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Chapter One

From Hawarden to Sir Harry

Emma Hamilton began life as Emy Lyon on 26 April. That, at least, is the date she always celebrated as her birthday. As no record of her birth survives, the year of her birth is not known for sure, but her parents, Henry and Mary Lyon, were married on 11 June 1764. Emy was baptized on 12 May 1765. It seems reasonable to assume she was born in the year of her baptism.

She was born in Ness, near Denhall, on the windy Wirral Peninsula in Cheshire, overlooking the Dee estuary. The parish of Neston was described in 1809 as one of the most miserable townships on the Peninsula, a collection of hovels inhabited only by colliers. The pit at Denhall had been opened in 1750, and Henry Lyon was identified on Emy’s baptismal certificate as smith ‘of Ness’. Probably he worked in connection with the pit.

A tall building, known as Swan Cottage, still stands on a bank at Denhall. From the uppermost rooms, there is a fine view across the wide estuary to the northern coast of Wales. No hovel, by reason of its commanding height it was later used as a shipping beacon. However, it is reputed to have been the smith’s house at this date. At the back of the house is a plaque inscribed ‘I.L. S.L. 1724’, so there may have been Lyons living here before Henry. In this house we may see Emma Hamilton’s birthplace.

Of Henry Lyon little is known. As he signed his marriage certificate with a cross, the illiterate’s mark, we may safely dismiss more romantic tales which sprang up in the Victorian times. Emma Hamilton’s great-grandson believed Henry was the estranged son of a nobleman, beating out his anger against his sire on the anvil.

Henry died from unknown causes and was buried on 21 June, being named then as smith ‘of Denhall’, barely two months after his daughter’s birth. We need linger no further in squalid Denhall. Tradition has it that his widow immediately took her infant across the estuary to Hawarden in Wales, where her parents lived.

Mary Lyon’s parents, Mr and Mrs Kidd, lived in a small ‘cruck’ cottage, distinguished from the other thatched and whitewashed dwellings in the village by a set of red sandstone steps. Mary had at least one brother, William, and three sisters, who were to become the Mrs Moore, Connor and Reynolds. Possibly, when Mary brought her baby, there were one or two of these still living at home.

The Steps, as the house was known, lay at the end of an old lane which ran down under the park wall of Broad Lane Hall, on the opposite side of the road to the Glynne Arms. Sir John Glynne was owner of the estate, which, in later years, as Hawarden Castle, was to be Prime Minister Gladstone’s country home. Many of the villagers worked for Sir John in some capacity or other. There was a variety of industry practised in Hawarden – cheese-making, arable farming, coal mining. Mrs Kidd had a carrier’s business and took produce from the Hall, together with sacks of coal from the works, to sell in Chester market.

Sarah Kidd was a formidable lady. In the 1890s a story was still remembered in which robbers were said to have attempted to steal the proceeds of her sales at Chester. They lay in wait on the road leading back from Chester along the southern side of the Dee estuary. Mrs Kidd, stout in defence of the contents of her loose pocket, belaboured them with her whip with such ferocity that they fled.

The Kidd men played second fiddle to the women of the family. Emma’s grandfather was allotted in his wife’s enterprise only the part of taking her proceeds up to the Hall. Otherwise he guarded sheep on Saltney marshes, a sodden stretch of land to the east of the village. It is said he used to dig a deep hole and stand in it, firing an ancient shotgun at marauding dogs who ventured near his flocks.

Of Emma as a child we know little. In the 1890s the local historian Hilda Gamlin could discover only the tradition that Emma had stood by a donkey on the Chester road and offered handfuls of coal for sale. Whether this was a scheme of her grandmother’s or of her own devising, it is the only instance in her life where Emma showed any financial grasp.

Other ancestral memories of Emma being a sweet young girl, and very generous always, ring true. She spoke of herself as of having been ‘wild and thoughtless’ as a child. In a household where those who could work did so – with the exception of William, who declared himself, surprisingly, ‘never brought up to work’ – Emma probably enjoyed a degree of healthy neglect. There is comfort in Mary Wollstonecraft’s words: ‘Most women who have acted like rational creatures, or shown any vigour of intellect, have accidentally been allowed to run wild.’

