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The world – as Elizabeth Marsh and her extended family experienced it


CONVENTIONS

Place names have changed radically since Elizabeth Marsh’s lifetime, especially in regions of the world that have previously been colonized or fought over by contending states. Many names remain contested. In this book, I generally use the names that are most current today: hence Dhaka and Menorca, rather than Dacca and Minorca. Some now-discarded place names possess so much historical resonance, however, that I have judged it inappropriate to update them. Thus I refer to Calcutta in these pages, not Kolkata.

For the transliteration of Arabic terms and phrases, I have drawn on the Encyclopaedia of Islam and on the advice of expert friends. Making sense of the mangled Anglo-Indian terminology employed in Elizabeth Marsh’s Indian Journal has been made easier by the University of Chicago’s online version of Hobson-Jobson.

In order to convey the fluctuating fortunes of the main characters in this book, I provide estimates at times of what they were worth in terms of today’s purchasing power. I have drawn these estimates from the ‘How much is that?’ site on EH.net.

Before 1752, the British followed the Julian calendar and dated the beginning of the New Year from 25 March, not 1 January. Thus the captain’s log of the Kingston, the ship on which Milbourne Marsh set out from Portsmouth for Jamaica, has it readying for sail in early 1731. But in terms of the modern Gregorian calendar, it was early in 1732 that the Kingston was got ready; and I have used the modern-style year throughout the text and endnotes. When quoting from original manuscripts in the text, I have modernized spelling, extended abbreviations, and altered punctuation whenever the sense has seemed to demand it. Books cited in the endnotes are published in London unless otherwise stated. I describe at the beginning of the notes the other conventions I employ in the course of them.


INTRODUCTION

‘I search for Eliza every where: I discover, I discern some of her
features … But what is become of her who united them all?’

ABBÉ RAYNAL

THIS IS A BIOGRAPHY that crosses boundaries, and it tells three connected stories. The first is the career of a remarkable but barely known woman, Elizabeth Marsh, who lived from 1735 to 1785, and who travelled farther and more dangerously by sea and in four continents than any female contemporary for whom records survive. The second story is concerned with members of her extended family, her parents, uncle, brothers, husband, children, multiple cousins and other, more distant, kin. Because of the nature of their occupations, their migrations and their ideas, these people played vital roles in fostering Elizabeth Marsh’s own conspicuous mobility. They also helped to connect her, in both constructive and traumatic ways, with some of the most transformative forces of her age. For this is not just an account of an individual and a family: it is also, and thirdly, a global story. Elizabeth Marsh’s existence coincided with a distinctive and markedly violent phase of world history, in which connections between continents and oceans broadened and altered in multiple ways. These changes in the global landscape repeatedly shaped and distorted Elizabeth Marsh’s personal progress. So this book charts a world in a life and a life in the world. It is also an argument for re-casting and re-evaluating biography as a way of deepening our understanding of the global past.

Her Life

Elizabeth Marsh’s life is at once startlingly atypical and widely revealing, strange and representative. She was conceived in Jamaica, and may have been of mixed racial parentage. Her voyage in utero across the Atlantic from Kingston to England was the first of many oceanic journeys on her part, and inaugurated a life that was shaped as much by water as dry land, and that even on shore was spent in a succession of cosmopolitan ports and riverside cities. As a child, Elizabeth Marsh moved between Portsmouth and Chatham and the lower decks of Royal Navy warships at sail. Migrating with her family to the Mediterranean in 1755, she lived first in Menorca, and then – after a French invasion drove them out – in Gibraltar. Taken to Morocco in 1756 by force, but also as a consequence of her own actions, she was one of the first nominal Europeans to have a sustained personal encounter with its then acting Sultan, Sidi Muhammad, penetrating to the heart of his palace complex at Marrakech, and barely escaping sexual enslavement. The under-educated daughter of a shipwright, she subsequently became the first woman to write and publish on the Maghreb in English.

Elizabeth Marsh spent the late 1750s, and early and mid ’60s, comparatively becalmed in London by marriage and childbirth, but watching her husband engage in trade with Western and Eastern Europe, Northern Africa, mainland North America and the Caribbean, and parts of South America and Asia. She also plotted with him to emigrate to Florida. Instead, bankruptcy drove him to flee to India; and in 1771 Elizabeth Marsh would join him there, sailing to the subcontinent by way of visits to Rio de Janeiro and the Cape, on the only ship then to have circumnavigated the world twice over. She did not stay in their new house at Dhaka for long, however. After dispatching her young son briefly to Persia, and her daughter back to England, Marsh set out by sea for Madras in December 1774.

She would devote much of the next eighteen months to visiting and exploring settlements, towns and temples in eastern and southern India, composing in the process one of the strangest and most emotive accounts of an overland journey in the subcontinent to be written at this time by anyone, male or female. Her closest companion on this Asiatic progress was an unmarried man; and although Elizabeth Marsh rejoined her husband in Dhaka in mid-1776, it was again not for long. From late 1777 to mid-1780 she was once more on the move, sailing first from Calcutta to England, and then, after more than a year’s intrigue, and a further twelve thousand miles at least in sea distance, returning to the subcontinent. She embarked on these last circuitous voyages in defiance of French and Spanish warships and privateers that were now fighting in support of the new-minted United States, and because some of the long-distance repercussions of the American Revolutionary War were undermining her husband’s business and existence in Asia, and threatening her children and herself.

As this suggests, while Elizabeth Marsh can seem an almost impossibly picaresque figure, viewing her thus would miss what was most arresting about her life, and all that lay behind it. To an almost eerie degree, Marsh was repeatedly caught fast in geographically wide-ranging events and pressures. This was true even of what should have been her intimate rites of passage. The circumstances of her birth (like the meeting and marriage of her parents), the nature of her upbringing, the sabotage of her first engagement, the making of her marriage, and the stages of its unravelling, her response to the advent of middle age, and the manner in which her two children were eventually provided for – all of these, and not just her travels and her writings, were influenced by transcontinental developments. For Elizabeth Marsh, there was scarcely ever a secure divide between her personal life on the one hand, and the wider world and its accelerating changes on the other. This was the nature of her ordeal. The degree to which she was exposed to it throughout the half-century of her existence was due in large part to circumstances beyond her control. It was due to the occupations of her male relations, and to the fact that she herself was a dependent woman without paid employment, and therefore vulnerable. It was due to her own, and her extended family’s, connections with Britain and its tentacular, contested empire. And, crucially, it was due to the global circumstances of her times. But the intensity and relentlessness of Elizabeth Marsh’s ordeal were also a product of the sort of person she was and of the choices she made.

