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‘I know you will think me mad’

After describing the weather and how he had overcome his aversion to the smell of durian fruits and now thought them delicious, Lieutenant Stuart Corbett’s letter to his father in England continued:

‘You must not be surprised when I tell you that I am going to be married on the thirteenth of next month to Miss Charlotte Britten who has got a Brother in the 20th and is of a very respectable family, who reside at Forest Hill in Kent. I shall be able by this step to lead a regular and steady life which I have not been able to do for the last 4 months, the Officers of the 2nd Battn being all single and fond of sitting up till 3 or 4 in the morning which I do not like and still as a single man am not able to avoid it.’

Surprise might well have been the reaction of the Reverend Stuart Corbett in his vicarage in the West Riding of Yorkshire when he received his son’s letter, as the boy was a mere nineteen years old, even though young Stuart continued reassuringly:

‘I have been considering on the important step I am about to take and I really think I shall be much more comfortable and be able to lead a life more after the manner in which I have been brought up and be better able to take care of my health which is one of the most important considerations in the world as I have now had 3 attacks of fever the last of which was very severe and obliged me to come round to this place [Penang, then known as Prince of Wales Island] for the recovery of my health.’

The year was 1822 and Corbett, a young officer of the East India Company, had snapped up one of the girls then known as the Fishing Fleet – young women who travelled out to India in search of a husband. Trade with India, the jewel in Britain’s burgeoning the fishing fleet commercial Empire, was vast and the promise of wealth and success – if they survived disease and peril – beckoned the young men of the Company. Once, they had formed marriages or liaisons with Indian beauties but by Corbett’s time these days were past – and most British girls stayed at home. So, for both parties, marriage was not so much about passion and romance as a matter-of-fact life choice, sealed by a contract, that had to be arrived at briskly or the prize would be lost to someone who was quicker off the mark.

The story of Charlotte Britten and Stuart Corbett is typical both of how the Fishing Fleet became an established phenomenon and of the magnetic pull exercised by India. It also shows the courage and adventurous readiness to take risks then inherent in the British character. How many parents these days would send a sixteen-year-old daughter on a six-month voyage that might easily end in death by disease or drowning* to a country from which she might never return, even though the golden apple at the end of the journey was that essential commodity, a husband? And how many daughters would consent to go? As did Charlotte and Mary Britten, respectively twenty and sixteen.

In the days of sail, the men who worked for the Company seldom got leave as the only possible route to the subcontinent was via the Cape of Good Hope, a voyage that took several months, sometimes a year. With these travel difficulties, Company employees could expect to return home perhaps only once before retirement, so that finding a British bride was difficult.

To make this quest easier for their employees, from time to time the Company paid the passage out to India of a number of willing women; the first record is of twenty women sent out to Bombay in 1671. Such husbands were desirable as the Company provided an allowance of £300 a year – wealth indeed in those days – for girls who made a Company-approved match and this payment continued for life even if the woman was widowed.

Each shipload of prospective brides was divided into ‘gentle-women’ and ‘others’; the Company gave them one set of clothing each and maintained them in India for a year, during which time they were expected to have found a mate. They were warned that if they misbehaved they would be put on a diet of bread and water, and shipped back to England. Women who were rejected by even the most desperate Company men also had to return home, and were known as ‘Returned Empties’.

In those early Fishing Fleet days, marriage was often undertaken with the sort of rapidity usually confined to spotting a business opportunity and pouncing on it, a kind of matrimonial bran tub where it was in the interests of both parties to make up their minds quickly – the girls because they did not wish to go home to probable spinsterhood and the men in case someone else seized the prize.

Charlotte Britten and her sister Mary were part of the 1821 Fishing Fleet; among the civilian passengers on the ship they sailed on were several other single young women, all off in search of husbands. The Britten girls were coming to India at the instigation of their brother George, the eldest of the thirteen children of Thomas Britten, a wealthy merchant, and his wife Anna, who lived in Forest Hill, Kent.

George, who had been educated at the Reverend Dr Samuel’s school in Tooting, had successfully petitioned the Honourable Court of Directors of the East India Company to become a cadet in the Bengal Infantry and had left England in 1817. Fortunes could be made by those serving the Company in either a civilian or military capacity – if they survived India’s difficult climate and the diseases that could strike from nowhere, rendering a man who was healthy at breakfast dead by midnight. Those who did survive frequently became very rich; and most of these young men were in need of a wife.

By the nineteenth century, India was seen as a marriage market for girls neither pretty nor rich enough to make at home what was known as ‘a good match’, the aim of all respectable young women – indeed, perhaps not to make one at all. In India, where European men greatly outnumbered European women, they would be besieged by suitors, many of whom would be richer or have more prospects than anyone they could meet in England.

As the century progressed and with it India’s economic importance to Britain, so did the country’s desirability as a marital hunting ground. No longer did the East India Company send out and maintain young women; instead, they charged a premium to those wishing to go out. This ‘bond’ of £200* allowed passage (would-be travellers also had to pay their fare) on an Indiaman, as the Company’s ships were called, and ensured that the young woman would not be a charge on the Company once she arrived. In a sense, the bond became an affidavit of the girl’s social standing and, by extension, behaviour: if her parents could afford its cost, they were likely to be of a class that made their daughter a suitable bride for a high-up Company official.

George’s eight sisters fell into this category. They were well-born and would have been schooled in literature, art and the manners of polite society but certainly not in anything that might have helped them fend for themselves. Their father must have wondered how he was going to marry off so many of them, especially in a brief few years – girls were expected to marry young and, if possible, the elder ones first.

With his son George now firmly established with the Company, Thomas did not have to look far. George had himself married a Fishing Fleet girl, Margaret Goullet, in Calcutta in March 1820. No doubt he had told his parents that if some of his sisters came out they too would easily find husbands. It was decided to send two of them, Charlotte and Mary, respectively the fifth and seventh daughters in the family.

The Britten girls took passage on one of the largest and finest East Indiamen, the 1,506-ton Lowther Castle, a ship that would carry coal, European stores and manufactured goods and mail on the outward journey, returning with silk, cotton, jute, indigo, hardwoods, ivory, spices, jewels and even apes and peacocks.

