortune. The Army gained greatly from its rankers, though only in wartime, of course.”

“Did all benefit as you did, Nat?”

She was fascinated, had been unable to persuade him to talk about his years at war, wanted very much to know more of him, of his proud past.

“No. At least a half of those who rose from the ranks took to the bottle. It was not easy, joining a mess as a sergeant who had been lucky in battle. There were many officers who gave one the cold-shoulder. Even more, however, who offered an honest welcome, if one showed well. I was lucky in the Cheshires, unlikely as it might seem. They are a fashionable regiment but with a fighting history. They looked after me, particularly in Spain, and gave me the chance to shine.”

“And you took those chances.”

“I wanted to rise in the world. I had the notion that my father had been a gentleman and I should fight my way back to the status I had lost. I said nothing of my ambitions, but when the chances arose, I took them. I gained a name as a fire-eater. When the call came for a Forlorn Hope at Badajoz, I was one of several to put my name forward, and was accepted, as was poor old Godby. We went in through that goddamned breach – at least, I did. He stayed there. Then it was into the castle and out into the town and trying to make order from the sack. That was a vicious bloody business if ever there was! No point telling all I saw there. I have done my damnedest to forget it. I was made captain and was well-regarded from then onwards.”

“You did not go to India.”

“No. I could live on my pay when on campaign – no great mess bills and a little of loot in my pocket. The Colonel asked me to stay for a year when we were posted to Flanders after Toulouse. Then it was Waterloo and my first ever wound – I had been a lucky one till then. I was coming to acceptance that I must transfer out when word came to me of my inheritance and my whole life changed. Much for the better, as you know.”

“Did you want to go out to India, Nat?”

“Want is not the word, my love. Need is far more correct. I would have done well in India, provided the fevers did not get me. Three men out of four survived, I believe, so the odds were not bad – better than Badajoz, for sure! It was a necessity, and not unwelcome.”

“Were you ever flogged as a soldier?”

“Me? No. I was one of the virtuous. Nine men out of ten, more than that, were never flogged nor were likely to be. A minority were beaten time after time. Some few felt the lash but once. A very few. It might be said those were the men reformed by the lash, punished once and never transgressing again. More like they were beaten unjustly, should never have had their back tickled at all.”

“Why? Why be beaten repeatedly?”

“I do not know, my love. It meant nothing to them. More often than not it was for crimes committed with alcohol taken, and them grabbing at the nearest bottle to soothe the pain of the cat. I am no friend of the cat, Agatha, for no reason other than seeing it as pointless. It does not work to reform men and as such has no value. Personally speaking, I have no use for the drunken. I would have made a rule, the cat no more than twice, the noose the third time, whatever the offence. There is no reforming the drunk – they are lost to humanity.”

It was harsh, part of a world she had never encountered. She did not argue, accepting her ignorance.


Chapter Twelve

“Mr Gould begging a few minutes of your time, my lord.”

“Bring him in, Wrayford. I am always at home to Mr Gould.”

Gould came into the working library just a minute later, evidently hurrying along.

“Will you take a refreshment, Mr Gould?”

“A glass would be welcome, my lord. Thank you.”

Wrayford left to provide the best in the house, sensing somehow there was a celebration in the air.

“Do take a seat, Mr Gould. How can I help you today? There seems to be an urgency in your manner, sir.”

Gould opened his mouth to speak, closed his lips silently, unable to find the words appropriate to his mission. He tried again.

“My lord, I am quite amazed, and suspect I have you to thank… I am made baronet, my lord! From nothing! Out of the blue, as they say! I had made no enquiries, indeed, I know not who I would ask of such a thing. Not a penny spent, my lord. A messenger this very day, from the Lord Lieutenant, bearing Letters Patent and the simple information that I am now made baronet, the Prince Regent being confident of my loyal service to the country. Were you aware, my lord?”

Nat had expected such a reaction from Gould, had prepared his response.

Wrayford entered with a tray, decanter and glasses to hand, creating a natural delay.

“I think I must first offer my congratulations to the new baronet, sir. I must confess, I do not know your new name.”

“Angus, my lord. I am now Sir Angus Gould. That will take some getting used to, my lord!”

“I found the same less than two years ago, Sir Angus, Major Perry suddenly becoming Lord Palfrey. It was a week or two before I could easily respond to the name. Until then I was looking over my shoulder to see who was being spoken to.”

“I can see that, my lord. You are in fact first ever to speak the name to me. Sir Angus! That will take me by surprise for some time yet, I assure you. Did you, my lord?”

“The Lord Lieutenant of Dorsetshire placed your name for consideration, Sir Angus. I believe he did so after I had spoken to him, certainly. He would not have done so had he not known you to be deserving. Let us be clear, Sir Angus. Was you not a valuable man, you would not have been honoured. Your own merits account for your rank, sir.”

“Easy to say, my lord, and not untrue, but without your valuable aid, I am certain those merits might not have been recognised. I must offer my thanks, I believe. I might also ask why?”

Nat nodded acknowledgement.

“You have already played a part in settling the east of the county, Sir Angus. Your presence will do a lot more in that direction. You are a valuable resident, Sir Angus. I much hope you will continue for many years as a calming influence. Add to that, Sir Angus, you are very much the right sort as a neighbour! There has been a shortage of gentlefolk hereabouts and we need to create a civilised community. Our children and grandchildren will be known to each other and must grow up as friends. We must look after each other!”

“So we must, my lord. We must indeed. My thanks again, my lord. You have shown yourself a friend to my family, and that I shall not forget.”

Agatha appeared, Wrayford having suggested she would be welcome. She was honoured to greet the new baronet, wondered in passing if he might not take a lady to his house, a female able to do the honours to guests.

Sir Angus frowned then admitted it might be as well. He had grieved these many years and must look forward now. His lost lady would admit that their offspring would benefit from a Lady Gould in their house.

“My daughters indeed would agree with you, my lady. They have implied as much themselves. I shall look about me, most likely among the greater merchants in Poole.”

Another glass and the new titled commoner left the house, his habitual self-confidence restored, off to conquer another section of the mercantile world, they did not doubt.

“It was a wise move on our part, Agatha. Sir Angus will be a valuable ally for many years. A henchman indeed, if such be needed.”

“Why might we need an ally, Nat? I can see we might always want friends, but why might it be exigent upon us to have such?”

“We are creating change, my lady. That will always bring a reaction. There are many who have nothing other than hatred for any variation in their existence. The ways in which they are born are the ways in which they wish to die. Every year should be identical to the previous, predictable and safe, even when that safety involves poverty and near-starvation. Better far to know what the future will bring than to face the mysteries of wanton change.”

She could see that Wrayford, as an example, utterly hated any alteration in his routines. He wanted, expected, to know in advance what each day would bring. She did not doubt he was even then deploring the raising of Mr Gould to the baronetage – better far he should have remained in his proper place.

“Dangerous words, Nat. ‘Better far’ – they need no justification, no argument in their favour. They are a statement of known fact, are not to be debated. They are used by men who believe in the golden olden days when things were far better than they are now. We all know that to be true, of course. There was used to be a golden age and we should be reverting to it, not indulging in vicious change for its own sake. If ever we bring a steam engine into these parts, Nat, we shall be condemned out of hand by those who know they are inventions of the Devil.”

“Of course! Fire, smoke and steam! The horses terrified and cattle put off their milk, the chickens ceasing to lay. The inevitable results of such wicked dabbling with forces alien to Man – we shall be lucky to avoid an uprising.”

Neither could see any prospect of steam on the estate. To their limited knowledge there were no mobile steam engines and the machines that existed were to be found in the mills and mines of the North Country, far distant from their rural parts.

“I recall, Nat, proposals made for a steam engine at Portsmouth, to operate a dry dock, pumping out the water and permitting a far greater dock than any currently existing.”

He did not know of the dry dock, had to have it explained.

“What a sensible notion, my lady! To take our greatest ships in and to enable work to be carried out upon their hulls without need for divers and little caissons. The Navy must be much in favour.”

She laughed and shook her head.

“The Navy does not favour change, Nat. Britannia rules the waves, you know. Such being the case, why should anything be altered? The late wars demonstrated that the Navy has reached a state of perfection. Such being the case, any change must be for the worse. Away with all inventions! They cannot make the ideal better.”

That was rather an unfortunate attitude, Nat suspected. Given a generation or two and the Navy would be hopelessly out of date. Not his problem, however, he was not and would not become a sailorman.

“Not a difficulty the Army will face, I suspect. Until the musket is replaced, no meaningful change is possible. Steel, rifled, breech-loading long arms will turn the military world upside down. While we are still using iron, there will be no great innovations. The percussion cap will do away with the flintlock, but even that will not be a huge change. It will still be volleys at no more than thirty paces.”

“Steam-powered guns are an unlikely prospect, I will agree, Nat. I had thought iron and steel to be much the same?”

“Utterly distinct, ma’am! Steel is a metal in its own right, hard to make, created in small billets in little crucibles most often. We need a way to make steel in pours of tens of tons from great furnaces. That will turn the whole world upside down. It is the next great change in our existence. Consider ships. The greatest are around two thousand tons burthen. They cannot be made greater out of wood and iron, except with extreme difficulty and expense. Imagine ships made with plates of steel. So much stronger – ten thousand tons a possibility. A hundred voyages to bring the American wheat harvest to English ports, instead of the multiple thousands now required. Iron ore brought from new, rich mines overseas. Coal sold from England to the whole world.”

She was convinced of the desirability of such an innovation, wondered only if it was possible.

“Everything is possible, ma’am! It requires money, intellect, application and, above all, the applied power of the will to make it so. If we only determine that an answer must be found, then it will be. That, I firmly believe, applies to all our problems.”

It was the Spirit of the Age, she suspected. Anything, Everything, could be done, was one only to devote a sufficiency of human willpower to it. Those who would not be part of such a great endeavour must be left behind by it.

“This is a ruthless way of existence, is it not, Nat?”

“No, I do not believe so, my love. I have pity for the weak, the frail, the lost who cannot keep up with the new world. There must be a fair and honest Poor Law for such unfortunates. A workhouse will be best, to provide them with a roof and warmth and a sufficiency of food and clothing. In return, they will produce such little as they can. They will not pay for themselves, cannot be expected to, but will contribute as they can, poor souls. In the nature of things, they cannot be as happy as those whose labours create their own prosperity, but they can be kept from misery and starvation. I will not speak of Christian duty, because I do not doubt that all other lands of the world face the same problem and solve it as they can, their own faiths assisting, or otherwise, as they may. I will say that every man must consider his duty to the inadequate, to those who through no fault of their own cannot put a sufficiency of bread into their mouths.”

“’The poor are always with us’, Nathaniel. That is entirely true. Look about us – for every one hundred born, two at least will be idiots, sometimes unable even to speak sensibly far less work for a living. What is to be done for such poor objects?”

“There are several alternatives, my dear. One always attempted is to make them soldiers. How many times over the years did I have to send away the village idiot, sent off to bolster the ranks and reduce the burden on the Poor Law!”

“Cruel, Nat! Did you manage to send them back home?”

He shook his head. Only too often they were not discovered until the draft had left England.

“I picked up on a dozen or more in Spain, Agatha. I could only order them back with the convoys of wounded and hope the doctors at the rear would look after them. I did not sleep well on those days, the poor, lost little fellows often in tears as they were sent away from the few folk they knew, left on their own to survive in a world they did not understand. It is a hard life for those who cannot live without help. I did not love myself on those occasions!”

“Are there any left in our villages, Nat, their families gone away and them left behind?”

“Moorman has told me of two. They are being kept by those who have remained, the estate providing their food and a few pence a week as a fee to the goodwife for caring for them. It can be done where there is a rich estate. In the poorer parts of the county, who knows what happens to them?”

She could not be happy that the locality was to provide. So much must depend upon the individuals prominent in it. It would be better if there was a law insisting on such charity.

“Will Sir Angus look out for the unfortunate, Nat? I do not know that the milk of human kindness flows strong in his veins.”

Nat wondered if she might be right. He consoled himself that the new baronet would be concerned to make a name for himself, and cruelty to the weak and poor would not make him popular.

“Considering the locality, what of Mr Pearce, Nat?”

“A good question, my love. He is a capable gentleman, but he lacks the burning desire to be more than that. He has made a good few thousands, sufficient to retire on in comfort, and has done just that. His son, I suspect, will run the firm and will be happy to potter along, making an income, going nowhere in particular. When his turn comes, no doubt his own boy will take over. The heir is to wed Miss Hammond, we believe – respectable and in no way out of the ordinary. That describes the family, I fear. They are of no use to us. I would be more inclined to take up Farmer Dash than Mr Pearce.”

That was a daring prospect and led to its own set of questions.

“What will become of Dash’s children, Nat?”

“One son to inherit the tenancy. One daughter to wed well in local terms, probably to marry into one of the larger tenant farms. That leaves a girl and two boys, assuming no more children, though, thinking on it, I believe there is a new baby. I must ask after the infant. Moorman will know. Dash will send the boys to dame school so they will be literate. If he asks me, I shall see to apprenticeships for them. If not, it might be I could find a place in India for one. If either is slow, then to work at home as a labourer is all that will be possible. For the younger daughter – there are fewer prospects. She might go into service.”

“Unwise of a tenant farmer to produce too many children, or so it would seem, Nat.”

He shrugged.

“That is why most of them marry later in life. It is common for a farmer to become engaged to marry at about thirty, to a girl a good ten years his junior, but not actually to wed until he is forty or more. An engagement of fifteen years duration is not so very uncommon. In the nature of things, because of her age, the young lady will commonly produce no more than three or four offspring.”

That was logical in its way, she supposed.

“A first child at age thirty-five, Nat. I cannot see that as entirely wise.”

He agreed – experience was that such a course led to weakly children and too often to dead mothers.

“Marry at age eighteen and fall for one a year till forty – the children will be stronger and brighter, no doubt, but, in the least desirable scenario, there could be two dozen of them. Not a family I might wish for, my love!”

It was not unheard of, she admitted. That possibility appalled her.

“One must accept a normal family of seven or eight, Nat, though that is more than I might truly look for. Three times that number? No, I think not, sir!”

“If all were females, and it was a ten thousand pounds dowry for each – little change from a quarter of a million, Agatha! I do not know I could wish for such an outcome.”

“I trust not, sir.”

The prospect did not lead her to lock her bedroom door, however.

The news of Gould’s title spread rapidly, was greeted with some dismay by the pre-existing leaders of local society. The Admiral found it necessary to pay a call on Nat.

“A baronet, my lord! As such, a primary voice in the locality. One must regard him with complaisance at least. I should pay a morning visit to acknowledge his rank and congratulate him on his rise in the world.”

It was clear the Admiral had no particular wish to do so, to admit to a superior gentleman in the locality.

“You should indeed, Admiral. It would be an act of some condescension on your part. Ours is the Age of Manners, I believe, and courtesy must be all. I do believe that to welcome Sir Angus will be to do ourselves a courtesy. Do you have knowledge of any landholder locally who might wish to sell out, if it could be managed discreetly, Admiral? Sir Angus possesses about eight hundred acres and I am quite certain he would like to double that, at a minimum.”

The Admiral would have liked to increase his own holdings, but lacked the cash in hand to do so. He was inclined to be jealous of those who could lay their hands on gold. Equally, where Lord Palfrey led, he was much inclined to follow. Letters to his elder brother, head of the family, made much of the Admiral frequently dining at my lord’s table and he valued the eminence it gave him among his kin.

“The two sisters Pettifoot, my lord, who own acres on this side of Blandford, just three hundred each, bringing rents of no more than ten shillings an acre which are their whole income. They would be happy indeed to sell for a sum that invested might bring them even fifty pounds a year more. They live in Salisbury, my lord, and would be delighted to place five thousands apiece in the Funds for a secure four per centum. They do not wish to advertise their poverty to the whole world, have no wish to put their land openly on the market. An offer made privately would be tempting indeed.”

“I do not doubt Sir Angus would be pleased to hear that, Admiral. You might well give him the whisper when you pay your courtesy call upon him.”

It would be to the Admiral’s potential future advantage, to have the new man feel obligated to him.

“My thanks, my lord. I believe I shall go knocking on Sir Angus’ door in the morning.”

“Widow Staple is finally ensconced in the Home Farm, my lord.”

“Rowthorn is tucked away safely?”

“He is, my lord. Surprisingly, he seems content to be taken out of the farmhouse and put into no more than two rooms and to be looked after from the kitchens. I had wondered if he might not regret his independence, but he seems not to care at all. He is happy to sit and talk in the stables of an evening and potters about the yard in his days. It would not do for me, my lord!”

“Nor me, Moorman. Is the Home Farm in good hands?”

“Widow Staple and her daughters will produce more than Rowthorn managed, I doubt not, my lord. She will have a flower garden, too, thinking the farmhouse to be too bare for her liking. She has it in mind to have a chicken run of her own and to plant an acre or two to sunflowers for winter feed, as well as liking. From all she tells me, her mother was not English, coming from the Germanies, in fact, and brought her up to different habits to ours.”

Nat accepted their habits were not at all the same – how did one feed chicken on sunflowers?

“The seed, my lord, well dried, is edible and rich in oil, so she tells me. It may be fed just as well to people. Indeed, she proposes to use the seed in her own kitchen as well, on bread in the baking, she tells me. I am to take a loaf when first she bakes, or so she says.”

“I ate bread in Flanders that had seeds of some sort added to it. Not English in any way, but tasty even so… If she shows able as a baker, send a loaf or two into the kitchen, Moorman. It may do well toasted.”

Moorman was not at all sure he approved. Foreign bread was not to be encouraged. There was no telling what might come next, was once the door to the alien to be opened.

“No doubt, my lord, you had to eat all sorts when off soldiering. Not entirely necessary when back in civilised lands again.”

Nat hastened to agree – it was no more than curiosity on his part.

That was allowable, Moorman agreed. It must be interesting to discover what the lesser, primitive folk got up to.

Nat was amused, told Agatha the tale, was a little disappointed when she agreed with Moorman that English must be better.

“We are the pre-eminent nation of the world, Nathaniel! As such, our ways are superior, as I am sure you must agree.”

“I am told the Chinese believe the same of their Middle Kingdom, my love. All others are their inferiors, no more than barbarians. I spoke with an East India Company officer frequently on the return voyage from Bombay – six months aboard giving time for conversations, you will appreciate – and he had voyaged to Canton and could speak well on all he had seen and heard there. He said the Chinese called us ‘foreign devils’, being ugly as well as ignorant. I remember especially him saying they would buy none of our wares for being inferior to all they produced. They would purchase cotton cloth, he said, and opium, nothing else.”

“Opium? Is that not a wicked indulgence, Nat?”

“Useful when made up into laudanum, for sleeping and dulling pain. I was thankful often to the doctors who poured laudanum into my men after having to cut them, so letting them die in some slight comfort.”

“Did they always die when cut, Nat? Why operate if such is the case?”

He was anxious to reassure her – it was not mere cruelty.

“One half of those who lost a leg above the knee would always die. Arms and below the knee, as many as two in three would live. Without almost immediate amputation, death was a certainty when bone was exposed and in any way damaged.”

“You kept your leg, Nat.”

“The bone was untouched, my love. Even then, I had to argue with the surgeons, they concerned that the wound had been left untreated and exposed to air for so long. They feared mortification might have set in. I was five anxious days peering at the leg as the bandages were changed, terrified there might be a sight of blackened flesh and the first whiff of the gangrene.”

She had not realised that such was likely, that the wound had been potentially mortal.

“Any wound that broke the skin could kill in the field, my lady. The least puncture could be fatal. Even a shaving cut could go wrong. I knew of but one that did in all my time in the military, but the faint possibility was ever present. One shaved carefully, my dear.”