Her Family

Elizabeth Marsh’s father, his father and grandfather, and multiple cousins, were shipbuilders, mariners, and makers of charts and maps. Through these men, she was linked all her life to the Royal Navy, one of the few organizations at this time possessed of something genuinely approaching global reach, and to the sea: ‘the great high road of communication to the different nations of the world’, as Adam Smith styled it.1 Marsh’s uncle and younger brother were administrators and assemblers of information on behalf of the British state, men employing pen and paper in order to manage distance. Her husband, James Crisp, was a merchant, engaged in both legal and illicit long-distance trade. His dealings encompassed ports and manufacturing centres in the world’s two largest maritime empires, those of Spain and Britain, and some of the commodities most in international demand: salt, sugar, cotton textiles, fish and tea. And he was associated with the British East India Company, the most important transnational trading corporation in existence, as subsequently were Marsh’s son, her son-in-law, yet more ‘cousins’, and ultimately her half-Indian grandson.

Her husband was also involved in colonial land speculation and migration schemes, as was she. Her elder brother and still more ‘cousins’ were army officers, servicing empire and its wars; while the agency that was responsible for driving by far the largest numbers of human beings across oceans and between continents at this time, the transatlantic trade in West African slaves, may have given rise to the woman who became Elizabeth Marsh’s mother. Marsh’s husband certainly was implicated in this slave trade, though it was two other systems of slavery and slave-taking, in Northern Africa and in Asia, in which she herself became directly involved, both as an intended victim and as an owner.

By way of her extended family, then, Elizabeth Marsh was brought into contact with some of the main forces of global change of her time: enhanced maritime reach, transoceanic and transcontinental commerce, a more deliberate mobilization of knowledge and written information in the service of the state, the quickening tempo of imperial aggression and colonization, emigration, war, slavery and the slave trade. Many millions of people were caught up in one or more of these. Elizabeth Marsh was affected and swept into movement by all of them. This owed something to her gender and uncertain status. As a woman who was usually economically dependent, she was often dragged along in the wake of various menfolk. Consequently, their occupations, and their migrations, and their exposure to other societies frequently also entangled her.

In this and other respects, the near contemporary whom Elizabeth Marsh most closely resembles is Olaudah Equiano (c.1745–97), the one-time slave of African descent who, by way of his writings and travels, made himself a ‘citizen of the world’, as well as an African and a Briton.2 It is telling that both Elizabeth and Olaudah were connected with the Royal Navy, with the slave trade, and with print; and they were alike too in their urge repeatedly to re-invent themselves. Their different, but essentially similar, lives also unfolded across great spaces and in a range of diverse cultural settings because of something else they had in common. Elizabeth Marsh, like Olaudah Equiano, chose to move, and was compelled to move. Avid travellers by instinct, they were each in addition forced into journeying as a result of their subordination to others: Equiano because for part of his life he was a slave, Marsh because she was a woman without independent financial resources.

It is significant, too, that these two self-made travellers and writers overlapped so closely in point of time, and that both of them were connected – though never exclusively – with Britain and its empire.

Her Worlds

Throughout Europe and in parts of the Americas – but also beyond them – the era in which Elizabeth Marsh lived, the middle and later decades of the eighteenth century, witnessed a growing awareness of the connectedness between the world’s different regions and peoples. More informed and classically educated men and women were aware of course that accelerated bursts of what would now be styled globalization had occurred in earlier periods of history. ‘Previously the doings of the world had been, as one might say, dispersed,’ the ancient Greek historian Polybius wrote in regard to the third century BC. But, as a result of the conquests of imperial Rome, he continued, ‘history has come to acquire an organic unity, and the doings of Italy and Libya [i.e. Africa] are woven together with those of Asia and Greece, and the outcome of them all tends toward one end’.3 Historians since have identified other such ‘global moments’: how, by the end of the thirteenth century, trade was able for a time to link merchants in parts of India and China, the Levant, the Persian Gulf, and various European ports and city states, for instance, and how Spain’s conquest of Manila in 1571 inaugurated new systems of commerce, migration and bullion-exchange between Asia, South-East Asia, the Americas and Europe.4 Nonetheless, the rate at which different sorts of global connections evolved during and after the second quarter of the eighteenth century was perceived by observers in the West, but also outside it, as something new. ‘Everything has changed, and must change again,’ insisted Abbé Raynal in his History of the Two Indies (1770), this era’s most influential discussion and denunciation of Europe’s contacts with Asia, Africa and the Americas. Or, as Edmund Burke famously pronounced in 1777: ‘the great map of mankind is unrolled at once’. It was potentially ‘at the same instant under our view’.5

This sense that the world was becoming visibly more compact and connected was pronounced within Britain itself, and for reasons that shaped much of Elizabeth Marsh’s life. The sea was the prime vehicle and emblem of connectivity, ‘a mighty rendezvous’, as one writer expressed it in 1760; and – as she had ample cause to know – it was Britain that possessed both the most powerful navy and the biggest merchant marine. During Marsh’s lifetime, these maritime advantages allowed Britain, along with France and Russia, increasingly to explore and invade the Pacific, an ocean that occupies a third of the globe’s surface, and of which Europeans had previously possessed only limited routine acquaintance.6 Before, throughout, and after Marsh’s life, Britain was also involved in a succession of wars with France that expanded relentlessly in geographical scale. As a result, London was able to lay claim to the world’s largest and most widely dispersed empire. By 1775, as the German geographer Johann Christoph Gatterer remarked, Britain had become the only power to have intruded decisively, though not always securely or very deeply, into every continent of the globe.7

In addition, Britain’s ambitious commerce, the terrible volume of its slave trading, the growing overseas migration of its own peoples, and its prolific print industry and consumerism – all of which impinged on Elizabeth Marsh’s own experience – encouraged a more vivid consciousness of the world’s expanse and the range of human diversity, which extended well beyond the political class. Had she been more consistently prosperous during her residence in London in the 1760s, Elizabeth might have purchased a pocket globe, an increasingly fashionable accessory at this time, or invested in one of an array of new atlases, encyclopedias, gazettes and children’s books, all promising to unpack the ‘world in miniature’.8 In more senses than one, the proliferation of such artifacts suggested a more graspable world: one that might even be pocketed.

