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FOREWORD





Melbourne is already the subject of one of the most delightful biographies of our age. Why then write another? For one thing, it is nearly thirty years since Lord David Cecil completed his biography, nearly forty since he published the first volume. I have been able to consult many papers which, for one reason or another, were not then available. On the political side the most relevant are probably those of Lord Brougham and Edward Ellice, of Earl Grey and his son, Lord Howick. On the personal side I have had the great good fortune to stumble on 25,000 words or so of Melbourne’s autobiography as well as a massive series of letters to and from Lady Branden and from Mrs Norton.


But more important even than this is the fact that my understanding of Melbourne differs sharply from that of Lord David. When I first read Lord M many years ago I could not understand how a man so insouciant, detached and free from ambition, could have held together a cabinet of warring prima-donnas over seven such difficult years. I still do not think he could have. I agree with Lord David that Melbourne as a friend or relative must have been one of the most delightful, wise and entertaining of men, but in public life I believe him also to have been ambitious, cynical and almost wholly without political principle. He was, in short, much less of a carefree amateur, much more of a politician. Every biographer perhaps to some extent is a victim of his generation and of his prejudices. If so, Lord David has enjoyed incomparably the happier lot. But, almost regretfully, I fear that I am right. 
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CHAPTER 1


The Child





WILLIAM LAMB, 2nd Viscount Melbourne, was not born into the Whig oligarchy; that ‘Sacred Circle of the Great-Grandmotherhood’1  which considered itself entrusted with the guardianship of the British constitution as laid down at the time of the Glorious Revolution. He was not even tenuously related to the Dukes of Bedford or of Devonshire, of Portland or, indeed, of Omnium. By title he was an aristocrat, but by ancestry his claims must have seemed frail to his better-bred contemporaries. Some purists might even have denied him the title of gentleman. Such comments may seem unnecessarily negative as an opening to a biography. The concept of Lamb, however, as a member of a privileged élite who was propelled almost against his will into positions of great responsibility is so misleading that it cannot too rapidly be dispelled.


It would, of course, be absurd to deny that he enjoyed a privileged position. The Lambs were an exceedingly wealthy family. Much of their money was accumulated by the uncle of William’s grandfather, Peniston. In 1842 a Mr Richard Sprye conducted an exhaustive enquiry into the family’s origins and could come up with nothing more romantic than a ‘citizen and saddler’ on one side and a coachmaker on the other, who lived in Southwell at the end of the seventeenth century.2 Peniston emerged from this shadowy background to study law, become a conveyancer and amass a large fortune, mainly, it would appear, at the expense of his most loyal patrons, the Cecils of Hatfield.3 Peniston’s nephews, Matthew and Robert – ‘who their father was I haven’t the least idea,’ admitted William cheerfully4 – inherited their uncle’s money and continued the good work. Matthew, William’s grandfather, greatly increased the family fortune and carried on the tradition of despoiling the Cecils. A visitor to Brocket Hall, the Lambs’ home in Hertfordshire, was surprised to find that some fishing close to the house belonged to this family. ‘Well,’ William is supposed to have said, ‘I believe my grandfather did the Salisburys out of some land in that direction, and was generous enough to leave them the fishing.’5 He did no less well out of Lord Egmont, though no doubt also well by him since Matthew Lamb was a business-man of singular dexterity. As perpetual solicitor to the Post Office he feathered his nest still further and by 1741 was able to afford the luxury of a seat in parliament.


But Matthew’s main achievement was not pecuniary. In 1740 he won the hand of Charlotte Coke, heiress of Melbourne Hall in Derbyshire and the rich lands that surround it. In an age when mésalliances were rare and attorneys held by the gentry to be little better than tradesmen, the feat was astonishing. The Cokes were an eminent family who had played a part in national affairs for two centuries or more. Nor were they now impoverished: the farms around Melbourne alone brought in some £6000 a year. Melbourne Hall was and mercifully is one of the most exquisite of the smaller stately homes of England, while the formal gardens, laid out by Henry Wise, pupil and rival of Lenôtre, are as close to perfection as any in the country. When Matthew Lamb, by then a baronet, died at the age of sixty-four, he left to his son Peniston, money, land and investments worth something close to a million pounds in the currency of the time.


Peniston Lamb was hardly worthy of such affluence. He was affable, generous and not ill-looking – though the Duke of Sutherland described him as short and fat.6 With that humble tally concludes the catalogue of his virtues. He was lazy, self-indulgent and lecherous; a weak and stupid man who allowed himself to be led by those around him except when injured vanity provoked him into usually ill-judged activity. He did little harm but less good. Thrust into parliament when only twenty-two he achieved nothing and, left to himself, would have squandered his fortune inconspicuously: gambling here, fornicating there, and leaving no mark behind him.


He was not left to himself. In 1769 he married one of the most formidable women of the age. Elizabeth Milbanke came from an old Yorkshire family. One of her ancestors had been cup-bearer to Mary Queen of Scots and his descendants had languished in the distinguished obscurity which such an office might be expected to foreshadow. Distinguished obscurity was not at all to Miss Milbanke’s taste. At the age of nineteen she bore her wit, her beauty and her breeding to the London marriage market and traded them in for the vast wealth and high degree of independence which she knew a wedding with Peniston Lamb would offer her.


He could have done a lot worse. Lady Melbourne, as she was to become when her husband was given an Irish barony the year after their marriage, had many admirers, most of them men, and a few harsh critics, almost all of them women. Friend and foe, however, united in admitting her cool cleverness, her discretion and her inflexible determination. She was a beautiful and sensual woman, who got much satisfaction from both these attributes; she was well read and intelligent, a good talker and a sympathetic listener; but all her talents for pleasing, intellectually as well as physically, were harnessed to a driving ambition. She wanted to be at the centre of London society, she wanted influence, she wanted power. Lady Holland spoke for the opposition when she wrote that Lady Melbourne put her in mind of Madame de Merteuil in Les Liaisons Dangereuses,7 but the jibe, though not wholly unjustified, was far from the whole story. She was to be a loving mother, a loyal friend, within her own terms of reference a conscientious wife, and one of the most delightful of companions. Byron wrote of ‘the magical influence … that you possess not only over me but anyone on whom you please to exert it,’8 and her power to fascinate left its mark upon her generation. Nor was it only men whom she could beguile: the Duchess of Devonshire, undisputed queen of London society, adopted her as her most cherished confidante and bore her into the innermost sanctum of the Whig beau monde.


It was not probable that such a woman should long be contented with her serviceable but unsatisfying husband. It was, however, Lord Melbourne who began the rot. Within a year of his marriage he was busily wooing Mrs Baddeley, a fashionable courtesan who was equally sought after by the Dukes of Northumberland and Queensberry. He lavished jewellery upon her, was constantly making her presents of £200 or £300, writing her love letters in which the grammar and spelling were as original as the sentiments were trite: ‘I should be happey in seeing my love evry minnit, with sending you a thousand kisses’.9 Lady Melbourne was said to have been aware of the liaison and to have ignored it. Any other behaviour would have been out of character, and her husband’s infidelity gave her licence – if licence she needed – to conduct as many affairs of her own as she felt inclined.


A few days before he died William was found by his nephew Spencer Cowper seated in front of his mother’s portrait and muttering to himself: ‘A very clever woman, kindhearted, not chaste, no not chaste, but sagacious and of excellent judgment’.10 One of the problems of the biographer is assessing the value of scandal which was taken for granted by contemporaries but for which no documentary evidence exists. If everyone, meaning everyone in London society, assumed that Lady Melbourne was the mistress of Lord Coleraine or the Prince of Wales, then everyone may well have been right – yet it is only necessary to consider some of the palpable nonsense which ‘everyone’ has believed in our own time to realize how unreliable popular report can be. The late eighteenth century was, however, not a period in which marital fidelity was a virtue highly esteemed among the upper classes, nor was Lady Melbourne the woman to let convention stand in the way of the discreet enjoyment of her pleasures. There is no reason to doubt that, from the birth of their eldest son Peniston in May 1770, the Melbournes’ marriage became increasingly an affair of social convenience. Lord Melbourne may not have relished the arrangement but at least he was thrown various sops along the way: an Irish viscountcy in 1781, a post as gentleman of the bedchamber to the Prince of Wales in 1784 and the long awaited English peerage with its seat in the House of Lords in 1815. On 15 March 1779 he was also presented with a second son.


*


Lady Melbourne’s marital aberrations are of little interest except in so far as they bear on the paternity of William Lamb. At the time of his birth and for some time previously William’s mother had been conspicuously allied with Lord Egremont, a man magnificent in his riches and in his generosity, connoisseur and collector of all things beautiful among which women were not the least. There is, there could be, nothing on paper to prove that William was Lord Egremont’s son – even the claim that he inherited a large sum from his putative father does not survive a reading of Egremont’s will.11 Yet at the time, those who had some reason to think themselves well-informed had no doubts on the subject: Greville and Creevey took it for granted in their journals; Lord Holland, when Hobhouse remarked that he had never seen Egremont, replied, ‘“You have often seen someone very like him”, meaning our master Melbourne’.12 Portraits are uncertain evidence, yet it does not require too active an exercise of imagination to see some likeness between Egremont and the adult Melbourne. Probably one can get no nearer the truth than in Hayward’s anecdote, apocryphal or not. Landseer, when inspecting the portraits at Brocket, came to one of Lord Egremont, started and looked round at his host. ‘Aye, you have heard that story, have you?’ commented William. ‘It’s all a damned lie, for all that!’ Then, half aloud, ‘But who the devil can tell who’s anybody’s father?’13


In 1813, when temporarily out of the House of Commons, William Lamb decided to divert himself by writing the story of his life. Though disarmingly frank about many features of his life he says little about his family and is reticent on many details about which the biographer longs to know. A letter written to his brother Fred shortly before he died makes it clear that he envisaged its eventual publication. It is nevertheless a fascinating document and by far the best source available on the first thirty years of his life.* The opening sentence is admittedly discouraging – ‘Of my childhood I recollect nothing which even to myself appears worthy of being recorded’ – but fortunately it is possible to find other material to fill this unsatisfactory blank.14


Until the age of seven, when he was put in the charge of a private tutor, most of William’s childhood was passed on the banks of the River Lee at Brocket Hall, with occasional ventures into the more rarified atmosphere of Melbourne House in Piccadilly. After the nine years’ gap between Peniston and her second son, Lady Melbourne lost no time in enlarging her family. Frederick followed early in 1782, George in 1784, Emily in 1787 and finally the short-lived Harriet in 1789. Frederick was also generally attributed to Lord Egremont, George to the Prince of Wales – though the dates make this seem somewhat fanciful – while the two girls were held to be the acts of God, the Duke of Bedford, Lord Fitzwilliam, or indeed almost anyone except Lord Melbourne.


