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		1. The Nabob’s Secrets

		For more than three years, in letters that
			took eleven months to cross the globe, Robert Bruce and his brother John argued about a
			dead girl. Robert, a captain in the Bengal Artillery, was headstrong and heedless, John,
			a professor of logic at Edinburgh University, was painfully cautious. The girl was
			Robert Bruce’s half-Indian daughter. She had a fair complexion and light brown
			hair; in her father’s description, ‘You never beheld a prettier or finer Child in your life.’ Robert Bruce
			intended to send her to England to be educated. But by the early 1780s, when the first
			letter containing his brother’s objections to the plan arrived, the girl was
			already dead, aged seven. The argument, now a matter of principle and injured fraternal
			feelings, continued. To John Bruce’s agonized demurrals of guardianship – and his
			insistence on the impossibility of introducing such a child into genteel Edinburgh
			society – Robert tartly retorted that he never meant she should ‘be unfortunate
			enough to go near Scotland’. Had death in battle not stared him in the face every
			day, he would not even have informed his brother about his child in the first place. And
			he had no intention of embarrassing the Bruce family with ‘his little black
				connections’. If it had been necessary to his daughter’s happiness
			‘to have kept her birth a secret, it should have even been done from
			herself’.

		In all the indignant correspondence that
			passed between the brothers, Robert Bruce never once hinted that he had a second
			Eurasian daughter, born shortly after the death of his beloved first-born. Spurned once
			by his family, Bruce would not make the same mistake twice. Neither would he abandon his
			plans to bring his daughter home. In 1786, he boarded a ship for England, bringing with
			him a five-year-old girl whom he introduced as Margaret Stewart. To all who inquired,
			Bruce explained that she was the daughter of a friend who had no choice
			but to remain in India, a plausible tale since children, both white and Eurasian, were
			often assigned to the care of returning comrades. This was also what he told little
			Margaret Stewart. Robert Bruce intended to honour his angry vow to his brother John. He
			would not further embarrass the Bruce family with his black connections. Rather, he
			would keep the truth about Margaret’s birth a secret, even from herself.

		India in the late eighteenth century was a
			place where young men went to get rich. The
				nabob was a controversial new species of grandee who made his fortune in India
			and returned home to enjoy his treasure. The nabob’s wealth was fabled. A ferret belonging to Robert Clive, the
			governor of Bengal, wore a diamond-encrusted collar. But if a nabob could catapult his
			family into rarefied social circles, a stint in the colonies left many relatives with a
			great deal to explain – or to hide. Empire was a hothouse for secrets of all kinds.
			India was famously the place where families banished their black sheep, hoping to keep
			their mischief far from home. But India loosened the morals of even otherwise reputable
			Britons, or so it seemed to scandalized contemporaries. There were over 20,000 British men in India at the
			turn of the nineteenth century, the vast majority of them unmarried. They left a rich human legacy: more than half of the
			children baptized in Calcutta’s St John’s Church in the late eighteenth
			century were illegitimate Eurasians. The nabob’s treasure would come home. But
			what about the children of empire? Were they to be acknowledged or hidden away?

		The trouble with keeping colonial secrets
			was that, in the colonies, they were hardly secrets at all. In India, wrote one
			mid-nineteenth-century observer, ‘there
				are no secrets about anything, for every one knows his neighbour’s affairs
			quite as well as he does himself – we all inhabit glass houses in that country’.
			The liaisons that the family back home wanted most desperately to keep in London’s
			shadows were paraded in the bright sun in Cawnpore and Calcutta. Indian mistresses lived
			openly in the homes of British men and took their names. Their mixed-race children did
			the same. A man’s friends knew about his intimate relationships – indeed, might
			visit him in the company of his bibi (or native companion),
			witness the baptisms of his Eurasian children, even act as their guardians. The
			mistresses often knew one another and formed their own well-connected networks. If not
			exactly legitimate, the nabob’s household was familiar and unremarkable. In a
			colonial society that accepted their behaviour as ordinary, British men had no need for
			secrecy until they wanted to go home. Then a family secret that had never been secret
			became both hard to keep and hard to live with. Riches came from India, but so, too, did
			shame and guilt.

