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THE TRUE LIFE OF

CAPT. SIR RICH.ARD F. BURTON

R.C.M.G. F.R.G.S. ETC~

CHAPTER I

RICHARD FRANCIS BURTON was born on the
roth March, 1821, at Barham House, Herts, the

home of his maternalgrandfather and grandluother, Richard
and Sarah Beckwith Baker. His mother, one of three co­
heiresses, had married the earliest; and he, her first child,
became the darling of the household. Baptized in due course
at Elstree Parish Church, he spent most part of his infancy
with these relatives; and, as often happens even with very'
young children, who have passed two or three perfectly
happy years, and never quite forget them, he could just
remember being brought down after dinner to dessert,
seated on the knee of a tall man with yellow hair and
bright blue eyes.

His grandfather on the paternal side he never saw. The
Rev. Edward Burton, Rector of Tuam, was educated in
England for the Church; and, on being presented with his
Irish benefice, left the Lake Country with his brother
Edmond, afterwards Dean of Killala, and settled in Ireland
for the rest at his life. These brothers, originally of Barker's
Hill, near Shap, \¥estrnoreland, were related to the Burtons
of Longnor, like Lord Conynghamand Sir Charles Burton
of Pollacton; and were, in fact, collateral descendants of



2 Captain Sir R. F. Burton, K.C.M.G.

Francis Pierpoint Burton first Marquis of Conyngham.
The notable man of the family, Sir Edward Burton, fought
so bravely during the Wars of the Roses, that he was made
a Knight Banneret by Edward IV after the second battle
of St. Albans.

The rector who; besides his living, possessed private
means, had not been long in Ireland before he purchased
the property of Newgarden, near Tuam, where he seems to
have combined, according to the easy-going fashion of the
day, the duties of squire and parson. Like most clergymen
he married young and had a large family; but his wife,
Maria Margaretta, daughter by a Lejeune of Dr. John
Campbell, Vicar General of Tuam, long survived him.

Concerning the ancestry. of the said Maria Margaretta
there exists an interesting legend, one which also affects
several well-known Irish families, to wit, the N ettervilles,
Droughts, Graves, Plunketts and Trimlestons. Morethan
one document exists to prove that Louis Lejeune, father
of Sarah, Dr. Campbell's wife, was a son of Louis
Quatorze,Qy the Comtesse de Montmorenci, The mother,
aHuguenot, having repented of 'her error and fearing her
child would be educated as a Papist, had him secretly
carried off to Ireland at an early age, where his name was
translated to Young, and where he became eventually a
doctor of divinity in the Anglican Church. This romantic
story, familiar to widely scattered members of the families
already referred to, is curiously corrobated by the striking
resemblance between the Bourbons and certain of their
supposed descendants. A miniature of Maria Margaretta
preserved amongst the family treasures, depicts the peculiar
Bourbon traits so vividly that no one fails to remark the
pear-shaped face and head .that culminated in Louis
Philippe.

Either the rector had proved an unusually good hus­
band, or the widow found her position almost intolerable
after. his death, for it is said, she never ceased to regret
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his loss, un til she was laid beside him in the old cathedral
at Tuam. As four sons and four daughters were the r.esult
of their union, her house was not left desolate; but in those
days the lot of a widow residing in County Galway must
have been far from pleasant. Not. that she was wanting
in courage. On one occasion N ewgarden was broken
into by thieves. Her sons seem to :have .been. absent,
so Madam Burton, as her tenantry called her, lighted
a candle, went upstairs to fetch some gunpowder which
was kept in a barrel, loaded her pistols, and hastened down
to the hall, to find the robbers decamped.' She then
romembered the dip which, in her hurry, she had left
standing on the barrel in disagreeable proximity. to the
explosive contents, and at the risk of being blown to atoms,
she coolly re-entered the room and removed the guttering
wick from its perilous position.

Joseph Netterville, her third and handsomest son, was
the father of the traveller. He had too n1any brothers and
sisters to remain idle at home, and as obtaining a com­
mission in the army was a far easier matter then than it is
now, he decided to become a soldier. On being gazetted to
the 36th Regiment, he insisted upon several of his tenants
enlisting at the same time, and so cleared his mother's
property for a while, from some of the wildest and most
dangerous characters. But his military career proved
a short one. After he had seen a little service in
Sicily, -his regiment was ordered to England, where it
remained in inglorious idleness during the stirring times
on the Continent. Finally, _in 1819, he obtained several
months' leave and married Martha Beckwith Baker, one
of the three co-heiresses already mentioned, a descendant
on her mother's side of the Macgregors and Macleans.

