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About the Book

George Gordon, cousin to Byron, heir to a desolate Scottish estate, superficially enjoys a brilliant career: he dines at Malmaison with Napoleon and Josephine, excavates the Acropolis, shares a night in a hayloft with Metternich, inherits the Earldom of Aberdeen, marries two beautiful women, becomes Foreign Secretary twice and then ultimately Prime Minister.

Yet Lord Aberdeen remains an awkward, tragic figure, increasingly at odds with his times, shattered by repeated bereavements, loathed, abused and eventually driven out of office by his fellow countrymen for his doomed efforts to prevent the Crimean War.
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Any resemblance to – well, most of the history in this story is truer than most history, but all the characters in it are dead, millions of them, so they cannot be libelled, though they could be mourned.


UMBRELLA

— A PACIFIC TALE —
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— I —

THOUGHT HAD GONE into the purchase, a good deal of thought. He had been thinking of it from the moment he had wished the lodge porter good morning and walked through the gates down Oxford Street. Stout it had to be. That was the inescapable word. A flimsy parasol would not even keep out the thin rain now spotting the shoulders of his greatcoat. For the north of Scotland only the robustest of umbrellas would do. He could still remember from his childhood the driving easterly storms, the great bucketfuls of water streaming down inside his collar, the sludge underfoot, his Gordon tweed cape turned to porridge. Walking through the sweet shabby fringes of Soho – the little snuff shop in Swallow Street, the idlers already sheltering under the arcade – he remembered above all how cold he had been, colder indoors than out, the noise of his wet boots squelching on the marble pavement of the great hall – its frigid elegance his first encounter with the classical, Mr William Adam’s finest piece of work. And his grandfather – no grander nobleman in all Scotland, so grand he always referred to himself with scant command of grammar as ‘Us’ – bellowing ‘boots, boy, boots’. His mother hated paying these duty calls at Haddo. Well, she hated, Us, with his mistresses and his illegitimate children scattered around the country as though six legitimate children and four castles were not enough to satisfy his appetite for possessions (the domain of Us stretched from the Atlantic to the German Sea, it took three days’ hard riding to cross the desolate expanse of it).

He found his eyes watering at the thought of his mother. The boy had weak lacrimal ducts, the Edinburgh doctor opined, when he had called to see his mother when she was dying and Us asked if he could find out why the boy never stopped snivelling, hadn’t stopped snivelling in fact since his father had been thrown by a horse (the horse had been startled by the sudden clanking of a bucket as the maid drew water from a well in the courtyard) and died four years earlier. Orphaned. There was something to be said for orphaning. It stiffened the will, hardened whatever iron nature had put into you. At the age of fourteen he had chosen his own guardians (or curators, as they called them in Scotland), Mr Pitt and Mr Dundas – the most powerful men in the two kingdoms, had sent himself to Harrow School in defiance of Us (who refused to foot the bills until shamed into it by Mr Dundas), had shut his ears to the beastliness and the bullying at that rough academy, had virtually given himself a classical education, and now Us was dead and he was going north to claim his inheritance. And he needed an umbrella.

With a jump he saw that he was already outside Brigg’s shopfront and there was Brigg himself, peering out through the steamy panes and the array of walking sticks and umbrellas like a Newgate prisoner peering through the bars. Brigg swung the door open before his own hand had touched the handle.

‘Good morning, sir, good morning. A fine morning for us if not for you.’ Brigg was as dry and spare as the ribs of his umbrellas, not a drop of water could ever have fallen on his withered brow or slid down his pomaded scalp.

‘I have come to purchase an umbrella.’

‘You have come to the right place, sir. I have the most elegant article in town, waterproofed silk of the finest quality, steel ribs and a slender beechwood handle with brass fittings and a twenty-four-carat gold band. There.’ With a brisk darting motion of one hand, he swung the slender umbrella into the air and then with the other he opened it. There was a sharp thwang as the ribs clicked into place. The taut arcs of jet black silk, the rich chestnut sheen of the handle, the flash of gold just below its curve, like a wedding ring sealing the umbrella’s ownership – the elegance of the article could not be denied.

‘That is a first-class umbrella, but I am afraid I need something a little stouter.’

‘Stouter?’ Brigg paused, uncertain how to phrase a respectful objection.

‘Stouter.’

‘Most gentlemen seem to prefer a more slender design.’

‘In that case, I am not most gentlemen.’

‘Are you perhaps looking for something more in the nature of a coachman’s umbrella?’

