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CHAPTER ONE

Lovely and Lively

‘A lovely little Girl – who seems very lively and in perfect health’

Countess Spencer, 1785

CAROLINE PONSONBY – THE future Lady Caroline Lamb – was born on 13 November 1785, into an exotic world. Her mother Harriet was the sister of Georgiana Duchess of Devonshire, the star of Whig Society; it was this famous aunt who would salute Caroline:

Fairy, sprite, whatever thou art

Magic genius waits on thee

And thou claimst each willing heart

Whilst thy airy form we see.

The Duchess duly gave her niece a pencil to record her own poems.1

Rather more soberly, Caroline’s grandmother Countess Spencer, who was present, described the birth in her diary. Harriet was established in the house of her parents-in-law, the Earl and Countess of Bessborough, a handsome Georgian building at 17 Cavendish Square. It was evidently quite a long labour, although it had a happy ending. Lady Spencer was sent for at eight in the morning, to find that Harriet had been ‘grumbling’ since the early hours. Labour finally ended at half past four the next morning when Harriet ‘was brought to bed with a lovely little Girl – who seems very lively and in perfect health’. Even if Harriet herself was ‘a little low’.2

Caroline’s petite size was emphasised from the first; she was the ‘little girl’ of the family following two boys, John the heir, and Frederick Ponsonby, with a further brother William born two years later. But she was also an elfin creature – a sprite in the words of the Duchess – compared to the cousins with whom she was brought up. Georgiana Cavendish (Little G), daughter of the Duchess, was born in 1783; the Duchess of Devonshire gave birth to another daughter Harriet Cavendish, always known as Harryo, a few months before Caroline was born. No one ever compared Little G or Harryo to a sprite. When the Duchess finally managed to give birth to an heir, the Marquess of Hartington, to be known as Hart, he grew up dazzled by his little fairy-like cousin, despite the fact that he was four years younger.

The closeness of the two families, Devonshire and Bessborough, Cavendish and Ponsonby, was symbolised by the fact that Little G and Frederick Ponsonby shared a christening. Not only were their respective mothers sisters, but their fathers were actually first cousins. There were however other members of the family circle equally close, yet without conventional status: there was the mysterious list of children of dubious parentage – constantly added to over the years – whose existence must surely have been baffling to the young until they were old enough to understand the truth. The contemporary phrase for them was ‘Children of the Mist’. This convoluted circle of parents and children, with marriage the outsider, bore out the lament of a pamphlet published in 1785, the year of Caroline’s birth: ‘It is a melancholy reflection that infidelities are much more frequent among people of elevated rank than those of less exalted status.’3

Above all there was the seductive presence of Lady Elizabeth Foster, mistress of the Duke of Devonshire. A contemporary of the Spencer sisters, Georgiana and Harriet, Bess, as she was known, was the daughter of the Earl of Bristol, and had two sons by her husband John Foster. Her powers to charm were legendary: ‘no man could withstand her’ wrote one man who observed her when she was young (although hardly surprisingly the Devonshire daughters Little G and Harryo detested her). Physically Bess has been described as the opposite of Georgiana, tiny to Georgiana’s magnificently glamorous appearance.4

Caroline St Jules, so called, was Bess’s illegitimate daughter by the Duke; the elderly Comte de St Jules agreed to accept paternity. There would be a son, William Clifford, born in 1788. Caroline St Jules was actually born on 16 August 1785, four days before the Duchess gave birth to her own Harryo, implacably demonstrating that the Duke had had sex with his wife and mistress within days. As the children grew up, the extreme closeness of Georgiana Duchess and Lady Bess must have added to the confusion; the tone of their correspondence (‘my dearest, dearest, Bess, my lovely friend’ etc.) might almost suggest that the two women were genuine lovers. However Georgiana Duchess was not without her own, more conventional admirers. In turn she would dive abroad a few years later to give birth to Eliza Courtney, daughter of her lover, Charles Grey.