		If Robert Bruce’s first choice was to
			hide the shame of Margaret’s birth, he was careful to provide a back-up plan.
			Before departing from India, Bruce entered into an arrangement intended to assure her a
			measure of financial security and, perhaps more importantly, a possibility of marriage.
			Bruce and a fellow artillery officer, William Denby, the father of a mixed-race son,
			entered into a tontine. A popular form of eighteenth-century investment, tontines
			combined elements of life insurance and the lottery. In this case, the tontine
			stipulated that, if the two children married, the proceeds would provide a substantial
			marriage settlement. If not, the children would come into their separate shares on their
			eighteenth birthdays. If either did not survive to collect, the other would take the
			entire sum. In 1786, the two fathers
			embarked for England with their incognito offspring in tow, Margaret Bruce travelling as
			Margaret Stewart and William Denby Jr as William Jackson. Their secrets were tenuous at
			best, but their tontine, as it turned out, was a safe bet: in 1804, it would pay out
			£2000, a small fortune.

		Seventeen years before, when Robert Bruce
			went off to India, he had no fortune and little prospect of ever gaining one. The Bruces
			of Earlshall were an old Scottish family. But the early death of Robert’s father
			had left his mother with only a small income, and three young children to support.
			Robert and his two siblings, Peggie and John, grew up in straitened circumstances. They
			were devoted to each other and to their self-sacrificing mother, but also resentful of
			those well-off relatives who ignored the family’s plight.
			Robert’s elder brother John, who was clever at school, won powerful patrons and
			eventually also an education at the University of Edinburgh. But Robert was not a
			promising scholar, so his grief-stricken mother placed the fifteen-year-old boy in the
			service of the East India Company as a lowly midshipman. As he prepared to depart for
			the colonies, Robert wrote her brave letters about how happy he was, pleading with her
			to ‘now be easy as I have been so
			lucky’.

		In India, Robert Bruce became, as he put it,
				‘somebody’. While still a young man, he led the Native Artillery
			in Colonel Goddard’s expedition against the Maratha empire, marching across the
			Indian peninsula from Culpee to Surat. Warren Hastings, the corrupt Governor-General of
			Bengal, selected him to lead one of his corps. As a consequence of the emoluments that
			flowed to all in Hastings’s service, Bruce grew rich, rich enough to provide his
			mother with a comfortable old age and his unmarried sister, Peggie, with a modest income
			of her own. He bought a new, three-storey town house in Edinburgh’s stylish New
			Town for his family, and helped John, long at the mercy of Henry Dundas,
			Scotland’s political manager and virtual overlord, to wrench himself free from
			some of Dundas’s schemes. When he arrived in Britain after nearly two decades in
			India, Robert Bruce could look with satisfaction on all he had achieved: ‘I have fought my way through the World to
			what I am, and to where I am, without the assistance of any friends but those of my own
			making.’ All that he had he wished his ‘Dearest & best of mothers’
			and his two siblings to have.

		But as Robert Bruce established his family
			among the New Town’s gentry, he kept secret from them the true identity of the
			little girl he brought home from India. Once in England, little Margaret was boarded out
			to school. On holidays, Bruce took her travelling to Harrogate and Leeds. As Robert
			reported to his sister, Margaret had an amiable disposition: ‘She is not like other children for she never minds
			strangers. Is intimate with anybody in the course of an hour. And never cries or is
			troublesome.’ For two years, Bruce maintained the deception. But by 1788, he had
			decided to return to India without Margaret. In need of a home for his
			daughter and struck perhaps by the genuine fondness his mother and sister displayed for
			her, Bruce finally confessed the truth to his family. Aged seven, Margaret was installed
			in Robert’s New Town house. To the world at large, she was still Margaret Stewart,
			daughter of Bruce’s army friend; she called her father ‘Captain
			Bruce’.

