
THE FIRE’S RAYS alone lit the parlour’s gloom when I took my seat by the hearth. I am sure I betrayed some signs of nervousness to my interviewer, as I cast my eyes over the many shelves and cabinets, whose contents flickered in the firelight: he said that I should feel free to ask about anything on display. I saw a duelling pistol with the sign ‘Loaded’ underneath, as well as a stuffed rook in a pose of great fright and a stagecoach bugle with a crushed and glinting horn.

‘Perhaps you could tell me the significance of some of the items,’ said my interviewer. To encourage me to speak, he added: ‘I keep that bugle because it makes me wonder how it became that way.’ He twisted in his armchair on the opposite side of the hearth, for a better angle upon the shelf where the bugle stood. The firelight flashed upon his spectacles, which were circular. ‘I was amused when the last candidate suggested I had sat upon it.’

He was indeed an enormous man, and a bald and sweating one too, and he lifted the spectacles to wipe under the frame. ‘And that’s justice in former times,’ he said, noticing that I was looking above the hearth, where there was a display of antique truncheons arranged in declining size, like pan pipes, from an enormous wooden pole, two and a half feet long, to a short and brutal stub with a thick brass ferrule. ‘Perhaps you could tell me some stories about heads they might have cracked,’ he said.

Before I could attempt an answer, he started to explain that, if he took me on, I would have to get used to his many quirks – one of which was to keep the fire in the parlour alight all year round, including in the middle of May, the time of this interview – but he was interrupted as the door at the end of the room opened. ‘Ah, our drinks,’ he said, hearing the handle turn behind him.

A curly-haired maid, who had the least deferential face of any servant I had ever encountered in my life – a face that practically radiated cheek and cheerfulness – brought in a lacquered tray bearing two tankards, and with every click of her heels she proclaimed her independence. Her livery was a blouse of vertical black and white stripes and a tight black skirt. Though my attention was drawn to her, I also glimpsed, when the door opened, a well-lit room at the end of the passage: I saw an easel, and a flip chart bearing writing and dates, as though set up for a lecture, and the heading: ‘Where is Chapman’s friend?’

‘Our guest will be interrogated over supper,’ he said to the maid as she set down the drinks. ‘What fare can we offer him, Mary?’

‘You just say what you want after I decide what you’re getting, sir, and everything will be fine.’ She winked at me and left.

‘I interviewed many a maid before I found her,’ he said. ‘Just as I have interviewed many before you. So – to the most important question. How well do you know the immortal work?’

‘I have read it – I would say – ten times completely, but on many occasions I have read parts, especially when I have been sick in bed.’

A disappointment spread over the fat man’s features. ‘That’s a great shame,’ he said, exhaling in a rude and noisy expression of frustration. ‘I had been hoping you’d be the one who’d say “by heart”.’

It was rook pie that night. Rook, I discovered, is gamey, but not as strong as pigeon.

‘Some old countrymen,’ he remarked, as we sat at the table in the small candlelit dining room, ‘will tell you that May the thirteenth is the perfect day for your gun, when the young rooks emerge from the nest.’

‘I know that,’ I said, ‘but I also know the rook is protected by law these days.’

He eyed me suspiciously. ‘These fowls were found in the road – run over.’

‘Then I am afraid that this bird collected some strange pebbles in its crop.’

I reached into my mouth and pulled out the metal pellet I had bitten upon. It was the second. The first I had placed discreetly on my plate when the fat man was in a reverie of chewing, but this second I placed in full view, a tiny black sphere on the white tablecloth. I prodded it forward, so it trundled towards him like a miniature marble, and rolled under his plate. ‘Shooting rooks has been outlawed since 1981,’ I said. ‘I know, because I went out shooting last May, just to see what it was like. Unfortunately, the police were tipped off before I reached the rookery. I was released with a caution.’

He put down his knife and fork and leant back in his chair, looking at me with more interest than at any previous moment. I may have been nervous at the start, but I was confident now. And I knew I was hired. I had not been out shooting, I might add, but I did know about the law, and as soon as I bit the pellet, I guessed how to make the job my own.

In the ten years since that meeting, I have worked my way through the collection of books, papers, pictures, correspondence and notes the fat man had accumulated, over the course of many years, in his substantial house. The house itself he had chosen for its previous occupation, for until the early twentieth century it was used for the production of churchwarden pipes, and was probably one of the last such workshops. One can still lift the corner of a carpet and see, in the grooves between the floorboards, traces of white pipeclay dust.

I was employed to produce the work which I lay before you now. I have edited some parts, written others. The sustained period of sitting and writing has had a physical effect – for time and snacking have swollen my once athletic form. My shirts are larger these days, my belt buckle is no longer visible under my stomach. These effects would undoubtedly make me more respectable, as an author, in the fat man’s eyes.

He decided that I would write under the pseudonym ‘Inscriptino’, a printer’s error from early copies of the first edition of ‘the immortal work’, a corruption of the word ‘inscription’. Often, in our late-night conversations by the fire, he would shorten my pseudonym to Scripty. As for himself, he wished to be known as ‘Mr Inbelicate’, derived from another printer’s error, this time for ‘indelicate’. He explained, once I was appointed, that my duty was to correct historical errors, until, at some moment in the future, on the very day when my duty was completed, there would be a renaming ceremony, and a chinking of tankards, and we would say as a toast: ‘To indelicate’ and ‘To inscription’.

The renaming was not possible. For Mr Inbelicate died seven years ago. I believe he feared his time was short when he appointed me. ‘I shall never be an indelicate old man,’ he said, his frail voice emerging from his thin and wasted body, in his bed, towards the end, ‘but you must become an inscription.’

Mr Inbelicate bequeathed me his house and monetary assets as well as his maid – and I duly married the latter. Her name is not really Mary, it was the name he had chosen, but it has become her name, for I am so used to it.

Every May, she still serves me rook pie – though it is rook served with one of her winks, and bears a strong resemblance to pigeon.

*

1797

IT WAS A cold spring Somerset day, shortly after dawn, when Henry Seymour, accompanied by a muscular, ragged-eared bulldog, closed the door of his cottage and proceeded down the path. He passed patches of parsnips, kale and carrots on his way to a wagon, where the horses were already in harness. At least a dozen chairs of diverse sorts were stacked on the vehicle, as well as tables and other items of furniture.

Seymour lifted the dog on to the driver’s seat, then lit his pipe and looked to the cottage once more. At the downstairs window, a trim woman in nightclothes stood between a small boy and a smaller girl, both similarly attired to herself, who had climbed upon the ledge. There were waves. Seymour put his boot upon the footboard and took up the reins – but just then saw a magpie hopping across the road. The bird paused to stare. As was the tradition, he was about to take off his hat to the magpie, and had raised his hand to the brim, when the woman opened the door and asked Seymour to bring back a quarter of cheese from the market. ‘I was going to,’ he said. He turned back to see the bird fly away, without receiving his due respect.

‘I could have done without that,’ he said to the dog. He pulled down his hat, as if to protect himself from the bird’s omen. The dog suddenly sneezed. ‘Oh, you’re the one who’s cursed,’ he said. ‘Very grateful to you. But who’ll take on the terriers if you’re sick?’ He flicked the reins, and the horses trotted down the dirt road to Yeovil.

At Yeovil market, Henry Seymour’s stall lay between the cheesemonger and a maker of hempen sacks. Here, he folded his arms, and occupied one of the chairs that he had made for sale. Even if the wallet attached to his belt had not bulged, the satisfied expression as he smoked his pipe suggested the state of his finances.

