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To RONKE
my sister


and in memory of
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NOTE ON NAMES


In view of the profusion of similar names and surnames, as for example Caroline and Richard, Norton and Sheridan, I have taken certain decisions, intended to be helpful, listed below. These characters will be granted sole rights to these particular names; everyone else will have their name qualified in some way.


Caroline Caroline Norton, née Sheridan


Norton George Norton, husband of Caroline


Fletcher Fletcher Spencer Conyers Norton, first son of the above (referred to sometimes as Spencer, but Fletcher is used here)


Brin (Brinny) Thomas Brinsley Norton, second son


Willie William Charles Chapple Norton, third son


Richard Richard Norton, son of Brin, grandson of Caroline


Grantley Fletcher Norton, 3rd Lord Grantley, brother of George Norton


Mrs Sheridan Henrietta Caroline, mother of Caroline


Tom Sheridan Thomas Sheridan, father


Brinsley Sheridan Richard Brinsley Sheridan, brother of Caroline


Richard Brinsley Sheridan Playwright, grandfather of Caroline


Lady Caroline Lady Caroline Lamb, wife of William Lamb, later Lord Melbourne
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NOTE ON MONEY


I have from time to time given rough estimates of the value of particular sums in our own day, using round figures for convenience. The website of the Bank of England provides a proper detailed guide.




AUTHOR’S NOTE


My interest in Caroline Norton springs from her role as an outstanding campaigner in an area of much-needed reform, that of a married woman’s rights, not only in terms of property but specifically those of a mother. It follows my two previous studies of nineteenth-century reforms: parliamentary representation in Perilous Question: The Drama of the Great Reform Bill 1832 and Catholic Emancipation in The King and the Catholics: The Fight for Rights 1829. The Case of the Married Woman is thus in a sense the third in a trilogy; although I hope it also stands independently as a biography of a remarkable person who was incidentally a woman.


Throughout I have tried to bear in mind the values of the mid-nineteenth century. Caroline’s attitudes to several issues – notably the equality of women – are not those of our own day. But it is surely important to judge historical characters by the standards of their own time, while recognizing and applauding the changes that have taken place.


Antonia Fraser
10 October 2020




PROLOGUE


She Does Not Exist


‘She does not exist: her husband exists …’


Caroline Norton, English Laws for Women in the Nineteenth Century, 1854


WHEN CAROLINE SHERIDAN, later known as Caroline Norton, was born in 1808, George III was on the throne. A married woman under the law had no rights at all. Caroline herself put it succinctly in one of her campaigning pamphlets printed in the mid-nineteenth century. In the case of a married woman: ‘She does not exist: her husband exists.’1


Due to his encroaching madness, George III was succeeded by his eldest son as Prince Regent in 1811. Caroline grew up in the turbulent time of reformation and change which followed the ending of the Napoleonic Wars at Waterloo four years later. When she was in her early twenties, Catholic Emancipation in 1829 under the Regent, now George IV, resulted in the restoration of civil rights to Catholics. The parliamentary reform of 1832 under George’s brother, William IV, changed the face of the House of Commons. Women, on the other hand – notably married women – remained without any effective rights and the pace of change, when it came, was slow and spasmodic, while change itself was strongly contested.


The process by which a man automatically extinguished the rights of a woman by wedding her began with the marriage service itself. It has been pointed out by feminists from the early nineteenth century onwards that there was indeed an ‘extraordinary irony’ here, by which the man promised to endow his wife with all his worldly goods during the very ceremony by which he actually received all her worldly goods without committing his own in any way.2


This was a patriarchal society. Although by 1790 women could carry on a separate business and hold and manage property, wives still needed their husband’s permission. It would be relevant to the story of Caroline Norton that, although there were published married women writers, the copyright of their works – and thus their financial earnings – belonged legally to their husband.


There was a dangerous corollary – from the woman’s point of view – to this lack of legal existence: mothers had no rights over their children. That is to say, married mothers had no rights, all of which were vested in the husband, who was the legal father. Bizarrely, from the point of view of the morality so often preached by lawmakers, unmarried mothers did have rights over their illegitimate children, who lacked a legal father.


As to the later preoccupation concerning women voting, not only did this play no part in the reforming Act of 1832, but there was further a backward step by which a widow’s legal right to her dower (her money on her husband’s death) was abolished; the loophole by which property-owning widows and spinsters sometimes voted in certain local elections was stopped by the Municipal Corporations Act of 1835. The opinion of a late-eighteenth-century radical has been quoted as summing up the prevalent attitude to female suffrage: parliamentary election was ‘an essential part of dominion, and … the female is by a law of nature put under the dominion of the male’.3


It was part of the patriarchal picture of the late eighteenth century that Edmund Burke was able to write of the beauty of women being ‘considerably owing to their weakness or delicacy and … even enhanced by their timidity’. Of course, there was wishful thinking here, as well as a narrow perspective. Women took part in riots even if they were not the same class of women whose delicacy Burke admired. Gallantry, publicly expressed, was the accompaniment to this perceived delicacy. In the words of Fraser’s Magazine, a leading periodical, in 1831, printing a polite review of Caroline Norton’s work: ‘We think that a lady ought to be treated, even by Reviewers, with the utmost deference.’4


Gallantry apart, the harsh words addressed by a husband to his wife in one of Caroline Norton’s novels, Stuart of Dunleath, published in 1851, were not in fact exaggerated: ‘Everything that’s yours is mine. The clothes you have on, the chain round your neck, the rings you have on, are mine. The law don’t admit a married woman has a right to a farthing’s worth of property.’5


The importance of any individual campaign – based, as in this case, on personal suffering – in bringing about change, versus the inexorable sweep of history, is eternally arguable. Caroline Norton herself was well aware of the composite nature of reform. As she put it in 1851: ‘We are all ants moving our grains of sand to make a roadway – and by little and little the roadway will be seen – plain broad and direct – tho’ the ants were swept away unnoticed.’6


This is the story of one individual worker on the roadway, whose whole life bore witness to the undeniable fact that a married woman did exist.