Of this marriage were born three childrene-s-Richard
Francis, Maria Catherine Eliza, who married in 1845
Lieutenant-General Sir. Henry William Stisted, K.C.B.,
and Edward Joseph Netterville. After the birth of the

1-2
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last, Colonel Burton gave up soldiering for ever. Although
a stalwart, broad-chested man, he was seized in the prime
of life' by bronchial asthma, a complaint which, appearing
in one of its severest forms, utterly incapacitated him for
active service. A faint hope of being' able to rejoin his
regiment at some. future time prevented him from selling
out, so he went on half pay, as it proved, for the remainder
of his life. Thus young Richard's migratory instincts were

. early fostered: during many years the family roamed in­
cessantly over the Continent in search of health, or at least
some alleviation of the father's sufferings.

Hoping to breathe more freely; in the comparatively dry
.air of Touraine, Colonel Burton pitched his tent at Tours.
.The Chateau de Beausejour, his first house, stood on the
right bank of the Loire, half way up the heights that bound
the stream. It commanded a lovely view, was surrounded
on three sides by a charming garden and vineyard, and
proved quite an ideal home. The children revelled in
country pleasures, eating grapes in the vineyard and working
in their own little private gardens; the father, whose health
for a time improved almost miraculously, indulged in boar­
hunting in le Foret d' Ambroise; and the mother, a veritable
Martha, looked after her house and her little ones. She had
other duties, for Beausejour was no hermitage. Tours then
contained some two hundred English families, attracted by
the beauty of the place and the facilities of education; and
as the Burtons enjoyed a comfortable income (Mr. Baker
had died suddenly just before they left England), they kept
an excellent chef and cellar, and were noted for their hos­
pitality.

They were popular, and not merely on account of
keeping open house. To begin with, they were pleasant­
looking people. Colonel Burton,once the .handsornest man
of his regiment, had a clear, olive complexion, delicately
modelled, slightly arched nose, and bright piercing eyes,
'His wife, with her luxuriant brown hair, large grey eyes,
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tall, graceful figure, a.nd tiny han~s and feet, was, if not... so
regular in feature, quite as attractive as the. husband. -1 he
children followed suit. Richard, a dark, clever-faced boy,
showed every indication of equalling his sire's good looks;
his sister was a lovely pink-cheeked girl; and Edward had
the profile of a Greek statue. But this was not all. Most
of us have been taught" somewhat erroneously that looks
matter little ; the truth is, form and feature often convey
a true idea of character. It was so in this instance; for
the Burtons were not merely sociable, courteous, and gene­
rous, but thoroughly well principled. Steady, old-fashioned
Church folk, free from the rabid Evangelicalism then at its
height, and the Tractarianism which later became so
general, they were as true to what they thought right as
the needle to the pole. Richard Burton said, in after days,
that his father was the most moral man he had ever
known; and would often add, in his curious, abrupt way,
"Nice to be able to feel proud of one's parents!" It must
be allowed that the Colonel's line of conduct with respect to
the education of his boys, was not the most sagacious that
could have been followed, but clairvoyance is given to few.
The wife was gentle, intensely unselfish; the daughter pos­
sessed all the family virtues, marred· by none of the faults;
and Edward was noted for lavish generosity.

Richard, owing perhaps to weak health, for as a child
he showed no indication of his future herculean strength,
was the least amiable, Rough in m€Lnner, mischievous as
a monkey'; and subject to outbursts of temper, he often
called down upon his head the vials of his father's wrath.
But, on the other hand, he was brave and affectionate in the
highest degree. When he had the toothache it was known
only next day-by the swelling of his face. But where
his affections were concerned his stoicism vanished. He
adored his mother, thinking nothing in heaven or earth
too, good for her ; and one of the earliest stories recorded
of him is that he was -found rolling on the floor, how ling
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with mingled rage and anguish because some women had
carriages to drive in while for a time his parent had to go
on foot. He was nearly as much attached to his sister.
Some years later he was amusing himself, boy fashion, by
throwing stones, one hit the little girl by mischance and
cut her forehead so severely that she could not help crying
out. Aghast at what he had done, he rushed up to her,
flung his arms around her neck, burst into a paroxysm of
sobs and tears, and not for some time did he recover his
composure, Pets of all kinds he delighted in, often spend­
ing hours trying to revive S0111e unlucky bird or beast
which, like pets in general, had come to a sad. and untimely
end; in fact, it is said he did once succeed in resuscitating
a favourite bullfinch which had nearly drowned itself in a
water jug. To sum up, all his relatives agreed that though
often most troublesome and disagreeable, "Dick" was one
of the warmest-hearted boys that ever breathed.

