
 

 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Two 
 

Arrival in Calcutta 
 
 

1855, January: Calcutta, India 
IN THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT, the stillness of the ship woke 

me. I lay on the narrow bunk bed in the tiny cabin, wondering what could 
be the matter. After spending weeks—which had seemed nearly a 
lifetime—rolling and pitching about, and trying to keep my belongings 
secure in the cupboards, the eerie tranquility was unbelievable. Were we 
there already? I did not think so, for just that morning the grey-bearded 
Captain had said, “It’s still one more day to Calcutta, ma’am.” 

Throwing off the covers, I jumped out of bed and peered through the 
small porthole. In the foggy darkness, I could only discern the outline of 
some thatched-roofed huts and flickering lights on the shore. Indeed, we 
had reached our destination! Unable to contain my excitement—and 
taking care not to awaken the lady who slept snoring on the opposite 
bed—I put on a petticoat, a dark gown and a bonnet. I made sure that I 
tucked in my long, fair hair, for I did not wish to get it wet in the mist. I 
tiptoed out of the cabin and proceeded towards the companionway. 
Despite the late hour, I could not wait to take a first look at India, the land 
I had read and heard so much about; the country of my dreams. 

As I stepped on deck and walked up to the railing, the warm, misty 
night air and a rotten eggs like stench, from the floating sewage, engulfed 
me. Sailors bustled about, shouting instructions to each other, doing the 
chores needed to anchor the ship, while I stood with my elbows propped 
on the handrail and gazed out into the steamy, gloomy night. Where were 
all those lovely buildings I had heard some of the passengers talk about? 

“Is Calcutta out there?” I asked one of the sailors. 
“No, ma’am. We be just at the mouth of the ’Ooghly. A bit o’ the ways 

to go yet.” He touched his cap and hurried along. 
So, it would still be some time before I would see my dear parents, 

sister and brother again. I sighed. While I believed the Calcutta 
Government House would have informed them of my arrival, I wondered 
if any of them might be at the docks to receive me. Likely not. For one 
thing, the American Mission at Futtehgurh was quite a distance up the 
Ganges River. I was not certain whether even Papa would be able to come 



   10                                        Waheed Rabbani 

all the way down. My thoughts turned to the last time I had seen them. 
 
It was about five years ago, when I had just graduated from the 

Women’s Medical College in Philadelphia. My husband, Robert, had come 
down all the way from Fort George in Niagara, Canada, to take me back 
to our first home. He looked very smart in his cavalry officer’s red jacket. 
What is more, he had spared no expense and rented a carriage; we were to 
travel in style! I had protested that I could have ridden a horse, but he 
would hear none of it, saying that I had far too many portmanteaux, books 
and other paraphernalia. Indeed, there was quite a collection of medical 
books. Although, I suspected he was mostly considering my condition, for 
I was expecting our first child. 

Robert helped me up onto the carriage and followed to sit beside me. 
“Shall we go by Elizabethville?” I asked. 
“Are you sure?” Robert looked at me with raised eyebrows. From his 

eyes I knew he wondered if I still wanted to see my parents, even though 
they had not replied to my letters and attended neither our wedding nor 
my graduation. 

I nodded. 
“Well, all right. Going via New Jersey won’t be much of a detour. 

About time we made peace with your parents.” Clucking his tongue, he 
slapped the reins on the horses’ flanks and we were off with a jolt. 

The next day, by mid-afternoon, we reached Elizabethville. The town 
did not appear to have changed much during my nearly two-year absence, 
but tears came to my eyes when I saw the familiar tree-lined street and my 
childhood home loom ahead. We passed by the Presbyterian Church, 
where I had listened to countless sermons delivered by my father, the 
pastor. People were going in for the evening service. My teenage sister, 
Elizabeth, wearing a faded old dress, stood outside the entrance gate to 
the house, talking to some friends. I waved to her. Upon seeing me, she 
immediately turned around and ran along the front path, up the porch 
steps and into the house. She was just the same. 

Robert pulled on the reins and stopped the carriage in front of the 
gate. We alighted and as we walked on the path up to the house, Mamma 
and Papa emerged and stood on the porch. Mamma looked her usual tired 
self, her golden hair all disheveled, wearing an apron over her old blue 
dress. Papa looked well, dressed in his customary black suit and white 
collar. He was holding his dark coat in one hand and started to put it on. 
David and Elizabeth stood next to them, looking curiously at me. 

While Mamma did smile and called out our names, Papa said nothing. 
His stern face said it all. He came down the porch steps. 

I hurried to him, and put my arms around his broad shoulders. “Papa!” 
“Excuse me, Margaret. I’m late for my sermon.” He pried my arms 
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from his shoulders and proceeded to walk towards the gate. 
I stood aghast, staring at his back. 
“Good afternoon, Uncle,” Robert said with a bow, as his father’s 

cousin walked by. 
Papa stopped, put his black hat on, and nodded. “Robert.” He then 

calmly strode out of the gate towards the church. 
Robert remained motionless, in stunned silence. 
Mamma flew down the porch steps and embraced me. I sobbed on 

her shoulder and she ran her hand over my head, as she used to when I 
was little. After I calmed down, she led us inside. Ushering us into the 
parlor, she darted into the kitchen, saying she would put the tea kettle on. 

The parlor looked the same. While the furniture showed its age, its 
arrangement had not changed. On the back of the couch, I saw some rips 
in the fabric and proceeded to smooth them. 

Mamma must have seen me when she came in and said, “Oh, not to 
worry, Margaret, I’ll sew them up soon.” 

“It looks beyond repair, Mamma. Isn’t it about time you got a new 
set? Look, their legs are about to collapse.” 

“Yes, dear. We will soon. It’s just that your Papa is a little short …” 
She trailed off, realizing Robert was in the room. 

“What’s the matter?” I asked. “Are you in financial difficulty?” 
“We’re not exactly in the poorhouse,” she said, looking apologetically 

at Robert. “It’s just that everything costs so much more, and your Papa’s 
salary hasn’t increased …” She again grew quiet and stared out of the 
window. 

“But what about your school?” I remembered it had a large enrolment 
during the time I was a teacher-cum-charwoman there. “Surely there is 
some income from it?” 

She looked at me blankly for a while. “Oh! I suppose you haven’t 
heard. I had to close it. With the opening of much larger institutions 
around us, there isn’t much room for small establishments—” The kettle 
whistled and she hurried off towards the kitchen. 

 
Now I stood at the railing, wiping the tears that had welled in my eyes 

from those nearly five years ago recollections, and remembered that it was 
a year or so later, in Canada, when I had received a letter from Mamma. It 
was not really a surprise to read that Papa had decided to accept a position 
at the American Mission at Futtehgurh, India. I was not certain if his 
decision was entirely due to economic circumstances, for he had been 
considering serving as a missionary for some time. What was more 
interesting, Mamma had added that she would be teaching at the 
orphanage school there. Hence, the whole family were to depart for India 
shortly. 
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I was taken out of my reverie when I heard, “Good morning, 
Margaret. Goodness, you are up early!” A tall person wearing a British 
officer’s uniform—complete with the cross belt and holster—and 
smoking a cigar, approached me. 

It was Colonel Humphrey, an elderly gentleman who, having spent 
years of service in India, had gone back home and was now returning on 
another assignment. Being a widower and having daughters in their 
twenties—about my age—I dare say he had taken a fancy to me. I had not 
minded his attention, for he was good company during the long voyage. 
He used to engage me in pleasant conversation and provided me with 
valuable insight into India, the land and its people. Also, since his constant 
addressing me as “Mrs. Wallace” was getting rather tedious, I had 
suggested he call me “Margaret.” 

“Oh, I couldn’t sleep any longer. How about you, Colonel? What 
brings you up on deck at this hour?” 

“I’m usually up early.” He stood beside me and took a puff on his 
cigar. But then, lifting it in the air, asked, “Do you mind?” 