PART ONE


STARRY NIGHT


‘I saw “Starry Night” yesterday’


Caroline Norton, described by Disraeli, 1833
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CHAPTER ONE


Child in a Dark Wood


‘This is not a child I would care to meet in a dark wood!’


Richard Brinsley Sheridan on his granddaughter Caroline, 1811


THE STORY OF Caroline Norton begins, appropriately, in an atmosphere of romance. This romance was provided by the elopement of her parents to Gretna Green in order to get married in 1805.


There was also, as it happens, an element of scandal. Caroline Elizabeth Sheridan was born on 22 March 1808. Her father Tom Sheridan was involved in a legal case of ‘Criminal Conversation’, or Crim. Con. (in other words, adultery) at the time of her conception and during the months of Mrs Sheridan’s pregnancy. Finally, Tom Sheridan was found guilty and condemned to pay damages to the husband for his affair with a married woman three years earlier, before he himself was married.


Returning to the atmosphere of romance, everything about the Sheridan family was romantic – unless a stern line was taken about Irish blood, that is. There was no doubt that Irish blood frequently got a bad press during this period, and continued to do so throughout Caroline Sheridan’s lifetime.


If the Irish themselves were commonly described as ‘barbarous’ or barbarian, from the Latin word barbarus for stranger (although it was actually the English who were the strangers in the land), Irish blood merited a more sophisticated judgement. A great deal of charm was involved – the writer Bulwer Lytton called it ‘the Irish cordiality of manner’ – and an element of frivolity was there too. On one occasion, apologizing for her own light-heartedness at some dire moment, Caroline turned aside criticism: ‘Forgive my jesting … I feel sincerely anxious for your anxiety … but Irish blood will dance.’1


On the other hand, the light could be suffused with dark: Caroline was well aware of the tragic history of Erin, as the land of her ancestors was sometimes known. One of her own poems, ‘A Dream of Erin’, concerned a ‘creature seen in thin air’:


’Twas Erin’s genius – well her voice I know


Half wail – half music – sad but tender too


England, I call thee from a land of slaves!


Hear, tyrant sister!


Fortunately, the dream ends less tragically with the tyrant sister transformed: ‘England and Erin mingling hearts and hands.’2


Certainly, where the blood of Sheridans of Caroline’s generation was concerned, England and Ireland were mingled. An early biographer of Caroline’s celebrated grandfather, the playwright Richard Brinsley Sheridan, speculated whether ‘that singular compound of brilliancy, mercurial temper, carelessness, and solid and enduring hard work’ was not due to the mixture of English and Irish blood.3 Caroline’s grandmother, his lovely actress wife Elizabeth Ann Linley, was English. And significantly, as we will see, Caroline’s own mother – the wife of Tom Sheridan, the former Henrietta Callander – was actually Scottish. Despite being born in Dublin, she was brought up in Scotland among her relations, part of a Lowland Scottish family.


The result was that Caroline would grow up with a particular love of Scotland, which she came to know early on in her life. (Her first visit to Ireland came much later.) Over the years, she began to associate Scotland with tranquillity. As she wrote of Pitlochry in the Highlands late in life, after driving there in ‘sweet chequered moonlight’, there was still peace ‘somewhere in the world’. Yet Caroline still considered herself, like all the Sheridans, to be Irish, ‘an Irish disembodied spirit’, as she put it to an intimate friend at a low point in her dramatic story, when she confessed herself as feeling at a distance from her life, caring about nothing.4


Richard Brinsley Sheridan, author of The School for Scandal among other plays, manager and owner of the Drury Lane Theatre, Whig MP from 1780 onwards, friend of Charles James Fox and bon viveur beloved in the dissolute circle around the Prince of Wales, was born in Dublin in 1751. Although his last years had been harassed by debts once he lost his protective parliamentary seat, when he died in London in 1816 he was buried in Poets’ Corner, Westminster Abbey – a measure of his celebrity.


Despite this fame, the strong dramatic connection meant that his descendants had a whiff of the stage about them, along with an impressive reputation for brilliance: ‘the transmission of talent from generation to generation in the Sheridan family is really wonderful,’ wrote William Maginn, the editor of Fraser’s Magazine, who was not always so complimentary about others.5 But the connection to the stage at this period was not considered to be totally respectable: George Canning, for example, the Tory politician who became Prime Minister in 1827, was sneered at for having an actress mother.


Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s own marriage to Elizabeth Linley began with an elopement when he was twenty-one (which would turn out to be something of a Sheridan habit). Tom Sheridan, the father of Caroline, was their son. He fully shared the charm and talent to amuse for which the great playwright was famous in society. Disraeli’s father, having known both Sheridans, told Caroline’s sister Helen in 1833 that while her grandpapa was certainly a very amusing old gentleman, it was her father Tom that ‘I have not forgotten’; his gaiety, like a fountain, was at the same time ‘sparkling and ceaseless’.6


Richard Brinsley Sheridan also had a son, Charles, by a subsequent marriage following the death of Elizabeth Linley – Caroline’s half-uncle. A man of great charm and a diplomat who was ‘an enchanting companion’, Charles Sheridan had a house in Mayfair and was thus able to help her at a vital moment in her life.