This ebullient gang – for the Lambs swiftly established a well-earned reputation for noisiness and high spirits – was entrusted for its early upbringing to a cantankerous old woman from Jersey whom Lady Melbourne, for some reason that the children were never able to fathom, adored and admired. William detested her and showed it. He was ‘dreadfully passionate’ when young, he told Victoria, and he battered his childish heart out against the inflexible armour of a professional nanny. Most frequent battlefield was the dining table. William was convinced that his enemy first found out what he most hated and then served it up on every occasion. The dish was boiled mutton and rice pudding, and meal after meal would end in defiance and hysterical tears. As a result he lost his appetite almost entirely, a curious affliction for a man whose gluttony was to be one of his most noted features. In the end the dragon from Jersey married Mr Bignor, a Swiss clergyman who had travelled with Peniston as tutor. An eighteenth-century household was not disposed to accommodate itself to so disreputable a romance; the husband continued to dine with the family, the wife in the servants’ hall. ‘One couldn’t do that in these days,’ said William wistfully many years later.15


No doubt because he had no intention of being indebted to a woman whom he so heartily disliked, William was slow in learning to read; ‘a work of heavy labour and most grievous suffering’, he described it. Writing went better, since he enjoyed the services of a Mr Cuppage whom he quite liked. Almost before he had mastered the elements of English, however, he had been promoted to Latin – a course of study which tormented him. In anguish he would gaze out of the schoolroom windows into the farmland which ran close up to the house: ‘I used to think how I wish I was one of those happy fellows in the field instead of learning this consumed Latin!’ It was a thought that, in one form or another, he was to voice throughout his life – with as much sincerity as is usually to be found in those who have never tried nor are likely to try the way of life they envy.


*


In the autumn of 1785 William was removed six miles from his family to board with the Rev. Thomas Marsham, curate of Hatfield. Marsham was a classicist of distinction, a scholar of Eton and a fellow of King’s. He was a dour, unimaginative man; not unkind by intention but making no concessions to human frailty and inclined to assume that any failure was the result of idleness or malevolence. His method of teaching was to place his pupil in front of a Latin text which, if not actually beyond his powers, would at least strain them to the uttermost, and leave him to get on with it. No relief was permitted until the task was done. ‘I have often thus remained with very short intervals during the whole day, and a great part of the night, and have resumed the same task the next morning without either hope or chance of accomplishing it. In this manner my mind lost all power of applying itself, or even of comprehending what it had to do …’


William did not take kindly to this regime. He evolved a form of passive resistance in which his chief weapon was to pretend to be ill: ‘I soon learned all the symptoms which were considered as the most alarming, pain in the head, weight at the stomach, and had no objection to swallow any potion provided by these means I could save myself from the punishment of returning to Mr Marsham.’ His mother, who was unusually attentive by the standards of the age, used anyway to enjoy rescuing her son from his durance whenever she was at Brocket. Furnished with so convincing an excuse she was quick to have him at home and if possible keep him there, whether or not she was taken in by his performance.


These interludes at Brocket or in London – when he was held to be too ill to play with his brothers and sisters and yet was in fact ready for anything – in one way changed his life. He discovered the delights of reading. His idea of heaven, he later said, was a bedroom with three libraries leading out of it. His taste was precocious and eclectic; he would read anything that he could lay his hands on and hungrily come back for more. From this period he particularly remembered Cook’s Voyages, Plutarch’s Lives, Goldsmith’s History of Rome, Voltaire’s History of Charles the Twelfth in translation, Robertson’s History of America, Pope’s translations of Homer. He spent days on end stretched on the couch in his mother’s room in Piccadilly gulping down Johnson’s Lives of the Poets. He even borrowed a translation of Ariosto from one of the footmen, a circumstance possibly connected in some way with his remark to Queen Victoria that everything useful he had learnt had come from a nurserymaid.16 One would like to know more about the footman.


But his leading passion, at the age of eight and for the rest of his life, was Shakespeare. He read the plays again and again until he could recite long passages by heart, often only understanding a little of what he read but intoxicated by the words and the sense of vast events shaping themselves on the periphery of his consciousness. He would act whole scenes by himself and composed an epic drama in Shakespearian style based on the life of Charlemagne. Though he was never taken to the theatre, the excitement he gained from reading plays was enough to kindle an obsessive ambition to be a dramatist, or better still an actor.


Mr Marsham thought all this deplorable: promiscuous reading weakened the intellect, sapped the concentration and could only lead to immorality. Lady Melbourne, on the other hand, was wholeheartedly in favour. It was by now becoming evident that Peniston, her eldest son, though handsome, friendly and by no means a fool, was without a particle of ambition. Lady Melbourne has usually been portrayed as insatiably anxious for her children’s advancement. There seems in fact no reason to think that she pushed them extravagantly far or fast; temperate in that as in all things she was as much concerned about their happiness as their advancement. But she did esteem success and with Peniston likely to win little glory except perhaps on the race-course, she transferred her hopes to her second son. William’s precocity delighted her, the pleasure which he gained from books and plays seemed to her natural and proper, his talents were obvious.


William responded eagerly to her encouragement and was proud of her good opinion. ‘Almost everybody’s character was formed by their mother,’ he told Victoria, and, ‘if the children did not turn out well, the mothers should be punished for it.’17 He would have applied this rule most emphatically to himself. Lady Melbourne was too wise and too cool to choke her children with an excess of maternal love, but her interest was keen and her influence great. On the whole it was beneficial. By the time he was ten William had learned to think for himself, to question dogmas and to delight in new knowledge and new experience. He also enjoyed the stability which comes from being part of a happy and united group of children. It was not a bad basis on which to build a life.


*


In September 1788 Peniston Lamb returned from a visit to the continent. Sophisticated, elegant, moderately debauched, he seemed to his younger brother a prodigy of adult splendour. When he descended on Mr Marsham and swept William away to stay with their parents at Melbourne, it was as if Prince Charming had broken the magician’s spell and set the prisoner free. There followed a baby grand tour of the stateliest Whig houses. Chats worth, Newborough and Castle Howard in turn amazed and delighted the impressionable child. After such glimpses of paradise it would have been hard indeed if he had been recalled to the dingy discipline of the curate’s house at Hatfield. Luckily he was not to be tested so unkindly. In the middle of November the family returned to London; at the end of the month Lord Melbourne, for once playing the father’s role, bore his apprehensive but optimistic son away with him to Eton.
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CHAPTER 2


The Student





ETON, like other leading schools, was, in academic terms, a factory for the production of classicists. Other subjects might figure in the curriculum but they were of little significance: the making of Latin verses, as William regretfully noted, was ‘almost the exclusive road to reputation at Eton’.


To be fair to the school, however, academic performance was by no means the only, or even the main purpose of its education. Eton was a forcing ground for the boys who would be entering parliament over the next ten years and governing Britain for the following thirty. It was taken for granted that the way of the Etonian would lie in public places and that he must be equipped for all the exigencies of such a role. Much emphasis was put on declamation and the boys were encouraged to debate and to orate formally at each other. But it was not so much what was taught that was important as the fact that the air itself seemed suffused with politics. The boys’ fathers ruled Britain and the boys not only assumed that they would take on the mantle but also that they were already associated in the work. In William’s first year the regency crisis was in issue. The school was split into two warring camps and each side urged its cause by methods perhaps more brutal but certainly little less sophisticated than those used by their fathers in the Houses of Lords and Commons.


In later life William was fond of quoting Talleyrand’s aphorism: ‘La meilleure éducation, c’est l’éducation Publique Anglaise; et c’est détestable.’ At first, at least, he found plenty to detest. Life was a series of disagreeable shocks for a gentle, slightly bookish child used to a home where he was treated as a civilized and almost adult being. On his arrival he was taken directly into chapel. A boy dropped his marble and William saw a master scowl at him ‘in menace of future punishment’. He thought no more about it, but as soon as the school reassembled the luckless child was called out of class and flogged. If this was the sort of punishment meted out for trifles, what could be reserved for more serious offences? Nor were the boys any less violent to one another. The proper way of settling any difference was by one’s fists. William became involved in some quarrel with a bigger boy ‘who had much longer arms and pounded amazingly. I stood and reflected a little, and thought to myself, and then gave it up. I thought that one of the most prudent acts, but I was reckoned very dastardly for it.’1 Undiscomfited, he made it a rule always to give up after the first round if he found that he was going to lose. Such behaviour could hardly have been more rational but a little boy who stood around and thought rather than knocked down his enemies was hardly likely to be a hero among his contemporaries.


It was not so much the violence as the neglect which disconcerted William. At midday on the first schoolday he found himself despatched to a field on the banks of the Thames where he was told to amuse himself for the next two hours. In alarm and perplexity he wandered around, wishing that someone would tell him what to do. ‘I thought it then very odd, for I had been accustomed to have two or three nursery maids after me, not allowing me to wet my heels …’2 He solaced himself by gorging at the tuckshop. His father had given him an extravagant amount of pocket money, more than ten guineas a term, and though he later discovered the delights of the dog-fighters, the rabbit-catchers and the boatmen, at the start every penny was spent at the pastry cooks. He stuffed himself with tarts, made himself sick, and, by the time he went home for the Christmas holidays, had spots all over his face.


At least the work did not pose any serious problems. In spite of his criticism of Mr Marsham, William found that he was well ahead of his contemporaries. His house-master was Dr William Langford, one of the most ferocious of Eton’s floggers at a time when corporal punishment was considered to be the panacea for almost every ill. He was a chaplain to George III and the harshness of his regime was mitigated by his frequent absences when he trailed off behind the court to Weymouth. He equally moved up to Windsor when the court was in residence but here there was no relief since he was close enough to Eton to know what was going on and his victims merely added the tedium of a walk to the Castle to the pain of their beating. He could have been worse. ‘A schoolmaster of more than thirty years standing who either preserves a tolerable degree of temper or is not worn down into complete carelessness and apathy is a man of considerable merit,’ wrote William. ‘Such a man was Dr Langford.’ But he was also vain, unimaginative and rather silly. He was so anxious that his boys should do him credit that he would sometimes write their verses for them and then bask in vicarious glory when the headmaster was told of their accomplishment. Even though William’s Greek was lamentable and he was never one of the outstanding Latinists, he was one of Dr Langford’s favourites. Indeed, he escaped with only three floggings in as many years. ‘I don’t think he flogged me enough,’ William told Victoria, ‘it would have been better if he had flogged me more.’3


A spotty and studious boy who refuses to fight and is a favourite of the teachers would seem destined to unpopularity, if not persecution. William escaped it. He was tolerably good at games, which may have helped; his lavish pocket money perhaps bought him a few friends and, more important than either of these, he was cheerful, friendly and relaxed. It was possible to ignore William Lamb but very hard to quarrel with him. He had too a kind of insouciance, an indifference to the woes which usually trouble schoolboys, which won the admiration of his contemporaries. He was not unconventional; he did not clash with the authorities; yet he went his own way and somehow contrived to give the impression that, when he conformed, he did so because he wanted to and not through lack of independence. For the first year or two of his Eton life he was tolerated, then he became popular, finally he found himself the height of fashion.


