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Preface






George Eden (1784-1849), second Baron and first Earl of Auckland, Whig politician and much-criticized Governor-General of India, and Emily Eden (1797-1869), novelist and one of the wittiest letter-writers of her century, were a brother and sister who chose to spend their lives together. In nineteenth-century England there was nothing especially odd about that. Family households were the norm, and single women were expected to live with their nearest male (or, failing that, female) relation, unless they were in service or teaching or were packed off to the colonies to find husbands. The Edens’ oddness was in their social position, since the upper classes were under strong compulsions to marry for reasons connected with property, status and replenishing the gene pool. Older women, like Mrs Bennet in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, were notorious for matchmaking and fretting when their daughters failed to find husbands. In guest-lists for gatherings that consisted almost entirely of married couples, ‘Lord Auckland and Miss Eden’ stood out, and the oddness was not only in George’s bachelorhood but in the fact that he had a ready-made companion, a clever, supportive younger sister with her own reasons for not marrying. Their friends seem to have found their partnership endearing, and it was George’s steady, undemonstrative care for Emily and her sister Fanny, rather than Emily’s open devotion to him, that won praise. Before the three of them left for India, where George was Governor-General from 1836 to 1842, Emily received a farewell letter from King William IV.


His Majesty has long been aware of the sincere attachment which exists between Lord Auckland and his amiable Sisters, and of his anxiety for their Welfare and happiness, and he gives him credit for this exemplary feature of his character […] His Majesty is not surprised that Miss Eden and her Sister should have determined to accompany so affectionate a Brother even to so remote a destination, and He is sensible how much their Society must contribute to his comfort.1


On George’s death, the political diarist Charles Greville wrote: ‘To his sisters he was as a husband, a brother and a friend combined in one.’2


Two contrary impulses were at work at the time: the age-old prompt to marry and reproduce and a newer, Romantic surrender to the strength of nostalgia and family feeling. Two of the Edens’ friends, the bachelor historian Macaulay and the diplomat and politician George Villiers, fourth Earl of Clarendon, were both passionately (and in Macaulay’s case possessively) devoted to their younger sisters, until at least some time after each of those sisters married. Jane Austen, who was devoted to her brothers, depicted Fanny Price’s intense affection for her midshipman brother in Mansfield Park. Dorothy Wordsworth was physically and spiritually close to her brother William. The pattern of intense sibling fondness continued well into the nineteenth century, and this book contributes only a tiny detail to the complex story of sibling relationships and attachments in Britain and elsewhere.


George and Emily were Whigs, a party which was in opposition from 1807 to 1830, then achieved the 1832 Parliamentary Reform Act, followed by the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833. We meet their most important Whig friends, including the benign and powerful Lord Lansdowne, the fiery and changeable Lord Brougham, and Emily’s special friend from the late 1820s to the mid-1830s, Lord Melbourne. George, who had become a member of the House of Commons on his elder brother’s death in 1810, moved up to the House of Lords as second Lord Auckland when his father died in 1814. He was a details man: a follower of other people’s impulses and a keen and dutiful administrator, not an orator like Lansdowne or Brougham. A faithful attender at Parliament, he modestly kept silent during most debates.


India already interested him before Melbourne appointed him Governor-General in 1835. It was unfortunate that, at that point, British fear of Russian expansion into Central Asia reached a crisis. The Russian empire had gorged itself on territory from the dwindling Persian empire, and Russians were believed to be behind a Persian attempt to seize the Afghan city of Herat. The danger to the British Indian frontier, nearly a thousand miles away, was remote, but to avert a possible alliance between the current Afghan ruler and the Russians George allowed his secretaries to persuade him into sanctioning an invasion to effect regime change. The result was the First Afghan War, which began victoriously, if wastefully, before running into disaster. There are parallels in the handling of the Suez crisis by George’s distant relation Sir Anthony Eden – not only with Russia as the distantly threatening power, and with the use of neighbouring countries’ forces for invasion (Israelis at Suez and Sikhs, as originally promised, in Afghanistan), but also with the way in which the failure of both enterprises fatally harmed both Edens’ reputations for posterity.*


Popular historians’ accounts of George’s time as Governor-General have not been nuanced. Light-hearted comments in Emily’s letter-journals to her sisters have been cited to suggest that he disliked India and was bored there.† In fact he enjoyed his job, requested an extra, sixth year in post, which he was granted, and declined the offer of a seventh year, chiefly because the offer came from a Tory government. The collapse of British authority at Kabul between November 1841 and early January 1842 looked to many of his contemporaries like a blip in his general record of success rather than a reason to damn him for eternity. Yet Ferdinand Mount has asserted that he is ‘generally regarded as the worst ever Governor-General (though the competition for that title was strong)’,3 and William Dalrymple has dismissed him as ‘a clever and capable but somewhat complacent and detached Whig nobleman’ who ‘knew or cared about [Afghanistan] even less than he knew or cared about India’.4 While not justifying all George’s actions, I have tried to dispel the Bad Guy image with a broadly considered view of his background, personality and career.


At the time George was appointed Governor-General he was not expected to be an expert on India, its languages or its history. A seasoned India hand, familiar with local languages and customs, might serve as acting Governor-General during an interregnum, as Sir Charles Metcalfe did in 1835-36 between Lord William Bentinck’s departure and George’s arrival. In the longer term a detached, authoritative, preferably titled figure, remote from the politics and prejudices of long-serving officials, was considered best for the top job. It was perhaps a pity that Lord Heytesbury, whom Sir Robert Peel chose to be Governor-General during his brief premiership in 1834-35, did not take up the post instead of George, since Heytesbury, as ambassador to Russia, had not subscribed to the alarmist view that Russia was an all-devouring monster which would stop at nothing to increase its gains. George was not a diplomat, was out of his depth in international affairs, and behaved high-handedly about the treaties his government had made with the kingdom of Oudh and the long-suffering Amirs of Sind, owners of territory traversed by the Army of the Indus on its way to Afghanistan. Against this one can balance such contemporary justifications of his forward policy as the Morning Chronicle’s encomium of 9 February 1844, which argued that it was


founded on the grand and noble idea of establishing the English empire in the East, if not predominant over others, at least secure against their future attacks. Lord Auckland’s policy may have been hazardous, but it was great. It looked to the future, and aimed at securing a national and impregnable bulwark, which must have protected our Indian empire.


Emily has also attracted recent criticism for her attitudes, comments and sense of humour, and I have summarized this in Appendix B, ‘Emily and the Postcolonials’. Her published and unpublished letters from India have been consulted by historians, especially of the First Afghan War, and cited in many studies of Englishwomen in nineteenth-century India. They provide a keen-sighted, often compassionate, commentary on affairs in Calcutta and up the country, showing a notable scorn for racial prejudice, which she shared with George. Out of sisterly loyalty she became a cheerleader for George during the Afghan campaign and later, leading to utterances that struck even some contemporaries as wrong-headed. Neither she nor George used the word empire, however. Its application to British India was still in its infancy, and George was a pragmatist, not a theorist, whose involvement in imperialistic advances seems more accidental than planned.


Emily’s two novels, The Semi-Attached Couple and The Semi-Detached House, are still read as amusing and unsentimental social documents, much like Nancy Mitford’s The Pursuit of Love (1945). Emily admired Jane Austen’s novels, shared Austen’s love of ironical comment, and made a young female character in The Semi-Attached Couple a Jane Austen fan, but she was not a mere imitator of Austen as is sometimes suggested. Her range was wider than Austen’s, encapsulating 1850s suburban life and anti-Jewish feeling in The Semi-Detached House, and touching on the political world of the Whigs in The Semi-Attached Couple, which also sensitively depicts early marital misunderstandings among the pomp, suppressed tensions and occasional cruelties of the pre-Victorian country house.







	*		Sir Anthony was the great-great-grandson of George’s uncle Sir Robert Eden, Governor of Maryland 1769-1776.



