

[image: image]




Bath

Edith Sitwell

[image: image]


Contents

I. THE ARRIVAL OF BEAU NASH

II. THE RISE TO FORTUNE

III. THE RULES OF BATH

IV. THE GHOSTS OF A LONG SUMMER DAY

V. THE BALLS AT BATH

VI. GAMES OF HAZARD

VII. THE RELIGIOUS REVIVAL IN BATH

VIII. SPLENDOURS AND MISERIES

IX. THE OLD AGE OF BEAU NASH

X. RALPH ALLEN AND PRIOR PARK

XI. FASHIONABLE INTELLIGENCE

XII. SOCIETY IN BATH

XIII. THE THEATRE IN BATH

XIV. SOME MEN OF WAR

Appendixes

I. THE STABLES AND PAVILION OF PRIOR PARK

II. PITT-ALLEN CORRESPONDENCE

III. THE BATH ADDRESS-BOOK


Chapter I
The Arrival of Beau Nash

In the Summer of the Year 1702, A YOUNG MAN OF twenty-eight years of age, with a fine swashbuckling appearance, which was carried out by his rather ancient, but very gaudy finery—a young man with a brown wig, beneath a tall white hat, a red heavy face with watery blue eyes, and a rather clumsy figure, might have been seen entering the city of Bath, on foot. He enjoyed walking, and so had left the coach in which he had travelled from London, before it approached the gates of the city. ‘The gold voice of the sunset was most clearly in the air’, and the lovely summer light, richening into evening, had deepened the shades, until the shadow that Beau Richard Nash cast in the fluttering, fawning white dust seemed bent and shrivelled and frayed, as if it were already very old. Indeed the shadow seemed thin and poor, as if, perhaps, it had not had much to feed it. But the late sunlight flashed from the Beau’s gilt braid, from all his gauds, from the handle of his cane, until you would have thought almost, that they were made of real gold: and the Beau neither thought of, nor noticed, the shadow. He was, as a matter of fact, wondering whether the prospect of gambling, at Bath, now that the visit of Queen Anne had drawn the fashionable young men, as well as the ladies of quality, to that city, had made it worth while for him to risk the very small amount of money which he had in his pocket.

But he was soon to be interrupted, and removed from these speculations; for a creeping figure, strangely like the bent, thin shadow which, all the time, had been walking in front of him—only a little way ahead of him—stopped, and in a voice which made scarcely more sound than the fluttering dust, begged him for help. The Beau stopped dead in the wake of his shadow: his face turned even redder than before, his eyes became more watery, and, putting his hand in his pocket, he withdrew a large part of the small sum which it had contained, and, pressing it into the beggar’s hand, he tilted his white hat on one side, and walked on, with an even more swaggering gait than before.

When Beau Nash arrived in the city, his swaggering gait escaped unnoticed, because of the crowd, and of the terrific din which swirled down from the air, swirled up from the dust. All the bells were pealing, and all the people were shouting, trying to drown the noise of the bells, and all the dogs of the city were trying to drown the noise of both by barking. Though it was sunset, the noise was so cataclysmic that it seemed as if the city were being broken into bits by the noonday sun. The reason for this loyal uproar was that Queen Anne and the Prince Consort were driving round and round the city, followed by the Mayor and all the civic dignitaries, as well as by a strange procession, and that the occasion was one of no little delicacy and awkwardness, which was felt by everybody concerned. It is true that Queen Anne’s face wore its usual stupid smile, and her vacant eyes reflected nothing, but the Prince Consort was looking watchful, and, perhaps, a little cross, and the Mayor’s face was extremely red.