“Not at all. The air is much worse than your smoke, Colonel.” 
He guffawed and, after taking another puff, threw the nearly finished 

cigar into the water. “Won’t be long now before we reach Calcutta.” 
“I just can’t wait. Why are we anchored here?” 
“For the tide and daylight, and the pilot, I suppose. You’ll see how 

crowded the river will become. It should be much busier now, with the 
change of the Governor General about to take place.” 

“Is Lord Dalhousie leaving?” 
“Yes. Being replaced by Viscount Canning, the former Postmaster. I 

am sure many Indians won’t shed a tear on seeing old Dal depart!” 
“Why, is he that unpopular? We admire him in Canada. His father 

served there, you know. How long has he been here?” 
“Nearly seven years. To give him credit, from what I’ve heard, the 

fellow’s a work-hound. Toils at his desk from morning till late into the 
night, and on other days rides around all over the country. On top of it all, 
he’s waged several wars against the Sikhs and the Burmese.” 

“Then why is he so disliked here?” 
The old Colonel, with both his hands on the railing, stared into the 

distant shore for a while. “Well,” he began, “I wasn’t here during his 
administration. I left with his predecessor, Hardinge. But we did get some 
disturbing reports in London of his activities.” 

“What sorts of reports?” 
“To be fair, the fellow is only trying to do what he thinks is best for 

the East India Company and, naturally, Britain as well. He’s virtually 
recreated the government here based on the British model. However, by 
doing so, he’s stepped on many Company officials’ toes and annoyed a 
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number of influential natives as well. Although, we have to admit his 
numerous reforms are for the good of the people. You know, things like 
building schools and hospitals, like the one you are going to, as well as 
railways and canals; he brought in the telegraph; and, what’s more, he also 
introduced a system of post offices like back home.” 

“Post offices!” I smiled. But, a bit confused, I asked, “Er … however, 
the locals don’t like all these changes, do they?” 

“Well, for one, he’s made a lot of zemindars unhappy.” 
“You mean those tax-collecting landowners, like our squires and 

lairds? Why should they be unhappy with all those post offices and railways 
around them?” 

“The money for all these expenditures has to come from somewhere!” 
Just then, three Indian men—an older person, accompanied by two 

younger ones—dressed in flowing white robes and carrying small brass 
tumblers, came towards us. They were probably on their way to the 
washrooms for their morning ablutions, which I had learned was 
customary prior to their prayers. I had seen them earlier, but had not met 
them, for they kept pretty much to themselves. I was informed by another 
passenger that they were the emissaries of an Indian raja, and were on their 
way back, having gone to London to plead a case before the East India 
Company’s Board. They put their palms together and bowed to us. 

“Good morning, Mr. Bapurao. Sorry to hear that your petition was 
not accepted,” Colonel Humphrey said, facing the eldest. 

“What can poor people do, Colonel sahib?” he said with a sad face. 
“It’s the Sarkar’s wish. Our raja will have to give up his kingdom.” 

“Cannot be helped. The Dalhousie Doctrine of Lapse applies to all, 
you know,” Colonel Humphrey said. 

The three did not say anything, but looked at me inquisitively. In fact, 
one of the younger men, who sported a huge handlebar moustache, stared 
at me with his dark, piercing eyes. 

Colonel Humphrey quickly introduced me. “This is Doctor Wallace, 
on her way from Crimea to work at a hospital in Delhi.” 

“Pleased to meet you,” I said. 
While Mr. Bapurao bowed to me, the younger man, who had been 

staring at me, remarked something in Hindustani to the other man, who 
snickered. 

“What did you say?” Colonel Humphrey bellowed, and in a flash, like 
an expert boxer, with his right fist punched the man hard on the jaw. The 
man went flying across the bridge and hit his head on the bulkhead, then 
lay motionless. The Colonel also quickly drew his revolver and pointed it 
at the men. “Jackasses! You didn’t think I understood Hindustani, did 
you?” 

“Sorry ... Colonel ... sahib,” Bapurao stammered. “He ... no say ... bad 
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thing.” 
“Why, yes he did! Most disrespectful to this young lady.” Colonel 

Humphrey waved his pistol. “Be off, you dogs, before I call the Captain 
and have you put in chains.” 

The two men quickly picked up the third and dragged him away. 
All this time I had stood mesmerized. Finally regaining my composure, 

I asked, “What did the man say, Colonel?” 
“Something about the Crimean widows. You needn’t bother 

yourself.” He holstered the revolver. 
“No, I wish to hear. What about the widows?” 
“If you must know, rumor has been going around that the British are 

sending the Crimean widows to India to convert the young men!” 
“How thoughtless of them. Thank you, sir, for standing up for me,” I 

said. Then, wishing to change the subject, I inquired, “And the Dalhousie’s 
Doctrine of Lapse? What’s that all about?” 

“The Doctrine affects the raja, or the ruler of a state under the East 
India Company’s influence, who dies without leaving a direct male lineal 
heir. Hence, as there is no monarch, the state is ‘lapsed’ and annexed by 
the Company.” 

“And what is the reason given for such a policy? Is the ruler not 
permitted to choose a successor?” 

“No. Avoidance of possible mismanagement by the beneficiary is the 
main justification.” 

“How about adopted children? Are they not permitted to take over 
the throne?” 

“No. They are not recognized as legal heirs. Although, from what I’ve 
read in some of the petitions, the Indians consider adoption a long-
standing tradition, and claim it to be legitimate.” 

It sounded like a peculiar policy. More like a land grab, I thought but, 
mindful of the Colonel’s rank, didn’t express my view. I simply asked, 
“Has Lord Dalhousie applied this policy to many states?” 

“Yes. And quite forcefully, too. In the last few years, at least five 
kingdoms were taken over. These men you just met were representatives 
of one such state. It’s all for the good of the natives, you know,” he replied 
solemnly. He took his cigar box from his jacket pocket, and turned 
towards me. “I say, would you mind? I need to have a smoke.” 

I shook my head. While the Colonel proceeded to light up, I looked 
across the river to the bank, which in the increasing light had begun to 
show signs of life. A cool morning breeze blew over the waters and across 
the ship. 

The events of that morning had distressed me. Wrapping my shawl 
about me, I faced the Colonel. “Would you excuse me, sir? I am a little 
tired and should return to my cabin.” 
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“Why, yes, of course, Margaret. Do get some rest before breakfast. 
Are your parents coming to receive you?” 

“I hope so, sir.” I wished the Colonel a good day and, thanking him 
again for defending my honor, walked towards the companionway. 

One deck below, I made a quick stop at the privy and proceeded to 
my cabin. I was happy to be sharing it with a non-commissioned officer’s 
wife. I had travelled by ship from Crimea to Alexandria and then via train 
to Cairo, followed by a bumpy carriage ride to Suez. There the Captain of 
this vessel had asked me if I would mind travelling in the cabin with a 
sergeant’s wife, for it was the only berth available. I assured the Captain 
that I had no qualms about it. It was either that or having to wait some 
weeks for another ship. I wished to be with my parents as soon as possible. 

“Is that you, Margaret?” a sleepy voice from the far bunk asked when 
I entered the cabin. Then, upon seeing me, she said, “Aww … you’ve been 
up on deck already, have ya?” 

“Yes, Mrs. Willoughby. I couldn’t sleep,” I replied while undressing. 
“But in your condition? You ought to be more careful going up and 

down the stairs in the dark.” 
“I was careful, Mrs. Willoughby. It’s getting light already.” 
“Are you all right? And the baby? It won’t be long now, will it?” 
“Yes. I’m well, and the baby too. Another five months to go, I 

believe.” 
“Aww … won’t it be so nice to ’ave your mother at ’and. It’s your 

fourth one, isn’t it?” 
“Third,” I corrected her. I recalled having told her that a few times 

already, as I slipped into my bed. 
“Two for me were enough. I’m glad I left ’em behind with me mum 

and dad. They’ll get proper education there. But, you know what, I’m 
beginnin’ to miss them already. Did you say you were goin’ to bring your 
two over from Canada?” 

