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Preface and Acknowledgements



No man did more to resurrect Lord Castlereagh’s reputation in the twentieth century than the Cambridge historian Charles Webster, whose brilliant two-volume study of his foreign policy has been used extensively in this book. In the 1920s, Webster’s admiration for Castlereagh brought him into conflict with his Cambridge contemporary, Harold Temperley, the biographer of George Canning, Castlereagh’s great rival and successor at the Foreign Office. After many years of debate between the two historians – who became close friends – Temperley conceded that ‘Castlereagh has had certainly less, Canning perhaps more, than his meed of praise’.


When I was writing this book, almost two hundred years after he accepted the seals of the Foreign Office, Castlereagh seemed to return to fashion momentarily, as a model for how the United Kingdom should approach international affairs. Lord Hurd, Britain’s former Foreign Secretary, and Sir Christopher Meyer, the former British Ambassador to the United States, have both tried to revive his reputation in recent times. Another Foreign Secretary, William Hague, has suggested that Castlereagh’s work at the Congress of Vienna represents one of the most successful negotiations in the history of diplomacy.


In the United States too, Castlereagh has also had his admirers – none more influential than Henry Kissinger. On both sides of the Atlantic, the debates which defined the careers of both Castlereagh and Canning – about realism versus idealism, intervention versus non-intervention, and unilateralism versus multilateralism – are as potent as ever.


Are such historical analogies really relevant to the modern world? In the 1930s, Neville Chamberlain was well-versed in the foreign policy of both Castlereagh and Canning and this did not prevent the disastrous collapse of his strategy towards Nazi Germany in 1938-9. Other objections have also been raised to the revival of Castlereagh’s reputation. The response to Sir Christopher Meyer’s BBC television series, Getting Our Own Way, confirmed that, to this day, the mere mention of Castlereagh can provoke a hostile reaction. In the Financial Times, the columnist John Lloyd wrote that ‘Meyer’s hero – following Henry Kissinger, who has a growl or two left in him still … is Castlereagh, arch-realist and architect of the Concert of Europe two centuries ago, an accord between the great powers to quash nationalist aspirations for the sake of mutually assured imperialisms … a vision of the world best left alone, while we protect our own.’1 In The Times, David Aaronovitch wrote that the outcome of Castlereagh’s diplomacy ‘bolstered imperial reactionaries for 100 years’.2 Another writer described him as ‘the loathed manipulator of that conservative car-boot sale that was the Congress of Vienna, which resulted in the denial of the Enlightenment and put most of the freedom won in the French and American revolutions on hold for a century’.3


This book is not intended as an intervention into these recent debates. It aims to consider Castlereagh on his own terms, in the time in which he lived, and to understand his foreign policy within the broader context of his career. The book is predicated on the belief that neither Castlereagh’s admirers nor his detractors have fully understood this enigmatic man.


My research on Castlereagh began when I was at Peterhouse, Cambridge, where I was very lucky to spend four years as a Fellow, and where both Temperley and Webster spent the twilight of their careers. Herbert Butterfield, a former Master of the College, described how the two ageing historians would dominate the Combination Room ‘like booming giants, cumbersome and dangerous to crockery, bulging with warmth and good feeling, yet capable of overbearingness – terrible lions if you trod on their tales’.4


My sincerest thanks must go to the Master and Fellows of the college, particularly Brendan Simms, Magnus Ryan, and James Carleton-Paget. Elsewhere in Cambridge, I have also benefitted from the advice and example of Jon Parry, Eugenio Biagini and Boyd Hilton.


At the War Studies Department at King’s College London, where this book really began to take shape, I have been lucky to have patient and supportive colleagues such as Mervyn Frost and Mike Rainsborough, and it has been a genuine pleasure working alongside good friends such as Shiraz Maher, Alexander Meleagrou-Hitchens, Peter Neumann, Katie Rothman and Ryan Evans.


I have discussed Castlereagh with more people than I care to remember but I owe a particular debt to the advice and the scholarship of Roy Foster, Patrick Geoghegan, Marianne Elliott, Ian McBride, Richard Bourke, Richard English, Alvin Jackson, Maeve Ryan and Gabriel Glickman. I would also like to thank Patrick Maume and Robert Portsmouth, two brilliant scholars who were generous enough to share with me aspects of their research from the Cumbria Archive Centre and Duke University, respectively. Ashley Lait provided invaluable support in translating old French manuscripts and two former students, Richard Ansell and Kate Sproule, also added to my understanding with some excellent research of their own on the period. When conducting research in Washington DC, Stan, Becky and Matthew Perl were the perfect hosts. Beyond the confines of academia, my views on Castlereagh have been further shaped by conversations with Gerry Gregg, Eoghan Harris, Jonathan Powell, Mitchell Reiss, John Lloyd, Bruce Anderson, Michael Barone, John Adamson, Michael Burleigh, Andrew Roberts and Lord Tugendhat – the last two were particularly generous given that they have both considered writing books on Castlereagh in the past.


My agent, Georgina Capel, remains peerless and it has been a pleasure to work with such a professional and patient team at Quercus, particularly Jon Riley, Joshua Ireland and Richard Dawes. For first investing in the concept behind the book, I am also indebted to Richard Milbank and Anthony Cheetham.


There is not enough space here to thank the numerous friends and comrades who have provided support over the past few years. To name but a few, I am grateful to Iñigo Gurruchaga, Ruth Dudley Edwards, Arthur Aughey, Henry Patterson, Dean Godson, Sean O’Callaghan, Martin Newth, Dan Hawthorne, Matt Hughes, Jonathan Scherbel-Ball, Tom Hemming, Mike Franklin, Tristan Stubbs, Richard Plumb, William Farmer, Angela and Matt Greenough, Susan Ramsay, James Nicholson, Philip McCreery, Stephen Greenlees, and Richard Houston. This applies even more so to Tamara Cohen, for her unstinting patience, and Martyn Frampton, a friend and confidante through thick and thin. To my mother and father I owe everything.


This book is dedicated to my two grandmothers – in memory of Nora Jones, and to Dr Mary Bew, who has spent nearly sixty years living in the borough of Castlereagh.
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Ireland in the 1790s.
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Major battles of the Napoleonic Wars (of importance to Castlereagh’s career).
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Major battles of the Peninsular War.


[image: image]


Route taken by Castlereagh during negotiations of 1814.
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Europe in 1815 after the Treaty of Vienna. 