That was a horrifying possibility, one she could hardly believe.

“A spotty-faced youth, an ensign new out from England, as we were pushing into the Pyrenees, I recall. He shaved of a morning and topped a spot, bleeding surprisingly heavily and swearing for ruining a shirt. He pinched it tight and the bleeding stopped, as it does, and thought no more of it until the day after when it began to show red. The day after he showed it to the Surgeon, and soon after he was led to the table and the cheek was trimmed back as carefully as could be, just the surface flesh tidied. Two days later and he was showing the full gangrene across the side of his face. We buried him just a day after that. A bad business. I threatened to shoot the brigadier’s chaplain, I recall.”

That seemed out of the ordinary to Agatha.

“The Surgeon was a good man, my love. Dead now – cut his own throat a few months after for being unable to take the strain any longer, poor fellow. He filled the boy with laudanum when the rot became obvious, the face eaten away by gangrene, sent him to an unending sleep. He could do no more and said he would do no less. The Chaplain came to pray with the boy and demanded he should be allowed to face his Maker awake and rational, so as to purify his soul by a final confession. He actually accused the Surgeon of murder for shortening the boy’s life with an overdose. I took him by the ear and led him off and persuaded him I would put a bullet through him if I saw him more. I was really rather angry, you know.”

She had thought of her husband as an invariably gentle, kindly man. It was difficult to come to terms with the martial side of his personality.

“You would not actually have done so, Nat!”

He laughed, a little, but not much, shamefaced.

“I do not know, Agatha. I truly do not. He was a plump, self-satisfied Holy Joe sort of a fellow, not to be seen in the immediate aftermath of battle giving comfort to the mortally wounded, not like the bulk of chaplains I ever met. There were not too many of them with the Army in Spain, but the rest I saw were to be found where the musket balls flew, bringing in the wounded more often than not. I had nothing but respect for the most – no great liking, perhaps, but admiration of their conduct. This one man was not of their sort and I do not know what I might have done if the occasion had arisen. It did not, however, he was not seen again in our ranks. The Colonel, I recall, suggested I should not offer publicly to shoot chaplains – he told me to lead him off to the side, privately, next time. That was the end of it.”

“I do trust he will not appear in Dorsetshire as a bishop, Nathaniel!”

He began to laugh, thinking it an entertaining possibility. His lady wife was not amused.


Chapter Thirteen

The year progressed, coming to a dry harvest and a contented set of farmers. The price of corn was high despite the good weather and there were celebrations throughout the county.

Enquiry reported a series of disastrous thunderstorms through East Anglia and the Midlands which had wiped out the bulk of their harvest, so leading to an overall national shortage of grain, forcing prices to unprecedented levels, London merchants especially bidding against each other.

Moorman was delighted, wondered if they should not increase the rents.

“Two of the leases are due this quarter, my lord. The last two short tenancies, in fact. I do not know that we might not have been premature, bringing all our leases to seven years, my lord. Dash, as an example, must have pocketed a pound for each of his acres and we cannot lay hands on any part of his excess profit! He has made at least five hundred pounds this year, my lord!”

“Is not that rather pleasing, Moorman? He has done so as a result of good farming – he has kept his fields in good heart and will do the same next year provided the weather permits.”

“My lord, I could have raised his rents by at least six shillings an acre, had his lease been due this year!”

“Why? I do not need another one hundred and fifty pounds and he will benefit hugely from such a sum.”

The Agent was horrified by such a point of view.

“Farmers are not to make money to such an extent, my lord. It is not good for them! They will be better off than the shopkeepers of Blandford, might be earning as much as a typical attorney there. It is not right. I doubt Mr Pearce’s son has an allowance of three hundred a year, my lord. He is to be poorer than a mere tenant farmer! Mr Rawle, I know, keeps wife and family on a little less than a thousand a year, and he is a gentleman. That mere tenants are to pocket so much is wrong, my lord. It turns our world upside down!”

“It is a new world, Moorman. Times are changing, sir, and this is but one sign of that undoubted fact. You should talk long with Dash, discovering whether he might wish for another field or two. Who are the tenants coming to an end of their leases? Might they be turned off and their lands given across to Dash?”

That would make Dash even richer and was besides, it seemed, a daring and dubious precedent to set.

“Tapper and Noyce, my lord. They are come to the end of three-years tenancies, my lord, being the last of the short terms awarded by the previous lord. There is no waste proven against them, my lord. As such, normal practice is to extend their tenancy by at least as much again, my lord.”

“Last year and this, we have given them the offer of loads of peat, at free, to plough into their soil. Tapper refused the offer as being too much labour for small gain. Noyce could not do it, he said, having no ploughman of his own. We know it is small gain in any one year. Over ten years it will greatly improve their land. There is a profit of as little as one per centum in any given year, but that profit is cumulative – it adds to each succeeding year by making their soil better able to retain rainfall and by encouraging worms and such to dwell in their land.”

Moorman shook his head reprovingly.

“They do not believe in worms, my lord. Worms are greedy reptiles and eat the goodness in their land, so they are convinced.”

“Soil with worms in is always richer, Moorman.”

“Richer soil has worms in it, stealing the goodness, my lord.”

That was an argument that could not be won by either side in the absence of scientific evidence.

“Has any natural philosopher studied the worm, do you know, Moorman?”

The Agent shook his head.

“I know of none such and neither Tapper nor Noyce can read in any case, my lord. They would not be convinced by any sort of philosopher, nor would they know so long a word.”

“Then they are no damned use to me. Their tenancies will not be renewed. Put them on the road and offer their lands in the first instance to Dash. What are their holdings, exactly?”

Moorman noted the instructions in his annual account of the estate and produced the entry in his lease book.

“Tapper has just two hundred and seven acres, my lord. Unusually, all of them are arable. He has a wife, naturally, and three grown daughters and two sons. There is reason to suppose that the two eldest of the daughters showed accommodating to the old lord at one time or another, from all I have been told, and thus accounted for their father’s tenancy. It is not entirely unknown on other estates, my lord, as commonly an agent the beneficiary as the owner himself.”

“That is a disgrace, Moorman! One might have hoped the farmer to take his scattergun to the old lord rather than accept favours of him.”

“It is the way of the Land, my lord. It is a commonplace. The farmer who wants special consideration must have something to offer. A pretty daughter is as good an offering as any.”

“That makes it no less disgraceful. Are there bastards to pay for?”

“None my lord. Not from the old lord’s activities of the last ten years.”

“In any case, go they must. Do you know if they have any place to go to?”

“They are local, my lord. There is no haven for them at far.”

“Then a passage from Bristol to America, or out of Portsmouth to Botany Bay, as free settlers, if they prefer. Give Tapper the choice and make clear it is his sole choice. One or t’other, and we will pay fully for either and put a hundred of the new sovereigns in his pocket.”

“I shall speak to his wife, my lord. She makes the decisions in that family.”

“Good. I much suspect the same may be said of my family, though not so obviously. What of Noyce?”

Moorman made a show of ignoring his lord’s indelicate comment, one he devoutly trusted was untrue.

“Three hundred and fourteen acres and a little bit, my lord. A flock of fifty sheep and just a dozen acres of ploughland. Poorer than Tapper although in theory a bigger man. He has made it clear to me he expects a rise in his rent and also cannot pay it. He will go happily, given any real choice. His land actually walks with Dash’s acres.”

“Good. Dash to have all of Tapper’s land and one hundred of Noyce’s acres as the cost of it. No rental this year, ten shillings the acre next, negotiable in the third when we see what is possible.”

“He will leap onto it at those terms, my lord. What do we do with the remainder?”

“Retain it as an experiment, Moorman, under your direct hand. Bring it into the plough, if possible. If not, enrich the pasture to make it good for cattle. If that does not work, then put it to other uses – honey or berries or hogs or whatever may seem good. Use your imagination, Moorman, and accept it to be a cause of expenditure rather than a source of income for the coming decade.”

“So be it, my lord. I will ensure the twelve acres of existing arable go to Dash. Two hundred of useless land to come under my control and to do whatever I can with them before I go into retirement. Two chances, my lord – either I bless this day as giving me an occupation that will occupy my mind for the rest of my service, or I damn the land and Noyce and you equally for placing such a burden upon me. I wonder which it might be?”

All of the go-ahead and great estates had a model or experimental farm to their credit. It was a respectable amusement for any number of landlords. Nat was happy to have the opportunity to join their ranks, even more pleased to have Moorman to do the hard work. He announced his delight at the dinner table.

“Noyce and Tapper to go, you say, my lord.”

Agatha tended towards the formal in the presence of the maidservants. Wrayford was less important to her mind, it being the case that any butler always knew everything.

“Both. Neither will adapt to modern ways of agriculture, Noyce perhaps incapable of so doing and Tapper unwilling. They are illiterates and the modern age has passed them by. Noyce has poor land, but has done nothing with it. Tapper refused to take peat on his acres, for regarding it as too much labour to dig in. Ten years and he would have seen a profit on his efforts, but he expected a return in the same year. Now, they can go away, to the Americas if they wish or to Botany Bay as a settler with convict labour to hand to work their acres. I will pay for either destination but I will not put up with their outmoded ways here. They were the old lord’s pick for tenancies, and no doubt he had his reasons which I do not wish to know about, but they will linger here no more.”

“A pity, but go they must. They must be loyal to their master, my lord, and if not, they cannot expect to remain. This is a particularly fine chicken dish tonight, do not you think?”

Their dinner was more important than a pair of old-fashioned tenants. That message would spread across the whole estate.

“It is indeed. The breast meat stewed in wine, I believe. Not English, but very fine. The hiring of our chef was one of Wiggins’ finest acts, I believe. I must remember to tell him so when next I see him. Dinners are an unfailing pleasure these days!”

Tapper was not pleased to go, had thought there was an unspoken agreement he was safe for his lifetime. Moorman disabused him of that act of imagination, saying as well that his lordship had little use for a man who would tout out his own daughters. It was an offended farmer who made his way along the coast to Portsmouth and joined the year’s convoy to Botany Bay. Tapper had no hesitation in blackening the Palfrey name, but there was no audience to hear him, or not that made any noise in England. He took up his mass of acres in Botany Bay, and discovered he had convict labour in almost unlimited numbers to work the new land. He pocketed more than a thousand pounds at his second harvest, found he still had no love for Lord Palfrey but had to admit he had been made far better off. There was a shortage of respectable womenfolk in the prison colony and his daughters married into land within six months, much to their pleasure. Leaving the estate was far the best thing that could ever have happened to the Tapper family.

Noyce, equally displeased, chose to go to America and ended up on the New York waterfront. He thought he might do better in the big city than in struggling out to pioneering lands and a new farm. He died in a drunken brawl six months later, leaving his family bereft of a living, the girls on the streets and the two boys as low-ranking members of a gang. All were dead in ten years.

No word of either family ever returned to the Palfrey estate. They were gone and forgotten except to the extent that they were a distant warning to all of the tenantry. They remembered, vaguely, what had happened to the Tappers and Noyces and knew they must not refuse their lord’s generosity. Was they to be offered peat, or this new guano, or a load of marl, then they were to tip their hats and make their thankyous and hurry to dig it in to their fields. Whether it worked or not, they were not to refuse on the grounds it was more effort than it was worth.

Dash became the leading light of the whole estate. He had suddenly been granted an extra two hundred and nineteen acres of arable, most of it strong land, all capable of bringing home a wheat crop every third year. He reminded his sons of their luck.

“An extra seventy pound a year clear in our pockets, my boys! Under the old lord, I didn’t see seventy quid a year all told! That’s just from the wheat crop, mark you. Turmots as well and pease and beans got to add another twenty or thirty in hand, but that do vary, year on year. The dairying be coming in for more each year and be going to make the bulk of our money ten years from now, so I reckons. So long as us is good, there do be a chance of picking up another tenancy besides. Two sons, and one to walk in after me, t’other to have his own acres on the estate. Put the old ackers away each year, so I shall, saving them up so as to be able to walk into a tenancy when the day comes, provided thees wants it, boy.”

Micah Dash, second son and brighter far than his elder brother, was wise enough to show delighted at the prospect. He did not wish to remain a farmer all his life but at age eleven did not know what else he might become. There was a chance he might remain at school another year, he hoped, though he wrote and read well already and was a capable arithmetician, so his father might not want to spend more money on him to sit idling and reading books. Dame School cost sixpence a week which meant a whole pound for a year of forty weeks, school being closed during harvest and sowing times. It was a lot of money to spend for a dubious advantage in life. There was no reason to suppose that literacy added much to the farmer’s existence.

“For now, young Micah, Mr Moorman has said there is Noyce’s sheepwalk to be brought into use by the estate, as a Model, what I has heard of and be to our advantage to know about. So, Micah, you are to work to Mr Moorman on that land, being the sole hand employed year-round. Might be others to be brought on occasional-like, but you all year-round. Two shilling a week in thy pocket and living at home still, which be better than most your age sees. Go across to the estate office this day and speak to Mr Moorman what will tell you what to do. And be sure thou talk proper, boy, like what I am doing these days! Don’t thee forget that, for a man what knows ‘ow, that is how, to speak, can rise in the world, a bit, so long as it be not too much and thou remembers what thou art and whence thou came. Not right to step too far out of place, Micah, but a little bit be to the good.”

Micah had never considered stepping out of his place, but, at his age, he was not sure what if any his place was. Now that the concept had been mentioned, he vaguely wondered whether it might not be a good idea to become more than a tenant farmer. Previously he had wanted something different, now he began to grasp the notion of something better.

“Aye, my father. Best I get going now, like, see the master early in the day.”

He ran, regretting the loss of school, but he had only hoped a little he might stay another year with the Dame. He had not really expected to.

“Beg pardon, Mr Moorman, master, but my dad, Farmer Dash, says as what I got to work to thee on the sheepwalk what you took back from old Noyce, what got no idea what to do with it.”

“Yes. You are young Micah Dash, are you not?”

“So I be, master.”

“Good. We shall make a start on the south facing hillside up from the stream. Maybe twenty acres there with a chance of making good.”

“Full of bracken and gorse, that hillside, master. Old Noyce let it get away from him, so they says, and let useful land go to waste, for not liking the work it took.”

Micah had sat and listened to his parents talking, had understood and remembered a lot.

“Cut and burn, Micah, working your way up from the stream itself to the crest of the hill. There will be a pair of grown men whose job it will be to cut the gorse, that being man’s work and too much for a boy. They will cut. You will rake up and burn, taking care to keep a clear space around the fires. There will be no wild fire blazing across the hillsides and maybe reaching into the Forest! It needs a sensible hand doing that and I shall rely on you, Micah Dash.”

It was a bit much to ask of a little boy, Micah thought. He supposed he must grow up fast.

“Make a start at the western end of the stream, by the lane going across the ford there. There is a small scree of loose rock which you may stack up to make walls and lay gorse across the top for a shelter against the rain when it comes in too hard. You may keep tools there as well.”

“Not to stay, master, not overnight. There be gypsies come through that old lane and thee knows what thieving buggers they are, master!”

“So they are, too, Micah Dash. Right you are to think of that. Carry your tools with you, morning and night.”

Moorman sent the boy off with the basics he would need, chuckling quietly at the lad’s sense and serious acceptance of his new duties.

“Like father, like son, my lord. Young Dash is worth keeping an eye on – we can make something of him, I do not doubt. Let him work for a year to get an idea of him and we can set him on in the office here perhaps.”

“We might put him across to Captain Kornbluth, to learn the guano trade and more of use to us.”

“We could indeed, my lord. That gentleman seems to be busy, going by his last letter to us.”

“Using his intellects, too. He has hired, chartered, two middling size old Indiamen, capable of carrying more than two thousand tons between them, with captain and crew from the Company. John Company is unwilling to sell the ships outright, thinking it may need them yet as trade picks up after the end of the wars. They do not seem to realise that the cargo will make it impossible to return the ships to any clean haulage. One run with guano will leave the holds stinking and uncleanable, the timbers soaking up the smell. They might perhaps use them for their cargoes of nitre, but there is a far lower call for gunpowder these days. It was used to be the case they sent a two thousand tonner full of nitre every month, but the Ordnance cannot need so much in time of peace, not a tenth of it, I suspect. Two a year now, I suspect, at most.”

“So, my lord, John Company will find itself with a pair of ships that are of no other use to them when once they have made a single run in our hands. That must greatly reduce the price if they come to sell.”

“Unless, of course, the ship had originally been a nitre carrier, Moorman. It may already have no other function. Even so, I suspect we will pick it up cheaper if the nitre trade remains low.”

Moorman hastened to agree. It was definitely a coup.

“When do the ships sail, my lord?”

“This month, the intent. Reaching Cape Horn for December to make the passage west at the best possible time. Hopefully the return can be made not later than March, thus wholly avoiding winter off the Horn.”

“Only possible if there is a cargo waiting, my lord. If they have to dig and fill the sacks, it will be a far slower process.”

“Kornbluth has been informed there is a quarrying company there and stocks of guano ready and waiting in sacks. All we must do is pay, in coin, and take the load aboard.”

It seemed a simple matter, but dealings with the Spanish were renowned for their complexity, their government not wishful to trade with foreigners.

“That is true, but the colonies are in revolt against the mother country and the Spanish are, it would seem, losing the war. I suspect Kornbluth will put a cargo aboard which the rebels will value. I am told there are muskets by the hundred thousand floating around England and Europe, and kegs of powder and ball as well. I believe a Brown Bess can be picked up for five shillings these days, and in good enough condition.”

That was entirely rational, Moorman understood. More than twenty years of the wars had led to massive military production and there must now be an excess of weapons of war available at the lowest of prices.

“Not quite beating swords into ploughshares, my lord, but a similar principle. Spare Brown Besses being turned into the means to grow more wheat. Does our government wish to risk offending the Spanish by permitting Englishmen to support the rebels?”

“They will have no difficulty at all in offending Spain, Moorman. The word I hear from London is that the current Spanish government is an offence to decency and humanity. They have reintroduced the bloody Inquisition! I do not know if they have descended to the barbarity of the auto da fe, but they are certainly rooting out republicans and atheists – and Jews, of course – and subjecting them to torture and imprisonment and sometimes death. The current Spanish monarchy is a blot upon the civilised world. I understand the government has spoken severely to the Spanish ambassador, to no effect at all, and is turning the blind eye to rebels who are buying guns and hiring mercenary soldiers and seamen. I am told that Cochrane – the brilliant wild man of the Navy – is present in South America, all guns blazing again.”

“Then I trust our ships will be safe, my lord.”

Nat laughed and had no doubt they would be.

“Indiamen carry a broadside and have a name as fighting men. Many of their officers have spent years in the Navy and all will as soon fight as not. I have no fears for our vessels, Moorman.”

“Will Captain Kornbluth sail with them, my lord?”

“No. He has work to do in England still. When the ships return in July, hopefully, he will have to unload them and send the cargo to the estate, primarily. That will take a deal of organisation, I believe. I could do it – military experience can be useful occasionally – but I know it will take a lot of weeks of careful work to attain. I shall be most upset if he chooses to gallivant off, going back to the wars. It must be a temptation, you know, Moorman, to go back to the free, irresponsible life of the fighting soldier.”

Moorman suspected he was a naturally staid sort of gentleman. He could not conceive of dropping all of the chains of responsibility and simply marching off to the beat of the drum.

“I suspect my good wife would be much displeased with me, my lord, and I would be upset indeed to leave her side. I am happy as I am, my lord, and if that makes me a staid stick-in-the-mud, then so be it!”

“Me, too, Moorman. More than a decade of campaigning has completely satisfied my sense of adventure. I am not to go to the wars again, except, incredibly, the French appear in arms against us on the coast. That will not happen, I am certain, so I shall remain a lamb of peace on the estate.”