I was starting to doze off, and the mention of my children brought a 
lump to my throat. I barely managed to reply, “They are with their 
grandma. I’ll try to have them sent over, as soon as I’ve found decent 
accommodation and a school for them in Delhi.” 

“You’ll have no difficulty, you being a doctor an’ all. My Frank, ’e’s 
only a sergeant, y’know. We can’t afford to have the childa here on his pay, 
he tells me. But I say to him, the good Lord giveth and families ought to 
stay together. But you know, life is difficult here, amongst these strange 
people. Did you know they don’t like to eat our food? Think it’s polluted 
or somethin’. Will break their caste, they’ve told me. Fear they’ll be reborn 
as a monkey or somethin’ or the other. But I tell them …” 

She kept talking on and on as I wiped more tears. Finally, when sleep 
was taking me away into a dream world, I was able to say, “Goodnight, 
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Mrs. Willoughby.” 
“Goodnight, Margaret. Do rest up. You’ve a long journey ahead of ya. 

Is your father goin’ to be at the dock?” 
I believe I fell asleep before I could reply in the affirmative, possibly 

fearing that it might be a lie. 
 
This time, it was the motion of the ship and sounds of shuffling feet 

on the deck above that woke me. It seemed as if I had slept barely five 
minutes, but judging from the bright sunlight shining through the 
porthole, it must have been longer. I noted Mrs. Willoughby had already 
left, and her trunk and other boxes looked packed and ready for 
disembarkation. I had crammed my sea chest earlier, but a few more things 
remained to go in there.  

I went to the tiny washbasin in the corner. Mrs. Willoughby had 
thoughtfully left fresh water in the jug. I quickly washed myself and put 
on a clean blue dress. Running a comb lightly through my hair, I made 
sure the ringlets still held in place. I put on the straw bonnet—purchased 
at a bazaar in Alexandria—for it was already stifling hot in the cabin and 
likely hotter outside in the sun. Stuffing the remaining items into my sea 
chest, I locked it. I made certain I did not leave behind my dear Robert’s 
service revolver, and placed it in the portmanteau. Reticule in hand, I 
strode out of the cabin. The aroma of brewing tea guided me towards the 
dining room, for I was hungry even for the watery soups, biscuits, salted 
pork or beef and dried fruits for dessert, served all during the voyage. 

After a refreshing breakfast—or lunch, rather—I went up on deck to 
join the crowd at the railing. All were eager to get a first glimpse of 
Calcutta, while the ship gently maneuvered its way up the river. Slowly the 
scenery along the banks changed. The continuous rows of mud huts with 
thatched roofs gave way to sizeable buildings. Just as the Colonel had 
predicted, the waterway was swarming with vessels of all types. Finally, the 
buildings of Calcutta loomed ahead. Beyond the onion-shaped domes of 
mosques, pyramid-style temples, and stone structures of larger edifices 
were visible. They reminded me a bit of London’s skyline, which I had 
seen when travelling up the Thames Estuary, from Canada with my dear 
Robert—a lifetime ago, it seemed. 

A shrill sound, the likes of which I had never heard, startled me from 
my thoughts. I looked around at the other passengers’ faces, wondering if 
they knew what the problem was. Had our vessel run aground? However, 
all seemed calm as ever, as if this was a common sound one heard regularly. 

“It’s nothing, Margaret,” a familiar voice called out to me from 
behind. It was my mentor, Colonel Humphrey. “It’s only the sound from 
a conch shell being blown by one of the priests in the temple, yonder. 
Listen, there it is again.” 
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True enough, the strange shrieking noise came again. I peered in that 
direction and noticed a priest, wearing only a dhoti and white paint marks 
over his forehead and arms, standing at the embankment, a conch in hand. 
Behind him, the rose-colored temple loomed at the top of wide stone steps 
leading up from the water. 

“Thank you, Colonel. With this welcome, I believe my introduction 
to India is now complete?” 

“It never is. India is a fascinating country. It’s full of different customs, 
religions and novelties. You will encounter something new every day.” He 
withdrew his pocketbook and, opening it, said, “Margaret, in case I do not 
see you at the wharf, here’s my card. Do call on me whenever you are in 
Calcutta.” 

“Thank you, sir … er … Colonel Humphrey. I will,” I said, although 
I did feel a bit apprehensive at him paying so much attention to me. 

The ship dropped anchor in midstream and the passengers were 
ferried across in tenders that plied from the ship to the quay. I tried to spot 
my parents among the throng of people lined up at the dock, waving at us. 
After a while, I gave up, for it seemed a futile attempt to locate them, and 
moved towards the line-up for the ferryboats. 

There was a tap on my shoulder. It was the portly Mrs. Willoughby. 
“Margaret! I’ve been lookin’ all over for you.” She sounded out of breath. 
She handed me a slip of paper. “Here’s our address in Delhi. We’re in the 
Civil Lines. I know it will be a while before you get there, but as soon as 
you are there, do visit us. Frank and I will be delighted to see you.” 

I accepted her note and, opening my reticule, took out a paper and 
searched for a pencil. “Here, Mrs. Willoughby, let me give you my parents’ 
address in Futtehgurh.” 

“Aww … not to worry. I know exactly where they are. My Frank goes 
to the military station there ever so often.” 

“Good. Please do look in on us, whenever you are there.” 
“We surely will. Now let me find a porter. Do you want your luggage 

brought up too?” 
“Yes, please. Here, let me pay you for him.” I tried to fish for some 

coins in my reticule. 
“Aww … not to worry about that.” She kissed me goodbye and 

hurried off. 
Soon enough the tender, filled with anxious travelers, thumped the 

side of the wooden jetty. The small boat rocked as the passengers 
scrambled up the dock’s steps. I climbed up slowly, holding the hem of 
my dress in one hand and the handrail with the other. Eventually I 
emerged onto the pier, followed by two red-turbaned porters who had 
carried up my sea chest and portmanteau. They placed the luggage at my 
feet and, putting their palms together, bowed and scampered back to the 
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tender. 
Just then, nausea and extreme tiredness overcame me. I cannot say 

whether it was due to the bright sun or not getting my land legs yet. The 
sea chest looked inviting enough and I tried to sit on it, but could not stay 
there and slipped down onto the ground. I recall hearing shouts and 
screams and the sound of feet running around me, but nothing else. I had 
passed out. 

The next words I heard were someone calling my name. “Margaret, 
Margaret! Are you all right?” It was dear Papa. Squatting down beside me, 
he held me in one arm. What looked to be a bottle of smelling salts was in 
his other hand. 

“Papa!” I cried and, putting my arms around him, sobbed. 
A crowd had gathered. Seeing that I had been revived, they clapped 

and cheered. 
A gentleman who looked to be in his early forties, dressed in a white 

suit and a pith hat, also knelt beside Papa. “I see your daughter seems to 
be all right, James. Shall we get her into the carriage?” he said in a slight 
Scottish accent. 

Papa kissed me on the forehead and asked, “Are you well, Margaret? 
Can you get up?” 

I nodded and both Papa and the other person helped me up. There 
was more clapping and cheering from the onlookers, as I trudged towards 
a waiting carriage. Helping me onto a seat, Papa sat next to me, while the 
gentleman took the opposite bench. 

I put my head on the side of the padded, dark leather seat. Although 
I had regained full consciousness, overcome with too much emotion, I 
could not speak. Papa looked just the same. Despite the heat, he was still 
dressed in his dark suit and cravat, although he had put on a beige pith hat. 
His blonde moustache looked neatly trimmed on his square-jawed clean-
shaven face. 

We looked at each other for a while. I believe he was also speechless, 
likely from seeing his long-lost daughter faint before his eyes. 

I finally said, “You look funny in that hat, Papa.” 
He laughed. “Your Mamma makes me wear it! Now are you certain 

you are fit to travel, Margaret? Shall we get you to a hospital?” 
I shook my head. “I’m all right, Papa. It was only the sun.” I must 

have smiled, for the heat was not the only reason. 
The gentleman leaned forward and examined my eyes closely. “Hmm 

… yes. I think you are healthy enough. But, we will have to get you one of 
these.” He touched his hat. “Although it is the cold weather season, the 
sun is still fierce.”  

