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The bronze portrait statue of the Marquess of Dufferin and Ava, Governor General and Viceroy of India from 1884 to 1888, originally stood facing the east approach to Fort William on Red Road in Calcutta. The statue, by the eminent sculptor Joseph Edgar Boehm, RA, was completed in 1890 and exhibited at the Summer Exhibition of the Royal Academy before being shipped to the subcontinent . . . Today the statue [is] untraced.

Mary Ann Steggles, Statues of the Raj (2000), p.76





Prologue

Indeed my whole life has been a series of surprises.

Dufferin to his daughter, Nelly, 29 January 1894





It was to be a journey as rich in symbolism as in memory. In the summer of 1890, perhaps one of the most glamorous of the Victorian proconsuls set out from Florence, heading for the Apennine hills and the castle of Barberino di Mugello. Once Viceroy of India, he was a striking figure. With his high forehead and flowing white hair, he still looked every inch the patrician. And yet, if his dress was distinctly English, the waxed moustache, carefully trimmed beard and dark complexion gave him a continental, even Latin air. As such he looked at one with his surroundings as his open carriage meandered in the still heat of the Tuscan countryside. For this was not for him a foreign land. Now, staring up at the half-castle and half-house, with its ruined towers, portcullis, courtyard and little chapel, he could conceive his mother in 1826 ‘still a girl, looking out of the windows, pacing the garden or walking the steep ascent, so proud and so happy with her baby in her arms’.1 Sixty-four years later, Frederick Temple Hamilton-Temple-Blackwood, 1st Marquess of Dufferin and Ava had returned to his roots.

Such sentimental pursuits are commonplace. Yet this pilgrimage revealed the very essence of the pilgrim. His obsession with his mother since her death in 1867 simply reflected the intensity of their love when she was alive. To Dufferin, his mother was the overwhelming force guiding, invigorating, inspiring, always protecting him and to whose service he had dedicated his life. Such chivalric devotion pointed to other influences. Behind his admiration for this medieval ruin of a home lay the appeal of Romanticism and the reassurance to be found in the permanence of the past in an age of seemingly incessant upheaval. 

The Barberino di Mugello held its secrets too. At the very heart of the idyll lay irresponsibility and disapproval; the irresponsibility of a love match on only £500 a year and the disapproval of his grandparents for his mother’s Sheridan descent. Hence Dufferin was to be born in virtual exile and it was no accident that for the rest of his life he was acutely attuned to the demands of propriety and reputation. For one held to be so admirable in so many ways, he could, nevertheless, astound contemporaries with his concern for popularity. They could never understand his anxieties over his place in society and the little humiliations that could lie in wait. 

So it was perhaps fitting that the housekeeper at the Barberino di Mugello, resolutely barring all strangers, refused to let him inside.2





PART I



The Ascendancy of Helen, 1826–72







You may remember, when I am gone, how much I loved you . . . But you can repay me a thousand fold for the agony of your birth . . .  by proving that you remember what I have tried to teach you.

Helen to her son, 21 June 1832





My heart aches for her, [for] nobody will ever love her like me.

Dufferin’s Diary, 5 February 1856





1

A Conflict of Traditions

The home Frederick had been barred from at birth was Ballyleidy near the shores of Belfast Lough. Newly restored and somewhat lost in the surrounding trees, this bleak grey mansion heralded the arrival of a family on the make. The Blackwoods were settlers from Scotland who had fled to Ulster in 1586 after becoming too closely associated with the cause of Mary, Queen of Scots.1 Nevertheless, by the late eighteenth century, through the profits of agriculture and economic management and the even greater profits of marriage, they had emerged as a prominent force in Co. Down, with large estates both to the west of Strangford Lough and on the Ards peninsula near Ballywalter as well as the family seat at Ballyleidy outside Bangor. By 1800 these produced a rental of £10,000 a year, which was respectable enough in contemporary terms, even if it was dwarfed by the incomes of the two leading families in the county – the Downshires and the Londonderrys. 

By comparison with these families, with their English connections and national influence, the Blackwoods were parochial indeed. Nevertheless with control of two Irish parliamentary seats they could begin to aspire to the Irish peerage. And, as fate would have it, in the aftermath of the United Irish rebellion of 1798, there would be no greater opportunity for social advancement. Determined to rule Ireland from Westminster, the British government attempted through extensive bribery to force an Act of Union through the Irish Parliament. Family myth decreed that the head of the Blackwood family, Sir John Blackwood, had died, incorruptible to the last, tying up his boots before setting out to vote against the Union. His death however proved timely, for it enabled his son, James, a Union supporter, to accept a barony on behalf of his mother, the Hamilton heiress, Dorcas Stevenson, whose wealth had transformed the Blackwoods’ standing.2 In spite of such advances the Blackwood tradition remained one of sturdy country squires, worldly clerics and the military professions. Only Sir Henry Blackwood, Nelson’s confidant and comrade in arms at Trafalgar, achieved national pre-eminence. Most were perfectly content to indulge in Tory politics and the bucolic pleasures of hunting, shooting and drinking copious bottles of claret.

Such a lifestyle and a wide range of dependants inevitably drained family resources, compelling the heir to the title to seek an advantageous marriage. Sir James Blackwood, 2nd Baron Dufferin, having inherited the title from his mother, had done just that in marrying Anna, the daughter of Baron Oriel; only for the marriage to prove childless, making his brother Hans (1758–1839) heir. He too had married well, but lost his wife’s considerable fortune in a speculative venture, building one side of Dublin’s prestigious St Stephen’s Green. After paying off his debts, he retreated to the outskirts of the city to wait nearly twenty years for his brother’s death and his own salvation. Four children came from his first marriage and another seven from his second. Of his three sons, the eldest, Robert, was a dashing officer in ‘the 52nd’. Recuperating from his wounds when news reached Ballyleidy of Napoleon’s escape from Elba, he finally caught up with his regiment at Waterloo just as the battle commenced. One of the last to arrive, he had been one of the first to die – cut in two by a round shot. Hans’s second son died soon after, having been sent abroad to Naples to avoid a love marriage to an impecunious but determined Miss Stannus. 

The revival of the family fortunes consequently came to rest on the third son, Price, the future father of the 1st Marquess. Frank, open and kind to a fault, he was a man of action, unburdened by mere cleverness. Largely uneducated, except ‘by the navy’, he held his principles with the vigour and occasional naivety of a man of honour. Never expecting to inherit, he felt little need to temporise and frequently came to blows with his father, not least over his ‘womanising’. This rarely amounted to more than a grand flirtation and many an affair died with the return to sea. After one close shave too many, he was made to sign an assurance never to marry without his father’s consent. It was with this in mind that he was eventually recalled in 1825 and sent to his uncle, Lord Dufferin, in Cavendish Square, for the season. With no experience of London society and little in the way of ‘conversation’, Price set out to find the ‘good, sensible girl with a well-regulated mind, good family and some money’ that his family demanded of him. Helen Sheridan was not what they had in mind.