Another important aspect of Caroline’s family was its writing tradition, which included the women as well as the celebrated playwright himself. Women writers were part of the literary landscape at this time: the bestselling writers of the period were in fact women such as Mrs Gaskell and George Eliot. The most famous example today, Jane Austen, published four novels in the first years of Caroline’s life, including Pride and Prejudice in 1813, when Caroline would have been five. Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s mother had been a writer. Her own mother, Mrs Sheridan, wrote poetry and several novels including Carwell (1830) and Oonagh Lynch (1833). Early on in her life it was natural for Caroline, in turn, to believe that she was a writer.


The younger Sheridans already had a two-year-old son, Brinsley, to whom the Prince of Wales was godfather, when Caroline was born. There would be two further boys, Frank and Charlie, born in 1815 and 1817 respectively, who lived to adulthood, Charlie being described by the actress Fanny Kemble admiringly in a general encomium on the Sheridan family as ‘a sort of younger brother of Apollo Belvedere’.7 Another brother, Tommy, died as a young midshipman in the Navy at the age of fifteen, inspiring lines in Caroline’s later poems:8


He hath fallen asleep – that beautiful boy …


Blow, ye loud winds! roll on, thou restless main!


For he we loved will never sail again!


It was, however, Caroline’s two sisters who were the vital elements in her family story, not only as a child but for the rest of her life. The closeness began with their births: all three girls were born within three years: Helen on 18 January 1807 and Georgiana, known as Georgia, on 5 November 1809, with Caroline, on 22 March 1808, in the middle.


The spectacle of three good-looking sisters – inevitably described as Graces – has always provoked an ecstatic reaction in observers: the Sheridans were no exception to this rule. In 1833, when they were in their twenties, the artist Benjamin Robert Haydon exclaimed in his Diary: ‘I never saw three such beautiful women, so perfectly without the airs of Beauty – unaffected, witty, aimable [sic], bewitching, wickedly mischievous, and innocently wicked.’ Charles Dickens, who knew them, described the three women as ‘sights for the Gods, as they always have been’. Caroline herself was known to reflect complacently, looking round a drawing room ‘resplendent with the light of Sheridan beauty male and female’: ‘Yes, we are rather a good-looking family.’9


In this case, the Irish blood added a piquancy to the contemporary picture of the Graces. They quickly earned a reputation for being amusing, not always in a respectable manner. As early as 1827, when the sisters were comparatively new to society, Lady Cowper, the lover and later wife of Lord Palmerston, reported that the Sheridans were much admired; but they were ‘strange girls, [who] swear and say all sorts of things to make the men laugh’. She also expressed surprise that ‘a woman as Mrs Sheridan should let them go on so’. The explanation was cynical, if not Sheridan-phobic: ‘I suppose she cannot stop the old blood coming out.’10


What frequently followed was the rating of the individual women compared to each other. Georgia generally won on sheer looks, a judgement confirmed by a story that the Emperor of Russia asked her to sit still for two minutes so that he might just look at her: ‘as he should never see anything so beautiful again’.11


Helen was generally awarded the prize for grace and gentle charm, in Haydon’s words again, ‘a most enchanting creature, great talent, and yet not masculine’: a sincere compliment at that time which, as we shall see, her sister Caroline did not always receive. Yet even she was described as having ‘a share of egotism like all the blood of Sheridan’. It was the young Benjamin Disraeli who was the recipient of Helen’s mock-modest description of the three sisters: ‘she told me she was nothing. “You see Georgy’s the beauty, and Carry’s the wit and I ought to be the good one and am not.”’12


What, then, of Caroline? There was from the first something strange, mysterious even, about Caroline Sheridan long before she was transformed into Caroline Norton. How much of it was based on her undeniably exotic appearance, is impossible to quantify; yet it must have played its part, since even in infancy it aroused startled reactions: ‘a queer dark-looking little baby,’ in the words of her own mother. As an adult, the unusual cast of her beauty would call forth admiring comments. In 1839, the distinguished American lawyer Charles Sumner wrote that there was something ‘tropical’ (his italics) in her look: ‘it is so intensely bright and burning.’13 But the enormous, heavy-lidded dark eyes, black brows and thick lustrous dark hair, which in an adult would arouse admiring comparisons to Greek, Italian, even biblical beauty, made her a strange-looking child where she had been an odd-looking baby.


Richard Brinsley Sheridan himself had what his tutor William Smyth once described as ‘fine eyes’. But these special looks may have been inherited from the playwright’s mother, Frances Chamberlaine, whose eyes were ‘remarkably fine and very dark, corresponding with the colour of her hair which was very black’. Frances would also have a ‘high’ complexion in later years, a quality her great-granddaughter inherited, while there was another similarity with ‘the fairness and beauty of her bust, neck and arms [which] were allowed to have seldom been rivalled’.14


Whether he recognized the dark eyes of his own mother or not, Richard Brinsley Sheridan made a somewhat equivocal pronouncement when presented with his three-year-old granddaughter towards the end of his life: ‘This is not a child I would care to meet in a dark wood!’ It is to be hoped he recognized a quality of strength, as well as an unexpected threat, in the tiny girl. In the dark woods which lay ahead for the future Caroline Norton, she would certainly need strength.15


The Sheridans as a family undoubtedly had glamour. But they did not have money. That is to say, as a generalization, Sheridans did not have a lucky touch with money. Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s debts, which have been mentioned, were a feature of his colourful life. There were no great landed estates, or indeed much land at all, where rents and produce would have provided for their way of life. Tom Sheridan was also plagued by debts.


