


[image: image]





By Simon Mawer

Chimera

A Place in Italy

The Bitter Cross

A Jealous God

Mendel’s Dwarf

The Gospel of Judas

The Fall

Swimming to Ithaca

Gregor Mendel: Planting the Seeds of Genetics

The Glass Room

Trapeze

The Girl Who Fell from the Sky

Tightrope

Prague Spring




Copyright

Published by Little, Brown

ISBN: 978-1-4087-1485-0

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © Simon Mawer 2022

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Little, Brown

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

Also by Simon Mawer

Copyright

Dedication

Preface

Part 1

Suffolk, 1837

Kessingland

Uncle Isaac

Guardians

The Bedlington

First Voyages

London

Stepney

The Sailor Returns

Block or Black?

Wanderer

Naomi

Rail

Bromley St Leonard

Mr and Mrs Block

Isaac

Birth

Departure

Dreadnought

Naomi

Escape

Motherhood

Bobby Shafto

Tying the Knot

The Caribbean

Pactolus

Block to Pain

Ginger Beer

Part 2

George Mawer

Dover

Georgiana

George Henry

The Wigan Riot

Windsor

The Great Camp

Travellers

Embarkation

Lincoln

Malta

Letters

Malta to Gallipoli

Gallipoli

Minié

From Gallipoli

Corporal Forbes at Varna

Lincoln

To the Crimea

The Alma

They Dig

News

The Flank March

The Sebastopol Heights

They Dig

Birth

Cannonade

Sarah Rebecca

Up the Line

The Guardians of the Poor

Fifth of November

Home Ridge

Guy Fawkes

In the Trenches

Surprise

The Way Men Die

A Medal

Part 3

A Family Story

The Board of Guardians

Bromehead

Or

Or this

Gestation

Ann Gleeson

Charles Scanlon

Fleeing to the Lakes

1861 Census

Christmas

London

Eliza

Epilogue

Credits

Credits




To Naomi Lulham (1832–1908)
and Ann Scanlon (1827–1907),
who would otherwise be forgotten





So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.

F. SCOTT FITZGERALD,

The Great Gatsby






Preface

What is the past? I don’t mean personal memory – I mean the distant past beyond living experience. History is the way the past is told, an altogether different thing. But what is this past? In what does it consist? In one sense, of course, we carry our past within us, in the nucleus of every cell in our bodies – that acronymic DNA that we have been bequeathed and that, in turn, we cut and shuffle and deal out to our children like so many packs of cards. But there are other things besides. There may be family stories, memories that are handed down, soon to become distorted out of all proportion or simply fade and be forgotten. Then there are the artefacts, the scratchings of pens on fading documents – census entries, birth certificates, perhaps even a diary or a collection of letters. Other than those traces, is the past anything more than quaint old buildings that we treasure far beyond their material worth and the objects that sit in museums – this pewter bowl, that rusted cutlass, these gems, those pieces of pottery – to be glanced at indifferently by schoolchildren on field trips? But a past that only consists of the artefacts is like a skeleton unearthed in an archaeological dig. Where is the flesh and blood? Who were the people? What did they feel? Where have they gone?




Part 1




Suffolk, 1837

The beach was an escape. A long, empty strand, a smear of sand and shingle beaten by waves and stretching away into the haze of distance. Nothing much but marram grass grew there in the shifting surface, along with sea kale and sand couch and a creeping bindweed with pale pink trumpet flowers. But out to sea? A glimpse of sails, tan sails bending towards the south. People going miles and miles. To where? To the ends of the earth, wherever they were.

The two boys walked along the shingle for a while, hoping to find something, anything, that they might have. Sometimes you discovered things washed up. Bits from ships. Wood and stuff. Useful, maybe. When there was a wreck, then all the people from the village would be out looking. Kids wouldn’t get a chance. Like the previous year, after that great storm when there were twenty ships cast up and wrecked. But on a day like this, with the sun in the sky and a fine, cool breeze from off the water …

‘Over there!’

It was something, sure enough. Below the shingle, on the flesh-coloured sand, a mass of grey just where the waves broke. Not a rock. There were no rocks round here. Maybe a dead seal. You saw seals often, their heads bobbing in the water, like people swimming almost. Or maybe it was an old coat. A coat’d be useful once the salt had been washed out of it.

They ran, stumbling, down onto the sand, and stopped.

A head. Seaweed for hair. White skin and a barnacle beard. A single, glaucous eye glaring up at the sky. One foot was buried in the sand, the other moved with the breaking of the waves, as though the man was beating time to some tune that only he could hear.

‘He’s dead,’ Isaac whispered.

