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For Sam, as always—





Beauty is only the promise of happiness.
—STENDHAL
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PROLOGUE

The three Blackwood children had very different last memories of their father. Caroline Blackwood was born in 1931 at Clandeboye, the Dufferins’ grand family estate in Northern Ireland, in the prewar years of the Protestant ascendancy. Her father, the fourth Marquess of Dufferin and Ava, was killed in the last year of the Second World War. Sheridan, Caroline’s younger brother, who would become the fifth marquess on his father’s death, was only seven when Lord Dufferin was killed by an enemy’s bullet in Burma. “I have only one memory of him,” Sheridan wrote in 1985. “He was back on leave from India and I remember staring at him in the bath covered with mosquito bites.”1

Perdita, Caroline’s younger sister, was ten at the time of her father’s death. “I didn’t see him much growing up,” she recalled. “I do remember being given a box of chocolates, probably from an American soldier. I was absolutely looking forward to eating them, but for some reason I left them in the library, the big room everyone used at Clandeboye, where you’d come in and leave your Wellies. And he came in and he ate the whole thing. It was my first indication of what grown-ups could do! He loved sweets.”2

Caroline, three years older than Perdita, wrote later that her father always seemed like a missing person, someone known mostly through photographs. But she did have one memory of being a little girl and accompanying her father on a pheasant shoot, on the vast, interlocking fields of green that made up the enchanted Clandeboye estate. It may have been on one of those days when low bands of mist shrouded the grounds, an Irish mist that gave rise to stories of a ghost, a woman in white who haunted the man-made lake.3 Caroline was asked to fetch and carry the dead birds. What had started out as a grown-up pleasure of inclusion and sportsmanship—time spent with her father—turned cruel. The bloodied pheasants smeared her hands and her clothes and her face; the plump birds, which had seemed so beautiful in flight, with their bright plumes and whirring calls, were damaged things, still warm, but matted and lifeless. She tried to wash their blood from her hands in the cold waters of the lake. It was the last memory she would ever have of being with her father.

Caroline would grow up and become a writer. She would also marry three brilliant men: the painter Lucian Freud, the composer Israel Citkowitz, and the poet Robert Lowell. Freud painted a number of stunning portraits of his young wife, notably “Girl in Bed,” which was bought by Lord Glenconner almost the moment the paint had dried. Cyril Connolly, who was also for a time infatuated with Caroline, had tried to buy the painting, but settled for another portrait of her, “Girl Reading.” Lowell later purchased “Girl in Bed” from Glenconner; it was the only memento he brought with him from the wreckage of his seven-year attachment to Caroline.

The striking portrait was painted during a brief transitional phase, when Lucian, still in his twenties, was leaving the dreamlike, expressionistic style of his teacher Cedric Morris and moving toward the cold exactitude of realism. He captured Caroline on the cusp of womanhood; one wonders whether the intensely staring creature, her hair the color of wheat, is indeed a girl or a woman. At twenty-one, she is both. The most striking feature in the painting is Caroline’s large, luminous eyes. In a poem, Lowell described the portrait’s “huge eyes and dawn-gaze …”4 Lucian painted it in 1952; he had left his wife and child and had run off to Paris with Caroline. He captured her intense stare, which seems to look back unflinchingly on some hidden childhood sorrow. Or horror. Lowell also wrote: “The painter, your first husband, made girls stare.”5 But Caroline didn’t learn her unflinching gaze from Lucian Freud; she had always had it, and her willingness to stare into the face of blackness would always be with her, expressed again and again in her many darkly comic works of fiction and nonfiction.

But who really was the girl-woman in the portrait? Lowell asked, “One wondered who would see and date you next / and grapple for the danger of your hand.”6 Because the men she loved were artists and writers, Caroline has been called a muse and has been compared with women like Alma Mahler Werfel, Maud Gonne, and Nora Joyce.

One can argue, however, that Caroline Blackwood was both a muse and an anti-muse. Lucian Freud’s paintings of Caroline Blackwood are among the most tender and lyrical portraits he’s ever executed. Caroline herself felt that Lucian’s portraits of women turned cruel and corpse-like after she left him—true executions. But Caroline’s second husband, Israel Citkowitz, seemed to have traded in the creative life of a composer to become a caretaker for Caroline and their daughters. His old friends were shocked to see Israel—once a protégé of Aaron Copland’s and his circle of new American composers—doing laundry and fussing over the children, his artistic life abandoned. Robert Lowell won his second Pulitzer Prize for The Dolphin, dedicated to Caroline and clearly inspired by her. In poem after poem, Lowell apotheosized Caroline as a dolphin figure who inspires and guides his craft. As their marriage disintegrated, however, Lowell’s dolphin is transformed into a treacherous Siren who lures travelers and dines on the bones of her lovers. After Lowell’s death, Caroline entered into a love affair with a young classics scholar, translator, and poet named Andrew Harvey. They traveled together and lived in London for a year, and when that relationship ended, Harvey wrote a book of poems dedicated to Caroline in which she appears as Lydia, a taunting, terrifying initiator into wisdom, who forces the poet into creative depths by tricking and humiliating him. “Caroline was the angel of creation and destruction,” Harvey would later say. “She would initiate you into her own darkness, and that’s what made her a muse figure. It was her destiny to play that role.”7

In 1996 the dance critic Arlene Croce wrote, “Muses are not wanted anymore.” She argued that muses “are born, not made,” which is one reason that they’re disappearing from Western culture.8 Furthermore, she observed, a muse may or may not possess talent, but she usually possesses beauty and, always, mystery. Caroline did indeed possess beauty and mystery. Many have testified to Caroline’s heart-stopping beauty as a young woman—her “Alice-in-Wonderland straight gold hair, / fair-featured, curve and bone from hair to socks,” as Lowell wrote in “Mermaid 2.”9 The mystery was there, too; Caroline was known for her silences. She could be maddeningly shy, her tongue loosened only by alcohol. And she sprang from the insular world of the Protestant ascendancy in Northern Ireland, the product of a long line of colonial administrators on her father’s side and the Guinnesses on her mother’s. To have been born a Guinness was mystery enough, a clannish family made legendary by great wealth and by whispers of a generational curse. By the time Lowell knew Caroline, her father’s world of vast country estates and crumbling Georgian mansions—a world condemned by its colonial aspirations—was already passing into memory.

