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Eça de Queirós in Newcastle and the impact on his ‘Newcastle’ novels 

 

 
 

José Maria de Eça de Queirós was Portuguese Consul in Newcastle from late December 1874 to April 1879. I want to 

introduce you to people he knew, and to people he may have known. He was not the only Lusophone in town, as 

Newcastle then was. In those days it was more a village, in that people of any significance knew one another. I found 

connections with Newcastle in the novels that Eça wrote there: the third version of The Crime of Father Amaro; 

Cousin Bazilio; and The Maias, which he had just begun to think about. I suggest that Eça inserted private jokes from 

his Newcastle experiences in his novels to amuse himself.  

 
By Joe Fean 

 
Introduction 
 

I had never heard of Eça till I first saw the plaque on Blake’s Coffee House, at the corner of Grey Street 

and High Bridge, Newcastle upon Tyne. I asked a random academic and his eyes lit up: ‘’Yes’’, he said, “I 

know, my wife is Portuguese, and her family were over at Christmas, and they saw it and got very excited’’.  

 

In retirement I took the M.A. course in creative writing at Newcastle University. For its module on creative 

non-fiction, I wrote 3,000 words on this novelist of European stature who is unknown in Newcastle, 

Lusophones excluded. I then wrote a dissertation of 15,000 words on a man notable by his absence. I 

became aware of the huge literature in Portuguese on Eça. With some hesitation, I contacted Dr Conceição 

Pereira, lecturer in Portuguese, who was kind and helpful, and who holds no responsibility for my errant 

thoughts on Eça. My lack of background had advantages: I travelled light: I could not plagiarise what I 

could not read. I relied on my local research, and on works in translation. I learned about Portugal, and 
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about Newcastle. Partly from fines levied on books overdue, the Friends of the University Library bought 

the biography of Eça by Maria Filomena Mónica.1  

 

 
Plaque at 53 Grey Street, Newcastle 

 

Eça has a rival in the world of literary Blue Plaques in Newcastle, in the Russian Yevgeni Zamyatin, author 

of the novel We (from which was derived Brave New World) and a novella Islanders, which is a satire of 

the people of Jesmond in Newcastle among whom he lived in 1915.2 Zamyatin in Islanders took a dislike 

to the ‘‘Captain of the Bell Ringers’’. I would have liked to know what was behind this, apart from the 

noise, and the people – St George’s Parish Church was near his house. But I had heard of Zamyatin and 

therefore I chose to write about Eça. 

 

My first sighting of any record of Eça de Queirós in Newcastle was at the Central Library’s local history 

section, in Ward’s Street Directory for 1877-1878,3 “Queiroz, Jose Maria D’Eca, consul for Portugal, 53 

Grey Street: r 22 Eldon Square’’. So, his residence was at 22 Eldon Square. Could a plaque be wrong? Did 

he not live at 53 Grey Street? Proud of my detective work, I later came across an entry and footnote in the 

biography by Maria Filomena Mónica:4 

 

By this time [March 1875] Eça would have rented a house in Akenside Terrace, Eldon Square. 

 (See J. Calvet de Magalhães, p. 133) 

 

Eldon Square had three terraces, usually known as the Central or North terrace, and the East and West 

terraces. The ‘Akenside Terrace’ of Eldon Square conflicts with another Akenside Terrace in Jesmond, 

and so it may have fallen into disuse. The house numbers of Eldon Square ran in sequence from 1 to 25, 

and the terrace names do not feature in the street directories. 

 

 

 
1 Eça de Queiroz by Maria Filomena Mónica, translated by Alison Aiken (Woodbridge: Tamesis, 2005) 
2 Alan Myers, Myers’ Literary Guide to the North East, (1997), pp. 250-251 
3 Ward’s Directory of Newcastle 1877-78 pp. 448, 507, 508 
4 Mónica, p. 120, p. 410: J. Calvet de Magalhães, José Maria, A Vida Privada de Um Grande Escritor (Lisbon: Bertrand, 1994) 
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Grey Street 
 

Blake’s Coffee House and Eça’s plaque are at the corner of Grey Street and High Bridge. There is no bridge. 

It used to cross the Lort Burn, ‘Burn’ being the local name for a stream. The Lort Burn was one of several 

that ran down through the town into the Tyne. The Burns formed deep and narrow valleys, the Denes. In 

the 1830s the developer, Richard Grainger, made a new town centre on a Classical design. He levelled the 

Denes by first culverting the streams, then he filled up the steep valleys with rubble, in which he included 

the stones of the medieval walled city and its towers. Grey Street follows the line of the hidden Lort Burn. 

 

 
Grey Street 

 

The then much-admired Theatre Royal of 1788 interrupted the line of the new Grey Street. Grainger had 

the support of the Town Clerk, John Clayton, and workmen took off the theatre’s roof as soon as permission 

to demolish was given, to defeat protest. Down it came.5 A century on, and that serial conservationist John 

Betjeman was lyrical6: 

 

As for the curve of Grey Street, I shall never forget seeing it to perfection, traffic-less on a misty Sunday 

morning. Not even old Regent Street London can compare with that descending subtle curve. 

 

Eça, on the other hand, had nothing so good to say:  

 

[…] This good city of Newcastle seemed quite inhospitable: dirty, black streets like drains, a miserable 

great house like a prison and a grumpy, uneducated society, permanent fog, a general atmosphere of ill 

humour and boredom, that is how Newcastle appeared to me. […] The cold, the constant rain, the 

extraordinary mud naturally force one to remain at home, beside the fire, near the light; what is there to 

do except smoke, drink tea, and read?7 

 
5 Steve Ellwood, Newcastle in 50 Buildings (Stroud: Amberley Publishing, 2016), p. 88   
6 Peter Winter et al., eds., Newcastle upon Tyne (Newcastle: Northern Heritage Consultancy Ltd., 1989), p. 141 
7 Mónica, p. 119 
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He would have walked down Grey Street and onto the more steeply descending Dean Street as he made his 

way to the Custom House on the Quayside. His working day as consul was occupied with cargo manifests 

and crew lists. And back up again, perhaps home to Eldon Square. He could vary the route by taking Dog 

Leap Stairs on the Side. It was steep then and it is still steep. Even so, it is a walk either way of half an 

hour. The Custom House is still there but adapted for use as the chambers of a firm of barristers.  