“Do you never miss the good old days, my lord?”

“No. They are gone. I cannot return to them. They were sometimes enjoyable, sometimes terrible, but they are part of the past. I have a future to look forward to, not a past to sigh over. I am an agriculturalist now, no longer a soldier. Just sometimes, however, I can remember the wilder times and how much fun they were on occasion!”


Chapter Fourteen

“We are coming towards Thomas’ first birthday, Nathaniel. Time flies, does it not?”

“It does indeed, my lady. Winter is past and we are busy on the estate. Should we go up to London?”

“To enjoy the latter part of the Season? Would it be any great pleasure, Nat? Do you wish to dance your nights away in the company of the light-minded?”

He did not but had been of the opinion that any lady must wish to do so.

“The Season is for the females, after all, my love. It is the one part of the year that belongs to them. Some might argue it is the only part of their existence in which they take a leading role.”

That was perceptive, she found, but not entirely relevant to her.

“That is not necessarily how our particular existence maintains itself, my lord. I have a degree of independence in the estate that few females enjoy. In any case, dancing is a pleasure, but I cannot see that to dance every night for two months must be a source of great delight. An occasional ball, as an indulgence, then yes, by all means. Most enjoyable. But every evening a smile to be maintained, joy to be expressed at meeting, again, the same people one was so pleased to see the previous night? I enjoyed my Season, Nat, but not so much that I must indulge a second, third, a fiftieth time! Indeed, much of my pleasure was from picking up the greatest prize in that year’s matrimonial stakes. So many noses put out of joint by a mere provincial miss with hardly a penny in her pocket, and not the most handsome by a long way. After that, Nat, all must be anti-climax. Thus, in brief, I do not wish to go up to the Season unless you intend to be in Town for sittings of the House of Lords, in which case I shall be pleased to accompany you.”

“It might be as well to be seen in the Lords this year… Not to be active, especially, simply to announce my presence and willingness to vote the right way when the need arises. I do not wish entirely to become known as a backwoods peer, never to be seen in the ordinary way of things. Add to that, I asked for Gould to be made up to his baronetcy and I could be argued to owe a debt for that. A few votes for the government will make it clear that I am an honest man, that when given a favour I immediately start to pay it back.”

She agreed gravely that it was necessary to show willing, to accept one’s responsibilities in the world of public affairs.

“I am certain, Nat, that Mr Pearce might like a knighthood – the merest little KB would do for him – and it might be seen as polite to deliver to him in the next year or two. He would be good, as well, and no doubt work to settle Poole into more sober ways. As well always to be seen to be working for the public good, Nat.”

“So be it. I shall send an express off to Sheldrake at the London house to expect us at the end of the week.”

The London butler would wish to hire on additional staff and open the whole house and make all tidy. What he did when his master was not present was his business and not to be disclosed when the family was in residence.

“Wrayford, we are off to London on Thursday. Chaises to hand, if you would be so good.”

The posting inn at Fordingbridge was only small and would appreciate advanced warning of the need for three chaises and twelve horses and would pass word along to the landlord in Salisbury of extra demands for the day. The message would be sent all the way to London and the posthouses would ensure that my lord’s chaises were not delayed by a lack of teams at the change.

Wrayford would as well make sure there was a light wagon hired to carry immediate baggage in addition to the trunks that would be put onto heavy haulage on the Tuesday. Shifting the household was not a simple task.

“Master Thomas, my lady?”

My lady shook her head. The baby would be safer in the country airs. London was no place for an infant, its uncertain water and unsafe milk making it a dangerous environment for the tiny. Too many children died in Town to take a baby there casually.

“I shall be away for no more than the month, or thereabouts, Wrayford. My lord will return in his own time, naturally.”

Agatha found herself much enjoying her place as lady of the manor, mistress of the big house and giving the orders in it. Nat had made no attempt to restrain her, being perfectly happy to have his domestic life organised for him. The daily round was much like that in the Army, he found – he had not run his own life there, the Mess providing his existence for him, without need for his input.

He wandered off to the estate office, to inform Moorman of his absence.

“One month, perhaps two, depending on the welcome I receive in Town, Moorman. If the government is short on bodies in its voting lobbies, I may be persuaded to remain a little longer. Being time of peace, I doubt Parliament will sit after mid-May, and probably to remain in recess until October at least. A short sitting then and to reconvene in January for a longer session. It is not like the wartime Parliaments, the Houses commonly sitting for ten months a year then.”

“There are fewer demands upon our legislators, my lord, though they might profitably give thought to a reduction in wartime taxes, many of which still remain despite being imposed initially purely to meet the excess expenditure of the fight against Napoleon.”

“It is far easier to create taxes than to get rid of them, Moorman. Government always has a need for more money, sometimes legitimately so, one must admit. We still need soldiers by the ten thousand if we are to maintain peace in the big towns of the North Country.”

Moorman accepted that to be so but wondered why it was that these new places, the bulk of which had not even existed when he was a boy, were unable to keep order for themselves.

“Why must I pay some iniquitous tax so that the rioting mob in some place I have never heard of – Burnley this last mentioned, apparently a large town in Lancashire – shall be returned to order. What is Burnley to me?”

That was a remarkably good question, Nat admitted. He knew vaguely of the town, purely because it was not so very far from Chester, where his regiment’s barracks had been located.

“It is a cotton town, I believe, Moorman. Vast quantities of the fabric either spun or woven to make clothing for the peoples of the whole world. I believe that the Lancashire towns are either spinners or weavers, but I know not why that is. I do know that they are rich, bringing wealth to the nation, but not so much so that they can pay for their own riots. It is peculiar. I may well stand in the House to ask why that is so. If the North Country is the source of our new wealth, as is said, then why cannot the North Country pay for its own law and order?”

Viewed from the Dorset perspective, that was a remarkably good question.

The knocker was placed on the door of Perry House and word was spread that the family was in residence, the network of servants passing the gossip in minutes, or so it seemed, and they waited for invitations.

“Nothing for this evening, Nat, but there will be half a dozen cards arriving tomorrow morning and fifty at least for Monday. Sunday should show quieter, there being a growing degree of public piety these days.”

Nat wondered why that might be. It had never used to be the case.

“Public virtue is slowly growing, Nat. I suspect it is a rebuke to Prinny as much as anything.  I do not think there is too much of religiosity among the Upper Ten Thousand, but lower in the social spectrum it is quite the thing to attend church twice on a Sunday, or chapel another step lower. I was reading only recently that the middle order of people are become enamoured of ‘respectability’, perhaps because it is a new concept and establishes them as far superior to the Mob in the streets, they being irredeemably vulgar.”

He commented that was in itself a new thing. There had never used to be a middle sort of people between the County and the masses.

“There was a yeomanry, I suppose, for a century or two, but they died out as landholding changed, and in any case they had provided the bulk of Cromwell’s Roundheads and were much disliked as such. They have died out in England, many having the money to cross the seas to the Americas and to set themselves up there. They took their ways with them, I believe. Officers I knew who had fought in the American War and came back in ’15 said there was far more of church-going in their villages than here. Not, I suspect, in the biggest towns – New York was said by all to be wholly godless.”

She had heard that said by the Navy in Portsmouth.

“The Mob in England has no religion, of course. But, then, there are no churches for them. The new towns especially often literally have no church inside their boundaries. That is not the case, I am told, in Wales and Scotland, but I have been to neither country to see the actuality.”

“Myself the same, Agatha. Despite being in barracks at Chester I never crossed the border into Wales. I have never ventured north, either. There has been nothing to take me to either place.”

She agreed that she had been unable to find any reason to venture so far from home and, naturally, as an unwed girl had lacked the power to do so.

“I am told that both countries have handsome mountains. One might wish to see them. You campaigned in the high Pyrenees, did you not, husband?”

“I did indeed. Not the places to march, I assure you. Handsome? I suppose one might say so… Certainly high and steep… I cannot remember regarding them as scenery. It was far more the case of looking aghast at a road that rose five hundred feet in the next few miles and which we had to push up, with a strong likelihood the Frogs was sat behind walls at the top. No, Agatha, five years ago, when I was there, I did not appreciate the mountain scenery at all.”

She thought that to be rather sad. It seemed that military service might deaden one to the glories of the world.

“I know that many of the sailors had seen the tropical islands in all their splendour and had nothing good to say of them at all. ‘Surrounded by coral reefs, ma’am’. That was all they would say. Handsome colours, shoals of bright fishes, the perilous shark, sponges and shells? No, not a word for any of those. I doubt they even saw them. ‘Shoal water, ma’am. Bad sailing.’ And that was it as far as they were concerned.”

He had to confess that he had rarely concerned himself with splendours of the lands he had marched through.

“Far more concerned to discover a Frog in ambush than to admire the glories of Nature, I am afraid. I do recall that the landscape was different indeed to that of England, but I much doubt I could sit down and explain in detail how and why. I suspect it was simply that we were not there to enjoy ourselves.”

“No more you were. I cannot imagine that the Mob much enjoys their lives in the towns of England. Nonetheless, they must be made quiet.”

That it seemed offered two alternatives – the Mob must be made richer, less hungry, or was to be beaten down, made terrified. Neither course was cheap, nor could be guaranteed as successful. It was to be remembered that the French Mob had risen most successfully when offered starvation and oppression.

“To feed the Mob demands work and adequate wages. Government can provide neither. They have no way of forcing the mines and manufactories either to offer jobs or to pay a living wage to those they do employ. Add to that, there is the prospect of dying at work – ever-present I must imagine in the coal pits, a danger in the manufactories with their fast-moving machines. Long, dangerous hours for small income – I suspect I would join the Mob if that was the sole alternative.”

Agatha knew nothing of the new North Country, was appalled.

“So, the answer must be terror, Nat. Drive the Mob off the streets.”

“Easier said than done, my lady. Cavalry, it must be, horses being far more frightening than foot soldiers. Put a thousand men armed with half bricks to throw against a hundred soldiers with muskets and it is not a certainty who would win. If they are in the streets of a town, with walls to hide behind, upstairs windows to throw from, then the redcoats might easily be killed. The next Mob would then have muskets to fire, and many of them are ex-soldiers, dumped on the streets when their regiments were disbanded.”

“Did you not tell me, more than once, that the cavalry lack discipline, Nat?”

“Very much so, my love. Set them to clear a street and they may well choose to charge and become scattered. Then they may be pulled down, one by one, and kicked to death under the feet of the Mob. As for the horses? What will happen to them, riderless in a hungry Mob?”

“Throats cut and butchered, literally.”

“Exactly. The need will be for full regiments of heavy cavalry, under tight discipline and with reinforcements riding behind. The government might well have to station more cavalry in the north Country than ever they sent out to Spain. That might demand an increase in taxes, thus to set the rest of the population against them.”

“An impossible task, in fact. What is to be done, Nat?”

“A loaf of bread in one hand. A big stick in the other. Offer both and hope they will be sufficient. The Poor Law must be made more generous, better available, less begrudging. The Army must not be further reduced. It might be as well to offer more places in the ranks, in fact, to fill the barracks. Pay should be increased as well. Bring the Mob into the barracks, taking away from them the young men who are the most dangerous and putting them into the ranks of the peace-keepers. That will cost a great deal of money. No answer can be cheap.”

“Eldon and Sidmouth will not want that, Nat. Their aim is to cut all government expenditure to the very bone. They will not pay a penny to achieve good order.”

He shrugged. They would get what they paid for. If they paid nothing, guess what they would get…

“They are short-sighted fools, Nat.”

“I believe we mentioned they were politicians, my love.”

“Can no politician see beyond the end of his nose?”

“Billy Pitt could. He drank himself to death.”

“Because all he could see was so very unpleasant, I presume. Is there a future for this country, for any country, Nat?”

“Probably. The less we do to bring it about, the more likely it is to eventuate. Perhaps the sole guarantee we can make is that we shall make things worse for all of our good-hearted attempts to create improvement. It is possible, of course, that if we make no attempts to better our world, then it will become worse still. We cannot win, my love. There may have been some Golden Age in the distant past. I am damned sure there will be no Golden Age in our future.”

Perhaps his years as a soldier had left him too much aware of the realities of existence. He had seen too many dead to believe in any delightful future.

“You have seen Hell on Earth, Nat, and are not convinced you will see Heaven anywhere.”

He considered that statement, eventually nodded.

“I stood on the streets of Badajoz, my lady. That was as near to Hell as I can imagine. If there is a God, he was elsewhere on that day. I suspect I saw the reality of humanity that day. I heard a damned fool of a preacher speak of the inherent goodness of Man a few weeks later. My colonel told me I should not have laughed so loud, I had offended the poor little man. I shall not detail my reply.”

“I have made you remember, Nat. Will you sleep tonight?”

He shook his head, said it was not her fault. She was lucky not to have seen the evils of the world. He would forget them again, eventually.

“Actually, my love, I shall force them to the back of my mind. I cannot ever forget, but I do not need to remember in detail. Sheldrake!”

The butler appeared, left hurriedly for coffee and a glass of brandy.

“Not the decanter. It would go back empty. Agatha, will you take a drop of something?”

“I will join you in coffee, I believe. I have never attempted ardent spirits and I shall not try them now. As you say, when in distress is not the time to seek the comfort of the vine.”

“You are right, of course. A nip of cognac will settle me, however. More than that would be unwise in the extreme.”

The evening saw them dining on the cook’s best. It did not match Michel’s offerings but his influence could be detected. She had benefitted from working at his elbow.

“Sheldrake, please inform Cook that I greatly enjoyed her meal tonight. We may well host a dinner or two this month and I shall be proud to offer her food to my acquaintance. There will be an extra ten golden sovereigns in her hand at the quarter; a mistress of the kitchens of her quality must be paid properly.”

Agatha wondered if an extra forty pounds a year was not over-generous. He agreed it was but much feared she would be enticed away from them if they did not recognise her value in concrete fashion.

“I wonder if she might be persuaded to take an apprentice to her side, Agatha. That will be to recognise her as a master and will do her pride a great favour. Speak to Mrs Wensum, the housekeeper, my dear, see if she would willingly agree.”

Cook would obey orders, but the apprentice would gain little if her agreement was grudging.

“Nothing of great interest among the cards of invitation, Nat. A pair of At Homes I should attend, simply to see who is where. One needs to discover all the latest scandals, you know, so as not accidentally to give countenance to the wrong sort. A ball on Monday night we could well attend, Lord Montgomerie, who is bringing out a daughter… Why do you look at askance, Nat?”

It seemed to her that he knew something she did not.

“The old Lady Montgomerie was for years the mistress of Lord Palfrey, Agatha. Her husband was locked away, raving loony, and it is very nearly a certainty that all three of her children were our grandfather’s get. It is one of those secrets that is known to many and ignored by all, yet our presence at his daughter’s coming-out might be seen as significant. I am head of the Palfrey family and might be thought to give my imprimatur, one might say.”

That was difficult, because if they were known to be in Town and yet did not attend, they were also making a statement.

“We should attend, Nat. We have a card of invitation, specifically sent on hearing of our presence in Town. Not to show must create more comment than attending and showing unknowing. Very difficult, but we cannot avoid them for all eternity without effectively cutting them, which creates the gossip one wishes to avoid. We must appear, converse and dance and show happy to meet the unknown family. Among the older generation there will be scores who recall the original liaison, and will comment, more or less loudly, but as far as we are concerned, the events of more than forty years ago are dead. We may not entirely bury the scandal, but we can, hopefully, make it less.”

“Have we enemies who might wish to make it more, will seize upon the opportunity?”

She did not think so, though it was possible that some of the beautiful and richer young females whose noses she had put out of joint might wish to publicly sneer. It was unlikely, most of them aware that their own motives for such malice might be exposed.

“If Lady Jersey is present then a few words with her will be advantageous. A comment that one is concerned to bury unpleasantnesses of the past might be well received there. She is very much a friend of good order, among the highest as well as in the streets. She does believe that Society has its obligations. She is, despite the appearance of frivolity she cultivates, concerned for the well-being of the country. To be practical, as well, she has her own children and not all of them her husband’s. She is not one to wish matters of paternity to be habitually discussed.”

Nat grinned and remarked that he had heard she had been a busy lady in many ways.

“A friend to all, it has been said, Nat – or if not to all then certainly to a significant proportion of our younger gentlemen. She has contributed to the education of no few of the gentlemen on their debut to Society.”

“Generous almost to a fault, one might say.”

He laughed and made it clear he would not be indulging himself.

“Amongst other reasons, she was certainly in Prinny’s keeping for a time - or perhaps he was in hers – and he is renowned for being less than entirely healthy. I would not wish to share in whatever little present he may have given her.”

She scowled, finding that particular topic unpleasant.

“What a grubby little man the Fountainhead of Britannic Honour actually is, Nat!”

“The son of a mad father. One might find a little of compassion for him, was he other than the vile little fellow he actually is. I shall avoid all commands to Carlton House, I believe. If need arises you may be taken ill, my love, necessitating a return to healthier country air.”

She agreed that would be preferable to being taken up by the Prince Regent.

Lord Montgomerie transpired to be a tall, lean gentleman, in his late forties and with an unfortunate family resemblance to Nat. It was a pity that the old Lord Palfrey would seem to have bred true.

The debutante daughter was a bright enough young miss and could have been mistaken for a younger sister of Agatha’s. Grins were noticed on older faces, observing the meeting of Montgomeries and Palfreys and wondering just what the younger generation knew and surmised.

“This may not have been so very good an idea, my lord.”

“Possibly not, my lady, but it is certainly enlivening the ball. I espy Silence coming our way. let us make our bows.”

Lord and Lady Palfrey greeted Lady Jersey, all in the most formal fashion, as was proper at a ball.

“I had thought you were to miss this Season, my lord, when I did not see you last month.”

“Pressure of business, ma’am! The state of the lands I inherited was such that I could not possibly be away for nearly three months. I think I have brought the worst around and ensured no actual starvation in unseen hovels, but there is work for years yet before I can become comfortable that all is in hand. It is rare that I can be shocked, ma’am, but I did not expect such sights in England.”

“One had heard rumour that all was not well, my lord. It is fortunate that you are able to remedy the worst neglect.”

“True indeed, ma’am. The Hendricks fortune has come as a lifesaver – literally – on the estate.”

It was very wrong, but also most fortunate.

“I had not known you were acquainted with Lord Montgomerie, my lord.”

Nat smiled, alert to the tone of amusement in her voice.

“The family had ensured that was so, my lady. On balance, it seemed better to be here rather than be seen to avoid the family.”

“So it is, my lord. I believe you to be very wise. There will be gossip, naturally, but scandal may be averted.”

That was something of a relief, as Lady Jersey would certainly have been prominent in the scandal-mongering.


Chapter Fifteen

“Lord Montgomerie, my lord. I have sat him in the smaller drawing room.”

Sheldrake was showing himself aware of the niceties of this particular encounter. As any butler should, he knew exactly who and what Lord Montgomerie was. The smaller salon was more for family than for unrelated visitors.

“Refreshments, Sheldrake. The best in the house. My lady to join us in a while, if all goes as it should.”

Sheldrake would place himself in the hallway, invisible but well within hearing.

In London in the Season, Nat was dressed in expectation of greeting morning callers, needed do no more than glance in the mirror to check all was well.

“Lord Montgomerie! Welcome to Perry House, sir.”

They shook hands, both achieving smiles. Stood together, there was a marked physical resemblance, easy to see them as uncle and nephew.

“I thought it wise to indulge in private converse, Lord Palfrey, as we are both in Town at the same time. I am not a metropolitan sort of person, will not often be here, but the circumstances have made this meeting unavoidable.”