Prologue
Invasion



At 8 am on Christmas Eve in 1796, Robert Stewart, twenty-seven-year-old Irish MP and lieutenant colonel of the Londonderry militia, inspected his regiment of five hundred men outside their barracks in Limerick, the third-largest town in Ireland, perched on the River Shannon. Stewart, recently ennobled as Viscount Castlereagh, cast his eyes over his men – many of them nursing severe hangovers – as he prepared to lead them on a brisk south-westerly march through winding, snow-covered roads, towards military headquarters in Cork. It was a ferociously cold winter across Ireland. In Dublin, the capital, the homeless froze to death in the streets and at Birr in County Offaly, in the heart of the country, local peasants were ordered to dig the artillery out of snow drifts.1


The soldiers stood shivering as they waited for their provisions to be loaded, ‘taking leave of sweet-hearts’ and gratefully receiving drams of whisky from the local inhabitants. The country was bracing itself for the arrival of the formidable French Revolutionary army which had swept away all opposition on the European mainland and whose ships of war were now making their way towards the south-west coast of Ireland, expected to land any day. Once the regiment began their march, they made good progress through the snow, marching twelve miles before the dusk closed in around them. ‘Mr Whiskey had done a little mischief in our ranks,’ Castlereagh admitted to his twenty-four-year-old wife Emily as his men set up camp in the market town of Bruff that evening, ‘but upon the whole for a first day’s march … we did fairly well.’2


Two days earlier, on 22 December 1796, as a blizzard swept across the west of Ireland and gale-force winds whipped up huge waves along the Atlantic coastline, the Irish revolutionary martyr Theobald Wolfe Tone and the French General Louis-Nicolas Hyacinthe Chérin had huddled in the cabin of the Indomptable, an eighty-gun French naval ship of the line, and composed an address to the Irish people. ‘The moment is at length arrived when the Irish nation is about to shake off the yoke of the Tyrant of England and constitute herself as a free and independent state,’ they wrote, ‘This splendid enterprise will speedily be accomplished by the aid of a French army now disembarked on her territory, and the people who have received those gallant soldiers and friends have given a decided proof of their love of liberty.’3


A barrister, and the son of a Protestant coach-maker from Dublin, Tone was a thirty-three-year-old charismatic adventurer, who had once tried to sell a scheme for a military colony in the Sandwich Isles to the British Prime Minister William Pitt. Both he and Castlereagh were from the same small Protestant political elite which dominated Irish politics; he had sat in the visitors’ gallery of the Irish House of Commons as Castlereagh – six years his junior – had made his debut in the chamber in 1790 as a reform-minded MP. In contrast to the way Castlereagh became alarmed by the direction of the Revolution in France after 1791, Tone embraced Jacobin ideology, becoming a committed republican and adjutant general in the French Revolutionary army. As he stood on deck, wrapped up in his blue French army overcoat and contemplating the liberation of his native soil from the English yoke, he was surprised at his own sangfroid, looking toward Ireland with a strange sense of detachment, ‘as if it were the coast of Japan’.4


Built in 1789, the Indomptable was a formidable warship, capable of carrying seven hundred men. Fifty-eight metres long with a fifteen-metre beam, she weighed 1,500 tonnes and boasted four thirty-six-pound howitzers. She had already figured prominently at the Glorious First of June – the biggest naval engagement between the British and French navies in the Revolutionary Wars which had taken place in the Bay of Biscay in 1794 – and her career was to end at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805, where she was run aground. On 15 December 1796 the Indomptable had set sail from the port of Brest as the largest ship in a fleet of forty-three, bound for Ireland under the command of the thirty-four-year-old Chérin, whose military merits had won him a commission as general the previous year.5 Tone had noted that she was ‘remarkably fast-going’ as she made her way towards the launching point for the invasion – Bantry Bay, a cove carved in the craggy Atlantic coast of County Cork, near the extreme south-west tip of Ireland.6


During the previous months the French Directory – the executive power of Revolutionary France – had dispatched spies to Ireland and remained in close communication with the United Irishmen, a brotherhood of revolutionary republicans – many of them Protestants – of which Tone was effectively regarded as leader. Napoleon Bonaparte – France’s leading general – had initially been unimpressed by Tone’s invasion plans for Ireland, but as winter arrived he had finally given his approval for an invasion force of 14,450 troops and a 41,644-strong stand of arms.7 The mission was placed under the overall command of the prodigious General Lazare Hoche. Despite their fears of invasion, Dublin society gossips could not resist reporting that the dashing twenty-eight-year-old general was ‘young, handsome and adored by the soldiers’, though he ‘talks very big and nobody believes a tenth of what he says’.8


Buoyed by their success in breaking through a British naval blockade as they left France, the French Directory ordered a follow-up expedition of 17,000 men to join the first wave of troops. They also carried a large supply of French military uniforms for those Irishmen who they expected to join their side as they marched to Dublin. The whole scheme depended ‘chiefly upon an insurrection, and a pretty general one, or they would not have risked this daring attempt’, calculated General George Nugent, the senior British military commander, ‘but I take it for granted more French troops are preparing to sail from France and attack us at more points than one’.9 Inland, wild reports circulated about the size of the invasion force. Some rumours suggested that there were already twenty-six ships of the line approaching the Bay, with as many as 80,000 men ‘striving all in their power to get up to Bantry’.10


By 22 December, having arrived at the mouth of the Bay, Tone was so close to the shore that he could see two castles on the horizon. Twenty miles away, Ireland’s highest mountain range, Macgillicuddy’s Reeks, was covered in snow.11 But the time for landing the troops had not yet come. Treacherous weather had dogged the mission from the outset; General Hoche’s ship had yet to arrive and much of the fleet had been blown off course by strong winds. That night, as Tone and Chérin composed their address, the fleet was again scattered by relentless gale-force gusts, huge waves and blizzards. The Indomptable, larger than any other vessel on the mission, managed to anchor and stand her ground. The next day, 23 December 1796, Tone wrote in his journal that he was still ‘so close to the shore that I can in a manner touch the sides of Bantry Bay with my right and left hand’. But even more snow and another severe gale followed that evening, once again scattering the fleet and forcing a number of ships even further away from the Bay.


On 24 December, just as Castlereagh and his men set off from Limerick, Tone crossed to a neighbouring frigate, the forty-two-gun Immortalité, where he pressed another senior naval officer, General Grouchy, to keep faith with the mission, despite the fact that only 6,500 of the original invasion force had reached their destination and Hoche, blown wildly off course in the Atlantic, was still unaccounted for. ‘It is altogether an enterprise truly unique,’ he confided to his journal, ‘we have not a guinea, we have not a tent, we have not a horse to draw our four pieces of artillery, the general in chief marches on foot, we leave all our baggage behind us, we have nothing but the arms in our hands, the clothes on our backs, and a good courage; but that is sufficient.’12


Despite the severe difficulties faced by the French, both Tone and Castlereagh knew that Irish defences on the coast were highly inadequate to deal with any invasion. Only 1,800 troops were stationed in the town of Bandon, at least twenty miles from Bantry Bay, entirely insufficient ‘to oppose any attempt of the enemy to take Cork by a coup de main’.13 According to the Irish Lord Chancellor, Lord Clare, ‘six pieces of artillery were the utmost which could have been mustered, and there was no depot of artillery, stores or camp equipage nearer than Dublin’, which was hundreds of miles away on the east coast of the country.14 As the storm dissipated, a more favourable wind picked up and preparations began for embarkation, Tone remarked with excitement, ‘Well, let it blow and be hanged!’15