‘What’ll we do?’ his brother Abraham asked.

‘Go and tell someone, do we’ll get into trouble.’

They didn’t move. The eye stared. There was sand in the earhole. A hand lay like a dead fish beside the face. Mauve lips. Blue nails.

Abraham put out a foot and pushed.

‘What you doin’?’

‘Just seein’.’

‘That’s insulting the dead.’

‘I’m not insulting him. I don’t know him. He’s just dead.’ He crouched down and pushed his hand in among the folds of sodden cloth.

‘Hey! What you doin’ now?’

‘Just seein’.’

The cloth clung to his fingers as he felt around inside. It was like groping in the guts of some dead animal, a rabbit, maybe. Except they were warm whereas this was cold: the chill of the grave. Then his fingers found something tough, some different thing among the cold cling. He pulled his hand out to see. It was a leather purse, like a mermaid’s purse, one of those egg cases they sometimes found along the beach. The curate, who called himself a student of God’s natural wonders, had told them they were the egg cases of sharks. But inside this purse, no embryo dogfish. Instead, when Abraham pulled it open, there were two gold coins, gleaming in the sudden sunlight.

The boys breathed deeply. A woman’s head on one side; on the other, a shield. ‘That’s the Queen,’ said Isaac, trying to take one.

Abraham snatched it back. ‘Them’s mine.’

‘Them’s not yours, them’s ’is.’

‘Them’s gold and them’s mine.’ He took one of them and put it to his mouth to bite it, not because he knew why but because he’d seen that done, at the market in Lowestoft. There was the taste of salt but nothing more. Except the hard touch of metal. ‘Gold,’ he repeated.

‘That’s theft, that is.’

‘No ’tisn’t. That’s salvage.’

Isaac was stumped. ‘What’s salvage?’

‘It’s where you find something and it’s yours. Finders keepers, like.’

‘Where d’you learn that?’

‘I heard people say it. Boat people.’

Isaac pondered the matter. ‘What’ll happen when you try to get the worth of it? They’ll know ’tain’t yours. You’ll be done for thievin’. Could be sent to the Demon’s land.’

Abraham pondered the possibility. Did he believe in demons? People went to the demons, it was said, arrested for thieving and sent away for ever to the other side of the world where the demons lived. Demon’s Land. But was it true? Were there really demons? People said you had a guardian angel sitting on your shoulder and looking over you and he’d never seen one of them either. He shrugged demons and angels away and crouched beside the figure whose guardian angel had clearly not been paying attention when most needed.

‘Let’s see what else’s there.’ Emboldened by familiarity, he rummaged among the clothes but there was nothing further of interest, just some sodden papers in an inside pocket, the ink all blurred. The two boys stared without comprehension at the ruined writing before stuffing the pages back.

‘He’s got a belt.’

They undid the buckle and tried to pull at the belt for a while, but nothing moved, the weight of the corpse, half embedded in sand, holding the belt fast. When they dug into the sand to free a leg they discovered no boot, only a foot as white as chalk, toes like pebbles. Boots would have been useful. ‘Maybe he’d took ’em off to swim.’ Abraham had heard of people doing that. You had to do that, it seemed, or the boots dragged you down. But he didn’t know. Neither of them knew because neither of them could swim. And neither had boots.

‘What’ll we do now?’

They looked round, along the stretch of beach running down the narrowing lines of perspective to the north and south. You could just make out the masts of ships at Lowestoft. Closer, fishing boats were drawn up on the shingle where figures moved about their fishing business, oblivious to corpses or children mucking about on the sand half a mile away.

‘We got to tell someone, do we’ll get into trouble.’

‘Our father then.’

‘He’ll lather us.’

Isaac was the nervous one, the one who always felt the heavy shadow of his father. He contemplated the lathering they’d get from their father – for what? Just for being and doing. You didn’t get lathered for a reason. ‘Not if we show him the money.’

Gold. Cole. How would he get the worth of it? Abraham didn’t know how much, but he did know that it was more money than their father would earn in a month and more.

‘That’s my money.’

‘It’s ours,’ said Isaac, ‘or I’ll tell.’

They made their way back through the dunes and the low cliff, across the grassland that had once been common grazing but was now enclosed by the local gentry, towards the cluster of cottages beyond the tower of St Edmund’s Church.

First thing they did was find a place – a crack in the wall of the cottage – where they could hide the purse for the moment. Then they could go looking for their father, who was working with others digging out a drainage ditch. It wasn’t good to disturb their father when he was working but they did it nevertheless – this was big news, news that would stir the village. ‘Hey, Fa, we found a dead ’un,’ is what they said. What Abraham said, in fact, his voice shrill but supported by Isaac repeating the same thing.

