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When in disgrace with Fortune and men’s eyes


I all alone beweep my outcast state,


And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,


And look upon myself and curse my fate,


Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,


Featur’d like him, like him with friends possess’d,


Desiring this man’s art, and that man’s scope,


With what I most enjoy contented least;


Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,


Haply I think on thee, – and then my state,


Like to the lark at break of day arising


From sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven’s gate:


    For thy sweet love remember’d such wealth brings


    That then I scorn to change my state with kings.




 





WILLIAM SHAKESPARE
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Foreword





During his lifetime his affectionate disposition made Edward FitzGerald beloved by nearly everyone who knew him. In the century since his death he has become one of those literary figures like Cowper, Lamb, or Keats who are loved more than they are read. There are plenty of reasons, including his great translation of the Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám and, above all, his published letters, why we should feel affection for FitzGerald, but as in most such affairs, there is more chance of its lasting if we really know whom we are loving and if we love him for what he is, not for a sentimentalized image.


Because FitzGerald wrote with enormous charm, and usually with consummate ease, it has been irresistibly tempting for many biographers to assume that his personality was as simple as his style. And since his writing so often reflects his deep love of the East Anglian landscape in which he lived, the easiest way of dealing with him has been to treat him as only a delightful, learned, and eccentric recluse in funny clothes who lived in untroubled ease in rustic surroundings from which he issued a constant flow of cultivated letters to the famous literary men who were his friends. In that direction lies what might be called the ‘Old Fitz’ approach to FitzGerald; it is the quickest way of disposing of him, but it seems to me ultimately condescending in its refusal to recognize the complications of his nature.


In one of the best essays about FitzGerald, Frank Kermode questioned the adjectives ‘charming’ and ‘childlike’ that one critic had used; he wrote that the ‘second epithet is certainly odd. He was excessively complicated, it seems to me.’ If to be childlike is to be free of guile, in so far as human beings are capable of such a state, FitzGerald was certainly that (although it strikes me as singularly inappropriate for some children I have met). But if it has any hint of being morally uncomplicated, it could hardly be wider of the mark when applied to FitzGerald.


Leon Edel wrote of Henry James’s letters in words that might be taken over without qualification to speak of FitzGerald’s: they are ‘lavish in feeling yet cautious in self-revelation’. The correspondence of any serious writer has to be approached with care, for his letters will almost certainly be artefacts created as deliberately as any other work of literature, attempts by the writer to reveal only what he wishes to give away, even if a good bit is going on beneath the surface that is not immediately apparent and that may even be something of which the writer is unaware. I doubt that FitzGerald tried very often to deceive others by what he wrote, but over and over there are hints in his choice of language, in the relative enthusiasm with which he approaches different subjects, most of all in what he leaves out, that tell us a great deal more than he intended. As much as any poem or novel, a letter may please by both the conscious and the unconscious intentions of the writer.


In nearly everyone we know in ‘real’ life, we find as much pleasure in what is unintentionally revealing as in his or her more deliberate gestures of communication, and it is the contrast between the two that I have found so appealing in FitzGerald. I had originally intended to write this book with as little quotation from his own writing as possible, but it took me only a short time to realize that his letters were the very fibre of his personality, and that to treat them solely as factual sources was to ignore what was individual about FitzGerald as well as to deprive both the reader and myself of a good deal of pleasure. Therefore, I make no apology for my lavish use of quotation to carry the burden of his life. I do believe, however, that the necessity of taking an attitude to what he wrote distinguishes the purposes of a biography from those of an edition of his letters; both provide pleasure if all goes well, but the qualities of that pleasure are different.


When FitzGerald was planning to write a biography of Lamb, he said it was necessary to include all the horrors of his life ‘to show forth what the Man had to suffer’ and thereby to love him more. FitzGerald’s own life had few horrors, but there are areas of it that have not been investigated by earlier biographers; I doubt that he would have thought highly of their omissions. This book has been written in the conviction that we owe FitzGerald the serious recognition of a complicated personality, hiding nothing deliberately. If it is successful, the reader may come to love FitzGerald as much as the writer does.
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CHAPTER I


Family and Childhood





On one side of Edward FitzGerald’s tombstone in Boulge, Suffolk, are his name and the dates of his birth, 31 March 1809, and of his death, 14 June 1883. On the other is inscribed part of a verse from Psalm 100 that FitzGerald himself chose because, he said, he had heard it spoken so often by a clergyman friend: IT IS HE THAT HATH MADE US, AND NOT WE OURSELVES. It probably slips harmlessly past the casual visitor and is forgotten, like most quotations familiar since childhood. Any strangeness in the words will assert itself only by an uneasy feeling that they are too conventional and facile, too glibly orthodox to have been intended in their traditional sense by FitzGerald: not words he would have chosen under which to sleep away the years. Like so many aspects of FitzGerald, the phrase ought to tease us into considering the delight he took all his life in the ambiguities of language, his mischievous pleasure in saying more than his words apparently intended, his thoroughly unmalicious joy in watching others reveal their predispositions by the meaning they attached to language or by the mistakes they made with it. For the overly pious or the unwarily conventional, the verse presents no problem, but it is easy to imagine FitzGerald’s pleasure at their missing the point of his choice of the quotation.


On a windless spring day Boulge churchyard seems little changed since his death a century ago, a quieter enclave within the gentle Suffolk countryside. A few hundred yards away runs the road to Woodbridge, uninsistently reminiscent of the twentieth century, but there is little traffic except that of agricultural machines moving from field to field. The grass under the trees of the old park is spotted with daffodils, and hundreds of pheasants sit in sculptured rows on the fences along the shaggy drives or perch with a proprietorial air on the tombstones in the churchyard itself. As it was put by one of FitzGerald’s collateral descendants who had not inherited his restraint with words, Boulge ‘on a moody April day’ is full of ‘hidden violets and pale knots of primroses, intoxicating us with their subtle perfume’. FitzGerald once said that it was among the ugliest and dullest places in England, but the uncharacteristic petulance was a reaction to persons, not landscape. Today the visitor is more apt to find it conventionally pretty, no bad place in which to risk the boredom of eternity.