‘Perhaps I am.’

‘I sold one of these to young Lord Byron last week. He seemed very satisfied with it. Just up from Harrow School he was, a fine young gentleman.’

‘Ah yes. He is my cousin, as it happens.’

And so he was, and a resentful, teasing, arrogant little brat of one too – resentful particularly, for did not their names start off the same ‘George Gordon’, before Byron’s dwindled into a mere barony and an encumbered estate somewhere in the Midlands while his – but he was determined not to succumb to the arrogance of great possessions which had ruined the happiness of both their families (Byron’s father Mad Jack had gambled away the Castle of Gight which his wife had brought him, otherwise their lands would have marched).

‘Well then, perhaps your lordship too …’

He swung the heavy black umbrella gently to and fro and then handed it back to Mr Brigg.

‘That is certainly stout enough, but it seems somewhat funereal. Do you have something a little more … rustic?’

‘I have the very thing. I like to call it the Fisherman’s Friend. Several anglers of my acquaintance have been good enough to tell me that it has transformed their piscatorial excursions.’ From under the counter Mr Brigg drew out an umbrella of even larger size and more solid construction, but this time the material was of deep apple green, the sombre green of unripe cooking apples. Lord Aberdeen balanced it on the palms of his hands, feeling the weight of it.

‘If your lordship would care to open it …’

‘I was brought up to believe that it brought ill fortune to open up an umbrella indoors.’

‘This is privileged ground, sir. Providence has granted us what you might call a professional dispensation.’

Mr Brigg took back the umbrella and pushed down its thick metal ring. The ribs were stiff and they settled into place with a heavier thunk than the town umbrella. The brass fittings were as thick as plumbers’ accessories. The span of the umbrella was magnificent. Standing side by side under it, the two men were bathed in a warm green light.

‘You could feed a whole family under this one, sir, and all stay dry as a bone the livelong day.’

They smiled at one another. Mr Brigg had a shy attractive smile which shone unexpectedly out of his face. About his own smile, there was something awkward, he was not quite sure what. Even as a child, he had unnerved people when he smiled. Don’t grin at me like a monkey, boy, Us used to bellow. And staring at the reflection of the two of them in Brigg’s long glass, perhaps he did have a somewhat monkeyish aspect, with his square mask of a face and his bright Scottish button eyes.

‘I’ll have it,’ he said, surprising himself by the roughness of his voice.

‘Will your lordship send for it, or shall I have my boy deliver?’

‘I shall take it with me. The rain is coming on heavy now.’

‘It is a country umbrella, you know, sir. I should not like …’

‘Don’t take on, Mr Brigg. I shall not reveal where I obtained it to a living soul.’

He walked out into the grey morning and put up his great green umbrella. But the rain was beginning to soften again and the massy bulk of Burlington House reared out of it. Where had all the lightness of Wren and Gibbs gone to? He tilted the umbrella back to inspect the upper storeys and the cornice.

From nowhere a great splash of water wetted him from chest to toe. A chocolate-coloured curricle screeched and bounced to an untidy halt, the hooves of the two flashy bays slithering on the wet cobbles. A huge pink face surrounded by damp ginger whiskers leant out of the curricle.

‘Hulloa, Haddock, off to sell oranges?’

‘Ah Cupid. No, I’m off to hear my grandfather’s will read.’

‘Ye look like an orange woman with that contraption over your head.’ Cupid was relentless. Like most persons with no sense of humour, he could never let go of a bad joke.

‘Well, you look like Boadicea.’ And indeed with his fleshy pink face and pouting mouth and frizzy ginger whiskers Cupid Temple did closely resemble the Queen of the Iceni as portrayed in a child’s history book. He was always charging at people waving things – a cricket bat, pillows in the dormitory. He had half suffocated him with a pillow once, but then Aberdeen (Haddo as he still was) had got his revenge, taken him by surprise and locked him in the boot cupboard without a candle, shouting ‘time for a little con-templation’ – the sort of silly pun Cupid himself delighted in. But then Cupid recovered ground by chanting in his just-broken voice, ‘Lighten our darkness, we beseech thee, O Lord’, and Aberdeen let him out and they gave each other a hearty punch in the chest and pretended to be friends.

‘I imagine that in Caledonia stern and wild you will be monarch of all you survey. Haddock of the North, now there’s a title for you – rather you than me. In my opinion, barbarians begin north of Chatsworth.’

‘Mr Hume and Mr Adam Smith would, I am sure, be most obliged to you for your opinion.’