However, there was more to Elizabeth Marsh’s experiences and shifting identity than this British imperial connection; just as there was always more to the growing interrelationship between continents and peoples and oceans at this time than the exertions and ambitions of Britain and other Western powers. That Marsh was born at all was owing, indirectly, and possibly directly, to the enforced migration of millions of West Africans across the Atlantic; and that she was born in England, and not in Jamaica, was due to rebellion on the part of just some of these people. Her career was shaped throughout by the enhanced capacity on the part of British ships, soldiers and merchants to be present globally. But her life was also vitally changed by a Moroccan ruler’s schemes to construct his own world system that would link together sub-Saharan Africa, the Maghreb, the Ottoman Empire and merchants in Western and Eastern Europe, Asia, and ultimately the United States. And if London, Barcelona and Livorno supply backdrops to her story, as centres of transcontinental trade, so also do Basra, and Boston, and Dhaka, and Manila. That Elizabeth Marsh’s life was one of continuous transition was due in part then to a succession of influences and interventions issuing from outside Europe, and to actors who saw the world from different vantage points. Her ordeal was also due to her, to the sort of person she was.

Herself

I first came across Elizabeth Marsh while writing my previous book, Captives. To begin with, I was aware only of the Mediterranean portion of her life; and it was not until I began investigating the background to this that I gradually uncovered the other geographies of her story. I learnt that a Californian library possessed an Indian travel journal in her hand, and an early manuscript version of her book on Morocco. Then I came across archives revealing her links with Jamaica and East Florida. Further searches turned up connections between her and her family and locations in Spain, Italy, the Shetlands, Central America, coastal China, New South Wales, Java, Persia, the Philippines, and more.

That this international paper chase proved possible and profitable was itself, I gradually came to realize, a further indication of some of the changes through which this woman had lived. Elizabeth Marsh was socially obscure, sometimes impoverished, and elusively mobile. In the ancient, medieval and early modern world, such individuals, especially if they were female, rarely left any extensive mark on the archives unless they had the misfortune to be caught up in some particular catastrophic event: a trial for murder or heresy, say, or a major rebellion, or a massacre, or a conspiracy, or a slaver’s voyage. That Elizabeth Marsh and her connections, by contrast, can be tracked in libraries and archives, not just at interludes and in times of crisis, but for most of her life, is due in part to some of the transitions that accompanied it. During her lifetime, states and empires, with their proliferating arrays of consuls, administrators, clerks, diplomats, ships’ captains, interpreters, cartographers, missionaries and spies, together with transcontinental organizations such as the East India Company, became more eager, and more able, to monitor and record the lives of ‘small’ people – even, sometimes, female people – wherever they went.

Recovering the life-parts and body-parts of Elizabeth Marsh has been rendered possible also by the explosion in global communications that is occurring now, in our own lifetimes. The coming of the worldwide web means that historians (and anyone else) can investigate manuscript and library catalogues, online documents and genealogical websites from different parts of the world to an extent that would have been unthinkable even a decade ago. At present, this revolution – like so much else – is still biased in favour of the more affluent regions of the world. Even so, it is far easier than it used to be to track down a life of this sort, which repeatedly crossed over different geographical and political boundaries. The ongoing impact of this information explosion on the envisaging of history, and on the nature of biography, will only expand in the future.9

To say that Elizabeth Marsh’s life and ordeal are recoverable, and that this in itself is eloquent about closer global connections in her time and in ours, is not the same as saying that the sources about her are abundant or easily yielding. To be sure, this was a woman who was addicted to writing. Even when (perhaps particularly when) she was confined to the lower decks of a store ship on the Indian Ocean, or in a Moroccan prison, she is known to have busied herself writing letters. Neither these, nor any other letters by her survive. Nor do any personal letters by her husband or parents survive, or any that might compensate for the lack of a portrait of her, by closely detailing her appearance. The colour of Elizabeth Marsh’s eyes and hair, like her height and the timbre of her voice, and the way she moved, remains, at least at present, beyond knowing. So does how she and others perceived exactly the colour of her skin.

This absence of some of the basic information which biographers can normally take for granted is partly why I have chosen to refer to Elizabeth Marsh often by her whole name, and sometimes only by her surname. Mainly for the sake of clarity, but also because of how she lived, I also refer to her only by her unmarried name. So in these pages she is always Elizabeth Marsh, never Elizabeth Crisp. The practice of always referring to female characters in biographies by their first names can have an infantilizing effect. It also suggests a degree of cosy familiarity that – as far as this woman is concerned – would be more than usually spurious. Certain aspects of her life and mind, as of her appearance, are unlikely ever to be properly known; though the impact she was able at intervals to make on others is abundantly clear.

What has survived to convey her quality and her actions over time are a striking set of journals, scrapbooks and sagas, compiled by her and by some members of her family. There are Elizabeth Marsh’s own Moroccan and Indian writings. Her younger brother, John Marsh, produced a memoir of his career. Her uncle, George Marsh, assembled a remarkable two-hundred-page book about himself and his relations and two commonplace books, and devoted journals to the more significant episodes in his life. Ostensibly concerned with personal and family happenings, achievements and disasters, these miscellaneous chronicles can be read also as allegories of much wider changes. Even some of the maps drawn by Elizabeth Marsh’s father contain more than their obvious levels of meaning. I have drawn repeatedly on these various family texts in order to decipher this half-hidden woman’s shifting ideas, emotions and ambitions.

Attempting this is essential because, although she undoubtedly viewed certain phases of her life as an ordeal, Marsh rarely presented herself straightforwardly as a victim. It was her own actions and plans, and not just the vulnerabilities attaching to her marginal status, the occupations and mishaps of her male relations, the chronology of her life, and the country and empire to which she was formally attached, that rendered her at intervals so mobile, and exposed her so ruthlessly to events. In particular, without attending closely to these private and family writings, it would be hard to make sense of five occasions – in 1756, in 1769, in 1770–71, in 1774–76, and again after 1777 – on which, to differing degrees, Elizabeth Marsh broke away from conventional ties of family and female duty, only to become still more vividly entangled in processes and politics spanning continents and oceans.