Mrs Sheridan, the former Henrietta Callandar, was delightful and talented according to all reports, if somewhat more reserved than her daughters; she was still ‘very young and pretty’ in her fifties, in the words of one observer, the youthful Disraeli.16 Her elopement with Tom, however, had been for love, not money. Where Tom’s daughters were concerned, this lack of substantial funding was one factor in their potential marriages. They were certainly not in that highly desirable marital category of heiresses; on the contrary, the dowries that would come with them were liable to be essentially modest. This made the other factors – beauty, grace and the unquantifiable element of sex appeal – of vital importance.


In Caroline’s childhood, the first entry into the dark wood came as a result of her father’s debts. His efforts to become an MP were unsuccessful. In 1806, Richard Brinsley Sheridan secured him a non-residential post connected to Ireland in the Whig ministry shortly before it fell. But the Sheridan finances tied up in the Drury Lane Theatre went from bad to worse. Tom Sheridan was also both extravagant and a gambler, a lethal combination, if all too frequently found. He was arrested for debt a few months after Caroline was born and sent to prison for a short period. The next year, the Drury Lane Theatre, which represented the major Sheridan asset, burnt down.


At the same time there was another hovering threat over Caroline’s childhood of a very different nature. This was her father’s health. Just as the fascinating Sheridans did not enjoy stable finances, they also did not benefit from hereditary good health. Too many deaths of close relations, including Tom’s own mother, resulted from lung disease or consumption. The milder air of the Continent was the traditional remedy for this condition and Tom Sheridan began to make trips abroad for his health to places such as Spain and Madeira.


Finally, his condition worsened to the point when his father began to despair. ‘He so reminds me of his mother,’ wrote Richard Brinsley Sheridan, ‘and his feeble way of speaking deprives me of all hope.’17 Through the favour of the King’s younger son, the Duke of York, Tom was given the post of Postmaster-General at the Cape of Good Hope. He left for the more salubrious climate of South Africa with his wife and Helen, their eldest daughter, in September 1813. He was not expected to return.


Tom himself shared this gloomy conviction. ‘I shall have but twenty months to live,’ he predicted to an old friend on the eve of his departure. In fact, Tom lived until September 1817. But the family banshee, in which an earlier Sheridan, Elizabeth, had believed so devoutly, if it wailed beneath the walls of his house, found him still in South Africa.18


This was a dark wood for any child. The last Caroline saw of her father was at the age of five and a half. The natural male protector of her youth vanished forever. With the other, younger children, she was despatched to Scotland to the unmarried Callandar sisters of Mrs Sheridan. Here they would be cared for at her old home, Ardkinglas in Argyllshire on the edge of Loch Fyne, and later Craigforth near Stirling. Despite its tragic background, the sojourn gave Caroline a lifelong love of the country.19


Subsequently, Caroline’s first lessons were given to her at a neighbouring house, Glenrossie, and shared with the young son of Lord Kinnaird. What must have been a boy’s traditional education – far superior to that offered to girls – could certainly have caused no harm to a bright child like Caroline.


The next challenge was the children’s return to London, escorted by their aunts. Now Brinsley, Caroline, Georgia and Tommy met their mother again after four years: their mother, a widow. Mrs Sheridan brought with her not only Helen, but also the two youngest boys who had actually been born out there, Charlie a few months before his father’s death. It was Helen, of them all, who experienced an historic encounter on the journey. The boat stopped at a large island en route from the Cape of Good Hope. Helen, aged eleven, found herself staring at an immensely stout man in a straw hat. The island was St Helena and the man was Napoleon.20


The new life of the Sheridan family was to be a great deal more gracious than the deliberately remote exile of the Emperor. Through the influence once again of the benevolent Duke of York, who had been Tom’s friend, Mrs Sheridan was granted a so-called grace-and-favour apartment in Hampton Court Palace, a few miles outside London.


Hampton Court Palace has been described as ‘one of the world’s most intriguing buildings’ given that it is really two palaces, the sixteenth-century Tudor building constructed by Cardinal Wolsey and Henry VIII, and the Baroque palace commissioned by William and Mary at the end of the seventeenth century. The result for the Sheridans was a mixture of Tudor brick and huge, light windows designed by Christopher Wren.21


Mrs Sheridan took up residence in October 1820 when Caroline was twelve, in the apartments known as Suite XXXVI.* On the north side of the palace, with a view over Tennis Court Lane (as well as the German kitchen introduced by the first Hanoverian monarch, George I), it was spacious enough to satisfy the needs of a young, physically active family. The English Court had stopped using the palace in 1737, leaving it free for what Dickens in Little Dorrit described as ‘the gypsies of gentility’; less romantically, the inhabitants were generally the widows of public men and other retired people like diplomats who wanted to be part of society yet, in a dignified fashion, apart from it. Children were, however, not unusual, given the young age of widowhood at the time.


Here at Hampton Court, Caroline, together with her brothers and sisters, would now enjoy a real family life – short of a father – for six years. The public were not yet admitted to gape at the palace and its wonderful grounds,* so that not only the palace itself but its spacious surroundings of lawns, green fields, a lake and trees were available for the inhabitants to enjoy.