At such times it is easy to forget that Boulge Hall was torn down years ago, leaving only a few of the extensive outbuildings. Certainly there is little of the sadness that usually hangs over seldom used churches left behind in the grounds of vanished country houses, perhaps because the building itself is so neatly kept and the churchyard in such decent order. To sense that melancholy the visitor to Boulge should come back on an autumn day when the dripping trees keep out the light, and the sodden turf between the graves subsides into the earth. Suddenly one feels something of the quiet despair behind the amiable, eccentric front that FitzGerald showed to the world. He knew the loneliness of the churchyard well as a young man, but he could not bring himself to go near the place in later life, refusing even to attend the funerals of his own family.


In the south aisle of the church are the simple, handsomely carved tablets to other FitzGeralds of the nineteenth century, their lack of ostentation testifying to the monumental self-confidence of the survivors who erected them in the squire’s pew, which is almost a small room, shut off by a gate from the body of the church. The remains of FitzGerald’s parents and grandparents, his brothers and sisters, and other relations are not here, however, for most of them are buried in the family mausoleum, an ornate, spiky building outside the church. The flint with which it is faced is still in good condition in spite of the damp, and so are the steep steps down which one enters the mausoleum. It is an unpleasant little building, arrogant in manner, and it is somehow fitting that Edward FitzGerald should be apart from the rest of his family, in an unlined grave across the low fence that surrounds the relatives who in life had seemed to him too concerned with country houses and furniture, hunting and a box at the opera, their places in the Government and in society: the blameless if not very profound considerations of money and position normal for members of the gentry who also happened to be extremely rich.


FitzGerald never wanted to be buried at Boulge, although his family lived in the Hall and for fifteen years his own home had been the cottage at the gates of the park. His first choice was burial at Geldestone, Norfolk, beside his sister Mrs Kerrich, the only one of his immediate family whom he unreservedly loved. If that failed, he asked that he be cremated or cast into the ‘sheer water’ of the sea off Suffolk. When all three options proved impossible, it was at his own wish that his body was put in a plain earth grave, not in the mausoleum. He wanted, he said, to be where he could hear the birds sing. And, he might have added, where he could not hear his family.


Only one of his seven brothers and sisters, Mrs Jane Wilkinson, survived him, and she was unable to come to his funeral from her home in Italy. Of all his nieces and nephews, only two sons of Mrs Kerrich appeared. At the head of the flat granite slab on his grave stands an attenuated rose bush in a wire cage, the descendant of one that grew near the tomb of Omar Khayyám, whose poetry has been best known for more than a century in FitzGerald’s translation. The rose was grown from a hip brought from Persia, and then it was appropriately grafted on to English stock at Kew before being planted in the inhospitable soil of Boulge by the club named for Omar.


The quiet acceptance implied in the verse on his tombstone has often been mentioned as particularly fitting for FitzGerald, a gentle, acquiescent man whose life was taken up by kindness to his friends, who seldom rebelled against his own lot or that of others, who was content to take the world as he found it. It is a view of FitzGerald made explicit in 1893 by the Rector of Boulge, who is said to have been dismayed, when the rose bush was planted, that the plate accompanying it should name a heathen poet and philosopher, the mere mention of whom seemed to transgress the spirit of Christian resignation associated with his translator.


The Rector’s opinion, which is after all the traditional one of FitzGerald, is understandable, but even a cursory look beneath the surface of his outwardly uneventful life makes it clear that there was another whole side of his personality, one that is indicated by the ambiguity of the quotation and that seems to shrug off on to a Maker who is either indifferent or inimical the responsibility for his own existence. By most men’s standards FitzGerald’s life was guiltless enough, but to him his failings were so disastrous that he had to share the burden of his culpability. Presumably it would have been impossible to get the Rector’s permission to inscribe a line from a pagan poet on his tomb, and one can imagine FitzGerald’s quiet amusement as he asked instead for the quotation from the Psalms, knowing that in truth it said nothing different from a line he had once translated from the Persian: ‘We are helpless – thou hast made us what we are.’1


*


All his family were mad, FitzGerald used to enjoy saying, but at least he had the advantage of knowing that he was insane. The wryness of the statement nearly blinds us to its essential truth. All his brothers and sisters were, in one way or another, peculiar. Some of them suffered from periodic mental breakdowns, and one was so odd that he became the subject of a chapter in a book on English eccentrics.


The FitzGeralds had an enormous fortune and came from an ancient and distinguished Irish family, but their legacy included as many liabilities as it did advantages. Edward FitzGerald’s own parentage was almost a pattern for ensuring emotional disorders in himself and his brothers and sisters.


Until he was nine years old, Edward’s surname was Purcell. His father was the son of a wealthy Dublin physician; his mother was his father’s first cousin and the heiress to one of the greatest fortunes in the kingdom. It is emblematic of their marital relations that when Edward’s maternal grandfather died in 1818, Edward’s father, John Purcell, should have taken his wife’s name, FitzGerald, although there seems to have been no requirement that he do so for his wife to inherit the family money. But by then the couple had already been married for seventeen years, and John Purcell had long since gone under to the imperious will of his wife. The change of name can hardly have surprised anyone who knew them both.


Henceforth Edward Purcell was Edward FitzGerald. One of his brothers later resumed the name of Purcell in addition to FitzGerald,but there is no indication that Edward ever considered doing so, although he hated his ‘own scrolloping Surname’ [IV, 309].* He constantly made up pseudonyms to avoid using it, and as late as the year of his death he was still objecting to the name which he said ‘is for certain reasons distasteful to me’. [IV, 549] FitzGerald never wholly revealed those reasons, but it is obvious that they included a mixture of self-loathing and a hatred of what his family stood for. And, of course, it was his mother, to whom the name properly belonged, who was most closely associated with it in a complex web of deep attraction and constant repulsion. Her character, more than any other single factor, was to determine the conditioning of his own.