History and Her Story

So this is a book that ranges between biography, family history, British and imperial history, and global histories in the plural. Because of the tendencies of our own times, historians have become increasingly concerned to attempt seeing the world as a whole. This has encouraged an understandable curiosity about very large-scale phenomena: the influence of shifting weather systems on world history, ecological change over time, patterns of forced and voluntary migration, the movement of capital, or commodities, or disease over continents, the transmission of ideas and print, the workings of vast overland and oceanic networks of trade, the impact of conflicting imperial systems, and so on.10 These, and other such grand transcontinental forces, were and are massively important. Yet they have never just been simply and inhumanly there. They have impacted on people, who have understood them (or not), and adapted to them (or not), but who have invariably interpreted them in very many different ways. Writings on world and global history (to which I stand enormously indebted) sometimes seem as aggressively impersonal as globalization can itself.

In this book, by contrast, I am concerned to explore how the lives of a group of individuals, and especially the existence of one particular unsophisticated but not unperceptive woman, were informed and tormented by changes that were viewed at the time as transnational, and transcontinental, and even as pan-global, to an unprecedented degree. I seek to tack between the individual and world histories ‘in such a way as to bring them into simultaneous view’.11 Writing some fifty years ago, the American sociologist C. Wright Mills suggested that at no other era had ‘so many men been so totally exposed at so fast a pace to such earthquakes of change’. The ‘earthquakes’ happening in the 1950s were due, he thought, to the collapse of old colonial empires and to the emergence of new, less blatant forms of imperialism, to the horrific implications of atomic warfare, to politicians’ surging capacity to deploy power over individual lives, to runaway modernization, and to inordinate pressure on marriage and the family. It was vital, Mills suggested, to try to understand the relationship between these ‘most impersonal and remote transformations’ and ‘the most intimate features of the human self’. Not least because those living through such earthquakes were often unable themselves to see this relationship clearly and make sense of it:

Seldom aware of the intricate connection between the patterns of their own lives and the course of world history, ordinary men [sic] do not usually know what the connection means for the kinds of men they are becoming and for the kinds of history-making in which they might take part. They do not possess the quality of mind essential to grasp the interplay of man and society, of biography and history, of self and world.

Instead, he suggested, men and women whose fate it was to ‘cope with the larger worlds with which they are so suddenly confronted’ often simply felt ‘possessed by a sense of trap’.12

As far as Elizabeth Marsh is concerned, Mills’ characterization of the responses of those who live through ‘earthquakes’ of global change is both right and wrong. As will become clear, at times, and for good reason, she was indeed ‘possessed by a sense of trap’. But, like other members of her family, she tried to make sense of the changes transcending seas and continents that she and they were so markedly living through and acting out. The extent and quality of Elizabeth Marsh’s global earthquake in the mid-eighteenth century was substantially different from that perceived by Mills in the 1950s, though the flux of empire, enhanced state power, runaway military violence, modernization, and strains on the family and marriage were part of her experience too. Elizabeth Marsh’s earthquake was also very different from our own at the start of the twenty-first century. But the nature of her ordeal, her precocious and concentrated exposure to so many forces of transcontinental change, and her sense in the face of these ‘impersonal and remote transformations’ both of shock and wonder, entrapment and new opportunities, remain eloquent and recognizable. This is her story.


1

Out of the Caribbean

THE BEGINNING prefigured much of the rest. She came to life against the odds, in a place of rampant death, and in the midst of forces that were already transforming large stretches of the globe.

The man who became her father, Milbourne Marsh, first set foot on Jamaica on 20 July 1732, which was when his ship, the Kingston, anchored off Port Royal.1 The Kingston was one of a squadron of Royal Navy vessels ordered to the Caribbean that spring with instructions to deter smuggling in the region and attacks on British merchant shipping by Spanish armed coast-guards, and to suppress any slave rebellions within Jamaica itself. Since wresting it from the Spanish in 1655, retaining this island had become increasingly important to the English, and subsequently to the British state, initially because of its location and size. Ninety miles south of Cuba, Jamaica was ideally situated for legal and illicit trade with Spain’s settlements in the Americas, and for staging attacks on them and on Spanish treasure ships, bearing gold and silver from New World mines back to Seville. At some 140 miles from east to west, Jamaica was also ten times larger than the rest of Britain’s Caribbean islands combined. Tropical, fertile and well-watered, it offered – for all its steep, mountainous interior and steamy forests – sufficient arable land, or so at first it seemed, to accommodate large numbers of incoming white smallholders. When Milbourne Marsh arrived, individuals of very modest means, indentured servants, shopkeepers, skilled labourers, cooks, peddlers, retired or runaway sailors, itinerants, pen-keepers (cow-farmers), garrison troops and the like still made up between a half and a third of Jamaica’s white population. But the island’s smallholders were in retreat before the rise of much larger landed estates and a single crop. Jamaica’s sugar industry did not reach the height of its profitability until the last third of the eighteenth century. Even so, by the 1730s, with over four hundred sugar mills, the island had comfortably overtaken Barbados as the biggest sugar-producer in Britain’s Empire.2

[image: image 1]

The Caribbean

Although much of the technology employed on sugar plantations remained unchanged for centuries, these were still brutally innovative places. The unending work of planting, harvesting and cutting the sugar cane, milling it, boiling and striking the sugar syrup, transporting the finished products, rum, molasses, and the various sugars to the dockside, and loading them aboard ship, fostered task specialization, the synchronization of very large quantities of labour, and the imposition of shift systems and a ruthless time discipline.3 Establishing the necessary mills, boiling houses and other fixed plant required large-scale capital investment; and plantation owners were acutely dependent on long-distance oceanic trade and communications to sell their products – and to recruit and import their workforces. As the historian David Eltis writes:

The slave trade was possibly the most international activity of the pre-industrial era. It required the assembling of goods from at least two continents [Asia and Europe] … the transporting of those goods to a third [Africa], and their exchange for forced labour that would be carried to yet another continent [the Americas].