For Thomas and Anna Britten the parting must have been sad: if the girls were successful in finding a mate, their parents might never see them again; with journeys taking a minimum of four months it would be up to a year before they could even learn whether their daughters had arrived safely – from time to time, ships were lost in storms or fell to pirates. To defend herself against these or other enemies, the Lowther Castle was heavily armed with twenty-six guns.

The Britten girls joined the Lowther Castle as she waited for a favourable wind off the coast of Kent. They set sail on 23 January 1821. Before they left the Channel the pilot, as was customary, brought them the latest newspapers. There was plenty in them to read and gossip over, including the topic du jour, of intense interest to everyone: Queen Caroline’s attempts to reassert her position as Queen in the teeth of the King’s resistance.* In The Times alone, amid the advertisements for domestic posts, Atkinson’s curling fluid and Balm of Gilead (‘for ladies who wish to remove wrinkles’) were polemical letters and loyal addresses on the subject.

The ship, just under 144 feet in length, was crammed. There were thirty-eight civilian passengers in all, and large drafts for three King’s regiments under only two officers, a colonel and a cornet. With them were their ‘authorised dependants’ – the wives and children that some of them were allowed to take with them – plus twenty Chinese sailors from other ships whom the Company was obliged to repatriate from England (after India, the Lowther Castle was going on to China).

The military draft would, as usual, have made the ship pretty crowded forward (the paying passengers would have shared the much more spacious accommodation aft). Mercifully the soldiers seem to have been mostly English – it had been feared they were to be Irish, known as ‘wild lads’, and unwelcome for both the savagery and the disease they brought aboard. One hundred and fifty-four officers and men crewed the ship and, in addition to its human cargo, there was plenty of livestock, the sound of moos, baas, clucks and snorts gradually decreasing as the animals were eaten during the long weeks of the journey.

Two months into the voyage, at a time when there was little wind and the ship crawled over a flat sea, there could have been trouble when a seaman was disobedient and compounded his misconduct by using ‘disrespectful language’ to his captain. This was smartly dealt with by giving the miscreant four dozen lashes with the cat o’ nine tails, after which the cat was not further required. Eight weeks later, in May, there was a happier event: one of the ‘authorised dependants’ gave birth to a baby. Finally, on 25 August 1821, the ship reached Calcutta.

Here, Charlotte and Mary would have been surrounded. The arrival of a cargo of marriageable females was of intense interest to the numerous bachelors on the lookout for a wife and ready to snap one up at the first opportunity. There was, however, an established ritual for this instant selection. The captain of the ship and well-known ladies whose social credentials were beyond reproach would organise large parties at which the girls who hoped for a husband ‘sat up’, as it was called, for three or four nights in succession while the eligible bachelors, young and old, rushed there to look the cargo over and make an approach to the one who took their fancy. The church on Sundays was also a recognised venue for young men to try their luck.

What was left of the Fishing Fleet moved on to the mofussil (outlying districts) to scoop up husbands from the bunch of unmarried officials, soldiers, planters and businessmen who lived far from the great centres and, with less opportunity to find brides, were likely to be less choosy. With such a multitude of wife-seekers, a young woman had to be very plain or over-particular not to acquire a mate.

The demand for wives was so great that a woman who lost her husband had no difficulty in replacing him. There are accounts of widows being proposed to on the steps of the church after the burial of husbands. Marriage was undertaken at such speed, and illnesses were so often fatal that, according to one authority, there were even cases where a wife would affiance herself to a suitor as her husband lay desperately sick.

Stuart Corbett, who secured Charlotte Britten – at twenty-one, two years his senior – was the eldest of thirteen children born to the only son of Lady Augusta and the Reverend Corbett. He had entered the Honourable East India Company’s service at the age of sixteen and although his prospects were good he was naturally a little nervous as to how his family would take the news that he was tying himself for life to a girl older than himself whom he had only known for a few months. ‘My dear Louisa,’ he wrote to his sister at home in the Rectory near Sheffield a month before his wedding:

‘I have now a great piece of news to tell you I don’t [know] wether you will think it good or bad but I am going to be married in the middle of next month. I know you will think me mad but these things will happen, my wedding day is to be on the 13th March 1822 when I shall be married to Miss Charlotte Britten who I am sure you will like as she has a very excellent Temper, and is much superior in every respect to the generality of the young ladies you meet in this country, and has a great stock of good sence.

‘One of her sisters who came out at the same time she did, is going home again in the same ship with this letter as the Country does not agree with her and she does not like it near as much as being at home.’ Mary, who had celebrated her seventeenth birthday on board the Lowther Castle, decided that she did not like either India or its climate and came back to England as a ‘returned empty’ as quickly as she could (a few years later she too married).

A letter from Stuart to his brother, an officer in the 10th Royal Hussars, stationed at Brighton, spent less time on his proposed nuptials than on the birds his brother wanted him to send. ‘I . . . have to inform you that I intend to be married on the 13th of this month to Miss Charlotte Britten, you may perhaps some day or other fall in with her father who lives at Forest Hill in Kent. I am sorry I cannot send you any parrots or monkeys by this ship, as the Captain says they drink water and will not take charge of them. I can get you five or six different sorts of Parrots some not larger than a Bullfinch quite green except a small red spek on the breast but I am affraid I shall be never able to find any one who will take sufficent care of them on the voyage home.’

Stuart, like many young men of his generation, was to serve forty years without a break, during which period, unusually, he never once had a day’s sick leave. Charlotte, whom he married in 1822, and who never returned to England, predeceased him, dying in India eighteen years later. Stuart finally came home on leave in 1859, returned to India three years later, and was appointed to the Divisional Command of Benares. Two years later he died, in the country where he and so many others had spent most of their lives.

 

 







	*


	Four Indiamen were lost in a gale off Mauritius in 1809; in 1840 the Lord W Bentinck sank in a storm just off Bombay with the loss of eighty troops and all the women and children passengers, crowds watching from the shore as boats struggled unavailingly to reach her; six hours later another ship was lost in the same way.





	*


	About £13,000 today.





