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Writing on water

Single white goose quill
what are you writing
drifting gently on
water’s silk surface
making your mark
between liquid and air
leaving behind you
an imprint of movement
the hint of a message?
there’s more to writing
than words.

JBP



To the late Thomas Machell of  Crackenthorpe and his wider family
and to my own immediate family,

my late husband Glencairn, children Finella and Hamish
 and grandchild Felix Glencairn



JBP’s sketchmap of  the Indian Subcontinent showing places mentioned in the text
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Thomas’s self-portrait in Arab dress. He assumed the alias Sheikh Abdullah el Hajji while 
travelling with Arab merchants for five months from Calcutta to Cairo. His father, the Revd 

Robert Machell, endorsed the picture as being a true likeness. 



1. Meeting Thomas

Let your life lightly dance on the edges of  Time 
like dew on the tip of  a leaf. 

   (Rabindranath Tagore)

I first met Thomas at the very end of  the 20th century. The attraction was 
instant and when I parted from him in London I felt physically sick.
Back home in the West Country I immersed myself  in preparations for 

the last Christmas of  the century. I made mince pies, wrapped presents, and 
dangled over the fireplace my great-great-grandmother’s quaint Victorian 
fairies, almost succeeding in putting Thomas out of  my mind. Almost, but 
not quite; every so often I caught myself  thinking about him. The pungent 
spices of  mulled wine transported me back not only to the East Indies but 
also to the lingering flavours of  our meeting. I recalled his hints of  exotic 
travels in far-off lands, and his longing for someone to heed his words before 
the century was over. I had no need of  a new man in my life, but I sensed 
such yearning beneath his spirited tone and adventurous tales that it seemed 
heartless to turn my back on him without giving him a second chance. 

Thomas was 129 years old the day I was born, and 175 when we met. 
But he will remain forever younger than me, since he died at 39, whereas I 
am still going strong. The fact that he is dead is no bar to his speaking to me, 
or to anyone else for that matter. He made sure of  this during his lifetime by 
treating his personal Journals as his ‘Talking Papers’. And talk they certainly 
do – in five volumes totalling almost 3,000 pages, sprinkled with whimsical 
watercolours. 

These extraordinary Journals came my way by serendipity. An 
acquaintance from Devon, a librarian, while attending a meeting at the 
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British Library in the spring of 1999, had happened to notice a manuscript 
volume in a showcase. It was open at a page with an amusing watercolour 
entitled ‘Indigo planters after tiffin’. He had glanced at the label. It described 
the volume as written by a Victorian, Thomas Machell, ‘midshipman in 
the merchant navy and indigo planter’. The word ‘indigo’ sparked the 
librarian because he had previously supplied me with books for my indigo 
studies. 

So indigo was the bait that lured me to Thomas, though he waited long 
enough to reel me in. I had been hooked by indigo one summer’s day when, 
in the granite courtyard of  an old Devon farmhouse, I fed a white cloth 
deep into an indigo dye-vat, pulled it out minutes later and watched its 
colour transform in the air from yellow through turquoise to midnight blue. 
I resolved there and then to discover more about this magical and most 
universal dyestuff, unaware that the hook was in for life and that I would 
pursue indigo all over the world until Thomas caught me and took over. 
Then I had to pursue him all over the world. 

I cradle Thomas’s life in my hands as I carry his Journals from the Issue 
desk and place them on a large library table. For some reason I’m drawn to 
Volume Two. I ease the bound book from its case, feeling its density in my 
palms before opening it at random. As I start to decipher the slanting script 
with its wayward punctuation my breath changes rhythm. The modern 
readers around me fade away and I join Thomas on his lonely veranda in 
the Bengali jungle on a night of  steamy heat in the 1850s. Peering over his 
shoulder, I watch his hand move to and fro as he dips his quill into the inkpot 
to transfer his thoughts onto the paper. He is smoking his meerschaum, 
which keeps a halo of  insects at bay. Their incessant buzzing joins the sounds 
of  the quill’s scratch and the harsh sawing of  crickets. Thomas pauses and 
stares unseeing into the invisible, suffocating vegetation. He is brooding on 
his life and, out of  the thousands of  passages I might have read first, I have 
chanced across him just when he is musing on the unexpected way that 
indigo is shaping his life.