‘And the women, Haddock, not a sound tooth between ’em and all reeking of turnip and herring.’

How stiff and irritable he felt in Cupid’s company, how impossible it was to explain the difference between true wit and this lame facetiousness, between genuine vivacity of conversation and this trumped-up bullfroggery.

‘Well, I must not delay. M’lady of Seven Dials is waiting for me in her boudoir, and I must do her full justice before I dine with my father in Threadneedle Street.’

Aberdeen watched him rattle off down Piccadilly and shuddered. Everything Cupid said was not only inexpressibly vulgar but also curiously unconvincing, like an ill-cast actor playing a cad on the stage. Still, this rough chaff had left its mark. He could not deny a dread creeping up on him at the prospect of returning to Haddo. True, Us would no longer be there. That appalling, violent, sensuous vigour would no longer haunt the damp passages of the piano nobile. But what would Us have left behind? It was twelve years since he had come south and normal family life had ceased there.

All through the long journey north, he was conscious of leaving civilisation behind. There was grass in the streets at Edinburgh and an open sewer choked with excrement outside his lodgings. At Perth, the keeper of the rickety inn on the bridge (the George being full) could offer nothing to eat but sour beer and a dish of turnips. At Forfar, it was turnips again and mutton which would have served better as shoe leather. The horses were lame starveling hacks, the roads hard to distinguish from the desolate bog. There was no shelter against the lashing rain which stabbed at him from the ground upwards. Not a tree taller than a table, as Dr Johnson had said, and on the moors not a tree at all. North of Perth his bowels, always the most delicate of his organs, began to betray him. A griping pain was swiftly followed by uncontrollable spasms of diarrhoea. He crouched in the ditch with his nose brushing the dripping heather, while Tom the groom stood watch on the road above.

But even this odyssey had not prepared him for his first sight of Haddo. In fact, at the grimmest moments of the journey – the cloudburst outside Forfar, for example – he had begun quite involuntarily to summon up pleasant childhood memories of playing on the steps of Haddo with his sister Alicia, while Us, in a good mood (not as rare as all that, it had to be admitted), prodded them with his old shepherd’s crook as though they were lambs at gambol. He remembered too how they crammed their mouths with blaeberries on the gentle slopes of Formartine and rolled over and over down the bouncy heather and then lay still at the bottom and listened to the buzzing of the bees.

It was only as they came up the long road from the south that he realised how selective his memory had been. For half a mile after passing through the lodge gates, they rode through a dismal swamp, a silent, mournful morass made more mournful still by the mew of a snipe zigzagging between the tufts of rushes. Then a broken-down fence and they were there. The big dull house squatted like a toad on the featureless plain, dead and shuttered. The windows on the ground floor were hidden by stacks of timber under makeshift sheds battened to the façade. No wonder there was scarcely a tree left standing for miles around. And they seemed to be running out of wood too. Under the lean-to sheds to the right he saw squares of fresh-cut peat in dripping piles up to the level of the windows of the great saloon. To his untutored eye, it looked highly improbable that these turves would ever dry out, certainly not unless the local tradition of horizontal rain underwent some divine interruption. Around the stacks of wood, two mangy brindled dogs were snuffling after rats.

The great door at the top of the steps opened and almost instantly was blown shut again, but not before Mr Crombie, the man of business, had slipped through it to greet the heir with the nearest approach to effusiveness permitted in Aberdeenshire.

‘Ye’ll have had a long journey,’ he said in that put-upon, asking voice which George remembered as though it had been yesterday he had last heard it. ‘And the weather’s no been too douce either,’ Mr Crombie added, with that dour understatement which went all too well with the voice.

Mr Crombie tugged the heavy door open, and they managed to step inside before the wind slammed it shut again. Half-a-dozen servants were standing shivering. The mould was so thick in the air you could smell it, although when George – we may presume on our intimacy in the heather to advance to Christian names, for when you have seen an earl at stool he never seems quite so much of an earl again (although we must not forget that all but half-a-dozen persons on the planet never called him anything except Lord Haddo or Lord Aberdeen) – when George advanced to greet them, the smell of their sweaty bodies was so strong and sour that the mould seemed fragrant by comparison. And as they opened their mouths to smile at him, nervously but warmly (for he was the first living hope that had come to their glum halls for years), he could not but notice that once again Cupid had been right. Even the two little housemaids with their black bootbutton eyes like his own had lost three or four teeth each, and Mrs Gordon the housekeeper – ‘Ye’ll have to get used to the sound of that name in these parts, your Lordship’ – had only two yellow tombstones knocking against each other. Diet, that was the first thing that would have to be attended to – he made one of his mental notes. His mind had always been methodical and his bent serious, he had been the same at twelve as he was at eighteen and would be at thirty. Even his notes on Greek and Roman architecture were drawn up as smartly as a sergeant-major dressing his recruits.