Between a third and a half of the more than 1.2 million men, women and children purchased by British traders and carried in British ships from West Africa between 1700 and 1760 were probably landed in Jamaica. When Milbourne Marsh arrived here, the island contained almost eighty thousand black slaves, most of them recent arrivals from the Gold Coast, the Bight of Biafra and the Bight of Benin.4

There were other ways, too, in which Jamaica functioned as a laboratory for new ways of living and new types of people. Port Royal, Milbourne Marsh’s landfall on the island’s south-eastern coast, was an extreme case in point. The English had found its deep offshore waters, and its position at the end of a nine-mile spit separating Kingston harbour from the Caribbean, ideally suited for the loading and unloading of merchantmen from Europe and North America. Port Royal was also useful, they soon discovered, for piracy and for conducting contraband trade with, and raids against, Cuba, Hispaniola and mainland Spanish America. In 1688, 213 ships are known to have docked at Port Royal, almost as many as the total number calling that year at all of New England’s ports. With its almost seven thousand slaves, shopkeepers, merchants, sailors, book-keepers, lawyers, sea captains, craftsmen, wives, children, smugglers and ‘crue of vile strumpets and common prostratures’, the town was also more populous at this stage than its main competitor in British America, Boston, Massachusetts. And since its two thousand houses, many of them brick and some of them four prosperous storeys high, clustered together on barely fifty acres of gravel and sand, Port Royal was probably the most crowded and expensive English-speaking urban settlement outside London.5

Then came the earthquake. It happened at 11.43 a.m. on 7 June 1692. In ten minutes, two-thirds of Port Royal and two thousand of its citizens disappeared beneath the sea. A further three thousand died of injuries and disease in the days after:

The sky, which was clear and serene, grew obscured and red throughout the whole extent of Jamaica. A rumbling noise was heard under ground, spreading from the mountains to the plain; the rocks were split; hills came close together; infectious lakes appeared on the spots where whole mountains had been swallowed up; immense forests were removed several miles from the place where they stood; the edifices disappeared … This terrible phenomenon should have taught the Europeans not to trust to the possessions of a world that trembles under their feet, and seems to slip out of their rapacious hands.

In so describing its destruction, Abbé Raynal and his collaborators were adding an anti-colonialist twist to a tradition of moralizing disapproval of Port Royal that was in existence well before the earthquake.6 Yet this lost town, a kind of maritime Pompeii, had been a dynamic and creative as well as a corrupt, exploitative place, and after the earthquake there were repeated attempts to rebuild it. They were









































































Ending – and Continuing

ACCORDING TO GEORGE MARSH, it was only a short period after her daughter’s marriage in August 1783 when Elizabeth Marsh first noticed ‘a violent cancer’ developing in one of her breasts. He set down this piece of information in old age, when the passage of time had probably become telescoped in his memory, but it does seem that Elizabeth became ill in 1784, and that she concealed her ailment and tolerated the pain for several months. Burrish Crisp would later try to sanitize this phase of his mother’s life, and soften his own memories of it, by characterizing her as ‘the patient martyr of a cruel and unrelenting malady’. In reality, she was probably not patient in the face of her cancer at all: merely in terror of the only available alternative to passive endurance and pretence. By early 1785, though, she had summoned up ‘resolution enough’ to take action. She waited until a day when both her son and her daughter were away out of town, and then she called in the surgeon.1

It was still common for incomers to the Indian subcontinent from Europe, women as well as men, to resort to indigenous physicians, particularly in the smaller settlements.2 But Elizabeth Marsh seems to have had her mastectomy in Calcutta, where Burrish had a house; and thanks to him and her son-in-law, George Shee, she was now affluent enough to afford a European doctor. The ritual of a Western-style mastectomy without anaesthetic was designed to preserve some decorum amidst surgery that was at once drastic and almost unavoidably possessed of sexual overtones. The patient would usually remain fully clothed, except for her exposed breast. She might be tied or belted to a chair. Her arm would be held up throughout in order for the pectoralis major muscle to lift the offending breast. Servants, or the physician’s assistants, would also endeavour to keep her neck and shoulders pressed as firmly as possible to the back of the chair or the mattress of a bed. The surgeon meanwhile would straddle the patient’s knees, and set to work:

I began a scream that lasted intermittently during the whole time of the incision … When the wound was made, and the instrument was withdrawn, the pain seemed undiminished, for the air that suddenly rushed into those delicate parts felt like a mass of minute but sharp and forked poniards, that were tearing the edges of the wound – but when again I felt the instrument – describing a curve – cutting against the grain, if I may so say, while the flesh resisted in a manner so forcible as to oppose and tire the hand of the operator, who was forced to change from the right to the left – then, indeed, I thought I must have expired. I attempted no more to open my Eyes, – they felt as if hermetically shut, and so firmly closed, that the Eyelids seemed indented into the Cheeks. The instrument this second time withdrawn, I concluded the operation was over, – Oh, no! presently the terrible cutting was renewed – and worse than ever, to separate the bottom, the foundation of this dreadful gland from the parts to which it adhered … yet again all was not over … I then felt the Knife rackling against the breast bone – scraping it!3

Fanny Burney’s famous account of her mastectomy in 1811, which lasted twenty minutes from the first incision to the dressing of the wound, is an exceptional testimony, and not just because of its gruesome detail and literary power. Women who underwent this operation during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries rarely survived long enough, or were left in any condition, to write about their experience. Some succumbed immediately to the pain and shock. Far more died of infection, even though surgeons might cauterize the wound with a red-hot iron. But, as may have been true in Elizabeth Marsh’s case, what most caused these operations for breast cancer to fail was that, for obvious reasons, women tended to put them off for too long. As a result, the cancer often spread to the lymph nodes, far beyond the reach of even the most heroic surgery at this time.

Elizabeth Marsh survived the ordeal of her operation. ‘In it, she suffered excruciating pain’, confirmed George Marsh unnecessarily, which she endured – her children were later informed – ‘with heroic constancy’. After it was finished, the surgeon, whoever he was, took out his medical scales and established that the excised tumour with its attaching breast tissue ‘weighed upwards of five pounds’. It is a measure of her physical toughness that, despite the encroaching heat of a Calcutta spring, Elizabeth lived for ‘a few months’ after this.4 It was probably also a measure of her powerful will to keep going. She was only forty-nine, and she had recently acquired an additional stake in the future. In July 1784, her daughter had given birth to a son, who was named George Shee after his father. So, as grandmother to ‘one of the finest urchins you ever saw’, Elizabeth Marsh had good reason to live, and she managed to do so until 30 April 1785.5

No account exists of her death, or of who was with her at the end. The day after, they buried her in what later became known as South Park Street cemetery, a forested area about a mile south from the old town of Calcutta. It seems to have been her son Burrish Crisp who composed her epitaph. He described her as ‘the best of mothers’, and recorded her steadfastness in the face of ‘one of the severest chirurgical operations’. But he made no mention of Elizabeth Marsh’s travels or writings. Nor did he refer in her regard to any single place, or nation, or religion, or to James Crisp. This only partially appropriate memorial scarcely signified. Like most modest tombs erected in South Park Street cemetery – as distinct from the elaborate monuments of the rich and the powerful – the gravestone of Elizabeth Marsh has long since disappeared.6

Resurrecting this obliterated life has been absorbing. It has also been challenging. More even than is true of the generality of biographical subjects, there is no possible owning of all the facts of Elizabeth Marsh’s existence. Some of her life-parts, like her bones, like her image, are gone forever. How then should she be seen? And what came after?