‘Now, now,’ he whispered to the dog at his feet, who twitched an injured ear. ‘Could she be the next? Can we smoke the money out of her purse? What do you think, boy?’

The prospective customer was a middle-aged woman, smartly dressed, but with a badger-like aspect to her face and hair. She carried an edition of Gay’s Fables and a well-preserved copy of the Novelist’s Magazine, which she had just purchased from the second-hand bookstall – which she displayed, to their advantage, in her basket. Stopping at the cheesemonger, she sampled two cheddar-dice, before purchasing half a pound. Seymour puffed harder, and the cloud of his smoke enveloped the woman, and then she smiled at him, and he smiled back, and she ran her eyes over the furniture, fixing upon a chair upholstered in green morocco.

‘Did you upholster this?’ she said. Her accent was Somerset, but there was London in it too.

‘Every horsehair,’ said Seymour.

She sat, and tested the comfort and stood again. ‘Would you turn the seat upside down, please?’ He did so. She examined the webbing.

‘Did you do this as well?’

‘Every tack.’

‘I am tempted’. She stroked the leather once more. ‘It looks as good as anything made by Seddon’s.’

‘And who is he?’

‘Who is he? You have never heard of Seddon’s!’ She laughed, looking around with an air of great worldliness. ‘Well, I am in the country!’ She laughed some more, and away she walked, losing all interest in the furniture, vanishing into the regions devoted to coloured threads, ladies’ gloves and belts.

Henry Seymour continued sitting at his stall, mystified. There was also a lull in trade afterwards, with no further interest expressed in his wares, which was unusual. When his pipe went out – which it was never known to have done on a market day before, without being instantly refilled and relit – he said to his dog, ‘That’s it, boy, we’re not going to sell any more today, I just know it.’ He packed the unsold furniture on to his cart, and set off. As soon as he hit the road, a hare ran in front of his horses, and he cursed it, saying that it was all he needed. Then he added: ‘Damn me, I forgot the cheese. She’ll make me suffer, but I ain’t going back for it.’

A few miles from home, he stopped at a roadside inn, half hidden behind ivied oaks. He acknowledged the landlord – a man whose profusion of white eyebrows and staring eyes suggested that he had witnessed some terrible incident in the past, and occasionally recalled it – and after taking the first sip of porter, Seymour said: ‘You heard of Seddon’s, Bill?’

‘Seddon’s?’ He wrung out a cloth, till it would surely have screamed, had it been alive. ‘What’s that then?’

‘I’m thinking, to do with furniture.’

A handsome bagman at the end of the bar jutted an excellent chin forward. ‘Seddon’s is furniture – in e-very con-ceiv-able way.’ He leant on the bar, with the easy-going manner of one not being watched by his employer, which all successful commercial travellers can draw upon, as a resource. ‘Seddon’s is the grandest furniture maker in all London. Any sort of furniture, you go to Seddon’s.’ He drew his beer to his lips, and blew off froth, a little of which dripped down over the edge, towards his index finger, where there was a golden ring with a fox’s head.

‘So they make upholstered chairs?’ said Henry Seymour.

‘Anything upholstered. They’ve even got a department in the basement devoted entirely to upholstering one thing – guess what it is.’

‘Sofas.’

‘Coffins. Coffins, I say.’

‘How do you know that then?’ said the landlord. ‘You had a session with a desperate lady in one of ’em?’ he added with a coarse laugh.

‘I know because there’s a friend of a friend of mine that sells them pillowcases. And I do know my friend’s wife.’ He wiped his fingers, and gave a knowing grin.

‘Do you believe,’ said Seymour tentatively, ‘they would buy furniture made by someone else?’

‘You an upholsterer?’

‘I’m more than that. Seddon’s make any sort of furniture, you say?’

‘Anything.’

‘Then Seddon’s are like me.’

‘Well you’d better go and tell them that, then! You doing well in the furniture business?’

‘Well enough.’

‘Seddon – the man in charge – he’s worth a fortune. Lost a bit in a fire, I hear, but didn’t stop him. When he passes it all on to his sons, they’ll have a lot to thank their father for.’

That night in the cottage, Henry Seymour sat carving a doll for his daughter, but there was an unsettled look upon his face. He surveyed the room. He had made the table. The chest of drawers was his as well. The press too. He carved and he thought and he suddenly cried out – he had cut himself. That was rare.

He went to the bedroom, moody. The bed was of his own construction. Elizabeth Bishop, the mother of his children, was already asleep, but she stirred, and woke, as he slipped under the blankets.

‘Have you ever wanted to go to London to see your sister and her family?’ he said.

‘You have never asked before,’ she replied.

Nothing more was said of London until Midsummer’s Eve, by which time a third child was on the way.

Henry Seymour always upheld the tradition of lighting a midsummer fire in the cottage. When the coal was glowing, and the chopped applewood aflame, he summoned Elizabeth and the two children and they held hands before the fire and said a blessing for the apples of the county crop. They bowed to the fire and separated.

‘I love the smell of applewood’, said Elizabeth. ‘You should use more applewood in your work, Henry.’

‘It’s brittle.’

‘The colours are dark and lovely.’

Then, after a long pause looking into the fire, he said, ‘This is our last summer in Somerset.’ He turned his head; there was incomprehension in her face, and before she could respond, he added: ‘Half the people we grew up with have left. We must too. The thought of another child has made me determined. If he is a boy, he should grow up in London.’

She walked away, and cuddled her daughter before saying, quietly: ‘I am perfectly happy here. And so are you.’

‘Working on a market stall until I am old.’

‘It is good, reliable, you do well. You are a furniture maker. What else would you do?’

‘I shall keep making furniture. There is a firm in London called Seddon’s. They make furniture. I shall seek work with them in the first place.’

‘I’ve never heard of Seddon’s. And I don’t want to.’

‘If I got taken on by Seddon’s, if I learnt the London furniture trade, then one day, who knows where I might end up? Your sister had the right idea.’

‘Susanna went to London and I chose to stay. So should you.’

‘I will go ahead, and establish myself. Living cheaply, sleeping in the cart if I have to. Once I am established, I will come back for you.’

‘You won’t come back.’

‘What are you saying? Of course I will.’

‘What obligations do you have to me? If you are happy to throw up all your connections to where you were born on a whim, you would do the same to me and to our children. How can I trust you now? I do not trust you now.’

He returned to looking at the fire. At last he said: ‘You might have won me over, Elizabeth. You could probably have talked me round. But not now. Not after saying that. Our next son will be a Londoner.’ He picked up a pitcher of water on the table, and doused the fire.

When the factory bell struck eight, hundreds of workers spilled on to Aldersgate Street from the six wings of Seddon’s. Many made their way to the local public houses, generally retaining their departmental loyalties as they went.

Henry Seymour was already waiting in the Castle and Falcon, having made enquiries to establish where the upholsterers drank. His belt buckle shone, he wore a clean red silk neckcloth, and only his boots detracted from his smartness – caked with London mud. But many inside had footwear in the same state, so it made little difference.