The men, all three of them, deep in the ditch, mired with mud, stopped.

‘What you say?’

‘A dead ’un. A body.’

Their father leant on his spade and wiped sweat from his forehead. ‘Where’s this?’

‘On the beach.’

‘Man, is it? You touch it?’

‘No.’

He nodded, stuck his shovel in the mud and clambered out of the ditch. ‘Best not touch it. Might bring fever. Best go and see.’

The most exciting thing to happen in Kessingland since the big storm, that’s what people said. Down on the beach a crowd watched as a local doctor and an officer of the coastguard splashed through the shallows – the tide was flowing – to examine the body. A stir of interest as the clothes were opened. A gasp at the sight of a white leg. A muttering and not a few prayers as arms and legs were lifted and the corpse was released from the grip of sand and carried to the church by half a dozen men of the village. A group of women – the usual busybodies – attended to the winding. The word had got around that he was German, washed across the German Ocean* to end up on this miserable shoreline. Poor soul, people said, so far from home. There was no money on him to pay for a wooden coffin, so they buried him in the shroud. A dozen and more watched as the parson – the Reverend Lockwood – intoned doom-filled words over the gaping grave:

‘Man that is born of woman hath but a short time to live and is full of misery. He cometh up and is cut down like a flower; he fleeth as it were a shadow … ’

From the boundary wall of the churchyard, Abraham and Isaac watched this strange ritual, with the lowering of the corpse and the solemn tossing of a handful of earth, like the earth itself devouring its creatures.

‘Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.’

Mud to mud, the rector might have added but didn’t.

‘That’ll happen to us one day,’ Abraham said. In his own case, as it happened, he was wrong; but he was right about other things – like the fact that the people were mistaken about the German (if he was a German) having no money for a coffin, because they didn’t know about the two gold coins, secreted now in the outer wall of the cottage, did they? Isaac thought they would rot in hell for what they had done, robbing a dead; but Abraham only laughed. Hell was what they learned about in church and Sunday school – eternal fires and devils and pain – but at least it was somewhere else rather than here. At least it wasn’t the drudgery of rising at first light and working through the mud all day and eating turnips and bread, and fish if you were lucky, and going to bed as the sun went down, as though the night meant the end of life. What did they have to lose, taking their chances in hell?




Kessingland

Kessingland – the land of the watercress beds – was not an easy place to live. Forever threatened by flooding rivers and the encroaching sea, it wasn’t much more than just water and mud, dissected by ditches dug by the ancestors who had come from Holland two centuries earlier (but Abraham knew nothing of them). The same ancestors had also thrown up dikes to keep the water at bay, and built lifting pumps that constantly worked, driven by the wind off the German Ocean. So life there was mainly mud, or, when the summer came and the thin crust dried out, dust. The rest that was not mud and dust was rain and the smoke of the cottage where Abraham lived with his parents, John and Mary, and four brothers, the family scratching and gouging an existence out of the land as agricultural labourers.

It could be the start of a Dickensian novel, couldn’t it? David Copperfield, maybe. The same part of the world, the same shoreline life. Or Great Expectations, with a shocking discovery in the marshes. So what difference does documentary evidence make to the story? Because these people are not fictions. Abraham Block and his brother Isaac, their parents John and Mary Ann (née Wright), were once as real as you and, presumably, me. Following a daughter, Martha, who died at only a month old, and Isaac who was born in 1828, Abraham was their third child, born in 1831 and baptised on 6 March.

[image: image]
Extract from baptismal registration of Kessingland, 1830/31

There he is in the register of baptism, his name beautifully inscribed along with his parents’ at the bottom of the right-hand page. Ironically, they themselves couldn’t read, but still, there they are among all the other names of men and women who no longer exist but who once lived and loved, felt pain and happiness and sorrow in this impoverished corner of East Anglia.

*

After the brief excitement of the drowned man, life went on. Their father argued with their mother over things the boys didn’t comprehend. Sometimes he hit her. Sometimes he hit them. That was the way of the world. His mother bore three other boys after Abraham and then she died, as people did often enough in those days, of nothing much – a fever, an ague, an influence, a miasma coming out of the water that saturated the land – and there was another funeral, with the parson intoning the same words as he had over the unknown drowned man and the congregation looking on with the same resignation at the sight of a wooden box being lowered into the ground and covered with sodden earth.