As all three children were .more or less fond of reading,
their father began their education early. One morning
when" Dick" was only six years old, he and his brother

.were conveyed to Tours and introduced as pupils to a
lame Irish schoolmaster named Clough. . These Liliputian
learners spent their time at first wondering at their novel
surroundings, and after a pretence at lessons, took advantage
of their hours of freedom' by playing with pop-guns, spring
pistols, and tin and wooden sabres, so realistically too, that
small "Dick ,', quite longed to kill the porter because he
dared to gibe at the sabres de bois and pistolets de paille.
Unfortunately it was soon found that the Chateau de
Beausejour was too far from the town for the boys to'
trudge to and fro every day, so the family .moved to the
Rue de I'Archeveche, the then best streetiin Tours, but
unsuitable for delicate parents and young children,

Here the Burtons remained until 1829. Then the father,
whose complaint had become fairly bearable, resolved to
return for a while tov.England, An uncomfortable .sus-
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pICIon appe~rs to have crossed hi~ m~nd, that a foreig.n
education might not be the best thing In the world for hIS
boys. 'Sons of sund~y cronies at .Tours were turning o~t

distinctly, badly'; their example might be dangerous, and It
seemed more prudent to remove his lads from so disturbing
an influence. On arriving in London with a half-formed
intention of sending Richard and .Edward to Eton, to
prepare for Oxford and Cambridge, he unluckily met .a
blundering .friend 'who recommended a preparatory school
at Richmond;, and as the latter place was pleasantly get­
at-able, and his wife was anxious to remain near her mother
and sisters in Town, he .ultimately decided on settling for
a year in thisromantic suburb.

Opening upon the famous Green stood the school, ,a
handsome building with :a paddock which enclosed some
fine old elm trees. Rev. Charles Delafosse, the master, a
bluff and portly man with an aquiline nose, looked a model
pedagogue; he was assisted by a large staff of ushers, and
at first matters seemed most promising. But there must
have been something radically wrong both with the manage­
ment and the mode of teaching. The Burton boys learnt
next to nothing except a certain facility of using their' fists;
quarrels were so incessant that the playground was turned
into a miniature battlefield every day, when .the boys were
allowed to beat each other black and 'blue ; and the .fare
was limited in quantity and detestable in quality. Finally,
scarlet fever of a very malignant type broke out and put an
end to the Richmond scheme forever ..' Somelads diedythe
rest were sent to their respective ·homes. Richard and
Edward went straight to their vgrandmother's house in
Cumberland: -Street, to -avoidconveying~ the infection to
their .sister ; and it was well they did, so, for the elder
sickened a few days after' his arrival. He was tenderly .
nursed by his aunt, Georgiana Baker, and a friend, aiMiss
Morgan. Edward,. though intensely anxious to fall ill too,
and so come' in forsomeiof the.riice thinge.going-s-he was
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caught more' than once inhaling the air through the key­
hole of his brother's bedroom to ensure so desirable a piece
of luck-remained in excellent health; and the two little
chaps were soon taken by their kind relative to Ramsgate.

Meanwhile their father had become thoroughly disen­
cha~ted with Richmond. The school from which he had
hoped so much had turned out an expensive failure; worse
still, his family had been attacked with fever and influenza,
he felt ill and miserable, and fairly recoiled from the pros­
pect of spending another winter on the green. So marching
orders were again issued, and for the Continent. It would
have been wiser to leave the sons at Rugby or Eton, but
he was a warm-hearted Irishman, and distances in those
comparatively steamless days were much more formidable
than now. So he squared matters with his conscience
by engaging a tutor for his lads and a governess for his
daughter, and thus reinforced, the family left Richmond,
and went to Blois.

There education began in real earnest, the young people
working hard to make up for lost time. :The boys, under their
tutor, M. Du Pre, of Exeter College, Oxford, made rapid
progress in dead and living languages: local masters taught
them swimming, fencing, and, after some slight opposition,
dancing. Fencing was their pet occupation. They spent
1110st of their leisure in exchanging thrusts, either .with or
without the old French soldier who taught them; and after
Richard had passed his foil down his brother's throat,
nearly destroying the uvula, they learned not to neglect
the mask. "Dick ".,also spent many an anxious hour in.
attempting to train a falcon. The poor bird on whom the
"'prentice hand" was tried soon died, worn out like a
mediaeval saint, by austerities, especially in the fasting line,
and so bitterly mourned was it by its affectionate young
owner, that he never tried the experiment again until later
in life, when success attended his efforts.

At times the wild lads must have been very troublesome



Snails 9

neighbours. I t was about as easy to confine them to their
own premises, as to prevent cats from roaming. An elderly
French maiden who lived next door, tired of ceaseless irrup­
tions into her prim, well-kept grounds, at last complained
to the parents. Punishment had followed, not meekly
borne, and Richard, the chief offender, after deep cogita­
tion and frequent consultations with his brother and sister,
determined on revenge-revenge which should prove diffi­
cult to detect. He searched his own garden and the sur­
rounding neighbourhood, wherever he could gain access, for
fine, fat snails-so delightful to think of them devouring the
old wretch's flowers I-secured a goodly number over night
in a sack, and at early dawn before the enenlY was abroad,
clirnbed the wall with his burden and scattered the contents
over her most promising plants. A closer acquaintance
with the mysteries of French cooking would have spared
him the disappointment that ensued. When the old lady,
unaware of the three pairs of eyes anxiously awaiting her
arrival, did come out for her daily walk, her countenance
brightened. Hastily fetching a basket, she picked up as
many snails as it would hold, and vanished into her kitchen
with her bonne to make soup.