Croce also pointed out that though the tradition usually demands virginity, there is a subtradition that “honors promiscuity”; the woman of deep experience can also be mysterious and compelling, and as gratifying as the “pure young girl.”10 Caroline was that pure young girl for Lucian Freud. For Lowell, perhaps, part of her mystery was her history of fascinating men—Freud and Citkowitz. For Andrew Harvey, who was twenty years younger than Caroline, and gay, her passionate sexuality was part of her glamour. What Freud, Lowell, and Harvey all succeeded in doing was to vividly embody various aspects of Caroline in their works of art, giving her posthumous life. Croce may well have been thinking of Caroline when she wrote, “Whenever a gifted male artist has embraced his Muse he has in fact made a woman appear in the art … It is not the man speaking through the woman; it is the woman speaking through the man.”11

The idea of “the Muse Incarnate” declined in the second half of the past century as women’s roles changed. It is contrary to modern feminism because it rests on the idea of being chosen, rather than being the one to choose: “Muses are passive, therefore passé.”12 The curious thing is that Caroline would have agreed with the last statement; she rejected the idea of being a muse. She was not really a feminist either; she had her generation’s mistrust of “women’s lib.” As an Anglo-Irish aristocrat—and a wealthy Guinness—she could do pretty much as she pleased. But she preferred to be the creator, not the inspirer, using her gothic imagination and her wicked wit to satirize the class she had been born into, and to expose a universe she perceived as infused with malevolent bad luck, like a fine silk shot through with rot.

If Caroline hated being defined as a muse, who, then, was she? Part of the enigma of Caroline Blackwood is that she is described differently by the various people who knew her. There are those who perceived her as capable of cruelty and drunken negligence. Others—particularly her women friends—saw her as generous, courageous, loving, and loyal. Several of Lowell’s cronies thought her destructive and victimizing; others saw her as a lost soul, victimized by men who loved her only for her wealth or her title.

But all agreed on Caroline’s gifts as a writer and her capacity for hard work. In fact, work became a kind of salvation for her. Despite a lifetime of Job-like afflictions—a neglected childhood, alcoholism, depression, illness, coping with Lowell’s mania, the early deaths of a daughter and of her beloved brother—Caroline developed into an original and disciplined writer. Caroline’s lost father, who died young, wrote, in his last letter to her and her siblings, “Above all, all of you, work hard all your lives.”13 Caroline took that advice to heart; she wrote nine books of fiction and nonfiction, and collaborated on a cookbook, before her death at the age of sixty-four.

In work and in life, Caroline hadn’t quite made up her mind if the world was a godless place or one ruled by a malicious intelligence. Of the many paths to wisdom, Caroline chose the downward path. Or perhaps it chose her. The writer Jonathan Raban knew that about her when he eulogized Caroline, whom he had known when he was a young writer and critic renting a basement flat in her London house (while Lowell raged on the top floor and Citkowitz jangled his caretaker’s keys in the middle flat).


She violated every nursery maxim. She never failed to look on the dark side, or to search for the cloud in every silver lining. Intense apprehension—in both senses—was a guiding principle, and the phrase “the worst” was a favorite in her conversation. “It’s the worst,” she’d say with relish; “really the worst …”—a sure prelude to the unfolding of a new black comedy.

More than any optimist I’ve ever known—far more—Caroline the pessimist made the world a happier place to be in because she could make mocking music of its terrors. She was brilliance in the dark, laughter in the silence.14



Part of this ability to “make mocking music” of the world’s terrors was Caroline’s gift for language, not just in her writing but in her conversation. And her conversation was always the more valuable because she never completely lost her deep silences. She would always need the libation of alcohol to guide her from a nearly mute state to those places where language flowed. Her silences, remembered Raban,


were voids—depthless, black, abrupt. And her talk was a suspension bridge, spanning the emptiness: each new sentence a girder, boldly swung out into perilous space. Caroline talking was devastatingly fluent, scandalous, and funny; on a roll, she’d scorch the air with words … an evening with friends would yield a full-length gothic novel.



Caroline’s wit, more so in her conversation than in her writing, was redemptive. It was her crowing over chaos; her black humor was like the phoenix rising from the ashes—she could win hilarity from darkness. She could find the one detail in the disaster that would make you laugh, and that was courage-giving. Caroline talked—and wrote—in order to face down misfortune. “All sorrows can be born,” a sage once said—and I think Caroline would have agreed—“if they can be made into a story.”15


• One •

THE HOUSE OF BLACKWOOD


How was he to tell her that her eyes would never again close—that in the nights they would stare forever into the darkness …1

Scoptophilia: the morbid need to gaze.2



The first thing people recall about Caroline Blackwood is her enormous eyes. The composer Ned Rorem described them as blue as a peacock egg. The editor and poet Alan Ross thought they were green. Lucian Freud painted them blue-gray and staring. Always careless about her appearance—and many claimed she was one of the great beauties of her day—Caroline seemed to take pride only in the striking appearance of her eyes. In middle age, when drink and ill health had coarsened her features, she heavily outlined her eyes in black.