It was more than ten years after her death that George Marsh began compiling his Family Book, a random assemblage of anecdotes, observations and stories about himself and his relations. He was in no doubt that he and they had lived through a world of change and a world still in change, and he experimented with various devices in order to represent the scale of these changes on paper. Understandably, given its significance for connecting different portions of the globe, and his own involvement with it, the first index of transformation he seized on was the rapid growth of the Royal Navy. The vellum-covered Family Book opens with a page of statistics. In 1741, George noted, there had been 740 admirals, captains, masters and commanders, and lieutenants serving in the navy. By July 1756, the month in which Elizabeth Marsh set out from Gibraltar on the Ann, the number of naval officers had already risen to 929. By 1790, he calculated, there were close to three thousand.

He also summoned up the more violently interconnected world that he and – far more directly – his niece had inhabited, by describing in the Family Book a succession of objects and artifacts. Some of these were items that he kept near him, on shelves in his house and office. There was the ‘£70 worth of Dresden china’ he had bribed the customs officers to ignore on his return to England from Hamburg in 1776. There was the ‘silver hammered punch bowl made by an Indian’ he kept in his study, that had originally been given to Milbourne Warren by the crew of the Norfolk after his goods were swept overboard on the voyage back to Madras from Manila in 1764. Then there was Nicholas Owen’s manuscript account of slave trading in West Africa, which George Marsh had acquired during his time at the Navy Board. And in addition to these items, that he could see and touch, there were others he had only heard of from others, or that were lost. He recorded Elizabeth Marsh’s description of the bracelets ‘which were of silver and more like horse shoes than anything else’ that Sidi Muhammad’s women offered her in Marrakech. He recalled the ‘vast and continued expense’ of an Arab stallion, which had been dispatched as a present from Cairo to a Marsh relation in Menorca, but had somehow ended up with him in London. He remembered the plans and provisions that he himself had prepared in readiness for John Byron’s voyage to the Pacific in 1764 and, less happily, the plats of East Florida land that had tempted him into investing (and losing) £1000 in the colony.7

Continental Europe, the Indian subcontinent and South-East Asia, Western and Northern Africa, the Mediterranean, the Pacific, North America: locations in all of these were caught up in the texture of George Marsh’s memories. In the early eighteenth century, his parents too had carefully preserved significant emblems of family history: their print of the Marquess of Montrose, for instance, and the Bible that Francis Marsh had clung to when he was shipwrecked off the coast of the Isle of Wight. But their horizons, like the objects they cherished, had remained bounded by the island of Great Britain and its adjacent seas. For all that he had hardly ever travelled, George Marsh’s horizons by contrast incorporated by the 1790s every continent of the globe.

Elizabeth Marsh, who was in motion for most of her life, was shaped and ravaged far more intimately by contact with different continents and oceans. Although she was unlike her uncle in temperament, as in her travels, she cannot be understood in isolation from him, which is why their stories have intertwined so frequently in this book. Both of them lacked formal education. Yet both compiled narratives as a way of trying to understand the shocks and transitions through which they were living, and to help them work out who they were becoming in the face of them. Niece and uncle possessed something else in common. George Marsh was able to encompass large stretches of the world in his imagination and possessions, thanks to his close association with an aggressively expansionist British state. The same was true of Elizabeth Marsh, though it was not the whole truth.

Without Britain’s empire, maritime reach, and slave trade, she would never have been conceived. And without the resources of the British imperial state to which her uncle and other male relations afforded her repeated access – its warships and naval bases, its consuls and ports, its expanding colonial territories, and the East India Company – her career would never have unfolded as it did. Empire continued to preoccupy many members of her family after her death. Some of them, her surviving brother John Marsh for instance, participated in its business only on paper. In recognition of his work in Spain and Ireland during the American War, he was appointed to the five-man commission set up in London in 1783 to investigate the claims of loyalist refugees from the former colonies. Over the next seven years, John Marsh interviewed almost three thousand white and black American loyalists, familiarizing himself in extraordinary detail with the lives of some of empire’s losers. ‘It was a rule with him, on enquiries of this kind,’ he later remarked, ‘to make himself master of every thing relative to the main subject.’ So conscientious was he that, at the end of this commission, John Marsh was promptly switched to another. He was ordered to inquire into the losses of those Britons who had been evacuated in 1787 from the Mosquito Shore, a four-hundred-mile stretch of land from Cape Gracias a Dios in the north to the San Juan River in what is now Costa Rica, that had been ‘transferred’ to Spain.8

Other Marsh family members became directly involved in Britain’s imperial diaspora. This was true of several of George Marsh’s grandsons. One of them, another George Marsh (1790–1868), emigrated to the Cape of Good Hope, where he lent his surname to a street in Mossel Bay, married a Dutch woman, and seems to have given refuge to a black American sailor called John Washington, who had been discharged from his ship and wanted to settle in his ancestral continent.9 It was an illegitimate grandson, ‘a very bad youth’, though, who travelled farthest. The Marsh family got rid of him by securing him a place as a seaman on the First Fleet that set out from Portsmouth for New South Wales in May 1787, with 750 convicts. So it was that a member of their clan, albeit an unwanted one, reached Australia. Making landfall there was only the beginning of this young man’s journeying. In August 1788 his ship, the Scarborough, set out from Port Jackson (the site of what is now Sydney) for China, and he sailed with it. He made ‘several other voyages without the least amendment’, recorded George Marsh dolefully in the Family Book, and at ‘last entered for a soldier in the East India Company’s service’. Before disappearing in the Indian subcontinent, this unwelcome, unauthorized grandson changed his name from Marsh to George Smith.10 It illustrates the point that ‘George Smith’ – the name, apparently, of Elizabeth Marsh’s escort during her Asiatic progress – was not simply common. It was also commonly employed as a pseudonym.