 

 
The Custom House 

 

The Quayside was the centre of the national and international coal trade, but no coal was there except for 

local use. It was the base of the middlemen between the consumer and the producer: the mine owners, the 

traders, the shippers, and their messengers.8 

 

53 Grey Street was the office of Reid’s wine and spirits and brewery companies. Reid’s Chambers was a 

separate part of the building, and it gave space to various tenants: the Portuguese Consulate; Thomas Reay, 

Architect; and the Riddell companies of tea merchants and accountants.9 The address is listed as a counting 

house in the 1875 Electoral Roll, and again in the 1881 census. It was never a place of residence so it is not 

clear why Eça’s plaque was affixed there. Thomas Reay, from 1870 to his death in 1914, served on the 

Committee of the Northern Architects Association, for whom he was an assiduous attender of meetings. 

The NAA records show that he paid his dues of £1 1s 0d in 1914; the Arrears column has in red ink Dead 

with a tick against it.10 No sentiment there. Thomas Reay and Eça shared the same premises day by day, 

week by week, for four years. I have nothing on record of any encounter, of any conversation between 

them. Thomas Reay’s long career saw the professionalisation of architecture; he himself had only 

completed an apprenticeship.  

 

 

 
8 Charleton, p. 344 
9 John Christie, Christie’s Annual Directory for Newcastle [etc.] 1876-7 (Newcastle-upon-Tyne John Christie, n.d.), p. 50 
10 Northern Architectural Association Archives, Cash Book entry for 1914 
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Photographers 
 

The surname, Mendelssohn, in various spellings is entirely familiar, but particularly so in Jesmond, through 

the long-serving (and now former) ward councillor Felicity Mendelson, who is not related to the 

photographer Hayman Seleg Mendelssohn: I had to ask her, because in Newcastle: 

 

[…] Eça had found time to begin and end an affair, probably with the fair-haired girl who appears in a 

group photograph that Eça had had taken at the studio of H. S. Mendelssohn. Something in the way the 

group is posed leads one to believe that they were not young ladies of high society.11 

 

 

 
Group photo with Eça 

 

I am fascinated by this comment, and by this image. Eça is seated, looking steadily into the eyes of a young 

woman who is looking steadily back. Above them is another, perhaps slightly older, woman. In a second 

triangle, a woman is seated and presses up against Eça but is facing away from him and towards the viewer. 

Seated below her is the second couple, the young woman looking at a photo album, the young man looking 

at the young woman. Who are they? What is going on? It could be a still from a film, or the opening scene 

when the curtain goes up at the (rebuilt in 1837) Theatre Royal on Grey Street: the consulate was close to 

the theatre. 

 

Mendelssohn was born in Germany in 1847 and raised in Poland, from where he escaped political 

difficulties and arrived in Newcastle. Perhaps after an apprenticeship with photographers William and 

Daniel Downey of Eldon Square, who we will meet again, he was in partnership with their brother John 

Downey before going it alone. Mendelssohn went to London, where he was ‘famed for his refined studies 

of female beauty’,12 photographing young ladies of high society including the Infanta of Portugal, Maria 

Teresa of Braganza. So, something he had in common with Eça de Queirós, whose plots revolved around 

beautiful women, as did his private life. The historian of photography, David Barber, tells me that, ‘These 

larger group photos are always fun to decipher, especially the eye lines. Also, finding the space within the 

studio to accommodate such a large group, especially at 17 Oxford Street’, would have been difficult.13 

 
11 Mónica, p. 120: photo from the Eça de Queiroz Foundation 
12 J. Arnold Little, One Hundred Years of Photography in the North (Newcastle: 1960), p.10 
13 David Barber, private communication 2025 
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Maria Theresa of Braganza, Infanta of Portugal14  

 

Eça wrote in a private letter of 8 April 1878 that he spent all his time in his room writing because there was 

no-one, apart from a doctor, with whom he could have a conversation.15 He is an unreliable witness. Who 

was in that photograph? Eça must have talked to Mendelssohn, whose personal history of escape from 

political repression was likely to engage his interest as a journalist.   

 

The group photograph alerted me to Eça’s use of images in Cousin Bazilio (1878), which he wrote in 

Newcastle. Eça begins with the older medium of representation, two oil paintings of the father and the 

mother respectively of Jorge the engineer. A large and modern photograph of Jorge hangs in a living-room. 

By contrast, the embittered housemaid Juliana in her poorly furnished attic room has a lithograph of Our 

Lady of Sorrows, and an indistinct daguerreotype of a moustachioed Sergeant. Jorge’s wife Luiza has a 

photograph of her first and long-departed love, her cousin Bazilio, who on his return promises her a photo 

of him as a Bedouin in the Arabian desert. Bazilio asks what she carries in a locket – it is a photo of her 

husband – and he immediately asks who is that lady in the picture with the golden spectacles – it is her 

mother. Her husband has made Luiza tear out from her album the photo of her scandalous friend 

Leopoldinha. Meanwhile, the unfortunate-in-love Dona Felicidade had once fallen for an officer of the 

Lancer’s but all she ever had from him was a daguerreotype. 

  

Luiza arrives at ‘Paradise’, a miserable room in a miserable part of town that has been rented by her lover. 

Her distracted attention is caught first by a lithograph, then by a photograph, in juxtaposition:16 

 

 
14 photograph by H.S. Mendelssohn 1897 
15 Mónica, p. 164 
16 José Maria d’Eça de Queiros, Cousin Bazilio, trans. Roy Campbell, p 120 
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She went scarlet, and sat down, silent and embarrassed. Her eyes, very wide open, were fixed […] [on] a 

lithograph […] but above all she stared at a vast photograph over a straw-stuffed sofa. It fascinated her. 

It represented a stoutish individual with an idiotically hilarious look, with his beard cut like a collar, 

looking like a pilot on a Sunday. He was seated with his legs in white trousers spread wide apart. One 

hand was on his knee, the other on the top of a broken column. 

 

And what does a ship’s pilot in his Sunday best look like? The pilots of the Tyne wore elegant stove-pipe 

hats on and off duty, and they were proud and assertive master-mariners.  