His last two years at Eton were happy ones. His Greek got no better but his masters comforted themselves with the fact that he was reasonably proficient in other subjects. For William himself the theatre became increasingly important. With a group of fellow enthusiasts he set up a stage in a room thirty feet long and ten wide and acted every kind of play. He was assistant stage manager and played Faulkland in a particularly ambitious performance of The Rivals. Mrs Malaprop was acted by Montgomery minor and Lamb minor, William’s brother Frederick, was cast as Sir Lucius.4 Some of the parents protested that their sons were spending too long on such diversions. The headmaster blandly agreed that the whole thing was unfortunate and should be stopped; then urged the boys in future to hold their rehearsals secretly. All did not run smoothly. ‘Our society,’ recorded William, ‘was disturbed by envy, jealousy and all the various passions, which produce intrigue and dissension in other theatres …’ The group broke up in disarray, to set up rival theatres and to write angry prologues and epilogues denouncing the amateurish bungling of the opposition.


On reflection William was more inclined to support the parents than the headmaster. For one thing he thought it possible that the boys who took the female roles might assume a ‘character of effeminacy’ which they would find hard to shake off in after life. Montgomery minor no doubt survived his stint as Mrs Malaprop, but what about the innocent ephebe who starred as Lydia Languish? More seriously, he thought that boys might become enraptured with all things theatrical and never escape the thrall. This was not as foolish as it might sound; it was a stage-struck age. Of William’s contemporaries at Eton one became a professional actor, several more wrote for the stage, while William himself thought nothing of devoting two months at a time to elaborate amateur theatricals in some country house. But nonetheless he felt that acting was a healthier pursuit than the likely alternatives: ‘drinking, racing, badger-baiting and the low company into which such amusements lead.’


His time on the stage was bought at the price of his concern for matters political. Unlike the preceding generation, of which Canning had been the golden boy, William’s immediate contemporaries took relatively little interest in what went on at Westminster. His division included Beau Brummel; a future Archbishop in Charles Sumner; Charles Stuart, who was to become Lord Stuart de Rothesay and a distinguished diplomatist; the next Duke of Atholl but one: but no one else who was to play any great part in government.5 Politics were part of their life but rarely a subject for passion.


By the time he was seventeen, William had had enough of school. Afterwards he regretted he had not stayed on for another year but at the time he was hungry for the world outside. He looked back benignly on his time at Eton – ‘seven years of as much enjoyment and satisfaction and as little vexation and discontent, as can fall to the lot of the years of childhood’. But he never felt that the public schools did a proper job of education; arithmetic and geometry were neglected to meet the demands of the teachers of the classics; modern languages or scientific subjects were unheard of. He told Victoria that the only things he learnt at Eton were punctuality and the value of time – he had never carried a watch in his life or had a clock in his room yet he always knew the hour with fair precision.6 Nor did he think well of the boarding school as a system of education. Too often a handful of ‘disagreeable, bad, blackguard boys’ would establish a reign of terror and intimidate or corrupt a whole generation. Boys learned to lie and cheat so as to escape from trouble, habits which they found hard to get rid of in later life.


Yet, in the long run, it probably mattered little. ‘The fact is, everybody is self taught,’ he wrote to Lord Holland in 1835. ‘Everybody learns a great deal more by himself and his own efforts, than he is taught by others …’7 He would have said much the same thing forty years before. At the time, however, he can have had little energy to spare for musing over the irrelevance or inadequacy of his education. His mind was filled with bright visions of what lay ahead in London and the world beyond, with ‘hope and anticipated pleasure and exultation at obtaining the liberty which I had so long desired’.


*


In October 1796 William Lamb went up to Trinity, Cambridge. For a young man in quest of a brave new world Trinity was a barren hunting ground. For fifty years it had mouldered intellectually, indeed physically. In 1786 four of the senior fellows were either mad or notoriously immoral and the other four had never had an original idea between them.8 William Wordsworth eyed these deplorable dotards from his window across the road in St John’s:




… grave elders, men unscoured, grotesque


In character, tricked out like aged trees,


Which through the lapse of their infirmity


Give ready place to any random seed


That chooses to be reared upon their trunks.9





Under their baleful sway entries dwindled to a mere forty a year. Since then things had improved a little. Thomas Postlethwaite, the new Master, though no reformer, was at least sane and sober; Thomas Jones, the senior tutor, did much to raise academic standards until his energies petered out in the quicksands of professorial opposition; but though Trinity had become more respectable it was still without that intellectual ferment which distinguishes any seat of learning worth the name. In this it was sadly representative of the whole university: William was later to tell Victoria that Oxford was for people of no talents, while Cambridge was best for clever people, but this was an uncharacteristic burst of chauvinism which in no way reflected his opinions at the time.10


William Lamb was entered as a Fellow Commoner, a device by which, on payment of an extra fee, an undergraduate could procure the privileges of a nobleman. William thus wore a hat instead of an academic cap, had elaborate gold embroidery on his gown and dined at the fellows’ table in knee breeches and stockings. More important, he was exempt from certain rules, lectures and examinations; the presence of a nobleman at Cambridge was felt to confer an honour on the institution which should not be tarnished by undue emphasis on discipline or hard labour. It was enough that he should divert himself in the time-honoured ways of ‘boating; fighting the bargees and the town; riding and walking; shooting and fishing’, and, of course, drinking and gambling.11


‘It would be difficult at any time,’ wrote William of himself at this period, ‘to find a person more completely conceited, presumptuous and self-confident, who had a greater contempt for most of the rest of mankind.’ He was an advanced example of that unattractive type, the boy who has been a success at school and considers that the same role is his of right in later life. His Etonian friends had assured him that he was possessed of transcendent talents and that any setbacks in the academic field were due to his natural reluctance to let himself be shackled by the bonds of scholasticism. His mother, who should have known better, told him that he was possessed of poetic genius. With his elder brother Peniston away from home and covering himself in no kind of glory he was free to lord it at Brocket, warmed by the reverence of his siblings. It was small wonder that he arrived at Cambridge convinced that the university had nothing to teach him but that he might, if he felt so inclined, teach the university a thing or two.


An inspired teacher could have engaged his interest and made him work, but inspiration was not a quality esteemed among the fellows of Trinity. The chief lecturer, with the unmerited name of Mr Lax, was a distinguished mathematician whose approach to Euripides was to analyse every sentence on principles derived from his favourite study. Grammatical construction was the main consideration, meaning or grace of expression of trivial importance. To a boy who had a real if still immature feeling for beauty in literature, such pedantry seemed intolerable. But at least Mr Lax tried. Mr Jones, when lecturing on metaphysics, ‘told us that Mr Locke’s ideas upon this subject were the most sound, that it was impossible that he should state them more clearly than they were stated in Mr Locke’s own work, to which he referred us, strongly recommending its perusal, and so dismissed us’. Though he still read largely, for life without books was never tolerable to William, he found The Sentimental Journey or Rousseau’s Confessions more stimulating than Mr Locke or Mr Lax, cut most of his lectures and almost entirely neglected his studies.


Instead he took up with the bloods, the gang of rich young men who made Trinity a by-word in the university for intemperance and indiscipline. Their wickedness was not particularly ambitious, but even in the foothills of debauchery they contrived to spend a lot of money, make more noise and do themselves a fair amount of harm. This might have been all right for William if he had got fun out of it; if he had indeed been, as biographers have painted him, in carefree quest of new sensations and much too happy in his independence to buckle down to a dour curriculum. But he was not. He aspired to the character of a libertine without having the temperament: ‘I got drunk without at that time loving drinking, affected amours which in fact would have turned me sick with disgust, and bought caps and whips without the least intention of going out a-hunting.’ When he was not tagging along behind the fast set he relapsed into idleness, lounging around with no idea how to divert himself. He suffered from a teen-age accidie, no less painful for being exaggerated. In later life he quoted approvingly Dr Langford’s indignant exclamation: ‘I had rather see you engaged in vice than doing nothing.’ But in his first year at Cambridge William had no stomach for vice and no energy for anything more rewarding.


After that things began to go better. His first long vacation he spent up at Cambridge and at last did some serious historical reading. He was seduced from these studies only by the discovery of Rousseau’s Nouvelle Héloise which produced in him ‘sensations of delight and enthusiasm which I hardly ever felt before or since’. Enraptured, he settled down to write a novel in the same style but the enterprise foundered. So did his entry for the Latin Ode competition; perhaps fortunately since the subject was Napoleon in Italy and William’s panegyric of the young republican general would hardly have endeared him to the Tory dons.


In the middle of the summer vacation he fell seriously ill. No clue remains as to the nature of his illness, but the doctors mismanaged it and it was eight months before he could return to Cambridge. By this time most of the raffish crew who had dominated Trinity the previous year had moved on and William felt free to follow his own inclinations. He by no means became a recluse but henceforth he shunned the more raucous forms of revelry. His progress as a classicist showed little improvement and he earned a rebuke from the senior fellow for his deplorable showing in the mathematics examination, but he began to win a reputation for declamation. In his final year he won a college prize and was called on to declaim, on any subject he chose, in the chapel at Trinity. He selected ‘The Progressive Improvements of Mankind’, a good Whig theme which would have caused a wry smile among those Radicals who were to complain in later years about Melbourne’s stubborn resistance to progress of any kind. The speech, anodyne enough and calculated to offend no one, was well received and was even honoured by Charles James Fox who borrowed a few sentences from it to decorate one of his speeches in the House of Commons.


William Lamb, therefore, left Cambridge with kinder feelings than when he had arrived. On the whole, however, he looked back on his time there with distaste. ‘It was spent neither in improvement nor in pleasure, but in listlessness and inactivity which leave behind them a sensation more uneasy than even a certain degree of contrition and repentance.’ It was said of the Duke of Newcastle that he lost two hours in the morning and spent the rest of the day running after them. Lamb took these words as the epitaph for his Cambridge career, only in his case it was three wasted years which he was never to recapture. In part he blamed the college authorities but far more he held himself responsible. Something, however, he had learnt, and he was never to forget it. When he left Cambridge he did so bearing with him ‘a consciousness of my own ignorance, a desire to learn, and a willingness to be taught’.


*


At the end of the eighteenth century, with the opportunities for a Grand Tour limited by the war with France, the fashion had grown up for a young gentleman of family to round off his education with a year or so in Scotland. Palmerston, Lansdowne, Dudley and John Russell, to mention only a few of Lamb’s future colleagues, all did their stint in the north. But this was in Edinburgh, a capital city admitted by the most bigoted of southerners to have a history and traditions, even a certain grandeur of its own. When Lord Lauderdale and the Duke of Bedford urged the merits of Glasgow on Lady Melbourne as a place for William’s further education, she may well have wondered where it was. So uncouth a provincial city could hold little to attract this most soignée of hostesses. Tobacco had made it rich but had hardly embellished it and its reputation was that of the dirtiest and most violent of Britain’s cities. Even the university was violent: student riots were frequent and the dons quick to retaliate. An undergraduate named James Mathie, suspected by Professor Moor of ridiculing him, was beaten to the floor by blows from a heavy wooden candlestick, accompanied by cries of ‘Wretch! Scoundrel! Puppy!’ ‘You old blinker, you shall pay for this!’ cried Mathie, gallantly tottering to his feet; but the Professor survived without serious criticism.12


In spite of such excesses the university had a deserved reputation for learning. Dr Johnson visited it with Boswell in 1773 and pronounced it worthy academically; he found ‘the habit of application much more general than in the neighbouring university of Edinburgh’.13 He did not take kindly to any of the professors but this is hardly surprising since the chief ornament of Glasgow, Professor John Millar, was a doctrinaire Whig of the most perfervid nature. He had rejoiced at the fall of the Bastille, remained undiscomfited by the Terror and earned discredit in 1798 by opposing a contribution of £300 from university funds for the defence of the realm. His book on the British government and constitution was dedicated to Charles James Fox. He was a brilliant lecturer on Scots Law and Jurisprudence and the father of the Scottish school of Roman Law. Originally destined for the church, he never lost his evangelical zeal but preached the gospel according to Adam Smith until his dying day.