	*


	Caroline of Brunswick had married the future George IV in 1795. Nine months later their daughter Princess Charlotte was born and shortly afterwards they separated. In 1814 Caroline left England and moved to Italy, where she employed Bartolomeo Pergami as a servant. Soon he was her closest companion, and it was widely assumed that they were lovers. In 1820 George became King and Caroline returned to Britain to assert her position as Queen. She became the figurehead of a popular reform movement that opposed the unpopular George. George attempted to divorce her by introducing the Pains and Penalties Bill to Parliament, but George and the bill were so unpopular, and Caroline so popular, with the masses that it was withdrawn. In July 1821 Caroline fell ill after she was barred from the coronation on the orders of her husband. She died three weeks later.
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The origins of the ‘Fishing Fleet’ go back to the days when the Honourable East India Company was establishing its trading domain. Sometimes these girls were adventuresses, sometimes they were sent out by the East India Company, sometimes they were gently born but without family or financial support; an example is the sixteen-year-old Margaret Maskelyne, born in October 1735, one of the orphaned children of Edmund and Elizabeth Maskelyne. One of her brothers,* Edmund, in the East India Company, was stationed at Madras, and when he showed his close friend Robert Clive a miniature of Margaret, Clive became so enamoured of her beauty that Edmund urged her to come out to Madras. She did so, sailing with several other young women on the tiny Godolphin, a ship of less than 500 tons. By the time she arrived, Clive (later Lord Clive of Plassey or, as he was more popularly known, Clive of India) had become a military hero and amassed a fortune. After a six-month courtship, the couple were married at Madras on 18 February 1753.

As the reputation of India as a place where even the plainest could find a mate grew, so did the number of young women travelling out there. By the middle of the nineteenth century the Fishing Fleet no longer consisted only of girls sent out by the East India Company but of others as well, sent by their families (sometimes against their will) in the hope of making a good match. In England, a land where women outnumbered marriageable men, a girl without beauty, money or grand relations had little hope of this; in India, she was showered with immediate proposals.

Even so, few can have acted quite as speedily as Lieutenant Michael Edward Smith, of the Sutherland (78th) Highlanders. He went on leave to Ootacamund in the Nilgiri Hills in August 1847 and on the first Sunday after his arrival saw a young woman in church whom he greatly admired. There and then he decided to marry her if he could. In just over a fortnight he had managed to meet the pretty stranger at a ball – she was staying with her sister, the wife of an officer in a regiment stationed there – proposed, been accepted and married (on 8 September), so that by the time his three weeks’ leave was up he was able to take his bride back to his regiment.

After the Indian Mutiny in 1857 the running of India was taken over by the British Government and on 1 November 1858 the Raj was born, at a durbar in Allahbad presided over by the first Viceroy, as the Sovereign’s representative in India would be henceforth known. ‘We have resolved to take upon ourselves the Government of India, heretofore administered in trust for us by the Honourable East India Company,’ declared the Queen’s Proclamation, read in all the chief towns.

An Indian Civil Service was installed, for which entrants had initially to pass the same examinations as the Home Civil Service, followed by further education in the laws and customs of the country they were going to govern. Regiments of the British Army were sent out on tours of duty; the Indian regiments originally raised by the East India Company now swore their loyalty to the Crown – as did the planters and businessmen who had settled in India, Ceylon (today’s Sri Lanka) and Burma.

With the founding of the Raj, the number of single young women making their way out to India began to increase steadily. When the Suez Canal was opened in November 1869 by the Empress Eugenie (it had been built by the French), the journey time from London to Bombay was cut from months to weeks. The gateway to India was open – and women flooded through, usually at the beginning of the cold weather.

Although the practice of despatching young women to India for the benefit of men working there had ceased, the name Fishing Fleet stuck, attaching itself to the young girls and women who continued to go out to India in sizeable numbers – as a glance at the passenger list of the Kaiser I Hind, sailing from London to Calcutta on 12 October 1893, confirms. Reading down the list of names, past Mrs Wright, Mrs Simpson, the infant and ayah (Indian nanny), you come to Miss Max, Miss Cowell, Miss Blyth, Miss Graham . . . a long sequence of unmarried women, down to Miss Sandys and Miss Good.

 

There were compelling demographic and social reasons for a girl to try her luck in this huge, exotic country.

It was an era when for a woman marriage was the desired and only goal, giving her status, financial security, children, a household and a pleasant life among her peers. Without marriage, pointed out the academic Rita Kranidis, a woman’s life and her future prospects were as nothing.

If she did not marry, she became (unless very rich) that sad figure: the Victorian spinster, living on the charity of some relation or earning a pittance and despised both by those she worked for and their servants. For middle-class women, the only occupations that were socially acceptable were acting as a companion to some rich, lonely and usually difficult elderly woman, or teaching, usually as a governess (in the 1850s there were over 25,000 governesses in employment). For such women, on an annual salary of only £10– £40, there was no possibility of saving for old age, and of course no pension. And by the late 1860s, even this unrewarding profession was under threat: the new secondary schools for women were turning out young women much better qualified for teaching than those with the superficial education that was all the average young ‘gentlewoman’ received.

Yet though social life, indeed the whole fabric of society, was based on the assumption that all women would marry, many did not. From 1851 to 1911 approximately one in three of all women aged twenty-five to thirty-five was unmarried; and between fifteen and 19 per cent of women aged thirty-five to forty-five were unmarried. The 1851 census made clear that in a population of around eighteen million roughly 750,000 women would remain single, a number that by the time of the 1861 census had roughly doubled.

Suddenly, it seemed, there were spinsters everywhere. Adding to their difficulties was the then general belief that a girl had to marry or at least become engaged by the time she was twenty or so. The dread words ‘old maid’ could be applied as early as twenty-five.

These women came to be referred to as ‘superfluous women’ or ‘redundant women’ and concern for them was widespread. Society after society was formed for the purpose of assisting them to emigrate to the newly founded colonies, where there was a corresponding shortage of women – but of women prepared to buckle down to the hardships and exigencies of pioneer life, which few with any pretensions to gentility were willing or able to do.