	†		See, for example, ‘Philip Woodruff’ (Philip Mason), a former Indian Civil Servant, in The Founders (1953) 276-7. ‘In India […] he [Lord Auckland] was bored. Invested in the empire of Tamerlane and Akbar, made sudden heir-at-law to Kubla Khan and Prester John, he was bored. Charged with the destiny of millions, moving in magnificence at which he mildly chafed through a countryside stricken by famine, among children dying of starvation, he was bored.’ The truth or otherwise of this florid condemnation will emerge in due course.

















Chapter 1

A Suicide







The inquest at the Brown Bear public house in Horseferry Road, Westminster was inconclusive. No member of the young man’s family was there to see his putrefied corpse examined and the pockets of his sodden greatcoat turned out. Daniel Figg, the steward of the family’s town house in Old Palace Yard, described the last time he had seen the young man alive. The next day five male relations, including a cousin in Holy Orders, accompanied the coffin to the funeral at St George’s parish church, Beckenham, Kent, and saw it lowered into the family vault under the church floor.


William Frederick Elliot Eden had been missing for over five weeks, since his twenty-seventh birthday, Friday, 19 January 1810. During the previous few days he had sent a flurry of notes by messenger to the family’s country house ten miles away, Eden Farm at Beckenham. As Lieutenant-Colonel of the Volunteer Corps for the Westminster parishes of St Margaret and St John, one of the civil defence bodies formed to thwart invasion attempts during the Napoleonic War, he had been on duty in London for the Queen’s Birthday parade on 18 January. This had coincided with the annual overhaul of the Corps accounts, and he had been trying for several days to extract the Corps’ fund of £600 from the adjutant, a Mr Stables of the Ordnance Office, and deposit it in a new account at Drummonds’ Bank at Charing Cross.


He had promised at first to ride home for five o’clock dinner on the Friday. The family would send a groom to London with an extra horse to bring him back. Then, as the weather turned cold and foul, he sent a message that he thought it too unpleasant for riding and would ‘Indulge [him]self in a Chaise’. Then he changed his mind again: he would be busy with the Corps accounts until well into that evening. Since members of the family would probably be in London on the Saturday, he would be able to go back with them in the carriage before returning to his winter work routine on the Monday.1


As the cherished eldest son, he had done well out of the political manoeuvres of his father William, first Baron Auckland. Since November 1806 he had been Member of Parliament for the pocket borough of New Woodstock, a seat his father had held before him through friendship with the fourth Duke of Marlborough, its patron. From March 1807, when the short-lived, Whig-dominated Ministry of All the Talents had fallen to the Tories and Lord Auckland had lost his final Cabinet post as President of the Board of Trade, William had emerged as a seriously thoughtful member of the parliamentary opposition.


The Aucklands probably knew or assumed that, like many young men of his class, he had a mistress in London. Little social life happened in the winter, when many landowning families and their guests were in the country, but when William was not in Old Palace Yard on the Saturday his parents probably assumed he was happily occupied elsewhere. Things stayed quiet until Monday, when an anxious servant arrived from London with news that William had left the house on Friday evening and had not been seen or heard of since.


Both before and during the inquest, several people helped to reconstruct his movements on the Friday. At nine o’clock in the morning he had called on Stables in nearby Abingdon Street and asked him to bring the £600 in cash to Old Palace Yard. Later he had taken the money to Drummonds’ Bank at Charing Cross and opened a military account for it in his own name. A receipt for the amount was found in his greatcoat pocket. He had called on Stables to arrange the evening’s work, gone out for a short time to eat, then settled down with him in his lodgings to go through invoices, asking him to bring the finished accounts to Old Palace Yard on the Monday morning.


At about seven-thirty that evening, after an hour or more of rapid, concentrated work, he sprang up and left Stables’s room without a word. The stairs and hall were dark, and the landlord, a surgeon named Holt, heard him wrenching and throwing down a long broom which barred the front door. Emerging from the parlour with a candle, he said facetiously ‘You are shouldering your musket, Colonel.’ William, who was usually polite, blundered wordlessly past him into the street. At Old Palace Yard he accepted tea from the servant Daniel, put his keys on a table, extinguished the candles in the room where he had been sitting and left the house saying he would be back in an hour, at about nine.2


Five weeks and two days later, on 25 February, a Thames bargeman, rowing a skiff to shore from a barge moored opposite Lambeth Palace, saw something he took to be a tarpaulin drifting in the water. When he prodded it with a boathook it turned over, revealing a body that was swollen enough to float but had recognizable features. Fastening it astern he towed it to the shore, where a passer-by guessed it must be the late Mr Eden, for whose discovery a large reward was offered. Two young servants at Old Palace Yard confirmed that the body was William’s, and it was taken to the Brown Bear for an inquest the next day. There were no signs of violence, and the pockets contained a gold watch-seal, some silver, and thirteen pounds (equivalent to over £1,000 now) in notes, so that William did not seem to have been attacked or robbed. A scratch on the face might have come from the riverbed, since the body, which was well preserved for one that had spent so long in the water, had probably sunk to the bottom during the cold weather. Slight warming would have hastened its decomposition, bloating it with gas until it rose to the surface. As in many such inquests, the verdict was ‘Found drowned in the river, but by what means it came there, there was no evidence before the Jury.’3


‘God’s will be done – Lady Auckland and I can only submit,’ Lord Auckland wrote on the day the body was recovered.4 Driving into London during the previous few weeks, past the onion fields and drying-grounds on the Surrey side of the river, they must have glanced uneasily down at the steely or muddy Thames water as their carriage rattled across Westminster Bridge. While dismissing the possibility of suicide as completely out of character, they found it hard to imagine how else William could have vanished. Kidnapping, murder, sudden memory loss and elopement all seemed equally improbable. ‘We had so long been so completely and so securely happy, that we were ill prepared for an affliction so strange and so inconceivable,’ Lord Auckland protested at the end of January, once he felt able to write about the still unsolved mystery in their lives.5


A few days before that he described to another correspondent how he had opened up William’s desks and papers and found everything


in that sort of unfinished arrangement to which he was always accustomed, and which best shows that everything was going forward precisely as usual – bills recently paid at this season; his banker’s account from day to day in his own handwriting for eight years; the balance due to himself, including a small draft on the 17th of 15l for pocket-money.


William was not in debt; he had left no written clue to suggest that he felt suicidal, and he had sustained his outward image as his father’s perfect creation.


You well knew him to possess a mind singularly cheerful, steady, and resolute and well regulated; religious, moral, generous; most kind and most affectionate. Add to these qualities that he evidently enjoyed his existence more than any individual that we know; that he felt himself beloved and respected by a large circle of excellent friends; that he was in the course and earnestness of occupations that amused and interested him; and in the possession and fair prospect of every advantage that life can give.6


In a preparatory draft of the letter he added that William had shown no sign of being ‘deranged’. He omitted that phrase (or his editors later did) from the fair copy, perhaps because William’s behaviour in the adjutant’s lodgings that last evening did suggest a moment of unbalance. Was it possible that his life in London hid some dark undercurrent, never mentioned in his letters about work and social arrangements or at home? Certain people who knew things about him may have kept them from the family. The Speaker of the House of Commons, Charles Abbott, noted in his diary that on William’s last day he had ‘taken leave of a lady with whom he had lived occasionally’. If Abbott or one of his colleagues knew the lady, they might have learnt what kind of leave-taking it had been. Abbott, at least, thought the truth was unavoidable. ‘Poor Eden…I am afraid he threw himself into the river.’7





The war, which had shaped so much of William’s life, had dragged on almost non-stop since shortly after his tenth birthday. On 1 February 1793, after publicly guillotining the deposed King Louis XVI, France had declared war on Britain and the United Netherlands. At that time the Aucklands and their nine children had been based at The Hague, where Lord Auckland had been ambassador since 1790. It was his first ambassadorial appointment, with a newly acquired peerage: at that stage only an Irish one, which did not entitle him to a seat in the House of Lords. For the previous five years he had served as a commercial envoy, negotiating a trade treaty with France in 1785-87, then failing to negotiate one with Spain during a year in Madrid.