 

 
River Tyne pilots 

 

In Newcastle during the 1860s and 1870s, life-size photographic portraits were created and then coloured 

with paint or crayon. This ‘vast photograph’ was taken and processed in a studio. Downey & Mendelssohn 

advertised themselves as ‘Photo Artists’, and they offered to add ‘sepia, oil or water colors’ [sic] to their 

products.17 

 

Where was the photograph in ‘Paradise’ taken, if it can be parted from Eça’s imagination and put into the 

world of fact? Newcastle had plenty of photographers; 19 were listed in the Street Directory of 1876-77. In 

The Maias, Eça has the Count of Gouvarinho complaining at the lack of personnel in Portugal, including 

‘the insufficiency of photographers’.18 Later in the novel, in Lisbon, [João da Ega] confessed to Carlos that, 

before going to the hotel, he wanted first to visit Fillon, the photographer, to have them take a decent portrait 

of him.19 This was the French photographer, Alfred Fillon, who established a studio in Lisbon. 

 

 

 
17 pressphotoman.com: Downey Luminaries 
18 José Maria d’Eça de Queiroz, The Maias, trans. Patricia McGowan Pinheiro & Ann Stevens (London: The Bodley Head, 

1965), p. 129 
19 The Maias, trans. Margret Jull Costa, Sawtry Dedalus Ltd 2016, p386 
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In Paradise 
 

Luiza had received a note from Bazilio: ‘I have baptised the house Paradise. For me, my adored, it will be 

paradise in fact.’20 Newcastle has a Paradise in fact. Is this a private joke of Eça’s? Paradise is and was a 

district on the north shore of the Tyne just to the west of the Elswick works where William Armstrong made 

heavy guns. Paradise had been a place of farms and fields and hills, looking over an island in the river. In 

Eça’s time it was a place of heavy industry, and row upon row of terraced housing. The island was soon to 

be dug out of existence.21 Paradise is between Newcastle and the town of Blaydon, and it is found in the 

Geordie anthem, The Blaydon Races:22 

 

Noo when we got to Paradise there was bonny game begun 

There was four and twenty on the bus, man how they danced and sung 

They called on me to sing a song, I sung them Paddy Fagan 

Aa danced a jig an swung me twig, that day I went to Blaydon 

 

Eça would have found the words useful in learning the dialect so he could converse with those ‘young ladies 

not of high society’. 

 

In 1962, on the centenary of the writing of The Blaydon Races, journalist Alan Armstrong wrote ‘[…] 

Paradise? More like Paradise Lost […] Sunset Street, and the sun has really set on this street; Garden Street, 

not a blade of grass anywhere […].’23 Armstrong missed the point: these ironic names show Geordie 

humour, and they suit Eça’s Paradise. 

 

Coals from Newcastle 
 

Eça gave to Jorge, the betrayed husband of Luiza in Cousin Bazilio, the profession of mining engineer. 

Newcastle was the centre of the mining industry of the northern coalfields, and it has the Mining Institute, 

in Eça’s time newly built (1872). It is next door to the Literary and Philosophical Society of Newcastle 

upon Tyne (Lit & Phil), where the Institute held its inaugural meeting in 1852. Its purpose was to improve 

safety in the mines, and it brought together owners, managers, engineers, and scientists. A ten-minute walk 

from his office would have brought Eça to the Lit & Phil and its library in a Greek Revival 1820s building. 

A contemporary critic, Aeneas Mackenzie, feared that the library was about ‘to lose its former usefulness 

and become merely the fashionable lounging place for the opulent classes of society’.24  

 

The library of the Lit & Phil contains an article by the Lusophile scholar Alan Freeland.25 Freeland wrote 

about Eça in the North-East Labour History Society Annual Bulletin in 1984 and again in 1985, with 

apologies from the Society whose errors of publication mirrored Eça’s experiences with The Crime of 

Father Amaro (see below). Freeland’s subject was Eça’s official correspondence on the coal strikes of 1877, 

 
20 Cousin Bazilio/Roy Campbell (trans.) p 117 
21 R.J. Charleton A History of Newcastle-on-Tyne. p 286 
22 http://www.traditionalmusic.co.uk/folk-song-lyrics/Blaydon_Races.htm 
23 Robert Colls and Bill Lancaster, eds., Newcastle upon Tyne, A Modern History (Chichester: Phillimore, 2001), p. 338 
24 Andrew Greg, ‘The Building and its Architect’, in The Literary and Philosophical Society of Newcastle upon Tyne Bicentenary 

Lectures 1993 (Newcastle: Lit & Phil, 1994), p. 39 
25 Alan Freeland, ‘Letters of a Portuguese Consul, 1877-1879’ in Bulletin of the North East Labour History Society No 18 1984 

pp. 29-40 

http://www.traditionalmusic.co.uk/folk-song-lyrics/Blaydon_Races.htm
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and what this revealed about the development of his political, economic, and social outlook. He also wanted 

to show something of Eça’s personality, and he translated a private letter from Eça dated 25 February 1878, 

in which ‘‘he describes, and perhaps to some extent invents, a typical Saturday in Newcastle”. 

 

If you have lived in England, in the provinces, in a typical industrial city, you know what Saturday is like: 

an immense brutal multitude, rough and noisy, fills these wide streets lit by the rows of harsh gas-lamps 

and by the shop-windows; the bars and gin-palaces are ablaze with light […] groups of miners, pipes in 

their mouths, followed by their greyhounds, talk in the harsh tongue of Northumbria; couples go by, arms 

round each other, kissing shamelessly; the whistling of trains pierces the thick air; a damp fog, yellowish 

stinking, freezing, drives one to alcohol […] 

 

On such days, someone from Portugal can only dream of a village in the Minho, or of the peace of a 

convent. 

 

Eça did not go from Newcastle to a village in the Minho, nor did he get himself to a convent. He went 

instead to Bristol, where he arranged his consular duties such that he lived at 23 Ladbroke Grove, London, 

and commuted to Bristol by train. 26 

 

Not the only Portuguese in the Toon 
 

Algernon Freire-Marreco founded what is today the University of Newcastle’s School of Chemistry. 