By Christmas Day, Lady Castlereagh had safely arrived at Dublin Castle, the seat of the Irish government, where her husband’s uncle, Lord Camden, had recently been installed as Lord Lieutenant. Awaiting news from the front line, she joined Lady Camden in stitching flannel jackets to be sent to the freezing troops as they made their way to the south-west coast.16 Though conditions were ‘a little cold’, Castlereagh reassured her that day that ‘marching on foot I did not feel it’. That evening he and his men sat down to eat Christmas dinner in the company of the mayor of Charleville, a market town twelve miles further south of Bruff, but there was to be no repeat of the excesses of Christmas Eve. ‘I have … this day declared war against whiskey and it will not retard us again,’ he wrote. The following day they were due in the market town of Mallow, set deep in the Blackwater Valley, another twelve miles’ march south, every step bringing them closer to the direction of the expected French landing.17


The French also noticed the improvement in the weather on Christmas Day. Aboard the Indomptable, Tone’s exhilaration grew as the wind dropped and the blizzard relented. The fleet was now just five hundred metres from the shore and clearly visible to locals, and to military informers who dispatched regular updates to the British army command, stationed in Cork. As dawn broke on Boxing Day, one soldier, stationed in Collon, near Drogheda in County Louth, on the east coast of the country, scribbled a note to his mother: ‘We have just received an express route to march to Bantry Bay, near Cork. The French are landed there and we are going to face them. Do not be fretting at this. God is on our side and he will conduct us through all dangers. Keep up your spirits as I will mine … Farewell, my dear mother, I have not time to say any more but pray for the safe return of your affectionate son till death.’18


In fact the French had not yet landed and the improvement in the weather was momentary. As Tone awoke that same Boxing Day morning, full of expectation, he found that the storm had returned with a vengeance; another severe gale from the east was battering the fleet, and the fog had fallen so thick that he was unable to see a ship’s length into the distance.19 As wind swirled around the mast of the Indomptable, a freak wave broke on the deck, smashing a window and flooding the cabin in which Tone had written his address.20 Military intelligence reports now suggested the storm had been so violent ‘it was not expected they could ride out the gale’. Forced to raise anchor, much of the fleet had now been blown ‘so far to leeward as to look like specks on the water’.21


Over two hundred years previously, in 1588, King Philip II of Spain had lost twenty-four vessels – sent to invade England to depose Elizabeth I – on the west and north coast of Ireland, battered by waves and mangled on rocks. Now, in the same treacherous seas, the French invasion force had been dispersed four times in as many days. ‘England has not had such an escape since the Spanish Armada,’ Tone wrote dejectedly, as what was left of the fleet made preparations to return to France. ‘I shall neither be great, nor famous.’22


Inland, all was confusion about the state of the invasion mission. On 27 December, Castlereagh complained that reports from Cork were ‘so contradictory that we are yet in doubt whether the fleet is French or English and whether it ever anchored or not, and this day it is said to have been driven by the storm of Sunday night to sea’.23 At 2 pm on 29 December he finally reached Cork to hear promising news. ‘I am just arrived to find the wind has saved us the trouble of driving away the French: there is not a ship left in Bantry Bay,’ he told Emily, ‘God preserve you. I am happy to give ease to your mind.’24 That evening, as the Indomptable turned out of the Bay and began the journey back to France, Tone retired to his hammock, ‘partly thro’ sea sickness, and much more thro’ vexation’, his mood improving only for a moment when the French sank a merchant brig full of salt, which they passed travelling from Lisbon into Cork.25


In the days that followed, Castlereagh and his troops were kept on high alert as reports circulated that the French had returned to the Bay or had been seen entering the River Shannon in order to make an attack on Limerick. National defences had been exposed as embarrassingly ill-equipped to deal with the threat. Had Hoche been able to ‘disembark his troops when he first made the coast’, a member of Prime Minister William Pitt’s cabinet was told on 2 January, ‘he might now have been within reach of Dublin’.26


On 4 January, Castlereagh’s troops were ordered to march to Bantry, as a number of French vessels were still anchored near the shore. Stopping for the evening just outside the town of Bandon, half the regiment took shelter from the driving sleet in a church. The pews filled with hundreds of shivering redcoats, soaked to the skin after a long day’s march. Huge mounds of bread and cheese were piled onto the communion table and the chapel was lit by only one candle. The sombre mood was momentarily lifted when one of the regiment climbed onto the pulpit and began to play his bugle-horn, making the church ‘ring’ with his tune.27 Finally, on 6 January 1797, after marching the twenty-eight miles from Bandon in two days, Castlereagh arrived at the Bay, where he watched as the final two French ships prepared to sail back to France. ‘At nightfall their sails were unbent, and in the morning they were gone,’ he reported to Emily, also expressing the hope that he might be back in Dublin within ten days, in time for the opening of parliament.


Whereas Ireland’s great hero, Wolfe Tone, had looked upon his native land with sangfroid, Castlereagh – to some her greatest native-born villain – was awestruck by the beauty of the coastline at Bantry Bay, ‘the most magnificent in the world’.28


Tone made an indelible mark on the history of Ireland and is now remembered as the founding father of Irish nationalism. But Castlereagh was one of three men born within weeks of one another in the summer of 1769 who were to leave an indelible mark on the history of Europe as well as Ireland. The first was another Irishman, Arthur Wellesley, the future Duke of Wellington, born in Dublin on 1 May. Just over six weeks later, on 18 June 1769, Wellington’s future colleague and lifelong friend, Robert Stewart, was born at his grandfather’s house on Henry Street in the same city. Finally, on 15 August, in the small Corsican town of Ajaccio, Lady Buonaparte, a member of the minor nobility, gave birth to the final individual in this triumvirate.


On seeing Napoleon Bonaparte pass through the town of Jena in 1806, Hegel famously described him as ‘the world soul on horseback’, personifying the complexities and contradictions of a period of unprecedented political, military and intellectual upheaval. Napoleon has an ambiguous relationship with the European Enlightenment and the French Revolution: some saw him as the figure who spread the principles of the Revolution further than any other; others as a megalomaniac and betrayer of its first principles.29 Castlereagh, by contrast, has usually been described, in unambiguous terms, as an opponent of enlightenment, progress and reform.