This was a grand private society with its own nicknames. Hence the Duke of Devonshire was Canis, the Duchess The Rat, Lady Elizabeth Foster The Raccoon, and so on. With merriment went notorious unpunctuality: at Chatsworth it was said that dinner was served at 4.30 p.m. but the ladies went up to dress at 5.45! Nor did religion play a great part in their lives. Fanaticism, as perceived by the Whigs, did not meet with favour: Harriet Bessborough, for example, did not approve of nuns. Theirs was not a religion of certainty. Richard Payne Knight summed it up in his poem The Progress of Civil Society of 1796:

Religion’s lights, when loose and undefined

Expand the heart, and elevate the mind….

But, in dogmatic definitions bound,

They only serve to puzzle and confound….

Caroline herself put it more simply: alas, she did not know how to ‘believe or doubt’.5

The upbringing of the Ponsonby and Cavendish children, privileged in many ways, deprived in others, was conducted in a variety of dwellings, from palaces to gracious houses. In the upper rooms, attended by a warren of domestics, the children flourished with frequent forays downstairs to their parents’ lavish apartments. Foremost among these residences was the magnificent Palladian house in St James’s, overlooking Green Park, built by Caroline’s grandparents. Spencer House is described by one authority as ‘the queen of London houses’.6 Then there were the residences of her aunt and uncle: Devonshire House, also overlooking Green Park from the other side of Piccadilly, between Berkeley Street and Stratton Street, and Chatsworth, set in the countryside of Derbyshire.*

There was also a neo-classical villa at Roehampton, on the outskirts of London, conveniently near Richmond Park, which had been designed for Lord Bessborough in 1760; it was celebrated in verse:

We seem to breathe & tread on Classic Ground….

Ask ye, from whence these various Treasures came

These scenes of wonder? Need I Bessborough name?

And in contrast there were the trips abroad – for reasons of health, a term which covered a variety of experiences, some murkier than others. As will become apparent, a great deal of Caroline’s youth was spent abroad.

In 1785, the year of Caroline’s birth, King George III had been on the throne since 1760, and the period of his public ‘madness’ had not yet commenced. The unmarried Prince of Wales – the future Prince Regent, subsequently George IV – contracted a secret illegal marriage to the Catholic Mrs Fitzherbert in December. The American Revolution had been accomplished and Independence secured; the storming of the Bastille, which marked the beginning of the French Revolution, was a few years ahead. William Pitt the Younger headed a Tory government. Whigs and Tories were not organised political parties in the modern sense and the designation was not always clear-cut; words like Conservative and Liberal were not yet in use. Politics – of a sort – permeated the lives of the Whig aristocracy into which Caroline was born: a bright young man was very likely to try for Parliament, in an age before reform of the House of Commons (Pitt for example failed to abolish so-called ‘rotten boroughs’) when family influence would secure a seat. A bright young woman on the other hand would expect to marry well, meaning material prosperity as well as social position.

Reform, whether successfully achieved or not, was the buzzword of the time, which the children picked up. A characteristically roguish letter from Caroline when she was twelve years old to her cousin Little G Cavendish, another infant Whig, began: ‘A reform a reform, did you write a reform? then goodby cousin…. I disdain to reform at this time. I will reform in heart but not in hand. I will reform myself but not my letters, you lilly-livered girl.’ She then gives a glimpse of her family life: ‘there is papa, mama, my brothers and I, and I am always going out in Town and then when I come here we play at battlecock and shuttledore [a children’s game originating in India] and mama reads Shakespeare in the evening’. When her mother goes up to bed, Caroline continues to ‘rail out a song’ with her brothers in the great hall while ‘the Men drink in the dining-room, them men generally are poor, Papa and some dogs lying by the fire, we go out a great deal here’. Lots of jokes on the concept of Reform followed in her letters to Little G. ‘Sweet G, we will reform but not till we meet,’ she wrote.7

In this nest of cousins, connections and friends, Caroline from the first stood out for her charm – and her wilfulness.

When her grandmother Lady Spencer described her from time to time as ‘lively’, she was alluding to a certain tempestuous quality, adorable or annoying in a tiny child, but apparent in Caroline from an early stage. When she was eleven, Caroline had the wit to write to Little G:

I’m mad

That’s bad

I’m sad

That’s bad

I’m bad

That’s mad8

It was a wry self-knowledge which would only develop with the years.