James Mylne, Lamb’s other professor, was Millar’s son-in-law and henchman. Though he could not match his father-in-law’s scholarship he vied with him in ultra-Whiggery. In 1815, on the day that Napoleon’s return from Elba was announced, he selected for the morning service the psalm beginning:








Behold he comes! Your leader comes,


With might and honour crowned.














This somewhat partial comment on events was taken in bad part by certain of his colleagues. Charges of sedition were lodged against him but the matter was smoothed over and Mylne survived.14


As eager to heed his preceptors at Glasgow as he had been loath to do so at Cambridge, Lamb showed himself as good a Whig as any of his seniors. His views were orthodox Foxite with a flavour of Scottish sanctimoniousness. He wrote to his mother in indignation at the ‘low scurrility and weak reasoning’ which marked Grenville’s rejection of Bonaparte’s peace overtures early in 1800:




We have certainly been for a long time for freedom of thought and opinion, for public spirit and for toleration, the first nation in Europe. We have now certainly lost our superiority, and there is every reason to fear that we shall never regain it. We shall shortly be the last. We are fixed in bigotry and prejudices. We think there is no liberty but our liberty, no government but our government and no religion but our religion. Some time ago perhaps we were right in thinking so, but we have occasions enough before our eyes at present to induce us to alter our opinions.15





But though he delighted in laying down the law about matters political he devoted more of his energies to systematic study. He was hindered by the presence of his seventeen-year-old brother, Frederick. Though by no means a fool, Frederick had none of William’s intellectual curiosity. William was apparently self-confident and carefree but in fact racked by inner doubts; Frederick was sure about everything, above all his own capabilities. His leading fault was flippancy which matured into corroding cynicism. ‘He sees life in the most degrading light,’ complained Lady Granville, ‘and he simplifies the thing by thinking all men rogues and all women ***.’16 It was thought that a period in Glasgow before he went to Cambridge would steady him and perhaps help him to avoid some of the pitfalls into which his elder brother had stumbled. The experiment was moderately successful but William must often have been irritated by the presence of his ebullient junior.


‘There is nothing heard of in this house but study,’ grumbled Frederick.17 William was alternately appalled and exhilarated by the way of life to which he was now committed. It was, he recorded, ‘a course of study and exercise, of debate, doubt, contradiction and examination such as I had never witnessed nor been engaged in before’. Every morning there was a lecture on the Institutes of Justinian, with an examination the following day on the ground which had been covered. An hour a day was devoted to French. Three evenings a week there were lectures on government, every Saturday evening a formal debate; and at breakfast, dinner, supper and on every walk, endless conversation and argument about religion, metaphysics, law or politics. William enjoyed the talk but deplored the debating, mainly because he found it impossible to get to his feet and speak without ‘much awkwardness and hesitation’. He could not bear to make a fool of himself, particularly among people to whom secretly he felt himself superior, and so took the easy way of poking fun at the practice until his fellow students were contaminated by his disdain and abandoned the debates altogether.


There was not much in the social life of Glasgow to lure him from this austere regimen. He told his mother that he had dined out once with a wealthy merchant and that there had been several parties at Professor Millar’s. He seems to have been genuinely disconcerted to discover that the Glaswegians were not only human but even recognizably similar to their politer brethren from the south. ‘We drink healths at dinner, hand around the cake at tea and put our spoons into our cups when we desire to have no more; exactly in the same manner we used to behave at Eton and Cambridge.’ The only marked difference was ‘a devilish good one which ought to be adopted everywhere. After the cheese they send round the table a bottle of whisky and another of brandy, and the whole company male and female in general indulge in a dram. This is very comfortable and very exhilarating, and affords an opportunity for many jokes.’18 The trouble about the girls was that, though some of them were pretty enough, they were all of them blue-stockings at heart. William quoted poetry at them but Frederick noted that he seemed to be making no impression. It would be interesting to know the views of the Glasgow girls on these two brash and supercilious young men from London.


William was pleased enough with Glasgow to go back there for a second season but after that he had had enough. The climate depressed him, his companions seemed increasingly dour and earnest, he began to question a school of learning which could condemn poetry and painting as irrelevant trivialities and preach that utility was the sole test of value. Worst of all, he began to lose faith in Professor Millar. He found him impracticable, limited in his views, absurd in his claims for the Scottish schools of law and metaphysics. Even politically William began to waver and he finally parted company from his teacher when Millar convinced himself that it would be in the best interests of Britain to be conquered by France so as to rid her of her monstrous government. It was one thing, William felt, to stick up for the rights of the French; quite another to talk about the British being conquered by a bunch of foreigners.


William Lamb never denied the debt he owed to Millar. He came to Glasgow idle, shiftless and distracted; he left it having recaptured the will and the capacity to work. His casual scepticism had been transformed into a true spirit of enquiry, an unwillingness to accept dogma merely because it was preached by all around him. Above all he had learnt to listen to the arguments of others and, even though not converted, to respect the views of those who differed from him. He had acquired tolerance at an age when most young men shed one prejudice only to acquire another. He wrote to his mother that he disliked the dissenters, not because they dissented, but because they were:




more zealous and consequently more intolerant than the established church. Their only object is power. If we are to have a prevailing religion let us have one that is cool and indifferent and such a one we have got. Not that I am so foolish as to dread any fire and faggot and wheels and axes but there are other modes of persecution. Toleration is the only good and first principle, and toleration for every opinion that can possibly be formed.19





Such a sentiment might have been unremarkable if offered by Lord Melbourne to Queen Victoria in 1837. From William Lamb, aged just twenty, it was an observation of some significance.
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CHAPTER 3


A Way to Make





EUROPE in 1800 offered the English patriot little cheer. The war with France had been dragging on for seven years. At the end of 1799 Pitt’s second continental coalition was well established, the French were making overtures for peace and the end seemed in sight. Then Marengo and Hohenlinden shattered that rosy dream, the coalition crumbled, Austria retreated into neutrality, Russia into alliance with the French. There was no immediate reason to fear military defeat but as little to hope for victory; meanwhile the cost of the war became ever more intolerable. To add to the woes of the country, the harvest of 1800 was as bad as any for decades and the price of wheat rose alarmingly.


To generations whose idea of war is conditioned by black-out, rationing and air-raids the aspect of London would have appeared perplexing. A few more younger sons than usual were with their ships or regiments but society made no other concession to the perils of the hour. There were still balls and dinners; people grumbled about Mr Pitt’s iniquitous income tax but rarely indeed did they find it necessary to put down their carriages or discharge their servants. The face of politics, however, had been transformed. In 1794 the Duke of Portland had brought over the bulk of the Whigs to support Pitt’s Tory government. Only a handful of irreconcilables under the leadership of Charles James Fox remained to keep the banners flying. The Whig party, of course, in any contemporary sense of the word ‘party’, had never existed, but it had still achieved a certain cohesion of outlook and purpose.1 This cohesion was now shattered.


But though the Whig party might have disintegrated, the spirit of Whiggery was hardly affected. The Duke of Portland and his group did not consider themselves to be Tory converts but patriotic Whigs. Though they might differ with Fox and Grey on the proper attitude towards France and the French revolutionaries, on all the essential tenets of the Whig faith they were still as one.


So much is easily said, but to define those tenets is less easy. The perennial problem of the Whig party was indeed its search for an identity, a quest which only ended when it defined itself out of existence far on into the nineteenth century. The touchstone of the Whig faith could hardly be a belief in the need for parliamentary reform, for there were almost as many attitudes towards this problem as there were members of the party. Nor could it be retrenchment. Every Whig, it is true, preached tax reductions and strict economy, but then every opposition in every country habitually condemns the wanton extravagance of the sitting government. Grey perhaps summed it up as well as anyone when he wrote in 1817 that ‘the party principle which distinguishes us as Whigs is a principle of moderation and liberality, both in religion and government … complete toleration, or to speak more properly the rejection of all intolerance whether in the severer form of penal, or the milder form of disqualifying statutes; in short no imparity that cannot be proved to be necessary for the security of the state’.2  The Whigs stood, therefore, for Catholic Emancipation and the removal of restrictions on dissenters; within limits, for free speech and a free Press.


That all sounded properly liberal and right-minded but it must also be remembered that the Whigs were, for the most part, conservative by nature, drawing almost all their strength from a thousand or so rich, land-owning families, more than three hundred of which were titled.3 They were strong on principles but weak in practice, theoretical progressives who accepted the need for reform only as a lesser evil than revolution and to every liberal proposal appended a string of reactionary postscripts. Their limitations as reformers were to become apparent in the 1830s. In 1800, however, especially with many of its more traditionalist members in defection, the party showed only its more progressive side. To William Lamb – young, iconoclastic and more nearly an idealist than at any other moment of his life – it seemed the only force in politics which stood even approximately for what he believed in.


*


It would, indeed, have been surprising if Lamb had supported any other party. His father, it is true, had started as one of the dullest and dumbest members of North’s sheep-like army of supporters but since he had joined the Prince of Wales’s household in 1784 he had thrown his inconsiderable weight behind the Whigs. Lady Melbourne valued the Prince’s friendship and the entrée to Devonshire House far above any political principles. Peniston was said to be a Tory but his appearances in the House of Commons were so rare that he hardly affected the image of a family generally considered to be ranked with the opposition.


Even if the Lambs had been Tories however, William would still probably have retained enough Whiggish leanings from his time in Glasgow to steer him in that direction. Though in some ways he had outgrown Millar he never doubted the lucidity of his mind and the force of his reasoning. He reappeared on the London scene convinced of the superiority of his own information and logical powers, stoutly defending those extremist views which had offended him in Glasgow a few months before and viewing with somewhat priggish disdain those of his friends who failed to live up to his own self-righteous standards. Lady Holland observed him quizzically and found him ‘pleasant but supercilious, as he shut himself up in his own thoughts as soon as he saw Lord G[ranville?], Morpeth and Boringdon. He affects to hold them cheap for being anti-Jacobins’.4


It was left to Charles James Fox both to confirm William Lamb in his Whiggish sentiments and to cure his self-righteousness. Rare indeed was the young man who could resist that most beguiling of statesmen and Lamb responded gratefully to the warmth, the generosity and the charm which render Fox as vivid a myth today as he was in his own lifetime. Lamb idolized him. Trying to catch the evanescent image many years later he wrote of Fox’s ‘perfect truth and simplicity … in the total absence of anything like pompous reserve, in the candour and openness of his conversation, in the just weight which he allowed to whatever dropped from any other person, in the youthful energy of his mind, in the free communication of his knowledge and the open avowal of his ignorance’. He consciously tried to model his own behaviour on that of his hero and it is notable how many of the characteristics he thus noted were in turn remarked in him by the young men who approached him when he had won high office. Under Fox’s guidance Lamb learned that Morpeth and Boringdon were not necessarily imbecile in failing to perceive the splendour of the Jacobin revolution, but also that his principles were to be cherished and protected against all who might assail them.