According to family tradition, his mother, Mary Frances FitzGerald, had received a proposal from a young officer, Arthur Wellesley, who became known to history as the first Duke of Wellington. Since Wellington’s biographers make no mention of the matter, it would seem improbable, were it not that the FitzGeralds owned a miniature of him, believed to have been presented to Miss FitzGerald on the occasion of their engagement, which was subsequently broken. Whatever the truth of the Wellington proposal, her commanding appearance and financial prospects far outweighed a rather too dominant personality, so that she received several offers of marriage; no doubt she felt there was less risk in marrying her well-to-do first cousin, John Purcell, than in chancing the fortunes of a soldier. The woman who married Edward FitzGerald years later said of Mr Purcell that he was an ‘inefficient, kindly man, big of body and hale of cheek…. It is, however, pretty sure because of his marriage, that he possessed a kind of dumb distinction, and the full quorum of passive virtues.’2 Not much indication that Miss FitzGerald was swept off her feet by passion, although she was a woman of strong and impetuous emotion, but at least marriage to him kept her money in the family, and he was a good deal easier to manage than Wellesley would have been.


Large though he was, John Purcell seemed visually dwarfed by his wife’s commanding presence, and his amiable, slightly fuzzy, manners and incurable absent-mindedness were no match for her domineering personality. He was a graduate of Trinity College, Dublin, and he had been enrolled in the Inner Temple, but he never took up a legal career. Instead, since he was always wealthy, he adopted the far more congenial life of a country gentleman. He loved to hunt and shoot, he kept his own pack of harriers, and he passed on to Edward his enthusiasm for the countryside but not his passion for country sports. From 1826 he served as Member for Seaford, Sussex, where he had bought a fine big house and enough influence to ensure his return, until the seat was abolished in the Reform Bill of 1832. There is little evidence, however, that he took his parliamentary duties more seriously than he did those of his commission as Lieutenant Colonel of the East Suffolk Second Corps Volunteers, or that he even particularly regretted it when he lost his seat. ‘The question with him’, wrote his son at the time, ‘is, not whether the Bill is a good one, for he thinks it is: but whether he ought to vote for the disfranchisement of his own borough.’ [I, 93] He also served as High Sheriff and as Deputy Lieutenant for Suffolk, where he was more at home than in Westminster. Had he married differently, he would probably have remained a placidly bemused country squire contentedly in harmony with his surroundings. As it was, he felt unhappy that his wife had considerably more money than he, and that, because of his unbusinesslike ways and his gullibility in dealing with unscrupulous stewards, she and her trustees were unwilling to turn its management over to him. Inevitably, he felt driven to show that she was mistaken in his abilities, and equally predictably she was proved to be quite right.


Edward FitzGerald’s parents both came of good families, but they were scarcely of equal standing. The Purcells were well-connected, descendants of the Barons of Loughmoe, but John Purcell’s pride was that his mother had been a FitzGerald, and it was presumably to consolidate that connection that he married his first cousin. Through Purcell’s mother and Mary Frances’s father, both were descendants of an Anglo-Norman family that had been in Ireland for more than six centuries, during which they had built up their position through reckless warfare and prudent marriages until they were one of the three great families in control of the country. Their own branch of the family had been distinguished since the fourteenth century as the heirs of the Earls of Kildare, who were generally believed to have well-defined ‘Geraldine’ traits of haughtiness, intelligence, and complete disregard for any opinions save their own.


Mary Frances was doubly entitled to complacency at being a FitzGerald, since her own parents had been first cousins of that name, and in marrying a first cousin herself she was only emulating several other unions of the kind among her close relations. In such a family it is perhaps not surprising that at her wedding both her parents and the mother of the bridegroom should all have been FitzGeralds by birth, but it must occasionally have complicated the problem of determining exact consanguinities. Edward FitzGerald was well aware that intermarriage among relatives brought other problems, and he blamed the eccentricities of his family upon their in-breeding.


Mary Frances FitzGerald’s father was named John FitzGerald (so, for that matter, were her grandfather, her brother, her husband, her eldest son, and several descendants), and it was from him that she inherited a great deal of her wealth. Much of his money came from land, since his legacy had included several large country estates in England, as well as the Irish family seat, Little Island, a decrepit but charming castle set in two hundred acres in the middle of the River Suir, near Waterford. Most of his adult life he moved between these houses and his London mansion, with frequent Continental trips to vary the routine, travelling with his own retinue, even carrying in his coaches the pictures he wanted hung on the walls of his apartments wherever he settled. He was High Sheriff of Waterford and of Flint, but the duties of those offices did not keep him long. He was old-fashioned in his habits, and one of his grandson’s abiding memories of him was the smell of his hair-powder in the bedroom to which he was summoned to entertain the old man. He and his daughter shared a love of the arts and of the traditions of their family; at the death of her brother in 1807 while still a young man, Mary Frances became sole heiress to the family fortune. With his son-in-law old Mr FitzGerald had little in common except enthusiasm for shooting and for the two large cutters that the old man sailed off the coast of East Anglia.


Since the remote days when they were assiduously building up their dynasty, the FitzGeralds had been true to family tradition in considering marriage as primarily a matter of the acquisition and maintenance of property, with gentler emotions commanding less attention. Old Mr FitzGerald and his wife drifted apart, apparently after their daughter’s marriage, and they finally occupied separate residences in town and country. As Edward FitzGerald told a young friend many years later, his grandfather, conventional even in his vices, used to keep an opera dancer in London, but four times a year he would be driven ceremoniously across the Park to make a formal call on his sharp-tongued wife, a lady so aware of her grandeur that she expected her own daughter to address her as ‘Madam’. Long after he was grown, FitzGerald would speak of his grandfather as dissolute, apparently not because of his sexual morality but in reference to the coarseness of his sense of humour and the crudity of the practical jokes to which he was addicted.


Mary Frances FitzGerald and John Purcell were married in 1801, and at first were devoted to each other. She wore a bracelet made of her husband’s hair, on the clasp of which was engraved Stesso sangue, stesso sorte (‘same blood, same destiny’). Between them they produced eight children in nine years; Edward was the seventh child and the youngest of three sons. Some of the difficulties of the marriage undoubtedly stemmed from his mother’s independent wealth. Even before her father’s death she had inherited an enormous fortune: in 1810 she was left the major part of the wealth of a great-aunt whose estate amounted to something around £700,000.3 It made her one of the richest commoners in the land, far wealthier than her husband was. There is probably more than simple coincidence in the fact that when she inherited the fortune she ceased having children, although she was only thirty-two at the time. After that she and her husband increasingly lived separately.