Some tried to help themselves through the increasing number of lonely-hearts columns. ‘A young lady, aged 22, the orphan daughter of a country gentleman, of old family, would like to marry. She is a capital housekeeper; can ride and drive a pair; is musical and dresses exquisitely; and wants someone awfully jolly. No clergymen, doctors or learned men need apply, but an easy-going kind of fellow, with a fairish amount of brains, would suit admirably.’* Advertisements like these appeared in the rash of ‘marriage’ journals that were launched in the 1880s,† but they did not address the central problem of too few men to go round.

The plight of the gently born, softly brought up middle-class woman, in particular, exercised both the Government and the popular imagination: because of her class, most forms of labour were ‘banned’; because of her lack of education she was ill-equipped to support herself; because of her lack of independence she could not, like her brothers, seek her fortune overseas – and because so many of these brothers did, her pool of potential husbands was correspondingly smaller.

In 1890 one study by Clara Collett compared the numbers of unmarried women between thirty-five and forty-six (i.e., those considered to be irredeemably single) in Kensington with those in Hackney. Among the Kensingtonian ‘servant-keeping classes’ (those with an income of £150 or more) there were thirty-six unmarried women to thirty married ones in this age group, but only nine to seventy-six among the working class of Hackney. Small wonder that the enterprising decided to chance it in India, where men outnumbered women by roughly four to one.

One reason for these unmarried women was the attitude of Victorian society. Women had few rights: they could not vote, sue, own property, take charge of their own money or have a job. Indeed, should this have been possible, they would not have been equipped for it. The Victorian young lady learned only the accomplishments considered suitable for her position – dancing, singing, sketching and how to sit up straight, with needlework to fill in the endless evening hours. Education,* as such, was the province of the male – as, indeed, was virtually everything of importance.

The man who married this sheltered, cosseted creature was expected to provide her with a household – house, furniture, clothing, servants, carriage and, of course, the food and drink necessary to maintain her, the other adults in the house and the numerous children she was expected to bear.

For the men these young women would hope to marry, this burden was often impossible. Younger sons with no prospects, or the sons of parents in straitened circumstances, simply could not afford the expense of a wife. Some of them sailed to Britain’s expanding Empire (thus further depleting the pool of available men at home) because here, with luck, they would make their fortunes or at the least be able to live at a standard they could not possibly afford in England. The case of the seven sons (out of thirteen children born between 1860 and 1883) of the Reverend James Du Boulay and his wife Alice is typical. ‘The eldest boy became a surgeon,’ wrote the Reverend James’s grandson, Professor Robin Du Boulay, ‘but, at a time of poor prospects at home and widening opportunities in the empire, the others looked overseas.’

Other young men with an income too low for marriage stayed at home, living as bachelors. Filling the gap left by their lack of access to one of the obvious benefits of matrimony were numerous prostitutes. There were so many that it was considered inadvisable for a respectable woman to walk alone even by day in Piccadilly, Regent Street, the Strand or Leicester Square: if she did, she risked not only being scandalised by streetwalkers but also mistaken for one herself and accosted. One leading authority claims that there were about 55,000 prostitutes (in a population of around two million) working London’s streets, bars and theatres in 1841 – or to put it another way, there was one prostitute for every twelve adult males.

This high ratio was largely due to the fact that women would often go into prostitution simply because it was very profitable, the hours were good and the other options available for any kind of gainful toil were limited. There was factory work, but conditions were so bad that it killed many. To be a governess a woman had to be ‘respectable’ and educated. Domestic work was low-paid and, unless in a large house, a dull, relentless grind. Among the very poor, prostitution was regarded as just another, and better-paid, way of earning a living; often, it was something that a woman would dip in and out of according to need. Those living in near-starvation could not afford the luxury of morality.

Another, unspoken reason was that of (male) sexual satisfaction. The image of Victorian married women was that of pure, virtuous mothers and wives, the sweet, untouchable guardians of morality whose distaste for sex led to this explosive increase in the number of prostitutes. The famous Dr Acton, author of a seminal work on male sexuality,* published in 1857, that influenced medical thinking for decades, believed that ‘there are many females who never feel any sexual excitement whatever . . . as a general rule, a modest woman seldom desires any sexual gratification for herself. She submits to her husband, but only to please him; and, but for the desire of maternity, would far rather be relieved from his attentions.’ And even that great early feminist, Mary Wollstonecraft, urged† that ‘chastity must more universally prevail’ – even in marriage, declaring that: ‘A master and mistress of a family ought not to continue to love each other with passion.’

Husbands were urged to show restraint towards these innocent, ethereal beings, whereas no such considerations obtained with paid sex. It was the difference between an approach to the Virgin Mary and a romp with Mary Magdalen (indeed, Victorian prostitutes were often known as magdalens).

Although diaries and letters of the period have shown, in contradiction to the general view of the era, that many Victorian women had similar attitudes to sexual enjoyment as women today, these documents were necessarily private. Then, such matters were never discussed. Thus most women, it was thought, were not troubled by sexual feeling of any kind, suffering sex only as a prelude to the sizeable family that they were expected to bear, an example set by the Queen herself. What no one would have known was the gusto with which the Queen approached her own marriage bed, disclosed only years later in her own diaries. It was not until the dawn of the twentieth century that sexual pleasure became ‘acceptable’ for women as for men, and then only within the context of conjugal love – Marie Stopes’s explosive book that tackled the subject, published in 1918, was entitled Married Love; indeed, until the Second World War many young women went to their marriage beds in complete ignorance.

 

As the nineteenth century progressed, more and more men turned their faces outward and soon the words ‘Empire builder’ passed into the language. Originating with the trading posts and overseas colonies established in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, these possessions expanded to become, at its height, the largest empire in history. By the time of the Raj, Britain controlled colonies, was unchallenged and unchallengeable at sea and held a dominant position in world trade. To run this empire of around 10,000,000 square miles, more and more settlers, merchants, lawgivers, soldiers and administrators were needed.

India in particular was a goal: schools like the United Services College, Westward Ho! (on which Kipling based Stalky & Co.), sprang up, their alumni as a matter of course joining some branch of Government service – the Indian Civil Service, the Forestry Service, the Police – or, with Kipling’s Great Game at its height in the 1880s and 1890s, the Army. By the time the Raj ended, on 15 August 1947, many English families had lived in India for generations, with brothers, sons and grandsons conceiving of no other life.