As an expatriate wife and mother, the future Lady Auckland had been a prickly resident at foreign courts, enjoying French culture and sociability but disapproving of ladies who farmed out their babies to wet-nurses and put their young children in the care of governesses and tutors, barely seeing them until they were grown-up. Instead she had set an example of child-rearing on Enlightenment principles, breast-feeding her babies, engaging dancing-teachers for the older daughters but otherwise teaching the children herself. Her husband had preened himself on his energetic young family, jocularly referring to them as the ‘brattery’, the ‘infantry’ or the ‘fantoccini’. Unusually in such a large family, none of the children had so far died. In the Spanish letter-journal he kept for his mother he had recounted fondly how William, aged five, had marched up to the heir-apparent, the Prince of the Asturias, at the summer palace of Aranjuez. Whisking off his own hat and his brother George’s, he had shaken the Prince by the hand and addressed him in fluent French. After that he had written the Prince a letter which his parents tactfully pretended to send, and at a Christmas party had accosted him again and been scooped up into the arms of the indulgent royal, who by then was King Carlos IV.8


After the outbreak of war, Lord Auckland had waited for several months until the Scheldt seemed securely defended before taking his family home to England. Discontented with The Hague as dull and dowdy, and yearning for Paris even after the fall of the Bastille, he had spent more time in England than in Holland, hoping to negotiate a better deal for himself with the Prime Minister, William Pitt. His three youngest children, however, who had all been born abroad (Henry in Paris, Louisa in Madrid and Charles at The Hague), probably saw England for the first time in May 1793. When the family arrived at Eden Farm, four-year-old Louisa jumped out of the carriage, greeted the steward in an incoherent gabble of Dutch, then dashed away across the lawn waving her arms in the air like wings.9


William and George, born less than two years apart, did most things together. After boarding at a nearby preparatory school at Mitcham, where in the summer of 1794, to his parents’ grief, their eight-year-old brother Henry died of a fever, they went on to Eton, then to Christ Church, Oxford. But by the time George went up to Christ Church in May 1802, three months before his eighteenth birthday, William had already moved on to the world of public affairs.


On settling back in England, Lord Auckland had been promoted to an English peerage, since Pitt needed his moral support and knowledge of international affairs during his exhausting war ministry. ‘We have bought a London house,’ Lady Auckland had exclaimed to her brother Hugh Elliot, a diplomat in Dresden, on 25 November 1793.10 It was one of an imposing row of four on the west side of Old Palace Yard, between the Henry VII Chapel of Westminster Abbey and the beginning of Abingdon Street, as illustrated by Thomas Malton the younger in his Picturesque Tour through the Cities of London and Westminster (1792).* ‘Living over the shop’, so near Parliament, was unfashionable in comparison with leasing a town house in Mayfair, but ownership and convenience had their advantages, and Lord Auckland had had his eye on the house for some time. The family would occupy it during the parliamentary and social season, which usually lasted from late January or early February until late June or early July. The five eldest daughters would be launched from Old Palace Yard as debutantes, and Emily would take dancing lessons there from the age of seven, partnered by nine-year-old Lord Richard Grosvenor, whose father owned a mansion on Millbank. (Nearly sixty years later, when he was Marquess of Westminster, she would think him unchanged, ‘crude but hearty’. She had been ‘engaged’ to him at the dancing class, and he ‘and the present Lord Colchester fought to know whose wife I was.’11) William would be based in the house after leaving Oxford, and for much of the time would work from home.


He had known since childhood that he was meant to go into politics, and to achieve high government office once he had inherited his father’s peerage. As a schoolboy he had paid dutifully close attention to the war with France: the sea battles, convoys, blockades and raids on shipping in the Channel and the Atlantic; the land war in continental Europe, and the campaigns in the Mediterranean, Egypt, Syria and the East. In the sixth form at Eton he had delighted his father with a patriotic Latin ode in response to the defeat and death of the French ally Tipu Sultan of Mysore at the battle of Seringapatam in 1799. Lord Auckland quoted the poem in a letter to Richard Wellesley, Earl of Mornington, then Governor-General of India, and commented with self-reflective pride ‘I really believe that I do not flatter myself when I hold that your friend William stands as highly in the opinion of His Cotemporaries as a young Etonian can stand.’12


He was just nineteen and had spent a year at Oxford when he received an offer to be Private Secretary to his eldest sister’s husband Lord Hobart, Secretary of State for War and the Colonies. ‘I should have been better pleased if he had been two years older,’ Lord Auckland wrote, ‘but I did not think myself at liberty to refuse. The Dean of Christchurch, who has the highest opinion of William, will assist me in keeping up his classical pursuits.’13 His salary, in his father’s words, was a ‘trifling’ £300 a year, equivalent to over £30,000 today. With the nepotism that was rife among the Whigs, Lord Auckland procured him a temporary sinecure, worth at the time ‘at least’ £1,000 a year, as vendue-master for Demerara and Essequibo.14 This would tide him over until he received the reversion of the still more lucrative Tellership of the Exchequer, which his father had arranged for him when he was seven as part of a deal he made with Pitt. (He had been badgering Pitt for a bigger pension, and the reversion of the Tellership was a trade-off.) Unlike the Demerara sinecure, the Tellership counted as government employment and was compatible with membership of Parliament. Those who were lucky enough to be nominated for it sometimes hung on to it for life.


After a year of peace in 1802, the Napoleonic War began in earnest. William lost his job with Lord Hobart (soon to be fourth Earl of Buckinghamshire) when Pitt sacked most of the previous Cabinet on forming his second ministry in May 1804. In September 1806, however, he inherited the Tellership, which paid him a generous £2,700 a year for doing, effectively, nothing. ‘We are accompanied by “the Teller” and our four youngest children, & we found here our son George,’ Lord Auckland wrote proudly in early October during a round of country-house visits to married daughters and friends.15 Always keen to promote family members, he made William sack his Deputy, who was earning £1,000 a year, and give the post to George. William then volunteered £600 a year out of his own salary to compensate the Deputy until he found another job.16 George also inherited the Demerara sinecure, which William had to give up when he entered Parliament as Member for New Woodstock. The network of patronage and preferment, which appears as an almost invisibly delicate filament in Jane Austen’s novels, could be ruthless in excluding any but the well-connected and well-off.


After Pitt died in January 1806, there was a brief Whig triumph when the Edens’ friend Lord Grenville formed the short-lived, politically pick-and-mix government known as the Ministry of All the Talents. This achieved one progressive measure, the Slave Trade Abolition Act of 25 March 1807. It failed, however, to achieve its aims of making peace with France, and (in the shorter term) of improving relations with the neutral United States through a commercial treaty, which was intended to resolve the vexed questions of territorial waters and the British treatment of neutral naval and mercantile shipping and personnel. As President of the Board of Trade, Lord Auckland joined the left-leaning Whig Lord Holland to negotiate with the American commissioners James Monroe and William Pinckney, employing William as unpaid secretary to the commission. The commercial treaty was signed on the last day of 1806 but was never properly ratified, and failed to avert the growing tension between the two countries after Grenville’s government fell in late March 1807, to be followed by twenty-three years of Tory rule.


Unlike his father, whose political slipperiness had been well known, William entered Parliament as a fully formed, loyal Whig. In June 1807, and again in February 1808, he stood up in the House to lead debates on the subject of neutral maritime rights. Britain and France were involved in reciprocally competitive blockades and sanctions, many of which impacted on neutrals. A new series of Orders in Council, issued by Britain in November and December 1807 in response to previous French decrees, required neutral ships trading with France to put in to British ports to have their cargoes checked for possible military supplies, and to pay a tax when doing so. The response of Jefferson’s government was the Embargo Act of December 1807, closing United States ports to ships exporting goods to the belligerent nations or their colonies, and curtailing the number of imports allowed from Britain.


In his speech of 18 February 1808, William objected that the Orders in Council were injurious and unfair to Americans, and that the tax was in breach of the law of nations: a concept some radical Whigs and Republican Americans accused the Tories of casually dismissing as so much Continental hot air.17


If Grotius be thy guide, shut, shut the book, –




In force alone for Laws of Nations look.