With this liberty of action, in Emma’s case, went a less satisfactory neglect of her education. She was to say later that her education only began when she was seventeen. She was not wholly illiterate before this date, however. Where she got her scanty education is not known. Stories that Mary Lyon was mistress or sempstress to Lord Halifax, that he paid for Emma’s education till he remarried when the girl was twelve, founder under the fact that there was no Lord Halifax at this date. (Sir John Glynne did remarry when Emma was about twelve.) We do not anyway know for certain that Emma’s mother was living in Hawarden during her daughter’s childhood. Emma always spoke of her grandmother with great affection, saying that ‘my grandmother always gave me her last shilling’. Quite possibly it was her grandmother who brought her up, and wielded such authority as existed over her.

When she was still young, Emma was placed as under-nursemaid in the Thomas family. Mr Honoratus Leigh Thomas was a successful surgeon, who lived in Hawarden and practised in Chester. He was partner to Dr Sutton, celebrated for his inoculations against smallpox. The rapacious disease attacked one in six of the population each year. Possibly the credit for Emma’s fresh, wild-rose complexion should go to Dr Thomas and his preventative measures.

Mrs Thomas was deeply respected in the village. She was a Boydell by birth, which meant rather more then than now. Throughout the eighteenth century, the Boydells were land agents to the Glynnes. There were two sons and four daughters, all under the age of seventeen, when Emma was employed here. A drawing of the house gives a good idea of the decent, mildly prosperous family its gables, wings and neat borders housed. A sketch of Emma from this date survives. The eldest Miss Thomas was the artist. The exquisite conformation of eye-socket and nose which was later to excite such attention can be seen here before maturity brought chiselled Greek perfection. Probably Emma began work here some time after her twelfth birthday in 1777.

Emma’s mother, we are told, went to London once she had seen her daughter established at the Thomases. She then found a post for Emma in the capital and ordered Emma to join her. Emma was so distressed at leaving the Thomases that she could only be persuaded to go on condition she return soon on a visit. She duly did return, but, such had been the heady influence of London life, she roistered till deep into the night with some youths at Wepre Fair, and her visit ended abruptly.

Of her post in London there is firm evidence. In 1791, when she had just made a marriage that intrigued all Society, Emma was to stare ‘rapt’ at an actress on the stage of the Drury Lane Theatre. An enquirer was told that the actress in question, Mrs Jane Powell, had been ‘under-housemaid’ in Dr Richard Budd’s house at Chatham Place, Blackfriars, at the same time that Lady Hamilton had been nurserymaid there. Dr Pettigrew, Nelson’s 1849 biographer, attempted in an appendix to set out the truth of Emma’s early life, and confirmed this. He had known Budd, a physician at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, at the time and could vouch for the employ.1 Emma herself, in so emphatically acknowledging her ties with Jane Powell, seems to have been at pains to stress her employment with the Budds as an honourable episode in her past, perhaps one she wished remembered in lieu of later, less innocent positions held. The dates of her employment in Chatham Place must fall between 1777 and 1778, Emma then being twelve or thirteen.

An incident concerning Emma and Jane Powell as young employees of Dr Budd is recounted which bears a suspicious likeness to the story of Emma’s lapse from good behaviour at Hawarden. The two girls, the story goes, stole off to Cocksheath Camp. Setting up as ballad singers, they acquired two young admirers with whom they dallied away the evening hours. One of these youths, we are told, was James Perry, later celebrated editor of the Morning Chronicle and, incidentally, to become a good friend of Lady Hamilton. The girls, finding their admirers becoming a trifle pressing in their advances, gave them the slip. Young Perry and friend, standing disconsolate on London Bridge, were still further put out to hear taunting cries from the river beneath them and see the two hoydens skim beneath their noses down the Thames on a wherry. The girls were dismissed from the Budd household when they came in at dawn.

This and the Hawarden stories are so similar that there is, of course, every reason to suspect the truth of one or both. Yet fairs and venues of outdoor gaiety, in Emma’s day, were a popular and cheap form of entertainment for the poorer classes. Spectacles and crowds, not to mention admiration, always did have a most deleterious effect on Emma’s sense of moderation. It is quite possible that both incidents did occur. If not, the inventors of both tales showed a shrewd appreciation of what Emma would have enjoyed, aged twelve or thirteen.