Like the jaded housewife in Caroline’s short story “Please Baby Don’t Cry,” who undergoes cosmetic eye surgery and, as a result, can no longer close her eyes, Caroline was known for her gaze. Her unflinching stare was a need to observe, to see and to know, a willingness to look on all aspects of life, especially the seamy sides others turn from. In part it was a search for knowledge; in part it was a disdain for sentimentality. In part it was her rebellion against the self-satisfied social realm she was born to: she would be the one to look on life’s ugliness and make the dreaded remark. To see was for Caroline an act of courage.

Caroline looked at the world around her and found it wanting. Born to wealth and privilege, on July 16, 1931, in Northern Ireland, she had been granted an impossible mixture of good and bad luck. She had beauty, talent, intelligence, wit, and courage. But her mother seemed incapable of loving her, and her father—who might have loved her—died when she was thirteen. Lord and Lady Dufferin—Basil “Ava” Blackwood and Maureen Guinness Blackwood—were alcoholics, although Maureen found a way to stop drinking in middle age. Alcohol probably ruined Lord Dufferin’s political career. Caroline and her younger sister and brother were raised in a grand country house near Belfast by careless and sadistic nannies, were indifferently educated, and were launched into the world by a woman who seemed to care only for Society, practical jokes, and flattery. It’s surprising that Caroline, with no training and little education, became a serious writer. But having been born in the waning years of Protestant rule in Northern Ireland, she witnessed the excesses, the boredom, and the siege mentality of that world; she had tales to tell. She would begin with social satire and end with the macabre.

She began by directing her gaze toward her ancestors and the great house and lands that had been snatched from the Irish and given to her Scots forebears by James I. She could be very dismissive, and funny, about her lineage and the privileges and horrors of growing up in a Georgian mansion in the declining years of the ascendancy. As a fiction writer, Caroline can be compared with Elizabeth Bowen and with Molly Keane, who wrote under the name M. J. Farrell, with some important differences. In her biography of Elizabeth Bowen, Victoria Glendinning wrote that when Bowen died, in 1973,


the Anglo-Irish literary tradition died with her. When she was growing up, all Ireland was still part of Great Britain. She lived between Ireland and England all her life. Since the twenty-six counties of the Republic of Ireland became a separate nation, the Anglo-Irish have lost their peculiar position and their cultural identity. There is no Anglo-Irish writer of Elizabeth Bowen’s generation of the same stature, and hers was the last generation in which Anglo-Ireland, in its strict sense, existed.3



In story after story, Bowen evoked the world of the Irish country house, usually tinged with a sense of nostalgia. Houses were forever being lost, mothers died, children were disinherited, sons gambled away the family fortune, furniture was auctioned off, and the great Georgian houses were sold and sometimes torn down, as was Elizabeth’s own Bowen Court. While Anglo-Irish aristocrats played bridge and danced at their cotillions, British patrols moved uneasily among Irish tenants, searching for guns hidden under beds. What Bowen knew “was an Eden in the seconds after the apple has been eaten, when Evil was known, immanent and unavoidable, but while there was still awareness of what Innocence had been.”4

Molly Keane was born five years after Elizabeth Bowen. Though probably aware of how untenable was the Protestant ascendancy in Northern Ireland, she celebrated that world and accepted its pleasures as well as its discomforts and moral quandaries. Like Bowen, Keane was well aware that the Protestant ruling class had to shut Catholic Ireland out at night by barring the great hall door. Nonetheless, Keane lovingly described many Anglo-Irish customs from her childhood that seem now, at the beginning of a new century, to be stifling or quaint or just inconvenient; Keane evoked them with a rosy glow. Although daughters living at home were not educated for any employment or profession, family life held many pleasures:


One was sure of a horse and two or three days’ hunting in the week … With a full staff of servants, there was nothing in the way of housework to be done. A girl with a talent for music or painting had leisure to practise her art.5



Indeed, an ascendancy family was a little universe unto itself. When it ran smoothly—when parents had their children’s best interests at heart and there was enough money to keep the mountain of unpaid bills at a manageable altitude—there were many deep pleasures inherent in that life. Even the unmarried “home girls” had a place in society, and were often inherited, along with the manor house, where they would lend their talents to gardening, if they wished, or ruin their eyesight by mending tapestries. Whoever inherited the house had to take care of them. Game was plentiful; without refrigeration, “everything from spring lamb to green peas was eaten in its season.”6 Morning prayers were said daily, and there was plenty to do if you were the sporting type—and if you were born into the Anglo-Irish, you were expected to be. Grouse and snipe shooting, fox hunting as often as possible, horseback riding and show jumping were de rigueur. In fact, horses, hunting, and racing were the only accepted topics of conversation; literary types were considered “creeps,” according to Molly Keane.7 The eldest son always inherited; younger sons had to make do by joining the army, navy, or diplomatic services and living on their pensions. It was better never to marry than to marry beneath your class. This was the world Caroline was born to.

The drawback to this cozy, insular world was that, as Desmond Guinness—one of Caroline’s cousins—wrote in his book on Irish castles, the Anglo-Irish ruling class had to be on the alert, as if they were living in a foreign country: “Irish in England and English in Ireland.”


The Protestant landlords had loyalties to England that were not shared by their tenants … In Ireland, the two were separated by barriers of race, religion, and in some districts language … the castle stronghold survived far longer [in Ireland] than was necessary in England.8



Long after Caroline left Northern Ireland to live in London and New York, her mother and sister-in-law would sometimes have to place a log across the road to Clandeboye to protect themselves during the Troubles. Caroline thought it a rather mad idea that such a maneuver could be helpful in keeping out the IRA.