The fact was, that some years before, Queen Anne, who was then only the Princess Anne, had gone to Bath, and had been welcomed with fervour and civic honours. Whereupon her sister Queen Mary, who disliked her intensely, had reproved the civic dignitaries and had rebuked the civic honours, and had commanded that such a thing must never occur again. The civic dignitaries, terrified that Princess Anne might once more take it into her head to descend on the city, wrote to that lady and explained matters, with reverence but firmness. They were very sorry, they said, but they could not receive her. They had their duty to their Queen to consider, they had their Queen’s express orders. . . . But when they had done this, Queen Mary died, and they had a new Queen whom they had just told they could not receive! However, Queen Anne had graciously overlooked the matter, and had chosen this moment in which to pay the city of Bath another visit, accompanied by the Prince Consort. And the Mayor and the other civic dignitaries, on their side, forgot the instructions of Queen Mary, and forgot her express wishes, and their duty towards her. For she was dead, and therefore could do nothing about the matter. So Queen Anne and the Prince Consort and their lords and ladies in waiting were received on the borders of Somersetshire by one hundred young men of the city ‘uniformly clad and armed, and two hundred of its female inhabitants, dressed after the manner of Amazons’. This procession, headed by Her Majesty and her train, then proceeded to the West Gate of the City of Bath.

In this way was Queen Mary buried and forgotten, as far as Bath was concerned; and as far as Queen Anne was concerned. That lady, indeed, had shown a forgiving nature, for in returning to Bath, she had had to forget, not only the behaviour of the Mayor and the other civic dignitaries, but also the fact that on the occasion of her last visit, she had escaped, very narrowly, an exceedingly awkward accident. For, as the royal carriage was dragging her not inconsiderable weight up Lansdown Hill, the horses, suddenly overcome by this, staggered, straddling their legs wide apart, in an effort, both to bear the weight, and to recover their balance. Unsuccessful in these efforts, the horses’ hooves gave way, and the carriage began to slide down the hill backwards, tilting the royal lady’s feet in the air. Anxious and loyal observers, accompanied by footmen, flew to the rescue, darting at the royal carriage from behind, and impeding its retrogression down hill, until, at last, strengthened and fortified by this aid, the horses recovered their balance, and Princess Anne her normal position. The Princess, however, was so much shaken by the incident that she left the carriage until the horses had had time to reflect on their duty, when returning to it, she continued her progress up Lansdown Hill as serenely as if nothing had happened to interrupt it.

However, all these mishaps and awkwardnesses were, by now, forgotten by Queen Anne; and everything went well, until, in the following year, the Queen and the Prince Consort returned to Bath, and, most unfortunately, the Prince Consort died, some little time after, from one cause or another.

Queen Anne, remembering Doctor Radcliffe’s warning to the Prince not to take the waters, never could forgive Bath for his death, although that city had nothing whatsoever to do with the matter.

Drawn by the presence of the Queen and the Prince Consort, immense flocks of ladies and gentlemen had fluttered down on the city, like so many highly-coloured birds, and Beau Nash hoped to win a little money from the latter at gambling. For this was, at the time, his profession, and he must go where other gamesters might be found. Bath was at the moment their headquarters, since ‘Wherever people of fashion came’, said Goldsmith, ‘needy adventurers were generally found in waiting. With such Bath swarmed; and among this class Beau Nash was certainly to be numbered in the beginning, only with this difference, that he wanted the corrupt heart too commonly attending a life of expedients, for he was generous, humane, and honourable, even though by profession a gamester.’

In the splendid summer sunset, in the wide spaces that seem haunted by some peaceful Roman ghost, the ladies and the gentlemen walking upon the parrot-green grass, had all the appearances of strange great birds in their splendid attire. The hoops of the ladies nearly hid their little feet, which had the movement of the feet of a bird. At moments, their gowns seemed made of plumage, and the ladies resembled the Bird of Paradise described by Ward in The London Spy, ‘Beautiful with variety of Colours, having no discernible Body, but all Feathers, feeding when alive, upon nothing but Air, . . . as light as a Cobweb’.

Yet it was not the ladies, but the gentlemen, who, at this serious moment, engaged Beau Nash’s attention, for it was with them that he must gamble, and from them that he hoped to win money. His whole career, indeed, had been a gamble until now.