Emma probably worked next for the Linley family. Thomas Linley, father of the family, had the direction of the Bath Assembly Room concerts from the mid-1760s, and to those concerts and to his celebrated ‘Attic Entertainments’ came Boyce, Giardini, J. C. Bach, and many other musical luminaries. The jewel that drew in the crowds was the eldest Linley daughter, Elizabeth, who looked like an angel and sang like one, too.2

She and her younger sister, Maria, sang at Royal Command performances and were mobbed outside the London theatres when they visited the capital in 1772. Elizabeth then married Richard Brinsley Sheridan, son of her father’s great friends, and, with his refusal to allow his wife to sing in public, Maria, an able but less divinely beautiful singer, proved less of a draw.

In 1776, Mr Linley bought with his son-in-law the major shareholding in the Drury Lane Theatre from Garrick, who was retiring. In 1777, Linley and his wife took the decision to move to London, he to take over the musical direction of the theatre, she to manage the wardrobe and, with Elizabeth, the accounts. They may well have been influenced in their decision by a desire to prevent their erratic son-in-law from spending all the proceeds of the theatre’s success.

By the summer of 1778, the Linleys were in London at an elegant house in Norfolk Street, off the Strand. In August, they heard there the tragic news that their composer son, Thomas, had drowned after a boat had capsized on the Duke of Ancaster’s lake. It is about now that Emma is said to have joined their household as maidservant, being thirteen years old. The story that she did so hangs on the Reminiscences of one Henry Angelo, a writer who, admittedly, had a tendency to dress ‘Truth severe with fairy Fiction’. In the account he gives of Emma’s stay at the Linleys’, however, there is some reason to accept his word. His father, Domenico Angelo, riding and fencing master to the Royal Family and other lesser mortals, and his mother were intimate friends of the Linleys and Sheridans.

It is interesting that, at an impressionable age, Emma should have worked in this musical household. The singers of the Linley and (William) Jackson ‘school’ were noted for their ‘peculiar pathos and sweetness of expression’, qualities noted in Emma’s own later singing and theatrical performances. Emma’s penchant for the theatre and the company of singers and actresses, not to mention her ‘theatrical’ manner, may have had its roots in this early brush with Drury Lane.

Emma worked as maidservant to Mrs Linley when the lady was mistress at Drury Lane ‘Theatre’, Angelo says. ‘The actresses would often insist on having certain dresses for their characters, and Emma was usually employed on those occasions as the means of communication between them and Mrs Linley.’ Emma would bring the actresses’ requests to Mrs Linley in her private box at the theatre. ‘Very frequently, when Mrs Linley was in an ill humour, Emma was sent back with no favourable answer.’ Mrs Linley was, in fact, an absolute dragon for a balanced book, and saw no reason why Lady Macbeth’s costume should not serve Portia very well. Sarah Siddons was one of very few to triumph over her thrift and play Lady Macbeth in a glorious gold-cloth dress. Emma must have had some uneasy moments as Mrs Linley’s ambassador.

In December 1778, according to Angelo, further disaster struck the gifted family. Samuel, the Linleys’ second son, arrived in Norfolk Street desperately ill, from a fever he had contracted as a midshipman. Mrs Linley told Mrs Angelo that Emma attended Samuel assiduously ‘up to the last moment of his decease’. On his death, Mrs Linley said, Emma ‘was so attached to her son, and her affliction made such an impression on her mind, that no entreaties could prevail on her to remain, not even a day’. This history has been dismissed as sounding like housemaids’ fiction. Yet Emma was always soft-hearted to an extreme and to see an eighteen-year-old boy – and a Byronically handsome boy – waste away to death under her nursing cannot have been other than a traumatic experience. At thirteen, the exhaustion of nursing and the shock of his death could well have conspired to send her, unthinking, from the scene of these sufferings. Samuel Linley was buried on 21 December 1778; Angelo tells us he was a pall-bearer with Sheridan and Tickell.

Angelo notes that it was some few days after Samuel’s funeral that his feelings were ‘powerfully excited by the figure of a young woman, meanly attired, in the attitude of dejection, leaning against the post’ at the corner of New Compton Street, in Soho. He approached her and spoke to her, but she would not answer. Seeing an acquaintance approaching, and perhaps remembering he was newly married and ought not to be seen talking to ‘girls of the town’, Angelo asked the girl to be there at eight that evening. ‘With a deep drawn sigh, she replied, “Yes”.’ He was punctual; so was she, but she was hardly more forthcoming. She only sighed and said her name was Emma. She added that she had not eaten all that day – ‘the truth of which she proved by the voracious manner in which she devoured some biscuits I ordered to be placed before her’. Angelo, perhaps from sheer curiosity, perhaps in hopes of some better return for his biscuits than those endless sighs, arranged to meet same time, same place, next evening. He failed to keep the appointment and feared her lost.