Caroline was born twenty-seven years after Molly Keane. The world Keane relished in her novels—the lighting of the bedroom fire at eight o’clock, “when tea was brought to the bedside, the china invariably patterned with tiny violets”9—Caroline would describe as soul-numbing boredom. Prosperous Anglo-Irish women couldn’t even “enjoy their money,” according to Caroline. She described an era of isolation, perpetual rain, lack of petrol, a short hunting season, and long, dark nights. “In wartime,” she wrote, “their isolation became hellish … The young men were all away, and there was neither point, nor petrol, for them to make [social] calls.”10

She was even grimmer when considering the effect of the Troubles on Anglo-Irish ladies, who recalled a time when landlords couldn’t walk around their estates without armed guards. Caroline grew up in the memory of a time when “the murder of a landlord was considered a hallowed act, and the Irish children played games of ‘Kill the Landlord.’ ”11

Caroline’s friend Lady Gowrie—now Xandra Hardie, since her divorce from the Irish earl Greysteil Gowrie—shared Caroline’s Anglo-Irish background and her harsh judgment of that world:


Our lot had a great run. They really did. Caroline came from the end of that tribe. Mostly we were completely useless and worthless. It was a totally work-free life our tribe lived before the war. We did nothing worthwhile. We contributed to some charities, and a few people collected paintings … P. G. Wodehouse presented the genial, playful attitude towards all that, but if you look past it, you see it was ghastly—it really was.12



One of the pleasures of Caroline’s autobiographical second novel, Great Granny Webster, is her vivid description of the decaying house at Clandeboye under her unfortunate grandfather Frederick’s reign. Calling the Georgian house “Dunmartin Hall,” Caroline wrote about her childhood memories of growing up there. “Dunmartin Hall had always had an aura of impermanence. The house had both the melancholy and the magic of something inherently doomed by the height of its own ancient colonial aspirations. It was like a grey and decaying palace fortress.”13 Stinging nettles had taken over the driveway, and weeds invaded the tennis court. The roses grew wild from lack of attention; only the hydrangeas, needing no special care, flourished. The tenant farmers, who seemed to exist on bacon fat and potatoes, produced nothing from the barren soil and could not pay their rent. The swimming pool rotted. The viceroy’s vast library mildewed. The roof leaked incessantly, so jam jars and pots and pans were scattered around the house and emptied on a daily basis. Soggy string, meant to direct the leaks into their respective pots and pans, hung from damp ceilings. The English butler and footmen hired by Caroline’s grandfather Frederick (“Dunmartin”) sloshed around the mansion in Wellingtons, disdainfully drinking their way through their employer’s wine cellar, while Dunmartin sold off fields to pay their salaries. A trio of slovenly Irish sisters, hired as cooks, proved disastrous, transforming the game pheasant into deep brown objects swimming in lard. The kitchen was sticky, unscrubbed, bedecked with the corpses of mice smashed in mousetraps on the unswept stone floor, among the potato peelings and sharp bones of pheasants. The house was so cold that one had to wear an overcoat just to traverse the halls; the plumbing was inadequate, so a hot bath was a rarity. The stables were empty, the chickens laid no eggs, the orchards failed to produce apples. The once beautiful imported trees had to be cut down for firewood; more and more acres were sold off to pay inherited and mounting debts.

Nonetheless, Caroline would always have a particular love for great houses and for Georgian architecture, though she came to question the tradition-bound, Anglo-Irish life that, in her experience, went with it. Caroline, unlike Molly Keane and Elizabeth Bowen, saw only the ghastliness of the world she had been born to. She considered the Irish house a curse as well as a blessing, but she would often long for Clandeboye, lost to her through primogeniture.

The history of great families has always held a fascination. For Caroline Hamilton Temple Blackwood, the family that nourished her imagination was not the brewery Guinnesses, but her father’s family of Blackwoods, who traced their lineage back to sixteenth-century Scotland. The Blackwoods and the Hamiltons emigrated from Scotland to Ulster in 1586 and settled in the soft rolling lands ten miles from Belfast, in Northern Ireland’s County Down.14 Today the Guinnesses are far better known than the Blackwoods—for their wealth, their flamboyance, their Book of Records, their “curse,” and of course for their dark brown stout—but the ancient line of Blackwoods anchored Caroline in Clandeboye.

In 1604, James I granted James Hamilton a sovereign charter over the land, castles, and possessions of the Irish family of O’Neills in Upper Clandeboye.15 The Blackwoods were originally tenants of the land-rich Hamiltons, but when Henry Hamilton, Lord Clanbrassil, was forced to sell his lands to pay off gambling debts in 1688—and was later poisoned, possibly by his wife—John Blackwood acquired the Hamilton lands and a peerage that would be passed down through the generations.

As in many families of property and high social standing, some intermarriages were arranged to keep the wealth in the family. The Blackwoods and Hamiltons were united when John Blackwood of Ballyleidy married his cousin Anne Hamilton and fathered two sons. By the end of the seventeenth century, the Blackwoods were no longer tenants; they were firmly entrenched owners of an estate of more than six thousand acres scattered throughout North Down. Their 340-acre estate near Belfast, then called Ballyleidy, held a small, two-story house, now replaced by the large, gray, ivy-covered Georgian mansion where Caroline, Perdita, and Sheridan were born.

Caroline’s three most notable ancestors on her father’s side were Richard Brinsley Sheridan, his granddaughter Helen Selina, and Helen’s son, Frederick, who would become the first Marquess of Dufferin and Ava.

Sheridan, the Irish playwright best known for The School for Scandal and The Rivals, contributed his iconoclastic wit and literary talent to the Blackwood gene pool. And if there is a genetic predisposition to alcoholism, Caroline may also have inherited this from her brilliant ancestor. It was to blight many of the important relationships in her life. It had marred Sheridan’s spectacular career in the London theater with long periods of financial disaster and personal difficulties. He wrote The Rivals in just a few short weeks when he needed money; it was produced at Covent Garden in 1775 and was a great success. Though he claimed to loathe the theater and seldom saw plays, he bought out David Garrick’s half-share of the Drury Lane Theatre and attempted to manage it—disastrously. Even the financial success of The School for Scandal, which opened in 1777, did little to ease his overwhelming debt, accumulated through his poor management of the Drury Lane and his penchant for entertaining fashionable society on a grand scale. His true love was politics, and he was elected to Parliament, but his personal disasters and lack of fortune derailed that career as well, though he won a reputation as a brilliant orator in the House of Commons.