Thus by the age of seven Abraham was motherless, growing up with his four brothers more by luck than good judgement, chasing his older brother Isaac through a handful of years towards adult life. School took up little of their time (neither Abraham nor Isaac learned to read or write) and got little in the way of the other things, the daily things that mattered, useful things like gathering rushes for rush-lights or scavenging along the beach, or fishing, illegally, in the ditches that dissected the landscape. They were often hungry because they were children of the dispossessed, country people stripped of rights to common land that their ancestors had possessed for centuries.* That also was the way of things.

Quite soon another mother came, a half-mother, ‘stepmother’ the father said, although what this new woman had to do with steps they couldn’t comprehend. She came to look after the youngest, William and James, and then she too was pregnant and duly gave birth. So there was yet another baby in the cottage, the step-mother cooing over the new brother – half-brother, step-brother – and more or less indifferent to the others. The birth was all muddled with other things that happened at that time, the two older boys starting work, the same work as the father for a fraction of the money and all their monies taken away by the parents anyway, so Isaac and Abraham never saw anything of it. ‘You’ve got to pay your way now you’re old enough,’ was all the father said. And it was true. By ten years old, children were grown up enough to dig, to lift, to pull, to cut, to do whatever the landlord needed, the landlord being a vague figure never seen but at a distance.

Abraham thought of the gold coin, his gold coin that lay, sly and promising, within the leather purse snuck in that crack in the cottage wall. He and Isaac had even closed it over while doing work that the father required, the same time as he was repairing the thatch for winter. ‘You boys make up some daub,’ he said. ‘Make yourselves useful.’ So the boys had mixed up mud and straw and filled in the holes and cracks, and so hid the treasure away. And when the daub was dry they plastered it over. Safe as houses.

‘Mark the spot,’ Abraham had said to Isaac, ‘else we forget. When I go, I’ll need that coin.’

Isaac laughed. ‘Where’d you go, bor?’

‘Far away from here as I can.’

‘Why, bor?’

‘To see the world.’ Which sounded fantastical but surely had possibilities, seeing that, while his family worked in the fields, digging potatoes and turnips and cutting wheat if they were lucky, the sea bordered the parish on the east and the port town of Lowestoft was but an hour’s walk north. You could sit on the edge of the dunes and stare out at the water to the horizon on a clear day, see ships, hear gulls, feel the distance; at night you could watch the stars wheel overhead.

So the boys grew and the sovereigns grew, two coins becoming, in imagination, a hoard, while the unknown sailor – German? Dutch? – rotted in his unmarked grave and metamorphosed into a mystic benefactor who wanted only good things to happen to the two boys. Abraham spent time there among the gravestones, looking not at his mother’s but at the anonymous mound that covered the man he had never known in life, the cold, marble flesh, the beard, the clutching hand, the single, staring eye. That eye haunted him. What had it seen? Pirates and shipwrecks? Strange, exotic shores, naked savages, cannibals, human sacrifice? Marvels to put against the slow and monotonous march of the seasons in Kessingland on the edge of the German Ocean, where the sailing ships passed by and cared not a sovereign, not even a farthing, about the poor webbed-footed creatures who scraped a living on the flatlands, the smee, the smeath, the levels below the sea.

‘Where will ye’ go, then, bor?’ they asked when he boasted.

‘I’ll go, I’ll go … away. That’s where I’ll go. Away.’ You could see the frustration in his face. He didn’t know anywhere, that was the trouble. He barely saw books except the Bible and couldn’t read what he did see. He didn’t know places, couldn’t tell the name of anywhere beyond Lowestoft, except Lunnun maybe, but the big city was no more than hearsay. German he’d heard of because of the ocean that ate at the coastline, and Dutch, which may have been the same thing.

‘How’ll ye’ get there, Abram?’ they’d ask, and he knew the answer to that:

‘By boat.’

‘An’ where’ll ye’ get that boat, bor?’

‘My uncle,’ he’d reply with pride. His uncle, his father’s younger brother, one of twins and cleverer by far than any of them, had done that – gone from Kessingland to Lunnun to work in the docks. Real work where you earned a wage. This Uncle Isaac, after whom Abraham’s brother was named, had visited once or twice, coming from Lunnun by coach and recently, wonder of wonders, by steam train. That was something, wasn’t it? When he had gone to the city all those years ago, Uncle Isaac had had to walk, but now he could afford a train ticket to Yarmouth – indeed two, because on the second visit he brought his new wife with him, Aunt Lydia, who had airs and graces and turned up her nose as she entered the cottage. Perhaps it was the smoke from the fire or perhaps it was the smell. You couldn’t tell, not smelling it yourself.
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great contemporary writer...
his stories are richly rewarding’

Simon Schama
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