‘The Sheridans are much admired but are strange girls, swear and say all sorts of things to make men laugh’, declared Lady Cowper to Frederick Lamb. ‘I am surprised so sensible a woman as Mrs. Sheridan should let them go on so. I suppose she cannot stop the old blood coming out.’ It was precisely such ‘cleverness’ that made the Blackwoods fear the worst and to them the very public decline of Helen’s illustrious grandfather (after a lifetime of elopements, duels and debauchery) was a most fitting end. By contrast, resentment had long festered in the Sheridan family over the lack of recognition shown to Richard Brinsley Sheridan in his last years. The comic genius who at the age of only twenty-eight had conquered the London stage and with his beautiful wife, Elizabeth Linley, had overcome the obstacles of wealth and birth to win entry into the highest circles of Whig society. Thereafter he produced memorable parliamentary performances, the equal of anything heard at Westminster in an age of great orators. And yet he was denied major office. Condemned to the anonymity of perpetual opposition, he drank himself relentlessly towards the grave, until, in the week he died in 1816, the bailiffs were at the door. Not even the magnificence of his funeral in Westminster Abbey could erase such humiliations. No man, after all, was ever made by a wake. Since then the Sheridans had struggled. When in 1817 his son Tom Sheridan died of consumption at the Cape of Good Hope, he left his wife virtually destitute with seven children. To Helen aged nine, the eldest child and the only one with him when he died, the ignominies of the previous years would have a lasting impact. Denied by her sex the opportunity to restore the family name, she was to ensure that any son of hers would never be distracted from this appointed task.3 

Granted a grace and favour apartment in Hampton Court, Helen’s mother could maintain a lifestyle of genteel poverty, proudly displaying her daughters and declaring that ‘all these girls will be beautiful’, almost as if their lives depended on it (which of course they did).4 Of the three Helen’s looks were the least classical. Scarcely seventeen when she came out, she was a slim, graceful figure with delicate hands and tiny feet. Her face, with its high forehead and small mouth, was lit by eyes that radiated an enquiring, childlike innocence. Set off against a backdrop of delicate modesty, was a quick-witted gaiety that could be quite sharp, however flirtatious and light-hearted the delivery. It was a combination that many found alluring. But without any money she wasn’t a catch. However, to Price Blackwood, flattered at ‘passing muster’ and rather out of his depth among the smart set of London, she seemed irresistible. The same could hardly be said of him. With his reddish hair already turning to grey, he had a long, protruding jaw with a nose to match. His expression was by nature stern and his eyes burned as if he was in a permanent state of agitation. And all this on very short legs. It is hardly surprising that Helen initially looked elsewhere.

It was her mother who persuaded her to take Blackwood seriously, warning that the ‘handsome and agreeable men of the world like a more extensive theatre than their own fireside’. Helen herself recognised the value of Price whose ‘only pleasure is in pleasing me’; while her pragmatism reflected a desire for control as much as for property or emotional satisfaction. She may have found his ‘fussing over trifles’ irritating and was quite startled at the strength of his prejudices. Yet she could not help admiring his ‘true heartedness and firmness of spirit’. And hence eventually she accepted his offer of marriage.5

On 11 June 1825 Price wrote of his news to his father, who presuming it to be a request for permission to propose, rejected it on the grounds of there being no fortune and rank, considering his son ‘bound’ to seek both. The fact that her father and grandfather were ‘play actors’ – a ‘wicked profession’ – really rankled. Even Hans’s second wife, who was well read and had all Sheridan’s plays at her fingertips, viewed the fashionable world in which he had made his name as essentially immoral. To her, virtue could only flourish in the countryside and, as for ‘genius’, to all Blackwoods it was ‘a very dangerous possession, leading to the breaking of the whole Decalogue’. Still nothing shocked them more than Price’s decision to ‘keep his word with Miss S’. After an increasingly acrimonious correspondence, all of his family refused to attend his wedding. Consequently on 4 July 1825, after a service at St George’s, Hanover Square, Price and Helen Blackwood left for Italy – all they could afford on the half-pay of an out-of-work naval captain.6 



‘Its eyes and mouth are like Helen’s and its nose (alas!) like Price’s’, relayed Helen’s younger sister, Georgiana (often shortened to ‘Georgia’ or ‘Georgy’ by the family), to their brother, Brinsley, then languishing in India on colonial service. ‘But it does not signify so much for a boy, as a man may be good looking even with a nose some yards long.’ To one destined for grandeur, it was a rather inauspicious entrance. For his mother on the other hand the arrival of Frederick Blackwood was nothing short of traumatic. By 21 June 1826 he was so long overdue that her doctors warned her as she entered labour that it would be impossible to save both mother and child. As they resorted to ‘instruments’, she begged them to save the child. Gripping the hand of her friend, a Mrs Balfour, she said with extraordinary presence of mind, ‘now I shall look into your face and then I shall know whether they kill my baby or no’. Throughout the suffering, she clung to her companion, staring desperately for any flicker of betrayal. When at last it was over and she had given birth to a boy, the doctors were astonished to find that it weighed 15 lbs. Or so reported Georgia, who could be a great stickler for truth but rarely for precision. Nonetheless, it was to be another two weeks before Helen was out of danger and thereafter her health would never be robust.7 Thus it was that she found herself convalescing seventeen miles outside Florence at the Barberino di Mugello, besotted by her son, nicknamed Ghigo by their Italian maids. Hence too the return of the child over six decades later in search of the origins of a bond that would shape so much of what was to come.8 



It would be another year before Helen and son could return to England. By then her two sisters were hailed the greatest beauties in London, invited to every ball and courted voraciously.9 Significantly, when in 1830 Georgia became engaged to Lord Seymour, the heir of the wealthy Duke of Somerset, it was a family triumph that Helen celebrated. ‘“Poor, dear Frances [Lady] Londonderry” has not yet recovered [from] the shock of hearing that Georgia is to be a Duchess, and moreover, the first duchess in the kingdom, as her husband comes next to the Duke of Norfolk, who has no spouse, so you may conceive her state of mind on the occasion, “poor, dear thing”!’ Equally shocked were Seymour’s family at whose request the wedding party was kept small, with only the duke supporting his son. Such snubs were not going to stop the Sheridans in full cry and that evening they threw a party for 200. For all her anxiety to attend, ‘poor dear Frances’ was not invited.10

Anna, Lady Dufferin, on the other hand, was. Helen had been in exile too long to want to snub Lady Dufferin. Only the previous winter a reconciliation had been effected, and distinctly fragile it remained. ‘Ballyleidy is a very beautiful place . . . though not intended so by nature’ was Helen’s first impression; that and the fact that they must have ‘spent thousands’ to create it. But such prattle could not disguise the daunting prospect that confronted her. After all the harsh words, the men caused little difficulty.11 They were easily captivated by her winning charm and by the sentimental songs she composed, most famously the ‘Irish Emigrant’, that after dinner would reduce the inebriated to tears.