Caroline’s father was the twenty-seven-year-old Frederick Ponsonby, future 3rd Earl of Bessborough. At the time of her birth he was known as Lord Duncannon, a courtesy title given to the heir to the earldom; he inherited the Bessborough title seven years later, and at this point little Caroline, as an earl’s daughter, became Lady Caroline and John, his eldest son, Lord Duncannon.

Possessed of Irish estates in which he was thought to take little interest, as an Anglo-Irish peer Bessborough would nevertheless feel sufficiently strongly to speak out against the proposed Act of Union of 1801. A Parliamentary report of the time described him as ‘a man of the most amiable and mild manners; without at all affecting the character of an orator, he is an excellent speaker’. At one point he became First Lord of the Admiralty. Bessborough was not however particularly rich nor particularly amusing, and as such he received very little attention compared to his wife, Harriet. It was significant that this Lord’s amiable manners did not prevent him from shouting at her in public: on one occasion he upbraided Harriet at a party for wearing her diamonds against his wishes – which did at least attract public notice. But perhaps that was the point.9

His wife, born Henrietta Spencer, daughter of the 1st Earl Spencer, came from a family with a tradition of strong women: epitomised perhaps by their ancestress Sarah, the great Duchess of Marlborough, favourite of Queen Anne. Harriet suffered in childhood from being the sister of the beautiful Georgiana, although at the same time the two girls were devoted to each other. Nevertheless Harriet, as she was always called, was generally dismissed as being ‘an ugly little girl’, except for an abundance of brown hair.10 The effect of this dismissal on Harriet, far from subduing her, was to make her, in the absence of physical beauty, cultivate an extraordinary power to attract. A portrait of her in 1793 by Angelica Kauffman shows a young woman of distinct allure, with a sultry mouth and beckoning eyes. As she grew older, age did not seem to diminish her attraction as she developed into a commanding presence.

Married at the age of nineteen, giving birth to her eldest son the next year, it was not long before Harriet enacted that notorious pronouncement of Lord Egremont on the Whig world: ‘There was hardly a young married lady of fashion who did not think it a stain upon her reputation, if she was not known as having cuckolded her husband.’ He added: ‘The only doubt was who was to assist her in the operation.’11

Harriet Bessborough was, as it were, assisted in the operation for a period of years by Richard Brinsley Sheridan, playwright and politician, in equal parts dissolute and fascinating. There were others including Charles Wyndham, a younger son of the Earl of Egremont, a member of the Prince of Wales’s dissolute circle: many years later a famous man would dismiss Lady Bessborough contemptuously as ‘the hack whore of the last half century’.12 But the significant relationship of the years surrounding Caroline’s birth, inevitably casting doubt on her actual parentage, was with Sheridan. The possibility that the future Lady Caroline Lamb shared the mesmerising Irish blood of the Sheridans certainly existed.*

More important to Caroline’s character and upbringing than this notional genetic inheritance is the fact that she adored her fascinating, dominating mother. The sexual morals that she must have observed in her dearest relation, whether they were to be emulated or rejected, could not be ignored. The chatter of innumerable servants – that unstoppable source of intimate news – meant that Caroline would inevitably have known much about her mother’s so-called private life, without necessarily understanding it at the time.

The Bessboroughs however were not always quite as outwardly serene in the conduct of their private lives as the Devonshires. The Sheridan affair was not actually allowed by the future Lord Bessborough to remain in discreet Whig obscurity. Relations between the couple were bad enough for Caroline’s father to institute a rare proceedings in the ecclesiastical court (the only method of divorce then legal). It was his brother-in-law the Duke who persuaded him to drop the case and leave things as they were.13

Gradually the tactics of the exhibitionist Sheridan began to grate on Harriet: for example he appeared in a box at the theatre and pretended to cry when she ignored him. Nevertheless, willingly or not, Harriet Bessborough remained in touch with Sheridan to the sad end of his drunken, indebted life, and even gave him money when he was in acute distress. Sheridan certainly retained something of the wayward and amusing spirit which had captivated London: found drunk in the gutter by the nightwatchman, he gave his name as the noted philanthropist and emancipator of slaves, William Wilberforce.14 But where romance was concerned, Harriet, as we shall see, moved on.