“Much the same applies to me, Lord Montgomerie. I inherited, to my surprise, and discovered the Palfrey estate to be in shockingly bad heart. Luckily, I had just weeks before inherited from the other side of my family. You are familiar with the story?”

Montgomerie was not, the tale had not reached the fastnesses of Wales. He was much approving of an East India merchant appearing briefly on the scene.

“Three parts of a million, Lord Montgomerie. Myself previously a major living on his pay, made up from the ranks and wondering how to go on now the wars was over, looking at India as the sole possibility. In the space of three months I changed from a limping, poverty-stricken officer to a rich and noble baron. The leg finally healed as well. Picked up a musket ball at Waterloo.”

“That is quite remarkable, Lord Palfrey. My own fortunes are on the up as well, due to the quarrying of slate on the most barren of my acres. Hillside that had just kept one sheep to a dozen acres suddenly turned into a source of a good ten thousand a year, believe it or not, my lord. Hence my sudden ability to bring out my elder girl, and her sister to follow in a couple of years. My son is no more than fourteen and may provide a difficulty in four or five years, as you will appreciate, no doubt wishing to come out in London, or go up to Oxford perhaps. That may be dealt with, I expect – he is a long way from stupid and will listen to the family history, no doubt. Hopefully he will thankful not to have inherited insanity and will make no fuss about anything else.”

“It will be difficult still for him, my lord. I must ask, is there a potential claimant who might go to law if it became apparent that you are not, strictly speaking, in the blood line of descent to the title?”

Montgomerie nodded briefly.

“There is a cousin. Son to my insane father’s younger brother, his own parent unstable, shall we say, and himself not of the most rational. Just the one child. He himself is unwed and seems likely to be kept that way. His mother has power of attorney over him.”

“What a glorious mess, my lord!”

“All of that, Palfrey! I have been able to make the lady a generous subvention which fairly much guarantees she will not go to law. She is within reason clever and well-educated. She will not wish to become entangled in the courts. Any case brought to law would take ten years to be heard and would quite likely bankrupt the estate with fees. Add to that the likelihood that my cousin would be dead before a verdict was brought in, resulting in no holder of the title and all reverting to the Crown. The law would guarantee all parties to lose everything.”

“While she realises that, well and good, Montgomerie. We cannot admit any relationship to each other. There can be no public knowledge of any link between us.”

Montgomerie agreed. It was dishonest, but he would lose the totality of his inheritance and there would be no gainer inside or out of the family.

“Then let it be so, my lord. Friendly acquaintances at most. I would hope we might correspond, Montgomerie, but more than that might be unwise, at least until your cousin has shuffled off this mortal coil. Him dead, without heir, and it will matter not if we are seen to be close.”

“Agreed, Palfrey. I shall keep in contact with you, but by letter only.”

“Your daughter, Montgomerie. Is there a possibility of a contract there?”

The Welsh lord shook his head.

“She has attracted no suitor these past weeks, Palfrey. She is not so very rich as to be a prize, I fear. A bright girl, but not, shall we say, an accredited beauty.”

“A pity, but there will be no suitor’s family to ask questions.”

“None. She will enjoy her Season, which makes the exercise worthwhile, to my mind, and return home to the sticks, buried in farthermost North Wales, where she will be perfectly content to tell all that has happened to young Mr Llewellyn, a good friend for many years.”

“Eligible?”

“Only just, Palfrey. Squirearchy. He will inherit two thousand a year garnered from ten thousand acres of hillside and a few narrow valleys. He has worn his heart on his face this last five years and she has several times commented she had wished Daffyd might have been present to laugh at a particular dowager who had been more than normally foolish. She has seen High Society and I much trust will be content at that, realising she will be happier back in her wild hills. I shall raise no objections to her marriage to him. Her mother will think she could have done better – and so she could – but will I suspect be content she is wed respectably as better than not at all. Had she met a young gentleman in Town, well and good, though it might have led to difficulties in some ways with the possibility of a potential new family making enquiries. That she has not done so is perhaps better. We want no scandal.”

It was highly sensible. Nat could only admire his unacknowledged uncle’s wisdom.

“A honeymoon journey to Weymouth might be welcome, Montgomerie?”

“So it might, should all go as I expect, Palfrey. Every reason why the families should remain in contact down the years, sir.”

Sheldrake appeared with a tray and served his choice of wines, the best from the cellar.

“I have informed my lady we have a caller, my lord.”

Agatha arrived a minute later, smiling her best, offering a hand to shake, an implication of more than ordinary welcome.

“Lady Palfrey is also my cousin, my lord. We met on the estate in Dorset when I was welcomed into my family.”

Sheldrake, offering refills, showed imperturbable, as a butler must. Nat wondered just what calculations were going on behind the bland face. The family resemblance between the three was remarkably strong.

“Will you be showing yourself in the House, my lord?”

Montgomerie had had no intention of doing so.

“Was you to appear, on the right side of the Chamber, then the Lord Chancellor might well be pleased and willing to show in your favour should questions be raised.”

“Lord Eldon is not perhaps a gentleman whose favour I would normally seek, ma’am.”

“He is a boor, my lord. While he is strong for the Royal party, he has an amount of power and can be sure of his place in government. Sidmouth also is of the same sort – fundamentally more stupid than Eldon and equally unpleasant. That said, if all honest and decent men withdraw from the Party, then the government will be quite remarkably vile.”

Nat nodded, commented he had no wish to rub shoulders with Eldon and Sidmouth but there needed be a counter of the honourable to reduce their influence.

“I believe Lord Liverpool will much welcome you as an addition to the decent faction at his shoulder, Montgomerie. Accepting you will only rarely be present at Westminster, you will still be a background influence, such as I wish to become. A little more than a backwoods peer, though unwilling to spend my days in Town, politicking in company of the beasts who enjoy wallowing in the capital’s mire.”

“Well said, Palfrey. I have no wish to expose myself to the sort one finds here. I attended a levee last year, in Town making arrangements for the house for the Season, and found the Prince Regent to be a most unpleasant sort of gentleman accompanied by a despicable crowd of hangers-on.”

“Agreed, Montgomerie. He has offended the great bulk of decent folk and must now be content with a singularly unpleasant coterie of so-called gentlemen. I am told he has actually brought prizefighters to dine at Carlton House!”

“Disgraceful! His father may be mad, but at least he is a gentleman.”

“Well said, sir. I wholly agree.”

There was to be a vote on a Finance Bill on the Thursday. They agreed to show their faces in the Chamber and stand in the government lobby, where they would be welcome indeed. The government majority had been shaky over the whole year and an unexpected pair of votes would be noted and much approved of.

“Always as well to have a little of credit in hand at Downing Street, Montgomerie!”

They appeared in the chamber, sat silent through acrimonious debate and walked shoulder to shoulder into the government lobby. Lord Liverpool smiled at them and nodded his head, obviously asking an aide who the unknown next to Palfrey was. The young man did not know and scurried off to find out, was told the name by an elderly peer, that gentleman snorting and adding no more.

The House came together again and the Lord Chancellor was told the figures and announced a government win by a mere four votes.

“Had it been a win by a comfortable margin, Liverpool would still have been glad for our support. So close a vote means he will owe us a favour or two. We are unexpected and a cause of some delight to him. You will have been identified and there will be efforts made to welcome you to the Party. I am already known and it will be noted that I have brought you to the fold. We may be asked to show our faces again over the next week or two if there are other controversial Bills to be passed.”

Montgomerie was a stranger to London and its ways but he was possessed of ordinary common sense.

“Daffyd Llewellyn’s father might well like to be made KB, Palfrey…”

“Mention that to your Lord Lieutenant when next you see him, Montgomerie. He will most likely have been instructed to seek out a little favour or two for you and will be pleased to assist. You might be amazed at the speed with which such a request was satisfied! It is just the sort of minor favour that Liverpool is pleased to offer – it will cause jealousy to rise in no breast and gives great pleasure to the few that gain.”

The Season wound up and Parliament rose for the summer and the fashionable mostly fled London. It was not a place to stay when the weather was hot and the Thames was fermenting.

“There is word of the English Cholera in the East End, my lord. Some few dozens of cases as yet and no more than a score dead.”

The English Cholera displayed similar but less vigorous symptoms to the true Asiatic disease. It was less infectious and killed far fewer of otherwise healthy adults. Children and the elderly were much more at risk, even in wealthy households. The ailment was called dysentery by some few doctors and enteric by others but the bulk were convinced it was a form of the cholera, merely less severe.

“Then it is well time we were gone, Sheldrake. No signs of the ailment in the servants’ quarters, I trust?”

“All are healthy, my lord. You are not to carry the disease south with you.”

Sheldrake did not believe in the miasma. Observation over the years told him such illnesses were somehow spread person to person, though the how of it escaped him. He had noticed that the body collectors who went with the dead carts from house to house in times of epidemic  generally wore scarves over their mouths and noses and commonly escaped infection, leading to the belief that the vital principle of the illness was somehow breathed in. Some few of medical men agreed with him though the establishment was still convinced by the miasma, such an elegant theory even if impossible of proof.

“Chaises for the morning, Sheldrake. Servants and trunks to go south at soonest. We shall flee this plague.”

Convenience demanded a slow progress south, to allow the servants to reach the Hall before them. They chose to follow the Thames to Oxford and then south to Winchester and overnighting a third time in Poole, a town close to home but actually unknown to both, being a place generally to avoid.

They were amazed at the nature of the port, not so busy as it had been but still very active in the coastal trade. The South Seas whalers were out, timing their voyages to pass Cape Horn in the southern summer in both directions, but there were Guineamen at the quays and showing active.

“Heavily armed ships, are they not, my lord?”

“The African coast is lawless, I am told, my lady. There are still Barbary pirates to the north and the Bight of Benin has slavers that are less scrupulous than ever. These ships will carry gold dust and ivory and need be able to protect such rich cargoes.”

She had thought the Navy to protect them. There was a large Slavery Patrol, she knew.

“Big, but not big enough, I understand, ma’am. The flow of slaves into the States is still high, and more brutal than ever. Small, fast ships and more of the cargo than ever dying at sea. The price is high and they can afford losses.”

“Can the Navy lawfully stop Americans, my lord?”

“Probably. The American government seems to have forbidden slave trading, though doing little about it. I much suspect the Navy asks few questions relating to nationality when it catches a slaver. They generally seem to offer armed resistance which leads to whole crews dying as they are taken. They are paid prize money for live slaves released, I believe, and nothing for captured crews.”

“They are vile beasts. No loss to humanity, my lord.”

Nat agreed and examined the question no further.

“I would say that some of them are Levanters rather than Guineamen on looking at the cargoes coming ashore. Those are silks and the wooden chests are about the size for heads of opium, I believe.”

“There must be more than a hundred of the chests, my lord. Opium by the ton?”

“Laudanum is much used by the medical profession, and indeed in apothecaries’ comforters. The substance itself is smoked by some few, one is told. It is greatly valued. No doubt an amount will be traded on, going perhaps to the States, though more of that out of Liverpool and Bristol, one might expect. We should turn around now, it is not polite to come too close to the ships and their cargoes. It is none of our business what they may be carrying across the wharves.”

“Is there still smuggling, my lord?”

“I do not know, ma’am. I have never asked. I would expect that the habit of lifetimes is not easily broken. Cargoes that cannot go clandestinely across beaches may well come openly across the quays, though no doubt somewhat more expensively, there being more bodies to bribe.”

“It seems very sad that we should openly speak of the Revenue men being bribed, my lord. Cannot they be made honest?”

“Easily, my lady. Pay them a good wage. While they earn only pennies, a very few shillings will buy them. Let them be paid pounds and the price of bribes will rise quite equally until it is no longer worthwhile to avoid taxes. If the government would but read its Wealth of Nations it could solve all such difficulties.”

It seemed sadly cynical. She wondered if there might not be a more honest, principled way of existence.

“Is everything for sale, my lord?”

“Fresh air comes free, I believe. I can think of little else, including honour, that does not have a price.”

It was deplorable, she admitted, but all she had ever heard in London inclined her to that point of view.

“That, I believe, is Sir Angus coming our way, my lady.”

“A fortunate coincidence that he should meet us, my lord?”

“Far more like that the word of our presence has been run to him. He happens to be in Poole – which is his habit in the working week, I believe – and he has ensured that he will be informed of all who pass through and are worthy of his interest. Sir Angus! I trust you are well, sir.”

“I am indeed, my lord, my lady.”

“We are passing through on the road from London, overnighting for having never seen the old town of Poole and taking the opportunity. A  rich harbour and busy!”

“Rather fine, declining just a little with the end of privateering but still with a deal of overseas trade. Coastal trade is still high, my lord. It is impossible to carry any great load overland and while that is so, a harbour such as ours must be busy. Perhaps one day these steam trackways they talk about will become reality and the sea will become less important to us, but I do not know that I am convinced. We live in times of change, so anything may be possible. Who is to say?”

“A steam trackway from Poole to London? Travelling so great a distance in a single day, perhaps? It might be so. Anything, as you say, is possible, Sir Angus. Those little wooden chests, are they opium, Sir Angus?”

“Best Aleppo, in the head, my lord. Shipped from the Levant but produced, I believe, in Persia. The Persian latex is said to be finer than the Indian, but I have never more than handled mud – I ship on to the final users. There is a high demand for the substance in this country, mostly from apothecaries.”

“’Mud’, Sir Angus?”

“Indeed, my lady. I believe it to be a Chinese term originally, ‘foreign mud’, but universally used in the trade now. The Chinese are masters of hypocrisy, opium to be spurned beneath their feet, but they buy four fifths of the total traded in the whole world, we are told. They will pay ingot silver for opium, perhaps the sole good they will import in any great quantity. Their tea and porcelain and silks they will sell only for silver, so there is no alternative other than trade them the one substance they desire. India survives on the back of foreign mud – the China trade is essential to the Company. A pity, perhaps, but no Englishman ever forced the Chinese to light a pipe. It is noticeable that the great bulk of opium is grown in India, yet it is hardly used there. It is the choice of the Chinese to use the noxious juice of the poppy – they are not forced to it.”

That smacked of special pleading to her, yet it was superficially at least true. The users of the poppy were free to smoke or not, as they wished. None forced them to start in the habit.

“Is that flour coming in I see, Sir Angus?”

“Large quantities coming from the mills, my lord. Dorset produces relatively little of wheat and we bring a deal of our flour in from Ireland.”

It made sense to mill the wheat where it was grown, Nat supposed. He was a little surprised that so much should come from Ireland, which was renowned for its famines. No doubt there was good reason.

“We was used, of course, to buy in from the Germanies, my lord, but the Corn Laws prevent that trade from being so great. There is a small amount comes from America, I believe. It is normal to buy the wheat itself and mill it to flour after it has crossed the Ocean. It is possible to dry wheat that has been exposed to the damps but flour will be lost if wetted.”

Nat gained the impression that Sir Angus was intentionally leaving gaps for him to fill in. What was he not saying? Not to worry. He could puzzle it out later.

“The trade in rations is lower now, naturally, my lord. It was used to be the case that dried peas went out by the hundred ton, but the Navy demands less of that now the wars are over. A substantial quantity still goes to London. There is a call for cheese for the London market but we are too distant for fresh produce. Coming inwards there is an increasing amount of coals from Newcastle, and the towns close to, but we always talk of Newcastle as the sole seller. Your Mr Kornbluth is arousing some interest with his wharf which is to handle the guano in bulk. A large warehouse and with a made road leading out to the highway. He has hired on a number of men who are building a loading bay for the wagons while waiting for the first shipment to come in. A pity perhaps that it is on the western side of the harbour.”

Nat showed blank at the final comment.

“The wind blows from the west perhaps three hundred days of the year, my lord.”

“Ah, yes. There is that. Where there’s muck…”

“There’s money, so they say, my lord. Not to worry. Men of the sea get used to the occasional aroma. No doubt it will soon enough become unnoticed.”

“How do you stand for heavy horses, Sir Angus? The coal trade particularly must shift laden drays.”

“Difficult to come by, my lord. Far too few for our needs. I can buy in working horses without too much difficulty, but the big drayhorses are hardly to be found. The breweries have their own studs, of course, but for the rest of us, they are not easily discovered.”

“I suspect we might have found a use for our weaker land, Sir Angus.”

“Provided only you can purchase your stud, my lord, I would agree. You have stable yards, I know, and no longer keep racehorses in them – most wisely. A heavy horse stud must make some money and supply a need locally. A degree of service to the county as well as a possibility of a steady income, my lord.”

It made good sense and would keep the estate’s name to the fore in the county. All would know that the supplier of the great horses was the now reformed Palfrey Estate, offering a service to the working people of the area rather than being a burden upon them.

Nat made his demands of the agent in the morning.

“The most powerful of dray horses, Moorman. Suffolk Punches, I know of, and I believe there is a Shire as well. No doubt other localities have their own breeds. A stud, all properly recorded and kept in a book, and to be sold only to reputable men of business who will treat their animals with respect. They are to be worked and well fed and kept in dry stables. They are not to be abused in the way cab horses so often are.”

“I am not at all certain I know where to purchase mares and a good pair of stallions, my lord.”

“I have not the least idea. A letter to Wiggins and O’Rourke demanding such information and an introduction to the distant owners is the solution there. Then it will be a matter of sending a good horseman with knowledge of the great horses to make the purchases and walk them down to us. Again, that can better be done in London. An unpleasant place but more than an eighth of the British people live there, and almost any skill may more easily be found there than anywhere else. Possibly with the exception of ploughmen – I doubt they are active in Town and few will have the money to retire there.”

Moorman agreed that must be so.

“What are we to spend on this enterprise, my lord?”

“Too much, I doubt not, Moorman. We have stables and to spare and will be able to put on three or four lads as needed. There will be a need for a groom with knowledge of the great horses and their particular needs – he will have to be brought in from afar, there being none locally with the experience. A house for that one, being a senior man and possibly married.”

Moorman made his notes and shook his head and put back the date by which the estate would be breaking even.

“More money coming in, my lord, but even more going out, I fear. I do not know that farming is a money-making enterprise for the great estates, my lord.”


Chapter Sixteen

“Thomas is showing signs of being a bright little boy, Nat. He is trying to stand and will very soon walk, I doubt not.”

“An excellent thing, Agatha. At what age do we expect him to talk?”

“First words at any time, I am told. Nurse will know more of such things than I do, I must admit.”

“I know nothing at all of infants, my love. I must say ours seems a fine specimen, however. What have we in mind for an education for the boy?”

“That is a matter for discussion, Nat. I do not believe we would wish him to sit with the local Dame, Nathaniel.”

The use of the full, formal first name made it clear she was determined on that point. It seemed to matter little to him and he instantly conceded.

“Not the right place for our lad, Agatha. He should not be rubbing shoulders with the likes of Jack Dash.”

Dash’s eldest boy was distinctly agricultural – solidly reliable and wholly unenterprising. His father’s acres would be safe in his hands and he would do as the agent told him.

“Thus, Nathaniel, we must bring in a tutor, who may be male or female, depending on the nature of the second child, who may of course be male or female, though the chances are of a girl.”

“Ah! Am I to understand we are to be blessed a second time, my love?”

“It does seem highly probable, Nat. At Christmas or thereabouts. Born here, I think. You are aware we have a new doctor? The old gentleman has sold his practice to a young Scottish man, a graduate of their University at Edinburgh, no less. One is told he has a weak chest and cannot abide the smokes of London and has consequently ruralised. Difficult to find parts more rural than ours, after all.”

“Physician, heal thyself? It does seem that a weak chest is not the most obvious advertisement for his skills as a medical man.”

She was not to accept that. A weak chest was an hereditary ailment, the poor soul born with the affliction and not to be cured.