Porters secured my baggage at the back of the landau and it rolled 
forward. As I looked out of the window, I was jolted to see the same three 
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Indian men, one with a swollen jaw, standing on the side of the road. While 
Colonel Humphrey might have overreacted, showing off his boxing skills, 
I did feel that the young man had no right to make such a lewd remark 
about me. They glared as the carriage rolled by. I had a strange feeling that 
I would likely see them again. 

“Of course, she could use a sun-hat. Can’t have one of your staff 
fainting on you, Edward, can you?” I heard Papa say. “Margaret, meet 
Doctor Stewart.” 

“So pleased to meet you, Doctor Wallace.” Doctor Stewart extended 
his hand. 

“Likewise.” I shook his hand, rather astonished. “Have you come all 
the way from Delhi, sir?” 

“Oh, no, no. I’m here with the Calcutta Medical College. The new 
hospital in Delhi, which you have been recruited for, is under the Indian 
Medical Service. We are part of it. It’s all due to the efforts of our GG, 
Lord Dalhousie, you know.” 

Papa asked, “Isn’t he due to retire?” 
“Yes, unfortunately, after doing so much good work here.” 
I remembered the not-so-good work the Earl had done, which 

Colonel Humphrey had mentioned. However, I bit my tongue and simply 
nodded. 

Doctor Stewart continued, “I am not your supervisor, Doctor 
Margaret. You will meet him in Delhi. I am more like a liaison officer. 
When we heard of your arrival, we telegrammed your father. I know 
Reverend James is anxious to return to his work at the Mission, but my 
wife, Moira, and I would be delighted if both of you would spend some 
days with us. To help you recuperate from your long journey.” 

Papa smiled. “That’s so kind of you.” 
“Doctor Wallace, may I offer my heartfelt condolences on the sad loss 

of your husband. We heard about his heroism in the Charge of the Light 
Brigade. Such a dreadful war in Crimea.” He mopped his brow. 

His kind words brought tears to my eyes, although I was certain he 
did not know of the treacherous way in which my Robert had died. I could 
barely whisper, “Thank you, sir. Please call me Margaret.” 

Papa squeezed my arm in a conciliatory gesture. 
Feeling tired again, I rested my head on the side of the cushioned seat 

and looked out of the window. We were travelling in a southerly direction, 
on a road that wound its way along the riverbank. It felt like going back 
on the route the ship had travelled. The scenery looked familiar; only now, 
the masses of pedestrians in various clothing, the passing carriages and 
bullock carts all were real, not like dots I had seen from the ship. 

We passed by a large fort, with thick, octagonal-shaped walls of brick 
and mortar. It seemed strong enough to repel even a combined armada of 
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the French and Spanish fleets. 
Doctor Stewart informed me, “It’s Fort William—but the second one, 

mind, built in 1780.” 
“Really! What happened to the first one?” I asked. 
“That one is in the city. It’s a much older—1701, I believe—a mud 

structure. Most of it has crumbled by now. They are planning to replace it 
with a post office.” 

“Is the Black Hole still in there?” Papa asked in a solemn voice. 
“Yes, a bit of the jailhouse, and some walls, are still standing. A 

monument erected by Lord Clive disappeared quite mysteriously. The 
native nationalist groups are all denying any involvement,” he said with a 
smile. “Government House seems to be at a loss on deciding how to 
preserve the memory of those one hundred and twenty-three souls who 
perished there.” 

“That many people suffocated in there?” Papa asked. 
“Yes, that was the number reported by Holwell, the fort’s commander 

at that time. Although some dispute his count. I can take you there, if you 
wish.” 

“Yes, I would very much like to visit there, since so much has been 
written about it.” 

While they engaged in a philosophical discussion on the causes of that 
incident, I continued to look out of the window. It seemed we were 
approaching a more affluent part of the city. Rows of well-constructed, 
single-storied houses appeared, each having a wraparound porch like those 
in our southern states. Their manicured lawns and attractive gardens gave 
the neighborhood a distinct European look. Although smart carriages 
drove in and out from the homes, few persons walked in the streets. 

Our landau turned sharply into the semicircular driveway of a 
pleasant-looking single-story house, and stopped at the front porch. Two 
persons dressed in native clothing—the loincloth and turban, but with 
shirts on—dashed from the house and opened the carriage doors. Doctor 
Stewart led the way and ushered us into a spacious drawing room.  

Moira Stewart, wearing a green dress, came bustling out from what 
likely was the kitchen. Doctor Stewart introduced her. She was a young-
looking woman with flaxen hair and deep blue eyes. She called for another 
servant, apparently the bearer, and asked him to fetch tea. The drawing 
room was cheerily decorated in a mixture of Western and Eastern 
furniture. Nevertheless, what intrigued me was the short wall hanging—a 
small tapestry—suspended in the middle of the room, strung over a 
bamboo pole from one end of the room to the other. I liked the cane sofas 
and chairs with their colorful cushions we sat on. In my heavy gown, I felt 
uncomfortable in the heat, and fanned myself with a magazine. 

Moira must have noticed that and called to one of the servants, 
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“Punkha-walla ko lao.” [call the fan man] 
I wondered what that was all about, but thought no more of it as tea 

arrived. Being famished, I started to devour the delicious Indian snacks. 
However, soon enough the mystery of the punkha-walla was revealed. 
Through the bay window, I observed a small boy arrive on the veranda. 
Sitting in a cross-legged position, he pulled on a rope. Lo and behold, the 
tapestry hanging above us began to swing, much like a fan, to and fro. Just 
the slight motion of the air in the room made us comfortable and enabled 
making conversation much pleasanter. 

We had arrived on a Friday, and although the Stewarts insisted that 
we stay longer, Papa informed them that two more days was about the 
most he could spare away from the Mission. Hence, it was planned that 
the next day we would just take a short trip across the river to Calcutta’s 
renowned Botanical Gardens. The following day, being a Sunday, we 
would naturally start by attending the morning service at the church, and 
then take a leisurely drive about the city, visiting the famous landmarks. 
We intended to depart for Futtehgurh on Monday. Although a train 
service ran almost up to Allahabad, we would still have to take a day’s 
coach ride from there on to Futtehgurh. Doctor Stewart, observing my 
advanced state, advised against the train and the coach travel. While it 
would take longer, it was decided that we should travel by sailboat, up the 
Ganges, all the way to Futtehgurh. 

Tea being over, Moira led us to our rooms. Separate bedrooms were 
assigned to Papa and me. Though we protested and said we could share a 
room, the Stewarts would hear none of it. Their children being away at 
school in England, they had several bedrooms to spare. When we 
mentioned the extra cleaning and washing, Moira’s response was, “What 
are servants for?” 

My large and airy bedroom was charming. The furnishings were bright 
and colorful with Indian patterns, which looked comforting. It was most 
likely her daughter’s room, for I saw some toys and picture books on the 
shelves. The furniture was made of the same cane that I had admired 
earlier. Large French doors opened out onto the veranda, which led to an 
inviting garden beyond. 

Moira must have noticed that I looked tired and suggested that I take 
some rest, which I readily agreed to do. My sea chest and portmanteau had 
already been placed in a corner of the room. 

As I drifted off in a fitful slumber, needless to say, I was overjoyed at 
Papa having come to receive me at Calcutta. Earlier, during a quiet 
moment when we were alone in the room, he had apologized for his past 
indifference towards me, which stemmed from my having married Robert. 
He offered his deepest sympathy on Robert’s death. Was it my dear 
husband’s demise that had brought my father back to me, I wondered. 
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The next day, thankfully, the Stewarts had not laid out an early start 

for the day of sightseeing, for I slept past sunup. Actually, I would have 
slept longer, if it had not been for the cooing, shrilling and squawking 
sounds of the numerous birds that flew about in the garden. 