Born on the 18th of October, 1674, the son of a gentleman who was a partner in a small glass manufactory, and of a lady whose uncle, Colonel John Poyce, after having commanded a company of Roundheads, changed sides of a sudden and, at the end of a year of fighting on the side of the Royalists, was captured and executed by Cromwell, Beau Richard Nash inherited none of the business capacity of his father, but much of the rashness of his great-uncle. He mentioned his father but rarely in later life, but, when asked by his friend Sarah Duchess of Marlborough if the reason for this was because he was ashamed of his birth, he replied, ‘No, but his father had some little cause to be ashamed of him’.

We will look, for a while, at the dull chrysalis cocoon from which Beau Nash, that magnificent butterfly, emerged into the splendours and delights of Bath.

Educated at Carmarthen Grammar School, he went from there to Jesus College, Oxford. But studying bored him, whereas love-making did not. There were stolen meetings with a cherry-cheeked young girl—both the lovers were only seventeen years old—beneath those pyramids of fire the cherry trees; and a secret engagement was entered into. I wonder if Beau Nash, when he was very old, and lonely, and uncared for—if we except the ministrations of Mrs. Juliana Papjoy—remembered the young and romantic love that came into his life but once. There had been many sordid stolen meetings in that long life, but never one like those innocent meetings, so cruelly interrupted by his tutor, years ago. For that gentleman came to hear of the secret engagement, and interfered, so that it was broken off. Then, one of two things happened. Either Richard Nash was sent down from Oxford, as a punishment for the indiscretion of becoming engaged (and this was Goldsmith’s belief), or he was withdrawn by his father, or (and this was the most likely reason of all) he left Oxford of his own accord because he was bored with studying, his love affair had been ruined, and he owed a small debt to his College, which, as Goldsmith tells us (a little morosely, against his will, and in the second edition only of his life of Nash) stands on their books to this day. As some compensation to the college, however, he left behind him a pair of boots, two plays, a tobacco box and a fiddle, though, on the other hand, he took with him his allowance, which had just been sent to him.

Beau Nash’s father now wished him to become a lawyer, but the Beau imagined himself as an officer in the army, resplendent in a red coat, and swashbuckling in a sword. And, indeed, this life afforded plenty of opportunity for swashbuckling, though no opportunity for affording anything else, as we may see from the conversation between Sylvia and Scale in Farquhar’s play The Recruiting Officer, in which Sylvia says:

‘I’m called Captain, Sir, by all the Coffee men, Drawers, and Groom porters in London; for I wear a Red Coat, a Sword, a Hat bien troussé, a Martial Twist in my Cravat, a fierce knot on my Periwig, a Cane upon my Button, Picquet in my Head, and Dice in my Pocket.’

Scale: ‘Your name; pray Sir.’

Sylvia: ‘Captain Pinch! I cock my Hat with a Pinch. I take snuff with a Pinch, in short I can do anything at a Pinch, but fight and fill my Belly.’

Mr. John Ashton tells us that ‘In Bickerstaff’s Lottery for the London Ladies’ another class of officer is spoken of. ‘Young spruce Beauish non-fighting officers, often to be seen at Man’s Coffee House, Loaded with more Gold Lace than even worn by a thriving Hostess upon her Red Petticoat, all Ladies’ Sons of a fine Barbary Shape, Dance admirably, Sing charmingly, speak French fluently, and are the Darlings of their Mothers, have little Pay for their Service, are kept at home by the Interest of their Friends, to oblige the Ladies, they are as much afraid of daubing their Cloaths as they are of venting their Carcases.’

Richard Nash, however, was not one of these fine gentlemen. He had, it is true, gold lace and a sword, but he had, as well, very small pay and precious little to eat. In addition to this his extravagance landed him in trouble, as usual, and he was bored by his duties, which took up all his time. So, after a while, he discovered that his father had been right after all, and, leaving the army, he settled down in the Temple as a student of law.