Algernon was Portuguese, or Anglo-Portuguese, fluent in both languages, and fluent also in classical Greek 

and Latin.27 During the 1870s he lectured at the Lit & Phil, and founded the Newcastle Chemical Society, 

modelled on the Lit & Phil.28,29 Algernon’s father Antonio Freire was Portuguese and was also a chemical 

scientist. He exiled himself to Brazil where he added the name Marreco. He returned to Portugal before 

moving to North-East England, where he married Anna Laura Harrison of the Harrison family of railway 

engineers. He was buried in the British Cemetery in Lisbon.30  

 

Algernon’s father and Eça’s grandfather/guardian Joaquim José de Queiroz were both Freemasons, in 

Portugal and in exile. Both lived in Brazil for some years, returning to Portugal after the 1820 Liberal 

Revolution. Both came to England during the civil war of 1828 to 1834.31 In his novel, The Maias, Eça 

presents Afonso, the grandfather/guardian of Carlos da Maia, as an anti-clerical Republican when younger, 

who had recited ‘abominable oaths to the Supreme Architect of the Universe in the Masonic lodges’.32 

Algernon Freire Marreco was a significant figure in Newcastle in the 1870s and is still remembered at the 

university today, where the top Master’s student in chemistry receives the Freire-Marreco Medal (below).33 

 
26Mónica, p. 228  
27 https://archive.org/stream/historyofberwick10berw/historyofberwick10berw_djvu.txt 
28 Colin A. Russell, ‘The Scientists’, in The Literary and Philosophical Society of Newcastle upon Tyne Bicentenary Lectures 

1993 (Newcastle: Lit & Phil, 1994) pp. 117-122 
29 His son, Anthony, was a junior barrister at the Nurenburg trials and, later, one of the founders of Amnesty International.  
30 Maria Filomena Camões, ‘Freire Marreco e Eu, Um Século Depois’, Química 120 (Jan/Mar 2011), 55-56 and 

http://www.spq.pt/magazines/BSPQ/650/article/30001623/pdf 
31 Mónica, pp. 5-6 
32 The Maias, Margaret Jull Costa (trans.), p.14 
33 © The Trustees of the British Museum. Shared under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 

International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0) licence. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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With their family history, their shared language, and their social positions in Newcastle, it is inconceivable 

that Eça and Algernon did not know one another, yet I cannot sign it off QED. I can only show my workings.  

 

 
 

The Angel-maker 
 

The Crime of Father Amaro was in draft before Eça left Portugal for Newcastle. Taking advantage of his 

absence, and needing to fill space in their journal, his friends edited it (badly) and serialised it. Eça was 

furious and helpless. He continued to work on the novel in Newcastle. The revised/second edition came 

out in Portugal in 1876. He published a third and heavily revised version in 1880.34 

 

In all versions, Amaro has a problem. The young woman he seduced is about to give birth to his child. In 

the two earlier versions, Amaro disposes of the child in a river. The version of 1880 brings in new 

characters, who introduce to Amaro the phenomenon of baby-farming. Amaro has never heard of baby-

farming, and he needs it repeating to him. He is slow to understand. I contrast this with Eça’s mention of 

the Miguelites in The Maias: he saw no need to explain the term to his Portuguese readers. Baby-farming 

was a familiar practice in England, where there was not ‘the slightest difficulty in disposing of any number 

of children, so that they may give no further trouble, and never be heard of again, at £10 a head.’35,36 Amaro 

learns of a ‘weaver of angels’ (tecedeira de anjos)37 in whose care babies simply cease to exist. He pays a 

visit to her cottage, not that he has any plan in mind of course, he is just curious, he tells himself:38  

 

Amaro began to picture to himself the appearance of the ‘weaver of angels’: without knowing why, he 

imagined her very tall, with two ugly witches’ eyes staring out of a large yellow face. […] He then called 

out loudly: ‘Senhora Carlota!’ Immediately a woman came in from the patio, a sieve in her hand. Amaro, 

surprised, saw a very pleasant-looking creature of about forty, with a full bosom and broad shoulders, a 

very white neck, two large hooped earrings hanging from her ears, and black eyes which reminded him of 

Amelia’s, or, when not lit up, the calmer eyes of Senhora Joanneira. 

 

Astonished, he muttered: ‘I believe I’ve made a mistake. Is it here that Senhora Carlota lives?’ 

He hadn’t made a mistake, it was she […]. 

 

 
34 Mónica, pp. 118-138  
35 http://richardjohnbr.blogspot.co.uk/2010/10/infanticide-case-study.html 
36 It should be noted that Eça was also illegitimate. His mother went away from home and gave him up in secret for fostering 
37 Teresa Pinto Coelho: Eça de Queirós: in A Companion to Portuguese Literature, Tamesis, Woodbridge 2000 
38 The Sin of Father Amaro, trans. Nan Flanagan: London, Max Reinhardt 1962, p.314 

http://richardjohnbr.blogspot.co.uk/2010/10/infanticide-case-study.html
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The North-East’s Mary Ann Cotton was convicted of one count of murder but was suspected of many more, 

and she was executed by hanging at Durham Jail in March 1873. The trial was a sensation, reported in all 

the local and the national papers. As with Eça’s Carlota, she was forty years old and people described her 

as ‘beautiful’, and as ‘a comely-looking, gentle-eyed woman’.  Eça’s description of Carlota closely matches 

that of David Wilson’s of Cotton, who was suspected of the murder of her mother, of her husbands whether 

bigamously or lawfully married, of her stepchildren, and of her own children, all for the inheritance and the 

insurance money. 39  

 

Eça emphasises Carlota’s calmness and good looks, but watch out Father Amaro, he’s behind you! 

 

At precisely that moment, her husband emerged from the courtyard, and he was indeed a fearful sight: a 

dwarfish figure whose head, wrapped in a scarf, was sunk between his shoulders, and whose face was a 

shiny, waxen yellow; he had a sparse, curly black beard and glowering, bloodshot eyes set deep in 

eyebrowless sockets, eyes that spoke of sleepless nights and drink.40 

 

This is surely a pantomime of the Mr Punch who threw the baby out of the window, or a self-portrait by 

Eça after a night or two with those ‘young ladies not of high society’ in the bars and gin-palaces of 

Newcastle.  