Under the sad circumstances, it was an ideal solution. The atmosphere of the child’s wood had grown lighter. The Sheridans, boys and girls, certainly enjoyed rampaging through the palace, finding its layout an ideal mixture of high buildings and little courtyards for their high-spirited games to be played. And they could also continue the family tradition for theatricals. The other family tradition for writing was equally honoured. A year before their arrival at Hampton Court, Caroline and Helen together produced an illustrated book which they called The Dandies’ Rout. It was an adaptation of an illustrated Dandy Book which had been a present from a family friend. The publisher of the Dandy Book offered to publish their own book and printed fifty copies for them.22


In the spring of 1825, when Helen was in her eighteenth year, Mrs Sheridan duly rented a house in Great George Street, Westminster, so that she could be introduced officially into society. The début was an undoubted success: in the high summer of that year, Helen, not yet eighteen, was married to a naval officer, Captain Price Blackwood. The Duke of York, continuing his tradition of philanthropy towards Tom Sheridan and his family, gave the bride away at her wedding at St George’s, Hanover Square.


It was a good, solid match by the standards of the time, despite the fact that Blackwood’s career was likely to take him on prolonged tours of the world away from his family. The bridegroom was from a prominent North Irish family, and eventual heir to the family title: he would become the 4th Lord Dufferin in 1839.


Mrs Sheridan spent most of her time in her London house, as did Caroline in turn. In the meantime, Caroline’s education continued, not with a governess, as was usual among girls in her position in society, but at a proper school. Caroline was sent, in 1823, to the Academy at Wonersh, in Surrey. This was to have consequences which could never have been foreseen.


At the time it was probably a reflection of Caroline’s quick intelligence; after all, it would be an agreed truth about the Sheridan girls that, for better or for worse, Caroline was the one who sparkled.23 That lively spirit of repartee for which she would be celebrated was no doubt already showing itself in the home – where it may have aroused more irritation than admiration. The school concerned was close to Wonersh Park, the house of Lord Grantley and actually owned by him; Caroline’s governess was the sister of Grantley’s agent. A visit to Wonersh Park was therefore a natural social event.


Lord Grantley had been born Fletcher Norton and had succeeded to the title in 1822. He traced his title back to his grandfather, also Fletcher Norton, of Grantley in Yorkshire, who as a lawyer and an MP enjoyed a number of offices, including Attorney General. He ended up as Speaker of the House of Commons and was subsequently created Baron Grantley, of Markenfield in York, in 1782. The first Lord Grantley, as a lawyer, was known to display a certain briskness where money was concerned, to the extent that he was mocked by the name of ‘Bullface Doublefees’. As the rhyme had it:24


Careless of censure and no fool to fame …


Sir Fletcher, standing without fear or shame,


Pockets the cash and lets them laugh that please.


This was a hard-headedness which Grantley did not hand on to all his descendants – certainly not to George Norton.


The current owner of Wonersh Park was the 3rd Lord Grantley, who had inherited the title from his childless uncle. Unlike the original Fletcher Norton, who supported both Whig and Tory administrations at different times, this Lord Grantley was what was then called an Ultra and would now be known as a hard-line Tory.* Sitting in the House of Lords, he would be one of the twenty-two ‘stalwarts’ – peers who voted against the Great Reform Bill of 1832, despite the fact that the Tory leader, the Duke of Wellington, and the rest of the Tories had finally decided to abstain. There were eight children in this generation of the family: the next brother in line was George Norton, born on 31 August 1800.


It was in this way, during a school visit to Wonersh Park, that George Norton first caught sight of Caroline Sheridan. It seems that he decided more or less immediately to make her his wife. Something about her romantic, dark-eyed looks captivated this man, one of whose qualities, for better or for worse, would prove to be an astonishing obstinacy.


George Norton himself was certainly not a bad-looking fellow: tall and healthy-looking, with a ruddy complexion he maintained all his life. In the opinion of those anxious to marry off their daughters, there could be many worse. He was not a peer or even an eldest son, it was true. But he was obsessed by Caroline. That was made quite clear at the start. Time would show whether he had the three qualities of an ideal husband recommended in a guide to women’s conduct published in 1843: ‘the great requisite for one would be good Sense, good Nature and cheerfulness … surely that is the sort of Man with whom you may hope to pass your life happily.’25


Mrs Sheridan behaved correctly. Caroline was just a schoolgirl. Norton must wait for three years. In the meantime, George Norton was not the only admirer attracted to this alluring, dark-eyed young girl. Years later, Caroline reminisced about a certain Captain Fairfield who had fallen for her during a visit to Brighton, ‘before London dawned on my senses!’. In Caroline’s opinion he was ‘clever, handsome and good-natured’, but her mother took a different view and, to Caroline’s fury, duly burnt his Valentine which alluded to his military profession:


There came from the wars


A man covered in scars. –


Or let us suppose that he was.


Nor did Mrs Sheridan appreciate it when the gallant captain stood up in a boat at a Richmond water party, with the provocative words: ‘Oh, Mrs. S., don’t I look like Apollo or something?’26


It has been estimated that Caroline was about seventeen at this time. The formative romance of her youth took place the following year, when Caroline herself fell in love with someone quite different. Shortly after she left school in 1826, Caroline met a young man called Ralph Leveson Smith. He had been born in India, where his father made a fortune that enabled him to send his sons back to England, to school at Eton and later to university at Oxford. Ralph was a good scholar who practised law, a nephew of the fabulous, witty clergyman the Revd Sydney Smith. Inevitably his father wanted him to marry an heiress, therefore his engagement to Caroline was never official. Then suddenly, in 1827, he fell mortally ill with a fever.