Happily, he soon saw her again, no longer wearing her rags, but dressed in ‘all the grandeur of fashion’ and ‘with a countenance beaming with pleasure’. She was walking with two ‘élégantes’ among other ‘beaux and belles’ in Kensington Gardens. Angelo says he was surprised, but she ‘immediately relieved me by saying she lived at Mrs Kelly’s, Arlington Street’. This lady was a procuress, or ‘madame’, as we would say now. Then she was known as an ‘abbess’ – her girls being the nunnery. ‘For some short time after I frequently saw her in the abbess’s carriage,’ says Angelo.

According to the anonymous 1815 Memoirs of Lady Hamilton, Emma worked as maid to a ‘lady of fortune’. Perhaps she did begin at Mrs Kelly’s as a domestic but she is unlikely to have remained one for long. If Angelo’s story is true, it was no domestic who sauntered through Kensington Gardens, and was taken about in her mistress’s carriage. Angelo is very insistent that Emma did live with Mrs Kelly, and he says her departure from that house occasioned an ‘on-dit’, which means her presence there must have been known to others besides himself.

William Hickey describes one evening in London some twelve months after Emma may have gone to Mrs Kelly’s. He and his brother went to dine with the ‘useful, if not respectable, Madam Kelly, at Arlington Street, who upon my entrance saluted me with a volley of abuse …’ Hickey had introduced a rogue to the house who had ‘bilked every girl in the family’ and owed Madam Kelly over a hundred pounds for suppers and wines. ‘In the evening we attended three of her chickens in the old beldam’s coach, to Turnham Green, to drink tea at the Pack Horse, and treat the misses to a swing, there being a capital one fixed up in the garden.’3

If Emma did in 1779 form part of Mrs Kelly’s ‘family’, this charming vignette of Hickey’s gives a good idea of how her time there would have been occupied. Mrs Kelly’s girls were available for picnics, visits to Ranelagh and Vauxhall Gardens, and for the hours following. Her extreme youth cannot be said to tell against the possibility. One of Hickey’s ‘nun’ friends was procured when she was twelve.

In 1802, at a time when he knew Emma, the Prince of Wales was to tell the painter Mme Vigée-Le Brun that he had been struck, years before, by the beauty of a girl at the door of a fruiterer’s. This girl, whom he remembered as wearing wooden shoes and meanly clad, he later recognized in the person of Lady Hamilton. The 1815 Memoirs only mention that Emma worked for a tradesman in St James’s Market.

The garrulous Prince did not see fit to sully Vigée-Le Brun’s ears with another story about Emma – the tale that she lost her virginity to a great friend of his, one Rear-Admiral Jack Willet-Payne. The 1815 Memoirs relate that Emma went to Willet-Payne, then a captain, in the early years of the American War, to beg that a cousin of hers, who had been press-ganged, should be released. Payne granted her request, he became her suitor, and ‘she soon became the mistress of her new admirer’.

There was, in Emma’s lifetime a rumour, as hotly denied by her friends as it was credited by others, that she had posed as a Goddess of Health, transparently draped, in an extraordinary establishment called the Temple of Aesculapius, or Health. The proprietor of this fanum which had its being in the late summer of 1779 in the Royal Terrace, Adelphi, was a Dr James Graham from Edinburgh. He had obtained tremendous encomia from Georgiana Duchess of Devonshire among others, when he had treated them earlier in the year with electricity at Aix-la-Chapelle. Experiments to discover the properties and potential of electricity were all the rage in these years. Graham did very well to emphasize its benefits to bodily health – another preoccupation of the time. By 1779, all fashionable London was flocking to pay a crown’s admittance and enter the doors which gigantic footmen flanked. The gentlemen strode in boldly, the ladies were masked and slipped in discreetly past the array of discarded crutches and medicaments with which Graham strewed the front hall as practical proof of his healing powers.4 At a time when Cagliostro and Mesmer exerted their unholy fascination, Graham’s Temple became exceedingly popular.