Let shipless Danes and whining Yankees dwell





On naval rights, with Grotius and Vattel,


wrote the poet Thomas Moore in The Sceptic: a Philosophical Satire (1809). Moore was a protégé of William’s Whig colleague Lord Henry Petty, who in November 1809, aged twenty-nine, succeeded his older half-brother as third Marquess of Lansdowne and inherited the vast, semi-derelict Bowood House in Wiltshire and the impressive Lansdowne House in Berkeley Square. As the most powerful Whig party fixer in the House of Lords he would be George’s chief friend and promoter for decades to come.


Lord Henry was still in the Commons during William’s last half-year in Parliament, which began on his twenty-sixth birthday on 19 January and ended on 1 July 1809. On 6 February he intervened in a debate on the Distillery Bill, raising further, economic objections to the Orders in Council and urging the government to repeal them instead of allowing the war to escalate while ‘building castles in Spain’ with the expensive and futile Peninsular War.18 Then on 17 March he followed Lord Henry with a speech on the slavery question. A would-be progressive young member, Hugh (Earl) Percy, had suggested introducing a bill for the gradual abolition of West Indian slavery. In his February speech William had referred to the sufferings of West Indian planters as a result of the restrictions on trade enforced by the Orders in Council. Now, like Lord Henry and William Wilberforce, a former leading campaigner against the slave trade, he took the view that the time was not right for abolition, and that forcing it ‘would be fraught with ruin to the colonists’ unless the government were to pay them compensation, which he assumed was out of the question.19 The fact that his sister Louisa’s husband, Andrew Wedderburn, was not only a West Indian plantation-owner but an ardent defender of the right to own slaves was one of those little awkwardnesses that affected many British people with interests in plantations and no idea that they would be retrospectively named and shamed.


Articulate, reasonable, diligent and well-informed, William was one of the most promising of the younger generation of Whigs. The Tory Duke of Marlborough, his patron, left him free to express his opinions in Parliament without trying to influence him. He got on well with his father’s distinguished friends, and was invited to the Duke’s Blenheim Palace, to Lord Grenville’s Boconnoc in Cornwall, and to other great country houses during the autumn recess. His parents assumed he enjoyed his privileged lifestyle and would eventually make an advantageous marriage and raise a large and prosperous family, while effortlessly negotiating his way towards the top.


Successful fathers sometimes place an intolerable burden of expectation on their sons. Lord Auckland had penetrated the closed political system through intelligence, grit and self-belief, and once within it had played the system and collected enough sinecures and pensions to keep himself and his family in comfort. William, on the other hand, had been spoon-fed. He was punctilious and discreet, but by the time of his twenty-seventh birthday was almost certainly war-weary and overworked, mechanically performing the duties of Lieutenant-Colonel of Volunteers until the sheer futility of the business may have struck him. The war could drag on for years, with expensive, wasteful battles on land and on the high seas, while a hypothetical French invasion seemed decreasingly likely to justify the drudgery of maintaining a volunteer force. If those were his feelings he kept them to himself, as he kept other aspects of his private life, any one of which may have precipitated the suicide. Other members of the family signed letters to one another using the word ‘affectionate’ or ‘affectionately’. William, formal to the last, signed even the shortest note home ‘Believe me, My Dear Father, Your Dutiful Son W.F. Eden’.





On the day of the inquest, most of the family were at home at Eden Farm. George, a barrister with chambers in Old Buildings, Lincoln’s Inn, would have been on hand to meet the family coach from Eden Farm and lead the funeral cortege of five relations that accompanied the body back to Beckenham. His maternal uncle Hugh Elliot, newly appointed Governor of the Leeward Islands, happened to be in London at the time and joined him. So did two of his brothers-in-law: Lord Buckinghamshire, who had come to town from his estate at Nocton, Lincolnshire for Parliament to reconvene on 23 January, and Andrew Wedderburn, a sugar trader in the City. A clerical cousin from Kent, George Moore, a son of Lord Auckland’s brother-in-law the late Archbishop of Canterbury, had no doubt been invited to take the funeral service. Whether anyone attended from Eden Farm is unclear.20


William’s death had a crushing effect on his parents. After nurturing fourteen children, the Aucklands had survived losing two of them as inevitable afflictions to be borne. On the morning Henry died, tough, stoical Lady Auckland had instinctively suppressed her grief. ‘Our girls behave delightfully on the occasion,’ her husband wrote announcing the death, ‘and have taught Lady Auckland to shed tears, which she was unable to do till she saw them. It is hard to lose children after having carried them through so many countries and climates.’21 When seven-year-old Charles succumbed to a long, painful illness in December 1798, little was said by anyone except by way of routine condolences from friends.22


The loss of William was more drastic, since it wounded Lord Auckland’s apparently invulnerable self-belief. In return for the hereditary peerage he had cajoled from Pitt and the sinecures he had procured for William, he had expected William to replicate his own career or magnificently outdo it. For two months after the inquest and funeral the Aucklands did not speak of him to one another. As well as George and their five married daughters, Eleanor, Catherine, Charlotte, Caroline and Louisa, they had five younger children at home or boarding-school: Mary, Morton, Emily, Robert and Fanny, aged between sixteen and eight. They must have insisted that William had drowned accidentally, and the young ones would have learnt from their parents’ silence never to mention his name.


They had further grief to cope with that year, since their childless second daughter Catherine, who had received electric-shock treatment as a pale sixteen-year-old,23 was now gravely ill. Told that she would need a mild climate to survive the English winter, she had been staying at Torquay. In April her husband, the Tory politician Nicholas Vansittart, reported that she had been coughing blood. In June, after rallying slightly, she visited the family at Eden Farm, where the third daughter, Charlotte, was recovering from a miscarriage, and another daughter, possibly delicate, thirteen-year-old Emily, was seriously ill.24 Then in August Catherine died at Torquay, and her body was brought back for burial in the Beckenham family vault.


After William’s death Lord Auckland resented having to spend any time in London when he could have been at home. He and Lady Auckland had felt they ought to show their faces in London during the spring and summer season of 1810, but found it too painful to do so.25 Luckily Mary was too young to be a debutante that year, although George showed her off during the midsummer Encænia festivities in Oxford, when their friend Lord Grenville, the new Chancellor of the University, received his honorary degree. ‘She has been much amused,’ he reported to the houseful of invalids at Eden Farm.26 In the spring of 1811 she did come out, aged seventeen and a half, and Lord Auckland endured the season in a rented house in Mayfair, as he would endure two more in the years to come. The Old Palace Yard house, with its painful associations, had been sold.







	*		See front cover.

















Chapter 2

The Family







Writing in her early thirties to cheer up a lovelorn friend, Emily evoked her memories of a happy childhood as consolations for her own past disappointment in love.


It is always childhood I return to, and exclusively the sight of Eden Farm and aught connected therewith that swells my heart to bursting, and that I never see now. Everything else is mended up again, and for the life of me I cannot understand how I ever could have been so sentimental and foolish as it appears I must have been.1


The elegant gentleman’s residence at Eden Farm, with its two to three hundred acres of parkland, farm and garden,* had been created out of the Burrell family’s Langley estate, south of Beckenham. Sir Peter Burrell had developed it as a leasehold property and had leased it to William Eden, the future Lord Auckland, in the early summer of 1782. Lord North’s fall as Prime Minister that spring had ended Eden’s most recent government post as Chief Secretary in Ireland and the certainty of appointment to the Privy Council that North had held out to him. Constantly on the move until then, and expecting another move when the next job came up, he chose to settle his pregnant wife Eleanor and their four small daughters in the country and try his hand at farming during one of the most dismal, rain-sodden summers on record. ‘I am wet up to the knees six times a day,’ he complained, ‘and cannot get the sixth part of a day’s work out of my day-labourers.’2 For the next twelve years he would refer to his place in the country simply as ‘Beckenham’, being abroad for much of that time as a commercial envoy, then ambassador. In 1794, however, he told his former secretary at The Hague, Lord Henry Spencer, to write to him in future at Eden Farm. ‘We were obliged to give a name to our place, to avoid the new penny post, which goes to Beckenham village.’3