 

One translation of the book into English has the title The Sin of Father Amaro, and certainly he sinned, but 

Margaret Jull Costa’s translation is entitled The Crime of Father Amaro, a crime from which he escaped 

any consequence, as did Mr. Punch. Incidentally, Father Amaro’s first sin was with a young woman 

bellringer:41 Eça dwells on the effect on Father Amaro of the rhythm of her rope-pulling and of the swing 

of her kilts: Zamyatin’s ‘Captain of the Bell-Ringers’ would have been horrified.  

 

The Neighbours in Eldon Square 
 

Eldon Square was the first of Richard Grainger’s major projects of the 1820s. The developer and his 

architects designed and built three terraces of houses for well-off people. The terraces were in a wing 

formation, with the focus on the centre of the North terrace, where there was a club for the gentry of the 

Northern Counties.  The facings of fine masonry had previously been associated only with public buildings. 

In contrast, the working-classes had houses built of brick, and built well away from the town centre. Their 

terraces spread for mile after mile along the Tyne and up into the hillsides. 

 

In Eça’s time, ten of the houses were occupied by doctors, and the others respectively by a barrister, a 

solicitor, a vicar, a photographer, a dental surgeon, two architects in partnership, another architect, a ship-

builder, an auctioneer and valuer, an artist/sculptor, an artist/businessman, a dressmaker/milliner, and the 

ladies the Misses Jane and Mary Nixon.  A grumpy Portuguese consul is at number 22: 

 

 
39 David Wilson, Mary Ann Cotton, Britain’s First Female Serial Killer (Hook: Waterside Press, 2012) 
40 The Sin of Father Amaro, p. 314 
41 The Sin of Father Amaro, pp. 29-30 
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I am alone again, without inspiration, looking at the hateful pages of O Crime do Padre Amaro to be 

checked and once again having to dine alone, tete-a-tete with a small square of green grass that I can see 

from the window where the children are boxing and playing cricket. 

 

 
Eldon Square 

 

A driveway in front of the houses ran around the square leaving an area of grass and shrubbery fronted by 

Blackett Street. The gardens were private until late in the nineteenth century. A ‘small square of green 

grass’ now surrounds the 1920s War Memorial of the Great War, a war that Eça foresaw might happen.  

 

The Central terrace and Eça’s West terrace were demolished in the 1960s during the politician T. Dan 

Smith’s plan to create a Brasilia of the North. He was as ruthless as Richard Grainger. The houses would 

go but the Square would stay.42 No place here for a plaque for Eça, unless at Wagamama’s.43 The one 

remaining terrace is now given over from basement to attic to small businesses and shops. Nobody lives 

there. The shopping centre usurped the name ‘Eldon Square’. What remains of the square that Eça knew 

became ‘Old Eldon Square’. 

 

It takes only five or so minutes to walk between the former Consulate on Grey Street and the former 22 

Eldon Square. Eça had four years to get to know his neighbours, and we may meet them now. Perhaps here 

was someone with whom he could have held a civilised conversation. The medical profession populated 

Eldon Square. Dr. Dennis Embleton is at the first house on the return journey, at Number 1, on the corner 

nearest Grey’s Monument. He was a notable physician, historian of and lecturer in medicine, and a student 

of natural history. He studied in Paris, Rome, Bologna, and Pisa. He explored France, Spain, and Italy on 

foot. He knew the French and Italian languages and literature, and he kept an open house to visitors from 

 
42 Ayris, p. 80 
43 An Asian-food restaurant chain 
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those countries.44 He was very well known in the town, being Vice-President of the Literary and 

Philosophical Society, of the Natural History Society, and of the Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle.  

 

Dr. Embleton and his colleague Dr. Philipson at 7 Eldon Square led the struggle for the professionalisation 

of medicine and of medical education.45 Dr. Philipson became a professor and was knighted for his work.   

Eça had claimed that there was nobody in Newcastle, apart from a doctor, with whom he could hold a 

civilised conversation. Neither Philipson nor Gibson appear likely to have been suitable candidates for his 

company judging by reports of their boring lecturing techniques and I must think that his companion was a 

man like Dr. Thomas Cargill Nesham who lived close by in Northumberland Street, and was the Medical 

Doctor to the Lying-In (maternity) Hospital.  

 

The British Medical Journal of July 29 1899 carries his obituary: 

 

Dr Nesham [1841-1899] was a thorough master of his subject and a brilliant lecturer. […] He was loved 

and respected by the students, who found in him not only a valued teacher and kind friend, but also a 

patron of every form of manly sport. In him, indeed, there was a happy combination of the qualities of a 

country squire and of a university professor. 

 

Next follows a more pointed tribute from ‘one who knew him well’ but who was anonymous:46 

 

Nesham was one of those few men whom everyone who knew him loved and respected for his master 

mind, his ability, and for his genial companionship, but one could not help thinking that if he had had to 

work for his living, as most of us have to do, the science of midwifery would have been enriched by his 

words. 

 

I regret I cannot name Eça’s doctor in Newcastle. Eça’s Carlos da Maia, with his English upper-class tuition, 

is, like Dr. Nesham, a sporting member of the gentry who has no need to work for his living: 

 

Patients came to the consulting-rooms – usually contemporaries of his student days, who knew he was 

rich and expected to be treated for nothing. […] He saved the daughter of a Brazilian in the Aterro from 

the croup and thus earned his first pound, the first that any man of his family had ever won by his own 

labour. Dr Barbedo invited him to assist at an ovariotomy.47 

 

That last word brings me back to Dr. Nesham. Eça was free to choose any medical process: why an 

ovariotomy? Eça took every care over his words, and he appears to me to enjoy, and to hide, very private 

jokes. To look for real-life characters in fiction is frowned on, yet Turgenev claimed he couldn’t ever begin 

to write until he had a real-life person to draw on and, in turn, Dostoevsky wickedly caricatured a 

recognisable Turgenev in Demons. Dickens kept a look-out on his walks for any likely characters.  