Out to meet and marry them sailed the Fishing Fleet. Some of these girls were returning to join their families after being educated in England, others were going to stay with sisters, cousins, aunts or friends whose husbands worked or were stationed in India, to enjoy its lively social life and extraordinary and magical atmosphere – or to find a husband. Because of the lengthy journey there and back, and the distances to traverse in India itself, such visits usually lasted several months and often a year or more. Although their stories cover the whole span of the Raj, most of the ones in this book focus on the twentieth century – the last flowering of British India before the country gained its independence in 1947.
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	Another brother, Nevil, became the Astronomer Royal.
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	Quoted by Francesca Beauman in Shapely Ankle Preferr’d.
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	The Matrimonial Record, launched in 1882, the Matrimonial Herald and Aristocratic Matrimonial and Marriage Envoy in 1884, Marriage Advertiser 1886 and Cupid’s Cosmopolitan Carrier 1888. Ibid.
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	As late as 1876, the examiners of the Royal College of Surgeons resigned en masse rather than examine three women for diplomas in midwifery.
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	The Functions and Disorders of the Reproductive Organs in Childhood, Youth, Adult Age and Advanced Life, Considered in the Physiological, Social and Moral Relations discussed women only twice, dismissively.
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	In Chapter Seven of A Vindication of the Rights of Women, published in 1792.
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‘Champagne has been known to allay sea sickness when all else failed’

The Voyage Out

‘The smell of the earth soaking up the first rain of the monsoon, of watered Lucerne [alfafa], of roasting gram [chickpea from the servants’ godowns], of tobacco smoked on the roadside in a communal pipe and the tremendous, heady bitter smell of something in the Simla bazaar – you never forgot and you longed to smell it again . . .’. Veronica Bamfield, child of a family that had spent three generations in India, was returning as one of the Fishing Fleet.

Some of these young women had been born in India, sent home anywhere between five and ten years of age to be educated, and were now sailing out to rejoin their families. ‘Got up very early and went to St Pancras for boat train. Met Lady Steele. Arrived at Tilbury. Got on to boat for India, SS Mongolia, cabin 244,’ wrote the sixteen-year-old Claudine Gratton on 4 September 1936. ‘Said goodbye to Lady Steele.’

Claudine was one of many single girls for whom travelling out to India was a rite of passage as important as the debutante curtsey many of them had already made. In any autumn during the years of the Raj these groups of young women and girls could be found undertaking the voyage, its route marked by distant and exotic ports. ‘Port Sudan, the Fuzzy Wuzzies – handsome men with amazing hair – and an ability to stand on one leg at a time for hours. Gully gully men at Port Said, naked brown boys diving for pennies thrown over the side of a ship, islands gold, turquoise and amethyst in the misty early sunlight of the harbour of Bombay,’ reminisced Veronica Bamfield in the 1930s.

Claudine, like other young girls of her age and class, was chaperoned every inch of the way, first by her mother’s friend Lady Steele to Tilbury (it was unthinkable that she should travel alone on the boat train from St Pancras for Tilbury) until she boarded the SS Mongolia for Bombay, on which her mother was also sailing.

‘Three awful old hags in my cabin,’ she noted – her mother was in smarter accommodation – but within twenty-four hours was otherwise preoccupied. ‘The boat rolled. Felt very seasick. Slept on deck all day, very cold. Went to bed. Was sick once. Mummy fainted in the bathroom. Had fever, went back to bed. Had to look after her.’ Mercifully, her mother improved the next day.

Departures were always an event, heightened in many cases by the knowledge that this was the last time one might see a beloved face. ‘Steamed down Southampton Water under the guidance of a pilot. After three hours the pilot and several others left us,’ wrote William Adamson in the 1850s. ‘We gave them a parting cheer which they lustily returned – the last of which many then on board would ever give to England.’

Until the beginning of the eighteenth century the leisurely sea route round Africa had been quite sufficient for the needs of the expanding Empire – one of the reasons Britain established colonies along the coast of Africa was to protect the shipping that carried her trade.* But now her mills needed India’s raw materials, and fast transport was urgent. The eighteen months or even two years that might elapse before communications from the Company’s executive board in London could reach their employees in India and an answer be returned were no longer acceptable. An alternative to the Cape route had to be found.

None of this deterred the eager and determined young women bound for Bombay, as a poem written by Thomas Hood in 1842 makes plain:

 

By Pa and Ma I’m daily told

To marry now’s my time,

For though I’m very far from old,

I’m rather in my prime.

They say while we have any sun

We ought to make our hay—

And India has so hot an one,

I’m going to Bombay!

. . . . . . . . . . . .

My heart is full—my trunks as well;

My mind and caps made up,

My corsets, shap’d by Mrs Bell,

Are promised ere I sup;

With boots and shoes, Rivarta’s best,

And dresses by Ducé,

And a special licence in my chest—

I’m going to Bombay!

 

By the time of the Raj, sail had given way almost entirely to steam, although troops were still sometimes carried in sailing ships, which took the Cape route. To judge by the letters sent home by Minnie Blane, the bride of Archie Wood, a handsome captain in the army of the soon-to-be-disbanded East India Company, it could be a nightmare journey.

Minnie travelled on the newly built sailing ship Southampton in one of its eighteen passenger cabins. In these early journeys round the Cape all the cabins had to be furnished by the passengers themselves – what they bought was simply an empty space, to be filled at their expense and according to their means. This involved, at the least, a bed or sofa on which to sleep; sheets, looking glass, washstand, chair, candles and a chest for clothes.

The Southampton was cramped: there was a dining room but nowhere else to sit except parts of the deck. The ship also carried hens, pigs, a cow, several horses and a pack of foxhounds (which gave tongue just as everyone was falling asleep) that the captain intended to sell when they reached India. The shortage of water meant cleanliness was a problem and during the four months the voyage took much of the food went bad – perhaps the reason Minnie’s husband got dysentery.

Sometimes the ship bounced along under a brisk wind with half the passengers prostrate with seasickness; when there was no breeze she inched her way forward under a hot sun. With the insanitary conditions, the endless bouts of seasickness, the effluvia from animals and passengers, one can only imagine the stench, let alone the discomfort. ‘Tell Cissy [her sister] never to undertake such a thing,’ wrote Minnie. ‘It is horrible!’