*


Politics, however, did not bulk particularly large in Lamb’s mind after his return to London. There were so many other things to distract him. Sociable, amusing, exceptionally good-looking, well-connected and with plenty of money behind him, it was inevitable that he would succeed in the London drawing-rooms. He arrived, too, with an inflated reputation for intelligence. His prize-winning declamation had been printed and circulated as a pamphlet. Lady Bessborough read it and sent a copy to her son – ‘the style a little too flowery in some places,’ she commented, ‘but it certainly proves great genius’. Lady Holland was equally impressed by his contribution to ‘Monk’ Lewis’s translation of the Thirteenth Satire of Juvenal: ‘twenty-eight of the best lines are by William Lamb, a rising genius, who is to dine here for the first time today’. His absence of fortune saved him from the fate of those eligible bachelors who were yearly thrown to the wolves of the London season, but in every other way he was a most desirable adjunct to any party.5


Flattered and cosseted in this way a young man will usually become spoiled. William Lamb was no exception. He and his brother Frederick, Tom Sheridan, Lord Kinnaird, became the enfants terribles of London society: arriving ostentatiously late and often drunk; talking too loud, too coarsely and too much; swaggering around with arrogant indifference to the impression they made on those around them. Harriet Cavendish reported meeting him very drunk at a reception at Melbourne House; he talked to her ‘in a loud voice the whole time of the danger of a young woman believing in weligion and pwactising mowality’. Lamb could never dance in time and so affected to despise it, indeed to despise all music. When others danced he lounged on a sofa and looked supercilious. The impression he created can hardly have been attractive but the phase did not last long. Lamb was far too fond of rational conversation to waste many evenings in drunkenness; too kind-hearted to get satisfaction out of hurting people’s feelings; too attached to reading to wish to fritter away a lifetime in society.6


Though his family contrived to remain on good terms with the King and Queen they were part of the Carlton House set and the Prince of Wales was a frequent visitor at Melbourne House, by this date to be found in Whitehall in a building which is today the Scottish Office. Lamb was dining there with his parents and the Prince the night in May 1800 when the lunatic Hatfield fired at King George III as he entered his box at Drury Lane. The Prince was disposed to finish his dinner in peace but Lady Melbourne, who always knew what was proper and usually persuaded somebody else to do it, packed him off to the theatre to congratulate his father on his escape.7 William Lamb was taken along as an extra equerry and the Prince, who liked to have personable men about him, henceforth often invited him, with or without his parents, to Carlton House. It was hardly the ideal sur roundings for an impressionable young man but Lamb quickly acquired a capacity for taking what he wanted from a situation and ignoring the rest. It is doubtful whether the garish opulence of Carlton House impressed him much, certainly it did not corrupt him.


He found time to dabble in literary pursuits, though with mixed success. He had first found his way into print in a London newspaper when the Morning Chronicle published an anonymous poem attacking Canning and the other editors of that satirical Tory journal, the Anti-Jacobin.8 The climax of this pasquinade read:








Proceed – be more opprobrious if you can;


Proceed – be more abusive every hour;


To be more stupid is beyond your power.














The somewhat limp conclusion perhaps justified Canning’s reply in the next issue of the Anti-Jacobin, claiming that the editors rejoiced in ‘Censure, cloth’d in vapid verse like thine’. The effort was, however, approved of in Whig circles, which is more than can be said for a comedy The Fashionable Friends which was put on at Strawberry Hill in 1801. Lamb was said by some to have written the whole play. Certainly he wrote the epilogue which described what preceded it as being intended not merely to entertain but also:








To form the infant mind, and to explode


The old morality’s mistaken code.














Alas for such hopes, the play closed quietly after only three days; leaving the old morality unshaken.


But Lamb’s principal pastime at this period was both more demanding and less innocent. Some time towards the end of 1801 he became deeply involved with one of those fashionable poules de luxe who preyed on young men of good family and long purses.




I had fallen into the power of a lady of no very strict virtue and was entirely devoted to her. Morning, noon and night I was at her house or pining after the moment when I should be there. All my hours were passed in attending upon her, in flattering her vanity by exposing myself in public with her, in gratifying her fancies and obeying her caprices.





She seems to have been cold-blooded and unscrupulous even by the standards of her class. She decided quickly that Lamb did not have enough money to make him a really interesting victim but held on to him for want of someone better. Lamb’s infatuation continued until the summer of 1802 when he had promised to go to Scotland with his friend Kinnaird. Half anxious to escape, half loath to go, he told his mistress of his plans. She opposed them but with an unflattering lack of energy, ‘not, I believe, thinking me worth any very violent efforts and speculating upon more leisure, and vacancy for more advantageous connections’. Lamb broke away, and every mile he travelled the pains of parting seemed to grow less sharp and the pleasures of liberty more delectable. Ten days’ shooting completed the cure: he concluded that he had wasted his time and money and degraded himself into the bargain. He vowed to break off the connection and never to get himself into the same sort of mess again.


*


Diverting himself in Mayfair drawing-rooms and producing jeux d’ esprit for the fashionable stage were not of great service to a young man with a way to make in the world. Though Lord Melbourne was still a rich man he had been outspending his income for twenty years and the bulk of what was left of his fortune was destined for Peniston, the eldest son. William would never starve, but he would not have enough money to keep him in the style to which he was accustomed, still less to maintain a wife in the same state. Somehow he must earn his living.


There were not many paths open to a young man of family. Politics was the only career which immediately attracted Lamb and he had a private arrangement with Kinnaird that he would take over the latter’s seat at Leominster when his friend’s elderly father died and he was thus propelled into the House of Lords. Where the money was to come from, however, was less easy to settle. Getting and keeping a seat in the Commons was usually an expensive, often a cripplingly expensive business, and there were few pickings to be expected by a young man notoriously opposed to the policy of the government. It is said that Lady Melbourne once played with the idea of the church for her second son but that Lord Egremont dissuaded her.9 If true he acted wisely. Lamb might have made an excellent Renaissance or perhaps eighteenth-century prelate but he would have fitted unhappily on the bench of bishops in the early days of Queen Victoria. He had no taste for the army or navy; commerce was, of course, unthinkable; literature too uncertain. Diplomacy was a possibility but he loved London and did not think that he much cared for foreigners.


There remained the bar. This was a highly respectable profession: Campbell when he entered his chambers in 1801 noted gleefully that, ‘Almost all my neighbours are people of large income – Honourables, Rt Honourables, etc. A card with Lincoln’s Inn upon it is as genteel for a young man as Grosvenor Square’.10 It could also – given a judicious combination of brains, industry and good connections – prove uncommonly lucrative. Finally Lamb felt himself well suited for it, priding himself on his logical mind and powers of persuasion. He moved into his chambers in Lincoln’s Inn just before Christmas, 1801, but devoted his first year almost exclusively to the pursuit of his courtesan and shooting in Scotland. It was not till November 1802 that he settled down to serious study.


It was Cambridge all over again. Lamb wrote that he took to the Law ‘with contemptuous notions both of the system and its professors’. He knew it all already or would find it out within a few weeks, and what is more ‘would be able to elucidate it with a clearness and reduce it to an order hitherto unknown either in Lincoln’s Inn or Westminster Hall’. It took him only a few weeks to realize how irrelevant were his principles and reflections amid the maze of precedents which composed the law of England; two years to discard all he had learned in Glasgow and memorize the tedious rituals which were the life-blood of the barrister. Lamb loathed the drudgery, but concluded that the price must be paid. In Michaelmas 1804, on the same date as Charles Pepys, the future Lord Chancellor, he was called to the bar.


His career must have been one of the briefest in legal history. He elected to work in the north, partly because the area was one of the less fashionable and therefore less competitive but mainly because he was invited to accompany on the circuit a family friend who was just breaking through into the first rank of contemporary barristers, Charles Scarlett, later to become Lord Abinger. Lamb’s intention had been to tag along, watching what went on and perhaps devilling for his friend to justify his presence. Scarlett, however, did better than that and actually obtained a guinea brief for his protégé at the Lancashire sessions. It was to be the last money Lamb earned for nearly a quarter of a century. Before the sessions at Manchester were half concluded he was posting back to London on urgent family business.


*


Over the last few years the Lamb children had become ever more united. William and Frederick had been much together; two handsome, noisy and, at least superficially, self-confident young men. Frederick was now just down from Cambridge and preparing for the diplomatic service. His closest confidante, equally beloved but not as well known by William, was their younger sister, Emily. ‘She was always like a pale rose,’ William said, and with her grey eyes, hair clustered in dark curls around her face, slender waist and elegant, precise movements, the description did somehow catch her grace and cool beauty. She also had the thorns. Frederick called her a ‘rattle-pate’ and said that he would not love her so much if she had been otherwise. Not everyone would have agreed, for she had a sharp tongue and delighted in gossip, preferably malicious. To Lady Bessborough she seemed neither good-natured nor sincere and such was her general reputation. Though she might criticize one brother to another, however, she was fiercely loyal to them against the outside world and was to prove their most valued friend throughout their lives.11


Between Frederick and Emily had come George. Beside his tall, glamorous brothers George appeared short and thick, red-haired and red-faced, a clumsy, uncouth creature. But he was blessed with an excellent brain, quick wit and immense good nature. ‘A more amiable jovial man I never knew,’ wrote Haydon,12 and though he was sometimes dismissed as a buffoon it was usually with affection. Harriet, by far the youngest child, had died two years before of consumption. Pretty and bright, she had been something of a pet to William but though her death moved him greatly at the time, he had never known her well and was soon to forget her.


Peniston was always the odd man out. Considerably older and richer than his brothers, slightly frightened by his mother, he rarely appeared at home and devoted himself to hunting, his clubs, the race-course and his mistress, Mrs Musters. In 1803, when his sister was dying of consumption, he was afflicted by the same disease. He recovered, but never completely, and by the autumn of 1804 was once more seriously ill. William grew closer to him during his final illness and claimed that he was at last beginning to tire of his dissipated life and to be planning to devote more time to parliament. His regeneration was never put to the test. While William was in the north, Peniston’s condition grew dramatically worse and on 24 January 1805 he died.