Villas were in fashion among the upper gentry and aristocracy. It was normal for such families to own a compact, neo-classical villa with gardens, park and a small farm within an hour’s ride or carriage-drive from their house in central London. The villa was mainly for relaxation while Parliament was in session; out of season the owners would go to their country estates. Many of those London fringe villas were overtaken by suburban development and demolished outright, although some still stand in institutional use, or as amenity centres in public parks or semi-ruins. Traces of former private parkland can be seen in some left-over public spaces such as Crease Park, Beckenham, which contains the site of the family house at Eden Farm: a once-smart, now demolished villa with pedimented entrance front, recessed ground-floor windows and curved west wing, and a pleasure garden with cedar of Lebanon, holm oaks and clipped hornbeam alleys. Much of the parkland and farmland now lies under the built-up neighbourhood that took the property’s later name, Eden Park. In the 1780s and 1790s a couple of other villas near London were romantically named ‘Farm’: the Duke of Grafton’s Fitzroy Farm at Highgate, where the Duchess churned butter in a Petit-Trianon-style dairy, and Lord Henry FitzGerald’s Boyle Farm at Thames Ditton, where Emily would enjoy brief days of happily intense friendship in her early twenties.
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The former Eden Farm, Beckenham, renamed Eden Park. C. Greenwood, An Epitome of County History […] County of Kent (1838), 32






As a villa-owner with a wife and family, William was conspicuous among his grand political friends for not also possessing a large country house. His friend Lord Sheffield, who sent presents of game from his Sheffield Place estate in Sussex and brought his friend the historian Edward Gibbon to visit, teased him for being ‘but a cockney country gentleman’ with a play-farm and no room for a shoot.4 As a younger son of a north-country baronet, Sir Robert Eden of Windlestone and West Auckland, County Durham, William had no expectations of landed property, since his father’s estate and title had passed to his eldest brother, Sir John. Like Dickens’s Mr Wemmick in his castellated residence at Walworth, he was happy in his self-created paradise without aspiring to rural grandeur. An urban-minded careerist, he liked to keep in close touch with London, and was more interested in gently Virgilian pursuits such as haymaking and fruit-picking than in blood sports. His letters from Eden Farm are full of descriptions of the activities he enjoyed with his children: riding with an older one, choosing a younger one to help him cut hothouse grapes, or rattling along in the phaeton with six or eight people crammed in together. His letters paraded his determined happiness, and even in the year after William died he felt able to rejoice in the ‘high tide of cherries and strawberries’ of an exceptionally bountiful spring and summer.5


While sailing to India in 1835 both George and Emily dreamed they were back at Eden Farm, although their feelings about it were as different as their relationships with their father had been. Emily loved Eden Farm, and for years after leaving it yearned for somewhere similar. Her idea of happiness had been reading in the park or a country lane in summer weather with her sister Mary. Lord Auckland, to her, was Eden Farm, since her memories of him were associated with the pleasure he took in his children when at home. ‘My father we all worshipped,’ she wrote to Mary in January 1848, ‘though I think he was particular with us, but then it was all done with such tact.’6 George, on the other hand, was independent, with a network of grand Whig friends whose large country houses he frequented as a bachelor guest. He liked to join all-male shooting-parties in October and to range over the thousands of acres owned by his hosts. Eden Farm meant little to him, and he had no interest in carrying it on after his parents’ deaths. It was he who broke it up in the early 1820s, first letting it furnished, then selling the lease on which 32 years remained.





Like George, his father had begun his career as a lawyer. Both men had the tall, long-limbed physique of men bred to rule, although George was diffident and slightly rugged in appearance while his father was smoothly ambitious. Nathaniel Dance painted a flattering celebrity portrait of William in his late twenties, probably as he was about to leave the legal profession and break into the privileged enclave of public service, which he called ‘business’. Keen-eyed, well-dressed, quietly confident and energetic, he stretches out his long legs in an armchair next to a table laden with books, pen, inkpot and papers. His right hand supports his chin; his left dangles off the chair-arm, displaying a frilled cuff. Two folio volumes, possibly of statutes, are propped casually against a table-leg; a bookcase on the wall behind him contains rows of bound quartos, and a token spaniel crouches on the Turkey carpet at his feet.7 The setting may be his legal chambers, and the occasion the publication in 1771 of his treatise Principles of Penal Law, when he was twenty-seven. An Enlightenment tract in the spirit of the contemporary legal theorists William Blackstone and Cesare Beccaria, it urged a systematic revision of the law to reduce the absurdly large number of capital offences on the statute books and to introduce penalties designed to reform the offender, not simply punish him with pain or death. Partly on the strength of that achievement, but mainly through his friendship with the influential Scottish Solicitor-General Alexander Wedderburn, first Baron Loughborough, William moved sideways in 1772 to be Under-Secretary of State in Lord Suffolk’s Northern Department.


[image: ]

William Eden (1744-1814) by Nathaniel Dance, c.1771/72.






For promotion he had to sell himself. He put much warmth, political energy and self-display into the thousands of letters he wrote to friends and associates in his clear, squarish hand. In middle age he would be prosperous-looking, with fluffy, powdered hair that his valet dressed every morning. (In 1787 his brother Morton sent him a pamphlet ‘which may amuse you while your hair is combing out’.8) Although critics found him untrustworthy and ruthlessly self-interested, he would shrug off their opinions and enjoy welcoming friends to share his pleasure in his family and Eden Farm.


In 1774, as a 30-year-old public servant, he entered politics as MP for the fourth Duke of Marlborough’s pocket borough of New Woodstock. That arrangement lasted for ten years, and after changing constituencies, and later taking his seat in the House of Lords, he remained on good terms with the Duke, whose radical younger brother Lord Robert Spencer had been his friend at Oxford. He visited Blenheim Palace every autumn with his family and sent his sons William and George there without him, enabling William to be elected MP for New Woodstock in 1806 and George to succeed him in 1810.


On 26 September 1776, nearly three months after the Declaration of American Independence, William Eden married eighteen-year-old Eleanor Elliot, taking her to live in the Downing Street house he shared with his eldest brother Sir John, the reactionary county MP for Durham. Eleanor was a friend of the Prime Minister’s daughter Kit North, and William was a firm Northite, deploring, as both North and the King did, the wastefulness and inconvenience he could foresee once the colonies had separated themselves from Britain. (There was also a family link with North America: William’s sporting elder brother Sir Robert had been the last colonial governor of Maryland after marrying a sister of the proprietor, Lord Baltimore. Deeply saddened at having to leave, he died in his early forties at Annapolis on a post-war return visit.) In 1778 William and Lord Loughborough devised a conciliation commission to the United States. As the guiding spirit of the commission, with the 30-year-old Earl of Carlisle as its token negotiator, William crossed the Atlantic with Eleanor, a hardy traveller, who gave birth to their second child Catherine in New York. After the negotiations failed he blamed the home government for its lack of co-operation, threatened North into promising him membership of the Privy Council, and exacted a high level of pay for his upcoming post as Chief Secretary to Carlisle, then Lord Lieutenant of Ireland.9


Once he had returned from Dublin his next strategic move, in concert with Loughborough, was to create the short-lived Fox–North coalition. This united the reforming, partly radical Foxites with the conservative, partly reactionary Northites in a government headed by the Duke of Portland during the last eight months of 1783. Although not a Cabinet member, Eden became a Privy Councillor, and after young William Pitt kicked Portland’s ministry aside that December he was regarded as a crucial member of the opposition. Stealthily, however, he cultivated Pitt, who at that time was a near country neighbour at Hayes Place, close to Eden Farm. Persuading Pitt of his expertise on foreign trade, he quietly abandoned the opposition party and agreed to negotiate a commercial treaty with France. After that he reluctantly and unsuccessfully attempted one with Spain, then in 1789 accepted the post of ambassador to The Hague. (He still yearned for the prestigious Paris embassy, whose incumbent, the cricket-playing Duke of Dorset, had fled after the fall of the Bastille, and resented the fact that only a Duke or an Earl could be considered for the post.) At intervals he badgered Pitt for higher pay, a bigger pension and a peerage. Party politics were in flux, but some former Fox/Northite friends considered him a traitor. George III thought him ‘a man of deep intrigue’, and Pitt’s adviser George Rose, who handled many of Eden’s requests for preferment, called him a ‘shrewd, ambitious politician, with a very inflated opinion, not only of his importance to the Government, but of his merits in the eyes of the world at large.’10