There was no harm in the Doctor. By day, his Temple was open to all who were infirm, disabled or merely elderly. A certain Frederick Reynolds, whose home backed on to the Temple, says the queues of mendicants waiting for free issue of Imperial pills or Nervous Aethereal Balsam or Electrical Aether were a hindrance to passers-by.5 The richer evening visitors had to pay for such supplies as they desired. A ‘Celestial Bed’ with gilt dragons and the inscription ‘Dolorifica res est si quis homo dives nullum habet domi suae successorem’ (It is a sad thing if a rich man has no heir to his property) was available for childless couples to roll around in for £50 a night. Most came to attend the highfalutin lectures on longevity, sterility and procreation which constituted the evening’s entertainment. The heavy burden of sexual innuendo these lectures carried, and the windows of the hall painted with portraits of Hygeia and associated deities, hardly made much impact on Polite Society’s greedy appetite for novelty. Horace Walpole called Graham a dull mountebank. Standing by Graham, however, as he delivered his lectures, were several lovelies dressed in their Grecian drapery.

Emma could have been the ‘warbling chorister’ who sang off-stage, or she could have played a classical maiden in 1779 or 1780 at the Adelphi Temple. She cannot have been the Goddess of Health, for Graham only presented this deity in 1781. By that date Emma was elsewhere. Furthermore, we are told that she was ‘gigantic’ – which Emma at this date was not – and Frederick Reynolds says that the Goddess died in mid-career. The author of the 1815 Memoirs is very certain that she did pose at the Temple, saying that a person ‘of the very highest literary reputation’ told him ‘the whole history’ in 1791. Angelo is very sure Emma did not appear there. It is just possible that visitors to the Temple remembered Romney’s window-painting of Hygeia, which was depicted with all the classical attributes of that goddess, namely heavy drapery, staff and bowl. Perhaps they were confused, having heard of Graham’s Goddess of Health at the later Temple and seeing Romney’s later ‘fancy’ pictures of Emma in classical attire, into thinking Emma had played the Goddess.

The other story about Emma in these mysterious years, which is associated with the above tale, relates that she modelled naked for artists and even for the Royal Academicians’ life classes. Angelo enquired into this and found that the only Academician still living in 1830 who could have gazed on Emma’s charms denied the story. That same Academician, James Northcote, is reported by another to have said that only prostitutes past their prime would consent to model naked for the life classes. They were reluctant models, one always arriving and departing in a mask, another saying it was ‘unnatural’. The rumour about Emma probably arose retrospectively out of a brilliant cartoon by Rowlandson in 1791. It shows Lady Hamilton performing her famous Attitudes naked on a model’s stage with a host of prurient old men looking on. Rowlandson would have been delighted that his satirical view for the Attitudes gave rise to the Memoirs story that she had indeed been a life model.

Angelo says Emma ‘suddenly disappeared [from Mrs Kelly’s] and the on-dit at the time was, that Sir Harry Fetherstonhaugh had taken her from there under his protection’. Now we pass from rumour to fact. Emma made the acquaintance of a lively young baronet, Sir Harry Fetherstonhaugh, and he took her to Up Park, or Uppark, his elegant Dutch mansion on the South Downs in Sussex. Tradition has it that she was installed in a pretty house, Rosemary Cottage, in South Harting, the village at the foot of the hill leading to the mansion. As Sir Harry’s mother was living at Uppark at this time, tradition is almost certainly correct.

Emma was here as Sir Harry’s ‘cottager’ by the hot summer of 1781, when she was sixteen. In a letter written ten years later, Emma was to refer to her early life. She wrote: ‘Oh, my dear friend, for a time I own through distress my virtue was vanquished, but my sense of virtue was not overcome.’ If Emma’s virtue, as seems probable, was already vanquished when she encountered Sir Harry, financial distress was certainly vanquished under rich Sir Harry’s protection.

Uppark was quite unlike anything Emma had known. Sir Harry’s father, Matthew, had furnished the house in style. The large saloon was a most magnificent room, rich in gilt and plasterwork. There was a fine staircase, good Continental furniture. Above all, there were superb views from the house over the open Downs – on a fine day, to the distant English Channel.