I lay aside this volume and try another (Four). The very next passage I 
read, again chosen at random, also hits home. It is dated the first day of  
April 1851 and Thomas has illuminated the letter ‘A’ and added a quotation 
from Byron:

’Tis strange, the shortest letter that man uses
Instead of speech, may form a lasting link
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Of ages; to what straits old Time reduces
Frail man, when paper – even a rag like this –
Survives himself, his tomb and all that’s his.

Just so. Thomas continues: ‘Yes I think it very probable that like my more 
learned namesake Thomas Machell of  Carlisle I shall leave behind me some 
seven volumes of  manuscript papers… and mayhap the words carelessly 
written at Rooderpore factory will be lighted upon in some musty library in 
the 20th century and quoted by some descendant who has heard that such 
volumes exist somewhere.’

That passage, like the indigo one, seems to target me. After all, I did 
indeed hear that such volumes existed in a library, as Thomas anticipated 
– and though the new British Library isn’t ‘musty’, the old one where they 
first landed certainly was. I am fulfilling Thomas’s forecast of  their being 
‘lighted upon’ in the twentieth century but have cut things pretty fine by 
finding them just weeks before the century ends. I can also see that in the 
future I might find occasion to quote them, though I am not a ‘descendant’ 
as far as I know. It is odd to be holding five volumes rather than Thomas’s 
predicted seven, though he voiced his forecast in Volume Four when very 
much alive, so how could he possibly have known that he would leave behind 
even five volumes, let alone seven? Strange. There is just time to look for 
clues at the end of  the last volume before the library shuts.

This one transports me to the Malabar hills of  southern India, where I 
also join my former self, since I stayed there in 1970. Both Jennys, past and 
present, savour the sweet coffee blossom with Thomas, but are thankful to 
be spared the rats that plagued him: ‘16th July 1856. The house is overrun 
with rats made traps for the unwary and squashed three.’ Together we 
experience the relentless monsoon weather. ‘The wind howls and whistles 
through the chinks and crannies of  the old Bungalow, then suddenly it dies 
away and the heavy pattering of  rain is heard faster and faster through the 
long hours of  the dreary night.’ Two months later dense clouds still envelop 
both jungle and Thomas himself  as he pens his final entry: ‘I have no longer 
the buoyant spirits and unbroken health of  younger days… at thirty-two I 
feel older than many I have seen with ten more years on their shoulders.’ 
He adds enigmatically: ‘Who shall mark the line between perseverance and 
rebellion, who shall tell where the resignation of  a Christian or the fatalism 
of  an Oriental begins or ends.’ Who indeed? I turn the page to find his very 
last sentence: ‘I grope in darkness Light of  the World. Grant to me that I 
may receive my sight.’
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The lively young man of  the earlier volumes now sounds utterly 
depressed. I assume he was on the point of  death when he wrote those 
words in his rat-filled Bungalow. 

The library is closing. The Journals are recalled to the Issue desk and I 
am recalled to the present, feeling disturbed and queasy.

At the time I was preparing to deliver the first lecture of  the new 
millennium at London’s Royal Geographical Society, its subject being 
‘Travels in Pursuit of  Indigo’. I couldn’t resist replacing two images of  mine 
that I had previously selected with two watercolours from the Journals, thus 
giving Thomas his very first public airing in that Society’s historic lecture 
hall, where such famous explorers as Shackleton have lectured. How proud 
and amazed Thomas would have been to see projected on a huge screen 
that comical sketch ‘Indigo planters after tiffin’. The other projection was 
his hand-drawn 1846 map of  ‘part of  Bengal showing stations or towns, 
and indigo and sugar factories’. His old map seemed just the thing in such 
a setting. I pointed to indigo estates and towns that were just hours apart 
by horseback in Thomas’s day but now lay several days from each other, 
modern transport notwithstanding, due to the frontier that had divided 
Bengal between India and Bangladesh since 1971. 