“I had not realised. We might perhaps give him a trial, as it were. I could ask him to take a look at my leg. It is showing a lump of some sort where it was wounded.”

She was immediately anxious, ordered Wrayford to send for the new doctor.

“The Sawney, my lady? Not the match of the old doctor, ma’am. Full of strange new notions, I fear.”

“The Scottish gentleman, Wrayford.”

The butler saw he was rebuked, said no more.

The doctor arrived within two hours, evidently having run as soon as he was called. Was he seen to be the practitioner at the Hall then his trade would rapidly pick up. If he was good enough for my lord, then the whole of Blandford would be at his feet.

“Dr Napier, my lord.”

Much the same age as Nat, lean, of no height, quick-moving and energetic. He was sandy-haired and blue-eyed, smiling, naturally, on first introduction.

“Do come in, Doctor. Only a minor matter, I much hope. I took a musket ball at Waterloo, in the right calf, did some little damage to the flesh and slow to heal. The scar is showing a lump now that I thought you might wish to look at. To be correct, my man, Samways, insists it must be seen. Let me display the offending limb to you.”

Nat was wearing breeches, country-style, and simply rolled down the stocking to expose the lower leg.

“Oh! That was a wicked wound, my lord! Ragged on both sides of the leg, entry and exit. Not a clean strike at all. I much suspect a ricochet, my lord, the ball hitting a stone close to your feet and rising at an angle, all deformed and ripping its way through the flesh. Fortunate indeed nae to have taken the bone. You would hae lost the leg too easily had it broken the bone, my lord. Ye are lucky it healed so clean and the muscle rebuilding itself to a great extent. Now, as for the lump, which I see clearly, there are three possibilities, my lord. A bone splinter, is the least, for there is no reason to believe the ball touched the bone. A piece of the ball broken away and remaining is very likely. A chip of stone, also highly probable. Whichever of the three it may be, it must come out, my lord. If it is permitted to stay, there is a chance it may fester and then you will not keep the leg and may well lose your life. I must cut.”

That had seemed almost inevitable. It was still not welcome news.

“If cut you must, then do so, Doctor. Where and when?”

“Here and now, my lord. No need for ye to lay on a table for this. May I give your man his orders?”

“Feel free, Doctor.”

Wrayford was sent scurrying for a clean towel and a bowl of hot water and a jug of vinegar. Dr Napier dug into his black bag, came up with a scalpel and a pair of whalebone tweezers, each wrapped in a square of silk cloth and showing blood free, cleaned since last use.

“Hot water to rub down the skin, my lord. Then an anointment of vinegar, which my old professor said was a fine cleansing agent. We are removing a foreign body and wish to allow no other inside, my lord. Then, my lord, with my sharpest blade, a swift cut across the top of the lump, the towel placed to protect the carpet. Very little bleeding, and only a slight exudation of pus, with no foul smell, ye will be pleased to observe.”

Nat had no wish at all to observe the process, was very happy to look away from the whole business.

“Ha! Stone, my lord. A chipping following the ball into the leg and not observed at the time. Let us take it safe away, and then a quick sluice around with the vinegar and a splash of hot water too, to clean all away, and there we are!”

The offending morsel of stone was waved under his nose before being placed on a tray to be thrown out.

“No sutures, my lord, for being careful to make a small incision. A clean bandage, carefully in place… So! Do not walk more than necessary this day, my lord. I shall replace the bandage tomorrow when I inspect the wound for mortification, which is always a possibility.”

Nat was not pleased at the prospect but knew it was a threat always present.

“If found, what then, Doctor?”

“Then cautery, my lord. If that fails, I shall cut under the knee, leaving the chance of a second amputation, mid-thigh, if needed.”

The chance of surviving two amputations was slight, Nat knew. A third was not possible. If the gangrene persisted, then he was dead. The mortification found once, the chance of death had to be greater than three out of four. Any wound was potentially mortal, though perhaps less so away from a military ward where every ailment had previously passed through and possibly left traces behind.

“Present your account to Mr Moorman, the estate agent, Doctor Napier.”

“Thank you, my lord. Not for twenty-four hours, of course.”

It was generally held that the patient who had survived a full day must pay for a successful operation. Death earlier than that was a financial risk for the doctor to bear.

Napier arrived next day to find Nat ambulant, not so much as a trace of fever.

“Ha! A strong and healthy constitution, my lord. Most pleasing, though I attribute much to the hot water and vinegar. Highly effective for preventing infection. I have seen arguments for brine, I would add, my lord. Heavily salted water laid onto the wound and its surroundings, said to have greatly reduced losses from amputation. I wish to see more of the theory before I indulge in the practice, but I suspect it may be the future for treating wounds. Painful, I do not doubt, but what is a modicum of anguish when compared to a life saved?”

“What indeed, sir? May I introduce you to Lady Palfrey?”

They exchanged bows, the medical man showing well-tutored in the courtesies.

“I am with child, Doctor, and will no doubt call upon your services in six months or so.”

“I am at your command, my lady.”

A successful birthing would do the practice a deal of good. Where the Palfreys led, lesser mortals would queue up to follow.

“I would wish to inspect the leg again in two days, my lord. After that, I think we need have no fears. Ye were wise indeed to bring the matter to my eyes at an early day, my lord.”

“My man, rather than myself, Doctor.”

Moorman was waiting outside for the medical man, bore him off to his office.

“Your account, sir. Best paid early rather than late. You may have heard that the previous lord was a bad man for ignoring bills, owed money to half the county when he perished. It is one of my functions to ensure that is forgotten – no account remains unpaid for so much as a day, sir. Now, how much are we to pay for your services, Doctor? Not less than London fees, I assure you, sir.”

Dr Napier came away with five guineas in his pocket, four and a half more than he had expected to charge. He was much in favour of noblesse oblige, he decided. A pity that his lordship was a robust, healthy sort of fellow. His lady, too, seemed one to take pregnancy in her stride. He must make the most of the few visits he was likely to make, mentioning them frequently to his other patients.

“A pleasant gentleman, Agatha. Competent as well. Could he come to dinner?”

A doctor was on the verge of gentility. He might certainly be entertained by a squire but was not always to be invited by the next step upwards on the social ladder. He might be compared with a bank manager, one of those who might or might not be at home in rural Society, though rarely to be come across in Town.

“A learned gentleman, certainly, and the accent not too barbarous. We are short of men who can hold a conversation at table, and I suspect he could be witty and entertaining, could in effect sing for his supper. Provided he does not get too drunk, then he could be of value in company. The Admiral tends to be tedious and Mr Rawle has little to say ever. Mr Viner will be less available and he was always a source of wit and humour. Yes, Nat, I think we should experiment with the good doctor. If he does not fit, then he need not be seen a second time.”

“Good. I liked the man, I will confess. He was open, wholly candid in his assessment of the risks of operating on my little lump. A most minor affair, over inside a minute, yet with a chance of going wrong, which he made clear. When do we next entertain?”

Doctor Napier was uncertain of the desirability of being taken up by his lordship. He had no great desire to mix in genteel and expensive company. He was looking about him for a wife, being settled in the practice where he expected to remain for life, and did not believe he would find a lady in such exalted company. He attended a first dinner uncertainly and found the food the best he had ever eaten, was instantly reconciled to attending more such affairs. To that end, he exerted himself to please, offering gentle wit and good humour which was much appreciated in its turn.

“I met some Napiers in Spain, on campaign, Doctor?”

“The most distant of cousins, I believe, my lord. I have never myself met them, do not expect to. I believe they are a distinguished military family.”

“They are indeed, sir.”

Nat was pleased with the little man. He had made no attempt to aggrandise himself by claiming them as connections.

Sir Angus was present also, as always looking about him for his best advantage. He made a point of speaking with the Doctor.

“I think we are both new come into this part of the county, sir. I am Sir Angus Gould, a very new-made baronet and still more comfortable in my own mind as a Poole merchant.”

“I am new, of course, Sir Angus. Not too long qualified and walked my terms in the hospital. I was lucky indeed that an uncle died and left me the wherewithal to purchase a practice. I was recommended here and am pleased indeed to have come into Dorset. Town life and smokes leaves my chest wheezing and I do much better in the country air, sir. Add to that, the welcome I have received makes me happy to stay here for my whole existence.”

“You have not met my daughters, I believe, Dr Napier. Let me introduce you.”

He met Miss Gould, promoted senior on her sister’s marriage, and was able to converse with her a while. He had, naturally, noticed her salient points at a distance, was happy to find her able to talk pleasantly – not a brilliant blue-stocking but a sensible, well brought-up lass. It was a good dinner, he believed, coming away most pleased with the evening.

“That is one who can certainly come again, Agatha.”

“Most definitely, Nat. Did you see, he managed to talk ten minutes with Admiral Hammond without showing bored!”

“More than I can achieve without the greatest self-discipline!”

“A most tedious gentleman, the Admiral. Not to worry! He performs his duty and while he is Chairman of the bench, and enjoying the prominence it gives him, I do not have to perform the duty. Do we expect an announcement from Pearce, by the way? The Admiral’s daughter was very much in his son’s pocket.”

“His lady implied an engagement within the month, Nat. Good for both of them. They will make a tediously bland couple, able to enjoy a life of boredom together.”

It seemed good to both.

“Horses, my lord. Mr O’Rourke has taken their purchase in hand and has no fewer than four Shires being walked from Herefordshire down to Dorset just now. Three mares and a stallion. We may expect to see them within the fortnight.”

“Have we accommodation for them?”

“Joseph Groom has set on two lads and has others in mind. They have whitewashed the stables and all is ready for the big beasts, my lord. Fodder is in hand and we have spoken to a horse-doctor who Joseph much recommends. We will be able to create a proper stud for them, I do not doubt. In the first instance, however, we do not have much for them to do.”

“We can use them to pull a dray laden with building stone, I am quite certain, Moorman. If we do not need it now, we will at some time. Roadstone, as well, will certainly be needed over the winters when we are making work for the unemployed hinds. If needs be, they can be put to the plough on our worst lands. We are less concerned to work them than to breed from them in the next few years. I believe we may sell into Poole and Weymouth and probably into Dorchester and Salisbury. It is not impossible that the various docks along the south coast may use them.”

“Palfrey Shires, my lord, to become synonymous with the name of the lordship? That will be to create a new reputation, one that we may value.”

Nat nodded. That was his aim. It might cost a good few hundred a year, but it would be worthwhile if it resulted in the old lord being forgotten.

“Moorman, while I think of it. I was talking to Sir Angus in Poole a week or two since, and he commented about flour being brought across from Ireland. Some mention of American wheat as well and expecting me to put two and two together, you might say. Try as I might, I cannot make four there.”

The agent laughed. He could do that particular sum.

“Simple enough, sir. American wheat sails out of Baltimore, shall we say, and Irish flour is unloaded from a coaster at Poole. They connect at the mills in Cork. Who can tell the nationality of the wheat that made a sack of flour, my lord? I would guess – I do not know for lack of evidence – that a good few thousands of tons flour more than the total of the wheat harvest sail from Cork each year, my lord. The Corn Laws forbid the importation of lower priced wheat from the States, and we do not officially do so. But Ireland is part of Britain, it is the same country, and there are no laws preventing the movement of the Irish harvest. Nothing can be proven, and who wishes to investigate?”

“Should not that wheat be kept in Ireland, which all know is a land subject to famines?”

Moorman dismissed that suggestion out of hand.

“It is valueless to the Paddies, my lord. They cannot eat wheat. Not even when milled to flour is it useful to them. They do not have ovens, my lord! They eat the potato, which they boil, and the occasional scrap of fried bacon. They know nothing of yeast and dough and baking, my lord, and cannot turn to bread when they are short of the potato. They know only to seethe the praties, my lord, and have no other skills in the kitchen. Most indeed have no kitchen as such, and boil up over a fire of sticks and turf in the back yard. Potatoes and buttermilk – if they are lucky – and  a swig of poteen on Sunday. That is all they know. It is all they care about. Give them wheat and they will do their best to distil it, being the drunken layabouts they are.”

It was a side of Moorman he had not seen before, and not especially attractive. The man had a contempt for the Irish, it seemed. Perhaps as a foundling it helped him to have a whole nation inferior to himself.

He recalled a captain of his who had always said that the man at the bottom of the heap could gain his satisfaction by kicking the cat. It seemed that the Paddy was Moorman’s cat.

“I am told that many of the navigators who dig the canals are Irish, Moorman. That is renowned as the hardest of labour.”

“It is so, my lord. I have seen them working and been amazed, and horrified too. I could not work the way they do, my lord. As well, I understand that the best of our soldiers were Irish, and many of them.”

“Never fewer than one in three in the battalions I saw, Moorman. The best of fighting men too.”

“And there you have it, my lord. Those of the Paddies who know how to work for a living come away from their poverty-stricken country and make something of themselves. The ones that remain do so because they are feckless, useless idlers. The Irish left in Ireland are a poor bunch at best, my lord!”

It was not a wholly unattractive argument, Nat felt. He was aware as well that the Irish had crossed the Atlantic in their tens of thousands, colonising the new lands of the States, inevitably hard, unending labour, inimical to the weak and idle. It was not impossible that the best left, those remaining poorer in every sense. Making the comparison locally, he had a suspicion that the brighter, cleverer youngsters got out of the local villages, going West or tramping off to the North Country. Those who remained must be the less able in many ways.

“An unpleasant thought that, Moorman. If the best of the breeding stock go away, what is left for those who remain behind?”

Moorman was not prepared to indulge in such speculation. It smacked far too much of the impious. He was willing to set up stock books for his swine and kine, ensuring that the best were bred to each other. To extend the principle to human beings was a step too far for his comfort.

“A very good question, my lord, and not for the likes of me to speculate upon. No doubt the bishop – far more learned than me in matters philosophical – would have much to say.”

“But not to me, Moorman. I tend to avoid the company of bishops when I can. Only too often rather expensive and giving very little in return. Rather predictable in their responses, as well. We had a bishop appeared for a day or two when I was with the Army in Spain, I recall. He did not make himself well-loved, holding a church service to which all were bidden to attend and then sermonising for a good two hours. All he had to say was that we must fight hard, knowing we were doing God’s purpose in smiting the atheistic French. Every Frenchman we killed was a blow against the Devil, if you have ever heard such nonsense. God was on our side.”

That did not seem wholly unreasonable to Moorman.

“I did not see God in the streets of Badajoz, Moorman.”

The agent had heard whispers of the sack of Badajoz. Everybody knew something had happened there, but actual hard information was remarkably short. Those who had been there, observing or taking part, would say nothing of it.

“I understand that was a bad business, my lord. Foreign, mercenary troops running riot, I believe.”

“There were almost no foreign troops present, Moorman. A few of the King’s German Legion, perhaps. Badajoz was a wholly British business. It was evil incarnate. Badajoz said to me that this is what will happen when the ordinary man is set free without law to restrict him. It was the Mob unchained. Whatever else we do, Moorman, we must always control the great mass of the people. They cannot be trusted without restraint.”

Nat refused to say more.

“I will not sleep well this night for being reminded of that place, Moorman. No more, sir!”

Nat found Agatha, eating a small nuncheon, finding herself more comfortable for eating frequently and little. He joined her, though getting through considerably more.

“I have discovered what Sir Angus was hinting at with his comments on American wheat and Irish flour, my dear. It seems that Ireland sends to England far more of flour than it actually harvests. It comes without impost, being grown in Britain, as far as the taxman knows. It seems that a large tonnage of American wheat comes into Cork, and probably Londonderry, where there are also grist mills, and provides that flour which miraculously becomes British when it reaches the shores of England. How they land their wheat, I know not. Officially, no doubt, they do not. A large number of blind eyes, it would seem, and no doubt the bribes to go with them.”

“You are to say, my lord, that the good Sir Angus has left smuggling behind, no longer runs across the beaches, yet cannot find it in himself to trade lawfully even so.”

“He is used to making a profit, my love. Far more money in unlawful trade than in the more overt activities. He is a self-made man, as they call them now, and none of that breed make their first thousands lawfully. Examine all of that kind and the first ten thousand came in ways that honest men might object to.”

“And the leopard does not change its spots, it might seem.”

“Just so. We must bear that in mind in all our dealings with the good baronet. We must continue to welcome him, and be glad indeed to do so, yet a slight distance will always be wise. I shall rarely indulge in business transactions with Sir Angus, I fear me.”

“A pity, that, for it may become obvious to him that we regard him as a second-rate gentleman, Nat.”

It was a perceptive comment, he accepted. He was silent for a few moments, pondering.

“All or nothing, it might seem, my dear. I was wrong. He is part of the local community of the good, or he is an outsider. We need him. The Mob is always with us, in spirit if not in actuality. He must be made wholly welcome, despite any minor flaws in his character. As far as we are concerned, he is wholly redeemed, a member of the ruling elite of this County. He is one of us.”


Chapter Seventeen

“Hosses is due in tomorrow, me lord. Boy just rid in to tell us they’s no more nor twenty miles out and walking quiet like. Four of they big buggers, me lord.”

The one-time racing groom shook his head, deploring the comedown for his stables. He had done his duty, he implied, but he did not have to like it.

“Very good, Joseph Groom. Is all ready for them?”

“All set up, me lord. Paddocks is all fenced up proper. Boxes is cleaned out and wi’ straw down and hay in the mangers and sacks of beans and cracked corn, all as it ought to be. Water troughs is all washed out and scrubbed clean. Farrier be due in to take a look at they shoes after walking down so far. Hoss doctor be coming in to gi’ ‘em a once over, be sure they all right and tight from the start, me lord. Set the builder to walk over the roofs of the boxes, me lord, looking to see none of the slates ain’t cracked. They goin’ to be livin’ better nor I this year, me lord.”

“You have rugs and blankets for winter in store, Joseph Groom?”

“In plenty, me lord, and big too, them not bein’ little nags.”

“Well done. Send me word when they arrive. I would like to take a look at them as they come in from a week’s work.”

The four Shire horses had been walked slowly down from their breeders in the west, over on the Welsh border. They could probably have been brought in more quickly, but there was no hurry and every reason to protect their condition. They would have attracted attention and the word of the new Palfrey Stud would have spread through the villages and small towns as they came south.

It all added to the impression Nat was trying to make. Palfrey had been a by-word for abuse and dishonest dealings. Now it was to become a leader in the local world, a source of all that was best. It would take a lifetime to make the change but his son would benefit, walking into a proud lordship, a leader in the whole of the South Country.

“A worthwhile occupation, Agatha. The creation of something new and enduring. Every day with something valuable to do. I can be pleased with myself, I believe.”

“Building a new country, Nat. Different to anything there has ever been before. I wonder what this land will look like fifty years from now?”

They could not guess – how should they?

“I suspect there will be a steam trackway somewhere close by, my lady. We shall see plumes of coal smoke moving across the countryside as the new engines pass. More than that, who can imagine? I am told that steam powered ships are already in existence. There must be more and better. It will be a different world we leave, in many ways unrecognisable. I hope so! There is so much to be made better in this land of ours.”

She was inclined to ask whether ‘new’ was inevitably ‘better’, but chose not to enter into that debate. Her husband was committed to innovation and she must not give him to think her disloyal.

“Much of the past must be lost, Nat. That is inevitable. We must take care not to, as they say, throw the baby out with the bathwater. Not all that is old is bad. Possibly, not all that is new will be good. We must retain our powers of discrimination, of judgement, ensuring that we do not rush into thoughtless change for its own sake.”

Change could not be judged until after it had occurred. He was inclined to accept all innovations and try to make good the occasional disaster rather than tread cautiously in the faint hope of avoiding the undesirable in advance.

“We must indeed exercise judgement, Agatha. The problem is, that only too often we will have no grounds for making the decision. Should an inventor come to me saying he has a new machine that must revolutionise farming – if I do not try it, how do I know it will, or will not, work?”