Three months into the voyage she reported that ‘all the lump sugar is gone and the eggs all went bad and had to be thrown overboard weeks ago, and though there is dessert on the table every day I cannot touch a thing, as biscuits, figs and ratafia are alive. I cannot tell you how sick it made me on cutting open a fig to see three or four large white maggots lying comfortably inside!’ After intense heat (‘I am melting’) they rounded the Cape through a terrible storm, waves like mountains and snow falling.

It was so cold when she wrote this that Minnie, normally a bright, cheerful, lively girl, never left the cabin, while her husband wore three or four overcoats at once. A few days later she had retched and vomited so much that one of her eyes was entirely red from burst blood vessels and the doctor had kindly popped in to warn them against the mutton. ‘It has all gone bad.’ When they finally arrived, the voyage had lasted sixteen weeks and three days. Nor did Minnie know if they would ever return to England.

In those early, smaller ships, seasickness was almost unavoidable, and of a virulence and duration unknown in the passenger liners of today. William Adamson, travelling out in the 1850s on the newly launched Himalaya, at 3,438 tons* the largest ship of the infant P&O line, succumbed the moment they left Southampton Water. ‘I did not sleep much the first night, my berth being a top one I felt the motion of the ship very much, added to which the night was very boisterous and the noise overhead as well as that of the engines was anything but pleasant. We dined at five o’clock but few were able to sit until the dessert came as they had already begun to feel squeamish.’

When the little Himalaya entered the notorious Bay of Biscay she was tossed about like a cork.

‘Sometimes a large hill [of water] seemed to bar her progress, at other times we saw one behind looking as if it would engulf us – the pitching and rolling of the vessel did not allow of us walking about so we sat or stood and held on,’ wrote Adamson, adding feelingly, ‘The Bay of Biscay certainly comes up to my expectation and I can convey no idea of the emotion with which I looked upon it.’

One night the storm and turbulence was so bad that many passengers sat up all night in the saloon, afraid to go to bed in case they drowned in their cabins. Others remained there because they were immobilised with nausea.

In contrast to the cabin furnishings, meals were lavish.

‘The bugle sounds at half past eight o’clock, when most of us rise and dress,’ wrote Adamson to his father. ‘At 9 we breakfast, on hot tea or coffee, hot rolls and hot and cold meat, fowls or anything we may fancy, at 12 we have luncheon of bread and cheese and butter washed down with wine, spirits or ale, at 4 we dine, when we have soup, various kinds of roasts, fowls, pastry, puddings, cheese and celery, dessert of apples, oranges dried fruits etc. During dinner we are allowed an unlimited supply of wine, beer and porter with champagne twice a week. Tea at 8 and Toddy at 9.’

For entertainment Adamson and his fellow passengers had a brass band for an hour in the morning and a string ensemble for an hour in the evening. Otherwise they wrote letters, or played chess or draughts.

 

In 1830 the East India Company pioneered the Red Sea route with a small steamer, built in India, called the Hugh Lindsay. As sail gave way to steam – though the early steamships were often sail-assisted in suitable conditions – and with it the end of the perilous journey round the Cape of Good Hope, the journey time shortened dramatically.

Small steamers began to run across the Indian Ocean between Suez and Bombay. Passengers would leave their ship at Alexandria and, after changing to a Nile boat – even smaller – travel to Cairo via a canal forty-eight miles long that had been built a few years earlier by the Pasha of Egypt, using 200,000 slaves. From Cairo those hardy early travellers were sent off in parties of six in wagons, each with two wooden wheels of the immense strength needed to survive the lumps of stone and small boulders on some parts of the road. Each wagon was pulled by four or six horses (drawn from a stud of 400) that were changed every ten miles or so, when there would be a meal for the passengers; halfway, there was a hotel with bedrooms where the passengers could catch up on sleep for a few hours, for the start of the eighty-four-mile land journey to Port Suez.

‘The canal boats are small and dirty,’ wrote Adamson to his father, of one of the long, narrow covered boats from Alexandria to Atfe. ‘You sleep where you can – sofa, floor or chair. My bed was under the table with my bag as a pillow and my coat as mattress and blanket.’ The ladies were allowed to sleep on deck, presumably with wraps and shawls to act as pillows and covering.

At Suez they would catch the steamer that would take them on the last leg of their journey, to Bombay. The coal for this had to come out from England; and was humped across the desert by a herd of 3,000 camels kept for the purpose. By now ships’ cabins were furnished, although the minimum wardrobe recommended seems enormous. ‘Take with you only six dozen shirts. . . two dozen pairs of white pantaloons, three dozen pairs of long drawers, a forage cap, a straw hat . . .’. Women were advised to take no less than six dozen chemises, four dozen night chemises, four dozen each of drawers, thin cotton stockings, towels and three pairs of stays.

These ships also transported the mail, letters and newspapers packed in boxes about 18 inches by 12, colour-coded in red, blue and black according to destination – enough, said one observer, to fill two large luggage vans. (The mail itself started its journey by going over the Channel and France to Marseilles, from Marseilles to Port Said, then over the desert to Suez and thence by paddle steamer to India.)

When the Suez Canal opened in 1869 passengers were able to remain on the same vessel they had boarded in England, doing away with the dirt and discomfort of the desert route and heralding the luxury of the later ocean-going liners.

By the early 1900s travel was more comfortable, but for some severely regimented. Florence Evans, travelling out to India a few years before the 1914 war, described arriving at Southampton dock and boarding the SS Nubia, ‘a splendid-looking steamer of great capacity’. In fact, the 5,914-ton Nubia,* built in 1894, was a mere 430 feet long – yet, according to Florence, carried ‘well over a thousand troops beside women and children, crew, officers etc. [She was] like a small town – one easily lost one’s way in her.’

As Florence was not one of the ninety first- or sixty-two second-class passengers the Nubia was entitled to carry, routine started early. So rapidly could disease sweep round a crowded ship that she and her companions had to be medically examined and passed as fit before being allowed on board, where they were allotted their beds in the Women’s Quarters.