When Emily and her younger brother Robert, the last active family members of their generation, read the long-dead Rose’s comments in his Diary and Correspondence, published by Richard Bentley in 1860, they were intent on defending their father’s name. Robert, by then third Baron Auckland and Bishop of Bath and Wells, had already arranged for Bentley to publish the Journal and Correspondence of William, Lord Auckland in 1861.† As editor, Robert contributed an introduction and some justificatory notes. Emily’s job, she explained to her friend Lord Brougham, was to oversee the selection of letters and run her pencil through passages to be omitted. ‘And what about those letters?’ Brougham asked. ‘Those two letters of Mr Pitt’s you allude to are in existence, but, of course, will not be given to the public,’ she replied. ‘My sister always told me that she had never cared the least about him, & never believed in his passion, tho’ L[ad]y Hester Stanhope made a pretty romance of it in her book.’11





Once Britain was at war with France, Pitt developed a close working relationship with Lord Auckland. No longer the ‘schoolboy’ Prime Minister who had come to power in 1783 aged twenty-four,‡ he was a careworn, prematurely aged bachelor with a serious drinking habit and debts. Needing Auckland’s advice, he saw him often in London and Kent, having moved a short distance from Hayes Place to Holwood, near Keston. The war was cripplingly expensive, and Britain began to be isolated as Spain and the Netherlands dropped out of the First Coalition, leaving Austria to fight on, then capitulate in 1797. Pitt longed for peace and Auckland supported him, publishing a pamphlet in 1795 recommending peace negotiations. This infuriated critics like Edmund Burke, who abominated the French Revolution and thought Auckland politically devious and an appeaser. In October 1796 Pitt sent Lord Malmesbury on a peace mission to Paris, but the attempt fell flat within the next two months.


That autumn and winter, when Pitt spent time with the Aucklands, they encouraged their eldest daughter, sweet-faced, nineteen-year-old Eleanor, to amuse him. In spite of his personal oddness and known lack of interest in women, they still reckoned him an important catch. In early December a rumour began to circulate that he and Eleanor were seeing a great deal of each other. Within weeks a rumour of an engagement had spread as far as European diplomatic circles, and had been shrugged off by Auckland, who agreed that the two were friends but believed things were unlikely to develop beyond ‘sentiments of mutual esteem’.12 He invited Pitt to stay at Eden Farm in the New Year, ostensibly to recover his strength following emergency post-Christmas discussions in Parliament about the failed peace mission. Lady Auckland was seven months pregnant, and Eleanor dutifully continued to entertain Pitt, taking him for walks and rides, playing the piano for him and showing him her drawings.


Some days into his stay, Pitt took fright. He may have made some gesture of affection, or even a declaration, to Eleanor, then felt trapped. Like Mr Bingley in Emily’s favourite novel Pride and Prejudice he withdrew, and for ten days after leaving Eden Farm stayed silent. Then he confronted the problem in a letter, acknowledging that he had experienced ‘certain feelings’ that family members might have noticed but protesting that ‘decisive and insurmountable’ obstacles prevented him from thinking of marriage.


This threw the Aucklands into indignant denial. Lord Auckland retaliated, insisting that Eleanor had shown every sign of reciprocating Pitt’s affection and would wait for him for as long as it took him to sort out his affairs. If money was the problem he had none to spare, but Eleanor had a legacy of £2,000, and his experience told him that young wives enjoyed helping their husbands out of financial difficulties. When Pitt insisted that the matter was closed, Lord Auckland admitted that his wife’s friends believed the engagement was as good as settled, and he would have to disabuse them. Meanwhile (he added) Eleanor was distraught, and she and her mother were unable to face going to church and meeting people afterwards.13


The embarrassment continued for weeks. In February 1797 James Gillray published a cartoon of Pitt and Eleanor advancing, like Milton’s Adam and Eve, towards a bower of matrimonial bliss, watched by Pitt’s chief political rival, a scowling, swarthy Charles James Fox. Its title was The Nuptial-Bower – with the Evil One, Peeping at the Charms of Eden.14 As a face-saving exercise for his family Lord Auckland had demanded to be made Lord Privy Seal, but Pitt waited a year before admitting him to the Cabinet as Joint Postmaster-General.15


At that painful juncture Emily was born, on Friday, 3 March 1797, in Old Palace Yard. She took her place in the family as the youngest sister of Eleanor, Catherine, Charlotte, Caroline, Louisa and Mary, whose ages ranged from nineteen to three, and of fourteen-year-old William, twelve-year-old George and two-year-old Morton. The imbalance of girls to boys in the family meant that relatively few sons would have to be found careers, but that many daughters would have to be found husbands. Even before Lady Auckland stopped having babies (she would give birth to Robert in July 1799 and to Fanny in December 1801), she would spend many evenings chaperoning her daughters in London ballrooms.


The war was going especially badly. The Austrians had lost Mantua on 2 February and were being driven back into the Tyrol, while Napoleon Bonaparte was emerging as a charismatic leader. Then, on 22 February, the British coast had been invaded when a rag-tag force of French and Irish landed near Fishguard in Pembrokeshire, to be routed within a few days by local militiamen and volunteers. That attempt had been intended as a distraction while a larger French force landed in the south-west of Ireland to help the rebels overthrow English rule. The fierce Atlantic weather, however, had scattered the intending invaders, frustrating the rebel leader Lord Edward FitzGerald, who had conspired with General Hoche to arrange the invasion and would meet his death in the Dublin rebellion of 1798.


On 1 June 1799 Eleanor married her father’s colleague Lord Hobart, Secretary of State for War and the Colonies. He was a year younger than Pitt, had lost his first wife when he was Governor of Madras, and brought Eleanor a stepdaughter, Sarah, and an illegitimate son, Henry Ellis, whom he had adopted from an affair before his first marriage. Widowers were in plentiful supply at a time when so many women died in childbed; even Louisa’s husband Andrew Wedderburn would be a widower in his twenties when they married.


Pitt still valued Auckland’s advice, especially on the Irish question after the last traces of the 1798 rebellion had been suppressed. Separate Acts of Union would be submitted to the Parliaments in Westminster and Dublin before being approved by the King. Once these were passed the Irish Parliament (of which Lord Edward had been a member while secretly fomenting revolution) would be abolished. The island would be ruled directly from Westminster, with a few representative Irish peers allowed seats in the House of Commons. To gain support for the Union among the Irish, Pitt wanted to repeal the seventeenth-century Test Acts, which excluded non-members of the Church of England from the universities, Parliament and military and civil office. Both Auckland and his son-in-law Hobart, who worked together on drafting the Acts, were hard-line Protestants who distrusted all religious groups outside the Established Church. Staunch in the old Whig belief that Catholicism was politically dangerous and Dissent a prop for radicalism, Lord Auckland explained the Test Acts to William, then at Christ Church, as


barriers established by the wisdom of our ancestors for the safety of our civil and religious constitution. The repeal of those laws would open to the Catholics, and to every description of Dissenters, the judicial offices, the executive offices, and Parliament.16


It may have been he who persuaded the King to refuse to consent to the Acts unless Pitt dropped the emancipation proposal. The Acts were passed in 1800 and came into force on 1 January 1801, whereupon Pitt resigned as Prime Minister and left Auckland out of his Cabinet when he formed his second ministry in 1804.







	*		In 1824 the bill of sale for Eden Farm gave the total acreage as 303 acres, 1 rod, 24 perches, of which the park contained just over 173 acres.



	†		Originally planned as a two-volume work, it ran to four volumes and was published in 1861-62.



	‡		‘A sight to make surrounding nations stare; A kingdom trusted to a schoolboy’s care’ (1785, in The Rolliad, Part the First, 61).

















Chapter 3

George







Until William drowned himself, George was used to accepting second place. Inseparable from William when young, he was a year or two junior to him at Eton, but went up to Christ Church several months after William had left aged barely nineteen. Like the heirs to dukedoms and earldoms who drifted briefly through Oxford expecting to be granted courtesy noblemen’s degrees, William had been encouraged to cut short his education in favour of a prestigious job and an added sinecure that was worth far more than his earned income. There is no evidence that he and his father kept up his Latin and Greek together as Lord Auckland had suggested they might.