The first aim of this book is to challenge this image of Castlereagh as the unthinking reactionary. Previous biographers of Castlereagh have done much to rescue his name from simplistic condescension but this book takes the argument one step further. By examining his intellectual formation, it makes the claim that he is best understood – indeed that he can only be understood – as an inheritor of and champion of what he, too, saw as ‘enlightened’ values.30 His range of reading and engagement with history, literature and culture was much broader than his contemporaries realised and shaped his mind in ways that have not previously been understood. They also conditioned his response to Europe in a period of unprecedented political upheaval, which – significantly – he saw more of first hand than many of those who pronounced upon it; his was a political career in which a considerable amount of time was spent on horseback. He wore his learning lightly but he was far from the ‘intellectual eunuch’ denounced by Bryon, who ‘looked upon him as the most despotic in intention and weakest in intellect that ever tyrannized over a country’. Byron compared him to Eutropius in the palace of Constantinople, the first eunuch who dared to assume the character of a Roman magistrate.31


In most accounts, the British heroes of the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars are Admiral Nelson, the Duke of Wellington and, to some, William Pitt. Yet Castlereagh’s life – as Chief Secretary for Ireland from 1796 to 1800, Colonial Secretary from 1802 to 1805, War Secretary from 1806 to 1809 and Foreign Secretary from 1812 to 1822 – was inextricably intertwined with each of these men. He remained at the heart of the war effort from the Battle of Trafalgar through to the Battle of Waterloo, and oversaw the European peace which followed it. It was Castlereagh who transcribed the last thoughts of Pitt before his death in 1806, who put his war plan into action and stayed the course with patience and stoicism when Pitt’s plan looked defunct. It was outside Castlereagh’s office in the War Department that Nelson and Wellington met for the one and only time just days before Nelson set sail for Trafalgar. While Nelson died at sea in 1805 and Pitt in 1806, Wellington would never have made it to Waterloo had it not been for Castlereagh’s perseverance and loyalty to his lifelong friend.32


Of all British statesmen of the nineteenth century, no one reached the same level of international fame as Castlereagh. None won as much respect from the great powers of Europe. Countess Lieven, the wife of the Russian Ambassador in London, described him as ‘perhaps the only man in England who understood European politics’.33 But despite the fact that he became the dominant political personality in Regency Britain – and arguably the most influential statesman in Europe – no British statesman has been so maligned. His reputation as a tyrant and a reactionary followed him from Ireland to England and never left him. In The Masque of Anarchy Percy Bysshe Shelley depicted him as the very face of ‘murder’, the Irish-born Grim Reaper, reaching into his blood-soaked cloak, tossing human hearts to the rabid bloodhounds which circled his feet.34 As one Whig MP wrote on the occasion of his death, he was ‘the constant supporter of foreign tyranny, and the bitter enemy of every liberal principle, at home or abroad’.35


‘Perhaps there is no statesman in the whole course of English, it may also be said of European history,’ suggested his first biographer, writing in 1861, ‘whose character has been so assiduously traduced by the efforts of party, or whose motives have been so systematically misrepresented, and services so strangely forgotten, as those of Lord Castlereagh.’36 ‘I am conscious,’ agreed Sir Walter Scott, ‘by dint of repeating a cant set of phrases, which, when examined, have neither sense nor truth, a grand effort has been made to blind the British public as to the nature of the important services which he rendered his country.’37


As his descendant the Marchioness of Londonderry argued accurately in 1904, Castlereagh was not ‘the old-fashioned Tory that ignorant opinion supposes’. Yet even his most blinkered defenders would find it hard to agree that he was ‘in advance of his times’ or ‘a statesman of far-seeing views’.38 The guiding principle of this book is that Castlereagh can be understood only as a product of the time in which he operated, rather than as a bearer of any timeless insights. As Georg Lukács asserted – discussing the novels of Walter Scott – the great historical personality is only great ‘because his personal passion and personal aim coincide with … great historical movement, because he concentrates within himself its positive and negative sides’.39


The subtlety of Castlereagh’s mind has been obscured by his lack of eloquence. The diplomatic historian Howard Temperley recalled his ‘invertebrate speeches’ and ‘dull meagre official letters’.40 At a time when his reputation is being revived as an exemplar of ‘realist’ diplomacy, surprisingly little is known about the origins of his approach and the formation of his political mentalité.41 Even Castlereagh’s greatest admirers have continued to stumble over his Irish beginnings. Charles Webster’s brilliant studies of his foreign policy were just that and no more. His friend and colleague at Cambridge University, Howard Temperley, urged Webster to call his book ‘the Foreign policy and not the life of Castlereagh. It really is not the latter…’42 ‘Psychologists may well ponder how it came to pass that this Irish peer whose career had given no indications of profound conceptions should become the most European of British statesmen,’ pondered Henry Kissinger in 1959, for whom Castlereagh’s diplomacy provided a model of realpolitik.43 In 1975, J.W. Derry also expressed the view that it was ‘astonishing that a young Ulsterman should so speedily push himself into the forefront of national politics’.44


This book begins, therefore, by re-examining Castlereagh’s relationship with Ireland and his early intellectual background, as a springboard to a reappraisal of his whole career. Primarily, it tackles what might be called the Byron–Shelley view – the prevailing and resilient assumption that Castlereagh was an anti-Enlightenment or reactionary figure. In terms of his family background, the books he read, his travels and his response to the world around him, Castlereagh encapsulated the complexities of the European Enlightenment as much as any other figure of his generation. The lack of showiness should not be confused with a lack of substance; in the words of his friend John Wilson Croker, it was ‘unostentatious sagacity’ which best describes his mind.45 Where he differed from many of his opponents – including Tone, Byron and Shelley – was in his reluctance to believe that the Enlightenment’s values had already triumphed over bigotry, fanaticism and naked self-interest. While he did not have a fatalistic view of human nature, experience inclined him to a wariness about the limits of reason, redolent – in different ways – of the thinking of Thomas Hobbes or Jonathan Swift. For Castlereagh, as for many Enlightenment thinkers, the greatest enemy of progress was in fact religious or political fanaticism.46 He was not concerned by the spread of Enlightenment values, therefore, but by the lack of dissemination of tolerance and reason in both the domestic and the international arena. Castlereagh’s mind was conservative and enlightened at the same time – and no less the one for being the other.





Part I
Enlightenment and Apostasy



With respect to Ireland, I know I shall never be forgiven … My conduct towards her has been the constant theme of invective … But I think those men who are acquainted with me will do me justice to believe that I never had a cruel or an unkind heart.


Lord Castlereagh,


British House of Commons, 11 July 18171


Reputation has been the idol, the jewel of my life. I could never have borne to think that a human creature, in the remotest part of the globe, should believe that I was a criminal.


William Godwin, Caleb Williams, 17942


Of the few people of his age who are capable of profiting from the experience of others, Lord Colambre was one. ‘Experience,’ as an elegant writer has observed, ‘is an article that may be borrowed with safety, and is often bought dearly.’


Maria Edgeworth, The Absentee, 18123





1
Ireland’s Robespierre



To be sure he was born in Ireland, but being born in a stable does not make a man a horse.