Of the young baronet who owned this jewel of a property we have an entertaining glimpse, when he was making a second tour of the Continent in 1776. (Only a year before, the historian Edward Gibbon, referring to Sir Harry’s inheritance on his father’s death in 1774, had written: ‘Sir Harry is very civil and good humoured. But from the unavoidable temper of youth, I fear he will cost many a tear to Lady F [his mother]. She consults everybody, but has neither authority nor plan.’)6 Sir Harry certainly cost quite a few tears to Dr John Moore, who was escorting the young Duke of Hamilton on an educative tour of Switzerland and Italy in 1776. The good divine had encouraged his charge to bathe in Lake Geneva in September (to the amazement of the natives), dine with professors of natural history, and eschew the expensive habit of sending messages ‘on horseback’. At Naples, unfortunately, the Duke fell in with Sir Harry. Forgoing the artistic and archaeological treasures of the city, together they went off to the remoter game reserves of the Kingdom. Sir William Hamilton, the Duke’s kinsman, and English Minister at Naples, supplemented their rough fare, sending presents of pâté and ginger. When the two, ‘inseparable’, as Moore sniffed, left Naples for Rome, Sir William had further works of charity to perform. He had to offer £300 to a lady for a scrape the Duke or Sir Harry had got into.

In Rome Sir Harry was very much taken with Lady Cowper’s sister, Miss Gower. ‘As Sir H. is not a man to control any Inclination that he can gratify, I dare say he will yield to his present penchent. Proposals will be made, and he has an Estate of Seven or Eight thousand pounds a year, so it is not absolutely impossible but the affair may be arranged.’ Moore hoped the Duke of Hamilton’s mother would ‘forgive this Tittle Tattle’. In a further verse of this restrained hymn of hate against the tempter who had undone all Moore’s good work, in matters aesthetic, spiritual and monetary, we are given a summing up of Sir Harry’s character. ‘He is good natured, formal, effeminate, and obliging, without violent Passions or Ambition, a negative character who will Rather be acted upon than act for himself.’ To this we might add the physical description gleaned from his portraits, and particularly from the one painted by Pompeo Batoni when he was in Rome in 1776: he was distinctly dolichocephalic, with a friendly cast to small features in his long face, had sandy hair, and was of a certain languid length. He would not have changed much by the time Emma met him. Moore’s final exasperated reference to Sir Harry is as follows. He wrote from Florence on 1 June to the Duke’s mother. They had intended to leave the day before, but Sir Harry had written to say he would be in Florence on the first. So the Duke had decided to wait for his friend, ‘who I suppose will accompany us all the way to Paris’.7

It was on this trip that Sir Harry bought some of the exquisite French furniture with which he supplemented his father’s original furnishings at Uppark. However, such an ‘eye’ was unlikely to redeem his other excesses, and his style of life was not one to

















Author’s Note

Twenty years have passed since I first went, fresh out of university and newly married, to the Wirral and to Naples and to Norfolk to research Emma Hamilton’s life. I published Beloved Emma, the result of my findings there and elsewhere, in 1986, and I welcome this new edition as an opportunity to look over – with occasional amusement but with great fondness—this, my first biography. I have not altered, except to make minor corrections, a text that I wrote slowly, painfully and exuberantly so long ago. While I might not today pepper my text with so many Latin phrases and classical allusions, I was very pleased with them at the time. I paid less attention then than I might do now to Emma’s poignant relics of Lord Nelson—especially his pigtail cut off for her at his request. My acknowledgements, still deeply felt, to those who helped me are couched in more formal terms than are in common use today. I hope that new readers will overlook these weaknesses and enjoy what I believe is still a credible account of a remarkable woman’s extraordinary life.

Stories about Emma and Nelson come and go, of course, as the power of this couple’s romantic association over the public mind ebbs and flows. A large early-nineteenth-century anchor brooch bearing the initials H and N was sold at Sotheby’s, on Trafalgar Day 2002, for over £100,000, on the presumption that it was a gift from Nelson to Emma. Of more certain provenance—and acquired for the nation at that sale, also for over £100,000, by the National Maritime Museum—is a remarkable cache of letters from Fanny Nelson, the most interesting of them written between 1798 and 1801. They spell out this modest gentlewoman’s desperate fears and mortifications as her husband, the Hero of the Nile, first dallies in Italy with the Hamiltons, and then, returning to England, spurns her.

‘Tell me honestly if you think silence is the best way sometimes to answer harsh and severe letters undeserved,’ Lady Nelson writes to her husband’s man of business, Alexander Davison, on 2 March 1801 after Lord Nelson has rejected in no uncertain terms her offer to come and nurse his inflamed eyes. At her side, instead, wringing his hands and saying, ‘My Horace was always a good boy—but he is gone a little out of the straight road,’ is Nelson’s ailing father, the Reverend Edmund. These letters of Fanny’s, full of domestic worries and inventories of plate and cutlery as she moves about the country, hoping against hope to set up permanent home in a good town house with her husband, make uncomfortable reading.