When the rebuilt Drury Lane was destroyed by fire in 1809, Sheridan was relieved of its management. In 1811 he lost his seat in Parliament; in 1813 he was arrested for debt. When his house was opened to his creditors, it was “found to be filthy and denuded of almost all furnishing.”16 He died in 1816, but instead of being buried next to his political ally Charles James Fox, as was his wish, Sheridan was given a grand funeral and laid to rest next to Garrick, the greatest English actor of his day. He may have disdained the theater for politics, but it was theater that claimed him.

Caroline was fascinated by Sheridan and took him as a patron saint. Sir Harold Nicolson, in his biography of Caroline’s great-grandfather Frederick, wrote that “in my uncle’s own veins the Sheridan blood seethed and tingled like champagne,” a phrase Caroline was fond of quoting.17 The name Sheridan in fact crops up two more times in the Blackwood line: it’s her brother’s name and the name she and Robert Lowell gave their son, Robert Sheridan Lowell. “The Sheridans are still dominating sea and land in our household,” Caroline said. “We’re all very Sheridanish.”18

In Great Granny Webster, Caroline described the Sheridan blood and its effect on at least one member of the family. In an interview she gave to the writer and editor Steven M. L. Aronson three years before her death, Caroline confessed that her novel Great Granny Webster was “all too real.” The story about her grandmother, Brenda Woodhouse, trying to smash her infant grandson against a stone during his christening “really happened,” Caroline said. Her grandmother was afraid that Caroline’s brother would have “the bad Sheridan blood.”19

Caroline, in due time, would have her own reckoning with “the bad Sheridan blood.”

Sheridan entered the Blackwood line through one of his three beautiful granddaughters, Helen Selina, who is remembered for writing a popular lyric called “The Irish Emigrant.” A brilliant, beautiful, but penniless young woman, she married Caroline’s great-great-grandfather Price Blackwood, a union that displeased the dour, Calvinist Blackwoods. After generations of careful acquisition and husbandry, Price Blackwood had gone and married a poor woman who sang, danced, and wrote poetry, and whose grandfather was, yes, a famous Irish playwright, but also a philanderer, a drunk, and a bankrupt. The Price Blackwoods banished themselves to Italy for two years, until Helen’s charm and beauty—and the birth of their first son and heir, Frederick—softened the hearts of the elder Blackwoods. Then mother and son began to make frequent visits to the grand but gloomy mansion at Ballyleidy, and Frederick would prove the most illustrious Blackwood of them all.

An 1842 portrait of young Frederick reveals a doe-eyed young man with a sensitive face and glossy black hair, a far cry from the august, patriarchal figure in military coat and bristling white whiskers he would become. Frederick, Caroline’s great-grandfather, would master a romantic and dreamy temperament and be known as a highly accomplished politician, ambassador, paterfamilias, man of letters, amateur architect, collector, and part-time watercolorist.

The dreaming boy in the portrait became the fifth Lord Dufferin and sole heir of Ballyleidy at the age of fifteen, when his father died in 1841 during a stormy Channel crossing; it was thought that he took an accidental overdose of morphine to treat a headache. Frederick would grow up to be “the foremost imperial administrator of the late Victorian era,”20 according to one historian. The ancestral home is still filled with the curling irons, bobsleds, Mohawk and Ojibwa hunting bags, Cree showshoes, and paddles garnered from his travels in British Columbia, when he served as Governor-General of Canada in the 1870s. Queen Victoria later appointed him ambassador to Russia, Turkey, Italy, and France, and then made him Viceroy of India.

Caroline believed that his appointment as Viceroy of India was the high point of her great-grandfather’s life: “He loved the pomp of power … Can you imagine him sitting on his throne, with yaks’ tails and peacock-feather fans waved above him, while guns thundered?”21

Caroline enjoyed satirizing her ancestor, but she was captivated by the rumor, passed down through her family, that this paragon of Victorian industry and virtue was really the illegitimate son of the Jewish prime minister and novelist Benjamin Disraeli. She told Aronson that Frederick did indeed resemble Disraeli and that Disraeli had helped her great-grandfather in his rise to prominence by whispering in Queen Victoria’s ear. But at least one chronicler of the Blackwoods, Sir Harold Nicolson, checked Disraeli’s diary and ascertained that his first meeting with Lady Dufferin took place six years after Frederick’s birth.

For his role in the British annexation of Burma during his term in India, Lord Dufferin would acquire his second title, the name of Burma’s ancient capital. Advancing from baron to earl to marquess, Lord Dufferin became the first Marquess of Dufferin and Ava, a name—and a place—that would later prove fateful to Caroline’s father, the fourth marquess, who was known affectionately to his friends and family as Ava.

Besides being the first Blackwood to gain international prestige and augment the family’s title, Frederick is noteworthy for restoring the name Clandeboye to the ancestral Ulster home and for turning the house into a grand repository of Victorian plunder. Indeed, the vast interior of the great house helped to shape Caroline’s gothic imagination: a blackened rhinoceros head rested on an ancient, sacrificial stone in the entrance hall; a museum room contained the mummified hand of an Egyptian and six-thousand-year-old Egyptian ropes once used to lower corpses into their tombs. As a child, Caroline was convinced that she could hear the restless ropes thumping against the walls at night. There were also countless weapons brought back by the viceroy from India and Egypt—cutlasses, pistols, daggers, spiked balls, and lances—all hanging from the walls and the stairs like ancestral portraits, still and alive with their aura of violence.