William was undoubtedly distressed, not only by Peniston’s death but also by the misery of his parents and whispers that Emily had the same complaint.13 Try as he might, however, he ‘could not be entirely insensible to the change which the event produced in my own situation’. He was now the eldest son, heir to the peerage, the estates at Brocket and at Melbourne, the coalfields in Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire, a rich fortune besides. Now he could expect to inherit his brother’s place in the Commons, and abandon the drudgery of the bar. Contentedly he settled down to wait until a seat became vacant. Meanwhile he indulged himself by reading all those books which he had wanted to read over the previous years but had put to one side because of his legal studies.


He did not enjoy this tranquil existence for long, nor did the prospect of a seat in the House of Commons play the most important part in his mind. ‘A passion which I had long cherished, but had repressed while prudence forbade the indulgence of it, now that it felt all obstacles removed out of its way, broke forth and became my master.’ In May 1805, William became engaged to Lady Caroline Ponsonby.
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CHAPTER 4


‘An exaggerated woman’





THE MARRIAGE between William Lamb and Caroline Ponsonby, or to be more precise the affair between Caroline Lamb and Lord Byron, has found an honoured place in the pages of English romantic folk-lore – tame stuff perhaps compared with the loves of Tristram and Iseult or Abélard and Héloïse, but evidently as sublime as this lack-lustre realm can offer. It is indeed a tale so much too often told that it is tempting to pass it by with no more than a cursory mention. To do so would, of course, be wrong. Lamb’s marriage affected every aspect of his life. To ignore it would be to ignore an element crucial in the development of his personality and of his career. It would also be to pass by an episode as dramatic as it was bizarre, featuring protagonists who all, in their own way, were of exceptional quality.


Caroline Lamb would have proved professionally absorbing to any contemporary psychiatrist. It is only too easy to imagine her, flitting from couch to couch and revelling in the attention which her host of the moment was obliged to bestow on her. To be eschewed, however, is the temptation to apply modern psycho-analytical techniques to the scraps of information which survive about her and thus to arrive at some glib formula which would ‘explain’ her as a textbook example of the latest fashionable neurosis.


If one had to sum up Caroline’s personality in a single word, it would be excess. ‘She is such a mixture of good and bad, of talent and absurdity,’ wrote Byron, ‘in short an exaggerated woman.’1 In all she did and said she trembled on the fringes of hysteria. Her irritation became rage; her disappointment, despair; her pleasure, unbridled joy. She lacked the internal thermostat which normally controls the emotional temperature of the adult human being. To apportion the blame for this between heredity and environment would be a futile exercise. It is hardly venturesome, however, to hazard that symptoms so extreme as Caroline’s suggest that there was something wrong with her from birth. Equally there is every reason to think that her upbringing contributed substantially to her final predicament.2


Caroline Ponsonby was the daughter of the 3rd Earl of Bessborough, a dim Whig grandee who has left only the most vestigial traces of his existence. His wife Henrietta was altogether more formidable. Daughter of Earl Spencer, sister of the Duchess of Devonshire, her intelligence was as acute as her connections were resplendent. She produced three sons who ensured the succession; then indulged herself with a daughter. Unfortunately she indulged the daughter too. The facts about Caroline’s upbringing are obscured by her inability to tell the truth about anything in which she herself was concerned, but there is no doubt that it was erratic and unsettling. Her childhood was divided between protracted tours of the Continent with – or at least generally in the same city as – her parents; sojourns with her austere, devoted yet somehow ineffective grandmother, Lady Spencer; and the nurseries of that gilded birdcage, Devonshire House. Her uncontrollable rages, followed usually by equally intemperate remorse, alarmed her parents, who referred her to the fashionable specialist in nervous diseases, Dr Warren. The doctor recommended that she be treated delicately, allowed to do more or less what she liked without being coerced into the harness of formal education. As a result she became still more self-willed and unstable; reading rapaciously in fields which appealed to her, such as poetry, but ignoring the more mundane elements in the curriculum.


William Lamb knew her as a child in Devonshire House. Afterwards he was accustomed to say that he had picked her out from the start as the girl for him. He met her again staying at Brocket in August 1802, significantly the moment at which he had just made his break for freedom from the belle dame sans merci who had held him in thrall for the previous year. The contrast between the professional courtesan and this fey child could not have been more complete. Caroline was not beautiful, often she was plain, sometimes even ugly. Her hair was cropped, her figure angular and boyish, her chin too pointed, her mouth too small, her eyes perpetually smudged as if she had just been crying or intended soon to do so. ‘Her countenance had no other beauty than that of expression,’ wrote Lamb, ‘that charm it possessed to a singular degree.’ ‘I won’t talk to you about beauty,’ echoed Byron, ‘I am no judge, but our beauties cease to be so when near you …’3


Passive she was nothing, in animation she was transformed. On form she was one of the most enchanting companions men could imagine. She lacked the wit of her mother-in-law but was capable of blotting out almost any woman in an explosive fount of gaiety. Her rococo imagination was tempered by sensibility and enlivened by a delighted appreciation of the absurd. She had skill at drawing and singing but was too undisciplined ever to be more than a gifted amateur; only in the less rigorous arts of companionship was she truly mistress of her métier. To be with her was to be amused, stimulated, sometimes enraged, always interested; for Caroline could never be dull. Once again Byron’s comment says it all: ‘I have always thought you the cleverest, most agreeable, absurd, amiable, perplexing, dangerous, fascinating little being that lives now or ought to have lived 2000 years ago.’ Above all, perhaps, she was capable of real and warm devotion. It was not the least of her charms to William Lamb that she made her affection for him evident from the start; in her cousin Lady Lyttelton’s words she ‘acted the gentleman’s part and told him of her passion’.4


For three blissful days during a Brocket house party they whispered together in corners, William read her poetry and explained the meaning, partnered her at hunt-the-squirrel and hunt-the-slipper, told her tales of wonder as they sat together on the tither-tother. When she left they were mutually captivated and Caroline ‘roared all the way from Brocket to Roehampton’.5 But it seemed that it could never be more than a country house flirtation. The only daughter of the Earl of Bessborough must aim at higher game than the second son of a nouveau riche Irish viscount. It was generally assumed that she would marry her gentle, sensitive cousin Lord Hartington, heir to the Duke of Devonshire and already crippled by the deafness which was to dictate the pattern of his life. The Spencer heir, Lord Althorp, was another eminently proper possibility. Caroline, anyway, was only seventeen and a decision could safely wait for a year or two.


Peniston’s death changed everything. Though still not as good a match as the other two William Lamb was now heir to an Irish peerage and a considerable fortune. After the smallest delay that propriety demanded he moved into the attack. The Bessboroughs were dubious. Caroline’s mother thought he had many good qualities and great intelligence but deplored his manners, his principles and, above all, his mother. On the whole she would have preferred a safer suitor. But she had the sense and the charity to realize that her views were of secondary importance. As her sister wrote, ‘this has brought about such happiness in her [Caroline], such evidence of the most boundless attachment, that I really believe … that any check would be productive of madness or death’. In the face of such a conviction any serious resistance seemed impossible.6




I have loved you for four years, loved you deeply, dearly, faithfully – so faithfully that my love has withstood my firm determination to conquer it when honour forbade my declaring myself – has withstood all that absence, variety of objects, my own endeavours to seek and like others, or to occupy my mind with fix’d attention to my profession, could do to shake it.7





William Lamb can have had little doubt that his appeal would be favourably answered. Lady Bessborough gave him the good news in a corridor at Drury Lane; William embraced her with enthusiasm, then looked up to see the surprised and interested face of Mr Canning observing them from the staircase. He fled, leaving his future mother-in-law to explain the matter as best she could. She told Canning the truth and the news was soon all over London. At Lady Stafford’s a few nights later Lamb was overwhelmed with congratulations. Lord Carlisle, it is true, appeared to believe Caroline to be eight years old and would only say ‘come, come, this is a very good joke!’ but the Prince of Wales was enraptured, clasped William by the hands and, beaming all over his face, repeated, ‘I am so happy, oh! but so very happy!’ Only the Melbournes, who had wanted William to marry money, were not wholly satisfied, and they, too, never contemplated trying to stop the match.8


By the wedding day – 3 June 1805 – Lady Bessborough was wholly won over. Caroline seemed almost miraculously to have calmed down and found a new sense of security. ‘I believe all her ill-health, all the little oddities of manner and sauvagerie that us’d to vex me, arose from the unhappiness that was preying upon her …’ But miracles do not happen, or not as easily as that. She survived the wedding with equanimity, spoke the responses with aplomb, then crumbled when the time came to leave her family. Her aunt found consolation in William’s behaviour: ‘she was very bad indeed, but he was so gentle and seems to know how to manage her so well that I have not any fear about her.’9


The couple honeymooned at Brocket: a transitory interval of peace broken by incursions from Caroline’s relations. Their chances of establishing a mutually satisfactory way of life might have been greater if they had been left in peace. As it was benevolent observers seemed constantly to be arriving, taking the emotional temperature and reporting to all and sundry on what they had found. Lady Spencer was kept waiting an hour to allow her grandchild’s nerves to settle; ‘when she did at last come in she desired to see me alone and began panting and throwing herself in a chair’. All agreed that William’s patience and devotion were exemplary and that few couples could ever have been more in love. Cautious optimism was the prevailing mood.10


Probably it was William’s mood as well, yet even in these first few weeks he must have begun to wonder what he had taken on. Many years later he told Victoria that he had married too early, at thirty a man was more competent than at twenty-six to meet whatever demands were put upon him. He would have needed the wisdom of a philosopher, the patience of a saint, to support him through the trials ahead. To Victoria again he gave a simple explanation of why marriages broke up: ‘Why, you see, a gentleman hardly knows a girl till he has proposed, and then when he has an unrestrained intercourse with her he sees something and says, “This I don’t quite like”.’ Even before familiarity took the edge off the initial rapture there must have been a lot that Lamb did not quite like.11


Why did he do it? Caroline’s instability, her sulky melancholy, her rages, her self-absorption, were notorious among all who knew her. Neither her beauty nor her riches were remarkable enough to redress the balance. The answer perhaps lay in her very frailties. She had the defencelessness which so many men long to protect, the fears which they long to appease, the vices which they long to cure. Intellectually she stimulated William, but she also stirred in him latent impulses of virility. He would have been vulnerable to any woman who demonstrated clearly that she loved and needed him. ‘… I do believe if I had been refused,’ he once said, ‘I should have died of it; it would have killed me; I was so very vain.’ Caroline left him in no doubt that he would not be refused, that he would be eagerly welcomed, that life without him, indeed, would be intolerable.12


*


In one of the many perceptive passages in her novel Glenarvon13 Caroline described what must have been her life among the Lambs:




What talents she had were of a sort they could not appreciate; and all the defects were those which they most despised. The refinement, the romance, the sentiment she had imbibed, appeared in their eyes assumed and unnatural; her strict opinions perfectly ridiculous; her enthusiasm absolute insanity; and the violence of her temper, if contradicted or opposed, the pettishness of a spoiled and wayward child … There was a liberality of opinion which she could not at once comprehend; and she said to herself daily, ‘They are different from me …’





Anyone might have found the Lambs a difficult family into which to marry. Singularly united, censorious, contemptuous, they lived in an atmosphere of fierce but amiable argument, of raucous jokes, of a conversational free-for-all in which no holds were barred and no subjects eschewed. Some found it bracing but those of lesser stamina were deafened by the ‘scarcely human though cheerful’ laughter, aghast at the freedom of their language, the hugeness of their appetites, the informality of their manners. A typical Lamb joke was to send Lord John Townshend into the bedroom of a young female visitor on the pretence that he was sleeping there. Harriet Cavendish viewed a forthcoming visit to Brocket with alarm. ‘How they will crow and shout over us when we are so entirely at their mercy. I am sure they trod on Lord Morpeth’s foot and I dare say they will knock out my tooth. It is like getting among savages, there is no knowing how far their vivacity may carry them.’14


For Caroline there was no escaping them, for she and William installed themselves on the second floor of the Melbournes’ town house in Whitehall. Though they had their own entrance and their own establishment it was inevitable that the two households should often mingle. Apart from William the Lambs treated Caroline with an irritated tolerance. Lord Melbourne had no idea what she was going on about; Lady Melbourne knew but thought it silly. Emily, who in July married the stolid, silent and enormously rich Lord Cowper, thought her wholly unworthy of her beloved brother and a sly, mischief-making intrigante into the bargain while George and Frederick dismissed her as absurd and felt the worse of William for not controlling her excesses. In such an atmosphere it was hardly surprising that Caroline should flee the family circle whenever possible. Elsewhere, however, the whims and fancies which seemed so fatuous to her husband’s family, won her a certain reputation. The William Lambs were sought-after guests and the occasions were rare indeed that they had to spend an evening in each other’s company.