		If all British houses, as William Thackeray
			observed, contained skeletons, imperial families such as his own had more than their
			fair share. That was not just because of the infamous ‘connexions’ that men
			acquired abroad. It was also a product of the
				intimacy that empire demanded of families. Success in India depended upon
			one’s relations, even more so than in comparable business enterprises at home. At
			a time when money was difficult to transfer from India to Britain, it was family members
			who managed remittances. So far preferable
			were relatives considered in business dealings that an uncle who was a compulsive
			gambler could be viewed as a safer bet than a commercial agent. Single men in India beseeched family members at home
			to find them suitable brides, just as young men in Britain who hoped to make a career in
			the East India Company counted upon patronage from older relations who were already
			established there. Those who remained in the empire called upon relatives in Britain to
			raise their children; at such moments, the physical distance that allowed secrets to be
			kept also forced them out within the family circle. For families, the wealth amassed by
			a brother or cousin in India or the West Indies could be transformative; it could even
			lay the foundation for a dynasty. But precisely because of this entanglement, this
			familial closeness, everyone was also saddled with their relatives’ secrets.

		Although he had once sworn never to burden
			his family with his indiscretions, Robert Bruce now passed his subterfuge on to them
			completely. It was Robert’s spinster sister and ailing mother who nursed Margaret
			through fevers and comforted her when well-born schoolmates refused to speak to her,
			regarding the parentless child as ‘below
				their station’. They doted on their new charge so avidly that Robert
			Bruce, on a jaunt to Calais, ordered them not to spoil her. Peggie, in
			return, objected to her brother John that Robert lacked the appropriate paternal
			feeling: ‘he is rather more cool, than
			any parent ought to be to so fine a child as she is. He alone is to blame for the
			disadvantages of birth she labours under.’ John Bruce, too, was soon devoted to
			his brother’s child, despite his original objections. Peggie stoked John’s
			affection for the little girl: ‘my Mother
				thinks she resembles your constitution and smartness’ and ‘much does
			she chatter about you, what a fine creature you are’. His mother’s love for
			her grandchild sealed John’s attachment. Her deathbed injunction, ‘be kind to her when I am gone’, both
			John and Peggie took as a sacred command. John took Margaret’s education in hand,
			selecting her tutors from the best masters in Edinburgh. The child, he told Robert, is
			more ‘like our Mother than any of
			us’. ‘I am as much attached to
			her, as if she were my own. I am sure I see her as such.’ Peggie, ever hopeful
			that she could inculcate proper paternal sentiments in Robert, meanwhile assured him
			that Margaret was his ‘very picture, and never was a child so like a parent in
			dispositions’, while also pledging ‘she never shall want a Mother while I can do this duty for her’.

		However proud John and Peggie were of their
			niece’s virtues, keeping the secret of her origins was a constant trial. When
			Margaret was ten, Peggie wrote to John in a panic: ‘Margaret Stuart I am frightened is getting a black
			downiness on her lip.’ She exhorted John to find a remedy for a hairy upper lip,
			‘but don’t let Bob know’. Preserving the secret was vital for
			Robert’s reputation as an eligible bachelor about Edinburgh. For John, who had
			spent nearly his entire life seeking to recapture his family’s honour, anything
			that besmirched the lineage of the Bruces, of Earlshall, was anathema. Most importantly,
			Margaret’s chances in society depended upon it. Whatever tolerance Edinburgh had
			once extended to Eurasians, prejudice in the late eighteenth century was on the rise. In
			the hyperbolic imaginings of the Scottish army officer Innes Munro it seemed that nearly
			one boy in ten at school in Britain was coloured, arrived from either the West or East
			Indies – an influx that Munro urged the government to ban, on the grounds that they
				‘may so sensibly degenerate the
				race, and give a sallow tinge to the complexion of
			Britons’. Writing to his son in India, one Scottish father in 1801 rehearsed what
			was increasingly the conventional wisdom. It was ‘the duty of every man to provide for what yellow sons & daughters they might have in
			India’. However, children sired in India ought to stay there, ‘as they
			always feel but awkward here’.

		To his siblings’ distress, however,
			Robert Bruce did not appear to recognize the quandary in which he had placed his family.
			In form, Robert kept up the fiction of his role as distant guardian, asking after
			Margaret’s welfare when he was away and sending her the occasional present.
			However, among his Edinburgh coterie of India friends, who met for a curry and a night
			of drinking, the girl’s story was out. As Robert prepared to return to India – fed
			up with the pretensions of Scottish society and apparently unable to secure a bride – he
			drunkenly taunted his sister. She might hear rumours around town that Robert had two
			native mistresses in India: one was Margaret’s mother; the other her wet nurse. As
			Peggie wrote to John in outrage the next morning, ‘think what a terrible thing it was to tell us, that
			our promising child was nursed by a strumpet, and to say I might hear of it hearafter
			without any explanation’. The worst of it was that the Bruces could not be sure
			who already knew the truth.