Most accounts of her emphasize her beauty, which is not quite borne out by the surviving portraits, but she must have believed in it herself, since she was said by a descendant to have been painted by Thomas Lawrence twenty-four times, and she sat on other occasions to such fashionable portraitists as A. E. Chalon, who managed the improbable feat of making her look a conventionally pretty young woman adrift in a troubled sea of ruffles. ‘Vanity of person and of situation’ was the beginning and end of her character as much as that of Sir Walter Elliot in Persuasion, and like that handsome baronet she was prone to judge other persons, even other countries, by their looks. As the years progressed, her fine exterior owed as much to Art as to Nature. At sixty she wrote, ‘Nothing produces wrinkles so soon as passion of any sort or kind; even the most legitimate affection in Woman, must be kept in subservience to reason. Let woman consider this if she value her beauty.’4


Not all the portraits of Mrs FitzGerald ascribed to Lawrence have survived, and modern experts have questioned the attribution of some. In old age Edward FitzGerald mused about his mother’s appearance: ‘as I constantly believe in outward Beauty as an Index of a Beautiful Soul within, I used sometimes to wonder what feature in her fine face betrayed what was not so good in her Character. I think (as usual) the Lips: there was a twist of Mischief about them now and then, like that in – the Tail of a Cat! – otherwise so smooth and amiable.’ [III, 331] He thought, however, that Lawrence was the only painter who had succeeded in catching her true likeness, and, remembering the family story of her proposals, said wryly that she had a surprising resemblance to the Duke of Wellington.


The masculinity of looks suggested by his remark, and his use of the word ‘fine’, go further to indicate her appearance than anything implying conventional beauty. The surviving portraits show her as a big, slightly shapeless woman with strong sloping shoulders, intimidating bust, chin haughtily lifted but still insufficiently distinguished from the neck, lovely violet eyes, dark auburn hair, long and even nose, and the too-small mouth of which her son complained. Impressive, even magnificent, but not beautiful. After she had inherited Little Island she was in the habit, on her return to the family seat, of being rowed in state across the river with twenty-four musicians playing in the barge. One luckless boatman who had been part of the motive power on such an occasion encapsulated her appearance with admirable economy as ‘a fine woman … a fine broad woman’.


Among the family pictures thought to have been by Lawrence is a pair of three-quarter-length portraits of Edward FitzGerald’s parents. His mother stands solidly, looking loftily down her nose as she appears to ignore the scrutiny of the viewer. The rich satin of her gown leaves her powerful shoulders bare, with ropes of pearls hanging around her neck and threaded through her hair. It is the image of a woman of superb self-confidence. Her husband, however, has been posed so as to look diffidently over his shoulder at the painter, as if he were hesitant, almost afraid, about facing life. There is a startling resemblance between his cleft chin and tilted, startled eyebrows and those inherited by his son Edward. The two portraits are a perfect reflection, probably completely intentional on the painter’s part, of the differences that divided this ill-assorted couple. Edward FitzGerald loved his father, but he could never have felt masculine identity with him or chosen him as a psychological model; he wanted to love his mother, but she seldom gave him the opportunity. It is no surprise that FitzGerald’s own marriage was a complete disaster, or that most of his brothers and sisters married unsuitably and were unable to establish stable homes for themselves, since they had never had the normal opportunity to learn at first hand the ways in which a happy marriage works.


Edward FitzGerald (or Purcell, as he then was) was born in the White House, Bredfield, two or three miles from Woodbridge, on 31 March 1809 and baptized on 7 May, the next to last of his parents’ children. The others were Mary Frances, who died when she was only eighteen; John, the heir to the family fortunes and easily the most peculiar of an eccentric lot; Andalusia, to whom Edward was close in spite of the paralysing fits of depression into which she was occasionally plunged; Eleanor, whom he loved without qualification and whom he tried to help in her difficult marriage to a man who was desperately unstable even by FitzGerald standards; Jane, who disapproved of Edward’s bohemian ways and wrote distantly after his death, ‘I was never very intimate with him’; Peter, a simple and lovable child of nature, full of animal spirits and next to Eleanor in Edward’s affections; and Isabella, who married a penniless Italian teacher who Edward said was a ‘converted Catholic Monk’, after which she largely dropped out of her brother’s life.


The family already owned more than its fair share of houses, but presumably old Mr FitzGerald, his estranged wife, and (until his death in 1807) their son needed them all, for on their marriage the Purcells had settled in the White House, which was rented from a friend and neighbour, Squire Jenney. The plastered Jacobean brick house was alternately called Bredfield House and Bredfield Hall. It was somewhat gaunt and charmless, but there was plenty of room for a big family and a large staff, and it stood in a good park with fine gardens and ponds, handsome stables to accommodate all Mr Purcell’s hunters and his wife’s carriage horses, and kennels for hounds and harriers. The interior was rich with the trophies of Continental trips: family portraits on brocaded walls, gold plate, and gilded satin furniture sinking into the deep carpets. ‘No one can imagine the state in which my Grandfather and Grandmother lived,’ wrote Edward FitzGerald’s nephew, ‘but it was State chastened with pure nobility quite devoid of vulgarity.’5 Such a fine distinction was not often made except by members of the family.


The other attractions of Bredfield were probably less responsible for the Purcells’ tenancy than its proximity to Boulge Hall, a mile away across the fields. Old Mr FitzGerald had bought Boulge for them at the time of their marriage, but it was still held by a sitting tenant, Mrs Short, the widow of the former owner, who at the time of the sale had reserved the right to live there until her death, which from the point of view of the Purcells had been unduly postponed. As it turned out, her longevity was to prevent their taking possession of the house for almost thirty-five years after its purchase, by which time the family for which it was intended had been dispersed. The Purcells knew that Mrs Short was not an easy woman, and Bredfield was a handy vantage-point from which to keep an eye on her and Boulge.