We have Caroline’s word for what happened next. In 1843, she confided in Benjamin Robert Haydon as he was painting her (appropriately enough, as Cassandra), and in turn he passed on to Elizabeth Barrett Browning that his beautiful subject was to be pitied: ‘She loved Vernon Smith’s Brother who died of a fever, and she then married an Ass, to get rid of her pang!’ Eight years later, in a letter to her sister Georgia following the death of their mother, Caroline herself put it more poignantly: ‘I begin life by the death of the person I wished to marry, and who loved me … when he was dying it was only of me he spoke – only to me he sent little tokens – only me he pitied, for the grief he said it wd. [sic] be to me.’ In this letter Caroline reviews her life, lamenting its unhappy course, and incidentally rebuts claims that Leveson Smith had loved anyone else, ‘for it is vain that others have the vanity to cling to his vanished preference’.27


Whatever the truth of her relationship with Leveson Smith, so sadly and mistily remembered, even to the end of her life, it is clear that something did happen to her at the very beginning of adulthood. As a result, Caroline Sheridan regarded herself as having been romantically blighted by fate. It is quite possible that the unexpected death of Leveson Smith influenced her decision to accept the proposal of George Norton. It certainly occurred to her as an explanation for their marriage much later, when one was needed: this letter to her sister goes on to detail what she regarded by 1851 as the many horrors of her life.


If it was not blighted romance, what was it that induced Caroline to take that fatal step into the state of married woman? The marriage of her elder sister Helen in July 1825 may have played a part, given the closeness – part love, part rivalry – of the sisters. In any case marriage was the obvious, indeed the natural solution at the time for a young woman without financial prospects. There do not appear to have been other obvious suitors following the death of Leveson Smith. The prospect of George Norton as a worldly match, quite apart from his declared passion for Caroline, which had evidently lasted over three years, was not a bad one.


The story told afterwards of the bridegroom being unavoidably late for his own wedding (trouble with the cabriolet) and Caroline observing on his arrival that he had come at last and looked handsomer than she expected, belongs to the tradition of the lively Caroline; ever covering an awkward situation with an amusing, slightly outrageous remark.28 Mrs Sheridan would not have endorsed the marriage, nor Caroline herself tolerated it, if there had been genuine active distaste at this point.


At the same time, the match was not brilliant. Younger sons were, in principle, not well provided for. By the English aristocratic tradition of (male) primogeniture, everything went to the eldest son, in order to preserve the precious family estate. Thus, the younger sons were expected to find a suitable profession – notably the Army or the Anglican Church – to support themselves.


It is true that there was always the prospect of an eldest son dying without heirs, and the younger son being happily promoted. In the case of the Nortons and the Grantley title, George Norton was actually the heir presumptive (next heir) to his brother Fletcher, who had succeeded their uncle in 1822 and, although married in 1825, had as yet no children. If this state of affairs persisted, the possible future inheritance of the Grantley title and estate one day might feature in the lives of George Norton and his sons.


This younger son had already followed the traditional career path of his family: that is to say, he combined the law – he was a barrister – with politics. In 1825, he canvassed the borough of Guildford, where his brother at nearby Wonersh Park now had an electoral interest, and was elected unopposed in 1826. There was, however, now no question of the shifting political allegiance of his clever grandfather, Sir Fletcher ‘Doublefees’. George Norton was a Tory. This was the age of reforming campaigns in the House of Commons. By the time of his wedding, George Norton had already voted against relief for the Dissenters, as proposed in the repeal of the Test Acts, and against Catholic Emancipation (although he finally voted for it, following the Tory Prime Minister Wellington). This was hardly the Whig tradition of the Sheridans in which Caroline had been nurtured, but then what business was it of hers? The traditional answer at the time was that politics was no business at all of women, who had other important domestic and maternal duties. On the other hand, not all women agreed with this; there were those who made and would make their concerns felt whether by word or deed.


Later Mrs Sheridan, according to one of her daughter’s campaigning pamphlets, would take the line that she had been deceived about George Norton’s financial prospects.29 Certainly, Norton did not inherit much from his father at his death in 1820 – one-seventh of the residue of his estate, just under £7,500. Members of Parliament were unpaid at this date,* and Norton was thus dependent on patronage to receive paid positions, with some kind of judicial connection, to maintain himself (and his family, when he had one).


Mrs Sheridan declared that she had believed in the ‘fidelity’ of the statement of the trustees regarding the property destined for the younger brothers and sisters of Lord Grantley. Property, specified as ‘to be land’, to the value of £30,000 was mentioned. Otherwise, ‘I should never have suffered you to marry N.’ At the time a settlement was made, according to the usual practice, in the shape of a trust fund. This was to be handled by the trustees. Caroline, as the bride, and later the married woman, could take no legal or executive decisions concerning the trust which was held for her. In short, she had no power over it at all.


That was the case for and against George Norton as a bridegroom. When we look at Caroline’s prospects in turn, neither could they be described as brilliant. The Nortons resented – and continued to resent – her lack of fortune. In fact, she was granted an annual income of about £50 a year from her late father’s pension (just under £1,000 a year in today’s values).30 It was the man’s obsession which brought about the union.