Pushing the mosquito netting aside, I got out of bed. Putting on my 
pink housecoat, I opened the French door to the veranda and the cool 
morning breeze blew in and brought with it the fragrances of the exotic 
flowers and fruits growing in the garden. I inhaled the fresh air. The sun 
was just rising above the trees and I noted several riders, already out for 
their morning jaunt, galloping along the river. 

Putting my housecoat on, I ambled onto the veranda, and noticing a 
path running through the garden, I decided to follow it. The trail lay 
between fruit and other kind of flora. I was engrossed in trying to 
determine their type and names, when I found myself at the low boundary 
wall; beyond lay the road. I was returning to the bungalow when I noticed 
a rough looking young man, carrying a basket, run from one end of the 
garden, jump the wall and scamper away down the road. It looked as if he 
was stealing fruit, but I thought I recognized him to be one of the three 
Indian men from the boat. But I could not be certain, and hurried back to 
my room. 

As it was getting late, I went to the corner of the room and, opening 
the sea chest, bent down to search for an appropriate dress for the day. 

I heard a slight hissing and rustling sound from the top of the bed, a 
few feet away. I turned around and noticed the long, thick tail of a snake 
slithering on the silk bedcover. It must have spotted me, for it rose about 
a quarter of its length and displayed its ugly head through the parted 
mosquito net. It was a cobra. 

I felt trapped. Being in the corner of the room, I could not have run 
out to either the garden or into the house. I dared not scream, for I knew 
it would then strike me instantly. There was only one thing left to do. The 
portmanteau lay on one side of the coffer. I gently slid my hand into it 
and, grasping the handle of the revolver, pulled it out. I stood up slowly; 
watching the cobra all along, I raised my arms, holding the revolver in both 
hands. The cobra teased its vile tongue in and out of its mouth. I knew I 
would get only one shot. 

I took careful aim. With the cobra’s fan-shaped mouth in the gun 
sight, I pulled the trigger. The revolver went off with a loud roar. I was 
thrown back onto the open sea chest. I looked up at the bed, but the snake 
was not on it. Thinking that I had missed and now the cobra was upon 
me, I fainted. 

The sounds of rushing feet and everyone calling out my name brought 
me back to the world. I watched Doctor Stewart go to the other side of 
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the bed and hold up the snake—its mouth shattered—by the tail. 
“Where did you learn to shoot like that, Margaret?” he asked. 
“Are you all right, Margaret?” Moira and Papa asked in unison. 
I assured them that I was well and, although bewildered, was energized 

by the sight of the dead snake. The Stewarts mentioned that while they did 
not have snakes come into their home every day, it was not uncommon. 
However, they rarely bit anyone, and normally were scared away by the 
stamping of feet or sticks. That sounded strange to me, for this one 
seemed ready to pounce on me. 

 The excitement of the day over, after a hearty breakfast we piled into 
the waiting landau for our trip to the famous Botanical Gardens. During 
the carriage ride I told the Stewarts—what I had mentioned to Papa last 
night—about the altercation on the boat, with the three Indian men. I also 
remarked that I thought I had seen one of them in their garden that 
morning, but couldn’t be certain. 

“Oh, we have young men scurrying through our orchard, either taking 
a shortcut or helping themselves to the fruit, all the time,” Moira said. “It 
probably wasn’t that man from your boat, for how would he know you 
were staying here?” I agreed. 

“Yes. The appearance of that cobra in your bedroom might be a bit 
of a coincidence, but I’ll inform the chaukidar and keep my eyes open as 
well for those three scoundrels you’ve described,” Doctor Stewart assured 
me. 

It was very thoughtful of Moira to have lent me one of her pith hats—
which she later asked me to keep—for the blazing sun that day was the 
fiercest I had ever experienced. The gardens were situated on the other 
side of the river, and we took a boat across. From the ghat, they were a 
short carriage ride away. While our carriage passed through some rather 
disagreeable-looking villages—a collection of mostly mud huts—the 
splendor of the Botanical Gardens made the journey worth the trouble of 
getting there. Doctor Stewart, refused the services of a guide, preferring to 
conduct the tour all by himself. No doubt, being a scientific person, he 
was intimately familiar with the abundant variety of plant life growing at 
the grounds. 

The most imposing sight there was the Banyan tree. Being more than 
fifty years old and with its aerial roots spreading over twenty feet, it was 
the largest in the world, Papa and I were informed. Other notable sights 
were a large collection of palm trees from all over the world, clusters of 
bamboos with feathery flowers that swayed in the wind, and a very 
interesting display of ferns and cacti. Walking along the many ponds, we 
looked at various types of lilies and other aquatic plants. 

One would have needed weeks or months to examine and admire each 
of the exotic flora, especially having such a well-informed guide as Doctor 
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Stewart. He would pick up a leaf or hold a flower in his hand and go into 
a lengthy discourse on the characteristics of its variety over the other 
species, which I found interesting—having liked botany at college—but it 
made Papa’s eyes gloss over; with a nod, he would move on to the next 
flower bed. 

Due to the lateness of the afternoon, there was not enough time to 
look through the most exquisite collection, which was tendered in the 
orchid house. I must have seemed disappointed, and Moira invited me to 
return to Calcutta soon with a promise to bring me back there. 

 
The next day, feeling still a bit tired from the sea voyage and 

yesterday’s trip to the Botanical Gardens, I would have slept longer, if it 
had not been for a strange sound emanating intermittently from the 
veranda, as if a child was rolling a toy up and down the boards. I hurriedly 
put on my dressing gown and, drawing the curtain aside, peeked through 
the window. I saw an elderly native man, dressed in a white shirt and 
pajamas, sitting cross-legged before a sewing machine. He operated it by 
rolling its wheel with one hand and, while holding the material between 
the fingers of the other, fed the cloth through the bobbing sewing needle. 
Yards of colorful muslin lay around him and beside him was an open 
catalogue of color pictures of European dresses. I watched in amazement, 
as occasionally he would expertly hold the half-finished dress between the 
toes of one extended leg and the fingers of one hand to measure or align 
the material. How convenient, I thought, to have your dressmaker sitting 
at your very own doorstep. 

I was almost dressed when Moira came bustling in. “Good morning, 
Margaret. I hope the noise of the sewing machine didn’t wake you?” 

 I returned her greeting and said, “No, not at all. I should have been 
up ages ago. Is that your very own tailor?” 

“No, he comes when called. I need to get some new dresses made and 
a gown for the GG’s Spring Ball, coming up soon. Ordering clothes from 
home is so expensive.” 

“He can make European clothes, can he?” 
“This man’s a genius. Just give him the material, your measurements 

and a picture of the garb, and voila, he’ll have it ready in no time.” Then, 
looking at my dress, which fitted rather snugly around my belly, she said, 
“By the way, do you wish to have any of your clothes let out a bit?” 

“Why, yes, of course. But I was thinking of doing it myself or getting 
Mamma to do it.” 

“Well, why don’t we get this man to do it?” 
“No, Moira. I wouldn’t dream of imposing on you. Besides, wouldn’t 

it delay your work?” 
“Nonsense. It’s no imposition at all. My stitching can wait. Get your 
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dresses and let’s go talk to him.” She opened the door to the veranda and 
stepped out. I opened my trunk to pick out three of my frocks that were 
beginning to get really tight on me. I heard her say to the tailor, “Darzi-ji 
aap ko eak our kaam hai …” [tailor, one more job for you] 

When I came out, clothes in hand, she said to the man, “Here is 
memsahib. Come from America. Maloom?” 

 The old man, putting his palms together, nodded to me. It seemed he 
knew where America was. 

Moira continued and said, “Dress make big.” She put her palms 
around her waist and extended them out. “You understand. Bara karo.” 