Daniel O’Connell on the Duke of Wellington, 16 October 18431


‘Ireland will never forget the statesman of the legislative union.’ So it is inscribed on Castlereagh’s tomb, which lies between those of William Pitt and Charles James Fox in Westminster Abbey. It is unlikely that the author of this inscription intended any irony. But, for the vast majority of Irishmen, Castlereagh’s role in the 1801 Act of Union – and the suppression of the rebellion which preceded it – has not endeared him to their memory. No Irishman played a more prominent role in extinguishing the dreams of the founding fathers of Irish republicanism in 1798. To R.R. Madden, one of the first chroniclers of the United Irishmen’s rebellion that year, Castlereagh was the ‘Robespierre of Ireland’, the arch villain who left behind him ‘the faint sickening smell of hot blood’.2 ‘In a few months he earned a name the most hateful in Ireland since Cromwell’s’, observed the Young Ireland writer, John Cashel Hoey.3 In 1906 the nationalist polemicist Francis Joseph Bigger depicted him gazing out of the window of his office as Chief Secretary at Dublin Castle, passively watching tortured peasants scream in the courtyard, as he was visited by a constant stream of maggot-like spies and informers whose sheer volume wore down the stone steps to his room. Here was ‘the evil genius of Ireland’ who deliberately fomented rebellion and drove his country ‘upon the rocks of a century of bitterness and hatred’.4


Even worse in the view of his compatriots, Castlereagh was also an apostate, who betrayed the cause for which he had once stood – the ‘renegade volunteer’ and one-time reformer whose name ‘rouses all the angry passions of the Irish heart’.5 Dr Johnson once remarked that patriotism was the last refuge of the scoundrel; having begun his political life in the ranks of the Irish patriots only to become their greatest enemy, Castlereagh was accused of turning Dr Johnson’s apothegm on its head.6 ‘Of his public life, the commencement was patriotic, the progress corrupt and the termination criminal,’ said one of his fellow MPs in the Irish House of Commons.7 He was, complained a prominent radical contemporary, ‘first a demagogue and then a tyrant’, who sold his ideals to the service of the Crown despite his ‘slender talents’.8


The Irish story contains a roll-call of heroes and heroines who made the opposite journey, gravitating from the Anglo-Irish Protestant ‘Ascendancy’ – a term Castlereagh hated – to the cause of cultural and political nationalism. These men and women were eagerly welcomed into the fold and their stories internalised in the nationalist psyche: foremost among them are Wolfe Tone, Thomas Russell and Robert Emmet in Castlereagh’s time, followed by Thomas Davis, William Smith O’Brien, Isaac Butt, Charles Stewart Parnell, Lady Gregory and Sir Roger Casement, among others. Born into a consciously ‘enlightened’ Presbyterian family with a classical republican intellectual heritage, elected MP for County Down in 1790 as the champion of parliamentary reform at just twenty-one, Castlereagh possessed greater ‘patriot’ credentials than any of these figures at the outset of his political life. As he moved from Ireland to Westminster and then to the Continent, the longevity and achievements of his thirty-year career in politics mark him out as one of the most important and influential Irishmen ever to have lived. By the end of his life he had risen to an eminence on the international stage which has been unsurpassed by any of his compatriots since, with the possible exceptions of his close friend the Duke of Wellington or the man whom he watched speak in parliament as a teenager, Edmund Burke. Yet even at the peak of his fame – when shaping the future of Europe at the Congress of Vienna in 1814 – his native country never saw him as one of her sons. Much like Wellington, insofar as he is acknowledged, it is as a miscreant and delinquent offspring. Being born into a stable, as the great Irish nationalist leader Daniel O’Connell was to put it – in a phrase wrongly attributed to Wellington himself – did not make a man a horse.


Yet Castlereagh’s Irishness was not simply an accident of birth, or a badge which he was eager to discard at the first opportunity. His familial background was ingrained on his intellect and one cannot understand his subsequent career without first immersing oneself in the arena in which he achieved intellectual maturity. He was neither the slave of ambition nor simply the instrument of the British interest in Ireland. Contrary to popular portrayal, his political development was deeply grounded in conviction, in ideas, in independent thought, and in his reading of books and the world around him. Castlereagh’s political connections ran from the statesmen at the top of the political ladder, in London and Dublin, to the rebels at the bottom who were trying to tear down the whole edifice. No Irishman had more influence on Pitt’s Irish policy at the most critical moment; but Castlereagh was also intimately linked to some of the radical heroes of 1790s Ireland, through political and family connections. To be sure, he did not fit the traditional mould of an Irish patriot, despite early appearances to the contrary. Nonetheless, he genuinely loved his native land and believed strongly in the merits of his countrymen. To apply the words of the Anglo-Irish writer Maria Edgeworth, whose novels Castlereagh enjoyed, English and Irish were not ‘contrasted invidiously’ in his mind.9


The definitive moments in Castlereagh’s political awakening were his visits to the Continent in 1791 and 1792, when in his early twenties. ‘You may study books at Cambridge, but you must come into the great world to study men,’ his grandfather told him when he was just eighteen.10 As he watched the French Revolution unfold at close quarters – and studied its impact beyond France – he thought deeply about the political situation in Europe and Ireland, reaching convictions in his early life that would shape his career over the next thirty years. Unlike many of his contemporaries, he wore his learning and experience lightly. In truth, he developed a distaste for intellectual ostentation which perhaps stunted his political development in later years, and certainly clouded his legacy. He was not averse to debating at the level of abstraction – as so many of his peers did in the 1790s – but, typically, he thought the exercise futile without a dose of realpolitik. ‘When pronouncing on the merits of the constitution we possess, its theoretical principles should not be overlooked,’ he wrote from a busy alehouse just outside Paris in November 1791, ‘but its practical effects infinitely more deserve our consideration.’11 This was the realist creed of Castlereagh.





2
New Light



On 18 June 1769 – exactly forty-six years before the Battle of Waterloo – Robert Stewart, the future Lord Castlereagh, was born into a politically active and ambitious family in an elegant townhouse at 28 Henry Street, in the north side of Dublin. It had originally been purchased by Castlereagh’s grandfather, Alexander Stewart, providing a base in Ireland’s capital and a platform for the family’s political ambitions. Hanging in the drawing room was an original painting of the Nativity by Rubens, while the other rooms were bedecked with china, wine and books which Stewart had acquired in a long and successful career as a merchant.1 In the same city, Lady Mornington sat nursing her six-week-old baby boy Arthur Wellesley, the future Duke of Wellington. Wellington was to enter the Irish parliament with Castlereagh in 1790, before going on to lead the allied armies to victory over Napoleon in 1815. These two Irishmen were to become central actors in Britain’s twenty-year war with France, winning international fame but little approbation from their countrymen.


The Stewarts were ambitious and upwardly mobile Scots-Irish planters. Their lineage could be traced to the MacGregors, a prominent Scottish clan, some of whom changed their name to Stewart following prescription by King James I. One rumour that circulated during Castlereagh’s life was that his grandfather was a humble pedlar who had left Scotland for Ireland with all his belongings in a knapsack, in the early 1700s, before making his fortune. In fact his Irish antecedents could be firmly traced back a further three generations to the Plantation of Ireland in the mid-sixteenth century, during which time Alexander’s grandfather (known as Alexander Macaulay) obtained a plot of land at Ballylawn, near the town of Moville in County Donegal, in the north-west of Ireland.2 His son, Colonel William Stewart, had raised a troop of horse during the siege of Londonderry by James II in 1689, making them archetypal Ulster Scots settlers.3 In 1700 Alexander Stewart was born in the modest family home which had been built on the grounds of Ballylawn. As a young man he served an apprenticeship in a trading house in the port of Belfast, where he began to build a successful career as a merchant. The bulk of his trading was with the Netherlands and the Baltic, providing him with contacts throughout Europe and helping him build an impressive collection of Continental art and French literature.