On 30 July 1827, George Norton married Caroline Sheridan at St George’s, Hanover Square. The new Mrs George Norton was nineteen years old and her husband just short of his twenty-seventh birthday. Their material prospects were not brilliant and would have to be addressed. It was hoped that the romantic connection, which would atone for this lack of material prosperity, was stronger.


 


 


 


 





* Now known as Apartment 44, but with the layout of Mrs Sheridan’s rooms well preserved.


* The public were first admitted in 1838, after which the numbers of visitors soon soared.


* It should, however, be made clear that political parties in the modern sense of organization and rigorous definition were not yet in existence although names like Whig and Tory, denoting social attitudes and alliances as well as political views, were in use.


* MPs first received an annual salary, of £400, in 1911.




CHAPTER TWO


‘Here She Comes!’


‘Nelly’s vanity is to have all the room exclaim: “What a pretty woman!” Mine is that two or three persons I care about should turn round and cry: “Here she comes!”’


Caroline Norton to Richard Monckton Milnes


THE HONEYMOON OF the newly wed couple took place in Caroline’s beloved Scotland. Here she encountered some of George Norton’s relations with rather less enthusiasm than she felt for the country in general. This lack of affection was, in fact, felt from the beginning on both sides. One of George’s sisters in particular, Grace, married to Sir Neil Menzies, took against Caroline either because her husband clearly admired her, or possibly because of a family prejudice against a bride who had arrived notably under-endowed.


After that, the Nortons did not begin their married life proper in particularly agreeable circumstances. Their first home was the cramped quarters of George Norton’s legal chambers in Garden Court in the Temple. Then things improved outwardly. George Norton rented a house at No. 2 Storey’s Gate, Westminster.* This was a congenial neighbourhood for Caroline, since her mother’s house in Great George Street was nearby.


In other ways, the particular situation of this house was to be of enormous importance in the story of the Nortons’ marriage. That is to say, Storey’s Gate was to be found in the geographical heart of London political society. This was an age when propinquity was an especially attractive feature of social life, since it was an age of walking and also riding in the park – ladies elegantly seated side-saddle to accommodate their long skirts. George Norton was also, at the time, a sitting MP, and from his new home it was a brief journey on foot to the House of Commons. Downing Street itself, the residence of the Prime Minister since the early eighteenth century, was only a short distance from Storey’s Gate, with St James’s Park adjacent. A balcony of Storey’s Gate looked out on Birdcage Walk, and there was a back entrance consisting of a glass door which was convenient for the park.


[image: image]


Of course, all this also meant that other Members of both Houses of Parliament could easily and pleasantly make the journey in reverse. They could use whichever entrance to the house was most convenient. Thus, politicians of all parties could call upon the fascinating young married woman at Storey’s Gate. Brought up in the Whig tradition as she was, Caroline was also married to a Tory MP, so that Tories obviously had their place: an interesting, amusing, ambitious young Tory was surely as good, to her, as an older, staider Whig. A powerful, attractive Tory, with power at his elbow, was possibly better than both. It was natural that Caroline, with all her energy and charm, should swiftly find herself presiding over a salon.


Looking back on her own beginnings late in her life, Caroline wrote a significant letter of condolence to Lady Palmerston on the death of her husband. Stressing the influence that the former Emily Cowper, wife of the erstwhile Prime Minister, had exerted, she wrote: ‘It was my dream when I thought to marry and live among the men who influenced their time, to be what I think you were, in this, the only reasonable ambition of woman.’ Allowing for a certain polite exaggeration under the circumstances, Caroline certainly had this generous, yet ambitious, aspect of her character.1


Caroline now created the home which was evidently so important to her. Always present, according to the conventional standards of the time, were the servants of both sexes: maids to tend to her at every stage of the day, men to admit the guests and escort them away, among other duties. In the manner of attendants at all times, they served – and they observed.


White muslin curtains and an enormous blue sofa dominated the room in which she received her guests, the blue of the sofa chosen to set off the remarkable colouring which gave that special quality to her beauty. Guests declared themselves dazzled by her enormous black eyes under their heavy brows: the graceful modesty with which she lowered them became famous – or was it notorious? As Caroline’s contemporary, the writer Lady Eastlake, observed: ‘She uses her eyes so ably and so wickedly.’ Perhaps this lowering of the ‘downy eyelids’ with their ‘sweeping silken fringes’ before the male gaze was a deliberate act of enchantment.2


In her dress, Caroline tended to play up to her ‘Eastern’ or ‘biblical’ appearance. Fanny Kemble first caught sight of her in rich gold-coloured silk, her head, neck and arms adorned with magnificently simple Etruscan gold ornaments. The painter Benjamin Robert Haydon declared, among other expressions of ecstasy, that everybody else looked pale and delicate by Caroline’s side. She was like a Greek statue breaking into life.3


This statue, far from silent, was also endowed with a seductive power of speech; as one observer put it, she had ‘a most peculiar, deep, soft contralto voice which was like her beautiful dark face set to music’. Then there was the question of what the voice was actually saying. The tone was ‘dulcet and low’, but the conversation which came forth was the opposite: sharp, sardonic, and from time to time outrageous. Here, there was unquestionably a remarkable contrast. As Disraeli observed on his introduction into London society: ‘She had an exquisite way of telling free [that is, daring] stories, modestly,’ and he, too, commented on the lowering of the eyes, fringed with their long, thick eyelashes. And she was never averse to public attention: the politician and diarist John Hobhouse reported a party given to celebrate the marriage of Georgia to Lord Seymour at which ‘her sister, Mrs Norton, sang and acted a story of her own.’4


It became customary to say of Caroline Norton’s wit that her ability to say ‘stinging things’ was ‘mannish’, in short the very reverse of her appearance. ‘Mannish’ was far from being a word of praise for women in the nineteenth century.