The tailor nodded again and smiled knowingly. Getting up, he took 
off the measuring tape that hung around his neck. Very carefully, making 
sure not to touch me, he measured my waist and, moving the tape’s end 
out a bit, looked at me as if to ask if I wished to let the dress out that much. 
I moved the end a bit more. He nodded again and made a note of the 
measurement. Moira handed him my dresses and impressed upon him, in 
her broken Hindustani, that I would be leaving tomorrow and needed the 
alteration done the same day. From his nodding and bowing, it appeared 
that he understood the urgency. Later, when I asked Moira the cost of the 
alteration and offered to pay for it, she did not wish to talk about it. 

Moira and I got to the dining room and found Doctor Stewart and 
Papa already seated at the table. They greeted me, and with a quick 
“Morning, all,” I slid into the chair held out for me by the bearer. Breakfast 
was a spicy omelet and leavened bread filled with potatoes, which I 
enjoyed. But I loved the selection of jams and comfitures, especially the 
guava jelly, which went wonderfully with bread and tea. 

After breakfast, Moira showed Papa and me around her well-
maintained garden, which extended from the back of the house down to 
the river having an abundant collection of oriental flowering shrubs and 
fruit trees. Papa remarked, “It looks to be a small piece carved out from 
the Botanical Gardens and transplanted here!” Moira smiled in 
appreciation. 

We noted a carriage arriving at the front gate and Moira advised that 
it was time to go for the service. 

It was another lovely day. A bit of cloud cover gave respite from the 
ever-present blazing sun. The carriage’s top had been put down and the 
horses went clip-clopping on the road along the banks of the Hooghly 
River, where the tall masts of the moored ships were visible as far up the 
river as the eye could travel. From the familiar scenery, I deduced that we 
were travelling northwards towards the town. 

“Which church are we going to?” Papa asked. “Is it St. John’s or St. 
Andrew’s?” 

Doctor Stewart responded, “We usually attend St. John’s. It’s a larger 
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church, a bit more airy in this heat, you know. It’s also nearer, and after 
the service we can go for the usual stroll on the Maidan.” 

Moira tapped me on the wrist. “Margaret, a Sunday stroll on the 
Maidan is not to be missed. The whole gentry of Calcutta ought to be there. 
The perfect place to meet people.” Then, observing me in my black dress, 
she immediately remarked, “Oh, sorry. I know you are in mourning. I 
didn’t mean it that way.” 

“No offence taken, Moira,” I said quickly. “I am getting used to being 
a widow.” 

Doctor Stewart quipped, “Ah, but don’t tell the native princes that 
you have just arrived from Crimea.” 

“Oh, you mean, because of that rumor about the Crimean widows?” 
I asked. 

“Ah, I see you’ve already heard that one!” Doctor Stewart exclaimed. 
While Papa and I smiled, Moira shrieked with laughter. She then said, 

“Edward, why don’t we go along the Chowringhee? Show our guests 
where the affluent live.” 

Doctor Stewart stood up in a stoop and, turning towards the landau’s 
driver, said, “Chowringhee chaloo.” 

The driver nodded. At the next roundabout on the Garden Reach 
Road, he made a right turn and, after a short drive, turned left on to the 
Chowringhee Road. No wonder it was such a renowned thoroughfare. A 
façade of impressive European-style buildings lined either side of the 
boulevard, and we could easily have been driving along the streets of 
London, Paris or Rome. Moira seemed to be intimately familiar with the 
residences. As we passed them, she called out the names of the occupiers: 
Lord, Colonel or General so-and-so, including their high-ranking positions 
in the government. Some of the homes belonged to the heads of well-
known business establishments. “Box-wallas,” she called them. Sprinkled 
among them were some native mansions in which resided the raja or nawab 
of such-and-such state. They were no doubt the ones whose holdings had 
been taken over by the government, for one reason or the other, and were 
pensioned off. 

The road led us straight into the heart of Calcutta and the coachman 
stopped the carriage before the entrance to St. John’s Church. 

As I was admiring its tall, fluted spire, Moira whispered, “Does it not 
remind you of London’s St. Martin-in-the-Fields?” 

I nodded. “Although my husband and I were in London for only a 
few weeks, Moira, many of the buildings here bring back fond memories.” 

The service, as expected, was attended by most of the Christian 
notables of Calcutta. The church was filled to capacity with the well-
turned-out congregation, women in elegant gowns, officers in their 
colorful uniforms, and civilians in smart suits. The many native children, 
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who peeked at us from the corners of the windows, must have found our 
faces, beet red due to the heat, amusing. Although a few punkhas swung to 
and fro, they barely moved the stifling air, and I found the closed, hot 
atmosphere excruciating—so much so that I could not concentrate and 
heard barely half of the sermon.  

The service was mercifully short and we soon stepped out of the 
church, the ladies fanning themselves vigorously, and piled back into the 
waiting carriages. As we drove off, I heard some abuse in Hindustani being 
meted out to the driver of a neighboring coach by a well-dressed 
gentleman. Moira later explained that the expletives were being rained on 
one of the poor servants for he had not been at the carriage when the 
owners had returned. He had possibly wandered off for some tea. 

As soon as we reached the Maidan, I realized the reason for it being 
called the “Lungs of Calcutta”. It looked to be a huge park, comparable to 
New York’s Central Park or London’s St. James’. Refreshing air blew 
across the green turf, which extended from the banks of the river and Fort 
Williams on one side to the Chowringhee Road on the other. Just as Moira 
had said, the gentry of Calcutta, having attended the services at their 
respective churches, poured out of carriage after carriage and strode along 
the many walkways. 

Moira had the carriage halted at the north end of the Maidan, for she 
wished to visit the Eden Park there, particularly to show us a recently built 
Burmese pagoda that had been acquired after the conquest of Burma. It 
indeed looked exquisite, between the ferns beside a pond, but was a stark 
reminder of the powers of the British Empire. Later we strolled by the 
impressive ramparts of Fort William. However, a look inside was 
postponed for a later time, as it would have taken some hours to see all 
the armaments on display there. 

On our walk, we encountered many friends and acquaintances of the 
Stewarts, who kindly introduced Papa and me to them. All seemed happy 
to meet us and engaged us in pleasant discourse. Before parting, most 
presented us with their card with an invitation to call on them whenever 
we were next in the city. 

As we turned back towards the carriage, for we still had some locales 
in the city left to visit, I heard a voice from behind call out my name. I 
turned around and a broad smile must have lit up my face when I saw it 
was the tall and erect Colonel Humphrey, smartly dressed in a blue 
uniform and hat, waving his swagger stick in the air. 

He approached us and, after shaking his hand, I introduced him 
around.  

Doctor Stewart seemed to remember him and said, “Welcome back, 
Colonel.” 

“Which regiment are you with, Colonel?” Papa asked. 
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“None as yet. I’m actually on Dal’s staff.” 
I saw Moira’s eyes light up. “Why, that’s wonderful. Would you be 

attending the GG’s Spring Ball?” 
“I might,” he said and then, turning to me, asked, “Why, Margaret, I 

thought you would be upcountry by now.” 
“I might have been, sir, if not for the kind hospitality of Moira and 

Doctor Stewart.” 
“I’ll be on a tour up to old Delhi pretty soon.” 
I smiled at him. “Would that be on business or holiday?” 
“A bit of both. Have to investigate some petitions from folks 

disputing their treatment. Nasty business, this annexation.” 
Doctor Stewart asked, “Are we annexing any more states?” 
“Can’t say what Dal or the new man, Canning, have in mind. This is 

some old stuff. Bithur and Jhansi.” 
“Is the Nana still not satisfied with the answers?” 
“Apparently not. Has sent his man, what’s the name … Azzi … or 

somebody, all the way to India House in London!” 
“Well, Jhansi is not too far from us,” Papa said. “Trust you’ll stop by 

our humble Mission.” 
“Yes, I most certainly will. We’ve been hearing a lot about the good 

work you Americans are doing at Futtehgurh.” 
“Will you be meeting the Rani?” Moira asked. 
“I’d like to, if she’ll see me. But then again, may not actually see her. 