The nursery at Bredfield in which Edward was brought up was in a gable at the back of the house, some distance from the gilt and satin of the state rooms. In spite of his love for Eleanor and Peter, he was lonely, since he felt little sense of community with the other children, and he was cut off from his parents. Jagged fragments of memories of Bredfield used to recur to him throughout his life, and usually the language he used to record them is shot through with images of isolation and loneliness. Solitary and unobserved in his gable window, he liked watching his father and Squire Jenney in hunting caps coming across the lawn with their harriers, cracking their whips as they walked, or seeing the horses as the hunt met around the house, the riders unaware that they were silently watched from above. More often he strained his eyes at the sea a few miles away, trying by the strength of his imagination to forge communication between Bredfield and the men-of-war lying in Hollesley Bay: ‘I like the idea of this: the old English house holding up its enquiring chimneys and weathercocks (there is great physiognomy in weathercocks) towards the far-off sea, and the ships upon it.’ [I, 235] His childish emotion was so strong that its memory could suddenly overwhelm his vision decades later as if it were an ‘almost obliterated Slide of the old Magic Lantern’. [III, 331]


Part of the loneliness Edward was feeling was inevitable for the child of a marriage in the process of dissolution. Mrs Purcell had no real love of country life, however luxurious, and the boredom she felt in Suffolk was like the ennui of being married to a dull man whose attraction had vanished. Unfortunately, she could no longer be a good mother without having to dwindle into a rural wife. Her solution of the problem was to transfer the centre of her life to London, where she could now easily maintain another household without worrying about the money. There was no formal separation yet, and occasionally her husband accompanied her to town, but the emotional break was nearly complete. She frequently came to Bredfield, where her role became almost that of guest.


In London she put into her social life all the energy that had seemed wasted in Suffolk. Her position was somewhat anomalous without the support of a resident husband, and she was not taken into all the circles to be expected from her birth and wealth; instead most of her intimates were painters, poets, musicians, architects, even superior actors such as the Kembles and, later, Macready. Her love of art in almost all its manifestations was genuine, and her artistic friends were certainly respectable, but her world lay on the fringes of the great houses of London. She gave splendid dinners in Portland Place, at which the gold plate and the decorations and the food became ever grander, but the guests did not. The glimpses we get of her in the memoirs of her contemporaries are usually of her public appearances, most often in her box in the third tier at the Haymarket Opera, where her magnificent gowns and jewels caused astonished comment, but there is seldom indication of her being personally known to the writers. Some of the hatred of her London life that Edward FitzGerald expressed when he was an adult must have been for the pain that it undoubtedly caused her, but he loyally never mentioned the pretentiousness, even vulgarity, into which she had slipped as her position became more uncertain. One young woman, a friend of her daughters, fixed her with a less charitable eye and called her an ‘elegantly ostentatious woman of the scentless-rose sort’.6


For her trips between London and Bredfield Mrs Purcell was driven in a splendid glittering yellow carriage drawn by four perfectly matched black horses, an equipage that was hardly designed to preserve her anonymity. Following her would come other carriages with maids and footmen and mounds of luggage. Edward and his brothers used to hide in the shrubbery of the drive to watch her arrivals and departures, too intimidated by her magnificence to wave at her in greeting or farewell.


When she came to Bredfield, Mrs Purcell tried hard to be a good mother, but if she had once had the knack, she had lost it by now. Something of both the love and the fear Edward felt for her is shown by the letter written after his death by his only surviving sister: ‘I remember when my Mother read to us any thing interesting he used to creep under the Table to feed on & enjoy what she read.’7 The depth of his disappointment clouds his account, when he was more than sixty years old, of his mother’s infrequent visits to the children’s part of the house. ‘My Mother used to come up sometimes,’ he wrote as he remembered her presence in the nursery; then he added drily, ‘and we Children were not much comforted.’ [III, 331] Even Mrs Purcell’s mother was upset by her daughter, and Edward once heard her say in exasperation, ‘My dear, you are a very fine Woman, but a bad Mother.’8


Edward’s father was by no means unfeeling, but he could hardly have filled the gap in his children’s lives caused by their mother’s long stays away from home. According to one who knew him for years, ‘He could sit a horse well, but in ordinary affairs was unable to take care of himself, much less of others.’9 He was so absent-minded that on one occasion he went upstairs to change for dinner, and when he had removed the clothing he was wearing, he climbed into bed, where he was found sleeping hours later as his guests waited for him to reappear. He had few of his wife’s artistic interests and none of her love for foreign languages, which Edward inherited. Most of Mr Purcell’s friends were the Suffolk squires with whom he hunted, and it was only luck that one of them, Major Edward Moor of Great Bealings, took a fancy to the timid little boy and used to invite him on walks, where he would talk as if they were equals in age. Major Moor was compiling a dictionary of Suffolk folk speech and instilled a love of it in Edward, who was not yet seven.


Occasionally old Mr FitzGerald would come to Bredfield for shooting or to stay when he sailed, but he never succeeded in breaking through Edward’s reserve, although he tried to do so by demonstrating the tricks of the parrots that accompanied him on his travels, or by lecturing to him on Napoleon. It was probably with his grandfather that Edward first went sailing at Aldeburgh on the cold North Sea that he learned to love. Swimming lessons there were less successful, and seventy years later he remembered his ‘first terror at being ruthlessly ducked into the Wave that came like a devouring Monster under the awning of the Bathing Machine – a Machine whose Inside I hate to this Day’. [IV, 532] His boyhood fright at Aldeburgh kept him from learning to swim until long after he was grown.


With their mother absent in London and their father more interested in horses than children, Edward and his brothers and sisters were chiefly under the care of tutors and governesses, who taught them their duty without much sense that they needed more. Edward’s sister Jane wrote that their ‘early life was one of extreme discipline & entire obedience so that it prevented any outlet of thought or independent action in any of us’. She remembered Edward as a ‘very delicate sensitive Child’ who suffered particularly from the regime. It must have been a relief to him when at last he was released from the family schoolroom and sent to a private school in Woodbridge, where he stayed for a year or two.