And not just for the servants either, he further minuted to himself as Mrs Gordon brought a dish of turnips and leathery mutton to the cold, dusty little morning-room you could scarcely see out of because of the sodden timber piled high against the windows outside.

‘The butler’s sick, my lord,’ she said, ‘so I took the liberty.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that, Mrs Gordon. I hope I may have the pleasure of meeting him as soon as he’s recovered.’

‘Och well, I doubt ye may have that privilege. He’s mortal sick. The minister’s been sent for. I hope the neeps’ll be to your taste, sir. They’re true Aberdeenshire neeps.’

The small raw greenish mauve objects certainly had a taste of their own, a soursweet almost animal tang to them. George thought they would take some getting used to.

‘She seemed reluctant to discuss the medical condition of the butler,’ he observed to Mr Crombie who was sitting opposite him sipping a glass of rainwater madeira (he had declined the neeps, claiming to have recently breakfasted).

‘It is a delicate matter.’

‘Oh, you mean …’

‘Mr Gordon is no flincher from the glass. An apoplexy has been diagnosed.’

‘And the cellar?’

‘Much depleted, I fear, my lord. I made an inspection in preparation for your arrival.’

‘Well, no use crying over spilt milk. I suppose we had better proceed to the reading of the will.’

‘Here, my lord? You would not prefer that we waited until you are recovered from the journey?’

‘No, no, let us get on with it.’

And so he continued to chew at the mutton and gnash at the neeps – partly to annoy Mr Crombie, to whom he had taken a dislike – while the provisions of Us’s will were read out in Mr Crombie’s interrogative whine which sounded as though he could hardly believe what he was reading, although it was he together with the Writer to the Signet in Charlotte Square who had drawn up every last sub-clause in response to the instructions given by the Third Earl sitting bolt upright in bed in his dirty white nightshirt in the bedroom directly above where they were now sitting.

‘Three thousand for Miss Susan, five thousand each for Mr Alexander, Mr Charles and Mr John. Your lordship may consider these provisions a trifle lavish for persons who have no legitimate claim upon the estate, since they have already been furnished with estates in the vicinity, but –’

‘Proceed, Mr Crombie, proceed. I understand that all his lordship’s children had to be provided for.’ He masked his annoyance at being taken for a selfish miser by stabbing fiercely at the last neep, a particularly green one, and sending it skidding across the plate towards the Gordon arms on the rim – the boars’ heads tongued and armed with the motto fortuna sequatur, advice which rang a little hollow at the present moment. In his case, Fortune seemed to be an elusive dame, judging by the provisions so far read out.

‘A proper distinction is made between his late lordship’s legitimate children and his other offspring.’

‘You need not defend the provisions, Mr Crombie. I see nothing to criticise so far. Proceed.’ In truth, his reserves of charity were being stretched, but he was damned if he was going to let Crombie see it.

They came to the end of the reading. George had not grasped all of it, but he had grasped enough. The legacies to his natural uncles and aunts and cousins were large, but they were not unfair. As for himself, he would not be able to live on the scale Us had lived (no human being ought to live on that scale), but he was not poor and the estate was not straitened. He thanked Mr Crombie for all the trouble he had taken.

‘Ye’ll wish to reflect and ponder, no doubt.’

‘I shall.’

‘If ye were thinking of maybe challenging some portions, I should counsel a mature period of reflection.’

‘I have no such thoughts in my head.’

‘Ah.’ Mr Crombie had appeared to be standing on tiptoe almost, as he refilled George’s glass. Now he subsided into his grey woollen stockings, and his grey pigeonbreast waistcoat gently deflated. ‘Ye’ve a wise head on ye, your lordship, if I may venture to say so.’

‘I am flattered, Mr Crombie. Would it be possible to take a breath of air, do you think?’

‘Now?’ Mr Crombie seemed startled.

‘I cannot wait to see the old demesne.’

Mr Crombie looked out through the dirty windows. Even through the grime, it was possible to see above the logs that the sky was still full of rain.

‘As your lordship pleases. I should be delighted to accompany you.’

‘There will
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