The other strong female character in Caroline’s childhood was her maternal grandmother Countess Spencer, with whom she spent a considerable amount of time, especially during her mother’s journeys abroad, as in March 1790 when Harriet was in Brussels. Here the example was very different. Lady Spencer, born Margaret Georgiana Poyntz, the daughter of a diplomat, had been widowed before she was forty – two years before Caroline’s birth – and thus had plenty of time to devote to her grandchildren, whom she treated with kindness and general tolerance.

Lady Spencer once told Harriet: ‘The happiness of my children, I think I do not deceive myself by saying, is that on which mine entirely depends.’ This meant that in order to preserve this happiness, from time to time Lady Spencer was moved to deplore any possible weaknesses in her daughters’ lives. There was Harriet’s ‘inclination to play’, for example. On one occasion, Lady Spencer advised her against going to the Prince of Wales’s Ball: ‘keep your heart free from the life of dissipation you seem to be plunged into’ – not advice, as has been seen, that Harriet took. Unfortunately her pious hope, expressed in 1792, ‘before I die, of seeing you and your sister leading useful, exemplary and blameless lives, and enjoying the calm of solid happiness that can be preserved by no other means’ was not fulfilled either.15 No doubt Lady Spencer intended to do better with the next generation.

Lady Spencer was a clever woman; widely read, she enjoyed the classics – she could read Greek, most unusually for a woman of her class and generation – as well as French and Italian. She liked playing chess. She was also genuinely pious, a keen reader of the Bible, and translated this piety into practical compassion for the poor. Lady Spencer lived at Holywell House, St Albans, where in her own words: ‘Method is my hobby horse.’ Lady Spencer had her weakness: the family curse of gambling which would enmesh both her daughters. But on the other hand, her philanthropic nature, combined with her intelligence, meant that she took an interest in education generally, her local village school and Sunday schools in particular.16 This example, given to the youthful Caroline, was of a very different nature from that of her own mother.

The little girl was a good learner and could read when she was four and a half. At the age of five she even spoke some French and Italian; soon she was able to write a short letter in French. Caroline also enjoyed learning to play the harpsichord: a lifelong love of music was inculcated. A more unusual accomplishment of a very different nature was acquiring the characteristic drawl of the Devonshire House set, at once light-hearted and infantile. This drawl, originally spoken by the Cavendish family, was adopted by Georgiana Duchess. Thus China was ‘Chaney’, chemist was ‘chimet’, yellow became ‘yaller’, cucumber ‘cowcumber’ and, most characteristically, ‘you’ became a babyish ‘oo’. Caroline wrote to her cousin Little G in a typical effusion apologising for the lack of a letter: ‘oo know, dearest ’ove that I ’ave so ’ittle time for ’ose things ’at it is impossible to ’ite’ – before ending more sensibly: ‘Now, G, I will write to you.’17

These frolics, whatever impression they gave to outsiders, did not stop Caroline from being intelligent. This intelligence and enjoyment of studying and reading was combined with another passion which was to be lifelong – for dogs. Tango, Patsam, Bambina, Venture, Prince, Vixon (sic), Ceazer, Suvent and Jock (a roll call of her dogs at Roehampton) all played their part. On one occasion abroad, she adopted a fox cub. Later she would take in strays, as a line in her poem ‘To a Lanky Cur I lov’d at that time’ expressed:

Your boasted power is over

To the greenwood I’ll repair

There unbind my yellow hair….

Breathing freely my native air

Come follow me – Dog Rover.18

Dogs, she declared, were really human; the need for affection, the need to express affection, both strong emotions with Caroline, were admirably catered for by the love of dogs. Later a passion for horses and riding – above all when she could ride freely, without restrictions – joined the passion for dogs. (Caroline however refused to ride side-saddle, as ladies were supposed to do.)