Made of rather sterner stuff was Anna.12 A beauty in her youth, now in her late fifties, with a sour, turned down mouth, prominent nose and sharp, vindictive eyes, she looked as she was, ‘naturally tyrannical’. Helen’s flippant wit irritated her; and, along with the display of frailty, was dismissed as an affectation to win over ‘her’ menfolk. Worse, Helen’s arrival with a young heir only served to emphasise Anna’s barrenness. The only congenial spirit in this repressive atmosphere was Lizzie Blackwood [later Ward], Price’s half-sister. Although no beauty, she was bright-eyed, vibrant and often laughed, heaving her shoulders in silent, secretive chuckles – Lady Anna having declared laughter to be unladylike. Still at least she laughed and Helen clung to her friendship. ‘Everybody here is kind . . . in the main,’ she reassured her mother during one of her early visits. ‘Yet there are a thousand little things that make one feel uncomfortable.’ Among these was her hosts’ full-blooded Toryism. When the children entered the dining room for dessert, Lord Dufferin used to summon little Frederick onto the polished mahogany table to drink great Tory oaths. Powerless in the face of what she saw as the Blackwoods attempting to take possession of her Sheridan son, Helen became profoundly depressed and talked morosely of ‘giving up the point’.13



But at least at Ballyleidy they had saved money. With the advent of peace after the Napoleonic Wars, the British navy had suffered substantial cuts leaving the vast majority of captains on half pay. Eight years of virtual unemployment had left Price ‘mad to get a ship’. The appointment of Helen’s uncle, Sir James Graham, to the Admiralty in 1830 led within a year to Price being given the command of a twenty-eight-gun frigate, HMS Imogene, destined to patrol the South Seas and the pirate-infested Indian Ocean. Inevitably excited talk followed of imminent wars and the capture of great ‘prizes’, three eighths of whose booty went to the successful captain. All this proved hopelessly optimistic. As it was, any additional income was already committed under their marriage agreement (drawn up largely in Helen’s interest by Sir James Graham) to an insurance policy on Price’s life. The premiums for this soon reduced Price to borrowing from his half-brother William. Reconciliation with his family had at least resulted in Uncle Dufferin paying off most of his debts. However, before departing for the southern hemisphere, Price was obliged to negotiate a £3,000 loan from his uncle to be guaranteed by further insurance policies. 

Thus solvency came to depend on the mortality of his relations. In this respect, affairs took a turn for the better the following year when three uncles and another relation died all in the space of one month. ‘I hardly ever heard of such a mortality in one family’, commiserated Mrs Sheridan in a tone almost of reproach. These included the admiral, Sir Henry Blackwood, who caught typhus while tending his son and daughter (both of whom survived). He died in the mezzanine room at Ballyleidy and such were the fears of infection that they knocked a hole in the wall and lowered his coffin down rather than bring it through the house. In time the hole became a window and remains so to this day. Convinced that these deaths would at last provide financial stability, Price was furious on discovering that his name was not on the deed and that much of the additional funds went to the children of his father’s second marriage. As a consequence, all he could provide for his wife to live on was £50 a quarter; his embarrassment compounded by the fact that she had just sold three of her songs for £56. Even so, standing on the quay at Portsmouth to bid farewell as Price left ‘swaggering away to the Downs . . . like the Flying Dutchman’, Helen and young Frederick measured their loss in other terms. For they were not to see him again for another four years.14





2

The Triumph of the Sheridans

Pondering in 1854 on Reynolds’s painting of St Cecilia which had immortalised the exquisite loveliness of Sheridan’s wife, Elizabeth Linley, the historian Thomas Macaulay declared that she was the ‘beautiful mother of a beautiful race’, whose granddaughters in their turn were ‘three of the most beautiful women of my time’.1 Hailed in London as ‘the three graces’, by 1834 their reputation had spread to Paris where they were feted by all ‘from the royal family downwards’. Balls, concerts and levees were arranged as French society competed to honour ‘La Belle Trinité’. ‘You never saw such a fuss as the dear folks made about us’, wrote Helen to Lizzie (facing a desultory Christmas at Ballyleidy). ‘We were obliged to give ourselves up, body and soul, to our mantua makers and milliners!’ ‘In short’, as Helen once asserted only slightly tongue in cheek, ‘the world owns that we are the best looking family in England and we are pretty well disposed to agree.’2 

In the case of Georgia, the attraction was almost wholly visual. ‘Anything so splendid I never gazed upon [before] . . . clusters of the darkest hair, the most brilliant complexion [and] a contour of a face perfectly ideal,’ reported Disraeli. Her sister Caroline seemed to the painter Benjamin Haydon, ‘like a Greek sculpture just breaking into life’. Vivacious, impulsive, even dangerous, to those who adored her the appeal was unashamedly sensual; which was why, to Helen’s innocent amazement, Caroline was ‘admired by men even more than Georgia’.3 A sparkling conversationalist, she had that teasing wit that both beguiled and intimidated. It particularly intimidated those of her own sex, who had to look on as their gentlemen fluttered round what their wives held to be irredeemably vulgar. ‘Mrs Norton is so nice’, exclaimed Harriet Granville. ‘It is a pity that she is not quite nice, for if she was quite nice, she would be so very nice.’ And she was to prove a friend! Such snubs hinted at a change in the air, with the nineteenth century soon to assume the drab mantle of Victorian respectability. But, as on the eve of a storm when the sun shines at its brightest, Caroline continued to enthral society by living defiantly on the frontiers of convention. For the present, as Lady Dover confided to a friend, with the ‘great deal that is in bad taste about her . . . one wonders at feeling not more shocked on recollection’.4 