His spiritual education was accomplished with as much difficulty as his more formal lessons. The parson of the parish, who was treated as if he were a private chaplain to the family, showed no awareness that his duties extended to the children. In any case, if he had noticed the unhappiness of Edward and his brothers and sisters, he would not have dared interfere, for he was the sort who ‘used to lay his Hat on the Communion Table and gabble over the Service, running down the pulpit stairs not to lose the opportunity of being invited to a good dinner at the Hall’. Edward’s sister, who both asserted his heterodoxy and was at pains to deny it if anyone else made the same claim, put the blame on the parson’s shoulders: ‘a boy like my Brother Ed. whose questioning spirit followed him through life had little, or nothing to help him on in his spiritual life.’10 It was perhaps unfair to ask more guidance of a clergyman who had taken to drink in sheer funk over the uncertainty of his own position.


FitzGerald was inclined to associate places with emotions he had known there, and as an adult he refused to go into Bredfield Hall, although he would walk in the gardens and peer in at the window of the room where he used to be beaten as a boy for his mild transgressions. ‘Bredfield Hall’, written when he was thirty, is not an accomplished poem but something of his submerged sadness at the memory of his life in the house comes through the jingle:








Lo, an English mansion founded


    In the elder James’s reign,


Quaint and stately, and surrounded


    With a pastoral domain.


With well-timbered lawn and gardens,


    And with many a pleasant mead


Skirted by the lofty coverts,


    Where the hare and pheasant feed.







* * *







    But all the sunshine of the year


Could not make thy aspect glad


    To one whose youth is buried here.


In thine ancient rooms and gardens,


    Buried – and his own no more


Than the youth of those old owners,


    Dead two centuries before.







* * *







Yet the secret worm ne’er ceases,


    Nor the mouse behind the wall;


Heart of oak will come to pieces,


    And farewell to Bredfield Hall!











Today the park at Bredfield is desolate and overgrown, and conifers mark the site of the house, which was torn down shortly after World War II.


In 1816 the Purcells joined the tidal wave of English sweeping over Paris immediately after Waterloo. They stayed two years, but it is not clear why they went in the first place; certainly not for the usual reason of their countrymen, flocking across the Channel to live well while saving money on the favourable exchange rate. In fact, their stay must have been very expensive, as they kept Bredfield on in their absence, to have a ready place for their temporary returns to England. Mrs Purcell was taken up by the English émigrés in Paris, but it is unlikely that she went there only to become part of their constricted little circle, which besides the aristocracy included a good many respectable but dull middle-class English assiduously reproducing the life in Clapham or Mortlake that they had left behind them, precisely the persons with whom she was most bored. It is more probable that she and her husband were attempting to make their marriage work by quitting both her London and Mr Purcell’s Suffolk in order to live together in neutral surroundings. If so, the results left something to be desired.


At seven Edward was old enough to be deeply influenced by the strange environment and by the language that rapidly became almost as familiar to him as English. The first year the family lived in a house standing in a vineyard in what was still the rural setting of St-Germain-en-Laye. All the children shared a master in French and a dancing master, and the boys learned fencing from an old soldier. There were surely other lessons for them, but by the time Edward’s sister got around to writing down her memories in 1883, they no longer seemed very important to her, as perhaps they did not at the time. Edward danced well, but nothing is recorded of his fencing.


At St Germain he loved to watch the restored Bourbon court, also newly come from England, as they swept by in state to hunt in the forest, portly old Louis XVIII in the lead with his Guard in blue and silver uniforms, followed by Monsieur his brother surrounded by his own Guard in green and gold. Once, in the spring of 1817, he heard them approaching down the avenues of flowering chestnuts and limes, preceded by the mellow sound of ‘Tra, tra, tra’ on the horns. ‘And then Madame [of Angoulême] standing up in her Carriage, blear-eyed, drest in White with her waist at her neck – standing up in the carriage at a corner of the wood to curtsey to the English assembled there –’, to which FitzGerald in old age added laconically, ‘my Mother among them’. [III, 584]


In the summer the children and their father returned to Bredfield, and it was presumably during their absence that Mrs Purcell set out on the first of her Continental travels, accompanied by one of her bad-tempered King Charles spaniels. She explored France during the time they lived there, and in 1820 she visited Germany. On some of her later trips she was accompanied by her husband, but generally she seems to have travelled bravely in a train of three carriages with only feminine companions, guarded by a courier and a retinue of servants. When she was sixty-one in 1840 she went on a ten-month tour of France, Belgium, Germany, and Italy, the last of which she had not visited previously and which was the real point of the long trip.


During her 1840–1 tour she kept a journal several hundred pages long, in which she noted her impressions of the places she visited. There are long descriptions of works of art, more dutiful than original, although she obviously loved both painting and architecture; when she was uncertain of the validity of her own impressions, she copied her entries from a guide book. Occasionally she compared ‘these divine old masters’ unfavourably with those she knew in ‘England! dear England!’, for it was undeniable that ‘no one beats our own “Landseer” in dogs.’ Surprisingly, she was prim about artistic nudity: ‘The famous “Torso” of Belvedere is I dare say justly celebrated but does not come within the premise of female criticism, as its details are principally anatomical.’


With the practised eye of the owner of thousands of acres, she commented shrewdly on the agricultural methods of the land through which she passed, and she lamented that so many peasant women spoiled their complexions by wearing hats that failed to shield them from the sun. She had special sympathy for Continental women of her own class, who were deprived of the protection of English laws governing marriage settlements; it made her shudder to consider what her own life might be if her husband were to control all her money. The ruined castles of the Rhine drew from her an anguished cri de coeur for ‘the poor wives who inhabited them! What must have been the fate of one, united to a licentious, cruel and perhaps foolish man, vested with unlimited power over her fortunes, and her life, who wearied by that restraint which vice must always feel from the presence of virtue, chose the shortest method of throwing it off – The Dungeon will tell the rest.’