Less happy, expressing another side of Caroline’s developing character, was her relationship with one of her cousins, Louisa Poyntz, as reported by Lady Spencer. While Caroline was ‘grown very fond of her grandmother’, sleeping in her room, the independent child resisted Louisa’s attempts to pet her and take her on to her lap, although Louisa ‘doted on her’, in her grandmother’s words. Choice was already important to her. There was a deeply affectionate character developing but also a defiant little girl who would write when she was eleven: ‘I have been studying…. but Have not been able to attain the perfection of giving all the House a Headache.’19

Then there were her brothers, evidently rumbustious before they were despatched to public school – in their case, Harrow. This was certainly not a purely feminine world. There is a letter from Caroline to her cousin Little G of September 1797 when she was eleven: ‘my brothers went yesterday to Harrow. Before they went they hunted some rats and John threw me a dead one which blooded me.’ Fortunately the letter passes on to higher things: last night she had peered ‘at Jupiter the star through the telescope….’.20

What did she look like, this lovely and lively little girl? Her hair was cut short, a little trimmed every day, so as to thicken it according to contemporary standards of beauty. The effect was to increase the attractive boyish style which was and would remain such a notable feature of her appearance. Her eyes were enormous in her tiny cat-like face with its pointed chin: here was, to outward eyes, something of a boy-girl, and a very attractive one whichever sex she represented.

A major disruption of this childhood, privileged in material terms at least, occurred when trips abroad began, often the product of Lady Bessborough’s ill health. In the summer of 1791, at the age of only thirty, Harriet had a stroke and was seriously ill; henceforth her health would become a strong factor in deciding the course of Caroline’s childhood. Altogether little Caroline would be abroad for over three years. Caroline went with both her parents to Nice in the South of France for Harriet to recover. The sons remained in England: the eldest, ten-year-old John William, would give cheerful news from Harrow: ‘Dear Mama, I hope you continue to get better. Fred is very well and likes Harrow very well…. I have got a great many lead soldiers here which we draw up in rank and file, & we have many a pleasant battle.’ Although the letter did contain the more plaintive enquiry: ‘Pray send me word where you are.’ Fred, aged eight, struck the same note: ‘I like school very much. John and I are very well, when will you come back?’21 Her father returned to England in June 1792, but Caroline, now six,* remained with her mother to go and bathe in the healing waters of a spa. Meanwhile Georgiana’s enforced expedition abroad to give birth to her daughter Eliza by her lover Charles Grey (subsequently handed over to Grey’s parents) meant that she now became part of the little roving party.

Some of their encounters involved characters who would prove to be part of history, giving a dramatic flavour to their travels. In August the party visited Lausanne and had a sight of the young French princes, exiled by the fearful events occurring in France: Louis XVI, currently imprisoned, would be executed in January 1793. These were the sons of the Comte d’Artois, the Ducs d’Angoulême and de Berry on their way to join the Royalist army. The Duc de Berry was only thirteen, but according to Harriet’s letter to her son John: ‘The day he was 12 he wrote to his father begging him to let them come to him & fight by his side.’ The little Duc had read in the Roman history that when Hannibal was twelve he took an oath to defend and revenge his father, and he was taking the same oath.22

But most of 1793 was spent in Italy: it was at this point that Caroline’s father succeeded to the Bessborough title. William Ponsonby, the youngest boy, arrived with his father in September to join the family in Naples. There was also a meeting with Queen Maria Carolina – whose unfortunate sister Marie Antoinette, Queen of France would die beneath the guillotine in October.