The spell of the third grace was altogether different. ‘Nelly’s vanity’, observed Caroline, is to have all the room claim: “What a pretty woman!” Mine is that the two or three persons I care about should turn around and cry “Here she comes!”’5 Not that Helen was without her admirers. ‘Georgia’s the beauty and Carrie’s the wit, and I ought to be the good one, but then I am not,’ she quipped to Disraeli, who was immediately entranced declaring her ‘very handsome and very Sheridanic’.6 They met in February 1833 just as Disraeli was finishing the proofs of his novel Alroy, an absurd historical romance set in Arabia in which the heroine was the Caliph’s highly erotic daughter, Schirene. Helen did not like this character, but when Disraeli protested of her similarity to the heroine, she began to sign her letters ‘Schirene’. What followed was a playful correspondence in which Helen acted the submissive lover to Disraeli’s despot. The trouble for Disraeli was that it was all too virginal, for Helen was quite happy just to dream. ‘Dreams, dreams, dreams,’ muttered Disraeli when discovered at the end of his life by a friend staring into the fire, apparently lost in a reverie of Helen Blackwood and what could never have been.7

Yet he had a point for it was not for respectability that the Sheridans were renowned. With their good looks, wild affairs and crippling debts, they had entertained and scandalised for three generations. Above all, they were reckless. Here lay their true appeal and the latest generation were not to disappoint. Most spectacularly, in 1835, Helen’s brother Brinsley stunned London society by eloping to Gretna Green with Miss Marcia Grant, her father, Sir Colquhoun Grant, in pursuit. She, though no beauty, was much sought after, being of sweet disposition and the heiress to a fortune. That she should cast in her lot with the Sheridans who were penniless and barely respectable infuriated many a titled mother of a spendthrift son. At a ball, given by Lord Hertford, Helen and Lizzie found ‘people in tiers of benches around the room’ eagerly awaiting the return of the couple. Their entrance, as they walked up the room was a triumph. To Helen, with Brin displaying all the insouciant modesty of the victor, it could have been the reincarnation of her grandfather. 

Others also made the same connection. At a dinner party replete with Richmonds, Stanleys and Sutherlands, Creevey found ‘a flock of admirers surround[ing] the three neat’uns – the sisters Norton, Blackwood and Seymour. I am afraid it is too good fun to be true that old Colquhoun Grant is to prosecute these sisters for a conspiracy in robbing him of his daughter for the benefit of their brother, but they say that it is true. I am glad the young gentleman’s name is really Brinsley; it keeps alive the talent of the family name.’8 The frivolity itself was kept alive by Uncle James, Lord Dufferin, who failing to see the humour in the accusation, felt honour bound in the absence of his nephew to defend Helen’s name and, despite being nearly eighty, called Grant out. Sense prevailed and indeed, in time, so enamoured did Grant become of his son-in-law that he eventually left him all his estates.9 As for the young couple, they lived a respectable, God-fearing life of conjugal bliss. For Creevey’s indulgent fondness for the Sheridans and their stylish notoriety (licensed as it was by irresistible charm) had already too much the ring of nostalgia. Within a year, the Sheridans were to discover the perils that came with a reputation of living dangerously. 



By now Caroline’s marriage at the age of nineteen to the barrister and brother of Lord Grantley, George Norton, was rapidly disintegrating. Almost from the start it had been a disastrous alliance. Virtually monosyllabic and at ease only with his drinking companions, Norton soon became violent; and increasingly so as his parliamentary career disintegrated and her literary star rose sufficiently to support them both. When she began her affair with the prime minister, Lord Melbourne, relations had become such that Norton was only too willing to acquiesce, particularly as she persuaded Melbourne to appoint him to a £1,000 a year position in the magistrates’ court.10 

However, in 1836, whether out of pique or at the urgings of his Tory confrères, Norton sued for divorce and named Melbourne, thus provoking a public scandal with the press attending the trial in droves. Included among their number was Charles Dickens reporting for the Morning Chronicle and who would satirise the event when writing The Pickwick Papers. Sensationally, amid scenes of pure farce, Norton’s case collapsed on the first day for want of evidence. Yet the fact remained that many, including her mother, were willing to believe almost anything of Caroline. While in all probability the affair was never consummated physically, Caroline so flaunted their alliance that even the charitable were forced to take notice. It was as if the more respectable the age grew the more she savoured the outrageous or courted catastrophe. Yet when it came she was so distraught that Helen could only feel sorry for her. The ‘calumnies’ may be ‘cruel’, she admitted in an effort to rally Caroline’s spirits, ‘but what a million times worse it would be if they were true’.11 Gossip though could be borne but not public defamation. Caroline lost everything in the separation that followed: her children, all her property including her income from her writing and above all her reputation. It says something for her that she survived, that she won her way back into society while helping to stir opinion into changing the iniquitous laws of which she had been a victim.12 

For the rest of her family there was renewed humiliation as in every court case over custody the affair was ‘continually raked up before the public’.13 Frederick was ten years old at the time of the first trial and it would prove formative. In later life he never came to terms with the injustice meted out to his aunt and the acute embarrassment that her outrageous behaviour aroused.14 In the light of the latter, the more he became the model of Victorian rectitude the more preoccupied he was with his Sheridan inheritance, in which genius lay alongside more sybaritic traits of character. Indeed for most of his life he was forever on guard against the ‘flaws of the blood’.

So too was Helen and at the first signs of it in her son she sent him off to the firm discipline of the schoolmaster at Hampton, a Mr Walton. Initially it had not been her intention to send him to school at all. With his mother always quick to assert that her son’s educational and ‘manly development’ were not ‘in the least damaged by the society of us women’, Frederick was brought up in a world peopled almost entirely by the opposite sex. Not surprisingly as the only child he was much adored and a little spoilt. At times this cosseting went too far. Memories of his first nurse, Foley, ‘a horrible Irish woman . . . who always took me to bed with her which I hated’, could still even in his sixties stir his anger. Her successor, a Miss Plume, proved a kindly figure supported by ‘Fair Marg’ret’. Needless to say Margaret was anything but and to young Frederick was memorable mainly for her curious habit each morning of slipping ‘her nightshift down to her waist’ in order to ‘go through the extension motions at the foot of my bed’.15 Nevertheless, cocooned in this essentially female world, it is not hard to see how Frederick came to prefer female company and to develop a femininity of manner that would later disconcert heartier contemporaries. 