Having assumed that Thomas died suddenly aged 32 after writing the entry 
in southern India that concludes Volume Five, I contacted the organisations 
in London dedicated to recording British deaths and burials in India to 
establish when and where he had been buried. Their investigations showed 
no Thomas Machell to have died in India, though burials of  other Machells 
were on their lists. This was surprising. It made me wonder whether a 
sickly Thomas had struggled on board ship intent on returning home to 
convalesce (as he tells us he has done before) but had died en route and 
been buried in some alien port, or perhaps at sea, echoing a scenario he had 
himself  foreshadowed:

2nd December 1850. Let us take a look at the living freight of this 
‘Budgerow’ boat coming down from the Upper Provinces. On a low 
couch surrounded by a few dark faced servants an emaciated European 
is lying, gasping painfully for air whilst one of his attendants waves the 
hand punkah over his fevered head, see he sleeps and sleeping dreams of 
home. Disturb him not poor fellow, he is going home on sick certificate, 
sleeping he dreams he is there, hears the chime of the village bells, and 
sees again the loved faces, from whom he has long been absent, but let 
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him sleep on; for sleeping he dreams of that home which he is destined 
never to reach, for he will be shipped on board to die ere he reach the 
Line and add to the many thousands who lie under those dark blue 
waves.

I conducted a lengthy computer search. What would a Victorian make of  
someone sitting in a study in England’s Devonshire countryside making 
contact electronically with city institutions all over the world at the tap of  a 
keyboard? I tried the obvious sources first and drew blanks, and then a link 
took me to the Mormon archives in Salt Lake City. The Mormons (founded 
when Thomas was six) record as many deaths worldwide as possible in 
order to convert deceased souls to Mormonism. How Thomas’s clergymen 
ancestors would splutter in their graves if  they knew this. Of  course 
Thomas’s own name didn’t appear on the computer screen – nothing was 
ever as straightforward as that − but the Mormon records directed me to 
a chapter, entitled ‘Machells of  Crackenthorpe’, in an 1884 volume of  a 
British publication with the cumbersome title of  Transactions of  the Cumberland 
and Westmorland Antiquarian and Archaeological Society.

I went next morning to my local university (Exeter) to submit a loan 
request, hoping the publication could be tracked down somewhere. Imagine 
my astonishment when I found the university’s own library had a copy of  
this obscure book on its shelves. I wasn’t so surprised to find that it had last 
been issued to a reader over 40 years earlier. 

The chapter provides a short history of  the family up to Thomas’s 
generation, but gives no information about Thomas other than noting that 
‘the late Mr T. Machell’ (which I deduce is him) with his father and elder 
brother helped the author to collate the chapter I am reading. The text itself  
therefore doesn’t solve my mystery, but stuck into the back of  the book I find 
a bulky sheet of  folded paper. Gingerly I ease open the brittle folds and find 
an extensive family tree headed ‘Pedigree of  Machell of  Crackenthorpe’. 
It traces the family from Saxon times to the late 19th century and holds the 
vital key. At the top of  the sheet I find trios of  greyhounds leaping above 
emblazoned shields, and ancient names like Umfridus. I recognise these 
greyhounds: they also prance around Thomas’s Journals. My eyes zigzag 
down the centuries, encountering such names as Lancelot, Hugh and Robert. 
Important people have annotations summarising their achievements. The 
first Thomas on the tree dates to the 12th century, his entry stating simply 
that he ‘confirms grants of  land in Crackenthorpe received from his father’. 
However, his 17th century namesake, ‘Thomas the Antiquary’, has a 
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lengthy description of  his distinguished career. The tree broadens out to the 
generation I seek, which stretches right across the page, near the bottom. 
Here I find, among Thomas’s siblings, an illustrious older brother who is 
a Canon of  York, and an Army Captain younger brother decorated for 
bravery. Sandwiched between them is a stark entry for my Thomas: 

THOMAS M.
b. 12 Nov 1824, at
Beverley, d. unm., 14,
bur. 16 Dec. 1862, at
Nursingpore, E. Indies
M.I. there and at Et
ton; Will 29 Dec.,
1861

The entry can hardly be briefer − no annotation for this Thomas − but here 
is the information that has eluded me for months. And it has been in my 
own university library all the time.