One encounter however did reveal something of Caroline’s mettle – her outspokenness and her eccentricity, or, as the Duchess of Devonshire put it rather more crudely, she was very naughty and said whatever came into her head. In 1792 there was a visit to Edward Gibbon at his house overlooking Lake Geneva. The distinguished historian, author of the mighty many-volumed The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, was then in his fifties, already swollen with the disease which would finally kill him. The Duchess of Devonshire described the scene to her daughter: ‘Mr. Gibbon is very clever but remarkably ugly….’. Caroline in fact told him that his big face frightened the little puppy with whom he was playing. She did better in a sense on another occasion, as reported by Georgiana Duchess: ‘One day Caroline Ponsonby out of kindness, wanted one of the footmen who had been jumping her [i.e. jumping her up and down] to jump Mr. Gibbon, which was rather difficult as he is one of the biggest men you ever saw….’.23

Caroline was ill in Italy in 1793, an unpleasant gastric attack involving worms which left her inordinately thin. But more traumatic for the future life of the child Caroline was an event which took place in Naples late in the year. Her mother fell violently in love with a young man of twenty-one, Lord Granville Leveson-Gower, son of the Marquess of Stafford, with a career in diplomacy ahead. It was a relationship which would last for seventeen years before ending in a fashion which would have seemed improbable at the start: it certainly branded Caroline’s childhood. Granville was handsome and he was clever and he was amusing; furthermore he was known already to have a taste for older women. Since this was the Whig world, no particular attempt was made to cover up their relationship, merely to act elegantly as though it did not exist. But there were consequences.

Caroline’s mother, Lady Bessborough, would, as a result of her affair, give birth more or less clandestinely to two children of whom Granville was the father. Harriette Stewart and George Stewart were born in 1800 and 1804.*

The story given out for the birth of little Harriette was that Lady Bessborough had had a fall in London; at which point her sister the Duchess, who was in Bognor, rushed to her rescue.24 Whether or not there was a real fall, there was a real baby who was discreetly taken away to a foster mother. But this was an age of immense physical intimacy among women, in which it would have been quite impossible for the inevitable changes brought about by pregnancy to be ignored. Even though it was the custom for such babies to be given to other homes, the circumstances surrounding their actual births could not pass unnoticed.

Once again the psychological effect of such happenings on a sensitive child like Caroline can only be surmised. Above all, the influence it had on her own notion of morality must be questioned: as she gradually came to understand such developments, was she perhaps gradually encouraged by her strange circumstances to make her own rules?

For the moment however Harriet, Lady Bessborough and her daughter returned to England. Tempestuousness – that liveliness commented on by her grandmother – continued to mark the childhood of the lovely little girl. One of the governesses with whom Caroline came in frequent contact was Selina Trimmer, a pious, even puritanical woman who was part of the Devonshire household, despite disapproving of Georgiana’s dissipated tastes including her gambling. Caroline saluted ‘Selly’ in verse:

The Orange and the Lemon pale

With Selly’s cheek may vie:

But ah! no maid that is not frail

Has such a jet black eye

Much later Hart, the only son of the house, would reflect with the wisdom of hindsight: ‘To teach us was enough for mortal patience’, but when the wildness of Caroline was added he supposed that it was the charm which accompanied that wildness which enabled ‘Selly’ to put up with her.25

Caroline was now considered to be in need of the further discipline of an actual school. There had been incidents with other governesses, and on occasion, to calm her, laudanum was used, disguised in lavender drops. It has to be borne in mind that, rightly or wrongly, laudanum was in fact considered a useful, not an exceptional remedy at the time. In the words of one authority: ‘Everybody kept laudanum in the house and used it on occasion for minor ailments and aches.’ Nelson, for example, used it for pain. Caroline even wrote a poem to laudanum, containing the line: ‘Lull with thy poppy wreath my soul….’*26

Caroline was entered into a London day school at 22 Hans Place. The school was owned by the émigré Dominique de Saint-Quentin, a French teacher, author of a French grammar, married to an English woman; it would subsequently be run by the noted educator Frances Rowden and has been described as ‘an inspirational school’ of above-average merit. Caroline, who had been lucky to spend time with a grandmother interested in intellectual matters, was lucky again even though her stay there did not last very long. At the end of her education, Caroline could now write poems in French and copy Italian songs into gift-books (even if she had a forgivable childish inclination to muddle the two languages). She also learnt Latin and Greek, to the extent that she read the New Testament in Greek and translated Ovid from Latin.27

Caroline’s tastes in reading covered not only the classics, but also poets such as Alexander Pope. She enjoyed the novelists of the day including Maria Edgeworth and her future friend Sydney Morgan. She had the natural curiosity of a clever teenager: as when she wrote to her cousin Little G about the newly founded Edinburgh Review edited by Francis Jeffrey, ‘Have you ever seen the Edinborough [sic] Review. I hear it is very good – on many new plays and books.’