Soon he was displaying a ‘most amusing rattle of conversation, talking incessantly and in a manner far superior to his age’. Consequently he was always treated as an adult (and chastised when he proved a child). The little vanities that ensued were indulged because they were entertaining but also because they hinted at ‘Sheridanic’ qualities from which his family expected so much.16 Restraining such precociousness fell to Helen. Taking charge of his education, she chided him on his reading and spelling and taught him his catechism. For discipline, however, she resorted to emotional blackmail, exploiting his vulnerability as an only child by withdrawing her love.17 If he unwittingly erred from her path, the tone would become icy, distant, parental, pulling her son up short like a dog on a lead (and so contributing to his insecurity in adult life over his popularity). Nor did she lose any opportunity to inculcate him with an awareness of guilt and of a God who judgeth the earth. More positively she also gave him a goal – a sense of his own destiny in which he would inherit the mantle of his great-grandfather and achieve the greatness denied to him. All these themes were brought together in a letter to cover for her absence on his sixth birthday; a letter extraordinary for its nakedly possessive tone and written so,



that you may remember, when I am gone, how much I loved you . . . But you can repay me a thousand fold for the agony of your birth . . . by proving that you remember what I have tried to teach you and by being a good and just and honourable man, not only for my sake and also for the sake of your character in men’s eyes but for the love of Jesus who died for you and who left you his example to follow. I feel my dear child that . . . I am still too anxious about things of less importance, that I wish too ardently that you should be clever and celebrated in the world, forgetting that it is better to be unknown to men and beloved of God. You will hardly believe or understand now what I am saying to you but hereafter, at the end of your life, you will wish you had been born a fool, rather than have to answer to your Creator for the sin of wasting your talents. Keep this letter, my dear child, and read it every birthday and think when you read it that it is your mother speaking to you, so whether I am dead or distant from you, my love will still be with you.18 



Plainly her son’s bounden duty would lie as much to his mother as to his Maker. 

Mr Walton quickly revealed himself to be a firm disciple of ‘energetic flogging . . . and copious dosing with brimstone and treacle’. Under his care Frederick hunted, fished, was left virtually blinded in his left eye by a ‘cork bung’ while playing hockey, and almost drowned in the Thames. As to what he learned there is no record and possibly little to record. Nevertheless, in later life Frederick’s verdict was generous, fondly remembering Walton as a ‘good school master’ who was ‘both severe and passionate’. Passionate was not how Helen’s letters to her son could be described. These were crisp and businesslike, enclosing Bibles and strictures on the need for moral courage against ridicule in his preparation for ‘greatness’. ‘You were sadly cheated at Easter’ was all she managed after leaving him at school over the holidays. In her absence it was perhaps typical that her son should overcome any loneliness by making friends with the only girl in the school – Walton’s youngest daughter whose photograph hung in Frederick’s study for the rest of his life.19 

Such respites were not to be found at his next school. Eton in the 1830s was no place for the sensitive and retiring. Discipline was lax and the school from time to time verged on the rebellious. For all the tradition of Keate (who was infamous for once beating the whole school in one day), Frederick was only flogged twice in his whole career, both of them ‘child’s play compared to Hampton’. He was placed in Corner House with, as his tutor, the Rev. W. G. Cookesley. Cookesley was scholarly and his house quite sought after, but he proved a master ‘whom his pupils liked much more than they respected . . . [one] who could make himself popular but could not make them work’.20 Or stop them bullying. ‘Have you been under the necessity of fighting yet’, asked his mother rather tremulously, or ‘“milling” as you rather elegantly term it.’ Amidst the mayhem Frederick did win a ‘prize’ for mathematics and a reputation for writing clever essays. Helen rejoiced at these minor triumphs, but, fearful lest her son become idle, she never slackened the pressure: ‘always bear in mind that you are half a Sheridan and that I expect you to do honour to that parentage’. Within three years he was able to assume the privilege of wing collars (or ‘stick ups’). Frederick ‘greatly grown’, reported Price on visiting his son in 1841: ‘instead of stooping as he used, he now holds himself quite erect and looks uncommonly well in his stick ups’.21 Notably Frederick used his influence to protect the vulnerable Lord Robert Cecil, frail and too sensitive for his own good. Cecil was later, on his promotion to College, to be scarred for life by his experiences. But, as the 3rd Marquess of Salisbury and Tory prime minister, he would never forget his gratitude to the future Whig peer.22 

Eton provided other connections that were to prove useful in time, including the future Lord Kimberley. ‘One of the cleverest boys at Eton’, Cookesley had called him when Frederick met them both at breakfast on his first day. Cookesley rather cultivated the able including William Johnston, the eminent scholar and teacher. Frederick was included in this circle and with Johnston would walk either side of their tutor trying to impress – Frederick earning the sobriquet of ‘the Orator’ for his pains.23 This may not, it has to be said, have been wholly flattering, for from early on it was clear that his standing would be based as much on his charm as his academic achievements, along with a useful reputation for throwing the best parties. 



By now Price had inherited from his father. Hans, having waited decades to succeed his brother, only held the title of Lord Dufferin for three years. But this was long enough for him to make generous provisions for the five surviving children from his second marriage, and £700 a year for Price’s half-brother, William Blackwood. Such arrangements saddled Price with crippling charges and only left him feeling ‘neglected and ill-used . . . fancy[ing] that his father almost disliked him’. Helen ‘quelled’ her family in uproar over his inability once again to provide her with the long expected fortune. But her fierce assertion to Lizzie in 1838 of ‘the necessity of vindicating a wife’s claim to a proper degree of authority in her own house’ hints at the difficulties of readjusting to her husband’s return from sea.24 

Such tensions were rarely expressed save in the reappearance of ‘a nervous irritability’ and frequent pain. This left her a willing victim to leeches and a whole succession of quack doctors, one of whom – a Dr Locock – recommended ‘a nice dose of arsenic, the only poison I had not tried’. Her preferred poison was opium. This in the form of laudanum drops was very freely available and was used quite liberally as a painkiller and a relaxant. While few took it purely for pleasure, many of the sickly took great pleasure in their addiction. Helen always denied to Price that she was addicted to ‘your enemy, opium’ but she was never short of an excuse for a ‘dose’ and this soon became a point of gruff contention.25 Others followed and such frictions raised the issue of incompatibility. Helen’s mother had never disguised her ‘contempt’ for the ‘priggish, provincial Blackwoods’, while her daughter felt little in common with Price’s ‘mahogany coloured brother fishes’ at Portsmouth. Not surprisingly, she viewed her impending incarceration in Ireland with some dread.26