The family’s financial fortunes were given a significant boost when Alexander married his cousin Mary Cowan on 30 June 1737. Mary was the only daughter of Alderman John Cowan of St Johnston, Londonderry, and the niece and heiress of Sir John Cowan, the former governor of Bombay, who had a vast fortune from his involvement in the East India Company. Their first son, Robert, Castlereagh’s father, was born on 27 September 1739. With his newly acquired fortune, Alexander retired from business and bought into the landed gentry in 1743, with the acquisition of sixty townlands and a large estate in County Down, which was to be Castlereagh’s family home.4 Perched on the eastern edge of Strangford Lough, in an affluent area of countryside about fifteen miles south-east of Belfast, it was a large demesne comprising beech woods and gently rolling hills. The family house which was built on the grounds was named Mount Stewart, an adaptation of the location’s former name, Mount Pleasant. It was to become a hub of intellectual and political activity in what was one of the most affluent and rapidly advancing areas of Ireland. In addition to building the elegant grey-stone mansion, the Stewarts landscaped the gardens and erected smaller cottages and monuments throughout the estate. The most striking of these was the Temple of the Winds, an octagonal neo-classical building commissioned by Alexander Stewart, inspired by the architecture he had seen on his travels in Europe.5 It was used as an escape from the main home, where members of the family could read or talk as they looked out over Strangford Lough. In the 1810s, when Castlereagh returned from London once a year after an arduous parliamentary session, it was to the Temple of the Winds that he would retire.


By most accounts the Stewarts were generous landlords in County Down. They rarely evicted tenants unless they were more than five years in arrears and encouraged the custom of tenant right, while the women of the family built and ran Lancastrian schools to improve literacy in the area. Although serious political tensions emerged with some of their tenants at the height of radical agitation from 1796 to 1798, the Stewarts imported provisions into local districts during the food scarcities of 1800 and 1801 at their own cost.6 The family also patronised the adjacent town of Newtownards, building a market house with a striking clock tower in the early 1770s, and raising a subscription for a Catholic primary school as a gesture of ecumenical good will.7 When the English agriculturalist and travel writer Arthur Young toured Ireland in 1776, he stopped to breakfast with the family at Mount Stewart, when Castlereagh was just seven years old. Young described Newtownards as ‘an improving place, belonging to Mr Stewart, who has built a very handsome market-house, and laid out a square around it’.8


In later years a remarkable, though unverifiable, story was told as evidence of the Stewarts’ reputed generosity. Sometime in the late 1780s, it was claimed, the family took in a young slave who arrived in Belfast after being shipwrecked on a vessel bound for Liverpool from Sierra Leone. The slave – initially called Sambo but renamed Daniel – was housed and educated on the Mount Stewart estate, during which time he won the heart of a local girl who was a tenant of the family. According to the story, Castlereagh – who was not much older than twenty but took charge of Daniel’s education – hoped that the influence of a Presbyterian wife and a library of books ‘might prevent him from lapsing into the idolatries of his own people’ as Daniel returned to Africa to the village where he had lived before being enslaved. In later years English traders would meet him in trading ports in Sierra Leone, where he conversed with them in English. Travelling further inland to visit his village, one merchant found the couple living naked, apart from a cloth round their waists, but enjoying a virtuous life and boasting a ‘decent English kitchen’ in their home.9 This story seems perhaps far-fetched and there is no evidence in the Stewart family papers to corroborate it; Castlereagh was at university for much of the period when it was supposed to have occurred. ‘The above anecdotes are in perfect accordance with his Lordship’s known principles and generous sentiments, but we cannot vouch for their accuracy,’ concluded the Belfast Newsletter.10 That said, it is not inconceivable and says something about the arena in which he was raised; Belfast was in the vanguard of the anti-slavery movement and the celebrated freed slave Olaudah Equiano visited the town to much acclaim in 1792, not long after when these events were supposed to have occurred.11 Some Ulster Scots writers had been at the forefront of anti-slavery critiques.12


Though they had effectively graduated into the landed gentry following their purchase of Mount Stewart, the Stewarts retained close connections with the mercantile elite of Belfast, where Alexander had made his career. Over the course of the eighteenth century, Belfast established itself as a growing hub of trade and the centre of Presbyterian life in Ulster. It was the fastest-growing town in Ireland, with a high level of literacy, and the reach of its commerce opened it to influences from the Continent as well as the British mainland. William Makepeace Thackeray later described the town as an ‘Irish Liverpool … hearty, thriving and prosperous, as if it had money in its pockets and roast-beef for dinner’.13


Alexander Stewart was also an elder in Belfast’s First Presbyterian Church during a period in which Irish Presbyterianism underwent a process of theological and political awakening. He was on intimate terms with some of the leading intellectuals of a school of thought within Irish Presbyterianism known as ‘New Light’ (sometimes called Arian, or Unitarian). The New Light approach to religion – which was particularly popular among the better educated and wealthier portion of Ulster Presbyterians – held that salvation lay not in forced conformity to the articles of faith but in rational persuasion – ‘assent formed upon evidence and attentive reasoning’ – and rejected mysticism in the temporal as well as the spiritual sphere. To constrain freedom of enquiry was to restrict the religious liberty which was essential to human fulfilment. Thus New Light Presbyterians were in the vanguard of Irish opposition to the Westminster Confession of Faith and the Sacramental Test, which placed certain strictures on religious worship.14 To members of the Established (or Anglican) Church in Ireland, it represented a growing concern. Indeed, it was partly this type of fractious and politically charged Presbyterianism which Jonathan Swift criticised in his 1704 satire A Tale of a Tub. Swift had spent 1695–6 as an Anglican parson in the New Light-dominated area of Kilroot, on the Antrim coast about thirty miles north of Belfast, sharpening his distaste for what he saw as the anarchic, fissiparous and intellectually arrogant tendencies in Presbyterian thought.15 Ironically, Castlereagh later acquired some of the original letters of Swift and a Swiftian scepticism was one of the characteristics of his political creed – but not before this Presbyterian background made a mark on his mind.


New Light thinking had clear political connotations. On the basis of theology, some leading figures in this group – such as John Abernethy, a minister who preached near the Mount Stewart estate in County Down – argued that the basis for monarchy was popular consent, rather than Divine Right.16 By far the most prominent figure associated with the New Light set was the moral philosopher Francis Hutcheson, the son of a Presbyterian preacher, also from County Down. Hutcheson went on to become Professor of Moral Philosophy at Glasgow University from 1730 to 1756. Two of his successors in that position, both of whom had been tutored by him, were Adam Smith and John Millar, and all three were major figures in the Scottish Enlightenment. In the 1720s Hutcheson was given a ministry in Dublin, where his first assistant was the Reverend Thomas Drennan – who would become an influential Presbyterian minister in his own right, first in Holywood, County Down, and then in Belfast. Other key figures in this group were the Reverend Samuel Haliday and the Reverend William Bruce, all vociferous in their opposition to the Westminster Confession of Faith.