George, on the other hand, was a less favoured younger son. He needed to take his degree before reading for the Bar at Lincoln’s Inn, as his father had before entering the Middle Temple. Earning a studentship with a stipend, George took four years to follow the full Christ Church course of classical and philosophical studies, logic, rhetoric, mathematics and ‘polite letters’ that the Dean, Cyril Jackson, thought suitable for high-flyers. He graduated Bachelor of Arts and entered Lincoln’s Inn to train for a legal career in 1806, the year in which his father joined the Ministry of All the Talents, William became MP for New Woodstock, and their sisters Catherine, Caroline and Louisa all married.


No portrait of William has survived. There are no comments on his character by friends or siblings, and no private papers apart from a few letters he wrote his father, mainly on political business, and those last, irresolute notes about changes of plan. We can imagine him as a formally polite young man with a quiet sense of humour, deferential to his elders and good at keeping secrets. As his mother bottled up her grief at the loss of two of her young sons, and both she and Lord Auckland refrained from mentioning William after the inquest and funeral, William himself may have suppressed deep feelings of inadequacy and dread until the lapping of the Thames called out to him in the darkness.


George had a lighter touch. He cultivated informality and kept his hair cropped short through his lifetime, when most of the men he knew wore lustrous, wavy locks. Perhaps he had adopted the cut for comfort when wearing a barrister’s wig and had simply continued the habit.* In fine weather he often chose to walk the ten miles from central London to Eden Farm, through the Camberwell market gardens to Dulwich Wood and down over Penge Common, instead of arranging to be met by a groom with a spare horse at a pub called the Leaping Bar in Old Street. He liked to joke, with a warmly self-deprecatory sense of humour. ‘My dear Mother, I am made Master of hearts tomorrow,’ he wrote from Oxford on 16 December 1806.1 ‘More bugs than briefs, more fleas than fees,’ he reported home on conditions while practising on the Northern Circuit.2


Two weeks after William’s funeral, as a matter of family duty, he stood for Parliament in a by-election at New Woodstock, and was elected as a matter of course. He paid his own expenses but did not attend the hustings. Entering Parliament left him financially worse off, since it meant he had to give up the Demerara sinecure. In 1806 his father had tried to persuade the Prime Minister, Lord Grenville, to find him some additional sinecure ‘not incompatible with the study of the law’, but that request had come to nothing.3 Family friends urged the Tory Prime Minister Spencer Perceval to appoint him to William’s Tellership of the Exchequer, but Perceval gave it instead to a Tory government supporter, Charles Yorke.4 George then lost the Deputy’s salary and failed to persuade Yorke to compensate him as William had compensated his own sacked Deputy.5 Unsure how his political future would shape up, he decided to keep his chambers and continue his work on the Northern Circuit.


That was just as well, since his godfather and patron the Duke of Marlborough had come under the dictatorial influence of his eldest son and treated him less tolerantly than he had William. Within a year he was feeling uneasy. ‘A seat in Parliament held upon terms contrary to political opinions or for the mere purpose of franking would to my mind be neither valuable nor creditable,’ he wrote to his father on 6 January 1811.6 Members of Parliament enjoyed the much abused privilege of free postage, which encouraged their family members and friends to expect a constant supply of franked covers for their private correspondence. Lord Lansdowne, by then a good friend, offered to put him up for his pocket borough of Calne, near Bowood, but he hesitated to abandon the Blenheim connection.7 In the 1812 election the Duke capriciously removed him from Woodstock to be his ‘collar dog’, or parliamentary candidate for Oxford, a contest he lost to an unexpectedly powerful rival.8 In November 1813, when he had been out of Parliament for a year, the Duke restored him to the Woodstock seat, but just over six months later he inherited his father’s title and moved up to the House of Lords.


As William had done, George kept in touch with his father about political developments and the war news. As he and William had done together, he accepted invitations to Lord Grenville’s Dropmore House in Buckinghamshire or Boconnoc in Cornwall. He and William had enjoyed staying at Boconnoc, where Lord Grenville (William wrote) kept early hours, spent most of the day in his woods and fields, was no more likely to mention politics than astrology, and put off the arrival of the newspaper until evening so that it should not spoil the day.9 Four years later Grenville praised George’s maiden speech on 15 July 1811 attacking the promotion of paper currency in the Gold Coin and Bank-Note Bill. ‘I have always thought that he possessed considerable talents for business […] I hope he will persevere,’ he told Lord Auckland.10





As a young man about town, living in chambers, George mixed with the fashionable young set during the season. Some of them were Regency rakes, drinking heavily, gambling, frequenting prostitutes and seducing, or being seduced by, married women. George was shy and more restrained, although not sanctimonious. He belonged to the all-male Whig stronghold of Brooks’s Club, and frequented mixed company at dinners, dances and the theatre. At one point it even occurred to him to get married, in the impulsive way of young men seeking an escape from the parental home.


Mary, who was nine years younger than George, came out as a debutante in the spring of 1811. At that stage she might have married and disappeared from the scene like her sister Louisa, who had inherited their mother’s superabundant fertility and would give birth to sixteen or seventeen children. Mary, however, was harder to please. She liked accepting social invitations and was in no hurry to settle down. Flirtations and sexual pairings were not the only products of the season. Some debutantes, bored with being chaperoned and finding male partners heavy going, made easy, relaxing friendships with other girls of the same age, enjoying the instant intimacy of a same-sex peer group who had different backgrounds and experiences to compare.


Mary’s new friendship was not exactly one of equals. Anne Isabella (‘Annabella’) Milbanke, from Seaham Hall near Sunderland, was nineteen that spring and in her second London season. An intellectually precocious only child, encouraged by her parents, she had grown up solemn and self-justifying with formidable reserves of self-belief. In London she was a fearless networker, good at gaining invitations to houses where she could enjoy serious conversation, while also enjoying dancing, dining out and being admired. Needing a less brilliant friend to condescend to, she must have found Mary an attractive and useful person to know, with her large, welcoming family and her country home close to London. The girls may even have established a County Durham connection, since Annabella’s reforming Whig father Sir Ralph Milbanke had succeeded Mary’s uncle Sir John Eden as MP for the county. When Mary took her back to Eden Farm, Annabella impressed the Aucklands with the maturity of her views. She added George to the string of her London admirers, respecting his Whig principles, sound judgement and application to hard work, and finding him reliably good company on the social scene.


George proposed to Annabella in late July 1811, on her second visit to Eden Farm. The achievement of winning her might have helped to compensate his parents for their recent loss, while boosting his own morale at a time when he was uncertain about his future. The fact that the accomplished Annabella was an heiress would have counted in her favour, since George had nothing to offer in the way of property and little in the way of money. It’s hard to imagine what, if anything, he envisaged as their future home: perhaps a place on her parents’ estate at Seaham while he continued to practise on the Northern Circuit, and a London house and perhaps Eden Farm (Annabella had been charming about it) in the long term.


To the Aucklands’ disappointment, Annabella turned him down. Lady Auckland sent her regrets, hoping Annabella would remain a family friend and telling her how much she and her husband admired her for a ‘character so far beyond what any of your years possess.’11 If fourteen-year-old Emily suspected that her mother thought her own daughters were inferior to Annabella, she may have felt the first twinges of a resentment that would persist long after Lady Auckland’s death. ‘If mothers would take the same pains, not to hurt their children’s feelings, that they do not to hurt other people’s children,’ she wrote to Mary in her early fifties,


it would make homes much happier. They should not twit them with not marrying, or with being plain, etc., and they should enter, whether they feel it or not, into their children’s tastes […] One of the remorses of my life is not having loved my mother enough, because she was a most excellent mother; but she rather teased me, and held up other girls, and roused bad feelings of jealousy.12


Unfazed by Annabella’s refusal, George continued to keep her company in London, either alone or with other young men. He got on well with her parents and stayed with them at Seaham when travelling in the north. In 1812 Mary had a second season, with the Aucklands in attendance in a rented house in Hertford Street, Mayfair. Annabella took a break from London in early August, stayed briefly at Eden Farm and inspected Tunbridge Wells, where she would become one of the fashionable crowd who took the waters at the end of the summer season. After attending a ball with George and Lord Jocelyn ‘till Sunrise’ on a day in late June, she had contrasted their characters in her journal. George was steady, pragmatic, unexciting and sensible, while Lord Jocelyn was flightily imaginative and romantically generous.13 Neither, it seemed, measured up to her expectations of a worthwhile partner. Another possibility hovered: the challengingly equivocal figure of Lord Byron, who had emerged as an instant celebrity after publishing the first two cantos of his provocatively opinionated, sexily passionate, partly confessional poem Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage that spring.