 

 
44 The Royal College of Surgeons of England [RCS]: re Embleton: http://livesonline.rcseng.ac.uk/biogs/E001613b.htm  
45 G. Grey Turner, and W.D. Arnison, The Newcastle upon Tyne School of Medicine 1834-1934 (Newcastle: Andrew Reid, 

1934), passim 
46 British Medical Journal: re Nesham: http://www.bmj.com/content/2/2013/317.2 
47 The Maias, Margaret Jull Costa (trans.) p. 116 

http://livesonline.rcseng.ac.uk/biogs/E001613b.htm
http://www.bmj.com/content/2/2013/317.2
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Nine Eldon Square was the home and premises of the photographer brothers Daniel and William Downey, 

mentioned earlier in relation to Hayman Seleg Mendelssohn.48 The Newcastle studio was led by Daniel, 

and William led the Ebury Street studio, London. Queen Victoria made the firm nationally famous. The 

Hartley Pit Disaster took place on 16 January 1862. Two hundred and four miners lost their lives. A 

newspaper reporter camped out at the pit throughout the unavailing rescue attempts which were made at 

great risk, and he sent frequent bulletins. The plight of those trapped caused a national sensation. The huge 

cast-iron beam that supported the winding wheel had collapsed into the mine shaft, thereby blocking the 

only means of access, and the only source of fresh air. 

  

Prince Albert had died on 14 December 1861: the pit disaster came one month later. The Queen was gripped 

by the disaster, and she required a daily update from the rescue scene. She later made a substantial donation 

to the fund for widows and orphans. The Downey brothers met the Queen’s request for photographs of the 

disaster. They staged reconstructions of the rescue attempts with their heroic participants. 

  

 
Some of those who attempted the rescue49 

 

If we run ahead to 23 Eldon Square, we find another connection to the Hartley Pit Disaster, in the person 

of Eça’s next-door neighbour, the architect Archibald Matthias Dunn. His father, Matthias Dunn, Inspector 

of Mines, had helped direct the rescue attempts,50 and then campaigned that every mine should have two 

means of access and of air supply. Matthias Dunn was a founder member of the North of England Institute 

of Mining and Mechanical Engineers (the Mining Institute). His son Archibald was the architect of its 1872 

building.  

 

 
48 pressphotoman.com 
49 Royal Collection Trust: collected by Queen Victoria: Hartley Colliery 30 January 1862: with rescuers the Master Sinker Mr 

Coulson & his son, and others 
50 Michael Johnson, re Dunn and Hansom:  
https://architecture.knoji.com/architects-to-a-diocese-dunn-and-hansom-of-newcastle-1/ 

  

https://architecture.knoji.com/architects-to-a-diocese-dunn-and-hansom-of-newcastle-1/
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I suggest that the Hartley Pit disaster is reflected in the final version of O Crime do Padre Amaro, a version 

written in Newcastle. It takes the form of a newspaper report, read out loud by one of the obsessively 

religious women, the Beatas:51  

 

Amaro then joined the group of senhoras, where the Gansoso was recounting a catastrophe which had 

occurred in England of which she had read in the newspaper: a coal mine had fallen in and buried one 

hundred and twenty miners. The old ladies shivered with horror. The Gansoso, enjoying the effect she had 

produced, loquaciously accumulated the details: the people who were outside worked hard to dig out the 

victims: the moans and groans of the poor fellows could be plainly heard: it was in the dusk, and the 

snow was falling heavily … 

 

 

On to Number 12, where we find the second of the triple Joseph Crawhall dynasty. This Joseph Crawhall 

wrote and illustrated his own jokes and humorous ideas, which he sent on to the Punch cartoonist Charles 

Keene.52 The first of ‘their’ many Punch cartoons appeared in 1873, and the last in 1890, always credited 

solely to Charles Keene, who refined the drawings, and the humour. From 1877 to 1880 Joseph Crawhall 

led the Arts Association of Newcastle, which had annual exhibitions and sales. Oscar Wilde was in 

correspondence with the family: it is suggested he had courted Beatrice Crawhall, a sister of Joseph 

Crawhall III, who portrayed her as ‘Girl on a Bicycle’.53  

 

Thirteen Eldon Square, more than twice the size of any of the other houses, was the main feature of the 

longer North terrace. This was the Northern Counties Club. The Club was founded in 1829 by the Earl Grey 

of Monument fame in Newcastle (fame elsewhere through the ‘Great Reform Act’ of 1832) and by others 

of the ‘principal gentry’.54 The Club continues at 11 Hood Street near the Theatre Royal. On Eldon Square 

the Club was set out as a mansion, a country house, a home from home for the gentry. Mónica has this 

extract from Eça’s letter to his writer friend Ramalho Ortigão early in 1879: the Northern Counties Club is 

the only candidate for a chateau:55 

 

Yesterday after a dinner and a soiree, both of which were only mildly diverting, at a nearby chateau, I 

spent a sleepless night coughing, which has made me feel like a dog with a sore head this morning.’ 

 

Ward’s Directory at Number 21 lists a dual occupancy: James Miller Esq., surgeon, and the milliner and 

dressmaker Miss Mary Ann Leonard. Eça is next door at 22. I am intrigued by Miss M.A. Leonard. This 

was her independent trading name as she was married to a James Burdis. Eldon Square at that time was a 

prestigious address for a dressmaking workshop. In the 1881 census Miss Leonard is ‘head of household’ 

of her staff of servants and dressmakers, mostly young women, and they occupy both 21 and 22. By the 

late 1880s, Miss Leonard appears in the bankruptcy court, and 22 is occupied by another medical man.  

 

Eça employs clothing as a symbol to represent social class, wealth, personal ambition, and individual 

identity. A male character feels shabby, angry and embarrassed in the presence of the exquisitely dressed 

 
51 José Maria d’Eça de Queiros, The Sin of Father Amaro, trans. Nan Flanagan (London: Max Reinhardt, 1962), p. 216 
52 Charles S. Felver, Joseph Crawhall (Newcastle: Frank Graham, 1972), passim 
53 (1896 – Burrell Collection, Glasgow). See Vivien Hamilton, Joseph Crawhall Glasgow Museums & John Murray London, p8 
54 https://www.livingnorth.com/northeast/people-places/northern-counties-club 
55 Mónica, p 118 

https://www.livingnorth.com/northeast/people-places/northern-counties-club
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Cousin Bazilio. Eça describes every item of clothing owned by the maid Juliana and the ‘gifts’ of clothing 

that she blackmails from Luiza. Mónica quotes a private letter of March 1875 from Eça in Newcastle:56 

 

A certain pair of black silk sleeves finished off with a little Irish lace around a mignonne hand – sleeves 

that are as evasive as they are beloved – poor me! […] I shall not see them for some time, rustling with a 

lascivious frou-frou as they pass me mustard and passion! 