It was Frederick’s love, suitably Victorian, for the poetry of Sir Walter Scott that may have sparked his reclamation of the ancient name Clandeboye, which means Place of the Yellow-Haired Hugh, a reference to Hugh O’Neill, one of the original inhabitants of Upper Clandeboye. Sir Walter Scott “celebrated the mood of resentment” over this usurpation with the following lines from Rokeby, memorized by Frederick:


Ah Clandeboye! Thy friendly floor
Slieve Donard’s oak shall light no more …
And now the stranger’s sons enjoy
The lovely woods of Clandeboye.22



That Frederick was one of the stranger’s sons must have added a bittersweet taste to the lyrics, or at least an ironic one.

Frederick’s sensitivity and, later, his long list of truly remarkable accomplishments as diplomat and administrator have been attributed to the strong influence of his mother, Helen Selina Blackwood. Frederick would memorialize his mother by erecting a tower on the grounds of Clandeboye, an architectural folly called Helen’s Tower, which would give its name to Sir Harold Nicolson’s biography of his uncle-by-marriage, published in London in 1937.

Helen’s Tower, Nicolson’s tribute to Lord Dufferin, is a kind of biography-cum-memoir, inspired by Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu, in which Nicolson begins by trying to capture early childhood reveries experienced during school holidays at Clandeboye. Nostalgia has been described as a mild form of depression; Nicolson’s text is an odd combination of melancholy for his lost youth and a litany of praise for his uncle, whom he seemed to have hero-worshiped his entire life. He wrote to his wife, Vita Sackville-West, on a return visit twenty-five years after his youthful sojourns there: “And yet everything Clandeboye [once] meant to me has disappeared beyond capture, and it now seems a muggy, ugly place entirely hedged in by damp overgrown trees … This à la recherche business is not really much fun when the temps is as perdu as all that.”23

The tower that lent its name to Nicolson’s book is still a well-known landmark in Ulster, built not only as a tribute to Frederick’s mother but also to help relieve the misery and unemployment caused by the potato famine. Lord Dufferin seemed to have been a conflicted landlord who loved Clandeboye yet was genuinely horrified by poverty wrought by the great famine of the 1840s and by the role of landlords in the misery of Irish tenants. Nicolson wrote delicately that his uncle “was not unaware that his ancestors had obtained these lands by spoliation, nor had he anything but contempt for those absentee landlords who allowed their agents to oppress the peasantry. Yet he was a man of great possessions and he felt a need of loyalty towards his caste.”24

The situation in County Down was somewhat less severe than in western Ireland, yet there was still great destitution, even at Clandeboye. “Lord Dufferin salved his aching conscience,” wrote Nicolson, with


gestures of wild and romantic generosity to his own tenants. On coming of age he presented them with remissions of rent amounting to £2,000 for the improvements they had effected. He spent some £78,000 in bettering the conditions of his farms without in a single case increasing his rent charges. He dug the two vast lakes at Clandeboye; he constructed a fantastic folly in the shape of a two-and-a-half-mile avenue connecting the demesne with Helen’s Bay, in the hope of relieving unemployment.25



Helen was still living when the tower was completed in 1861. As a final act of filial devotion, Lord Dufferin asked a number of eminent Victorian poets to dedicate Helen’s Tower with verses, which were engraved on metal plates and hung in a Gothic paneled room on the third floor of the tower (there is a sumptuous room on each of the tower’s three floors), and then collected them in a manuscript called The Book of Helen’s Tower, which now resides in the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland. In it are poems by Alfred Tennyson, Thomas Carlyle, G. F. Savage, and Richard Garnett. Written after Helen’s death and given to Lord Dufferin for Helen’s Tower are lines by Robert Browning, Rudyard Kipling, Sir Edwin Arnold, H. Montague Butler, and Wilfrid Scawen Blunt. The most famous of these dedicatory poems is Tennyson’s:


Helen’s Tower here I stand,
Dominant over sea and land.
Son’s love built me, and I hold
Mother’s love in lettered gold.
Would my granite girth were strong
As either love, to last as long.
I should wear my crown entire
To and thro’ the Doomsday fire,
And be found of angel eyes
In earth’s recurring Paradise.26



There was in fact a similar tower that Caroline and her sister and brother would have seen on a daily basis as they were growing up in Clandeboye. A Londonderry family built a duplicate tower, which the Blackwood children invariably referred to as “the copycat tower.”27

Caroline could be quite comic about the gold-embossed plaques of stiff Victorian verse in the top chamber of Helen’s Tower; she was especially fond of quoting the first two lines of Browning’s dedicatory poem (“Who hears of Helen’s Tower may dream perchance / How that great beauty of the Scaean Gate …”). She told Aronson that her third husband, Robert Lowell, was “astonished” when he read those Victorian verses, and exclaimed, “What has the viceroy done to these very great writers!”28

When Helen died, in her eightieth year, Lord Dufferin was devastated. According to Nicolson, her death long affected Frederick and the atmosphere at Clandeboye: “There was the whole hushed tradition of some great bereavement associated with Helen’s Tower. And there were occasions when visiting ladies would sing ‘The Irish Emigrant’ in the saloon, and my uncle would cover his eyes with his hand.”29

It was Nicolson’s belief that Frederick’s adoration of his mother is what kept him from marrying until the rather advanced age of thirty-seven (that, and an attachment to one Lady Jocelyn, a married, older woman to whom Dufferin was devoted for some time).30 Lord Dufferin would eventually marry a woman eighteen years his junior (the same number of years separating himself and his mother, Nicolson noted). In the tradition of Blackwoods, Lord Dufferin married a Hamilton cousin, Hariot Rowan Hamilton, a diffident, adoring young woman who would prove her mettle by providing Lord Dufferin with seven children; by holding her own in the courts and high offices of British Columbia, France, Italy, India, and Russia; and by living to be ninety-three. She provided the filial link to Harold Nicolson, who knew her affectionately as Aunt Lal.