Except for a slight slackening of her observance of the Sabbath, nearly a year in the proximity of Roman Catholicism did little to shake her firm Anglican convictions: ‘our noble Liturgy spoils one for all other modes of Prayer.’ But even a woman of her staunch principles found it impossible to ignore the Papists while living in Rome. At first St Peter’s was chiefly notable as the ‘most agreeable promenade’ in the city during the bad weather, but finally she attended services there. Her derisory reactions may be typical of widespread Protestant feelings, but they also show amusingly how sartorial matters became confused with spiritual principles. After one High Mass she wrote that the Pope wore a ‘red petticoat’ which they ‘proceeded to air’ by swinging to and fro ‘a hot chafing dish’ before he put over it a ‘white and gold apron or rather pinafore’. She was even more critical of the standards of decoration in heathen churches: ‘Surely, if Virgins, Saints and Martyrs are to be dressed, they ought at least to have well made gowns, and well dressed wigs.’


It was the royalty of the duchies and minor kingdoms she visited, and the titled travelling English, that brought out her awed enthusiasm. In Baden-Baden she mingled with ‘princesses and Countesses Dukes and Princes without end’, but she was perplexed at the indecencies of the waltz they danced and could not ‘conceive how any man can permit his wife to be exposed to the familiarities of such a dance’. In Naples she was presented to the King and Queen, and when they later met at a ball she recorded every word of His Majesty’s polite enquiries about the weather and her sightseeing. She attended the English church in Rome and was rewarded for her assiduity by seeing the Duchess of Cambridge: ‘it is pleasant to see these great ones brought [by] this reasonable Act of homage to the King of Kings to the level of our common humanity. Each time when I have seen her she has honored me with a very courteous salutation.’


Her too-persistent pursuit of ‘great ones’ seems like an attempt to make up for her failure to storm the fortress of London society at home, but she was not always successful. On leaving Rome she decided that it would have been a poor place to live for long: ‘There is but one good street, The Corso, the rest of the City is dark dismal and dirty. Of the resident Society a stranger without very favourable introductions can know but little.’11 What we know of her makes her sound like one of those women of consequence but ambiguous standing in the novels of her son’s friend, Thackeray: restless, dissatisfied, unfulfilled, unable either to be content as wife and mother or to force her way into the heart of the society for which she longed. It is perhaps no wonder that occasionally she turned to imposing her will upon her own family.


In 1817, when the family had reassembled in France, they settled for their second year in Paris itself, in the rue d’Angoulême, in a house Robespierre was said to have occupied during the Terror. Edward and his brothers made up stories of all that had happened in the house and told them to their sisters, until they thought that ‘the guillotine [was] hanging over our heads every night.’ The almost morbid fascination he felt all his life with bloodshed and the workings of the criminal mind was already established, and for the first time he followed in the newspapers the course of a sensational murder trial. With his mother he attended the theatre, and he made frequent trips to the Louvre, which instilled in him at that tender age lifelong passions for drama and painting. And he fell in love with the city, ‘all irregular and picturesque; with Shops, Hotels, Cafés, Theatres, etc. intermixed all along the Boulevards’. [III, 584] His apparent happiness in France shines through his father’s remark that he kept the whole family in temper with his good humour and fun. ‘His affections were deep but partial,’ wrote his sister, Mrs Wilkinson, who felt that she had been excluded from them, ‘old Friends, old Servants seemed part of him, but his special love was given to my sister Mrs Kerrich, he was her Friend, her Confidant.’ Although he was a ‘hearty laugher’, there was a ‘vein of sadness about him, a looking at things on the dark side which often opprest him and which only in his delicately constituted mind a full reception of the Truth would have soothed & eased’.12  But Truth, which she equated with full acceptance of Christianity, was something he never found, in either France or England.


In the autumn of 1818 the French interlude ended with the death of Mrs Purcell’s father, old Mr FitzGerald, so that she and the family had to return home.


What Mrs Purcell received at her father’s death must have been an enormous sum, since it was regarded as the major part of her fortune, and she had already inherited between half and three-quarters of a million pounds. Whatever the exact amount, it was so large that it seemed reasonable for Mr Purcell to adopt his wife’s maiden name as his own and to take the FitzGerald arms, even though he was a member of the family only on his mother’s side. After this he and his entire family were known as FitzGerald, which simplifies reference for us, if not for him.


If any real rapprochement had been achieved by the FitzGeralds during their residence in France, it apparently vanished upon their return to England. Probably Mrs FitzGerald found it difficult to respect a husband who was not so wealthy or so imperious as she; with his assumption of her name, she returned the distaff to his hands and once more resumed her London life. The exact nature of their relations was quite unpredictable; on at least one occasion late in life they tried a formal separation, but at the time of Mr FitzGerald’s death they were still attending parties together occasionally. Mrs FitzGerald appeared at family gatherings in the country increasingly rarely, and most often she spent her time in Portland Place or Brighton while her husband stayed in Suffolk.


Among the properties that Mrs FitzGerald inherited was the Irish family seat, Little Island, where she seems never to have lived for more than brief periods, although her eldest son spent a good bit of time and money on it when he eventually inherited. Boulge Hall, which had been bought for her and her husband when they were married, was still occupied by the inconveniently long-lived Mrs Short; it was a pleasant house, and one suspects that pique at being unable to use it was at the root of Mrs FitzGerald’s dogged determination not to settle in one of her other country estates until she could have Boulge. Castle Irwell, Pendleton, near Manchester, was a small country house in spite of its name, not in good condition but nevertheless one that the family often used for short periods. Unfortunately, it was situated near a vein of coal, the attempted extraction of which was to bankrupt Mr FitzGerald. Since 1810 Mrs FitzGerald had owned the estate of Naseby Wooleys, Northamptonshire, which included in its three thousand acres a great deal of the battlefield of Naseby, the scene in the Civil War of the defeat of Charles I by Cromwell, who was somewhat mistily claimed by the family as an ancestor. Whatever the truth of the genealogy, the hallway at Naseby Wooleys had a wooden figure clad in what was known as Cromwell’s armour, and his gold watch was kept in the house. Although it was in beautiful country that Edward FitzGerald loved, the house was considered remote, and his mother is said to have gone into it once, disliked it, and never returned. (It should probably also be recorded that among the conflicting family traditions about the house was one that it was her favourite among her properties.) She had also inherited a half-dozen other Northamptonshire manors, St Thomas’ Priory in Staffordshire, and property in Middlesex. It was probably later that her husband bought Seaford Lodge in Sussex; it is probable that he also owned property in Leamington and in Kent.