Alexander Stewart was a well-respected figure in these circles, corresponding directly with Hutcheson in the 1740s.17 When William Bruce died in 1755 and asked to be buried in the same tomb as Hutcheson (his cousin), Alexander Stewart was the executor of his will.18 In the Stewart family house in Dublin, in which Castlereagh was born, there were many editions of Hutcheson’s works, along with Edmund Ludlow’s Memoirs, James Harrington’s Commonwealth of Oceana and Robert Molesworth’s An Account of Denmark – all formative texts in the classical republican seventeenth-century tradition of the ‘commonwealth man’.19 Usually educated at the Scottish universities – under Hutcheson, Smith and Millar – rather than at the exclusively Anglican Trinity College, Dublin, the Presbyterian provincial elites in Ulster were participants in a vibrant civic humanist political culture. This encouraged a strong sense of the public good and civic virtue, a necessary counter-balance to corruption and overweening private interests.


It was into this world that Castlereagh’s father, Robert, had been born, at Mount Stewart on 27 September 1739. Another of Hutcheson’s New Light associates, the Reverend James Bruce, was appointed as his tutor and accompanied him to France and Geneva, where he studied before making the European Grand Tour.20 Hutcheson’s ‘system of moral philosophy’ – posthumously published in 1755 by Bruce and Haliday – was a rejection of the cynical accounts of human nature by Thomas Hobbes and Bernard Mandeville, which saw man as fundamentally selfish and self-interested. In place of this, Hutcheson believed that human conduct was, by and large, regulated by a ‘moral sense’ which tended toward moderation. This tallied well with civic republican notions of the public good, which should sometimes be placed above individual rights.21 Indeed it was Hutcheson who first introduced the concept of ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’ as a guiding principle for political systems. To that end, political institutions should be shaped in a way that would encourage civic morality.22 Further, Hutcheson allowed for a right of resistance to a tyrannical state in certain circumstances, which gave his philosophy an indisputably radical twist. At the same time, however, he had moderate political inclinations and was suspicious of rebellion in any but the most extreme cases.23


Herein lay a central tension within Scottish Enlightenment thought, which played out in Castlereagh’s career. On the one hand, notions of a regulating civic virtue and the inherent improvability of institutions encouraged ‘utopian scheming’ in some quarters. On the other hand, for this to be successful, it also depended on ‘the conservative notion of the historically given offices of life’.24 In other words, in order for institutions to be improved and for civic virtue to be harnessed, it was necessary to acknowledge – and work around – the existing superstructure of society. Among the heirs of Hutcheson, both the conservative and the radical potential of his work became evident in the 1790s. While Castlereagh was much more sceptical about human nature than Hutcheson’s followers were, the Scottish Enlightenment discourse of superstructure and civic responsibility inflected his language throughout the early part of his career.


The connections between the New Light Presbyterians were reawakened in future generations, among their children and grandchildren – though not necessarily as they would have intended. The Stewarts, Halidays, Bruces and Drennans all operated within fifty miles of Belfast, either in the town itself or to the south and east in County Down. From the 1780s, Samuel Haliday’s son Alexander Haliday, a physician, became a regular visitor to Mount Stewart and a mentor to Castlereagh as a young man. William Bruce’s son, also called William, also became a close ally of Castlereagh during the 1790s and his key confidant in the Irish Presbyterian Church. All of them leaned towards Whig politics in their early lives. By the turn of the century, however, some had graduated to radical republicanism and others had shifted to much more conservative ground.25


Among the descendants of the New Light thinkers, the most striking political divergence was to be between Castlereagh and Dr William Drennan, the grandson of Thomas Drennan, who had been Hutcheson’s closest Irish friend. A radical writer and poet, Drennan was to become regarded as the intellectual driving force behind the United Irishmen, and in 1794 was tried (though acquitted) of sedition.26 In his early career he regarded Castlereagh as the great hope for radical politics in the Dublin parliament, only to complain – within a year of his parliamentary debut – that Castlereagh pretended not to recognise him when their paths crossed in the streets of Dublin, where Drennan was a physician. Drennan’s sister and confidante, Martha McTier, who lived in Belfast, moved in the same circles as the Stewarts and often made acerbic comments about them in her letters to her brother. For Drennan, the Stewarts became apostates from the cause of those ‘Nurtured under the philosophy of Hutcheson’. Real followers of these ideals were committed to ‘civil and religious liberty’ and the ‘chastity of moral sense which binds political and personal duty in the same strict tie of honesty and honour’. In Drennan’s view, these had also been the principles of Alexander Stewart, only to be abandoned by his offspring; he referred to Castlereagh’s grandfather pointedly as ‘the unpensioned Stewart’, suggesting that his son and grandson had abandoned their principles for the trappings of wealth and office.27


In 1799, a year after the United Irishmen’s rebellion, by a twist of fate a watch once belonging to Castlereagh’s grandmother, Mary Stewart, was bequeathed, through one of her closest friends, to William Drennan. It was an odd reminder of the links between one of the founding fathers of Irish republicanism and their greatest enemy. ‘Curious that Lord C’s grandmother’s watch should come to you,’ wrote Drennan’s sister at the time, ‘she and her honest old spouse were your father’s friends and would now have been stout republicans.’28


In addition to their connection to the Scottish Enlightenment, the relative financial success of the New Light set also afforded them access to a broader range of cultural and political experiences. Alexander Stewart had sent both his sons – Robert (Castlereagh’s father) and Alexander junior, who inherited the original family estate in Ballylawn, Londonderry – to Europe for study and travel, their itinerary embracing The Hague, Turin, Florence, Rome, Venice, Geneva and Paris. As well as literature, he expected his sons to acquire a ‘taste and skill in paintings’ and warned them about the dangers of being sucked into the jollity and frivolity which befell young gentleman let loose on the Continent. They were advised to be particularly cautious in Paris, where, he warned, dancing and fencing were valued above reading and art by many of the city’s young men.29