He stood against the wall, opposite a well-lit table, which was empty and reserved, and a barmaid shooed away any customers who decided to drink there. He located himself precisely between two framed coloured prints. One print showed a fat pipe-smoking vicar and his thin lantern-bearing clerk exiting a public house, while the other showed the prime minister at a whipping post. Three young men played cards beside Henry Seymour, and one asked Seymour whether he wanted to make up the table. Seymour politely declined, and saw them immediately take an interest in a badly complexioned youth with a Scottish accent, and he overheard one man whisper, ‘He’ll do.’ With smiles and enthusiastic beckonings, they recruited the youth – or thought they had done so, until a man carrying a Bible tapped the prey on the shoulder and said: ‘I would not, young man, if you want to keep the contents of your purse.’

Meanwhile, the seats at the well-lit table were occupied. All the table’s men looked cleaner and smarter than the general run of customers, and one confident young man especially stamped himself on Seymour’s attention. This man, who looked about twenty years old, had polished hair, wore a red silk waistcoat with bright buttons, and even his boots – which protruded from the table with some arrogance – while not mudless, showed a distinct ability to place feet in the cleanest spots of a pavement. Suddenly, the young man, aware he was subject to scrutiny, glanced over to Seymour, looked the latter up and down, and said, in the strange accent of certain lower-class Londoners: ‘Vel, I don’t believe I have seen you before. Werry good to see you.’

‘Is this where the upholsterers of Seddon’s drink, sir?’

‘Zeddon’s zurrr?’ The young man’s imitation of Somerset brought smiles and hoots of appreciation from his mates. ‘Vy – are you lookin’ for verk?’

‘I am, sir.’

‘Oh you are, zurrr? From Zomerzet eh? Werry good, werry good. I suppose you drink ziderrr, eh?’

‘Somerset apples, they say, are the best.’

‘Any little ’uns, Zomerzet?’

‘Two, back there. One on the way.’

‘Oh, a basket maker eh?’

‘I am hoping to work in upholstery.’

They laughed and slapped the table. ‘Verked in upholstery before?’

‘For myself.’

‘Vel, that’s werry good – only, you’re in the wrong place, Zomerzet. All of us are beds here. Upholsterers drink in the Vite Lyon.’

‘The White Lyon? I was definitely told—’

‘Ah, there’s allus people who’ll tell you wrong. You go in there and ask for Mr Valker.’

‘Is Mr Walker in charge of the upholsterers?’

‘Oh yes, that’s the man, right enough.’

But in the White Lyon, when Henry Seymour asked for Mr Walker, he was told by another circle of Seddon’s men, at another brightly lit table, that they were all cabinets there, apart from a kitchen stool who used to be a cabinet, and still liked his old friends. Upholstery, they explained, was in the Cock. They were quite sure of that – the Cock. It was strange then, that in that latter establishment Seymour discovered only chests of drawers and toilet tables – upholstery certainly used to be there, said one toilet table, but upholstery had argued with the landlord about change for a glass of rum, and taken their custom to the Nag’s Head. An argument then ensued, as a chest of drawers insisted that the Mourning Bush was the place for upholstery, while a toilet table said that was quite wrong, as he knew for a fact that the Mourning Bush was Spanish mahogany. As a compromise, it was recommended that Seymour should try the Nag’s Head first, and if not there, the Mourning Bush second. But when, at the Mourning Bush, Henry Seymour was told, with absolute conviction, that the Red Lion was the upholstery drinking hole – he simply said: ‘No.’

Draining his drink, he strode to the door, when a one-eyed length of Spanish mahogany called him back. ‘You’re right feller, it ain’t the Red Lion. Ve shouldn’t do it, but ve alvays do, ’specially vith country boys or them as looks like scared rabbits, cause everyvun who can saw a plank vants to verk at Seddon’s.’

‘Where is Mr Walker, then? Please, the truth.’

‘There ain’t no Valker. Upholsterers are in the Castle and Falcon. Go there, put a smile on your chops even if you don’t feel like it, buy ’em a drink, and you’ll get your foot in the door.’

So Henry Seymour returned to the Castle and Falcon. There were handshakes, backslaps, forced smiles – and glasses raised in a toast to that most excellent fellow, Mr Walker.

Three days later, Henry Seymour stood in a large and high-ceilinged workshop where there was a constant sound of the tapping of brass nails, as men stretched webbing and damask over chair seats and sofa frames. In front of him was a stern and oily face, the Head of Upholstery, whose leather apron, expanded by a lumpy chest and stomach, suggested that he had dedicated himself so thoroughly to the mysteries of the profession that he had stuffed himself as part of his apprenticeship. He led Seymour down a long corridor, past rooms of seamstresses, and cabinetmakers specialising in exotic timbers, saying as they proceeded: ‘Mr Seddon tells us to do this with every new person who comes here, in every department, no exceptions. I can’t get an assistant to do it, I have to do it myself, or I’m out.’ They passed a small workshop where several men, working on locks, all exhibited a peculiar green tint to the hair at the temples. ‘It’s the brass filings that does that,’ said the Head of Upholstery.

Finally, they reached a set of offices where Seymour was informed the higher authorities of Seddon’s worked, and came to a halt before a carved plinth where, under a glass dome, there was a twisted mass of metal, recognisable as the blades of melted screwdrivers, coalesced.

‘It was found after the last fire,’ said the Head of Upholstery, tapping the dome. ‘Mr Seddon keeps it there as a reminder. So let’s see inside your pockets. Everything – in every pocket.’

When Seymour pulled out a small clay pipe, the Head of Upholstery plucked it away and held it dangling by the stem.

‘You have a choice, Seymour,’ he said. ‘You can ask for this pipe back, and I’ll gladly give it to you, but we’ll say goodbye, and I’ll take you to the gates myself. Or you can tell me to put it in here’ – there was a wooden box beside the plinth filled with broken pipes, cigars and tobacco pouches – ‘and you swear you will never come to Seddon’s with a pipe, or anything to do with smoking again. Choose.’

Before he could answer, a stooping white-haired old man emerged from one of the offices, nodded to the Head of Upholstery, and walked away down the corridor.

‘That’s Mr Seddon,’ said the Head of Upholstery. ‘He’ll go around the factory now, working off his breakfast. He keeps a special eye on upholstery because we use the most valuable materials. So don’t think you can smuggle in a pipe.’

‘Snap it in half,’ said Seymour.

Tossing the broken pipe into the box, the Head of Upholstery said, with an innocent look: ‘Now you won’t be in the workshop straight away. See, I have all the men I need right now, and some to spare. But there’s a place you can do some work for me, a place that’ll keep you nice and busy, just for the time being, and we’re a bit short there, and I can call on you as soon as I do have a need in the workshop.’

‘This is work in upholstery, isn’t it?’

‘It’s the upholstery department. It’s this or nothing, until we lose a few more men.’

They came to a passage with a wide-open window and a closed door. ‘We keep that door shut as much as possible,’ the Head of Upholstery said.

He pulled back the door and immediately there was a stench similar to burning hair. ‘Keep your mouth shut tight till you get used to it.’ Seymour put his hand over his mouth and they climbed a dark staircase to the top of the building, the odour worsening as they rose.

Under the roofbeams, men, women and children pulled handfuls of feathers and down from sacks, and stuffed them into mattresses, cushions, pillows and bolsters. The illumination from skylights revealed clouds of feather dust floating in the air, and in the middle of the loft was a stove, the source of the stench. Some workers wore linen strips across the face, but whether this afforded genuine protection was doubtful, given the greater number of workers with a bare face and a manifest cough.

‘That’s how we season the feathers,’ said the Head of Upholstery, pointing towards the stove. ‘Just don’t stand too close on your first day.’

Seymour had covered his nose and mouth with his hands, and was on the verge of vomiting.

‘Do you want to stay?’