But Beloved Emma is Emma’s story. And a letter from her to Alexander Davison, from this same sale, written after Nelson’s death and during her days of poverty, shows her magnificent, grandiloquent and high-spirited as ever:

He that I loved more than life, he is gone. Why then should I live or wish to live? I lived but for him. All now is a dreary prospect before me. I never lamented the loss of a kingdom (for I was Queen of Naples) for seven years; nor one sigh ever escaped me for the loss I sustained when I fell from such an height of greatness and happiness at Naples to misery and wretchedness – But all I could have sustained with firmness but the loss of Nelson. Under this dreadful weight of most wretched misery that I suffer, I feel and hope that I shall not be long after him.

Recovering herself even as she writes, and after a side-swipe at both Nelson’s brother and Fanny, Emma cheers up: ‘The poor old Duke [the elderly Duke of Queensberry, from whom she hoped for a legacy] has sent ten times today and wrote a most affectionate letter to me. I suppose your company are gone. Did you remember me to Sir Evan Nepean [another possible source of financial aid]?’

There has been much to relish but nothing in these letters or elsewhere to change the opinion of Emma that I formed when I was researching and writing her life, and that you will find in the following chapters of Beloved Emma. (From my point of view, the most interesting biographical detail to emerge—again from the Davison papers—since I wrote my book has been that a Mary Cornish ‘lived servant with her ladyship, and was present at her death’.)

The other characters in Emma’s story have, however, attracted attention since. For students of Romney as a romantic artist I would recommend Alex Kidson’s exhibition catalogue, George Romney 1734–1802 (National Portrait Gallery, 2002). The exhibition and catalogue Vases and Volcanoes: Sir William Hamilton and His Collection by Ian Jenkins and Kim Sloan (British Museum, 1996) have added substantially to our understanding of Emma’s husband and his world, as has Fields of Fire: A Life of Sir William Hamilton by David Constantine (2001). And mention should be made of an unusual comer into the field of Hamiltonian and Nelsonian studies, Susan Sontag’s The Volcano Lover (1992).

Since I wrote Beloved Emma, Nelson has been enjoying something of a renaissance, especially as we now sail towards the bicentenary of the Battle of Trafalgar on 21 October 1805. As part of a decade of publishing leading towards this anniversary, the naval historian Colin White, who has just published The Nelson Encyclopaedia (2002), will in due course publish all Nelson’s letters not published in Nicolas’s nineteenth-century Letters and Despatches. With that exciting project in mind, and courtesy of Mr White and the National Maritime Museum, here is one of the unpublished letters he has unearthed in that museum library from Nelson to Emma, written on board the Victory on 16 March 1805:

The ship is just parting and I take the last moment to renew my assurances to my dearest beloved Emma of my eternal love, affection and adoration, you are ever with me in my soul your resemblance is never absent from my mind, and my own dearest Emma I hope very soon that I shall embrace the substantial part of you instead of the ideal That will I am sure give us both real pleasure and exquisite happiness, longing as I do to be with you yet I am sure under the circumstances in which I am placed you would be the first to say, my Nelson try and get at those French fellows and come home with glory to your own Emma, or if they will not come out then come home for a short time and arrange your affairs which have long been neglected, don’t I say, my own love, you would say. Only continue to love me as affectionately as I do you and we must then be the happiest couple in the world.

Curiously enough, while Romney, Sir William and Nelson have been the subject of enquiry and speculation, biography and exhibitions, Emma herself has not attracted, since I wrote her biography, the attention of those engaged in celebrating the lives of women of achievement. Indeed, in recent years, with the growth of interest in Nelson and even in Sir William Hamilton, there has been a tendency to revert to Victorian values, and dismiss her as a ‘mere mistress’. But when the actress Harriet Walter read some of Emma’s letters at the National Portrait Gallery in the summer of 2002, Emma’s personality and character came alive in Miss Walter’s phrasing, and this was no ‘mere mistress’ speaking. I hope that anyone who reads Beloved Emma will bear in mind that in Emma’s own estimation we are dealing with a Queen of Naples—at least!
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Footnotes

a On 23 April 1994 an American benefactor, Mrs Jean Kislak, unveiled a monument to Emma Hamilton in the Parc Richelieu, on the approximate site of Emma’s original grave, which she had donated to the city of Calais.
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