Thomas Hardy’s beautiful heiress Bathsheba Everdene in Far from the Madding Crowd, inheriting a farm and choosing to do the masculine job of running it herself, enquired anxiously: ‘I hope I am not a bold sort of maid – mannish.’ ‘Oh no, not mannish,’ her female companion replied, ‘but so almighty womanish that ’tis going on that way sometimes.’ The same explanation might have been applied by her contemporaries to Caroline. Certainly, masculinity or mannishness of behaviour (rather than appearance) was a charge which would persist and be used against her in other connections.


Then there was that prudish criticism, deriving originally from her Sheridan blood, given its most notorious expression by Harriet, Countess Granville, a generation older, daughter of the famous Whig hostess Georgiana Duchess of Devonshire: ‘Mrs Norton is so nice, it is a pity she is not quite nice, for if she were quite nice, she would be so very nice.’ The Duchess of Wellington, born Kitty Pakenham, an Anglo-Irish aristocrat, suggested that Caroline had been misled by her Sheridan name ‘with which wit is generally coupled’. In society the Duchess found her ‘pert, flippant, odd’ although admittedly ‘wonderfully handsome’.5


It is true that very early in her career as a hostess – by the time she was just twenty – saucy stories were being told about her. Lord Wriothesley Russell, a son of the 6th Duke of Bedford, who was later to become a Canon of Windsor, described the ‘airs of eccentricity’ on which she prided herself, adding that she was ‘much admired in London for them’. On one occasion it seems that when a certain John Talbot came up to speak to her for the second time in his life, she exclaimed: ‘Jack, Jack, for shame! We must not be too familiar in public.’ It was, of course, a joke. But such jokes from an essentially vulnerable young woman – for all her vivacity – made in a highly gossipy society, might prove dangerous. It does not seem that Caroline herself was of the temperament to appreciate the danger. She once told the writer and politician Richard Monckton Milnes that while her sister Helen’s vanity was to have all the room exclaim: ‘What a pretty woman!’ Her own was that ‘two or three persons I care about turn round and cry: “Here she comes!”’.6


When it came to appearances, Caroline’s figure was full as well as graceful, ‘fleshly’ that is, voluptuous in the language of her time; among other things she prided herself on her beautiful bosom. On one occasion she referred to another girl with the most ‘pleading brown eyes’, adding waspishly: ‘but your eyes plead in vain if your chest is too narrow.’ However, it is impossible to be sure exactly how naturally ‘fleshly’ she was, since it is a feature of Caroline’s early married life that she was pregnant almost continuously: on one occasion, when six months gone, she was described as looking like ‘a Sybil in repose’.7


She gave birth to her first child, Fletcher Spencer Conyers, in July 1829 (fifteen months after her marriage). Thomas Brinsley, known as Brin or Brinny, followed in November 1831 and William Charles Chapple, or Willie, in late August 1833. The fact that she had given birth to three children in five years left her admirer Haydon saying happily in 1834 that Mrs Norton was more beautiful than ever as she sat for him, because she was (at last) not pregnant.


The elegant phrase to denote pregnancy at the time was to refer to the lady concerned as being ‘on a sofa’. Being on a sofa was obviously a familiar condition in the nineteenth century. ‘What a horrid piece of work a lying-in is,’ exclaimed the sharp-witted Emily Eden in 1826, who as a spinster had not actually experienced it. It was true that this was twenty years before anaesthetics were introduced. Nevertheless, it was the common fate of women: the average birth rate of the population (including, of course, those of the other class, whose pregnancy was spent in manual labour, not on a sofa) has been estimated at 5.5.8


Certainly, the chronology of her births makes it clear that Caroline Norton spent a great deal of the time during these crucial years at Storey’s Gate being on a sofa – that beautiful lavish blue sofa on which she received her guests in her beguiling fashion – both as a hostess and a future mother. These births, and Caroline’s consequent physical state, have to be borne in mind in considering the contemporary events in her story.


The salon itself was very much in the tradition of the times. This was the age of Lady Blessington, for example, the exotic Irish woman who kept a French count as her lover – if that was what he was. Caroline herself was nicknamed ‘Starry Night’ by Disraeli, four years older than her, a young politician (and novelist) just entering society. ‘I saw “Starry Night” yesterday,’ he said with satisfaction to her sister Helen – whom he nicknamed ‘Sunny Day’.9


The existence of ‘Starry Night’ was not all glamour. There was another important feature of Caroline’s early married life, equally significant, but frightening instead of gratifying. At some point, shortly after their wedding, for some reason George Norton became enraged with his young wife and attacked her physically. Thus, Caroline made the unpleasant discovery that her husband’s obstinate passion for her did not preclude painful assaults. Or was it all part of the same twisted obsession?


That was less important at the time than the effect it had on her own feelings – one might legitimately say her respect – for him. Anthony Trollope raised the topic in his mid-Victorian novel Can You Forgive Her?. When one character, George Vavasour, deliberately caused his sister Kate to fall and break her arm, Trollope as narrator commented: ‘I do not think that a woman can forget a blow. And as for forgiveness – it is not the blow that she cannot forgive, but the meanness of spirit that makes it possible.’10
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