Alternately pursuing and withdrawing from her that summer, Byron had been inhibited by rumours about her relationship with George. ‘I certainly did wish to cultivate her acquaintance, but C[aroline] told me she was engaged to Eden, as did several others,’ he told his confidante, Annabella’s aunt Lady Melbourne.14 ‘C’ was Lady Melbourne’s daughter-in-law Lady Caroline Lamb, whose possessively stormy affair with Byron had begun to exasperate him. Lady Caroline had warned Annabella off her territory, as well as purveying the fake news of her engagement to George. In self-defence Annabella also laid a false trail, giving Byron a general impression that her emotions were engaged elsewhere. In a fierce exchange of letters with him in the summer of 1814, she wrote:


From Lady M[elbourne] I learned that the present Lord Auckland [George] was unjustifiably named as the object of my attachment. Never having imagined him to be so […] I must add in exculpation of him, since he deserves from me the highest tribute of esteem, that I am persuaded he would have felt as much indignation as any one at the busy zeal of his unauthorized advocates.15


Mary may have learnt something of this drama as it occurred. Annabella certainly turned back to her for company after the end of her year-long marriage to Byron early in 1816. If Emily was excluded (as seems likely) from Annabella’s confidences to Mary and their mother, the knowledge that their conversation was about the misdeeds of Byron must have sharpened her enjoyment of Childe Harold and The Giaour and The Bride of Abydos that followed. She fantasized romantically about him, and shared what she knew of his subversive admiration for the ‘little pagod’ Napoleon.16


George distanced himself from Annabella after her marriage. He was not at Eden Farm when she stayed there with her baby Ada in September 1816 and 1817, probably on her way to or from Tunbridge Wells. In April 1817 Mary spent some time with Annabella in a rented house in Hampstead. In May, however, when she invited Mary to the Leicestershire estate recently inherited from her late uncle George vetoed the idea. In order to fetch Mary home he would have to spend at least one night under the same roof as Annabella, and that might lead to gossip.17 Byron’s death in Greece in 1824 raised a possibility that George waved aside. ‘I believe that I am not going to be married to Lady Byron,’ he scribbled as a postscript to one of Emily’s letters to a girlfriend, which went out under his franked cover. ‘I know that I have not seen her for some years.’18





George’s year was partitioned by the seasons, like those of most people he knew. He was usually in London from early February to the end of July, unless work called him to one of the Lenten or summer assizes in Lancaster, York, Durham or Newcastle-on-Tyne. From August until January he was free to travel, and he spent much of that time away from Eden Farm. Lord Auckland had set a pattern of autumn excursions into the country, taking his wife and younger children in his coach and six to stay with colleagues and married daughters, some of whom the family visited more often than others. Eleanor Buckinghamshire at Nocton in Lincolnshire and Charlotte Godolphin Osborne at Gogmagog, near Cambridge, both lived far enough away to put a strain on the itinerary and did not always expect to be included in the tour. Both their husbands were politicians and maintained London households during the season. The fourth, more easily reachable daughter, Caroline, had married Arthur Vansittart, a rich Berkshire landowner and former Pittite MP, in the same batch of 1806 weddings as Catherine’s to Arthur’s cousin, Nicholas Vansittart, and seventeen-year-old Louisa’s to Andrew Wedderburn. Caroline and Arthur lived at Shottesbrooke, near Maidenhead, which was conveniently close to Lord Grenville’s Dropmore. George often stayed with them independently, combining the two destinations.


The Wedderburns (who in 1814 changed their surname to Colvile) lived even closer to home. A few years after their marriage they leased Langley Farm, which was next to Eden Farm and reached from it by a private bridge. There practical, motherly, innocent Louisa spent most of the next twenty years, while her husband worked in Leadenhall Street in the City, trading in sugar and promoting slave-ownership through the Society of West India Planters and Merchants. As they had married when the agitation against the slave trade was at its height, the family must have suppressed their liberal views in Andrew’s presence, much as Sir Thomas Bertram’s family in Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park kept silent for the opposite reason when Fanny Price asked their father about the slave trade. By the mid-1830s Andrew would own 3,366 slaves on thirteen separate estates in Jamaica, together with 72 slaves in Antigua and 209 on plantations in British Guiana. Later he would ship indentured labourers to Guiana from Bengal.19 In 1824 he cruelly disowned his mixed-race half-brother Robert Wedderburn, an episode publicized in the paper Bell’s Life and in Wedderburn’s pamphlet The Horrors of Slavery, but possibly unknown to the Edens. They appreciated Andrew’s savvy usefulness, and after he died in 1856 Emily wrote ‘He was a sort of Head of the family to all of us – for we all went to him for advice & help on any matter of business.’20


Some of George’s autumn visits were dutiful. In October 1811 he stayed at Blenheim Palace to keep the Duke of Marlborough sweet, witnessing the Duke’s eccentric method of slaughtering game birds:


He shoots from a garden chair which is wheeled through the woods in paths cut on purpose for him. The wood itself has been cut down to four feet with the exception of a few tall trees in the middle that his sight of the birds may not be interrupted. With all this however he enjoys the sport amazingly.21


By November he liked to get away for pure recreation. His favourite refuge, for fun and woodcock shooting, was the Dorset home of his young friend Henry Fox-Strangways, third Earl of Ilchester, who had overlapped with him at Christ Church. The Earl was a cousin of the radical Whig politicians Charles James Fox and his nephew Lord Holland, and although non-political sometimes voted with George on important issues in the Lords. He had inherited the earldom, with Melbury House and Abbotsbury Castle and swannery, on his father’s death in 1802 when he was fifteen. George was visiting Melbury by 1807, when Ilchester was still an undergraduate. He was fond of the whole Fox-Strangways family, nurturing protective feelings towards Lord Ilchester and warm friendships with two of his older, married sisters, Lady Mary Lucy Talbot of Penrice, Glamorganshire and Lady Elizabeth Feilding, formerly Talbot, the wife of an unemployed naval man, Charles Feilding. The Feildings had no settled home apart from a little-used town house in Sackville Street, Piccadilly. When George first knew Elizabeth she alternated between Penrice and Melbury, since Lacock Abbey in Wiltshire, her home during her previous marriage, had been left to her son Henry Fox Talbot, the future pioneer of photography, but was rented out. She and Feilding lived abroad for economy after the slump of the early 1820s, and George kept a succession of her scattily written, unsigned letters, which hint at a past romantic entanglement. ‘Heu! quam felix fui! [Alas! how happy I was]’ she exclaimed, promising to think of him at ‘dear Melbury’ in November.22


In December he was ready to move on to the Christmas and New Year entertainments at Bowood House in Wiltshire. Lord Henry Petty had married Lord Ilchester’s formidable sister Louisa in 1808, strengthening the Whig cousinhood and giving it a powerful country base when he became Lord Lansdowne and inherited Bowood in 1809. George described his first visit there to his parents, a year or two after William’s death.


This house is on a great scale and made very comfortable. When Lady Lansdowne came here two years ago she was obliged to dine upon a board put over two carpenter’s stools and almost every room is now completely furnished. The grounds appear to be handsome but with a want of old timber – the late Lord made sad havock with all the woods.23


It was the beginning of a relationship that would give him enormous help in his political career once the Whigs returned to power in 1830. It also confirmed his liking for staying at friends’ country houses, enjoying their generous willingness to throw open a large mansion with a picture gallery full of ancestrally collected Old Masters, a library of precious books and curiosities, and vast acres for comradely rough shooting, together with the sociability and absence of family worries that went with being an unencumbered bachelor guest.
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