Here this poor and lovable creature, who knew pleasure, but no happiness save in relieving the poverty of others, underwent much misery, hidden under a smart coat, much carefully disguised hunger, in order to show a fine appearance to the world, and in order to have a chair in which to go to the play, that he might be seen there by the fashionable world—the Beau was always, I am afraid, a snob, but he was also a kindly and an innocent one, and this care for the opinion of the world was not due to snobbishness only, for through the opportunity offered by that world, he hoped eventually to earn his livelihood, in one manner or another. That fine coat hid but little underlinen, it was not warm enough to make it a fit covering for the heart which, overhearing, at a later time, a poor man with a wife and large family of children say that ‘£10 would make him happy’, could not resist giving him this sum, and charging it to the Masters of the Temple, whilst hastening to explain that if the Masters were unwilling to incur this expense, he, of the smart coat, and little underlinen, would be willing to refund the money. It seems strange that he was able to charge this to the Masters of the Temple, but the reason is explained by Steele, who told the story. ‘I remember to have heard a Bencher of the Temple tell a story of a tradition in their house where they had formerly a custom of choosing kings for such a reason, and allowing him his expenses at the charge of the society; one of our kings [Beau Nash] carried his royal inclinations a little too far, and there was a committee ordered to look into the management of the treasure. Among other things it appeared that His Majesty, walking incog. in the cloisters, had overheard a poor man say to another, such a small sum would make me the happiest man in the world. The King, out of his royal compassion, privately enquired into his character, and finding him a proper object for charity, sent him the money. When the committee read their report, the House passed his account with a plaudite without further examination, upon the recital of this article in them:

‘For making a Man Happy - - £10. 0. 0.’

Goldsmith adds that ‘the Masters, struck with such an uncommon instance of good nature, publically thanked him for his benevolence, and desired that the sum might be doubled, as a proof of their satisfaction’.

Here, then, in the Temple, Richard Nash developed those qualities which were, in after life, to make him much loved, and much envied, but not much esteemed. For, as Goldsmith says of him in his beautiful and moving Life of Richard Nash, ‘a cool biographer, unbiassed by resentment or regard, will find probably nothing in the man either truly great, or strongly vicious. His virtues were all amiable, and more adapted to procure friends than admirers; they were more capable of raising love than esteem. He was naturally endued with good sense, but having long been accustomed to pursue trifles, his mind shrank to the size of the little object on which it was employed. His generosity was boundless, because his tenderness and his vanity were in equal proportion; the one impelling him to relieve misery, and the other to make his benefactions known. In all his actions, however virtuous, he was guided by sensation and not by reason, so that the uppermost passion was ever sure to prevail.’. . . ∌He had pity for every creature’s distress, but wanted prudence in the application of his benefits. He had generosity for the wretched in the highest degree, at a time when his creditors complained of his justice. He often spoke falsehoods, but never had any of his harmless tales tinctured with malice.’

He was, I think, a sweet and lovable creature, though a little rank in some ways, and one who has been infinitely misjudged, though there were even at that early time some to appreciate those better qualities, as we have seen from the story of the £10.

Meanwhile his two investments—the fine coat, and the fine manners, had been entirely successful. . . since they had attracted the attention of various fashionable young men, who took him up and made friends with him. As a result of these friendships, Richard Nash, who was by now a member of the Middle Temple, was put in charge of the pageant produced by the Inns of Court to celebrate King William’s accession. The King, like the fashionable young men, was much struck by him, and offered him a knighthood; but the Beau refused this honour, for in spite of his vanity, he would have preferred money, and said so, with some frankness. ‘Please, your Majesty’, said Beau Nash, when the offer was made him, ‘if you intend to make me a knight, I wish it to be one of your poor knights of Windsor, and then I shall have a fortune at least able to support my title.’ But either King William did not hear, or he pretended not to hear; in any case, he took no notice of this remark, and Beau Nash was left as poor as he had ever been. This, then, was the man who, knowing all the fine world, but nobody from whom he could invoke aid, finely clothed, yet in want of a meal, walked into Bath on the day of Queen Anne’s arrival.