 

The occupier of those black silk sleeves is not known. I am curious about an observation that Eça gives to 

Dr. Carlos da Maia.57 Carlos and his friend Ega are walking slowly arm in arm through the streets of Lisbon, 

after a long absence from the city: Carlos has suddenly stopped: 

 

‘What the deuce are you looking at?’ 

It was Carlos’s former consulting-rooms – now, according to the name-plate, a dressmaker’s workshop. 

The two friends slipped back into the past. […] 

 

Eça selected his words carefully, and he selected ‘a dressmaker’s workshop’. 

 

That ends our tour of Eldon Square. We did not meet everybody. I wonder, did Eça meet anybody with 

whom he could converse? Or did he sit by his fire, smoking, drinking tea, and reading? And of course, 

writing. The doctors of Newcastle knew one another through their local professional bodies, through their 

education and training, and through living in the professional community of Newcastle. The architects of 

Newcastle similarly knew one another through the Northern Association of Architects. The photographers 

had their own association, the Newcastle and North of England Photographic Society, formed in 1860, and 

re-formed in 1881 as the Newcastle and Northern Counties Photographic Association. The Societies drew 

their membership from the professional class that inhabited Eldon Square, binding together those who 

belonged. Joseph Crawhall II did what he could to establish a Society of Artists. Everybody who was 

anybody was a member of the Lit & Phil. And Eça? The membership list for those years is lost. Eça wrote 

to Portugal of the strange English practice of the Lecture Season, when talks on every subject were well 

attended, which suggests that he participated in at least some of them.58 

 

The Consuls of Newcastle upon Tyne 
 

Eça is not in Newcastle, according to John Christie, publisher of Christie’s Annual Directory for Newcastle 

[etc] 1876-7, but Mr Christie has been unwell lately. He lists instead the previous Portuguese consul Baron 

Wildrick (sic), the Consulate is at 53 Grey Street, his residence is at 1, Wharncliffe Street.59 The correct 

name is Baron Wildik. Upon his appointment to Brazil, Wildik's contribution to the commercial relationship 

between Newcastle and Portugal was recognised at a dinner in his honour where he was presented with a 

silver salver as a token of appreciation. I found no similar recognition for his successor. 

 

Of the twenty countries that had consuls, twelve had local representation drawn from Newcastle’s business 

or legal community, and eight had national representation, enough to sit around a table for a convivial 

 
56 Mónica, p. 120 
57 The Maias, trans. Margaret Jull Costa, p. 619 
58 Eça de Queirós Letters from England trans by Ann Stevens. London: The Bodley Head, 1970 
59 Christie p. 50, and Preface 
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evening.  The doyen was the American consul, Major Evan Rowland Jones. As the name suggests, he was 

indeed Welsh, from the town of Tregaron in the present-day county of Ceredigion (Cardiganshire). He 

emigrated to Wisconsin in 1855 when he was fifteen. He gained the rank of Major in the Union army in the 

Civil War. After his career as consul in Newcastle and later in Cardiff, he was elected in Wales as a Liberal 

Member of Parliament.60 He was five years older than Eça and outlived him by twenty. 

 

 
Evan Rowland Jones61 

 

In direct contrast to Eça, Major Evan Rowland Jones made himself known. He gave a talk, Personal 

Recollections of the American War, in the Lecture Hall, Nelson Street Newcastle, on 8 February 1872,62 

before Eça’s time. The chairman ‘was surrounded by several consuls and other gentlemen upon the 

platform’. A report was printed in the Newcastle Chronicle on the 10th and was then reprinted as a pamphlet. 

This was typical of Major Jones. He sent an official report to the United States Government on The 

Engineers’ Strike in the North of England (1871), which then emerged as a pamphlet, printed in 1873 in 

Newcastle.63 The strike was to obtain a 9-hour working day. Jones contrasts the attitude and the behaviour 

of Sir William Armstrong, the chair of the manufacturers’ committee, with that of another leading 

manufacturer, George Robert Stephenson, the railway man. Jones is incensed that Armstrong 

communicated to the men through a solicitor’s letter but approves of Stephenson’s letter to his manager,  

 

I can say that I have always abstained from joining any combination of employers in opposition to 

workmen […] You may also assure them that any deputation coming to you from the general body of our 

own men will be listened to as representatives and will run no risk whatsoever of being regarded with 

suspicion or treated invidiously at any future time. 

 

 
60 http://www.discoverceredigion.co.uk/English/more/people/Pages/American-pioneers.aspx - re Jones  
61 Portrait held at Library of Wales 
62 Evan Rowland Jones, Personal recollections of the American war (Newcastle: Lambert, 1872) 
63 Evan Rowland Jones, The engineers' strike in the north of England: appendix to a report to the United States government 

(Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Printed by J.M. Carr, 1873) 

http://www.discoverceredigion.co.uk/English/more/people/Pages/American-pioneers.aspx
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Eça wrote Consular letters to his minister in Lisbon on the 1877 strikes in the Northern coalfields. Freeland 

analysed the letters at length.64 He found that Eça drew on the press for information but that his views were 

his own. Freeland describes changes in Eça’s thinking as he moved away from the evolutionary philosophy 

of natural, social, and economic life that was proposed by Herbert Spencer.  

 

(…) there is a marked change of tone in the progression of these letters, particularly in the final two, as 

he becomes increasingly aware of the miners’ plight, much more sympathetic towards their position and 

– one may perhaps infer – less sure of his own early idealistic theories of social change.65 

 

There is a broad sympathy of view in the thinking of Major Jones and of Eça de Queirós on the handling of 

the respective strikes, but while Major Jones put his views out to the people of Newcastle and to the world, 

Freeland had to excavate the archives of Lisbon to find Eça’s. The name Jones is Welsh, and I must think 

that Eça knew this. Major Jones did not hide himself away. Eça has Carlos da Maia bring an English interior 

decorator to brighten up the family’s town house in Lisbon, to the disgust of Vilaça the steward because 

the Englishman has replaced ‘a certain Esteves, architect, politician and kinsman of Vilaça.’66 Then this: 

 

And Vilaça was the first to declare that ‘Jones Bule’ (as he called the Englishman) [had done an 

excellent job.] 