‘These Quarters,’ she recorded, ‘are like a large dormitory with rows of comfortable beds and under each bed is room for the deck box containing clothing for the journey. At the end are the bath rooms (hot and cold water always on) wash house and lavatories also two small hospitals for the sick.

‘We steamed out of dock on the Friday morning with our band playing Auld Lang Syne and Where is now the merry party? These rather saddened us and many both men and women wiped away a few tears as they wished Goodbye to their native land for a few years: then we were cheered by Soldiers of the Queen a most lively and inspiring tune which put us all in good humour again.’

She forbore from describing the seasickness that raged after the first day (‘I will draw a veil over our sufferings any one who has gone through it understands the horrors of sea sickness’), concentrating instead on the daily timetable: ‘We rise at 5.30, breakfast 7.30, doctor’s inspection 9, dinner at 12, tea at 4, bed at 8.0’ – and sleepy or not, to their dormitory they had to go at eight sharp.

Despite the daily medical inspection, a few days before they arrived at Port Said a rumour swept round that scarlatina had broken out among the children. ‘Certainly one child was taken seriously ill, an infant a few months old,’ wrote Florence, adding sadly that the child had died before the day was out. ‘Poor woman,’ she wrote of the mother, ‘she had buried three before and this was the last. The little one was buried in the evening, all engines were stopped and the service was read the parents standing by when the corpse was lowered into the deep, it is a most solemn ceremony done that I hope never to see again. Poor mother she was insensible for hours after. She attempted to follow the child at the burial and was held back by force.’

The Bay of Biscay was still so dreaded in the twentieth century that those who could afford it often travelled overland to join their ship at Marseilles in order to avoid it.

One such traveller was the Hon. Lilah Wingfield, daughter of Lord Powerscourt, invited out to India to see the 1911 ‘Coronation’ Durbar, held to recognise King George V and Queen Mary as Emperor and Empress of India. Lilah’s fellow passengers were an exceptionally smart crowd, travelling out on the Maloja for the durbar as special guests, the married couples all accompanied by their respective lady’s maids and valets (travelling second class, naturally). ‘As well as the boy Maharaja of Jodhpur with his English army officer companion, Lord and Lady Bute sit at the next table to ours and the Duke and Duchess of Hamilton, he is quite lame,’ noted Lilah. ‘Lord Leigh and his sister, both elderly, are our next neighbours.’

At first all was excitement and pleasure. Even during the lengthy process of coaling, Lilah could enjoy the warmth and beauty of the night, with its black-velvet sky studded with brilliant stars, listening to Scottish tunes floating upwards. ‘Lord Bute’s piper played the pipes on the second class passenger deck after dinner and all the maids and valets danced Scotch reels!’

Although Lilah was travelling on the newly launched Maloja, one of P&O’s larger ships* at nearly 12,500 tons, all too soon the disadvantages of a late-autumn sailing became apparent; and on 17 November 1911 she too was writing: ‘A horrid rough night succeeded by a horrid rough choppy sea today and it is no longer warm and sunny either and it rains half the time. I lay in my chair on deck all day feeling very miserable and wretched and too giddy to go downstairs to meals or to do anything . . . we had dinner on deck and afterwards there was a dance – a queer night to choose for this entertainment as the ship was rolling and pitching like anything.’

But Lilah’s natural high spirits and readiness to enjoy herself soon surfaced. ‘Lord Bute’s piper played reels, Lord and Lady Bute, Lord Mar and Kellie, Lord and Lady Cassilis and the Duchess of Hamilton all took part, and it was a very funny sight as they were all lurching against the side of the ship and slipping about in the most comic way.’

Small in size and without stabilisers, ships had little protection from a rough sea – there were even arguments over which was worse: pitching and tossing or rolling from side to side. Sometimes, bags dripping oil were slung over the side in an effort to smooth out the crests of waves so that they did not slap too thunderously on the ship’s sides, but the effect was negligible. One ship’s bulletin referred to this in its ‘Overheard’ column. ‘Hallo, old man, going to Port Said?’ ‘Whichever side’s nearest. Quick, out of the way!’

‘At Marseilles the posh people came aboard,’ wrote Maisie Wright. ‘There were five maharajas with their wives, children and retinues, and British Provincial Governors returning from home leave, and a bishop.’

By the beginning of the twentieth century nothing halted the relentless gaiety on these voyages. Corseted ladies in flowing Edwardian skirts, holding long-handled spoons in front of them, ran as fast as they were able along heaving decks in the egg and spoon race and, as the Marmora Gazette reported (in February 1912): ‘in the tie and cigarette race [seeing which lady could tie a tie or light a cigarette fastest, both things which no ‘lady’ would normally do] the mere men were much impressed by the countless opportunities of displaying genius, even in tying bows, while several ladies were clearly practised hands in lighting cigarettes. After the tea interval with its lively auction most of the time was devoted to spar fighting. How graceful one looks balanced on a thin pole! That amusing event cock-fighting brought the proceedings to a close.’

Invariably, there was a fancy dress ball; Lilah went as an Irish peasant, with a skirt of crimson muslin instead of red flannel because of the heat, her red hair in two long plaits and a scarlet handkerchief round her head. Another girl, rather than be overwhelmed by the elaborate fancy dresses some of the passengers had brought out from England, borrowed one of the young stewards’ uniforms and accompanied him serving drinks to guests. She acted the part so well that no one spotted her – and she won a prize.

‘After Aden, we had the fancy dress dance, which I enjoyed very much,’ wrote Maisie Wright. ‘My table companions came in kilts made from bath towels with sporrans of sponge bags and two dangling shaving brushes. But they were drunk by dinner time so I kept out of their way. There was a full programme of social events, with competitions for deck games, camp-fire concerts round an electric fire on deck at night, and a gymkhana.’

Nor did injury deter: on Lilah’s voyage a man had four teeth knocked out by a bat during a cricket match on board, although the occasional ladies’ cricket match was gentler, if only because the men all had to play left-handed. By the late 1920s and 1930s romping games like sack and potato races had all but disappeared, their places taken by deck tennis (quoits), housey-housey (bingo), sun-bathing and swimming, in canvas pools that slopped about in rough weather; not until 1929 did a P&O liner – The Viceroy of India – have a built-in swimming pool surrounded by Pompeian reliefs (it also had a smoking room designed like the great hall of a castle, complete with hammer beams, baronial arms, a large fireplace and crossed swords on the walls).