So my conjectures were wrong. I had failed to heed Thomas’s own 
prophecy. A decade before his death, he wrote: ‘I am like Muhammed’s 
coffin suspended between two Magnets. Duty points to India as the place of  
my pilgrimage and most probably as the resting place of  my bones when my 
destiny is accomplished. Affection draws me towards home the pole star of  
my wanderings.’ So his hunch about where he would die was correct. From 
now on I learnt to listen to him.

The reason Thomas’s death in India didn’t feature in the registers was 
later pointed out to me. It seems that individuals in humble positions were 
sidelined by the Establishment, their burials not considered noteworthy. 
This explains why other Machell deaths feature in the official lists, but not 
Thomas’s. Lancelot, his younger brother, apparently served with distinction 
in the Bengal Horse Artillery, as well as being the ‘second best polo player 
in India’ (who was the best, one wonders?). He could hardly have been 
more pukka therefore, whereas Thomas clearly wasn’t, which made me 
warm to him more. Lancelot was buried in a famous military hill station 
in the North-West Provinces, but where on earth was Nursingpore, where 
Thomas was said to be buried?

I consulted a Victorian atlas and found that British mapmakers of  that 
period often settled for approximate transliterations of  Indian place names. 
Thus, for example, Manantavady, the town nearest to Thomas’s coffee 
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estate, appears as Manutoddy – in this case somewhat appropriately since 
much alcoholic toddy was made in the area. The old atlas showed two small 
towns anglicised to Nursingpore, both of  them far from the coffee estates 
of  Kerala where I assumed Thomas was still working when he died. Even 
on modern maps both towns, now spelt Narsinghpur and Narasinghpur, 
are remote. During British Raj times they were a world away from smart 
Calcutta with its famous Park Street cemetery. Trust Thomas, I thought, to 
make things more of  a challenge.

I had at least established that he died a lonely death in a mysterious 
outpost far from his family anchor and that he had neither wife nor (recorded) 
children of  his own. And he had reached the ripe old age of  thirty-nine, 
having survived a further six years after the last Journal entry in the British 
Library. His lifespan was now only six years short of  the European average 
at that time, not bad going considering his physical weaknesses as a child 
and his sometimes tumultuous life in the tropics that includes war, several 
bouts of  near-fatal diseases, and other physical dangers that felled men far 
stronger than him. His ability to cheat death, like the proverbial cat with 
nine lives, was a source of  surprise to Thomas. In April 1851 he writes: 
‘What can one think when one sees puny fellows like me knocking about by 
land and by sea now wet to the skin now sleeping for weeks like a vagrant 
in the open air and never a bit the worse for it whilst hale hearty looking 
fellows with the strength of  a giant just drop off with a cold.’ 

What, in any case, is a lifetime? Virginia Woolf  observed that ‘the true 
length of  a person’s life, whatever the DNB may say, is always a matter of  
dispute,’ and the biographer Richard Holmes concluded an article about 
Shelley’s death with the following: ‘Certainly human time is not divided 
into equal chapters. Nor is the “death scene” the true end of  any significant 
human story. We need to be aware that many lives change their shape as 
we look back on them. The dead may always have more life, more time, to 
give us.’

Thomas, through his Journals, was clearly yearning to give us more life, 
more time. But of  the different chapters in his life, the final one, covering 
six literal years (though goodness knows how many figurative ones) was 
now the most mysterious and open-ended, since written records appeared 
to be lacking. How was I going to find out what he had been up to during 
the most traumatic period of  India’s colonial history? ‘I shall leave behind 
me some seven volumes of  manuscript papers,’ he emphasised. Since each 
of  the five volumes now in the British Library covers approximately three 
years, the last six years of  his life would indeed have produced two more 
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volumes, bringing the total to seven, as he predicted. How could he have 
foreseen so accurately, over a decade before his death, that he would have 
written seven volumes of  Journals by the time he died? And did the missing 
volumes actually exist somewhere waiting to be discovered? If  not, had they 
vanished for good, or never been written? Thomas was clearly a compulsive 
writer. Could I unearth the ghostly two-volumes’ worth of  lost years that left 
such a gap in his story?