‘Yes,’ said Seymour. ‘Yes.’

‘One word. Don’t think you can get away with any cabbaging.’

‘Cabbaging?’

‘Some men think they are very clever, and take a spoonful of feathers a day, hiding it inside their breeches, or in their hats, or in their shirt cuffs, and they reckon that soon they’ll have half a pound they can sell for ninepence. But if we find so much as a scrawny chick’s eyelash missing, we’ll put you in a sack, Seymour. Mr Seddon has eyes everywhere.’

He turned away and yelled across the loft. ‘Ho! Tom! New man!’ Then the Head of Upholstery headed for the staircase, in a hurry to avoid any contact whatsoever with the Tom he had just addressed.

A tiny fellow at the far end of the loft, who was bent over with his hand in a cushion, straightened and turned, revealing a head with just a few patches of red hair. He pulled down a greasy vest, and then came towards Seymour, wading through feathers as though they were foam on a shore.

Immediately this Tom began talking, as if asked to produce a summary account of his life. ‘I started as a poulterer’s lad; then swept the ring at the cockfights; then got my own birds and spurs, fine birds, well worth a bet – that’s until a rival poisoned ’em all; and I came here, to feathers. That was a long time ago. Come with me.’

He took Seymour – retching, eyes red raw and streaming – to a pile of large, plumped-up sacks stamped ‘Hudson Bay Eiderdown’, next to another pile of red cushion covers. ‘I take twenty-five palms for cushions like those; I feed the cushion till it’s three handfuls shy of bursting.’ He laughed horribly. ‘They said shave your head when I started, but I didn’t and now it’s too late!’ He laughed horribly again.

Henry Seymour said: ‘I will keep my hair.’

Tom had either not heard, or, if he had, it made no difference at all.

It was a grey, wet evening on Aldersgate Street and the dome of St Paul’s loomed in mockery – like a gigantic bolster, it seemed to Henry Seymour – to mark the end of his first day at Seddon’s. He stood under a gutter, washing his hands in rainwater, while his hat brim made another overflowing gutter in front of his eyes. His fingers were encrusted with blood from catching on feather stems, and the down clung to his nails – and yet, when a passing stranger made the remark ‘Foul weather’, Seymour’s mind formed a pun, and he managed a smile.

That night he slept in an innyard, between the wheels of his cart as the best protection from the weather, his head supported by a thin rolled-up coat, hay and cobbles.

It was barely a month later, nearly midday, when Elizabeth Bishop, digging in the garden, heard Henry Seymour calling from down the road. The cry seemed more distant than it was, because so pitiful. Seymour was in the cart, but scarcely able to sit upright.

He had driven through the early hours and could not descend unaided from the driving seat; now he leant upon Elizabeth’s shoulder along the garden path. Whether through exposure, blood poisoning, the conditions of the feather loft or some unknown cause, he was feverish and barely coherent. ‘A change of air – I needed a change of air,’ he said.

As she took him across the threshold, he also said: ‘I will go back.’

‘Soft pillows,’ he whispered in relief, as she put him to bed. ‘Soft pillows,’ he said, but in bitterness, an hour later, as she stood over him. ‘Soft pillows!’ he cried out late at night, for no reason she could understand, his eyes stretching wide in fear.

Henry Seymour was dead within a week.

The minuscule midwife carried a bundle of cloth strips, of assorted sizes and soiling, as she fussed around the room, stuffing crevices.

‘So many miss the keyhole,’ she said. As her puffy eyes were not far above it, she was unlikely to do so herself.

Climbing on a chair to reach the higher recesses of the door, she said: ‘I suppose he made this furniture himself?’

‘Every stick,’ said Elizabeth Bishop from the bed. ‘I shall have to sell it all when I leave.’

The midwife climbed down and drew the curtains, cutting out the natural light. She pinned the edges together. When the room was as dark as required, and no fresh air entered, she lit candles and poured hot gin from a teapot beside the bed.

‘Here, dearie, it’s pure, and nice and sweet, none of your all-nations-drippings that most round here would give you.’ After a little pause she said to Elizabeth Bishop: ‘You did not make a promise to go to London. He might have said things in his fever, and you might have said things back, but you didn’t swear. Though even if you had – would it count? And even if it did count – men make promises, and forget them. You make certain this child never has a single nostrilful of London air.’

A dipped candle had failed to light and was smouldering beside the bed. Elizabeth leant across, and blew it alight again. ‘If it is a boy, he will grow up in London.’

Mud, all over the streets, caking Elizabeth Bishop’s boots and the hem of her skirt. Carts and coaches and street-cries, men playing fiddles and bawling out songs.

On the twenty-fourth day of December 1801, Elizabeth Bishop’s children, now three in number, watched as she hooped a faggot of ashwood with nine bands of the same wood. The family occupied a cramped room in Islington with little in the way of furniture, but there was a fireplace, and coals to go into it.

‘Your father would have done this for you,’ she said. ‘So I shall do it for you. Now, each choose a band.’ They did so. ‘I shall have the one at the bottom.’ She placed the faggot on the fire. ‘The last of our bands to crack wins – this!’ She pulled a small orange from a pocket in her skirt.

All sat on the floor watching, especially the youngest child, Robert. He clenched his fist in intensity of concentration, completely absorbed by his chosen band. Suddenly there was a crack, and he turned and looked in despair at his mother. His widely spaced and sad eyes penetrated her, and he began to sniffle, and then to cry. She comforted him but his entire frame shook with misery. ‘Goodness, Robert – you’d think I had put you on the fire!’

She lifted him up into her arms and walked over to the window, in the hope that the streets of Islington would be a distraction from tears. They were on the top floor, and looking down, the better-dressed men, almost without exception, exhibited a huge stomach, protruding far beyond the brim of a hat.

‘Do you know, until I came to London, I had never seen so many fat men, Robert. Though there are thin ones too.’ She then saw that one of these fat men, with a triangular hat and globular front, had crossed the street to enter the building. ‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘Well, we knew the landlord would come. I don’t know what I will say.’

They all waited, with identically anxious expressions, for the knock.

But when it came and she opened the door, Robert wriggled free of her arms and stepped in between his mother and the man demanding rent. Without any warning or prompting, the boy began singing a song in a shrill and unsettling voice, a song which his mother had taught him from a song sheet the day before:

Pity the sorrows of a poor old man!

Whose trembling limbs have borne him to your door,

Whose days are dwindled to the shortest span,

Oh, give relief, and Heaven will bless your store.

The landlord looked down in astonishment. The boy continued.

These tattered clothes my poverty bespeak,

These hoary locks proclaim my lengthened years,

And many a furrow in my grief-worn cheek,

Has been the channel to a stream of tears.

The landlord’s face showed every possible manner of exasperation. When the three-year-old started to accompany himself with dithering limbs and appealing eyes, the face filled with horror.

‘The boy is mad! Utterly mad!’

‘It is not my fault, sir,’ said Elizabeth. ‘I had nothing to do with this. Robert, you mustn’t!’

But the boy came closer to the landlord, and placed his tiny hand upon the cover of the rent book, touching the man’s finger with his own. The book was instantly drawn upwards to the man’s chin. In response, the boy stroked the landlord’s fat leg through the fabric of the breeches.

Oh! Take me to your hospitable dome,

Keen blows the wind, and piercing is the cold!

Short is my passage to the friendly tomb,

For I am poor, and miserably old.

The landlord hurried downstairs, as though dragged down by his own weight. ‘I shall come back, be sure of it!’