That year the winter at Blois was very severe. Water
froze in the drawing-room. Colonel Burton had' a fearful
attack of asthma, which he insisted on leaving to run its,
own course, one of his peculiarities being that he would
never send for medical advice, until death stared him in the
face. Change of air and scene was his only remedy. And
as he had to spend night after night propped in a chair,
utterly unable to lie down, his- laboured breathing audible
half over the house, it seemed about time to try it. So no
sooner had spring set in, and the milder weather rendered
it possible for him tomove, than he proposed going to Italy.
His wife, poor thing, who only moderately enjoyed a migra­
tory existence, was aghast; but the young people, all three
rovers at heart, were wild with delight on 'hearing of this
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exciting project. It seemed almost too good to be true
when the yellow travelling chariot, a luxury indispensable
to v well-to-do folk of that period, was taken out of its
coach-house and furbished up for the journey. This
equipage contained all the funny old-fashioned receptacles
then .in vogue, some of whose very names are unfamiliar
-imperial, boot, sword-case, and plate-chest-a sort of
miniature home on wheels. And during such leisurely
progress-s-it took a month "to get to I taly-s-comforts were
required, for the posting and country inns were at times
far from agreeable. Of course, everybody could not
squeeze into the chariot, roonlY though it was, so it
was occupied by the father, mother, and daughter, while
a chaise drawn by an ugly horse known as Dobbin, driven
by young Richard, accomrnodated the rest of the family.
The boy delighted in acting Jehu, though at the close of
each day his father very rightly insisted on his attend­
ing to the watering, feeding, and rubbing down of the
steed in question, before he got his own dinner. At
Marseilles, chariot, chaise, horse, and family were shipped
to Leghorn, a spot which 'proved so utterly uninhabitable
that, after a few days' rest, the. 'colonel and his belongings
transferred .themselves to Pisa.

Although they often returned to it, the Burtons' first
sojourn under ithe 'shadow of the Leaning Tower was a
very brief one. Next summer found them at Siena, and their
stay in that venerable town, one of the dullest places
under heaven, was far from exciting. Hitherto Italy
had certainly not realised expectations; but, by the end
of September, the father determined to visit Rome, so
with hopes once more raised to their highest pitch, the
children watched the chariot-which, by the way,was
drawn by post-horses-Dobbin, and the chaise being made
ready for the march.

Travelling invetturino was not ·without its charm. It
is true one setdonlprogressedmore than five miles an
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hour; if uphill still less; and in some parts of Italy the
fear of brigands was a distinct bar to perfect enjoyment.
Moreover, the harness was perpetually breaking; and often
a horse fell lame ; and the inns were too far apart to render
such accidents easily remedied; but one saw the country
thoroughly, and .went along slowly enough to impress
everything on the memory. Food consisted chiefly of
omelettes, pigeons, and ill-fed' chickens, the latter being
killed unpleasantly soon before dinner; but bread, wine, and
oil were excellent, and adulteration was then unknown.
Taking it altogether, it is doubtful whether we have
changed for the better, rushing along in hot, crowded
railway carriages, hustled over our meals, and catching so
fleeting a glimpse of the fairest scenes, that ,ve often return
home feeling decidedly hazy as to what we have seen and
what we haven't.

At .Rome, sight-seeing was pursued with peculiar ardour.
The young Buttons were wild with delight at visiting all the
celebrated sites of which they had S9 often heard; for, be it
ren1en1bered, they were well-read youngsters, and would
have turned up their noses at the mawky story-books, so
popular nowadays .arnongst our boys and girls. They
roamed with" Mrs. Starke" under the arm, for " Murray"
and "Baedeker" were not then invented, from the Vatican
to the Capitol, from-church to palazzo, from ruin to ruin.
Little did they car~ that the Ghetto was a disgrace to
civilization, that the Trastevere was filthy as an African
village, that the Tiber flooded the lower town. Sufficient
that it was the Tiber. When they tired of the city, they
made' long excursions into the country; .Richard even
ascended Mount Soracte. And when the HolyWeek came
round, its ceremonies presided over by that very jovial old
pontiff, Gregory XVI, we maybe sure not one was shirked
by the active young people. Being staunch Protestants,
they were much amused to hear the Romans cracking small
jokes upon the mien and demeanour of theVecchierello,