Caroline actually met her great-grandmother Hariot Hamilton Blackwood. She remembered being taken to tea in London, when she was three or four years old, and being kissed by the ninety-year-old woman. The kisses were wet and unpleasant; Caroline remembered wiping them off and later feeling guilty about it. “She loved me, you see, and I couldn’t love her back because she was too old.”31

Helen Selina, who was after all a Sheridan—the eldest of the three beautiful Sheridan granddaughters—is represented in Ireland’s Women, a recent anthology of works by Irish women writers.32 In addition to “The Irish Emigrant” and other poems, Helen wrote Lispings in Low Latitudes, a gentle parody of her son’s Letters From High Latitudes, published in 1857 and considered a minor classic in the genre of travel writing. In 1894, twenty-seven years after her death (she underwent surgery for breast cancer in 1866 and died the following year), Frederick collected his mother’s poems in a light green binder embossed with gold coronets and the title Songs, Poems, and Verses. Though mother and son were both literary, Helen discouraged Frederick’s more refined interests and encouraged his political career.

Frederick, unfortunately, would crown that career as a Victorian colonial administrator with a series of domestic setbacks and disappointments. In response to William Gladstone’s Irish Land Act,33 he sold most of his eighteen thousand acres, forcing his tenants to emigrate, rather than pay the high taxes levied on Irish landowners once it became clear that the tenant farmers could not pay. Frederick may have believed that emigration was a better fate for the Irish than eking out a living in Ireland in the wake of the famine. He lost his first son and heir, the Earl of Ava, to the Boer War, and a finance corporation to which he had lent his name crashed in 1900, ruining thirty members of the stock exchange and numerous small investors. Lord Dufferin was blamed, and he died, disheartened, two years later. His literary talent—shared by but ultimately discouraged by his mother—would emerge four generations later in Caroline Blackwood.

Caroline was the namesake of Helen Selina’s younger sister Caroline, also a writer, though Nicolson sniffed at her accomplishments, describing her as possessing “a flashy literary talent.” According to Nicolson, she was bitter, unfriendly, malicious, and brilliant, and she poured out her grievances “in volume after volume of Byronic verse.”34 Her marriage to George Norton, brother of Lord Grantley, ended in 1836 in a spectacular divorce suit, which named Lord Melbourne as co-respondent.

The next ancestor important to Caroline was her grandfather, named Frederick after his father and portrayed as Dunmartin in Great Granny Webster. Frederick was the youngest of the viceroy’s four sons; the first died in the Boer War, the second produced no male heirs, and the third was killed in the First World War. Thus it was the fourth son, Caroline’s grandfather, who inherited the title and the now diminished lands. Frederick became the third Marquess of Dufferin and Ava (his eldest brother had, briefly, been the second), inheriting a vast house that had fallen into disrepair, a demesne of imported trees and plantings that had become gnarled, overgrown, and diseased, and a lack of means to restore Clandeboye to its earlier grandeur.

To worsen matters, the woman he married, a lovely, fragile Scotswoman named Brenda Woodhouse, would suffer frequent periods of insanity.

Caroline claimed that most of her writings were not particularly autobiographical, with the clear exception of Great Granny Webster, published in 1977 and short-listed for the prestigious Booker Prize. (In fact, it was on the grounds that Caroline’s novel was really a lightly disguised memoir that Philip Larkin cast the deciding vote against Caroline—but more of that later.) It’s clear from Caroline’s own statements and from those of her sister, Perdita Blackwood, that the Great Granny Webster of her novel is based on Brenda’s mother, Caroline’s great-grandmother, a stingy Scottish heiress named Woodhouse who lived in a forbidding Victorian mansion in Hove, near Brighton.

“We were told to be very, very nice to her,” recalled Lady Perdita, who lives on a fifty-acre horse farm, Cavallo Farms, on what was probably part of the original Clandeboye estate.


She was supposed to be very, very rich, and we were told she would leave us money. But we dreaded those visits. I’m sure she dreaded them every bit as much as we did. She had the most terrifying maid, who wore a black patch over her eye—she looked like a pirate. We would spend weekends there. It was terrifying. There was a butler who had one leg—he was terrifying, too. The house was dark, dark, with plum colored walls—lit by gas lamps, probably. The house creaked, and there were wooden shutters that banged.35



Perdita said that during those early visits, she and Caroline and their brother, Sheridan, would mope around the dark house, terribly shy and afraid of their great-grandmother and her one-eyed maid. Great Granny Woodhouse would ask Sheridan, who never spoke a word to her if he could help it, “Darling, we have to get you something. What would you like?” And he’d study his shoes and mumble, “Comics.” So Great Granny Woodhouse—having but a dim idea of what “comics” were—would dispatch the one-eyed maid to buy comic books. Perdita and Caroline would try to make conversation with their stiff, remote, and terrifying great-grandmother while Sheridan buried his nose in his comics. So they were all surprised when Great Granny Woodhouse bequeathed to Caroline a narrow Queen Anne’s bedstead, to Perdita a carriage clock, and to the antisocial young Sheridan £45,000—“quite a fortune in those days!” But, then, in those days, if there were males around, women rarely inherited; Great Granny Woodhouse had cut her own daughter out of her will. As it was, the old woman had been amused by Sheridan. “Isn’t it funny the way he sits and never speaks!” she said to her scowling maid, whom Caroline called Richards in her novel.36

It was to damp, gloomy Clandeboye that Brenda Woodhouse was brought as a young bride. A character named Tommy Redcliffe, based on one of Caroline’s father’s Oxford friends, possibly the poet John Betjeman, felt that the isolation and general decay of Dunmartin Hall had so depressed the young woman that it had driven her into lunacy. Like Edgar Allan Poe’s House of Usher, Clandeboye worked on the febrile imagination of its most vulnerable inhabitant, a situation Caroline saw as a grim retribution for the viceroy’s role in England’s colonial aspirations. Dunmartin had become a kind of Roderick Usher, tending a mad wife—a cousin instead of a sister—in a decaying manse.