 

Why are the ‘Jones’ and the ‘Englishman’ so juxtaposed? Eça de Queirós is having a private joke. Eça also 

brings in a second Jones, Miss Jones, the Protestant evangelising aunt of the Countess Gouvarinho, whose 

house in her evangelising absence is taken over for the countess’s affair with Carlos. 

 

As the American Consul in Newcastle, Major Jones was, alongside Sir William Armstrong, a significant 

figure on the committee formed to welcome to Newcastle the former President of the United States, General 

Ulysses S. Grant, at the end of September 1877. Grant was on the British stage of a world tour. He was 

greeted rapturously on Tyneside as the Liberator. The Mayor and Corporation of Newcastle hosted a 

banquet at the Assembly Rooms for General Grant, attended by gentlemen from the North-East, including 

the entire cohort of consuls. The Newcastle Daily Chronicle gave a report of the banquet with a list of 

invitees, including ‘Mr J.M. d’Eca Quiroz, Consul for Portugal’. 

 

Count Barnekow 
 

To mark the centenary of Eça’s death, in 2000 the Camões Revista de Letras e Culturas Lusófonas published 

an edition of essays devoted to his life and works, with an abstract in English.67 José Calvet de Magalhães 

wrote an essay on Eça’s career as a diplomat. To quote Magalhães from the abstract: 

 

He did conceal his literary activities from his Consular colleagues, however. Following Eça’s demise in 

France in 1900, in Stockholm in 1901 the diplomat and poet António Feijó met a former Swedish consul 

who had been a colleague of Eça in Newcastle and who asked for news of his old friend. His name was 

 
64 Freeland, Alan, and José Moura Carvalho, translator, Eça de Queirós, Correspondência consular (Lisbon: Edicões 

Cosmos,1994) 
65 Freeland in Bulletin p. 30 
66 The Maias, Margaret Jull Costa, p. 9 
67 With thanks to Dr Conceição Pereira 
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the Count of Bankow [sic] and he had been very close to his Portuguese counterpart for many years, but 

he was completely unaware that Eça had been a writer – and a famous one at that. He refused to believe 

it and was only convinced when Feijó showed him a postcard bearing a photograph of the monument to 

Eça in Largo do Barão de Quintela in Lisbon. 

 

In the longer text in Portuguese, Count Bankow [Barnekow] told Feijó that they had dined in the same 

restaurants, visited the same houses and had an escapade or two together in London and Paris. But Shepherd 

has this: “His letters to Ortigão suggest that he was rather lonely, with only one significant friend, the 

Swedish consul.’’68 I am not surprised that Eça kept things close to his chest – I think that this is another of 

his private jokes, whereby his friend Count Barnekow is the model for the comic figure of Baron 

Steinbroken in The Maias.   

 

 
Barnekow Coat of Arms69 

 

In Lisbon from 1883 to 1890, the Swedish Resident minister and consul general was Otto Steenbock. The 

Baron in the novel is in Lisbon as the Ambassador for the Kingdom of Finland, a country not to achieve 

independence until 1918. The Count in Newcastle was in the service of the then joint Kingdoms of Sweden 

and Norway. The fictional Baron is an excellent player of whist and an excellent judge of horses and he is 

plagued with gout. He has a fine baritone voice as had all the male line of the Steinbrokens. In the 1770s 

under King Gustav III, the musical establishment of the Swedish capital [...] [was] led by the stiff, 

incompetent Baron Adolf Fredrik von Barnekow, Intendant of the Royal Opera.70 Eça has Baron 

Steinbroken singing risqué songs in smoke-filled rooms for the entertainment of gentlemen only, and the 

Baron’s father had entertained old King Rudolph III singing old Lutheran psalms, school chants, and sagas 

of Dalecaria […].71 Dalecaria (more correctly Dalarna) is a historical province of Sweden. The regimental 

march of the Dalarna Regiment is the Stenbockensmarchen. 

 

No wonder that Eça never let Count Barnekow know that he was a writer. Baron Steinbroken stands too 

much on his dignity as the Ambassador of the King of Finland; he has a stock answer on foreign affairs: 

 
68 Shepherd, Andrew W. Eça de Queiroz and the English, BHSP Annual Report, 46, 2019  

    https://www.bhsportugal.org/library/articles/eca-de-queiroz-and-the-english 
69 Barnekow coat-of-arms 
70 Bertil van Boer, Scandanavian Studies at https//www.jstor.org/stable/40919900 
71 The Maias, translated by Margaret Jull Costa, passim 

https://www.bhsportugal.org/library/articles/eca-de-queiroz-and-the-english
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whenever a statesman is mentioned, the Baron comments only that he is ‘a strong man’. More bad press: 

There is the inane diplomatist Steinbroken, with his perpetual ‘C’est grave, c’est excessivement grave.’72  

 

I cannot write QED; I can share my thoughts. I hope that in time, I may know the true history of Count 

Adolf Gabriel Barnekow who never knew that his close friend was a writer who kept things close.  

 
—— ooOOoo —— 

 
Born and brought up in Burnley, Lancashire, with Irish parents, Joe Fean followed the 11+ route to grammar school. 

He then studied Modern History at King’s College London. His working life was as a qualified social worker and 

social work teacher in the South of Scotland and the North of England, where he and his wife, Lynda, could be close 

to their families. While still working, Joe took an A-Level and the first part of an Open University degree in English 

Literature at night school. On retiring, he studied for an M.A. in Creative Writing at Newcastle University. He and 

his wife now live in Greenwich, London, where he can often be found at the Oxfam Bookshop, managing the History 

Section. He and his wife are also volunteer gardeners at the Jacobean Charlton House in Greenwich. 

 

 
72 Aubrey F.G. Bell, Studies in Portuguese Literature, Blackwell. Oxford 1914, p 208.  