When the door was shut, Elizabeth did not scold the boy, but hugged him, and he became instantly brighter in the face.

‘I don’t think,’ said Elizabeth to her other children, ‘that we shall begrudge the orange being given to Robert on this occasion.’

He retreated to a corner with a pencil and paper as he ate the segments of fruit. His drawings were as any child’s: a man of simple straight arms and a circle for the head. But today he added feet, and bent knees, and the figure ran.

*

MR INBELICATE DREW my attention to two more incidents in the early life of Robert Seymour. He called them snapshots, but he did not mean in the photographic sense – he meant in the early nineteenth-century sense, of a quick shot by a hunter at a fast-moving target.

It seems that one day, when he was about five, Robert Seymour’s mother stopped at a grubby bookstall outside the Angel Inn in Islington and purchased his education: a torn and imperfect copy of Chinnery’s Writing and Drawing Made Easy. Robert soon sat studying Chinnery at the table, copying the pictures and memorising the verses – the latter recited by his mother, as she stood behind his shoulders. ‘G’ was for grasshopper:


In mirth the grasshopper spends all spring

But is a giddy, thoughtless, lazy thing.


Robert reproduced the insect, as well as an indolent country fellow of the same page, who slept against a haystack. He copied too the picture’s decorative border, made from knotted scythes, rakes and hoes.

The second snapshot refers to a summer afternoon, of roughly the same period, when Robert carried home two prizes from Bartholomew Fair: a goldfish in a glass jar, and a poster advertising the fair, torn down from a tree. The poster was soon tacked to the door in the family’s dwelling: a display of jugglers and tumblers, supposedly at the fair, but none of whom had actually appeared.

Elizabeth suggested he place the jar on the window ledge, and Robert, with his intense stare, watched the fish; then, having a thought, he positioned the bowl on the table in the centre of the room – he precisely chose his position from which to sketch, so that the poster was shown in the background, and his drawing thus hinted at how the goldfish was acquired.

When the fish was found floating on the surface the next morning, his mother knelt and wiped away the tears. ‘At least you did the picture to remind us of the fish. And I will keep it.’

But Mr Inbelicate, in advising me on the way this work might proceed, laid particular emphasis upon a manuscript he had acquired, which he believed was a key document for the understanding of the early life of Robert Seymour. Even so, there has been a considerable leap in time, of some seven or eight years, since the snapshots.

The manuscript is untitled, anonymous, and incomplete, for it lacks beginning and end, but gives every indication of being autobiographical. One small section is relevant. I shall therefore stand back, and allow the author to speak for himself.

*

I OFFER NO opinion on what turned Gillray’s mind. Except this – what strain must it be to produce picture after picture to make people laugh when laughing is what you feel least like doing yourself?

He was working on a picture of a barber’s shop when his mind finally went, although he had been excitable for years. I’ve seen him unable to wait for paper, and he had to start etching his drawing straight on the copper plate. The wild things he drew – well! I’ve seen him howling in his room and his face became as gruesome as anything in his pictures. I’ve seen him wander around naked, in the shop below, without a care. Then once, he must have been dwelling too much on things. I heard him cry: ‘Bring butter! Butter!’ – well, he wasn’t fussy about bothering me, His Majesty wasn’t. A speck of dust on his dinner plate could disturb Gillray, and so you take your time. But I cut a knob of Dorset, and I unlocked his room. The sight that I saw!

He was hanging out of the window, but not in the way you would think. He had tried to throw himself out and dash himself on the cobbles, but his head had got caught in the bars. That is why he wanted butter – as grease. Imagine the scene from outside. He was dangling by his head from between those bars, with his oversized bottom towards the bystanders in the street, his legs wriggling, and all the people in the street, and all the men in White’s Club opposite, shouting up. It was like a picture he’d drawn in his younger days – you would have laughed for the horror of it. I pulled him back into the room. He never stopped asking for butter after that, but I made certain I served his bread dry.

Even when he was sane, I don’t believe he cared one jot about the politicians he pencilled, or what went on in the world. He would watch the bloated, lushy Cabinet ministers emerging from White’s at dawn, where they had won and lost fortunes at faro, and he always carried with him a pencil, and small cards no larger than his palm, and he stood against a wall and sketched these gamblers as they emerged. Then he’d continue on his morning walk along St James’s Street, in his hunched-up manner. If you didn’t know what he did, you wouldn’t have given him a second glance. He had a dark brow and a brooding look. But oh – if you opened up his skull and peeled apart his wonderful brain and saw what was going on there.

The point I wish to make is that when I came into my inheritance, which was not large but large enough to set myself up in business, my association with Gillray, and the shop below, predisposed me to choose the life of a dealer in prints, especially of a humorous nature. For in those days, all along Fleet Street were dozens of bow-fronted print-selling shops. I rented such a shop myself, bought stock, and established contacts with artists, many of whom I knew already, at least to nod to. I set up the sign: Prints: Two shillings coloured, one shilling uncoloured, bound volumes for rent at half a crown a night plus one pound deposit. From within, I would watch the crowds gather, the men elbowing each other aside, for a better view.

Crowds is no exaggeration. It was the experience of every print shop. All classes of society gathered at the windows: bang-up-to-fashion à-la-mode men looked, but so did men in rags. You would see the fashionable beau with a diamond in his cane on his way to a rouge et noir den and grubby youths in gangs who wandered from one print shop to another, as a day’s cheap entertainment. Respectable old gentlemen on their daily stroll would look in too. Also, foreigners galore! I remember three Germans coming in, enjoying themselves even if they didn’t understand the prints’ captions. And why not? There, before their eyes, were pictures of the king, the prime minister and the Cabinet shown as men, just like the rest of us, stripped of pretension and disguise. These were just some of the villains depicted. There were prints of doctors who were likely to kill not cure, lawyers who will empty your pockets, hypocritical priests, and generals on the run. They were all in my window and on my racks. Oh the grins, the laughs, the pointing I saw, sitting at my counter, watching the daily gawpers at the glass! The times I had to chase away a pickpocket!

Though let no man deceive you – there were other men and boys who congregated at print-shop windows, and not for the purposes of a laugh. The shops provided a perfect place to loiter in broad daylight, much as the porticos of theatres functioned in the evening.

I would sit and watch them make their approaches. Sometimes it was quite amusing. Let’s say at about three o’clock in the afternoon, I might see a man come up beside another man who was already at the window. I would mentally decide: he’s one and so’s the other. I would watch to see if I was right. Sure enough, I would see the new arrival press his body against the first man, just slightly at first, so it could be dismissed as accidental, in the course of seeking a better view of a caricature. Depending on the reaction of the first, a hand may well then be placed indecently upon the person, perhaps at about the level of the belt. Then, if no protest happened, the private parts would be explored comprehensively. Sometimes I saw more active encouragement on the part of the man already at the window. Man Number 1, already there, sees Man Number 2 arrive. Man Number 1 looks at Man Number 2, and in that look the contract is made. Then Man Number 1 looks up and looks down the street, and satisfied that there is no danger, the hand moves in, towards the flap. Often I saw the two walk away together, and I had a little laugh to myself. I accepted such incidents happened. Other print sellers were not so accepting. I am aware of another shop owner, in Sackville Street, who had a persistent offender, and the owner went to the magistrates to have the man arrested, though the evidence was dismissed as insufficient. Thereafter the owner endeavoured to remove the man himself, and made remarks to shame him. On one occasion, he flourished a caricature of a disgraced bishop in the man’s face. The man looked at the picture with not the slightest concern. I believe he made a visit to Sackville Street part of his daily promenade for over fifteen years.