It is easy to make too much of this. To Helen Price remained unfailingly devoted and there was no danger of a rift as between Caroline and Norton. Nor did he lack a rapport with his son. In fact Price and Frederick shared much more in common than the Sheridans allowed, including an imagination fired by the great events of history and the novels of Walter Scott. ‘You must be prepared to draw much upon your poetic fancy when you come’, he wrote to his son on the eve of a visit to Kenilworth Castle where, despite the ravages of Cromwell’s cannon, ‘enough is left to show the magnificence of Leicester and the generosity of Good Queen Bess’.27 Their historical interests figured too on a trip to the Rhine in 1839. At Waterloo Frederick surveyed the plain, ‘immense, gently undulating, as if it was just intended for a field of battles’ and left with an armful of swords and bullets as souvenirs. In Aix-la-Chapelle, he would sit on Charlemagne’s throne, while at Cologne he was transfixed by the sight of the skulls in the tomb of the ‘three kings of  Cologne’. The next day he celebrated his thirteenth birthday. ‘But neither papa nor mamma found it out till the evening when I told them.’28 

The following summer the holidays were spent at Ballyleidy, though Helen, pleading illness, didn’t go.29 Despite this, father and son had an idyllic time, hunting, fishing and travelling around the estate. ‘Frederick is the most perfect companion to me’, wrote Price to his wife, who now complained that she never saw her son. In contrast, since returning from sea Price had regularly visited Frederick at Eton where his son would row him on the Thames – once nearly drowning them both at a lock. Having viewed his father as a rather alarming figure, Frederick now recognised a warmer, more affectionate parent, one with whom he could laugh as well as admire.30 

Also to admire at Ballyleidy was Harry Piper. An African with a ‘magnificent’ physique and the ‘manners of a prince’, he had served as warrant officer under Sir Henry Blackwood and had followed him back to Co. Down, staying on after his master’s death. While building a flat-bottomed boat for the river, he would regale the young heir with his ancestor’s heroic victory in the frigate Penelope over the eighty-gun Guillaume Tell in the aftermath of the Battle of Aboukir Bay (1798).31 Nelson himself had been effusive, writing famously: ‘is there a sympathy which ties men together in the bonds of friendship without having a personal knowledge of each other? If so, I was your friend and acquaintance before I saw you.’ On the morning of Trafalgar, Sir Henry had witnessed Nelson’s will amid much bravado of twenty prizes by nightfall. ‘God bless you, Blackwood’, said the admiral as he left to take up his station, ‘I shall never speak to you again.’32 These were the titans and the tales that so thrilled the young Frederick. For all his mother’s incantation of the Sheridan myth, it was the Blackwoods who provided his early heroes. And it was this heroic tradition that Price maintained when he led the attack in September 1834 against the Chinese Bogue Forts, so forcing a passage through the Bocca Tigris. While his son was not to join the navy, he became renowned as a sailor and the naming of his boats after the vessels of his forebears was testament to their influence. 



By the autumn Price and Helen were in Italy in pursuit of yet another cure for her illness. When Irish business finally compelled him to Ballyleidy, her progress was sufficiently encouraging for her to remain behind. Given the frustrations of an Irish estate, it was only natural that Price should look also to a career in politics, particularly with the value placed on parliamentary achievement by his wife and her family. Unfortunately his efforts were dogged by failure. In 1837 he had lost badly a by-election at Plymouth. Three years later negotiations to secure his election to the Irish representative peerage in the House of Lords broke down. Each rebuff only served to diminish his stock still further. 

On arriving back in England in June 1841, Price went the next day to the Carlton Club and offered to stand in the general election. His decision was undoubtedly impulsive. Fired up by the excitement of the election and talk of a Conservative victory, and by assurances, all too easily given, of Wellington’s future support of his claim to the representative peerage, Price put his name forward for the naval constituency of Chatham. After a ‘sharp two day canvas’ and a show of hands he felt quite confident. Yet this was a government borough. What was humiliating was not just his defeat but that on polling day Price was not only out-bribed but also essentially out-voted. In retrospect, it had been a foolhardy escapade which only looked more so with each victory in the Conservatives’ spectacular triumph. With it went any further hope of Parliament upon which the Sheridans set such store. Facing now a dull lifetime of retreat at Ballyleidy – a prospect that held little attraction for his wife – he wrote to Helen on 4 July, some days after his defeat, bravely making much of his determination ‘not to run my purse’; as if he could have done so. He had not heard from her for a month but he would have known the depth of her disappointment on hearing of his news.33 The post to Castellammare, near Naples, took on average seventeen days from London. On 21 July, Helen was sitting after lunch painting when a letter arrived for her. Standing to study it, she had been reading for a few moments when she suddenly screamed and fell to the floor. After being revived by smelling salts, she came round and, though obviously still distraught, she sought to reassure her assembled friends that they must not think she had received any bad news. About the same time in Eton, her son, his cases packed, was idling away the last day of the half. Watching the willows waving in the wind as he stood on a little bridge overlooking Barnes Pool, he turned to a friend and said, ‘It is very odd, I have every reason to be happy; tonight we have the Boats, and tomorrow the holidays begin, and I am going over to my father in Ireland, and yet I feel quite wretched!’ Unknown to mother and son, earlier that morning, as the steam packet SS Reindeer docked in Belfast harbour after sailing overnight from Liverpool, Price had been found dead in his cabin.34 

His death certificate recorded an accidental overdose of morphine, which ‘appeared’ to have been administered by the ship’s steward. In time a picture emerged of an elaborate course of events with Price arriving agitated by the effects of ‘fever’ and sending the unfortunate steward out to a chemist on the quay for a sleeping draught. As this was being concocted, the ship’s bell rang and in the rush the steward was handed the lethal dose. No one, however, seems to have been taken to task for this. It was Frederick’s official biographer who first conjectured on the importance of Price being ‘worried and greatly fatigued’ by the Chatham election. This point had been emphasised by Frederick himself writing in the 1890s when he described how Price had left straight after the Chatham result no doubt ‘upset by the excitement of the election’. Exhausted, his failure to check the dose was only too understandable.35 Except that he had left for Liverpool nearly three weeks after his defeat. As for his ‘fever’, this he had suffered in India in 1832. Although it could reoccur from time to time, he had since then, as his son admitted, become ‘accustomed’ to taking his morphine pills ‘when feeling out of sorts’. In his earnestness to prove that it was not suicide Frederick in effect acknowledged that it might have been. None of which escapes the realm of conjecture. What is certain is that at one o’clock in the morning of 28 July 1841, Frederick, two of his uncles, two agents, an old butler and a groom set out in the pitch-black to ride to Killyleagh. There at 6 a.m. Price, 4th Baron Dufferin, was buried with only seven in attendance. 