Elizabeth’s daughter, Elizabeth Maria, and her husband George Shee secured the most conspicuous advantages from servicing state and empire. Along with their young son, they left Bengal for Britain in 1788, which was when Elizabeth Maria passed on to John Marsh some of her mother’s manuscripts, a draft in another’s hand of her Moroccan experiences, and her Indian journal.11 Shee was now rich, and he acted the part of returning nabob with conviction. He secured a baronetcy in 1794, spent over £1300 on a rotten Irish borough in 1797, and supported the Act of Union between Ireland and Great Britain in 1800, which he viewed as ‘advantageous … to the empire at large’. Shee seems to have believed (‘I never was more certain of any truth in my life’) that union would benefit Ireland and his fellow Catholics: but his enthusiastic advocacy of the measure also benefited him. He received £8000 of secret-service money for his pains, plus a succession of minor government posts, including the Under Secretaryship for War and the Colonies in 1806.12

As a result, Elizabeth Marsh’s daughter acquired a lifestyle that her mother, for all the ambitions she entertained for her, can never have envisaged. There was a house in Galway, Ireland, and a much bigger house, Lockleys, in Hertfordshire in England. It boasted a ‘handsome principal stair-case … a library 20 feet by 16, and a dining parlour 24 feet by 16 wainscotted’. There were eight bedrooms (and four more dormitories for the servants), a schoolroom and nursery for the children, a double coach-house, a gravelled terrace and a pleasure garden.13 When the Shees tore themselves away from this residence, they could take refuge in yet another house in London, which held many of their prints and paintings, as well as Elizabeth Maria’s range of musical instruments. Their eldest son, George Shee junior, went to St John’s College, Cambridge. One of the closest friends he made there was Henry John Temple, Viscount Palmerston, the future British Prime Minister. This second George Shee, great-grandson of Milbourne Marsh, a shipwright, would become – in part through Palmerston’s patronage – a Member of Parliament, a career diplomat, an art collector and a hopeless rake.14

Elizabeth Marsh’s own story however is more than an imperial one. Britain’s empire provided for her birth and for much of her mobility, to be sure, but it made up only a sub-set of the geographical range of her experience and influences. Nor were the multifarious changes and cultural shifts that this woman lived through an outcrop only of an ‘omnipotent West as the main locus of historical initiative’.15 From the outset, people who were not European determined key stages of her life. It was fear of African slaves on the run from sugar plantations that worked to persuade her parents to leave Jamaica, thus ensuring that she was born in Portsmouth, England. Had the family remained in the Caribbean, it is unlikely that Elizabeth Marsh would have grown up with the physical hardiness she was able to draw on so often. She might not have grown up at all.

Nor was the impact on her of peoples and societies beyond Europe only serendipitous. By ordering his corsair ships to seize British vessels in 1756, Sidi Muhammad set in motion a sequence of events that ended Elizabeth Marsh’s first engagement, and drove her into a different marriage and a different future. The significance of this remarkable ruler for the story of this book, however, is far more extensive than this. Sidi Muhammad’s reign in Morocco illustrates how in this period – the middle decades of the eighteenth century – the work of forging economic and cultural connections across very long distances was not only carried out by Western powers. Nor was it carried out just in the West’s image. The Sultan’s world-view was pan-Islamic and broadly African, though it also made room for exchanges of goods, services and knowledge between Morocco and sites in Western and Eastern Europe, and ultimately in the United States. Settling in Bengal in 1774 allowed Elizabeth Marsh and James Crisp contact with a still more significant extra-European centre of enterprise. For a time, and in different ways – he through trade, and she by drawing on his earnings to travel – husband and wife both profited from Dhaka’s textile manufacturing, and from the global extent of its markets.

In retrospect, it is possible to view Elizabeth Marsh’s life as poised on a cusp between phases in world history. On the one hand, she was involved in some of the key developments that are traditionally viewed as bringing into being, for a while, a more Western-dominated world: the rise of British naval power, the territorial transformations of the Seven Years War, the American Revolution and the making of the United States, and the more concerted European invasion of the Pacific after 1750. On the other hand, her story also makes clear some of the limitations on Western power during her lifetime, and the continuing creativity of non-Western centres of initiative, innovation and communication.

By 1800, many of these non-Western dynamic centres were fading. Even before Sidi Muhammad’s death in 1790, European trading houses and diplomats had begun to subvert his campaign to exert decisive control over Morocco’s overseas trade. Dhaka’s weavers and Bengal’s cotton trade, too, were in the doldrums by the end of the century (though how much is still in dispute).16 Bengal’s textiles were under pressure both from Britain’s own mechanizing cotton industry, and from the scale of exterminatory warfare between imperial Britain and Napoleon’s French empire, which badly disrupted overseas markets. There were many other casualties. In the 1750s and ’60s, James Crisp had been able to work profitably with Sephardic Jewish merchants and bankers, taking advantage of their business and family networks that spanned parts of Asia, North Africa, the Caribbean and European free ports such as Livorno and Hamburg. But the Sephardim, who had flourished during the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries because of their capacity and willingness to bridge different societies and cultures, were also in evident commercial decline by 1800. With a few conspicuous exceptions, their role as intermediaries was no longer so valued – or so possible – in a world characterized by more bureaucratic, and more aggressive, imperial and nation states.17

One of the underlying themes in this book, indeed (and this would scarcely have surprised Adam Smith), has been the uncomfortable relationship that could exist between imperial ambitions on the one hand, and transcontinental commercial enterprise on the other. Empire is about exercising and extending power across oceanic and territorial space. So it is hardly surprising that the British Empire has been credited (not without some justice) with fostering worldwide economic connections and proto-globalization.18 Yet, in practice, and as the dual stages of James Crisp’s commercial ruin illustrate, the disruptions and wars that accompanied empire could also sabotage international trade, even for the British themselves. Empire, both the British and the Spanish varieties, gave to James Crisp. It afforded him access to Caribbean products and ultimately African slaves. It gave him markets for his salted fish, a brief prospect of an estate in East Florida, and for a while profitable access to Bengal’s textiles. But empire, and the changes it imposed on the world, also took away. Crisp’s bankruptcy in 1767 was due in part to the economic dislocations caused by the Seven Years War, and to a more aggressively imperial British state’s determination to clamp down on the Isle of Man’s flexible and extensive trade. The disruptions caused by another imperial war after 1775, along with the East India Company’s determination to safeguard its monopolies, helped to kill him.