December 1802 found the family back in Paris, Lady Bessborough having given birth to Harriette Stewart. In March of this year the Treaty of Amiens had been signed, bringing peace between Britain and France: a country led since 1799 by its so-called First Consul, Napoleon Bonaparte (who in 1804 would rise higher still as Emperor of the French). This was a new regime and the Whigs were eager visitors to this post-revolutionary Paris. They were in genial sympathy with political developments: Lord and Lady Holland were friends and admirers of Napoleon. Lady Bessborough however, while sympathetic enough personally to visit France, allowed her previous friendship with Marie Antoinette and her sister Maria Carolina to prevent her being introduced to Napoleon.

Nevertheless she wrote to her friend Lady Melbourne of her determination to go to evening parties for the sake of Caroline. ‘Paris is going to be very gay; hitherto it has been like a new world’ where she did not recognise the faces.28

The family party consisted of Lord and Lady Bessborough, Caroline and John, now termed Lord Duncannon. Young Caro­line, aged just seventeen, actually made her debut at a ball in Paris given by the Duchess of Gordon. It was something she herself saluted – as throughout her life she greeted every major event – in verse:

Farewell to England and farewell to frocks.

Now France I hail thee with a sweeping train.

Subdued I’ll bend my stubborn locks

And enter on a life of pain

Farewell to childhood and perhaps to peace

Now life I sail upon thy dangerous stream29

Lady Spencer had ordered her daughter to prepare Caroline for her official entry into the world: she should get ‘one of the best dancing masters or mistresses if there are such to teach her how to go out and come into a room with propriety and without embarrassment’.*30 She also met such female luminaries as the witty hostess Madame de Staël, and the reclining hostess Madame Récamier; the latter inculcated in the youthful Caroline a sympathetic desire to fling herself on sofas and relax on them.

The Caroline who returned to London – a ghastly journey for all concerned, the worst inn ever, the bed up a ladder and shared with chickens – was ready to face the more gracious world for which she had been prepared. And it would soon be time to think of marriage. There was no other respectable outcome for the life of a pretty young woman than the profession of marriage, as advantageous as possible; about the only profession open to the plain ones was some form of teaching. Ladies could earn money writing of course (and many did), but that combined happily as it has always done with marriage.

The first to go was Little G. In March 1801 she was transformed into Georgiana Morpeth when, at the age of not quite eighteen, she married Lord Morpeth, heir to the Earl of Carlisle. George Morpeth was already a Whig MP; his portrait by Thomas Lawrence showed a pleasant enough man; and a year later the new Lady Morpeth gave birth to a son also called George. It remained to be seen whether cousin Caroline and sister Harryo would do as well.

Naturally, in this gracious Whig much-intermarried world, there were candidates within the family circle. John Lord Althorp, for example, son of Harriet’s brother Earl Spencer, thus Caroline’s first cousin, three years her senior, was an obvious choice. He was later described by his grandmother as caring for ‘neither Father, Mother, brothers, sister or for anything on earth but that noble animal, a horse’. This excessive equine passion was no disadvantage in a young man of suitably aristocratic birth, heir to a large and extremely agreeable estate in Northamptonshire.

But there was a complication. Caroline was in love.











* Devonshire House no longer exists; Spencer House however flourishes.

* It is possible to discern a resemblance between Caroline and Sheridan’s legitimate son Tom Sheridan, who would have been her half-brother. But there can be no absolute certainty either way in an age without efficient contraception.

* Caroline’s mid-November birthday has the awkward effect for a biographer that for the greater part of the year she is actually a year younger than the age indicated by the calendar.

* Thus three women, the Duchess of Devonshire, Lady Bessborough and Lady Elizabeth Foster, had between them given birth to fourteen children, of whom five – over a third – were in fact bastards: all connected by cousinage or actual parentage.