Lilah shared her cabin with a friend: in the early 1900s there were very few single-berth cabins. By today’s standards it was Spartan: there was no heating or ventilation (if a cabin had a porthole and this was left open, water might sluice in dangerously on sleeping passengers). There were no bedside lights and the switch for the cabin light was by the door. The only furniture was a coffin-like upright stand that concealed a primitive basin and tap.

As there were no private bathrooms on P&O liners, passengers would scurry along corridors to ‘bath cubicles’ in their dressing gowns and, for women – as it was the age of long hair – boudoir caps to conceal their undressed coiffures. These caps were trimmed with lace or frills and the more frivolous ones had bunches of curls or ringlets – often made of real hair – at either side to frame the face. In the cubicles, Indian bath attendants filled the tub with hot sea water, for which a special soap was needed. Across each bath was a tray on which the attendant placed a large wooden container of fresh water with which the bather rinsed off the salt.

Passengers kept the clothes they needed in their flat-topped wooden cabin trunks, marked ‘Cabin’ and stowed beneath berths. Fresh water for washing clothes was in such short supply that many women who knew they were going to travel saved their most worn underwear and then discarded it overboard on the voyage leaving, one imagines, a trail of dirty, threadbare nightdresses and knickers across the Indian Ocean.

Ruby Madden, daughter of Sir John Madden, Chief Justice and Lieutenant Governor of Victoria, was one who took advantage of this custom, dropping her soiled nightdresses out of the porthole. Ruby, who had been invited to stay with her friend Jeanie, married to Lieutenant-Colonel Claude Hamilton, for the Coronation Durbar of 1902/3, wrote cheerfully that she had very little laundry to do when she arrived as she had ‘worn most of the rags and thrown them overboard’.

As evening dress was obligatory at dinner, for a long voyage women had to pack quite an assortment of gowns, some for gala evenings. One little girl, put to bed earlier, watched her seventeen-year-old stepsister dressing in one of these, a confection of white pure silk satin, its skirt caught up with bunches of artificial violets, kept uncrushed in her cabin trunk by layers of tissue paper.

Among garments not needed on the voyage were the special lightweight tropical stays women were advised to take, with shorter ones for riding – much of life could be spent on a horse in India – as in those pre-1914 war years no respectable woman could go without corsets, whatever the weather. Two other essentials in the trunk were a pile of knitted woollen ‘cholera belts’ and a supply of the long white kid gloves with tiny pearl buttons that were worn on all formal occasions.

It was a time when most women drank little. For men returning to India, there was the custom of the ‘chota peg’ – the ‘sundowner’ of whisky and soda or whisky and water, said to be medicinal in that climate, especially against malaria. (Until 1874 all drinks on board a P&O ship had been free – wine, beer, spirits, mineral water and champagne on celebration days like Sundays or landfalls – and the line was still famous for its claret. Many seasoned passengers took advantage of this from breakfast on.)

When a liner reached Port Said it was all change. ‘At about 7 pm we got into Port Said,’ wrote Lilah in her journal on 18 November. ‘The most extraordinary thing seemed to me how marked a difference there suddenly was between west and east.’ Here the ship’s officers changed into white and double awnings were erected over the decks. Everyone went ashore, chiefly to the famous store Simon Artz (which prided itself on opening for the stay of every passenger liner, at whatever time of day or night) to buy topis* – never white ones, which were considered bad form, but the oblong khaki-brown ones, sometimes known as Bombay bowlers – and any other tropical clothing needed. Here, too, was ‘Baggage Day’, when all the luggage marked ‘Wanted on Voyage’ and containing hot-weather clothes was brought up from the hold and exchanged for that marked ‘Cabin’.

In later years, Port Said was often seen as a behavioural Mason-Dixon line, with husbands or wives temporarily on the loose casting off the inhibitions that had shackled them on the earlier, cooler part of the trip. As one demure young woman remarked: ‘The fun started when they hit Port Said. And then the Red Sea became very hot in more ways than one.’

After Marseilles, Aden was the next port for coaling, a long process during which passengers were sent ashore, to amuse themselves in various ways. Some drove the few miles to the botanical gardens; Fishing Fleet girl Marian Atkins and her mother went to see a well, known for one extraordinary property. Those who looked into the water in its depths, even at midday, could see the stars reflected, even though they were invisible in the clear blue sky overhead.

On board, all doors and portholes were sealed and the coal carried up the ship’s gangways by porters bent under the weight of sacks or baskets. Twenty-one-year-old Violet Hanson, travelling to India with her Aunt Mabs in 1920, recalled the scene – when they got back to the ship it was dark and the ship was lit by flares.

‘Up the various gangways came almost naked black figures, walking in a constant progression intoning a long loud and monotonous chant, carrying on their heads baskets of coal which they then threw into the hold, only to return for more, chanting unceasingly. They looked like creatures from hell, covered with coal dust, illuminated by the orange glow of flares.’

 

The mid-Victorian habit of keeping a small farmyard on board and slaughtering pigs, cows, sheep and hens as needed (then, there was no refrigeration) to serve the copious meals demanded had long passed but seven-course meals were still the norm, with beef tea or ice cream at 11 a.m. Service, too, had become more stylish and elaborate: after the soup had been served the head waiter would walk round and, when he thought everyone had finished, beat a gong. In would rush the stewards, pounce on the empty plates and then, as one man, serve the fish.* The same procedure would persist through the rest of the courses. In rough weather, ‘fiddles’ were placed on the tables. These were mahogany frames with walls about two inches high, divided into little squares in each of which was room for a plate, tumbler and wine glass. Dishes and bottles were placed in the gap between two rows of fiddles.

Precedence reigned supreme, with the most distinguished people – generals, aristocrats, Indian Civil Service† commissioners – sitting at the captain’s table, and the rest grouped as nearly as possible with their social equals (meals for the passengers’ children, accompanied by their nannies or ayahs, were served in a separate dining room). Most ships were full of British officers returning to India after eight months’ leave, businessmen in tussore silk suits and, invariably travelling first class on the
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