This, too, has been a recurrent theme of this book: the enhanced opportunities that increasing connections and exchanges between continents and distant societies made available to some individuals, but also the terrible risks. In 1824, William Marsh, George Marsh’s eldest son, was ruined along with his banking house, Marsh, Stacey, Fauntleroy & Graham of Berners Street, London. The collapse was partly the result of acts of forgery by one of William Marsh’s partners. It was made worse, however, by the strains caused to the British banking system at this time by a rash of loans to the newly independent Latin American states that were emerging from the ruins of the Spanish Empire. As William wrote, his father had made a fortune: he had lost it. George Marsh had risen from mariner to riches through servicing for over sixty years the world’s most powerful navy. William Marsh came to grief through dealing in the world’s biggest and most outward-looking capital market.19



As the novelist John Galsworthy recognized, tracing the fortunes of a family’s multiple members over time can be a good way of compressing and rendering history.20 This micro strategy – using the perspectives on the past afforded by a family – becomes paradoxically more, and not less, valuable when dealing with historical developments that extend over vast territorial and oceanic spaces. Some of the changes in which Elizabeth Marsh was involved were so large, so momentous and far-reaching, that they can seem hard to grasp except in anonymous and abstract terms. Yet adopting a purely abstract approach to changes and influences that transcend continents means that we understand them only imperfectly. There can and should be no Olympian version of world history, and there is always a human and individual dimension. In this book I have been concerned to examine how a momentous and disruptive period of global history was experienced by one extended family. I have sought to reveal the many and diverse connections that existed between ‘impersonal and remote transformations’ on the one hand and, on the other, ‘the most intimate features of the human self’.21

This has also been the story of a woman who was more, of course, than the puppet of impersonal forces. For all of her ordeals, Elizabeth Marsh cannot plausibly be viewed as a victim. She was often endangered and challenged by external events, but she also made a succession of choices that took her across boundaries, and into danger. And although her existence was sometimes harsh, and she knew terror and persistent insecurity, she also knew discovery and exhilaration: ‘the life was new and by no means unpleasant’. It was an infinitely more diverse life than would have been her lot had she stayed in England; and hers was a more privileged existence than that enjoyed by those slaves whom she and James Crisp owned at intervals, or by the slaves she might have joined inside Sidi Muhammad’s palace.

I have sought to extract Elizabeth Marsh’s mixed qualities, which reflect her fractured origins and life, from her extraordinary actions and from her writings. She was highly courageous and enterprising, and often ignorant; intensely curious, shrewd and enquiring, and simultaneously prejudiced; socially insecure and avid for approval, but willing to disregard the bonds of polite womanhood when it suited her; devoted to the interests of her birth family and offspring, and sporadically eager to get away from them; at once selfish and ruthless, and possessed always of a capacity to pick herself up in the wake of crisis and disaster, and to try something new. There remain two significant gaps in our knowledge about her private world. One is the birth identity of her mother, and the other is the quality of her own marriage. Her growing alienation from James Crisp can be charted and speculated about, but it cannot be fully explained. Nor is it knowable whether she absented herself from him so often in part as a rudimentary but very effective means of birth control. Their two children represented a very small family by eighteenth-century standards.

The powerful influence that this ‘very engaging woman with great abilities’ exercised over others, however, is clear. Her encounters with Sidi Muhammad (for all her literary embellishments) suggest this, and so do her dealings with various Royal Navy admirals and captains. The force of her personality and her capacity to inspire attachment are also evident in the behaviour of her male relations. Elizabeth Marsh was always economically dependent: but far from confining her, her male kin frequently went out of their way to assist her enterprises. George Marsh disapproved of her, but gave her money and access to ships. John Marsh ensured the survival of some of her writings, while possibly also censoring them. General Richard Smith used his influence to ease her Asiatic progress. So, even to the extent of defying military orders, did Captain George Smith. Milbourne Marsh aided his daughter repeatedly, and even compromised his career for her, just as James Crisp compromised his mercantile prospects by renewing his proposal to Elizabeth in December 1756.

There was another man who was devoted to Elizabeth Marsh and who was profoundly damaged on her account, and that was her son Burrish Crisp, who purchased the burial site adjacent to hers. In 1779, he had been obliged to give up the chance of working in Warren Hastings’ powerful orbit, so as to return to Dhaka and look after his dying father in the absence of his mother. A comparable chance for his marked linguistic skills to win recognition from the Company’s hierarchy never came again. Burrish Crisp became a founding member of the Asiatic Society, the leading European intellectual club in Calcutta, and he produced learned translations of some important texts; but he remained for the rest of his life a merchant, and a minor judicial official in Dhaka.22 He also fathered two children, a boy and a girl, on an Indian companion of whom we know nothing.

To end Elizabeth Marsh’s story with this lost woman seems appropriate, because her own life had begun with another ghost in the family tree. Her mother Elizabeth Bouchier (or Boucher, or Bourchier) may have been African in ancestry, or as conventionally English as her daughter chose on occasions to proclaim herself to be. Burrish Crisp’s Indian companion is an even more elusive character, because in her case we do not even know her name. As was often the case in relationships of this sort, Burrish made no mention of the mother of his son when he had him baptized in Calcutta in 1794, and named John Henry Crisp.23 This other, half-Indian, grandson of Elizabeth Marsh grew up very differently from the younger George Shee. Although Eurasians were officially excluded after 1791 from positions in the East India Company’s service, John Henry Crisp went on to become a Captain in the Madras army. Like his father (and perhaps his Indian mother), he was naturally studious and highly intelligent, ‘particularly assiduous in the study of the Hindoostanee language’ and ‘distinguished … by his scientific acquirements’. It was this scientific ability that led him to be put in charge of a special mission to Sumatra in 1822. Combining Western and Indian astronomical techniques that he had acquired at the Madras Observatory, John Henry Crisp carried out eight hundred experiments on Sumatra, and subsequently published a dense treatise on determining ‘terrestrial longitudes by the moon’s right ascension’.24

It may have been before or after this scientific mission that he, in his turn, had an affair with an Indian woman whose name has also been lost. They had a child, a girl. In due course, she was given over to the care of the Madras orphanage for ‘illegitimate children of European officers and soldiers of the King’s and Company’s service’. Before abandoning her there, John Henry Crisp bestowed on this daughter the married name of Burrish Crisp’s mother, the remarkable grandmother whom he had never met. The girl, however, proved restless. At some point between 1829 and 1838, the archives reveal, she absconded.25 Thus it was that a new and now almost entirely Indian Elizabeth Crisp one day opened the door of the Madras orphanage that was confining her, and set out on her own journey in the streets of Chennai.
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