One person I met, soon after I opened, was a young lad; I would suppose he was about twelve or thirteen. I took him to be one of the poufs at first, for there was something in his face that said that to me, though I never observed him in the act. I shall go no further than call him Robert S—. I met him in this way. At the back of the shop I had a permanent exhibition of older prints, for the window always reflected the news of the time, and it seemed to me that the drawings had value even if the events they described had passed. Thus, behind a curtain in the rear, I had old Hogarths, Gillrays, Bunburys and other artists, and I charged a penny for admission to view. I filled the walls with humorous prints, floor to ceiling, like a parody of the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition, and I often heard guffaws from behind the curtain. Every so often, young Robert S— would come in with a penny, and spend hours – I do not lie, it was hours – looking at the works, longer than any other customer spent there. He would carry a pencil and paper in with him and make his own copies of the pictures. A lot of shopkeepers would be annoyed by a customer indulging for so long, for just a penny, but I didn’t mind. I suppose in part because I wondered whether he was a pouf, and wanted him to prove it. Well, we exchanged a few words whenever he came in, and I got to know him a bit. One day, I told him the story of Gillray and the butter, and he said to me, with a seriousness I have never forgotten, in the backroom, with all the prints around us:

‘That story doesn’t wash.’

There was no deference in his voice at all.

‘How can it be physically possible?’ he said. ‘How could Gillray get his body through the bars and then be stuck by his head?’

‘I saw it with my own eyes,’ I remarked. He made a most disbelieving grunt. I can still hear that grunt to this day. I am not one to be easily offended, but if I had been, he would have been out of the shop in a moment, and never allowed in again.

We spoke some more about Gillray, and I remember discussing with young Robert S— Gillray’s Prince Regent, A Voluptuary Under the Horrors of Digestion. If you do not know this picture, then I may briefly describe it, for I still have a copy in an album. The picture shows the prince sitting back in a chair and picking his teeth, all seventeen stone of him, with his huge stomach being the first object to catch the viewer’s eye. On the table beside the prince are discarded meat bones and empty decanters, while partially concealed behind the chair is a chamberpot full to the brim – indeed, it is overspilling – with royal waste. While on the wall, between sconces, there is a parody of his coat of arms, with a crossed knife and fork beneath the Prince of Wales feathers. I remember asking Robert S— what he thought of this picture.

He said, with astonishing confidence for his age: ‘Gillray missed a trick. He should have added the Prince of Wales’s motto beneath the feathers, but changed it from “Ich dien” to “I dine”.’

*

MR INBELICATE ONCE said to me that this work has much in common with the villainous windings of a stream, or even the visual disruptions of a migrainous zigzag, and its coherence must emerge, rather than be laid down. ‘The question is always,’ he said, ‘where shall we go next, Scripty?’

The answer, on the current occasion, is that we shall walk out of this print shop and wander down the muddy pavement of Fleet Street to other print shops. Parliament is sitting, and as we pass the windows, the caricatures reflect the latest debates and attract scores of viewers. A glimpse beside a lady’s bonnet, for instance, catches an image of Napoleon’s hat and then, as she shifts her head, a pair of scales held high by Blind Justice. But the movement of my imaginary buckled shoes, and the suction on each step from the mud – added to the influence of all those shop windows, with caricatures showing exaggerated facial and bodily features – play upon my editorial imagination. The shoes swell in size, to be occupied by enormous feet, attached to bulbous, white-stockinged calves, though mottled by mud splashes. The windows reflect slightly older political concerns now, for we have walked back two years in time. The shoes cross the threshold of one of the print shops, and now we see the feet belong to a tall and huge-framed middle-aged man, beaming good nature, with features as impressive as his frame – babyish eyes that would soften any heart, a nose that was wielded by, rather than merely being attached to, the face, and to complete it all, a fleshy lower lip. Such a man would be a gift to a caricaturist – and being a caricaturist, he carried himself with pride, like a living advertisement for his own work.

‘Rowly!’ said the shop’s silk-shirted proprietor, popping up from behind the counter, and casting a greedy eye at a portfolio under the man’s arm. ‘What have you brought me today?’

‘I have got one I know you’ll sell several hundred of,’ he said. He placed the portfolio upon the counter, undid the ribbon, and produced a large drawing showing a drunkard transported downhill via a wheelbarrow, after a session in a public house. The legend read: Dr Drainbarrel Conveyed Home in a Wheelbarrow.

‘Ve-ry amusing, Rowly. Definitely one for the billiard rooms! What else – ah!’ An incompetent huntsman, riding to hounds, has cleared a fence, but now slides along his horse’s neck, about to be thrown in a bone-breaking fall. His incompetence is emphasised by an expert female rider, approaching from behind, whipping her own mount over the jump. The print-shop owner showed his delight with these and the other drawings in the portfolio, firstly in grins, and secondly when he unlocked a box kept beneath the counter and chained in place, and passed over enough coins to fill the artist’s ample hand.

‘Is it true you have moved, Rowly?’ said the silk-shirted man.

‘To No. 1 James Street.’

‘Well go back there straight away, and draw me your next batch.’

Thomas Rowlandson nodded a goodbye and made his way to the tall corner house. He climbed the flights of stairs to the attic. Just as he inserted his key in the lock, he heard a voice from below.

‘Curse you, Rowly! Have you moved here to torture me?’

‘Mr Mitchell!’

A short man, whose probable weight of twenty-five stone and stubby legs made him appear even shorter, embarked upon the staircase, but with considerable difficulty. He swung one arm for extra momentum – narrowly missing the nose of a messenger boy who had just entered the external door, and who then just squeezed past Mr Mitchell on the stairs.

‘My dear Mr Mitchell—’ said the artist, descending.

‘No! Stay where you are, Rowly. I shall see you. But curse you!’

The blubbery man, sweat spreading, paused against the banisters, and then swung the arm again for the last assault on the top. So it was that Matthew Mitchell, retired banker of the firm of Hodsoll, Mitchell and Stirling, reached Thomas Rowlandson’s room, and allowed the artist to bring a chair closer to fall into. Mitchell’s bulk melted over the sides of the chair, just as his chin melted over his collar. He wheezed and brow-mopped for several minutes. Then, in proportion to his state of recovery, an extraordinarily large and good-humoured smile came to the fore.

‘Curse you, Rowly, curse you.’

‘Sometimes I feel a moment of dizziness myself when I climb.’

‘You deserve it! And more! So,’ said Mitchell, now breathing almost normally, ‘you have me sitting here like a good-sized drawstring money bag – what have you got for me?’

Rowlandson brought forward a pile of drawings, to which Mitchell said: ‘Just hold them up for me, Rowly, in case my drips of sweat damage them.’

The artist displayed the drawings, one by one, and to each Mitchell gave his praise. ‘What you can do with a reed pen and India ink, Rowly! – I love your lines. The way they start thin, as I was once, then thicken like I have a bit and then they become thin again, as I shall, perhaps, never be – Oh I am there in the countryside with that one – What a drunk! – What a perfect hussy she is! – I always feel that I have seen people exactly like them, Rowly. I know their sort. That’s the reason I love your drawings so much and everyone I show them to feels the same. What can one add to your pictures? Nothing. What can one omit? Nothing.’