Caroline’s portrait of Brenda Woodhouse is both comic and harrowing. It’s probably exaggerated, as Caroline’s gothic imagination saw the inherent drama—and comedy—in every situation, but its essential truth has been verified by at least one other source: John Betjeman. Betjeman was a close friend of Caroline’s father and had visited Clandeboye as a young man. His daughter, Candida Lycett Green, noted in her edited volume of her father’s letters that “JB stayed at the Dufferins’ Northern Irish seat, Clandeboye, County Down, at the end of August [1928]. He got on well with Basil’s mother, Brenda, who was faintly off her head and thought she was Queen of the Fairies.”37

“Unlike her morose-faced mother,” Caroline wrote, her grandmother had been pretty, with “bright gold curls and an impish expression.”38 But well into her marriage, this frail, pixilated woman was unable to manage the household and spent her days hidden away in her room, restlessly wandering the house at night and appearing not to recognize family members. And then, fatally, she began to indulge her overly keen interest in fairies. “She claimed that she could understand the language of the fairies, that they were continually sending her messages, that it was important only to listen to the instructions of the good ones for they could help you avert the terrible spells that might be put on you by demons.”39

Poor Brenda Woodhouse would spend hours in her room, cutting pictures of fairies from children’s books. Even more frightening, she began to resemble a fairy, of the Christmas-tree-ornament variety. Her face became frozen in a childlike expression; she whitened her already white face and combed her blond curls in fairy tresses; she wore diaphanous gowns and silver shawls; she flitted around the cold rooms of Clandeboye in bare feet, astonishing her guests. Basil and his sister, Veronica (Ivor and Aunt Lavinia in Caroline’s novel), seemed to have been acutely embarrassed by their mother’s eccentricity, so much so that they never discussed or referred to it, in the great Anglo tradition of keeping the upper lip stiff. Caroline’s grandfather apparently adored his childlike wife and made every excuse for her, but eventually she wandered too deep into her enchanted world and never found her way out again. She’s the grandmother who tried to snatch young Sheridan from his cradle and smash his head against the wall on the day of his christening, in order to purge “the bad Sheridan blood.”

Great Granny Woodhouse—who had so approved of Brenda’s marriage to her prominent Anglo-Irish cousin—never helped her daughter and son-in-law, according to Caroline, preferring to live alone in her frozen mansion (heating oil was expensive) while her daughter sank deeper into fantasy and her son-in-law lived in the crumbling ruins of his household. Great Granny Webster would be the first, but not the last, book by Caroline in which she condemned the utter selfishness of a rich, mean-spirited matriarch, an evil witch who sat and watched over the destruction of her beleaguered child.

Caroline’s father, named Basil after an uncle and known familiarly as Ava or Dufferin, became the fourth Marquess of Dufferin and Ava when his father, Frederick, died in an airplane crash in 1930. He was also portrayed in Great Granny Webster, though Caroline later admitted that she knew very little about her father.40

Basil seems to have been universally admired for his attractiveness, his brilliance, and his flair for politics. The historian William Maguire described him as “a gifted young man of extraordinary charm; like his grandfather [the viceroy] he combined intellectual, literary and artistic gifts with ambitions in public life, and as Under Secretary of State for the Colonies from 1937 to 1940 while still in his twenties, he was talked of in some circles as a future Conservative prime minister.”41 He was handsome and athletic, with a large head and large eyes—Caroline clearly inherited those penetrating, saucerlike eyes from her father. His nickname at Oxford had been Little Bloody, given to him by his friend, the future poet laureate John Betjeman.

Basil Ava and Betjeman became close friends at Oxford. Basil was a Brackenbury Scholar of classical languages at Balliol College, where he made a strong impression on his peers and on Oxford dons alike. Sir Roy Harrod, one-time president of the Royal Economic Society and one of the premiere dons at Christ Church, wrote, “Basil Ava, although he was at Balliol College, happened for a time to be my pupil, and was, in some respects, the most brilliant one I ever had.”42 His friend Edward James, who had been with Basil at Eton and at Lockers Park, was “told to look after him,” because he was older by one and a half years, but Basil “was so much more intelligent and alive than I was,” James recalled, “that it ended by him looking after me.”43 Bevis Hillier, the author of Young Betjeman, suggested that Dufferin may have been the model for that “nonpareil undergraduate,” the superior Duke of Dorset, in Max Beerbohm’s satire of Oxonian manners, Zuleika Dobson.

The Dufferins were originally Scots, but Edward James thought Basil “very Irish … He had this round Irish nose, like a sort of Paddy caricature; beautiful brown eyes, very alive and deep and large; very quiet and reserved, beautiful manners. And I was in love with him. And John [Betjeman] was, too. And I suppose we both told him we were. Anyway, he asked us over to Clandeboye.”44

In a letter, Betjeman described Basil during a happy visit to Clandeboye in August of 1928, calling him “the most intelligent conversationalist for his age”:


Oh how peaceful were those first few days … laughing at Edward James’ poetry …:


Lord Ava had enormous eyes
And head of a colossal size
He rarely laughed and only spoke
To utter some stupendous joke
Which if it were not understood
Was anyhow considered good.
He was so very good at games
He’d even beaten Edward James
And others of the wealthy set
Who fill the pages of Debrett.



 … I am glad you like Bloody—what an admirable sterling character is his!45



Betjeman’s letter went on
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