But now that he had arrived, where was he to sleep? For the flocks of fine ladies and gentlemen who had descended on the city had so increased the costs of a lodging a hundredfold, that the price of a bed was a guinea.


Chapter II
The Rise to Fortune

All Night Long, The Ghosts and Shades of a forgotten civilisation murmured in the leaves, chuckled in the water, creaked on the stair. They had scarcely melted away under the first rays of the sun, when Beau Nash awoke, in the small and humble room he had taken as a lodging. Those shadows of an ancient wisdom lay buried under the ruins of night, but here was the Beau, in a city whose origins were as strange, and as unfathomable, as these, whose legends lay in the dimmest and most remote dawn of time, since it was believed that the raising of the city was due to the British King Bladud, the son of King Hudibras, and the father of Lear.

‘About thirty-five centuries ago’, says the last and completed version of the legend, ‘Lud Hudibras swayed the sceptre of Britain. Bladud was the heir-apparent of this monarch, a prince of the highest expectations, the darling of his parents, and the delight of a splendid court. This amiable personage became a leper, and the courtiers prevailed upon his reluctant father to banish him, lest he should contaminate their immediate circle with his horrible malady.

‘Lud Hudibras, therefore, dismissed the Prince with tears and blessings, to which the Queen added a brilliant ring as a mark by which he might make himself known, should he get rid of his disease. Shut out from society, Bladud could now only aspire to the meanest employments; and having travelled as far as Keynsham, a village about six miles from Bath, he offered himself to a man of that village, who dealt largely in pigs, to take charge of those respectable animals.

‘Bladud soon discovered that he had communicated his disorder to the herd; and dreading the displeasure of his patron, he requested that he might drive his charge to the opposite side of the river, under the pretext that the acorns were finer there The owner complied with his request, and Bladud, passing the river at a shallow since called Swineford, conducted his pigs to the hills which hung over the northern side of Bath. The health-dispensing springs of this place stole at that time unperceived and disregarded through the valley. The swine, however, led by instinct, soon discovered the treasure, and anxious to rid themselves of the disease, quitted their keeper, rushed violently down the hill, and plunged into the muddy morass below. The royal swineherd endeavoured in vain to entice his troop from the spot; but at length, having seduced them away by the sight of a bag of acorns, he led them back and settled them in their pens. No sooner, however, had he washed from them the mud and filth than he perceived that many of the animals had already shed the scabs of their disorder.

‘Bladud wisely concluded that there could be no effect without an adequate cause. If the waters cured the hogs of the leprosy they would be equally beneficial to a man in a similar situation. He proceeded to bathe himself in them, and had the inexpressible happiness to find himself cleansed from the disease.

‘Bladud marched back his pigs to his patron, returned to Court, was acknowledged with rapture, proceeded to the place where he had found his cure, cleansed the springs, erected baths, and built a splendid city on the spot. Here he lived and reigned for many years with great honour; but getting foolish as he became old, and scorning any longer to tread the earth like a common mortal, he determined to tread the air on a pair of wings which he had constructed.

‘On a certain day he sprang from the pinnacle of a temple which he had founded to Minerva at Bath, tumbled instantly to the ground, and at once put an end to his life.’

I must admit that although I try to avoid thinking about the subject as much as possible, there are moments when I cannot resist wondering what was the exact fate of the ‘respectable animals’ after they had been cured of their disorder. This aspect of the story, however, does not seem to have disturbed certain citizens of Bath in the year 1741; for they were content to add this footnote, in writing, without comment (it is preserved in the British Museum) :

‘We, whose names are herewith written, natives of the city of Bath, having perused the above tradition, do think it very truly and faithfully related, and there is but one material circumstance omitted in
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