		Wholly apart from the family’s
			reputation, John and Peggie wished to shield Margaret Stuart’s feelings. Her
			‘little heart’, Peggie was certain, would break when ‘she knows what she is’. But by the time Robert
			Bruce returned to India, in 1791, Margaret already suspected more than her aunt
			imagined. To her first dance, aged eleven, Margaret wanted to wear a brooch with
			Robert’s portrait, a wish Peggie refused, she reported to John, ‘as it will set people a talking’. John Bruce
			exhorted his brother to write to Margaret from India ‘as she begins to be (I am afraid) very sensible of
			her situation, and feels strongly every attention that is paid to her by you’.
			Although Robert conducted himself with reserve in Britain, his letters from India were
			more benevolent. He instructed Margaret about manners, advised her to correct her
			temper, suggested that she be attentive to dress – and directed her
			never to trust anybody with her secrets. In Margaret’s letters to ‘my Dear
			Colonel’, her eagerness to please was evident, as was her claim upon his
			affections: ‘I have nothing but my little
				heart to send you, in return I hope you will not refuse to accept of it.’
			It would be her ‘constant
			study’, she wrote, to merit his friendship and protection. Reporting on her
			progress in writing and dance, she told him that she sought to imitate ‘the
			virtuous example of our dear Mother’. In addition, she agreed with him that it
			would be ‘perfectly improper’ to tell anyone other than Peggie her secrets.
			This letter had just reached Robert Bruce when he died, aged forty-two, of an ulcerated
			liver, in 1796 near Patna. Margaret’s letters were among the effects discovered in
			his bureau.

		Robert’s death presented Peggie and
			John with a new problem. His final will was murky about Margaret’s share. In order
			to assure Margaret’s inheritance, they would have to reveal that she was
			Robert’s illegitimate daughter. Faced with the prospect of confessing their
			family’s disgrace – and in the process depriving themselves of a larger share of
			Robert’s fortune – Peggie and John did not hesitate. John Bruce quickly sought the
			best legal advice to bolster his niece’s position. He was ‘anxious’,
			he wrote to the lawyer, ‘to secure to
				her
			absolutely what was intended for her’. The archives
			of the Chancery Court indicate just how unusual the Bruce siblings were. The merchant
			Samuel Beachcroft sent his five half-caste children to England in the care of his two
			brothers, along with a clear bequest to each child of £5000. The Beachcroft children had to sue their uncles –
			and spend twenty years in Chancery Court – to get the inheritance that their father had
			obviously intended for them.

		In Robert Bruce’s family, by contrast,
			there came together every factor that could lead a man’s siblings to embrace a
			half-caste child and protect her secret. Robert Bruce had neither legitimate children
			nor a British wife to alter the dynamic of the Bruces’ original family unit.
			Margaret’s position in the family had been cemented by her grandmother’s
			love. Robert’s death in India converted the parental roles John and Peggie had
			long assumed into a tribute to his memory. Because their own childhood
			had been marked by loss and isolation, John and Peggie identified with Margaret’s
			vulnerability. Their determination to secure her rights was a means of remedying the
			wrong they had suffered as children. It helped that their niece was a vivacious and
			quick-witted child, who proved a solace to the fretful spinster and her often despondent
			bachelor brother. And then there was the fact that she looked white.

		Did Margaret actually pass for European in
			Edinburgh society? The pallor and black hair of a mixed-race child could be explained by
			a Portuguese mother or even Jewish intermarriage; Henry Dundas’s Eurasian niece, christened Mary
			in Bombay, became Maria in Scotland, perhaps to cloak her parentage. But in the two
			portraits painted of Margaret – the first (ill. 1), when she was a young woman, by the
			renowned Henry Raeburn; the second (ill. 2), decades later, by Sir
			Francis Grant, portraitist to Queen Victoria – there is no trace of the
			‘dusky’ pallor her contemporaries would have expected of a half-caste. In
			Raeburn’s portrait, Margaret’s complexion is fair with girlish pink cheeks.
			That could, of course, reflect the wishes of the sitter and her family, an imaginative
			whitening to match her surroundings. Still, the portraits
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