Then Rowlandson showed a picture of a runaway horse pulling a gig, the wheel lifting up in the foreground. ‘I can feel the power of the horse,’ said Mitchell. ‘The horse is tugging me, Rowly—’ Suddenly Mitchell looked past Rowlandson and his face twisted in horror: ‘What is that?’

A small black kitten had climbed on the back of a chair, from which it sprang upon the mantelpiece. Sensing some game, the kitten jumped down, and dashed towards the chair where Mitchell sat. ‘Take it away!’ cried Mitchell. He raised his elbow in self-defence and twisted his body round, away from the animal, visibly quivering. Rowlandson scooped up the kitten and stroked its head, not at all comprehending the reaction of the other man.

‘What possessed you to get that, Rowly?’

‘I rescued it. It was being chased by boys. They had a sack, and no doubt were going to torture it. It keeps me company when I work. I can put it outside.’

‘But then I shall pass it going downstairs … ooohhhh.’

Rowlandson lifted the kitten into a cupboard, leaving the door ajar, so an eye and a nose could be seen. There were plaintive mews.

‘Close the cupboard, Rowly.’

‘The poor thing won’t be able to breathe!’

‘I can scarcely breathe! It could get out!’ He snatched a look at the cupboard. ‘The eye is staring at me.’ Mitchell winced and then grimaced. ‘Kittens are gremlins. They creep up on you. They have a mind of their own. They are sly. They cannot be trusted. And then they jump! Then they become monstrous! Huge!’

‘I can see that you feel all this. But I do not pretend to understand it.’

‘To me, a kitten is a creature whose every hair is like a spider’s leg and its tail a vicious viper.’

‘But huge and monstrous?’

‘Would you like to be sat upon by an elephant?’

‘The comparison is ludicrous!’

‘A kitten is an elephant in the shadows. Its eyes catch a light and glow. Then they pounce. That is the best I can do to explain it, Rowly. Were it an adult cat, I would be calm enough. But – kittens! I don’t even want to look at them. I don’t know – first the stairs, then this!’ He was sweating again.

‘In future we will meet elsewhere or you can wait until the kitten is grown.’

‘I have a better idea. The kitten cannot push the door open can it? No. Well, I have been meaning to invite you to Cornwall. Then we can talk at length and you can draw for me all the time. Put this kitten-monster with a friend if you must keep it, and come with me to Cornwall. What do you say?’

There was a fortnight of drawing and hospitality. In the afternoons, Mitchell and Rowlandson often walked down a winding Cornish lane, or sat by a trout stream, and the artist drew for his admirer. After dinner with the Mitchell family, the two would light pipes over a bowl of punch, and chat until sunrise when Rowlandson would knock his pipestem against the bowl and say: ‘I am done. Pipe out. Sun up. Time for bed.’ They shook hands, parted, and after breakfast in the afternoon, the ritual would start again.

A few days after the artist’s return to London, he made his way to a public house in Oxford Street, the Man Loaded With Mischief. He passed under the sign – of a husband tottering under the weight of an ugly gin-guzzling wife upon his shoulders – and stooped to enter the door. When he righted himself, standing a foot and a half taller than every other person, a middle-aged cupid-faced man called out across the hot and crowded room: ‘Rowly, over here!’

After exchanging greetings, the man lifted a hatbox on to the table. There were holes in the lid, through which Rowly could see the green eyes of the kitten.

‘I don’t know how your friend can be frightened of kittens, Rowly.’ He then spoke directly to the hatbox, imitating a cat. ‘Meeeww. I don’t know how anyone can be frightened of you. No, no, no, I don’t know how. Meeeew.’

‘You’re as good at doing cats as John Bannister the actor,’ said a bald and wrinkled man with scarcely a tooth, from across the aisle.

‘Thank you, sir. Perhaps it is because I am John Bannister the actor.’

‘I thought I recognised you. I’ve seen your Cats in the Barrow.’

Bannister made a slight bow.

The actor continued to make cattish noises, while Rowlandson attracted a barmaid’s attention – a woman who could have been the model for the hussy in the picture he had shown Mitchell. Her curves were scarcely controlled by her clothes, and her strong forearms abundantly in evidence as she deposited beers in front of Bannister and Rowlandson.

When the barmaid left, Bannister asked: ‘So, how was Cornwall?’

‘A fountain of hospitality. There could be no better host than Matthew Mitchell.’

‘You’re bursting to tell me something.’

‘I am. I am indeed. It’s how to tell you. Very well. I am used to people looking at me because of my size. But I have never received such looks as when out walking with Mitchell.’

‘You told me he was fat.’

‘Fat! The man is a walking turtle. When we went strolling down a country lane or wandered along the coast, the stares we got. Mitchell is a fat man who makes other fat men look thin. And when he was shrieking with fear at the kitten, I was thinking to myself: there is something extraordinarily memorable about this man. You should have seen the fear rippling in the lard of his face and the way it travelled through his entire body.’

‘Well – what of it?’

‘Whether it was because I was spending so much time with Mitchell, or whether it was all the stares that especially provoked me, I don’t know. But when I was in Cornwall, I craved to put Mitchell in my pictures.’

‘You would not dare!’

‘I can hardly express the desire I had to use him. He was born for comic drawings. But it is true that only a fool would turn his patron into a figure of fun.’

‘It would be appalling ingratitude.’

‘He has been kinder to me than anyone I have known. And yet, as I sat drinking his punch and filling my pipe with his oronooko, all the time I would look at him across the table and think: if you only knew what I want to do with you, Matthew Mitchell. I thought of passers-by laughing at him in the print-shop windows. I thought of gentlemen opening up albums of pictures after dinner, showing their friends scenes in which he fell over, or was frightened by a tiny kitten.’

‘You cannot do this, Rowly. Think of what you would lose. Drop these thoughts. He is just a fat man.’

‘Let me put it like this. Suppose I were commissioned to draw illustrations for a book. An edition of Smollett or Fielding, perhaps. I draw a handsome young man – but he could be any handsome young man, there is nothing special about him, nothing memorable. And in the next picture, although it is supposed to be the same handsome young man, you would scarcely recognise him at all.’

‘If a picture does its duty, and you pocket your money, what does that matter? Once the covers of the book are closed, people forget the young man in any case.’

‘That is my very point. You forget him. And it isn’t good enough, John. You are recognised, as an actor. But just about the only recognisable and memorable characters we draw are politicians and royalty. Think about it. We recognise the prime minister and the Cabinet and Napoleon – everyone knows them. But when I looked at Matthew Mitchell, as he was scared by the kitten, I wanted everyone to know him at a glance – and they would, were I to draw him!’

‘But you cannot. Memorable as he may be, you must forget this insane desire. You can invent other characters. Do a club scene instead. Do another Swan Tavern picture. Your last was popular enough.’

The Swan Tavern, off Chandos Street, came alive when the theatres emptied – when the journalist clutching his notes for tomorrow’s review was accompanied by the actor who had died magnificently (as the review would say). These, and men of their class, would ascend the dark stairs of the Swan to the private room. When the gas chandelier was lit and brilliant, so were the members of this club gathered around the table beneath – The Brilliants. But they took their name not from gaslight, but from the ale they drank, Brilliant Ale, brewed in Chandos Street itself. Around the table assembled more than a dozen members, one of whom was Thomas Rowlandson, while another was John Bannister.