Almost immediately the new Lord Dufferin, aged only fifteen, set out for Castellammare and his mother. The loss of her husband at last left Helen free to shape the destiny of their child. Showing quiet purpose, she made sure that his horizons would be Whiggish, English, literary and wealthy. He would become a Sheridan. So successful was she in this that in time Frederick’s father would barely survive in his memory. 





3

The Birth of ‘Authentic’ Dufferin

Returning eventually to Eton, the young Lord Dufferin soon became insufferably grand. Dressed in a colourful swallow-tailed coat, high collar and silk top hat, he cultivated a foppish Regency air, replete with ‘dogskin gloves’, haircuts at Truefitts and mildly risqué humour (‘a chair please, in whose arms I have thought of spending the night’). It was all too much for his mother. As Tory Eton celebrated the anniversary of Charles II’s restoration, she organised her brother to take him to the Royal Apartments to see a portrait of his illustrious Whig ancestor, R. B. Sheridan. Then in April of the following year when Dufferin suffered a bout of illness, she seized her chance and withdrew him from the school.

Helen now hired a private tutor to inject a little seriousness and educate him for his future responsibilities. Mr Cartmell was ‘a short, ugly’ don from Cambridge whose lessons Dufferin found interminably ‘dull’ and initially led only to a mastery of the art of ‘look[ing] very industrious, maps, books, manuscripts scattered in every direction’. Other than the reading of Maria Edgeworth’s Castle Rackrent, to serve, no doubt, as a warning of the moral ruin brought about through profligacy on a great estate and a family name (a lesson that would be wholly ignored), the focus was on preparation for Oxford. Somewhat unusually Helen viewed this as an essentially intellectual training, necessary for any scholar-statesman. With this in mind, attention was paid to the Classics and especially to History and the study of great men and heroic events, shifting, as Dufferin became more engrossed, from the feats of Horatio (via Hume’s England and Macaulay’s Essays) to the controversies of the English Civil War – still the touchstone of dinner-table politics. 

Yet his true historical mentor, as he was for many of Dufferin’s generation, was Sir Walter Scott. His vivid descriptions of violent battles and blood feuds, often set against the towering backdrop of the Highlands or within the walls of ruined castles complete with moat and drawbridge, fired Dufferin’s youthful imagination. So too did the Eglinton Tournament of 1839 at which high society, inspired by Scott, indulged itself in a medieval re-enactment with his aunt Georgia heralded as the Queen of the Tournament. Scott’s influence was stamped on beliefs Dufferin would hold for the rest of his life on matters as diverse as the role of the gentleman, the nature of women, even his artistic and architectural preferences. ‘I love Sir Walter Scott’, he was to write in his seventies, ‘with all my heart; and my mother excepted, I think he has done more to form my character than any other influence; for he is the soul of purity, chivalry, respect for women and healthy religious feeling.’1

Exactly what constituted a ‘healthy, religious feeling’ depended entirely on the believer. Helen, for all her Sheridanic ancestry, had been impressed, as were so many, by the spread of evangelical ideas, which in the wake of the revolutionary wars and the rise of Dissent had led many, through Wilberforce and the Clapham Sect, to adopt a set of values to counter the inertia of the Established faith. These included the primacy of duty and sober living; an active faith – ‘vital Christianity’ – in which religious morality underpinned one’s daily work; and, above all, a seriousness which insisted on the need to account for one’s time on earth in preparation for the Day of Judgement. Nevertheless Helen’s faith remained essentially Broad Church. By contrast Dufferin’s uncle and guardian, Sir James Graham, made no secret of his belief in the arbitrary authority of a stern God, who occasionally displayed His Providence in the world.2 

For all their differences these were creeds that encouraged introspection and bred anxiety. And Dufferin, ‘separated [from ‘the world’] since I left Eton’, would have plenty of time for both. Soon he was reading Arnold’s Sermons, biographies of Wilberforce and Ignatius Loyola and spiritual guides such as Bishop Taylor’s Holy Living and its sequel Holy Dying. By the end of the year he had embarked on a trawl through the Gospels to collect material for a biography of Christ. In this, he was encouraged by his mother who saw such a scheme primarily as a discipline, training him to read the Bible attentively: ‘the only book that can never lose its interest till the latest hour of your life’. But enthusiasm unchecked quickly gave way to obsession and a preoccupation with guilt. Soon he found himself forever apologising to her for ‘being so sulky’ and owned up to a ‘great dread of being bearish and being hated by everyone’. By now he was finding that ‘the least thing makes me cry. Pleasure, pain, excitement, an angry word, a start and sometimes nothing at all.’ Pleading that the temptations and noise of London prevented him from praying earnestly, he fled to Ireland. There with little to distract him he hounded himself relentlessly: physically with Dinneford’s horsehair strap, spiritually by a rigorous daily self-examination of his soul; both serving only to convince him of his imminent damnation. Complaints of ‘melancholic humours’ foretold of what was actually imminent and by the autumn Dufferin was in the throes of a nervous breakdown.3

Looking back two years later on the crisis of autumn 1844, Dufferin obliquely touched on its fundamental cause. After describing it as ‘a dreadfully black scene to look back upon’, he confided to his mother that ‘if it had not been the cause of so much torment to you, there is nothing for which I am more grateful than that healthful sickness of mine’. At first glance this seems extraordinary. Until one remembers that his parting plea to his mother on leaving London for Ireland was that she should not see it as rejection. Since as he went on to state that there was no point in staying in London as he only saw her for at most twenty minutes in the day, clearly it was he who had felt rejected.4

Such sentiments were perhaps the product of his mother’s unexpected attachment to a man barely three years older than her son, the Earl of Gifford, who was the heir of the Marquess of Tweeddale. Gifford was learned, a young man more of letters than the sword, and for that had been despised by his brute of a father. Never sent to school and starved of friendship, over the years he had withdrawn into a morbid, diffident shell, when Helen first met him at Castellammare. His plight undoubtedly aroused her maternal instincts. But more than this, she admired his scholarly intelligence, shared his interests in music and literature and appreciated his gentleness and sensitivity. Indeed his company offered her all that her husband’s never could and her son was still too young to comprehend. Disguising her ‘interest’ in Gifford as that of a mother or even a ‘granny’, she was by December 1841 playing the role of the aggrieved lover, ‘vexed’ over Gifford’s absence. Under her protective wing he was transformed, growing in confidence and with it increasingly devoted to Helen. That she talked the language of Romance simply reflected the novels she read and a courtly ritual that required nothing of her but that she remain chaste. But the fact that their friendship did not wither over time suggested a deeper affection. By 1843 in her letters to her confidantes she was referring to ‘Giff’, partly in jest, as ‘the object of my guilty passion’.5