As Thomas gradually replaced indigo as the main passion in my life, 
friends took to greeting me with, ‘How’s your chap?’ The more I got involved 
with his Journals, the more I thought of  them as ‘mine’. Once, a year after 
I had discovered them, I phoned the library to order them in advance of  
a visit. To my horror I was told they were checked out to another reader. 
Only then did I realise just how possessive of  these Journals I was becoming 
(or were they possessing me?) since they are available to any reader in the 
world’s most public of  libraries. ‘Who has taken them out?’ I demanded, 
meaning: ‘Who has had the audacity to take out my Journals?’ ‘Someone 
called Jenny Balfour Paul,’ came the reply. What a relief  it was to learn that 
after my last visit the Journals had remained in error on the shelves of  the 
Reading Room, still reserved for me. 

Thomas’s family had settled into their adoptive home towns, Yorkshire’s 
Beverley and the nearby port of  Hull, by the time he entered the world. He 
passed his first decade in Beverley, but once his father took up the livings 
of  the nearby parishes of  Leconfield and Etton, the Tudor rectory of  the 
latter became Thomas’s lifelong lodestone. A delicate baby, with a ‘birth 
defect’ that dogged his life and puzzled me for years, Thomas – or Tom 
as his family often called him (and as I found myself  doing later when I 
got to know him better) − surprised his parents by surviving potentially 
fatal childhood ailments and staging a rebellion at the age of  twelve. And 
in 1840, the year young Queen Victoria wed her beloved Albert, Thomas 
slipped off to sea and a lifetime of  foreign adventures. 

The great spy writer John le Carré declared in a radio interview that ‘the 
purpose of  life is to make sure our origins are not our destinies’. Though 
vaguely aware myself  from a young age of  the importance of  this belief, it 
had not made an impact until Thomas came along to point it out. I must be 
a slow learner; Thomas understood such ideas at a far younger age than I 
did. Or was it that when the average lifespan was half  that of  today, people 
had to learn, understand and act twice as quickly? It often seems like that 
when you read what numerous Victorians achieved in the time it takes 
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many people nowadays to even get going. It is salutary to wander around a 
Victorian graveyard – especially in the tropics. Today such graveyards are 
of  sociological interest, but Victorians had to confront the death in them 
head on, as 25-year-old Thomas himself  points out:

31st August 1850. Go to the churchyards or even my factory garden and 
read the ages of your fellow wanderers who fell so thickly around you, 
age 24, aged 19, aged 26 and so on. Count how many are under 30 and 
calculate your own chances, the odds against yourself, and the chances 
of those who make home dear to you surviving to welcome your return.

One can see that having the spirit of  mortality forever whispering in one’s 
ear was the best motivation for getting going. My generation and the next 
are inclined to let life slip by, incentives to action further diluted by comfort 
and machines. 

On the other hand, old Journals remind one of  the benefits of  modern 
life, not least in the field of  dentistry. Take these Thomas passages: ‘21st 
August 1850. Had such a violent toothache I was half  wild with pain.’ He 
endures five more days of  agony before ‘treatment’, i.e. ‘Had the enemy 
[tooth] pulled out, it was terrible work for Dr Palmer had to make two 
attempts and change his instruments before he succeeded.’ Sometimes 
Thomas turned amateur dentist himself: ‘That wretched man with the 
toothache underwent the torture this morning,’ he writes on board a cargo 
ship in October 1849, having used tools from his portable carpentry box to 
yank out the tooth.