By now the FitzGeralds were in possession of what seemed to others a disproportionate share of the habitable estates in the British Isles, but they continued to rent Bredfield for another eight years after returning to England, and it was from Bredfield, in the autumn of 1818 immediately after their grandfather’s death, that the three sons were sent away for the first time, as boarders at the King Edward VI Grammar School in Bury St Edmunds.


Having his brothers with him made the transition easier for Edward than it might have been, but it was not difficult in any case, since he found the school thoroughly congenial. There was little at home for him to miss except his sister Eleanor, and the school was an exceptionally good one for the day. His brother John, who was six years senior to Edward, was in the sixth form, and Peter, two years older than Edward, was far from scholarly by nature, so that he was put in the first form with his younger brother.


When the FitzGeralds arrived at Bury, Dr Benjamin Heath Malkin had been Headmaster for seven years, and in that time he had already made the school one of the best in England and something of a rarity for its time, largely because of the unusual respect he paid to nascent signs of intellect in his pupils. He was a portly, handsome man in his late forties, active in spite of his lameness, which was engagingly said to have come of an Achilles tendon snapped by his exertions on the dance floor at a hunt ball. Discipline seemed to him a necessity rather than a pleasure, and he deliberately kept the rules of the school simple, since he had no wish to entrap the boys in violations of them. Greek and Latin were paramount, as in most other schools of the time, but of his own volition Dr Malkin saw to it that there was an unusual amount of English composition and study of literature. Predictably in a school so dependent upon one personality, some boys felt the Headmaster was capricious, both in the ‘jawing’ that he gave them and in his favouritism among the pupils, but by his respect for them as his own equals he kept the affection of nearly all. Like her husband, Mrs Malkin brought energy and rare kindness to her dealings with the sixty pupils. Years later FitzGerald used to burst out in praise of her motherliness, quite unlike any he had known at home.


As new boys Edward and Peter shared a study but were very different in their intellectual capabilities. Edward was a scholar, first in his form during his initial year; although his course thereafter was erratic, he usually managed to stay in the upper half of the form without ever again reaching the top. After a mistaken start in third place in his first year, Peter quickly sank to his natural level at the bottom of the form and remained there in comfort until he left school. Edward was too dreamy ever to be good at games, but Peter gave his love to the pastimes that he had learned with his father at Bredfield. Before leaving home he had begun driving a team, and at Bury he missed the horses until he conceived the idea of walking on his half-holidays some five or six miles to the high road, where he met the London coach, bribed its driver, and drove it recklessly into Bury at top speed, with its frightened occupants screaming behind him. When the passengers complained to Dr Malkin, he forbade Peter to drive the coach again. Nothing daunted, Peter changed his cap and gown for mourning, bribed the local undertaker, and drove a hearse and four horses at funerals. But his love of speed again overcame his caution, and once more complaints were made by grieving relatives to Dr Malkin, who said with characteristic calm, ‘I don’t see that I need interfere unless the passenger complained.’13


Among the small pleasures of Edward’s schooldays were the times when he was visited by Major Edward Moor, who remembered his walks with the shy small boy at Bredfield and their conversations about Suffolk dialect. On his visits Major Moor would give ‘his namesake’ a seven-shilling piece, the only times in his life that FitzGerald ever saw such a coin.


Besides Peter, Edward had close companions in the new friends he made at school: William Bodham Donne, William Airy, James Spedding, and John Mitchell Kemble, whom Edward had presumably known before, since Kemble’s parents were friends of Mrs FitzGerald and Edward would in old age reminisce about having played with Kemble’s sister Fanny when they were small. Like FitzGerald, all these Bury friends went on to Cambridge; all of them achieved at least mild distinction, and all of them remained his friends until death.


Of the diverse gifts with which FitzGerald was blessed, none was greater than his talent for friendship, which first had free play at Bury. But it was also noted there that his affection could be almost embarrassing in its intensity, and it was not dampened if the object of his ardour happened to be handsome. Not an unusual feeling for a young boy at a boarding school, but it was to become characteristic of his adult emotions. More than half a century later FitzGerald’s estranged wife Lucy apparently wrote a curious little sketch of her husband, having watched from afar the intensity of his feelings for younger men who swam into the beating light of his attention and then sank into disappointment. If the account is actually her own, it is unusual in being the only recorded unkind judgement she ever made of him, and it is as near as anyone who knew him well came to speaking directly of his sexual inclinations: ‘Touching his boyhood, the deduction may be ventured, not without a shade of certainty, that if among his school-fellows flourished any embryo Apollo he would have temporarily constituted the youth his heart’s idol. No doubt, in course of time, the transfigured urchin would give indubitable proof that he was but honest clay after all, and temporarily darken the universe for FitzGerald.’ This could hardly have been more direct in hinting at his feelings for such young men as ‘Posh’ Fletcher, the sailor who dominated so much of his life after the break-up of their marriage; and ‘not without a shade of certainty’ seems to indicate that she wanted it understood that she was completely aware of those feelings and perhaps that she had suffered because of them.


In writing of his remarkable ability at making and keeping friends, she shrewdly and not unkindly suggests how that talent tended to take the place of more usual relations with women when he was grown: ‘Chief token of his disposition is found in the knowledge that his friendship was sought and acquired by several of the ablest and most sterling characters in the school, diverse in mood and talent among themselves but discovering a common ground of sympathy in him. In more than one case it was “a marriage of true minds”, and the alliance thus begun was to endure throughout life.’ Ordinarily there could be nothing more commonplace than references to a ‘marriage of true minds’ and to an alliance that was ‘to endure throughout life’, but their tone here is perceptibly altered when we realize that they were probably written by the wife who failed to make a marriage of any kind with him, and whose alliance with him lasted at most a few weeks.14


Mrs FitzGerald’s strictures, it must be remembered, were made in hindsight, and though they seem acutely perceptive about the mature FitzGerald, there is nothing to indicate that as a boy he ever recognized more than simple pleasure in the friendships that brightened the eight years he spent at Bury before setting out for Trinity College, Cambridge, in the autumn of 1826.
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