The landlord entered, accompanied by a serving girl who carried a pile of chamberpots on top of each other, which she distributed at the foot of every third chair. The club’s girthy chairman, who probably earned the right to sit at the head of the table by virtue of the number of his chins, looked displeased as he ran a finger along the table’s surface. ‘The table’s still sticky from last week,’ he said. ‘We prefer it fresh, landlord.’

The girl was sent to fetch a damp cloth. With that cleansing operation accomplished, the door closed upon the club. The chairman banged a gavel and proceeded to read the rules, as he always did, at the start of every meeting. Twenty-four toasts to be drunk – each with a full bumper of ale – and foreign wine would not be an acceptable substitute – and if any member refused to join in with the toast, the penalty would be applied.

Adopting a grave expression, commensurate with the justice and severity of the sentence to be imposed, the chairman filled a bumper with water from a ewer, and then added spoon after spoon of salt. He stirred and clanged the spoon upon the bumper’s rim. Were the penalty of the brine pronounced, he informed the members, the offender must drink of the brine, or be expelled from the club. Only after twenty-four toasts – with full bumpers – were the members free to drink as they pleased. The chairman then declared the meeting of The Brilliants open.

One member immediately stood – and proposed the glory of Viscount Nelson. A toast was drunk. When that member resumed his seat, another stood, and struck a sentimental note on the immortality of clubs compared to the frailty of the individual members, but as no member had died for several months, the general feeling, as expressed in certain remarks across the table, was that the member had been drinking before the meeting, and a maudlin note had infiltrated his consciousness. A toast was still drunk to the immortality of clubs, during which the watchful eye of the chairman spied one member whose bumper had not been raised to the appropriate angle for full quaffing. The gavel sounded.

‘It is the brine for you, sir.’

‘I am ripe. More than ripe. I was ripe when I came up the stairs.’

‘Then leave our ranks, sir.’

‘Brine! Brine!’ came the shout from Rowlandson. The chant was taken up by Bannister, and by the other members, and they thumped the table. The bumper in front of the chairman was passed down to the offender.

The penalised man looked into the brine. ‘All right,’ he said. A twinkle in his eye suggested, perhaps, that he arrived fully expecting to receive chastisement, and was not lacking in enthusiasm for its application.

A chamberpot was raised from the floor and placed upon the table, in front of the offending member. He stood, took one mouthful, swallowed and the next instant he disgorged with a roar into the waiting receptacle. Far from showing disgust, those around the table shouted ‘Bravo!’ ‘Hear hear!’ and ‘A true Brilliant!’ The brine-drinker punched the air in triumph, wiped his mouth, and bowed to each side of the table before resuming his seat.

In this manner, the meeting continued, with speeches that traversed the continuum from sensible to incoherent, with occasional resort to the chamberpot. At five o’clock in the morning, when the members were half dead with drink, the landlord’s boy came round, and the perpetual president, a wiry actor known for his tragedies, settled the bill. The top item on the sheet of paper was the ostentatious: ‘Hire of Room – No Charge’. For with the huge bill for drink itemised underneath, the landlord was more than happy to provide free facilities – and he always made certain the clubmen were reminded of his generosity.

Rowlandson retained enough of the session in his memory to produce his drawing The Brilliants for the print-publisher Rudolph Ackermann as soon as he had recovered from the experience. No detail was held back, no curtain drawn discreetly over events. In a corner of the picture, two members vomited into chamberpots, and the contents of one pot overspilled like a waterfall on to a man who lay passed out on the floor. The empty bottles resulting from the toasts were shown in shining array in another corner.

Five days later, the print was up for sale in a bow window that was five minutes’ walk from the Swan Tavern. As soon as it appeared, two fashionable gentlemen, both with a man-of-the-world manner, scrutinised the print and smirked at each other in evident delight; and though they both smelt of cologne, and the print suggested the ranker odours of disgust, they promptly entered the shop to purchase copies.

Undoubtedly the picture reminded the gentlemen of similar evenings they had passed themselves, for there were hundreds – indeed thousands – of clubs established in the upstairs rooms of taverns in and around London. In the print-shop’s window were numerous other club scenes, showing drunkenness and fights, with liquid punch pouring out of cracked bowls and a flesh-and-bone punch flying as men clashed in arguments. Adjacent to Rowlandson’s The Brilliants was Gillray’s Union Club, with its own share of bloated-face boozers gathered around a table, or passed out in a stupor on the floor in the company of overflowing chamberpots, while chairs and candlesticks flew through the air, used as missiles in a melee between the club’s members.

‘Let’s you and me go to the Swan Tavern soon, Rowly,’ said Bannister, ‘and put your pencil to work.’

‘I have not finished, John. I was frustrated by the whole business, but a peculiar turn of events happened on the Sunday morning.’ He downed his ale, and signalled to the barmaid for another two. ‘Mitchell drove me and his family to a church on the edge of the moors, St Breward. I still craved to draw him – and I was half willing to take a chance on losing a patron, just to put him down on paper. Well, we took our places in the pews, and the vicar stepped up to the pulpit. His name, I had learnt from Mitchell, was the Reverend Ralph Baron. And when I saw this Reverend Baron – well, it was like a miracle, John. I saw a man who was so distinctive he made me instantly lose all desire to draw Matthew Mitchell.

‘It was because he was Mitchell’s exact opposite. He was a thin, old, shrivelled-up walking corpse – so thin and so shrivelled it was as though there was not a drop of blood running in his veins. It was as if his bones were his flesh. He had a jutting chin, and a prominent nose, and with just a tiny amount of caricature from me, his profile would be a crescent moon. He was the solution to my dilemma. Let me show you.’

Rowlandson produced from his pocket a sketch of the vicar of St Breward standing in the pulpit. An old woman sat asleep on a pew in the foreground, as an indication of the sermon’s dullness. On the left were the only members of the congregation listening like Christians.

‘Evidently these are your patron and his family,’ said Bannister, pointing to this group. ‘But I agree – this vicar has something to him. If Mitchell makes fat men look thin, then this fellow makes thin men look fat.’

‘I watched in utter fascination as he gestured in the pulpit – though he delivered the least fascinating sermon you will ever hear. His voice droned on, but as I sat in the pew, my mind was flooded with thoughts of how I would use Reverend Baron. I imagined sketching him as a pedantic old schoolteacher in a classroom, who teaches his poor suffering boys religious instruction and Latin grammar.’

‘A suitably dried-out pursuit for a desiccated man.’

‘Yes, John, yes! But I couldn’t just leave him in a classroom. Then I recalled one of my jaunts, and a picture I did a few years ago – a drawing of an amateur artist travelling in Wales, carrying his easel, palette and sketchbook down a steep hill, a slave to picturesque views—’

‘You showed it to me. I know where this is going, Rowly – you have a crumbling old man, with limbs like twigs, who goes in search of ruins and dead trees.’

‘Or he stops to sketch an old nag that should be meat for one of your stage-cats. I was in a virtual frenzy, John, thinking of how I could use him – he could fall backwards into a lake, because he is too distracted with the scene in front of him; or he could be fascinated by gnarled old cows, and ignores the handsome horse in another field. And he could make notes of any sights or anything at all he found interesting, but which would send anyone else to sleep. I knew I had found the perfect character to draw. I saw Ackermann about it as soon as I came back to London. He will publish the pictures. But it is on one condition: that I work with a partner.’

‘A partner?’

‘A man to supply words.’

The kitten mewed loudly and placed its paw at one of the holes. ‘He needs feeding,’ said Rowlandson. ‘I must go, John. Besides, I must get to work.’ He swallowed the contents of the second tankard in almost a single
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