The old girl stays in purdah, you know,” the Colonel said with a chuckle. 
“What’s happening in Delhi, Colonel?” Doctor Stewart asked, likely 

wishing for some insider information. 
But the Colonel was not letting us in on anything. He simply replied, 

“Oh, have a chat with old Zafar. Make him feel like the Mughal Emperor 
he thinks he still is. We used to go on partridge hunts together. He’s a 
damn good shot. Used to be able to hit a bird from horseback.” 

“Will your daughters be joining you here, Colonel?” Moira asked. 
“Don’t think so. They have their own lives. Children and husbands to 

look after … those sorts of things. I’ll have to bach it here. But look, I’ve 
held you up long enough. I’m sure Margaret and Reverend James have lots 
more to see. You have my card, Margaret, don’t you?” 

I nodded. The Colonel left after bidding us good day and a safe 
journey. 

It was past noon when we got back into the carriage. We drove for 
tiffin to the Grand Hotel, which was situated in a Victorian-style building. 
From its wide-stepped entrance and the hustle and bustle in the well-
appointed lobby, I imagined it would have cost quite a bit to stay there. 
While the restaurant was charmingly decorated in an Eastern style, the 
cuisine was mostly British. It being Sunday, roast beef and Yorkshire 
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pudding were the main features of the day. All the walking had made me 
very hungry and I enjoyed the four-course meal, served by polite Anglo-
Indian staff. 

After the fortifying lunch, it was time to visit the city. As we neared 
the center, the first imposing edifice Doctor Stewart pointed out was the 
Government House. Being the offices and residence of the Governor 
General, it was the seat of the East India Company, but more so the British 
power in India. I thought its central dome was what signified its 
importance. It was in there, Moira informed us, where all the magnificent 
balls were held.  

We passed by many other prominent buildings, including the 
impressive structure of the Calcutta Medical College and Hospital where 
Doctor Stewart said he worked and I should visit on my next trip to 
Calcutta. After a round of the city streets, Doctor Stewart asked the 
carriage driver to stop at Tank Square, where we alighted. Around the tank, 
or pond rather, was where the original village had once stood; over time, 
it had become ringed by impressive European-style buildings. 

We stood in front of a large, very Mediterranean-looking building. 
Doctor Stewart said, “This is the Writers’ Building, the offices of the 

East India Company.” 
“Why is it called that?” I asked. 
He laughed. “Most likely because the many clerks, called ‘writers’, sit 

there writing business agreements, receipts and such.” 
“They’ll be writing a lot more with all the expansion that’s going on,” 

Moira said. 
“Really, like where?” Papa asked. 
“I’ve heard Oudh’s next,” Moira said. 
“Yes, I’m hearing rumors to that effect as well. Apparently the GG is 

not happy with the way the Nawab is managing his affairs,” Doctor 
Stewart explained. 

That puzzled me. “I don’t see why the East India Company should 
meddle in his affairs.” 

Doctor Stewart merely shrugged. “Do you wish to see the old Fort 
Williams—what’s left of it?” 

I nodded and Papa said, “And, pray, could you take us by the Black 
Hole as well?” 

Doctor Stewart looked inquiringly at Moira. “All right, Edward,” she 
agreed. “I’ve finally got the courage to see and hear the death knell of all 
those unfortunate Europeans who were imprisoned there.” 

I wanted to see it as well. I was curious about that place, for I did not 
know the full story behind it. As Doctor Stewart led the way, I caught up 
to him and asked, “Why were the Europeans imprisoned?” 

“It happened in 1756, Margaret. Until then, the East India Company 
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and their staff, mostly British, had been permitted by the Mughal Emperor 
to live in peace, for they were considered to be traders. I believe there was 
a treaty. They’d settled around Calcutta and built Fort Williams. It wasn’t 
much of a fort, really. More like a warehouse, a safe place to secure their 
goods. A small garrison was also maintained there. However, the Nawab 
of Bengal, Siraj-ud-Daulah, likely being alarmed at the construction of the 
fort and the presence of soldiers, decided to capture it. Some say he also 
had other ideas: to expand his power base and annex a bigger chunk of the 
disintegrating Mughal Empire. The Company’s small force that defended 
Fort William was no match for the Siraj’s army. The fort was taken and 
the Europeans, who could not flee, were imprisoned there. The rest is 
history.” He concluded the short chronicle with a grim expression. 

We crossed a few streets and shortly came upon what looked to be 
the remains of an old mud building. It seemed that some construction had 
started at one end, and debris blocked the front of the structure. As entry 
was difficult, especially for European ladies dressed in voluminous frocks, 
Doctor Stewart knew of another entryway and waved at us to follow him. 
We walked behind him, round the crumbling walls, to the rear of the fort, 
where a small passageway was visible. While some of the people who 
passed by in the street gave us curious glances, we entered the semi-dark 
passage in single file. 

The air smelled dank and musty, of animal excrement, and it made me 
wonder if it was a good idea to have gone in there. Sunlight filtered in 
where the roof had caved in at several spots. 

After turning a corner, Doctor Stewart stopped before the doorway 
of a small room. A board barely hanging sideways on one nail, above the 
opening, read in faded letters: Guard Room. The door had collapsed and lay 
in small pieces inside the dusty cell. 

Papa asked, “Is this it, Edward?” 
Doctor Stewart nodded as he walked into the room and we followed. 
Moira exclaimed, “Goodness, no windows at all. If it wasn’t for those 

two small openings near the ceiling, it would indeed be a black hole.” 
My eyes were just beginning to get used to the dim light and I saw 

Papa pacing the room in measured steps. 
“I make it about twenty feet by fifteen at the most. What do you say, 

Edward?” Papa’s voice echoed in the small prison. 
“You are about right, James.” 
“And one hundred and forty-five persons were crammed in here?” 
“One hundred and forty-six was the reported number.” 
“That many? If they managed to squeeze all of them in, it’s a miracle 

that even twenty-three survived that terrible night. Unbelievable,” Papa 
shook his head. 

“As I said, James, the count has been disputed,” Doctor Stewart said 
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in a calm voice. 
“This place is beginning to give me the shivers,” Moira said in a shaky 

voice. “If you all have seen enough, why don’t we move on?” 
I was starting to feel sick as well, and tears formed in my eyes. “Yes, I 

agree.” I felt horrified, imagining the dead bodies of all those who had 
suffered and died here. 

Papa said, “Before we go, let us pray for all those who died here that 
dreadful night.” 

We stood silently in a circle with our heads down and joined hands. 
Papa recited a prayer for the deceased. 

Emerging from the fort into the bright sunlight was like returning into 
the real world, having travelled, as if in a time machine, into a bygone 
period. We slowly walked back towards the carriage. It was getting late and 
the setting sun cast an orangey glow in the clouds approaching from the 
Bay of Bengal. The numerous birds that had flown around chirping were 
beginning to take shelter in the trees, likely anticipating the heavy rain 
shower that was surely to follow.  

When we reached the landau, the Stewarts asked if we wished to see 
some more of Calcutta. I was glad that all declined, for walking in the heat 
had made me quite weary. 

On the drive back, while we sat in the clattering carriage, enjoying the 
cooler evening breeze and the landmarks, I was still absorbed in the past 
events at the fort. Wishing to learn some more about Calcutta’s history, I 
turned to Doctor Stewart. “So when did the British retake the fort from 
that nawab—what was his name?” 

“Siraj-ud-Daulah. As a matter of fact, it was in the very next year, 1757. 
Fortunately, in anticipation of a war with the French, the British had been 
accumulating a large armada at Madras. Have you heard of Robert Clive?” 

I nodded. 
“He was just a young man then, having grown up from a Company 

writer to a soldier. Since none of the senior officers thought that diverting 
a force towards Calcutta was a good idea, Clive was given command. He 
sailed with a small force. Would you believe he not only drove the Nawab’s 
forces out of Calcutta, but also scared Siraj so much that he made peace? 
By February 1757, Fort Williams was back in British hands, and the 
Company’s privileges were renewed and, moreover, extended to things like 
the permission to use their own money.” 