* A comparison might be made to the way paracetamol is regarded in modern times.

* With hindsight it is possible to say that the dancing master (or mistress) did better at training Caroline to enter a room without embarrassment than with propriety.


CHAPTER TWO

Mortal Bride

‘Thus spoke Titania when she sigh’d Doomed to become a mortal bride’

Lady Caroline Lamb, 23 June 1805

CAROLINE WOULD RECOUNT how she had fallen in love with young William Lamb, son of Viscount Melbourne, at a party at their house. She was in her early teens and he was six years older. He was reading poetry aloud. A portrait of William about this time by John Hoppner shows a handsome young man with dark eyes beneath heavy brows, a fine aquiline nose and thick dark hair. Intensely romantic, the young Caroline was also a great lover of poetry. It is easy to believe that the combination of a good-looking young man and the book in his hand was irresistible. In fact her mother confirmed this early passion in a letter to her own lover Granville Leveson-Gower of May 1805 when the match was a fait accompli: ‘she has preferr’d him since childhood, and now is so much in love with him that before his speaking [i.e. proposing], I dreaded it affecting her health….’.1

Caroline’s confidante of later years, the novelist Sydney Morgan, referred to her as ‘early loved and early won’ by a young man ‘who was at the same time a nobleman and a statesman’. But this was in retrospect. At the time when the young people fell in love, the situation was not so simple.

Given Caroline’s volatile nature, experienced by the families around her since childhood, her fits of fun, her fits of rage, there was some doubt – expressed for example by her mother – as to whether placid William could manage her. Duchess Georgiana on the other hand feared for the consequences if Caroline was checked, since her passionate love for William was so apparent.2

On the other side, Lady Melbourne questioned Caroline’s ‘lack of decorum’, which was ironic since Caroline herself would come to question the louche manners of Lady Melbourne’s own family circle:

Yes, I adore thee William Lamb

But I hate to hear thee say God d—3

Then there was the questionable status of the Lamb family. The Lambs were comparative newcomers to the aristocracy. William’s father was the 1st Lord Melbourne, his Irish peerage being created in 1770, transformed first into a viscountcy, and later an English peerage which enabled him to sit in the House of Lords. Elizabeth Melbourne was born Milbanke, the daughter of a minor baronet. Furthermore William was actually a second son, who traditionally inherited little in the way of fortune and made his own way in the world. So Caroline’s first love was dictated by passion, not a desire for future material gain. In the same way William’s declaration, ‘of all the Devonshire girls, she is the one for me’, supposedly said after seeing Caroline at a party, was a romantic not a practical assertion.4

There was a further aspect to William’s parentage, widely known in Society. Lady Melbourne, a woman both intelligent and voluptuous who was prepared to share her charms, allowed it to be known that William was actually the son of the Earl of Egremont. So, probably, were his siblings, Frederick and Emily. George Lamb, born in 1784, was deemed to be the son of a royal lover, the Prince of Wales, who was his godfather – hence his name.

Emily Lamb, eighteen months younger than Caroline, was already a figure in her life; Caroline had encountered her, together with her cousins Little G and Harryo, in childhood days at Devonshire House. Emily was infinitely beguiling: ‘a little thing all eyes’ in one description and ‘always like a pale rose’ in William’s own words later.5 She was also a deceptively strong character, with something of her mother’s brilliance; time would show that she was devoted to her brother’s interests. But it was of course the eldest brother Peniston Lamb, acknowledged (by Lady Melbourne) as the son of his legal father, who was in time due to inherit the Melbourne title.

Then everything changed. Peniston Lamb died unmarried, of consumption, in January 1805. William Lamb was now the heir – not only to the title but to Melbourne Hall in Derbyshire, Brocket Hall in Hertfordshire and Melbourne House in London. The Bessboroughs began to look more favourably on a match to which in any case their wilful daughter was in her own mind pledged. Harriet confided to Granville further that William’s letter of proposal was beautiful, alluding to his change of circumstances: ‘amongst other things,’ he tells her
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