A glimpse of their early married life comes from the various reports of a lengthy house party at the Abercorns’ house, The Priory, in the winter of 1805. Amateur theatricals were Lord Abercorn’s delight and the centre piece was to be a performance of Lamb’s old favourite from Eton, The Rivals. This time he played Captain Absolute and yielded Falkland to his close friend, the future Tory prime minister, Lord Aberdeen. George Lamb, whose own play Whistle for it was also given a performance prior to a Covent Garden production the following year, was generally agreed to be by far the most polished actor. William was also excellent but, observed Harriet Cavendish maliciously, ‘too much occupied with his beauty and expression of countenance and makes crooked smiles to the audience when he ought to be attending to his companions. He is also rather tame as a lover and looks much alarmed as Caroline sits and watches him and would probably go into fits if an expression or look of well-acted tenderness was to escape him.’15


Caroline was pregnant, which on this occasion at least may have excused her possessiveness. Even so, William must have found it trying: she could not bear to have him out of her sight and, when restrained from following him into the lavatory, parked her maid outside to report as soon as he was on the move again. Lady Bessborough made various descents on The Priory – ‘which is more like Bedlam than a house in the country’ – to minister to her daughter, but found Lord Abercorn unsympathetic. ‘No pain to be felt at my house,’ was his edict and Caroline’s disabilities were classed as treason. Luckily William’s parts in both the plays were important enough to protect them from expulsion.


Apart from the play it was a leisurely life. William and Caroline would get up at ten or ten-thirty, breakfast, talk a little and read Thomas Newton’s new book on the prophecies in the Bible. Caroline would then hear his lines after which William would go for a walk, leaving her to finish dressing. After a drive or some other excursion they would meet again to read Shakespeare together for an hour or two before the dressing bell. Dinner was at six, after which people read, talked, sang or played chess and backgammon. Supper came in at half past ten and by eleven there was a movement towards bed. Few sat up after midnight. Caroline and William were very conjugal, noted Harriet Cavendish, reading out of the same book and sharing the same chair, while the Aberdeens ‘played at spillikins with their arms round one another’s necks’, and the Hinchinbrookes sat on a couch ‘very civil and simpering’.


Such glimpses of the Lambs are often to be had at this period: ‘living almost a London life’ at Cowes; shooting at Brocket or with Lord Palmerston in Hampshire; at balls and dinners; at the play in Lady Holland’s box, ‘talking considerably louder than the actors’; at the famous masquerade party at Wattier’s. William wore a magnificent Italian dress. ‘He looked so stupid,’ commented Harriette Wilson, ‘I could not help fancying that Lady Caroline had insisted on him showing himself thus beautiful, to gratify her vanity; for to do William Lamb justice, his character is in truth a manly one …’ The emphasis is always on the almost ostentatious devotion which the couple showed each other, but already there were stories of rows, disagreements over trivial matters which flared up into violence, only to cool quickly in an orgy of pleasurable reconciliation. Caroline relished such outbursts, William was less enthusiastic. ‘Remember,’ he warned his nephew many years later, ‘that happiness is neither in marriage nor in celibacy … but in a calm, settled and satisfied mind …’16


*


‘The measure of married happiness,’ William once told Victoria, ‘is to have a great number of children.’17 She heeded the advice better than her mentor. Caroline miscarried in February 1806. Lamb rushed back from electioneering at Leominster to meet the little coffin going out of the house. In August of the following year she produced a boy. George Lamb took an early look at his nephew and pronounced him ‘the most frightful creature he had ever beheld’, but everyone else agreed that Augustus was a most handsome baby. Caroline broke into verse to express her rapture:




His little eyes like William’s shine –


      How great is then my joy,


For while I call this darling mine,


      I see ’tis William’s boy.





Then in January 1809 she had a daughter who died after only a few hours. ‘Caro really bears it with the greatest resignation,’ wrote Lady Bessborough, ‘but it is a cruel disappointment.’18


It was not to be the only one. Augustus was christened with great éclat, with the Prince of Wales as godfather, but he was only three or four when doubts began to form about his progress. Physically he was fair and fat enough but his ferocious temper and convulsions while teething suggested that he was only too much his mother’s son. Two years later, when he could still barely speak and his fits grew no less violent, his parents became seriously alarmed. Experts were called in and pronounced that everything would probably right itself in due course but his father at least was not satisfied. By 1812 or so William Lamb must have been convinced that his only son would never lead a normal life.


Some compensation was provided by a mysterious child, known as Susan St John, who appeared in the household some time before 1820 with no explanation as to her origins. It has been suggested that she was Lamb’s illegitimate daughter* and the contrary can not be proved but it seems more likely that she was an orphan adopted on some whim of Caroline’s. Lamb treated her with avuncular affection but showed no special interest in her. After Caroline’s death his various women friends were recruited to give advice on the girl’s future and even to take her on holiday; in the end she married a Swiss and slipped back into the obscurity from whence she had come.


Perhaps if Caroline had borne children in whom she could have taken a pride it would have settled her in the coming years. Certainly it would have been some consolation to her husband. As it was their marriage was soon drifting towards disaster. Those who had hoped that matrimony would somehow provide a solution to Caroline’s problems were quickly proved vain optimists. Merely, she widened the focus of her egocentricity to include her husband. She demanded from him constant and concentrated attention: love was desirable, flattery acceptable, abuse or even violence tolerable, so long as always she was the centre of his life.


William would not, could not oblige. Caroline wrote to Lady Holland from the bedside of a husband recovering from influenza:




I am at home with William Lamb


And he, I think, is rather better.


He says he does not care a d—n


Whether I prate or write a letter.19





The words were written in jest, but there was still a note of real bitterness. William’s indifference was, to Caroline, more chilling than any rebuke. He cared certainly, cared about her excesses and her follies, her unhappiness and her tormented furies, but he did not care enough to make a determined stand. Caroline accused him of allowing her too much liberty, of laughing her out of prudishness yet offering no new set of standards to replace it.20 Whether a more authoritarian approach would have made much difference in the long run can never be decided but certainly William’s refusal to act as more than a by-stander, sometimes amused, sometimes appalled, can have done nothing to check her decay. Always he shied away from the confrontation which might have achieved some improvement in Caroline’s conduct but would certainly have cost much in domestic uproar. She responded with ever more erratic flights of volatility. One moment she would abuse him or hurl


crockery, the next be all charm and sweetness:




I think lately my dearest William we have been very troublesome to each other which I take by wholesale to my own account and mean to correct … I will … be silent of a morning, entertaining after dinner, docile, fearless as a heroine in the last vol. of her troubles, strong as a mountain tiger.21





William would always succumb to such blandishments; her charm, when she chose to use it, he found invincible. But just as the outrage which preceded such a display failed to provoke the explosion of rage for which she hankered, so the reconciliation was calm and affectionate rather than passionate. Always William was temperate and reasonable; qualities which to Caroline smacked of apathy, even of rejection.


It was this urge for madder music and for stronger wine which drove her into the arms of Sir Godfrey Webster, son by the first marriage of the great Whig hostess, Lady Holland. Webster was a debauched rake, a former soldier of courage but no other noticeable quality who had established himself as a leading figure in London society. Caroline flung herself at his head with abandon: not so much for his attractions as because no one could have provided a greater contrast to her husband. Sir Godfrey accepted the gift horse quizzically: she was not at all his sort of woman but she was fashionable and celebrated and as such added a creditable notch to his tally of conquests. For a few months their liaison was notorious, then Sir Godfrey lost his appetite for emotional explosions, Caroline sickened of his earthy sensuality, the affair withered and died.


It had achieved some of its objects. Lady Melbourne had been enraged by behaviour ‘so disgraceful in its appearance and so disgusting from its motives that it is quite impossible it should ever be effaced from my mind’. Lady Holland was offended by the scandal which her son and Caroline had fomented and still more by the impertinent letters which the latter had sent her. Now Caroline, uneasily aware that she had gone too far, indulged herself in a welter of repentance. ‘I know I have sinned beyond all hope of pardon,’ she told Lord Holland. ‘From this hour I promise to give up all further acquaintance with Sir Godfrey …’ Lady Holland was one of the few people whom Caroline feared. ‘How wrong I have been William will never know,’ she now wrote to that redoubtable matron. ‘I do not think that were I to tell him he would believe it.’22


Worse still, he would not have listened. The affair with Godfrey Webster had failed in its prime object, the provocation of William into some violent reaction. ‘My husband is angry with me,’ she wrote hopefully, but if he was his anger was moderate and well-concealed. He cannot have been unaware of what was going on but must have decided that the matter was of little moment and that, publicly at least, he would ignore it. Such dignified restraint was to be harder to maintain with Caroline’s next escapade.


*


George Gordon, 6th Lord Byron, graduated almost overnight from the obscure station of an impoverished backwoods peer to that of London’s foremost literary lion. The world-weary romanticism of Childe Harold prepared the way for the coming of the Lord, but it was the fine head, the haunted beauty of his features, the low musical voice, the well-cultivated taste for melancholy which completed the conquest of London society. Byron was one of the funniest and gayest of companions yet, for those who craved it, could instantly register the appropriate degree of gloom with artistry and apparent satisfaction. Any serious attempt at analysing this most elusive of human beings is perhaps fortunately beyond the scope of this book. What is relevant is that to Caroline reality and legend proved equally bewitching.