That, she had to admit, was a legitimate problem.

“An example must be the letters that arrive every week in the post. Not so many here as in London, but still a good few. Proposals for every kind of enterprise, mostly obviously fallacious, but some few that seem possible. Just yesterday there was a request for aid in the development of a new steam engine. Instead of turning a wheel worked from a beam, this is to be turned directly by steam pressure upon a screw that will spin on an axle. Being direct, it will save much coal and perhaps offer greater power. The inventor needs a mere thousand pounds to complete his first engine and unleash a working machine upon the world. He guarantees a return of ten times over inside two years, and a shareholding in the manufactory that will make the machines at huge future profit.”

“It sounds attractive, Nat. Very much so.”

“It does, too. So much so that I have thrown it into the rubbish bin. If it is so good, why is he sending begging letters to an agriculturalist in Dorset? He is a Yorkshireman and must be in close contact with any number of steam engineers to work with him and make the investment. I suspect one of my attractions is to be far distant, unable to drop in upon him at his workshop and ask to see what he is actually doing. No! There is any number of wool and cotton men close to hand and with money to spare. He don’t need me!”

It made a harsh sense. She suspected that any other sort of sense was not worth having in the world of business.

“There should be banks that do nothing other than fund innovation, Nat. They would be high risk, but could offer great profit. The absence of banks for business seems to be a major stumbling block in the growing of new enterprises.”

He laughed, waving a contemptuous hand.

“Banks? They exist to make safe loans. They are utterly opposed to innovation because it is new, and the novel is too risky. Banks want an unchanging world in which they make the same safe loans to the same safe people. They do not understand the new manufactories, and will not lend to them because of their own ignorance. Add to that, the new people often speak with different accents, and they only work in King’s English. Banks are not a solution to the new problems of finance – they are the cause of them.”

“Could you not set up a bank of industry, Nat?”

“Me? Personally? No. I am not rich enough. It would need several millions in backing, and that I have not got. I would have to borrow that from the existing banks, and they would delight in withdrawing their loans and breaking me for daring to create competition in their established markets. No, I cannot do it. Only a government could. Can you imagine this lot in Downing Street actually acting to benefit the country as a whole? Their sole concern is to protect the Landed Interest and to hang Reds. Nothing else matters to them. The Whigs are no better, being effectively the same sort of people. We are creating something new in this country, and the old rich men are doing everything they can to stifle it. They will succeed, as well. It will not last. They will impoverish this land so they can strut like kings on their own little dunghill, masters of the little they can survey. We need a revolution, Agatha – but I will not lead it, for having too much to lose, personally. No doubt every other firebrand says the same – ‘we need massive change, but I can’t afford it just now’.”

She had not noticed that the country was so very bad but felt ill-equipped to argue. No doubt her husband had seen more than her.

“I am aware, husband, that Lord Sidmouth, as an example, is an unpleasant little man, but is he typical of all his breed?”

“He is Home Secretary, a major officer of the government, significant in the Cabinet. He does not hold that place through personal merit – he has none. He is of low intellect and poor moral stature, as all who know him agree. He has a strong following in the country and in the Party, and that is why he remains in office. I do not doubt that Lord Liverpool would wish to see the back of him, but he cannot oust him and retain his majority. Sidmouth is a vile little man, a butcher of limited understanding and less scruple, and he is kept in place by a great mass of the squirearchy who find him their ideal – the hangers and floggers unite behind him. Speak to Alderley, if you can tolerate the tedium, and hear his opinion of Sidmouth – he has told me that we should unite behind the one man who understands the need to put the denizens of the gutter firmly in their place, something to be done only by whip and noose, backed by powder and ball.”

“But Lord Alderley is a foolish little man, as all who have met him know. Even my grandfather regarded him with a degree of contempt. He was the heir to the estate, though not the title which we all assumed was to fail, and the old lord valued him for that alone. Personally, he had little respect for him.”

“I have none. Having met his mother, I can have a degree of pity for the fellow, but respect? No. None at all. A fool who allowed himself to be abused at the Pavilion, which I will probably be unable to avoid if we go up to London next year. I am sure Alvanley will trap me at some time in the Season.”

She rubbed her belly, triumphant.

“I much fear I shall be fragile after my second delivery, Nathaniel. Just two or three months after the event and I shall be quite unable to stir from the Hall. I shall beg you to remain at my side, I fear.”

He grinned and solicitously took her arm, leading her inside to rest.

“I had forgotten how fragile a flower you are, my love. Thank you for reminding me. I do think it must become known that you are not enjoying perfect health in your carrying. Alvanley knows nothing of such matters and Prinny does not care to find out. That will keep me safe without causing offence to the next King of England, God help us all!”

The horses walked in, quietly looking about their new yard and the servants waiting on them. It was obvious that they were used to being pampered, expected comfort in their lives and did not really care too much who provided it. Nat decided he liked them, they added an amount of style to his stables.

“Big and powerful, Joseph Groom, and useful. A change from the nervous, twitching racehorses that filled the yard in the old lord’s day.”

“Fine bloodstock, my lord. Not like these big old commoners. As different as chalk and cheese, my lord. The racehosses was wonderful beasts, my lord, showing what quality really was.”

“Yes. A pity they could not win races.”

“They brought in any number of seconds and thirds, my lord. Can’t all have the luck on the day to run that extra couple of seconds quicker.”

“There is a name for horses, and stables, that habitually come second, Joseph Groom. We call them losers.”

“The old lord…”

“Is dead, Joseph Groom. His losing ways have died with him. I intend to see a strong stables established, full of great horses and breeding a line of working, useful, quality horses. There will be more Shires coming over the next year or two, and possibly some Suffolk Punches, too. The Hall will host a successful stableyard, something it did not know in the old lord’s days. They are fine beasts, are they not? The stallion is the biggest horse I have ever seen. He makes my black horse, Rudolph, no more than a pony by comparison.”

“Another plodder, my lord. All the same these big hosses. No go to them. Don’t know how that Rudolph can be called a charger, my lord. No more than a walk in ‘im.”

“That is his job, Joseph Groom. To walk all day over rough country, carrying me and my equipment and covering the ground as well at sunset as dawn. On top of that, to stand quiet and unmoving in the middle of a battle so I can be seen and heard by my men. Not one of these curvetting cavalry mounts – all brass and no balls, like their masters.”

The groom knew that cavalry were the masters of the field in battle – a well known fact that could not be argued. He made no response to his master’s ignorance. Every horseman knew the cavalry had saved the day at Waterloo.

“Not so big as that old lump, my lord. Got to be damned nigh seventeen hands at the withers, and more nor a ton of him.”

“More than head height on me, Joseph Groom. I have never seen his match. The mares are little less. They will throw some fine foals, I do not doubt.”

“Ought to, my lord. What we got them for, ain’t it. Bloody girt hairy-legged objects they are.”

“Iron Duke, the stallion’s name, Joseph Groom. A great horse and named for the greatest of men.”

“Not like the stallions as what come before him in this yard, my lord. The old days is gone. The old lord would have had a conniption fit to see commoners like that in one of his yards, my lord.”

“He would have had another fit when he heard that I had actually paid for them, Joseph Groom.”

“Time was coming, my lord, when they would all of they paid for themselves. There was three winners for sure at Salisbury last year, if only they could have raced like what they should have.”

“They would have failed again, Joseph Groom. The old lord had an eye for a pretty horse, but they never ran quite fast enough even so. This was a stable full of losers, Joseph Groom. I have changed that.”

The old racing groom could not accept that to be so. The stables would have succeeded, and before too much longer, if only the new lord had persevered. It would not have cost so very much, just a thousand or two more, and the gain in glory would have covered the mere financial costs. Lords were not put on Earth to worry about money – that was for lesser bodies to concern themselves with.

“I really should have dismissed Joseph Groom with the other racing people, Agatha. I had intended to, as you know, but had pity on him. He is more than fifty years old and could never have found work in another stables. No family – head grooms rarely have time for anything or body other than their horses – and nowhere to go. I could not put him out in the road. He will still do his job, but forever regretting the good old days of the racing yard. He told me again just now that if only I had persevered, the following season would have seen the Palfrey yard triumphant, winning everything it entered. I should imagine he heard that every year from the old lord – they had the best horses yet, must surely succeed this time.”

“Why did they not, Nat? Were the horses not good enough?”

“Lord Worcester – who has a highly successful stable – said once to me that the old lord would not pay out for a top-quality jockey, could not find twenty guineas in cash to put in a good man’s hand. It would seem he relied upon his own lads instead. Competent horsemen, no question of that, but without the extra knowledge and skills of the true jockey. Add to that, he suggested that the old lord had an eye for a handsome horse, but never quite for the fastest of the breed. His horses turned men’s eyes, no question of that, but they were always second best on the course. I do not know sufficient to speak to that, Agatha. I am no more than a workman in the saddle. I need to ride and do so, but I claim no more than the most ordinary competence. I can sit with a straight back and look like a soldier, but no more than that.”

She was sure he undervalued his own skills. He was not one to be second-best at anything.

“How is the leg now, Nat? Has it healed as it should.”

He had not ridden for some weeks, so as to put no strain upon the muscle.

“Perfect now. I took Rudolph out yesterday and rode easily. Poor old fellow had only had a lad take him out for exercise. He wanted a day of walking out, was forced to be content with no more than two hours. I must give him a proper excursion this week. On that topic, I have it in mind to pay a visit to Weymouth soon. Will you wish to come for the day? Might we book a hotel room, perhaps?”

“Most unlikely that we could, Nat. The hotels are generally booked year to year by the same people who come down for a month by the sea. Nothing available there until October, I would be almost certain.”

He had become used to simply showing his face and having rooms found for him, of the best at that. Posting houses were different to the hotels at the fashionable resorts, or so it seemed.

“A pity, that. Might we book say for a week or two at the time of the Season? None of the fashionable will be there then, of a certainty.”

“Perhaps two months after the birth – I might well enjoy a few days away, Nat. Fresh, bracing, maritime air. I miss that, to a minor extent, Nat. The little house in Southsea was not two hundred yards distant from the sea and we could walk down to the front almost every day. I must ask my mother if she would like to come to Weymouth.”

Nat agreed. Mrs Mortimer was rigorous in not intruding upon him, spending much of the day in her own workroom where she apparently enjoyed embroidery and similar female occupations. She walked the estate and the gardens as well. Nat feared she must find the life tedious but she said she was perfectly happy to be back in the home of her childhood with books as well to hand.

“You must indeed. She was telling me of her favourite Miss Austen and a book set in part at Weymouth.”

“Persuasion, of course. An elegant tale, as always for Jane Austen. So much preferable to these Gothick things one sees so much of. I have no love for dastardly monks, Nat!”

“I had understood them to be the favourite literature of the fashionable female, my love.”

“They are. Have you ever tried to talk with the ladies of the Season?”

“I have discussed the weather frequently, ma’am!”

“Precisely, sir! Determining whether it is, or is not, raining stretches their intellects to the full as a general rule.”

“They cannot all actually be stupid, Agatha.”

“By birth, no. They have however worked hard at burying the least trace of an intellect since they were old enough to discover their purpose in life. The fashionable female exists to marry the rich male, preferably also fashionable. Her whole existence aims to that one end. Competition is fierce so they must take every advantage they possess. There are, after all, at least two females born for every male in the ranks of the rich and titled. Why that is so, I know not, for it is not the case in the rest of the country, is it, Nat?”

“No. From the little I have read, mentioning the subject, there are more boys born than girls. I saw the figure of one and twenty male live births to a round score of female. By the age of  majority there are a few more females living, boys more likely to succumb to accident, it would seem. Only in the denizens of Mayfair does one find this gross imbalance of female to male births. The cause is unknown. I have not even read speculation upon it.”

She had thought something like that to be the case, was nonetheless surprised by the figures quoted.

“I had not been aware it was so extreme, Nat. It does explain why so many titled houses have failed. Every year there are lordships gone into desuetude, no male in the line to inherit the title. We in the Palfreys came remarkable close to extinction, after all.”

He agreed – a little of bad luck on the field of battle would have extinguished the line. He had taken so many risks over the years, fighting, literally, for promotion that it was more surprising he had survived than it would have been had he died.

“Your grandfathers were much at fault there, Nat!”

“Neither approved of the other’s family. I was the point at which the two came in contact so small wonder they detested me. In the end, though, I came out the winner, the one leaving a fortune, the other an estate to spend it on.”

“Elegantly put, sir! To go back to the fashionable female. Her aim in existence is to wed. She has no other purpose. She must not be intellectually able or she might be more clever than a potential husband. She must not be known to read, for many of the heirs to titles are illiterate. She must not be able to hold fluent conversation because so many of the males have nothing to say for themselves. It is safer and wiser far to be overtly stupid, and preferably light-heartedly silly with it. They are to be no more than beautiful butterflies, all ready to produce the next generation of caterpillars – which well describes so many of the titled gentlemen to be discovered in and around Mayfair.”

He grinned in appreciation, applauded her choice of language.

“I wonder, is it the same in Vienna and St Petersburg? Are they beset by hordes of foolish females seeking no more than to mate? What a sad reflection on those who proclaim their right to rule us!”

“Have we none of the clever in government, Nat? How can the country prosper if we are ruled exclusively by the dull?”

“We are not, fortunately. There is Lord Castlereagh, who may be the most able man, for intellects, in London. At his shoulder is Mr Canning, again of remarkable ability. There is Mr Huskisson, who is certainly far more clever than most, and, of course, we must not forget Wellington himself. His Grace is most able – not always wise, politically, he cannot forget he is part of the Irish Ascendancy – but he has a brain that serves him well. There are other, as yet lesser, young men who are showing their faces in the House of Commons. We are not wholly to despair, yet the fact remains that Eldon and Sidmouth and Blubberer Goderich are still to be found high in the ranks of the parties, and that is not to forget the unamiable Melbourne!”

“You showed some reticence when referring to Lord Castlereagh, husband?”

Nat grimaced, unwilling to discuss that gentleman with his wife.

“There are rumours going the rounds, my love. Vague mentions of possible financial embarrassment, which should not be – he is a rich man with an income from his estates that at least matches my total. If he is in financial trouble, then he is spending in excess of thirty thousand a year, which is not easily done. His lady is a leader of high fashion, probably sets him back ten thousand a year, possibly a little more. Even so, if he is in trouble then he has remarkable drains upon his purse. The whisper is of blackmail.”

She could not understand. The gentleman was His Majesty’s Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, could call upon the whole power of government if needed.

“Exactly, my love! There are secret people who will run to his bidding, knives unsheathed. He can be blackmailed only if the crimes involved are such that he dares not reveal them even to the government’s secret agents. From all one hears, there is little they have not done, almost nothing they have not covered up. I can imagine very few sins that would revolt them to the extent that they would expose the Foreign Secretary to the powers of the Law. If Castlereagh is paying blackmailers then I shudder to think what he has to hide.”

“Then why does Lord Liverpool not dismiss him from his government?”

“A lack of proof perhaps, and an unwillingness to take harsh action against any of his intimates. Liverpool would rather compromise and negotiate than take harsh action on anything. Add to that, Castlereagh is brilliant. He leads the whole of Europe by virtue of his shining intellect. He alone is able to keep together the Alliance that won the wars and to prevent the outbreak of another set of conflicts. Russia, Prussia, Austria, the Ottomans, all are kept in check by his genius, his powers of negotiation. Europe might well be in flames, was it not for that one great man. I fear, however, his flaws are equally great. He is a tragedy in the making, one that may affect us all. I do not know what he has done, is doing, but pray it will never come to light.”

“It seems that England may be shamed if it is ever revealed, Nat.”

“And all those he has persuaded to a course of reason will reject him and his works. A word in public could literally set off an even greater war than we have so recently endured.”


Chapter Eighteen

“Young Micah Dash, my lord. We are wasting him as a labourer on a recalcitrant hillside. He is working his hardest and slowly reclaiming his patch of waste, and at the end will have an acreage of the poorest land and very little we can do with it. The soil is thin, laying over sandstone and will take half a century to build into anything worthwhile.”

“A quarry?”

“Poor rock, my lord. Heavily faulted and friable. Impossible to build with it and too weak for roadstone. It is south facing and I am inclined to put it down to apple trees. It should produce fruit and will provide work for a pair of older men, no longer wholly spry but able to run the scythe over the grassland in between the trees and keep up a hedgerow around the boundary. It might even pay its costs. The leaves will fall and slowly build the soil and when the trees come to the end of their productive life it might be possible for your grandson to put a field into production in their place.”

“And young Dash you say is wasted on such a poor endeavour?”

“Wholly, my lord. I bring him to this office once a month to give me a report on all he has done and what he expects of the next four weeks. He speaks clearly and sensibly and shows the ability to calculate what will come on the basis of what he has been able to achieve so far. I have no need for a clerk, my lord, would put him on as such if I had the work for him.”

People were as much an asset as land. As an officer Nat had been aware of the need to promote and bring on his better men. This seemed much the same in principle.

“He would make a clerk, you say, Moorman? More than that in time?”

“I would think so, my lord. There is ability there.”

“So be it. A letter to Wiggins and O’Rourke, if you please, begging them to find a place for a bright youth with any one of the houses trading overseas. Africa or India, less likely the Sugar Islands these days - a location where a bright young man of no background could prosper and rise in the world, provided he survives the fevers.”

“By way of being a poisoned chalice, my lord?”

“Most definitely so, Moorman. He is son to a tenant farmer, not even his heir. In the wars I might have sent him off to the Navy, where he might have rapidly climbed to fame and glory. We all know of local men who have achieved that. In time of peace, there is nothing for him at sea. So, it is to brave the miasma rather than the cannon ball, poor lad! If he lives, then twenty years will see him comfortably situated, if he has the ability you believe. He can return in his thirties with perhaps twenty thousand in his pocket, able to settle into a partnership in this country in any local trading firm, or to buy land and become a minor gentleman. It is the best I can do for him, for I will not offer charity.”

“I doubt he would want charity, my lord. Will you speak to him?”

“In person? Why not. His father should be present when the time arises. Send the letter off and we shall move the youngster on his way while he is still bright and unspoiled by pointless labour.”

Two months and Nat sat in the estate office, Farmer Dash and his son in front of him.

“I am most pleased with your boy, Dash. He is a bright lad and knows how to work. He is wasted on the land.”

“If you says so, my lord. I had been reckoning to see him walk into his own tenancy in twenty years, maybe, myself having the money to start him up, like.”

“I can offer better, if he wishes to take the risk, Dash. It will make his fortune, or perhaps see him in an early grave. I can secure him a place with a London firm trading to the old Slave Coast. No longer into slaving but importing palm oil and Grains of Paradise and gold dust and fine timbers. Working there, buying in and selling trade goods and himself to take a portion of the profits he makes as well as a respectable wage. It is fever country. We have all heard of the Bight of Benin. Survive and he will be more than comfortable in twenty years, able to buy his farm if that is what he wants. A good many die, however. It is a risky prospect. If he lives, the year 1840 will see him, what, thirty-five years old?”

“Little bit less, my lord.”

“It will also see him with at least twenty thousand in his pocket. Or underneath a mouldering cross in a muddy graveyard, many leagues from home. I would say the chances are about equal, Dash. It is no great gift I am offering your boy.”

Dash squared his shoulders, a man looking at an unpleasant choice.

“One way, the lad turns himself into a gentleman, money in his pocket and well able to set up as a family man in a big house. The other, he ain’t no more than a memory. I knows which way I want to turn on it, my lord, but best he makes his own voice heard. What say you, Micah?”

The boy had not been sure he would be given a say in his own future. He made his plea in a firm voice, showing his maturity, he hoped.