“But, Edward, wasn’t there another battle at Plassey?” Moira 
interjected. 

“Yes, dear. I was coming to that. It was hardly a battle, really.” 
“Then how did we drive Siraj out of Bengal?” Moira asked, looking 

perplexed. 
“Intrigue, my dear. Intrigue!” Doctor Stewart said with a chuckle. 
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“Wasn’t there a conspiracy of some kind?” Papa asked. 
“Yes. Right you are, James. The poor Nawab was betrayed by his own 

General!” 
“Oh, how awful,” I said. 
“Happens all the time, Margaret. In love as well as in war,” he said 

with a smile. 
I thought of something that had happened to me in Crimea, and said, 

“Yes. I know it only too well.” 
The others looked at me curiously, as if to ask what I implied. “I mean 

I’ve heard of such betrayals. So, did that General kill the Nawab in the 
battle?” I hastened to add. 

“No. That might have meant him endangering his own life in a battle. 
That General, Mir Jafar—also a relative of the Nawab, by the way—
ingeniously, simply kept his divisions out of the battlefield. The Nawab 
panicked and fled on a camel, leaving Clive to an easy victory over the 
whole of Bengal.” 

“What happened to the General?” 
“Clive kept his promise all right. While he became the British 

Governor of Bengal, he appointed Mir Jafar as a nominal Nawab.” 
“That was Clive’s first governorship, wasn’t it?” Papa asked. 
“Yes. During that term, he was involved in numerous intrigues and 

wars with the French and Dutch. I believe the earlier Danish settlement, 
at Serampore just north of us, was purchased. Hence, after restoring order 
in Bengal, Clive returned to England in 1760. 

“Nevertheless, within a couple of years, things here fell apart again. 
There were mismanagements, corruption and gift-taking within the 
Company. These and other issues led to a serious crisis in 1764, when the 
whole Mughal army from Delhi, including the Nawab of Oudh, descended 
upon Bengal. However, using skillful maneuvers, the British managed to 
repulse the attackers. Clive was dispatched back to Calcutta, for a second 
governorship, in 1765.” 

“My wife’s brothers served in the Company and, I dare say, profited 
greatly,” Papa said. “But I’ve heard that later Clive himself got into hot 
waters with the British government. What was that all about?” 

“Well, you know, Clive was a masterful negotiator. Using the defeat 
of the Mughal army in the 1764 battle, he negotiated a treaty with the 
Emperor. In a brilliant move, just for the return of some of the captured 
territory of Oudh, he had the Mughal Emperor declare the Company as 
his Diwani, the chief tax collector of Bengal. This virtually legalized the 
Company’s power over Bengal but, nevertheless, opened the doors to 
widespread corruption. Unfortunately, Clive fell victim to that greed as 
well. Due to ill health, he returned to England in 1767 with a sizeable 
fortune. For a lad from Market Drayton to have amassed so much wealth 
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was unacceptable in the eyes of the British public. He was tried and 
although exonerated, having been disgraced, he committed suicide in 
1774.” 

“What a sad ending for a great person,” Moira remarked. 
“Yes, and a daredevil, I’d say. I heard that he used to scare the 

townsfolk by hanging upside down from the church’s steeples!” Papa 
chuckled. “Does the Company still transfer, what’s it called … the Diwani 
to the Mughal Emperor in Delhi?” 

Doctor Stewart laughed. “No. Not anymore, James. Warren Hastings 
put an end to that a long time ago, although in Delhi, Shah Zafar is paid a 
large pension. But you know, soon enough ...” 

While Doctor Stewart and Papa engaged in a discourse on the British 
India politics, my mind wandered. Tears returned to my eyes as I thought 
again about the betrayal I had faced in Crimea, which had led to the death 
of my dear Robert. I wondered what had become of my tormenter, Albert, 
and if he had recovered enough to return to Canada. I was certain his wife, 
Nancy—who believed herself to be the prettiest woman in Grimsby—
would not have wished to stay much longer at that hospital in Scutari, 
Turkey. Did she know what her husband had done? I thought not. But I 
was sure it was she who had enticed my husband, not the other way 
around, as Albert had claimed. Should I write to her? No—what would be 
the point? She would never believe me. Perhaps it would be better if I 
wrote to Robert’s mother, Aunt Fiona. But then again, it would only 
distress her. She would be busy looking after her fruit preserves business 
and operating the shop on Grimsby’s Main Street. A better person of 
whom to make some inquiries might be Cousin Heather. She was looking 
after my children, our children, Robert’s and mine, the treasures he had 
left me. His parting gift had been this tiny one growing inside me. How 
much I missed my Bruce and Vika. I wondered if they were well and 
remembered their mother at all. Had it been less than a year since I had 
left them? Goodness, it seemed like a lifetime... 

“Look, they have set up the tea table and chairs out in the garden, just 
as I told them,” Moira exclaimed, as the carriage rounded the corner onto 
the driveway of their Bengali-kothi. Not being able to get my tongue around 
that name, I was glad that it was called a ‘bungalow.’  

I hurried to my bedroom to wash and change before tea, and was 
pleased to see the dresses the derzi had altered, neatly folded and left on 
top of the silk bedspread. I placed them in the sea chest, along with some 
of my other things in the room, for we were to sail for Futtehgurh the next 
day. 

I had nearly finished changing when there was a knock on the door; 
at my “come in”, Doctor Stewart entered. 

“Ah, Margaret, I didn’t wish to disturb you. Just want to leave this 
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with you.” He held out a white envelope. 
I took it from him. “What is it, sir?” 
“There is a letter from the Indian Medical Service, confirming your 

appointment to the Civil and Military Hospital in Delhi, and other 
information. You will be happy to know that,” he glanced at my belly, 
“they have granted you medical leave. You will be on half-pay until you 
join them.” 

“Why, thank you, Doctor. It is so considerate of the IMS. Could you 
please pass on my appreciation to them?” 

“I’ll gladly do that. By the way, there is some advance pay in there and 
a receipt for it. Would you be good enough to sign it and give it to me? I 
shall deliver it to the IMS office tomorrow.” 

I scribbled my signature and handed the paper back to him. He must 
have thought of something and added, “Oh, yes. Your boat ticket, to 
Futtehgurh, has been purchased and is with your Papa. Please claim the 
balance of your travel expenses when you reach Delhi.” 

I said I would, and thanked the doctor again for all his kindness and 
hospitality. 

He left after saying, “Do come out to the garden soon. Tea is ready. 
Moira had some of those Indian snacks prepared. You’ll love the gulab-
jamuns.” 

 
The next morning, it being a Monday, Doctor Stewart left early for 

the hospital, having wished a farewell to Papa and me the night before. 
Moira accompanied us in the carriage to the docks, from where we were 
to embark on a small sailboat for the journey up the Ganges.  

There was the usual pandemonium on the pier. Travelers, mostly 
natives, hurried about, trying to find their vessels. The rich, dressed in 
colorful clothes, had coolies carrying their luggage, while the poorer ones 
carried their own, placing some of the trunks even on their heads. We 
found our boat and, having stowed our luggage in the tiny cabin, came 
back onto the dock to say goodbye to Moira. 

Amid all the hustle and bustle, we found a quiet corner. Moira hugged 
me and said, “Margaret, dear, do send a telegram of your safe arrival at 
Futtehgurh. I will be so worried.” 

I said I would do that, and thanked her again for her wonderful 
hospitality and all the care and attention. Papa shook her hand and thanked 
her several times. We parted with her wishing me a safe delivery, and to 
return to Calcutta to show them the baby. We invited them to visit 
Futtehgurh soon. 

As the yacht sailed away, we watched Moira standing on the pier in a 
red dress and matching bonnet. She kept waving her parasol until she was 
reduced to a dot; a rose amidst the sea of humanity. 
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 While we had made many plans for the future, little did we know that 
the events that were about to unfold would alter our destiny. 

 
 