The tragi-comedy of Byron and Caroline is too well known to call for lengthy recapitulation. The first abortive meeting followed by Caroline’s celebrated comment in her journal, ‘Mad, bad and dangerous to know’; the second meeting at Holland House, ‘that beautiful pale face is my fate’; Byron’s first present of a single rose, ‘Your Ladyship, I am told, likes all that is new and rare – for a moment’: though the libretto is clearly written by accomplished artists, the plot is that of a third-rate operetta.


Through the summer of 1812 the affair raged vehemently. Despite the flamboyance it bears a curious air of innocence. ‘I really believe that the public see the worst of it and that there is no real harm,’ wrote John Ward. ‘But then the world in general does not make so charitable a conclusion, and the scandal is infinite.’ There may be no smoke without fire but here most monumental billows of smut seem to have issued from the meagrest flames. Little by little Caroline’s demands for emotional satisfaction became more strident and Byron’s disinclination to gratify her more implacable. At root he found it impossible to believe that any real feelings could lie behind the histrionics: ‘I need not repeat that I lay stress upon no attachment, two balls and one admirer will settle the last to her heart’s content.’ He was not alone in his judgement, but was no less wrong for that.23


The climax came on 12 August, when Caroline was lectured by her mother and hectored by Lord Melbourne in his most tactless vein. Beside herself, she threatened to leave the house and fly to Byron. ‘Go and be damned!’ said her father-in-law robustly. She went, but took refuge not with her lover but in the house of a surgeon in Kensington. There she was discovered by a thoroughly alarmed Lord Byron and persuaded to return home. ‘O Lady Caroline,’ wailed the faithful housekeeper, Mrs Petersen, ‘… you have exposed yourself to all London, you are the talk and [sic] of every groom and footman about the town.’ Lady Bessborough was so overcome that she collapsed unconscious in her carriage but recovered in time to accompany her daughter to Melbourne House. ‘I went in before her, and William most kindly promised to receive and forgive her … But how long will it last?’24


The most interesting feature of the whole affair was the dog that did not bark in the night, the failure of William Lamb to take any steps to protect his household or his honour. He knew that many of his friends and all his acquaintances were waiting for some violent reaction, knew that he was being sneered at as a cuckold. He must have had his own case in mind when many years later he reminded Grey about Dean Burrows, whose ‘wife was caught with another man and he took no steps upon it, nor said anything about it. This was at that time considered a conclusive reason against a man being made a bishop … it being held decisive evidence that a man’s own conduct in those matters would not stand investigation.’ Certainly he was not influenced by any fondness for Byron. On the contrary, he disliked him, describing him to Victoria as ‘treacherous beyond conception … he dazzled everybody and deceived them’.25


And yet he did nothing. To his contemporaries this seemed amazing: ‘I wonder he don’t throw her out of the window,’ wrote Ward ‘… and then send Childe Harold after her.’26 Yet his conduct was in character. Throughout his life it was his preoccupation to avoid taking any active measure until it was forced upon him, above all to avoid any action of which the results could not readily be predicted. For this he has been accused of laziness, cowardice, an over-delicate shrinking from unpleasant confrontations. None of these harsh epithets is wholly unjustified. Yet Lamb’s attitude was founded on the rational if pessimistic belief that human beings are not merely fallible but usually inefficient and often malevolent. Consequently any attempt they might make to extricate themselves from messes of their own contriving would be likely merely to embroil things further. Leave well alone and a fortiori do the same for bad. No one can state with confidence that a more energetic policy would have worked better. With two characters as volatile as Caroline and Byron there is indeed reason to doubt whether it would have helped if Lamb had played the virile and indignant husband. It might have been just what Caroline desired and needed; equally it might have provoked even worse excesses or breathed life into an affair that would otherwise soon have died naturally.


In so far as anyone intervened it was Lady Melbourne. ‘Lord Byron had bewitched the whole family, mother and daughter and all …’ Lord Melbourne indignantly told the Prince of Wales.27 His wife was not bewitched, though she certainly found Byron both attractive and entertaining. Having packed William and Caroline off to Ireland with the Bessboroughs she settled down to win the poet away from her daughter-in-law and eventually to redirect him towards her equally unsuitable but less committed niece, Annabella Milbanke. In the process she won Byron’s trust and part at least of his heart.


The death throes of Byron’s affair with Caroline were protracted and undignified. The more she clamoured for attention, the more violently he recoiled, lashing out with a fury that may have been defensive in origin but soon acquired elements of the sadistic. Her crowning exploit, in which as so often with her, tragedy teetered on the edge of farce, came at Lady Heathcote’s ball in July 1813. Distraught with jealousy at Byron’s attentions to Lady Oxford, Caroline made an hysterical scene which concluded with her breaking a glass and attacking her wrists with the fragments, then continuing the work upstairs with a pair of scissors. ‘I could not have believed it possible for anyone to carry absurdity to such a length,’ commented Lady Melbourne acidly. ‘I call it so, for I am convinced she knows perfectly what she is about all the time.’28 There was some justice in the jibe, but Lady Melbourne could never understand the real pain that lay below the extravagance. The incident too was typical in another way. Byron was there, Lady Melbourne was there, Lady Bessborough was there, but William Lamb had stayed quietly at home.


The affair was over. Byron’s farewell is part of romantic tradition, but bears repeating once more. Caroline had invaded his rooms and, seeing a copy of Beckford’s Vathek lying open, had scrawled ‘Remember me’ across the title page. Byron took up the injunction with bitter relish:








Remember thee! Remember thee!


      Till Lethe quench life’s burning streams


Remorse and shame shall cling to thee


      And haunt thee like a feverish dream


Remember thee! Ay, doubt it not,


      Thy husband too shall think of thee,


By neither shalt thou be forgot,


      Thou false to him, thou fiend to me!














Gradually the dust settled, but William Lamb’s marriage was never to return even to its former unsatisfactory state. For one thing, Caroline could not bring herself entirely to accept defeat. In the face of the most brutal rebuffs she continued to bombard Byron with letters, three in a week at the beginning of 1814. Throughout the spring and summer she would invade his rooms whenever she found an open door: ‘I can’t throw her out of the window,’ complained Byron to Lady Melbourne, ‘but I will not receive her … she has no shame – no feeling – no one estimable or redeemable quality.’ Not until Byron’s engagement was announced did Caroline seem to recognize that all was over; even then she was suspected by Byron of inserting in the Morning Chronicle a paragraph denying that the wedding was to take place.29


She had been gravely tried by her experience. Harriet Cavendish described her on her return from Ireland. ‘She is worn to the bone, as pale as death and her eyes starting out of her head. She seems indeed in a sad way, alternately in tearing spirits and in tears … She appears to me in a state very little short of insanity.’30 Hary-O, as Harriet was nicknamed, was not the most charitable of observers but many other reports paint the same picture. She was not mad, in the sense that she would be certifiable by contemporary standards, but her carapace of self-control, always thin, had been eroded to a point where hysteria was just below the surface. Only the slightest stimulus was needed to provoke outbursts of rage or grief.


Yet Lamb stuck to her. It was not for want of advice to the contrary from relations and friends. Constantly the gossips reported that a separation was imminent. Lord Auckland in October 1814 told his sister that the terms had actually been worked out and that Lady Melbourne had driven triumphantly down to Brocket to arrange the final details, only to find ‘the happy couple at breakfast, and Lady Caroline drawling out – “William, some more muffin?” – and everything made up’. Three months later it was Lord Byron anxiously asking Lady Melbourne, now his aunt, whether it was true that the Lambs were about to separate – ‘If it is so I hope that this time it is only on account of incompatibility of temper – and that no more serious scenes have occurred.’31


Lamb must seriously have contemplated the idea, yet when it came to the point he shrank from it. Partly this must have been out of loyalty, partly inertia, partly compassion, partly a fear of unpleasant scenes. Yet as important as anything was the fact that he still loved Caroline; not with the zest of ten years before but with a weary tenderness, so that she could still melt him by any sign of grief or affection. Still more, he knew that she loved and needed him. ‘She has no real affection,’ judged Byron, ‘or if any it is to the very man she has most injured.’32  She had been true to William in her fashion, though the fashion was not one which could have commended itself to her husband. However excessive her passions, she never forgot that he was the one constant force for good that remained to her. That she deserved ill of him she recognized, she was ashamed of the mischief she had done him, she was grateful for the kindness that he had always shown. ‘She is most dangerous when humblest,’ Byron warned a friend. ‘Like a Centipede – she crawls and stings.’33 Yet the humility was real and William reacted to it with chivalry. Byron one day told Lady Melbourne what seemed to him an absurd story. Lamb had come home to find Caroline in tears. He asked the reason and was told that Byron had insulted her. On hearing this he showed greater indignation towards his wife’s former lover than he had ever done when the affair was prospering. Such conduct might indeed have seemed absurd to Byron, but it was also generous in the grand style. It was the sort of grandeur which Caroline appreciated.


*


In 1815 Frederick Ponsonby, Caroline’s brother, was seriously wounded at Waterloo. The Lambs had been contemplating a continental tour for some months, this news stimulated them into action. By the end of June they were in Brussels. Ponsonby, wrote Lord Fitzroy Somerset unkindly, was ‘in dread of Caro’s sisterly persecutions, but she was soon prevailed upon to prefer parading about the town at all hours’. While she thus diverted herself William visited the battlefield – the stock entertainment for English tourists who would make up large parties and return laden with skulls, old shoes or other evocative souvenirs.34


By August Caroline’s brother was on the mend and the Lambs moved on to Paris, taking a house in the Place Royale near where the Bessboroughs were similarly installed. Indeed, a large section of London society seemed to be there and the English colony managed to recreate a fair simulacrum of the life it had left behind. Wellington was, of course, the prize catch for every hostess and Caroline only one of many who made a set at him. ‘I have no doubt that she will to a certain extent succeed,’ noted Harriet Cavendish, ‘as no dose of flattery is too strong for him to swallow or her to administer.’35 She throve in Paris, surrounding herself with a raffish group of admirers – ‘Lovers and tradespeople’ as her cousin haughtily assessed them – while William lurked disconsolately in an adjoining room.


For him the trip to the Continent must have been something of a last throw. If his marriage was ever to return to normality then it must be now, in new surroundings and away from the baleful presence of Byron. He can have been left in little doubt that the experiment had failed. Caroline’s extravagance was unchecked, she flaunted herself publicly half naked or in purple riding habit, held the floor noisily at dinner parties and tormented her husband with violent scenes. One night she was described as smashing glasses and ornaments, upsetting furniture, hurling vases and candlesticks to the ground. William Lamb looked ‘worn to a bone’ noted Harriet Cavendish. It was perhaps no coincidence that at this time his hair began to go grey. At first he was seriously concerned. ‘I had all the grey hairs pulled out,’ he told Queen Victoria. ‘I had three women at it, and in a week’s time there were just as many; and you have no idea how painful it is, when you go on doing it for an hour together.’36


By the time the Lambs returned to London he had abandoned the battle and accepted the grizzled dignity that lasted the rest of his life. He had abandoned another battle too and resigned himself to a marriage which, if it survived at all, could bring him no satisfaction and allow him little peace. He was thirty-six years old.
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