“I wants to go, Dad. Maybe I dies out there, far from home and seeing you and Mum no more, nor brother Jack nor the rest of them. Just as good a chance I makes me fortune and comes back to be a squire. Might be I comes to own my own trading firm, Dad, and we’s all rich for all our lives. Not so big a chance that – it don’t happen to farmers. But it is some chance of being more nor I can be here, Dad. I wants to go.”

The two adults looked each other in the eye and shrugged. They had asked the child his opinion and were stuck with it.

Nat made their reply.

“I shall have you taken into Dorchester tomorrow, Micah, and to the tailor there for your clothing to go up to London and then over the seas. If you come back in twenty years, you can repay the loan.” He thought it important for the boy’s pride to emphasise that he was not making a gift. “Your new employer will wish to see you at the end of next week. Good luck!”

The boy made his thanks, gravely, aware that neither man was happy with his decision but would not override him.

“I reckon as how Mum won’t like it, my lord. It be my chance, my lord. Thank you.”

Nat extended his hand, gravely shook, much suspecting he had passed sentence of death on the lad. Dash spoke, unexpectedly, as he turned to go.

“Better nor going West, my lord. Some chance he will be coming back one day. He can write letters too, to come home on the trading ships. Don’t never hear nothing more of a boy that goes West.”

That, Nat knew, was true. It was rare indeed to see or read a word from a youngster who had crossed the ocean. They left and were gone. Micah might come back again, one day.

He wondered what sort of man would return, assuming he was so fortunate.

“Dash put his second boy on the overnight mail out of Dorchester last night, Agatha. An easier run than using the stage down to Poole and changing at Guildford. He much doubts he will see the lad again, knows it will be as a grown man if he does.”

“Brave men both, to go and to send the boy away. Will he die, Nat?”

“As likely as not. It is no great gift I have made him.”

“Yet, it is a thing he will know he has earnt, if ever he returns. He can come back and look you in the eye, knowing he is his own man and that he does not owe you for charity. Suppose he lives, he is free of obligation, though not of kindness.”

It was, Nat conceded, a valid argument. He had opened a door for the youngster, no more. He was no more than a facilitator – what the boy made of his life was his responsibility. The lad would keep his pride.

“I will look forward to seeing him cross my threshold, twenty years from now. He will be one hell of a man!”

“Possibly so, my lord, but one doubts that to be the most appropriate way of describing him.”

His inelegance was rebuked. He bowed and smiled, accepting that he was no longer in the officers mess with a glass in hand.

“It leaves us, however, with Noyce’s lands still to deal with. I must discover what Moorman has in mind.”

“I am to be modern, my lord. I have it in mind to set the whole to berry bushes, in rows, on fences, space in between for pickers to walk. Each year we shall pick and make jam and preserves to bottle and sell in London. At intervals I shall set hives, my lord. When we are not jam making, we shall bottle up honey and again, send it to the capital, where there is money. Bees wax as well has a market, for furniture polish. I shall need to build a barn for jam making and bottling, and shall employ a dozen or more of the younger, unwed womenfolk. I shall turn the villages upside down, the young females having a wage in their pocket.”

Nat grinned, approving of the ambition.

“The big houses will not love you, Moorman, for giving girls a paid occupation far superior to being in service. Housemaids are paid almost nothing more than their keep. If you pay a wage, the good ladies will have to at least match you. An excellent notion, sir. I am much in favour. If it is successful, others will imitate your endeavour, which can only be to the good. Blackberries and raspberries, I presume?”

“Possibly strawberries as well, my lord, though they are a bit fussier in terms of the soil they require. We shall see what will work. Laying hands on pots will be a big concern. There are no glass cones close to hand so we shall use earthenware jars more, I do not doubt. I think, my lord, that we will be able to do well while we are the sole seller almost. In time there will be others, but sweet stuff is uncommon in the shops still and Palfrey’s Jam will go down well in the bigger towns.”

“Good. You have my fullest approval, Moorman. It will serve to give work to the people, which is a great need, as well as finding an alternative to wheat. I was reading only last week of a report from Canada of the lands west of their Great Lakes. Massive expanses of good soil, almost flat, extending hundred of miles to the west, unbroken except by rivers. They were not talking of acres but of thousands of square miles, all of them suitable for wheat. In time – and not so very many years at that – there will be settlers with ploughs working those lands, and where will they sell their harvests?”

“Canada can only sell here, my lord, in England. It is our colony and must sell to us. America, directly to the south, presumably has much the same, mile upon mile of prime agricultural land and access to the sea by way of great rivers. The day must come when our wheat shall be undercut by theirs. It is not possible to transport beef or butter or milk, my lord. Wheat will keep its goodness for two or three months aboard barge and ship. Flesh will not. It seems to me, my lord, that we must look to the future in all our doings. Wheat is high just now. Ten or twenty years hence, what will it be?”

Nat nodded, gravely.

“While we keep the Corn Laws, the price of wheat will be artificially high, and we will profit. Nothing lasts forever. We must look to the future, Moorman. We do not have the best land for corn. We must be ready to move out of cereal production and into other profitable endeavours. That means finding them and becoming used to them, and persuading the tenantry that the world will not come to an end if they do not plant wheat every year.”

Moorman shook his head, almost despondent.

“It will take a better man than me to do that, my lord. I have heard it already when talking up the dairy and beef cattle and suggesting that others should at least go into mixed farming. ‘Arr, now, Mr Moorman, sir, it be all very well for thee to say so, but bread be the Staff of Life, what it do say in the Good Book, and it bain’t be for I to go against the Bible, sir. No, sir. Wheat and barley and turmots the third year, though it ought to be fallow, sir, and I doubt not we shall pay for that change one day – that be proper, Mr Moorman, for farming, like.’ I have heard that a dozen times and will no doubt hear it again whenever I try to persuade them to alter their habits.”

Nat forced the grin off his face, gravely agreed that farmers were hidebound in their opposition to innovation.

“They must and shall join the modern world, Moorman. We are fortunate indeed in having Dash to give a lead on the estate. I could wish we had others of his quality.”

“We have Legge, who is not as bright as Dash but will follow his lead, for Dash being his friend these many years. Where Dash goes, Legge will quietly follow on. I believe young Jack Dash is likely to marry one of Legge’s girls, sir, to the pleasure of both families. Not for fifteen years yet, at least, but the friendship is there already. For the rest of our tenants, we are short of any initiative. So much so that I am much inclined to bring about a new pattern of tenancies, in fact, my lord, if you are willing to take the uproar I shall create.”

“Nothing like a good uproar occasionally, Moorman. It makes life more entertaining, you know.”

Moorman did not know, it seemed, did not especially wish to. He accepted his lord’s light-heartedness, having too little choice himself.

“Just now, my lord, we have Home Farm and seven great tenants, the biggest Dash with his eight hundred and some acres now, the smallest Wanhill with his four hundred and fifty. They hold some six thousand acres between them, the bulk of their lands still sheepwalk and poor. Besides them another eight who have between eighty and two hundred acres, some twelve hundred acres in total. Finally and taking up some eight hundred acres between them there are the better part of fifty little men – and some women – who are no more than smallholders. Sixty-five tenants all told, my lord, paying between five and twenty-five shillings an acre this year.”

“To give an income of barely four thousands from eight thousand acres, Moorman. Subtract our expenditure on their housing from that and we see barely two thousand a year clear. A poor return!”

“Exactly, my lord. Wholly inadequate. To change that, we must alter the pattern of tenancies. The little smallholders, ridiculously, generally earn more than the middle-sized men. They make a better living selling vegetables and eggs into Blandford, and feeding themselves, of course. A few have pigs as well. The middling men have their sheep and precious little besides and cannot make a living from them. They feed themselves, just about, from the kitchen garden and see only pennies after the rent. The seven bigger holders have the wheatfields that bring a high income, even if too much of their land is still sheepwalk. Dash and Legge are into dairying as well now and are looking at an excessive income, to my mind.”

“What do you have in mind, Moorman?”

“Break up the middle sized farms, my lord. Get rid of them, and their sheep. Split them up into thirty and forty acre leases, to be run with half a dozen milch cows and the rest worked as smallholdings, the family to produce vegetables and eggs and bacon. Hard labour and far better returns. Their sheep definitely to go. Eight tenant farmers to become thirty or more of smallholders, my lord. We shall have to arrange wagons to go into Poole and Weymouth and maybe Dorchester, to market, as Blandford is too small to take up all of the extra production.”

“Will the land support such a style of farming?”

“Full of the new guano, my lord, and with a dung heap besides, and the best of new practice, and growing the right crops. Yes, my lord. It will.”

“When do the tenancies come due, Moorman?”

“One this year, my lord. Three next and four the year following. All given by the old lord, varying in length almost according to whim, it might seem. There is an expectation of renewal, but it is not a legal obligation upon us. I doubt that the tenants of sheep farms will turn themselves into smallholders, my lord, so they will go, all eight families. Finding thirty men and women to replace them will be a matter of ease. There will be labourers queuing up for the opportunity, and widow women as well. Too many of that latter sort still, my lord, their men not returning from the wars as they had hoped. Not all of the men dead, of course. The word is that some few chose not to come back to the villages they left, and might not have been welcome if they had.”

“Quota and Militia men, balloted out against their will and finding life better elsewhere even so?”

“The ballot was not a matter of random choice, my lord. It should have been the case that men’s names were drawn at random, but in my experience, it did not work that way. I turned up to my local market square for the ballot five years running as a young man, knowing my name would not be called, for I was working for squire and doing well by him. Time after time, the idlers and drunkards and troublemakers and suspected petty thieves and poachers found themselves named and sent away while the steady working men were untouched. A youngster that eyed up a daughter of the squire’s, or the attorney, or a prosperous shopkeeper, would rapidly find himself in the Quota and marching off to Portsmouth or Plymouth to sail for His Majesty. A good few of them have chosen never to come back.”

Nat laughed, realising that the Peace had to be kept in the villages and small towns and that the local magistrates would have had their ways of quietly doing so.

“Call for a rise in wages one week and off to sea the next, no doubt. It worked in sending away any who had the desire for a Revolution of our own. There was little trouble on the land during the war.”

“True, my lord, but less than wholly honest, and known to be so.”

“Unwise to be arrogantly visible in one’s manipulation of what was intended to be an honest process. Foolish of the government that introduced the system to expect honesty of those who actually worked it. They should have known better.”

Moorman had to agree. Honesty was too valuable to waste on everyday life.

“So! We have widows and hard-working labourers who will willingly take on the burden of smallholding. It is not an existence I would wish on any man or woman, but it gives a degree of independence and puts their future in their own hands. The harder they work, the better-off they will be. Long leases with guaranteed renewals, failing waste, and rents initially low, Moorman. They are to benefit from this change – it is not to be entirely one-sided.”

“It will not be, my lord. There will be the written promise on our part to supply guano, while it is available, and an alternative if it is not. We will also aid with the selling of their produce to more distant markets when there is too much for local towns and villages to take up. Particularly, we will buy in the milk they produce, at a fair price, unless they wish to make their own butter and cheese and keep pigs for the buttermilk. Additionally, we will guarantee a dame school within two miles – three parts of an hour’s walk there and back is not too much to ask. In time, my lord, we will establish a free hospital in Blandford. Given those incentives, I think there will be a greater demand for smallholdings than we can meet. Where the land is not suitable for wheat, then I believe the smallholding is the way forward.”

Nat agreed, knowing there would be a degree of upset nonetheless.

“They are not churchgoers, I believe, Moorman?”

“Almost none of them, my lord. There might be a farmwife or two goes to the parish church, and maybe takes the children along while they are younger, but not among the bulk of the adults. There is, however, a presence of Methodies, my lord. Two at least of the middle sorts of tenants – Dowding, who has one hundred and fifty acres, and Butt, who farms eighty badly, are both prominent in chapel of a Sunday morning, ranting most enthusiastically.”

That could well be a nuisance, Nat accepted. The local minister or pastor or whatever they chose to call him might easily be able to make a public fuss.

“No doubt we shall survive the adverse comment, Moorman. Mildly annoying, but no more than that. Methodies do not make good revolutionaries, fortunately.”

Moorman agreed. He suspected he would survive being named in chapel as a blackguard.

“I shall inform the first of them, who happens to be Butt, when he pays his rent this coming Quarter Day that he will not be renewed when he comes up in the autumn. Giving him a full thirteen weeks of notice is generous, and we are not legally compelled to do so. I shall map out the new boundaries – three smallholdings, their tenants to walk in as Butt goes out. One will take the old farmhouse and barn, the other two will have places built for them on the least fertile patches of their new land.”

“What will Butt do?”

“Weep, my lord?”

“Not the most self-reliant of men, you imply?”

“Not at all, my lord. Married with half a dozen brats, none of them in any way outstanding, he will have no notion of what to do next.”

“Move him on, if possible, Moorman. If for any reason, if he will not go, then put him on the charity of the chapel and make the offer of a place as a guard at Botany Bay. It should be practical to find such a position, should it not?”

“Probably. I do not know for sure, my lord. I will discover who and how, my lord. It should not be too difficult to organise. He has four daughters and two sons to go with him. The girls will be able to pick up husbands in Botany Bay; there is a great shortage of respectable females there, those transported tending to be of the other sort.”

They laughed and turned to other matters, Butt dealt with to their satisfaction. They had been generous, they believed, and if he turned their gift down then he could look after himself, for not needing their assistance.

“It will be a great change, Agatha, the whole landscape being altered to meet the new needs. No doubt there will be objections from some, but they will be seen to be merest stick-in-the-muds who object on principle to everything novel.”

She tended, cautiously, to agree.

“We are talking five times as many folk as used to use the land, are we not, Nat?”

“We are, my love. In many ways an advantage to have work for the extra. Many of the tenants have sons growing up and soon to be seeking employment. I hope they will approve of the opportunity this will grant them. Hard work, there is little more demanding than smallholding, but independent and able to be their own men rather than go as mere labourers. To a great extent, we are doing them a favour, you know.”

She tended to be suspicious of such comments.

“We are giving them something, Nat?”

“Well, everything has a price. Nothing in this world comes for free. When once established, I would expect a rent of about a pound an acre.”

“That will compare well with the present levels, I presume?”

“Perhaps four times greater. I must increase Moorman’s wage, you know. He is a most valuable employee. Dash is taking home more than Moorman just now, and that is probably undesirable. I will not cut Dash’s income, so must raise Moorman a good fifty above him. It is only fair.”


Chapter Nineteen

“Sir Angus Gould, my lord.”

“Welcome, Sir Angus. A pleasure, sir.”

A nod to Wrayford and the orders for a pot of coffee, knowing that Sir Angus would not take alcohol of a morning, invariable in his abstinence when working, as he always was before six o’clock.

“A fine day, my lord. My second girl, my lord, has it in mind to make a match with the doctor. He is much taken with her and she has a great affection for him, so, in many ways desirable. Thing is though, my lord, he is a good doctor and is building a respectable practice, and will, no doubt, be earning five or six hundred a year and slowly growing. Nothing wrong with that. But, my lord, is it suitable for a baronet’s child? Am I setting my own dignity at risk by permitting such a match?”

Nat had not the least idea what the answer to that was. He had a strong suspicion that Sir Angus might still rise further in the world, might just possibly pick up a barony to become his own equal. The chances were against it, but it was not impossible. He had bought more land and was probably still in the market for additional acres, which might one day include a constituency. If he ended up as the owner of a Member of Parliament, or more than one, then it might well be the case that a future Prime Minister would wish to turn him up sweet with a seat in the House of Lords. If that was the case, would he want a mere country sawbones as his son by marriage? Would his own sons be comfortable with such a brother-in-law?

He needed Agatha’s advice and could not delay Sir Angus while he asked for it. He must extemporise, find an answer off the top of his head. He wanted to keep Dr Napier, happy and firmly committed to the locality. It was possible, he hoped.

“I have been thinking, Sir Angus, of the need for a free hospital in Blandford. Was we to create such, and was Dr Napier to walk its wards for some part of each week, and sit on its Board of Governors, then a few years could well see him knighted and thoroughly respectable.”

They delayed their consideration of the proposal for coffee, both glad of the opportunity to think the matter through.

“It would cost a little initially, my lord, but annually not so very much.”

“A first new building, and no doubt expansions over time, Sir Angus. A trust to run the institution with a fund for its costs. There would need be a dresser and nurses, a few, and no doubt a midwife too, these needing be salaried. The purchase of apothecary’s requisites and bandages and such. Beds and their linen and laundry, and no doubt a kitchen as well. A dinner annually at which any man and his wife who had contributed to the Fund would sit at our side, held here, perhaps.”

Sir Angus could see how it might do much good locally, in far more than the obvious ways.

“That would attract a lot of the shopkeepers and such to find a five pounds note, my lord. To dine at the Hall, at my lord’s table, would be a great attraction. For any man who coughed up, I don’t know, say twenty a year? For such a one a place as a Governor, to sit at our shoulders every month and discuss the running of the hospital equally with us. Make the little men part of the whole affair and they will do all they can to make it work. It is a good thing to do, my lord. A benefit to the whole neighbourhood and one that will do our own names a deal of good. We should do it, my lord. I will speak with Dr Napier, my lord, and I do not doubt he will volunteer his services. My girl will be made pleased as well, and that is not unimportant to me. She is a good lass and deserves to be happy, and if her Scots doctor is what she wants, then she must have him.”

Sir Angus drank his coffee, talked a little longer about nothing in particular and hurried off, always more to do than there were hours in the day.

Agatha agreed the Free Hospital was desirable in its own right, and, if it benefitted the estate as well, that was not a bad thing.

“It will settle Dr Napier in the area, never to leave, and that is also much to our benefit. He is a clever man and learned and will benefit our people. A knighthood is also useful to us all, attracting a deal of attention locally. Much to be said in favour of a town that has a knighted doctor resident. The Lord Lieutenant must approve of such a distinction. As well, if we have  a Free Hospital then there must be a desire in the other towns of the County to match us, not to be inferior to our locality. That will be to the benefit of the local people, and may well help to avoid riot and disorder generally. Has Poole a hospital, do you know, Nat?”

“It has, and has benefitted from my generosity. No doubt Sir Angus as well has contributed his mite, and probably Mr Pearce. The town has need of such an institution, and may well seek to expand it, necessarily being greater than anything to be found out in the sticks.”

He broached the question of the new baronet’s dignity.

“Was Sir Angus right to be concerned that a daughter might be wed to a mere country doctor?”

“To an extent, yes. It does seem somewhat out of place, doctors not being the most greatly respected of local beings, generally speaking. Better regarded of recent years for more of them being educated, having attended at University. The bulk was always used to be hedge doctors, more or less self-taught and as likely to be called to prescribe for a horse as a man, but they are becoming more the thing of late times. The problem is still that there are so many ailments they can do nothing for. Had they more cures, they might attract more respect, Nat.”

He had to agree. Too many illnesses were no more than a death sentence, impossible of cure, for the doctor to be valued greatly. Diagnoses were all very well, but working medicines would be valued more greatly.

“What they can do is valuable, my love. For all they cannot – perhaps one day.”

The estate purchased a piece of land conveniently close to the centre of the town, leading to much speculation locally, only increased when the builders were brought in, under the guidance of the new Scots doctor.

Bricks were rapidly laid and a first large single-storied hall was erected, followed by subsidiary smaller offices and kitchens and a row of cottages. Word was passed of a meeting to be held in the new building, a Board to be formed to administer a Free Hospital, under the patronage of my lord and the new baronet whose money together had paid for the initial construction.

‘All interested parties invited to attend’, so it said in the local Gazette and Chronicle.

There was much discussion of who might be said to have an ‘interest’ in such an endeavour.