As a child Dufferin had revelled in his mother’s adoration and the ‘hourly proofs of his affection’ for her it required. His father’s death had only intensified this, leaving him both more dependent on her and at the same time keen to take over the role as her ‘protector’ (with all its possessive overtones). Instead he had a competitor. The pursuit of his mother’s favour now only demonstrated to him his unfitness for the task. His enthusiasm for shooting and fishing with his Blackwood cousins and his driving the tandem ‘to Jericho and back’ no longer seemed to impress. Instead it was to Giff that Helen wrote (on Dufferin’s seventeenth birthday) in praise of his wisdom and steadiness in giving up ‘these years of your life to your books’. Her letters to her son, however, were sharply critical of his ‘pretty, flattering speeches’ for lacking any ‘openness of heart’.6 In the face of his mother’s expectations Dufferin felt compelled to seek the seriousness that she so admired in others. But without even his tutor Cartmell’s prejudices as his guide, he drifted over the abyss.

If his breakdown took Helen by surprise, her response was swift enough as she braved the Irish Sea for Ballyleidy.7 Over the next three months she nursed him back to health, reading and talking to him as she had to Giff at Castellammare, ‘her very laughter a caress’. Not for the last time would sickness enable Dufferin to reclaim her and hence this time was ‘heartfelt’ in his memory. But it also meant that his adolescence never quite developed the emotional independence of adulthood. From this moment one can begin to date a style of intimacy that was to shape profoundly his personality and (to his contemporaries) went beyond the normal bonds of mother and son. In an age when parental relations with their children were frequently detached, formal and overly preoccupied with discipline, the Dufferins’ relationship came to be viewed as peculiarly affectionate. ‘You see, my mother and I were young together in the reign of George IV. We shared our youth’, was how Dufferin later explained it to an envious acquaintance. And it had been this sense of shared youth that had echoed at the Barberino di Mugello where he had envisaged himself in her arms, ‘she being herself almost a child’.8 

What made them more than friends was ‘the passionate ecstasy of [her] affection’, expressed in a manner not only protective but also playful, teasing, even openly flirtatious. It was this blurring of the boundaries, of the child being treated as an intimate and contemporary and in private almost as a lover, that really established Dufferin’s emotional reliance on his mother. ‘I am not going to be married dear,’ she in turn wrote to a friend. ‘I have not the slightest intention of marrying again. Ghigo is husband enough for me.’9


In early January 1845, Oxford was cold and bleak when Dufferin, escorted by Sir James Graham (now Home Secretary in Peel’s government), drew up outside the Mitre. Yet his first night in Christ Church found him ‘desperately sick from sheer excitement’ and not even the discovery that his rooms ‘instead of having medieval windows were pure George III’ could dampen his joy.10 What did rather was the company. One night in particular, when conversation ran beyond sexual innuendo to ‘the deriding of the Lord’s Supper’, a very raw nerve was exposed. ‘Never argue on religious subjects,’ warned his mother. ‘A true heart is but a bad match for a mocking tongue.’11 Taking her advice, Dufferin was soon to be seen in the corner of the room with his latest purchase, two volumes of Froissart’s Chronicles, while his contemporaries spent the night gambling for huge sums. That such pretentious display did not land Dufferin in the fountain in Tom Quad can only have been due to the fact that eight of the company were sent down before the term was out.

Soon he found his own society; but not among the charmed, privileged circle of the tufts – the sons of nobility with their servants, horses and high table – many of whom were rarely expected to open a book. Nor did he strike up a rapport with those of his status who were scholarly or destined like Fortescue (later Lord Carlingford), Wodehouse (Lord Kimberley), and Baring (the future Lord Northbrook) for high political office.12 In fact he despised the college privileges that came his way as a peer – ‘the unjust and misplaced respect that is paid to rank in this place’. Instead he settled among the undergraduates from the lesser nobility and professional classes, emerging with a loyal group of friends, none hugely talented and all bound invariably by religion. Prime among these were Francis Hepburn, who was destined for a Sussex parish; and George Boyle, the unprepossessing younger brother of the Earl of Glasgow. ‘Very Scotch looking and speaks with a horrible accent, his looks are very boobyish’, was Dufferin’s first impression. Yet, while others sniggered at this uncouth arrival, Dufferin was quick to appreciate beneath the awkwardness his integrity and breadth of scholarship. All in all, this was a circle Dufferin could move in with confidence, safe in the gratitude with which his friendship was received.13 


Barely a month after his arrival Dufferin found himself outside the Sheldonian trying to gain admittance to one of Oxford’s great set pieces, ‘the degradation of Mr. Ward’. W. G. Ward faced this fate on account of his pamphlet The Ideal of a Christian Church, which had sensationally declared that the Thirty-Nine Articles were compatible with Roman Catholicism. Ward’s pamphlet had been the culmination of a series of such tracts, published over the previous decade by, among others, Newman, Keble and Pusey – all leading Anglo-Catholic, Oxford dons.14 ‘I had no idea until I came to Oxford’, Dufferin reported to an old schoolfriend, ‘how far Tractarian principles had spread.’15 One of the leading lights of the movement was a canon of Christ Church, Dr Edward Bouverie Pusey. A High Churchman keen to revitalise the Catholic and apostolic tradition in Anglicanism, his chosen pursuit of a life of ascetic saintliness through fasting and meditation drew on the austere example of the early saints. So it was perhaps predictable that Dufferin should be ‘deeply affected by Puseyism’.16 However, by far the greatest influence on him came from his friends, especially Boyle.

Boyle had arrived in Oxford already in thrall to High Anglicanism. Soon Dufferin was riding out with him to take communion at Littlemore, Newman’s contemplative community. In the pretty chapel with its raised chancel and stone altar – giving a fresh prominence to the sacraments – together with its choir, elaborate altar cloth, stained-glass windows and abundant flowers, was an openness to beauty in worship not seen in many a Protestant church since the Reformation.17 Here Dufferin could find the haven that he had longed for during his tortuous obsession with his own sinfulness. It was to be a brief respite.

On 12 October 1845, not long after their return for the new term, Boyle and Dufferin set off for Littlemore. To their surprise they discovered the chapel closed. At dinner with the Antrims the next night Dufferin heard of ‘Mr. Newman’s secession to the Church of Rome’ five days previously. ‘This will make a great noise all over England and indeed Europe’, he confided to his mother; ‘Dr. Pusey


















OPF/cover.jpg
ANDREW'GAILLEY

hony b iny 5
AGE OF CELEBRITY

A

=