By dying midway in his century (1862) Thomas was balanced on the 
cusp of  momentous innovations, just witnessing but rarely benefiting from 
their impact. The telegraph was just being launched and photography 
likewise. (His likeness was only captured by pencil whereas soon after his 
death his brothers could be immortalised in celluloid.) Later in the century 
came long-distance steam shipping and rail travel, and electricity. These 
inventions would have revolutionised Thomas’s life, as would such medical 
discoveries as anaesthetics and the cause of  cholera, which in his time killed 
thousands in Britain and the East, and very nearly killed him too. In the 
later 20th century came organ transplants, antibiotics, the discovery of  
man’s genetic code and the extraordinary digital revolution. My generation 
and the next have embraced these discoveries and inventions, as would 
Thomas were he alive today − but then there would have been no Journals.
Instead, the Journals are his equivalent of  phone calls, letters, emails and 
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Facebook, diaries and photographs rolled into one, covering an era of  
stability at home, emanating from the self-assurance of  Empire and the 
Industrial Revolution, counterbalanced by conflict and danger abroad. By 
driving himself  overseas, with spells at home, Thomas experienced both 
aspects. The historian A N Wilson, in his The Victorians, memorably describes 
the British imperialist imposing Empire ‘with his bible and his self-belief ’, 
confident of  both technological and moral superiority over the natives. 
Thomas, however, with ironic detachment and a sense of  the absurd, was 
well aware of  the dangers both of  bible and of  self-belief. 

Though Thomas chose to live thousands of  miles away, he yearned 
to share his experiences with his adored father back home, in expanded 
letters that became the Journals. From the end of  1999 I joined Thomas’s 
father to eavesdrop on his son’s 16 chronicle of  ‘hopes, fears, expectations 
and disappointments’. ‘I feel as if  I am having a conversation with you,’ he 
writes, ‘though the talk is all on one side… each day I feel quite reluctant to 
put my talking papers back into my writing box.’ In April 1851 he explains: 
‘It is just the thing to sit down with pipe in mouth and scribble without 
regard to the quantity of  paper used, in a letter one is obliged to be concise 
but in a journal one can fire away as long as the Cacoethes Scribendi [the itch 
for scribbling] remains.’ His character emerges while he meanders between 
news, opinions and moods in a stream of  consciousness: ‘I have got into 
another line altogether. But so it is in our thoughts, on paper we can trace 
the connecting link and I would not wish to be more formal here than I 
should be were I blowing a cloud with you at home.’ 

Thomas is surprisingly frank in his Journals considering both the mores 
of  the time and the fact that he is conversing with a country clergyman who 
is passing his days in the conventional to and fro of  English country parish 
life. However, at times the restraints can be almost tangible; he will launch 
into personal matters only to break off abruptly and change the subject. 
For example, in 1851 his boss’s wife, with whom he is clearly smitten, leaves 
India. ‘April 30th. Mrs Forlong preparing to leave for England much to my 
regret… I shall never go to her house without feeling the loss of  its lively 
mistress… I never thought I should have made so intimate a friendship in 
this blessed country nor was I aware how strong it was until the moment 
when I found it was to be ended. I will not however enlarge upon my 
feelings.’ 

The nature of  Journals, even the most private ones, always raises the 
question of  how much more lies between the lines, of  what the writer chooses 
to reveal or conceal. In Thomas’s case his Journals, though personal, were 
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never fully private, and my challenge was to find out at what point he was 
applying the brakes. The things he left unsaid seemed to hover between the 
lines, as if  written in invisible ink, waiting to be revealed to a future reader 
able to share his experiences and empathise with his sorrows and joys.

My young man defied stereotypes, fitting neither the image of  the 
colonial Victorian Briton abroad, nor that of  the Englishman ‘gone native’ 
– nor indeed that of  a 19th century hippy. I had to let him set the pace. He 
seemed to dance enticingly just beyond my field of  vision. All I could do was 
to follow in his teasing steps, waiting until he chose to show me a little more. 
Sometimes I sensed his exasperation when I proved a clumsy partner, but 
over the ten years we spent together we learnt to tango in time with each 
other. Slowly and magically the whole choreography emerged. 

In July 1852, when in his late twenties, Thomas actually wrote: ‘I have 
been meditating lately about writing a novel in the form of  an autobiography.’ 
Death prevented him from fulfilling his ambition during his lifetime, but 
clearly I was the one destined to complete the dance. Together we would 
bring his dream to life. 

Illuminated letter ‘I’ for the preface to Thomas’s 
hand-written volumes on the Machell family history, an 
updated version of  those compiled by his 17th century 

namesake Thomas, known as ‘the Antiquary’. 