Mr Simmons, the attorney, was heard to suggest that only those who could make a financial contribution could reasonably look to sit on the new Board. Mr Ellison, whose hardware store had grown and set on a dairy as well, most profitable with the new supply of milk and butter and cream and cheese for the town, agreed loudly. The important folk of the town must all provide support to so worthy an institution, donating both cash and their valuable time to the new demonstration of the benevolence of the great landowners.

Dr Napier was asked his opinion and responded that he was pledged to donate his services to the valuable facility. He much hoped the whole town would benefit from such a practical form of good works.

The meeting was held of a Wednesday evening, the bulk of small shops always closing early of a Wednesday by long tradition. Most shops opened at six in the morning and closed around midnight, Monday to Saturday, the Wednesday half-day a rest for their exhausted employees.

It was not felt to be in good taste to hold public events on the Sabbath, so Wednesday was almost the official day for functions.

Moorman sat as master of ceremonies, having a loud voice and used to addressing the tenants when they came together at Quarter Day to pay their rent. A row of worthies was arrayed behind him – all male – and rarely shoulder to shoulder in equality.

Baron and baronet centrally, Mr Pearce to one side, Admiral Hammond to the other and the remainder of the important as they wished. The crowd saw Ellison and Simmons on either side of Dr Napier, took notice of the importance of the pair. A doctor was educated and had a place in public, but storekeepers and attorneys were not normally to be seen among the ranks of the most worthy. Mockridge the apothecary was to be seen in the line of the great and good of the town, which was rare indeed, his family being Catholic and hence not generally to be publicly accepted.

Watching in the body of the hall, one day to be the two wards, male and female, was a crowd comprising all the respectable of the town and a few not generally included in that description – every man who was more than a day labourer was present and so as well were the landlords of the three public houses as well as the host at the single inn. The vicar of the parish church stood at one end of the front row, the Methodist minister at the other; neither had acknowledged the other’s presence.

“My lord, Sir Angus, gentlemen. This meeting shall come to order.”

The subdued whispering in the hall came to an end. All looked at Moorman.

“It is my pleasure to call upon Lord Palfrey to announce the purpose of this meeting and to suggest the business for the evening. My Lord!”

Nat stood forward, glanced at the two hundred faces packed into the building and smiled politely. He had addressed full parades of battalion strength in the past, found it easy to speak up now.

“Sir Angus, gentlemen. The building we are now standing in is to be the Free Hospital of Blandford. I am pleased to announce that our good Dr Napier has consented to become the Honorary Medical Superintendent of the institution and a member of its Board of Governors. Mr Moorman is to be Honorary Treasurer of the Hospital. The buildings have been donated to the Hospital, gratis.”

There was a quick murmur as the word circulated that the whole must have cost the better part of five hundred pounds, which was not a small sum. All present were able to work out that my lord must have dipped deep into his purse as the prime mover of the new institution.

“The Board must appoint a dresser, nurses, cooks, cleaners – all of the necessary staff of such a hospital, and pay them an honest wage. There must also be provision for the services of an apothecary and the supply of all medications and necessary foodstuffs for those patients who must stay in the hospital. This is to make demands upon the benevolence of those worthy burgesses of the town who will wish to take seats upon the Hospital Board, and no doubt show their prominence in other ways. Meetings of the Board and its annual dinner will take place at Palfrey Hall.”

Another murmur as the social climbers realised they would rub shoulders with my lord.

“It is intended that the Hospital shall provide free medical care to the whole town and to the surrounding villages. Patients will be asked to donate as they can to the Hospital Fund. For many, this will mean nothing, of course, as the destitute will be treated as well as the comfortably off. There must be a need for additional funds and it is much hoped that all men of good heart will donate as they can. Every penny will be recognised and valued, I assure you. Mr Moorman will record all donations – except they are made anonymously – and will publish the accounts annually, together with an exact record of every penny expended. The accounts will be made available to the Board and then will be lodged with the Lord Lieutenant of the County, as well as being placed on public display here at the Hospital. They will be open for all to inspect.”

There was a rumble of applause. Such transparency was uncommon in local affairs – few mayors and councils subjected themselves to such rigour.

“It is the intention to equip the Hospital inside the month and to open for the first patients at Harvestide. I will be happy to answer any questions that you may wish to ask in this open meeting.”

The vicar immediately stepped forward and enquired of the role of the Church in the Hospital, noting there had been no mention of a Chaplain appointed.

“The Hospital will treat the sick and injured of all faiths, Reverend. Should the Church wish to donate some part of the tithe to these good works, we shall be delighted to accept and recognise its generosity.”

There was loud laughter at that, tithes being a matter of considerable discontent in the town since the new vicar had attempted to enforce their collection and had treated them as his personal income.

The Methodist minister raised a hand and was asked to speak, briefly said his elders would meet after Sunday service, as always, and he would most strongly beg of them to permit a donation of chapel funds to the new and most valuable institution.

“We are not of the richest, my lord, but I am sure we may find some pennies and will be able as well to give of our labour where most useful.”

Nat made his thanks, saw the hand of the landlord of the White Horse, perhaps the rowdiest public house, go up.

“Mr Lamerton.”

“Beg pardon, me lord. But what of those like I what wants to put their hands in their pockets, like? Us as ain’t respectable might want to do what us can.”

“Mr Lamerton, money is always respectable!”

Nat waited for the laugh to die down.

“All donations will be accepted, from whatever source they may come. The Hospital will be for all. To my mind, that means for all to use, as they need, and to contribute if they can. Money from the White Horse will be valued quite equally with donations from the vicar or the minister. We shall be glad indeed to accept your generosity.”

The vicar did not like to be equated with the lower classes and the minister was committed to teetotalism. Neither was happy to be set at equality with the merest of beerhouse owners. The bulk of those present were delighted.

Lamerton made his thanks and pledged his White Horse to collect money every month and pay it across faithfully.

“We ain’t gentlefolks, my lord, but us can find something in us pockets for benefit of them as is worse off nor us.”

“Money given with a good heart is welcome indeed, Mr Lamerton. All in the town can work together to this end, and all will benefit. When the fevers come, there is no question then of rich or poor, respectable or gutter – all fall alike to that enemy of mankind. All of us are to work together for the benefit of all in such a case. A hospital and fine doctor will come to the aid of all of us, as I am glad to see you recognise, Mr Lamerton. Honest benevolence, sir, is to be found in every order of society.”

Lamerton was not entirely certain he understood the whole of that little speech, but was much of the opinion he had been told he was a good man. He was in favour of that and hoped my lord might remember when next he was stood before the Bench for permitting riot in his public house and the streets nearby.

Some number of those present were not too sure they wished to be associated in any activity with the likes of Lamerton. Almost all decided they wanted a hospital and did not need to rub shoulders with Lamerton to get it. His money would be good even if he personally was not.

Iblett the carrier raised his hand to ask whether donations in kind might be acceptable. He did not have much by way of spare cash but could always find space on his waggon for a box or two. He was assured that every form of assistance was welcome. On market day, as an example, it might be that some small portion of vegetables and such remained unsold at day’s end – the kitchen would undoubtedly welcome such a donation.

The meeting ended in an air of general self-satisfaction. The town was working together, an example of local patriotism previously unknown to them and, they suspected, uncommon in the country as a whole. They could be proud of themselves and were, openly so.

The landlords of the two respectable public houses joined ranks with the innkeeper to buttonhole Moorman and pledge themselves to twenty pounds a year between them – not to be publicly announced and made much of, for they suspected that to be out of their place, but to be quietly known, they trusted. Moorman assured them he would explain to my lord why they were so modest and would ensure they were known to be the right sort.

“Not vulgarly loud, such as some in our trade might be, Mr Moorman, but knowing our proper place, as should be.”

Moorman told them again that he understood their proper reticence.

“Awful crawlers, the three senior publicans, my lord! Not wanting to step out of their proper place, but good for a guaranteed twenty a year between the three of them, which is not to be sniffed at. I will wager, my lord, that the White Horse will come up with more, the villains there always of the open-handed sort.”

“Villains, Moorman?”

“Just that, my lord. Horse thieves, I am certain, working the ringing trade. Nags stolen in Winchester and thereabouts ridden down to these parts and sold or exchanged for beasts stolen down Bridport way and appearing in markets distant from their proper owners, and with papers to hand to name their sellers so that all is above board. Never stealing in and around Blandford itself, so as to have an honest name in their home town. There may be other sorts as well, I do not know, but I am certain I have noticed too many animals passing through to be properly accounted for. Impossible of proof, and none of my business to be interfering, my lord – but I know what I know.”

A little consideration suggested that the lordship could not be responsible for everything that went on in town. While the local folk were not the victims, then it were better never to have been informed of such dubious activities.

“I am not at all sure we want dishonest money propping up our hospital… However, it may be said there is no such thing as dirty money. The hands that pass the coins across may be unclean, but the money itself is sparkling bright and will be put to the best of causes. Say thank you, most politely, Moorman! If possible, tip me the wink so that I may coincidentally appear while you are taking their loot and make my own pleasure clear. I am sure Lamerton will value a handshake and an expression of gratitude. I may wish to count my fingers afterwards, but we must all make sacrifices in a good cause.”

Moorman did not understand.

“Count my fingers to make sure none have been stolen, man!”

The agent suspected that might be military humour, such as my lord sometimes lowered himself to, occasioning the regret of more elegant folk.

The Board met, Ellison hanging back, having to force himself to sit to the same table as his lordship. Nat took pains to address him, to make him welcome.

“Come, Mr Ellison, I recall you as the first to welcome me into Blandford town. I am glad to offer my hospitality now, sir.”

The meeting was over inside an hour, Moorman spending much of that on the accounts, explaining them to be remarkably healthy and to lead to the expectation that the Hospital might well be able to fund a second building within the year and to salary a permanent doctor in addition to Dr Napier.

“Wholly unexpected that it should be so, gentlemen, but most pleasing. The Mayor and Burgesses of the town have been able in their wisdom to find a substantial donation, which was not included in our first plans.”

The Corporation was an ancient body, supposedly with an income of sorts which was spent solely on dinners for the Burgesses who appointed themselves to their places for life. It had no functions in the town, not so much as paying for a sweeper for the market square which apparently supplied much of its funds in rental for the stalls.

His Worship the Mayor was present, had become a member of the Board, was sat resplendent in his gold chain of office, smiling benignly as they expressed their delight at his generosity. The appointment was for life, apparently, and accrued to a townsman of outstanding local virtue, as decided by the burgesses, who had hereditary places. Moorman had explained that the Mayor had for many years been a land smuggler, his function being to pick up cargoes from the beaches and transport them inland to the larger towns where they could easily be sold.

“What he is turning to now is unknown, my lord. He may have been forced into honest trade, using his packhorses and carts for more overt purposes. I suspect we may find him to be a major figure in the movement of our guano, my lord. It will not be easy to find the waggons we require.”

Nat was not best pleased but made no objection – the need was for efficiency far more than any overt honesty.

“Is there literally nothing left to smuggle, Moorman?”

“Not with the Navy filling the Channel with its small ships, my lord. Trade is all above board of a sudden. Amusingly so, in fact. Any number of respectable gentlemen, not known to have been associated with the trade, are now tightening their belts and looking for another occupation. I am told of whole families selling out of small and previously surprisingly prosperous estates, in Sussex and Kent especially, and taking themselves overseas to become pioneers in the new lands of Canada and the States.”

It was amusing in its way, Nat was sure. Any number of respectable gentlemen must be cursing the end of the war that had protected them in their endeavours on the beaches. The defeat of Bonaparte had ended the rule of the Gentlemen at a stroke. He smiled at the Mayor and shook his hand and took a sideways glance at the gold chain, amazed to see it was not pinchbeck, was actually the true, solid metal. There was more than a thousand pounds sat on the little fat gentleman’s shoulders. He was amazed that none of his predecessors had thought to make a copy in base metal and sell off the original – it must have been so great a temptation.

“All entirely successful, Agatha. I had expected to make up an annual deficit but much doubt I shall need to open my purse again this year. Sir Angus has bestowed his blessing upon Dr Napier and all is well in their world. It is, of course, vastly to our benefit on the estate. We shall be able now to make our change to smallholdings the more easily for having the hospital to attract tenants to the life. We need only now set up a dame school to each village, which is a far cheaper business.”

“Is it entirely genteel, Nathaniel? Moving from proper farming to smallholding is a lower form of existence, it must be said.”

“Poor soil that will not produce a wheat crop except poorly, no matter how much we supply of different fertiliser. Wiser far to set hands to growing vegetables and fruits, to pig rearing and milk as well. It is a long overdue change, Agatha. Importantly, it will enable every family on the land to eat sufficiently. More children to live, even though they will be a nuisance at every generation, finding them work and building houses for them. They will create change in an unpredictable fashion but we must go forward. We cannot remain stuck in the ancient mud of our forebears. Our world is progressing and we must find a way to progress with it.”


Chapter Twenty

“A formal invitation, my lady, from Sir Angus Gould, to attend at his wedding to Miss Hastings, of Poole.”

“Who is she, Nathaniel?”

He shrugged.

“Wrayford?”

The butler placed the tea service to the occasional table, ensured all was well before answering, making use of his thorough knowledge of every family of birth or money in the whole of the county, and of significant parts of neighbouring shires. It was a butler’s function to be acquainted with every gentleman who might possibly come a-knocking at the big front door.

“Mr Hastings, my lord, is one of the greater merchants of Poole. He has several sixty-fourths in South Seas whalers as well as full ownership of a number of vessels in the coasting trade and of one working the Guinea Coast. He as well is possessed of a coal yard and a ship’s chandlery and of the larger shipyard in town. He has interests besides in timber and corn, my lord. It is believed that he has a large income. In his domestic existence, my lord, he is a widower, his house previously kept for him by his eldest daughter, a young female of some five and twenty years, my lord, presumably to be Sir Angus’ bride. He has one son and three younger girls, two of them already wed well in the merchant community. The son, naturally, is employed as the heir, though is felt by some to be of limited ability and may not be entirely capable of maintaining his father’s businesses.”

It was evidently a very wise marriage for Sir Angus, likely to be of considerable financial benefit.

“I really feel we must attend, my lady.”

She agreed, somewhat reluctantly. It was a marriage outside of the ordinary bounds of gentility.

“The wedding is to be in Poole, naturally, and to be an occasion, I doubt not. We must take rooms in the biggest posting house, for the two nights. We must be seen for the duration of the festivities. Not, however, to accept hospitality in the Hastings household. That would be too great a condescension on our part. You will dance, of course, my lord. I shall not, for obvious inability, being seven months by then. We are to make much of welcoming Lady Gould into our society, I believe, my lord. I do hope the young female is capable of playing her proper part. Sir Angus is awake on most fronts – I have little doubt he will have chosen a female well capable of being a baronet’s lady.”

Wrayford said no more, but he could not be seen to be showing disapproval.

Nat left in search of Moorman.

“Hastings, my lord? Very big! Definitely a leading light in Poole. Unfortunate in having a son who is not at all bright – ‘thick as a brick’, I have heard him described. Incapable of sitting at his father’s desk, for sure. Good-hearted and a friend to all, the young gentleman. I am sure something can be done for him.”

“His sister is to wed Sir Angus.”

“Ah! A wise alliance, for both families. A capable girl, I am told, the eldest sister. She will be able to deal with her brother, I do not doubt, and will watch over the Hastings family interests as well. I would not be surprised, my lord, was the son to be set up in a large and comfortable farmhouse, as part of the wedding settlements.”

“The eldest sister to take over the firm, her husband in fact acting for her.”

“Almost certainly, my lord. Some part of the profits to be placed to the account of the son, who will apparently be a gentleman farmer and nothing more, unless he is simply put at leisure in a house of his own along the coast. I do not know if he likes sailing and fishing, my lord – he might prefer that to the countryside.”

“Not truly our affair, except inasmuch that the lordship is to give its approval by being present at the wedding. That can be done.”

Nat wrote his acceptance of the invitation and sent it off by hand, instructing Wrayford to deal with accommodation in Poole.

Sir Angus appeared next morning.

“Good of you to accept, my lord. I had very much hoped you would. Would you be willing to act as trustee and guardian to Michael Hastings, my lord? His father wishes to create a spendthrift trust for the young man, considering him to be incapable of looking after his own financial affairs. I could do it, but am really too close to the firm to be seen as an impartial trustee. There will be a small fee for your services and little of work as Hastings’ attorney will be in charge day to day. You will be there to glance over the accounts the attorney provides and to act as referee if the young man considers he is being prevented from making a reasonable expenditure. He is almost reliable, in my opinion, but his father wishes to make sure he will keep an income for life. He does not trust his son not to be abused by a plausible female, or by a confidence trickster.”

There was little choice – to refuse must give offence.

“My pleasure, Sir Angus.”

“Thank you. I was sure you would, my lord. I can rely on your friendship, I know. I should say that Hastings is in his sixties and is probably good for another ten years yet, but he is wise in business and wishes to make certain all will be well should he drop dead tomorrow. Anything can happen, after all.”

“A lightning bolt is always possible, Sir Angus. Uncommon, but not unheard of. Where will the son be dwelling, do you know?”

“Over on the Sandbanks side of the harbour, in his own house being built for him, with its private jetty and a sailing boat of his own. He will sail and fish and no doubt swim as well, being one who enjoys the sea. He will no doubt be accompanied in his house by a young female, or two, to keep him healthy. He may even take a wife eventually. There is no reason why he should not. He is of three-and-twenty years and may live a long and happy life by the sea. I believe he intends to buy a dog also, long walks being good for both.”

“He sounds an innocuous sort of young fellow, unlikely to cause harm or distress to any.”

“Exactly so, my lord. I am, on inheritance or the old man’s retirement, to take over the Hastings businesses, to run them for a part-share of the profits, the remainder to split between my wife to be and her brother and younger sisters. Should there be children of this second marriage, the part-share will form their inheritance.”

It seemed highly business-like. Nat was in favour.

A letter came from Wales, from Lord Montgomerie, returned to the ancestral halls after his daughter’s Season.

‘My good girl came home and discovered she had greatly missed the company of her friend Daffyd Llewellyn, to the extent that she confided to her mama that she was pleased she had made no contract in London. Direct enquiry led her to realise she would be happy to accept her friend in a closer relationship, a revelation that amazed her greatly. They are to wed late in June. I would much wish her to honeymoon in Dorset, if that will suit you, my lord.’

Agatha agreed it would be entirely possible. The Montgomeries were family and no doubt would keep in contact over the years to the benefit of all. An immediate reply to offer congratulations and happiness to welcome the newly-weds as best of friends to the family.

“I talked some little to the girl during the Season, Nat, and believe her to be a literary sort. I shall present her with a standish, I believe, in silver and jade, a la Chinois, fashionable as well as practical. A letter to O’Rourke and Wiggins, if you would be so good? We would never be able to make that purchase locally.”

It would be done immediately, he assured her, knowing the Chinese style to be highly fashionable just then, although smacking just a little of Prinny’s excesses of vulgarity at his Pavilion.

“From Lancashire, Agatha. Your Aunt Jane Higginbotham wishes much to pay a visit to her childhood home, accompanied by her husband and son and his wife and children. Would July be possible?”

“The whole month, Nat?”

“The implication may well be such, my love. See what you make of the letter.”

Agatha read and scowled.

“The summer, prior to the harvest. They must be at home for harvestide. Can we stand a month of them?”

“We will not know until we have met them… Difficult to refuse… Your condition is such that you may well feel too tired, perhaps?”

“Not for family, Nat. Little choice in the matter, I fear. I do trust they are at least genteel in habit and presentation, Nat, and that their children are not brats… Oh, I can foresee a happy summer, Nat!”
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