On 3 June 1766, after returning to Ireland from the Grand Tour, Castlereagh’s father Robert Stewart married Lady Sarah Seymour Conway (1747–1770) – an upward social move and perhaps his first step away from the New Light radicalism of his father. Lady Sarah was the second daughter of Francis Seymour Conway, the Marquess of Hertford, a courtier and a member of one of the wealthiest Anglo-Irish families, with vast estates in Ireland and Somerset. Their marriage took place in the Anglican Chapel Royal in Dublin Castle when Lady Sarah, who was waifish but strikingly beautiful, was just eighteen years old. The Seymour Conways were further connected by marriage to the Duke of Grafton, who became Prime Minister for just over a year in 1762. Castlereagh, born three years after the marriage, remained close to his mother’s side of the family for the rest of his life. His maternal uncle, the 2nd Marquess was to become a Lord Chamberlain of the Household under George IV, giving Castlereagh easy access to the royal court.30 His cousin, the future 3rd Marquess, known as the Earl of Yarmouth, was to be his second in his duel with Canning in 1809. Blessed with a huge fortune, Yarmouth became the caricature of the dissolute absentee landlord. His lifestyle was so debauched that his tongue became effectively paralysed in his later years, as he drowned in a sea of prostitutes, port and debt. William Thackeray used him as the model for the nefarious Marquess of Steyne in Vanity Fair and he also provided a template for the pompous Marquess of Monmouth in Benjamin Disraeli’s Coningsby. Indeed the Seymour Conways had a streak of eccentricity which was in notable contrast to the serious Stewarts with their Lowland Scots heritage. It was later alleged that they also incubated a strain of mental illness which Castlereagh inherited.31


Although his mother was from a prominent Anglican family, Castlereagh – true to Stewart traditions – was christened in the Strand Street Presbyterian Congregation in Dublin in 1769. Strand Street was the chief place of worship for the ‘enlightened vanguard’ in Dublin’s small but affluent Presbyterian community. Castlereagh’s father was extremely sensitive about the suggestion that they had abandoned their church in the search for high office. Although he had educated his son in Anglican establishments so that he could qualify for government service, he was insistent that the family remained committed Presbyterians.32 Indeed when Presbyterian interests were raised in the Irish House of Commons, even William Drennan – long after he was disillusioned with Castlereagh’s political course – still conceded that he was the natural voice of the Dissenting interest in parliament.33 The Reverend John Moody, the Glasgow-educated pastor who baptised Castlereagh, remained close to Robert Stewart senior throughout the 1790s and the Stewarts continued to patronise his church long after Castlereagh had entered government, giving them continued access to the world of Dissenting radicalism. It was typical of the intimate world of Irish politics that Moody’s son – the Reverend Boyle Moody – was arrested in Newry as a suspected rebel shortly before the rebellion of 1798.34 Thus Castlereagh’s fracture with the world of his forefathers was to be drawn out and painful.





3
The Whig World



Castlereagh was the second son of Robert Stewart and Lady Sarah. Their first-born, Alexander, had died in 1769, before his second birthday, while Lady Sarah was heavily pregnant again.1 It was a great comfort for the family when Robert junior was born healthy and safe in June 1769. Just over a year later, however, on 17 July 1770, his mother died in childbirth along with her baby. Though he had no clear memory of his mother, he would feel her loss for many years. Throughout his life he wore around his neck a large, square gold brooch, containing a picture of his mother and a plait of her hair, on which was inscribed the word ‘Irreparable’.2


As his father threw himself into a political career in Dublin, young Robert was mainly given over to the care of his paternal grandparents at Mount Stewart, where the doting family clearly had high hopes for him. In 1772, when he was still four months short of his third birthday his aunt, Anne Stewart, revelled in the progress of ‘little Robert … there cannot be a more lovely creature. He grows daily more engaging and is just now the picture of health and strength. With respect to spirits and quickness of apprehension, he far exceeds any child I ever saw.’3 As an infant, he received his early tutoring from Mr Bingham, a teacher who was brought to Mount Stewart from nearby Newtownards to take care of the boy’s education.4 At the age of eight Robert was sent to the Royal School Armagh, a well-known Anglican grammar school established by the Privy Council in 1608. Here he was tutored in the rudiments of classics, though he never mastered this field like future rivals such as George Canning, who were educated at Eton or other leading English schools.5 Nonetheless, he was a conscientious and ambitious child, proudly boasting to his uncle that he was top of his class and that ‘no boy shall get above me’. ‘I am resolved to study very close when at my Book, and to play very briskly when disengaged,’ he wrote shortly after he began boarding at the school.6 One former school teacher remembered him as a ‘gentle, docile, spirited, benevolent and affectionate boy’, though he was also regarded as physically delicate.7


When he was ten, Castlereagh was removed from Armagh and returned to private tutoring at Mount Stewart, where he was placed under the care of a local Presbyterian parson, the Reverend John Cleland, who was to become a target of the rebels in 1798.8 Cleland described the young boy as a ‘sickly enfeebled child’ with a weak left arm.9 Other family members suspected he was too sheltered by his home schooling at Mount Stewart. ‘Whether a private or Publick education is best, has long been an undecided controversy; but I am sure education at home is the very worst,’ warned his grandfather. ‘And I speak after great experience and observation. Robert is a Charming boy and has excellent natural parts, but if he grows up under your roof, he will be utterly spoilt.’10


As Castlereagh emerged into adolescence, however, he blossomed both physically and intellectually. When he was just seventeen, his maternal uncle, the 2nd Marquess of Hertford, described him as a ‘prodigy … the most promising man I ever saw’.11 During the previous year he had been passed into the tutorial care of the Reverend William Sturrock at a private school in nearby Portaferry. A respected scholar, Sturrock was Chancellor of the Anglican Down Cathedral and later became Archdeacon of Armagh. Thus, early in his life, Castlereagh’s education was steered by both Presbyterian and Anglican parsons. Consequently, throughout his career, and unlike many contemporaries, he was disinclined to emphasise the differences between them. In other words, while he was acutely aware of the confessional divisions in Irish politics, he had no particular theological axe to grind. He later married an Anglican and worshipped in the Established Church of England, but he remained conscious of his Presbyterian background throughout his life and equally aware that many in the Established Church were suspicious of it. Similarly, when he arrived in Europe in 1814 for negotiations with the Catholic Austrians or the Orthodox Russians, he had no quibbles about following their services. His basic attitude to religious practice was one of benign toleration. The civic humanism of the Scottish Enlightenment shaped his understanding of the world more than any confessional agenda; though it would be wrong to say that he was in any way a secularist – he supported the Established Church, for example – he believed that the role of the state was to navigate around religious tensions and encourage moderation where possible.


By his late teens Castlereagh had grown significantly, to reach nearly six feet in height. Blessed with the freedom of a large expanse of land at Mount Stewart, he became a strong athlete, skilled horseman and competent shot.12 He spent much of his time outdoors, often boating on Strangford Lough with William Sturrock’s son, Henry, who remained a friend for life. On 5 August 1786, when Castlereagh was seventeen, he and Henry got into difficulties in a famously treacherous part of the Lough during a storm, and their boat capsized.13 Both boys emerged from the water near the stern, with Sturrock grasping at Castlereagh’s jacket. Castlereagh, the stronger swimmer, kept his companion’s head above the surface until locals in a nearby rowing boat heard his shouts for help and pulled them to safety.14 His heroics later attained something of a legendary status among friends and family, particularly in the eyes of his younger brother Charles, who seems to have spent much of his life trying to emulate him; Charles, who was nine years younger and educated at Eton, had tried to save a fellow school boy from drowning at the age of thirteen, but had failed to do so, and nearly drowned himself in the attempt.15


There was plenty of room on the family estate for an adolescent to explore other endeavours and, by some accounts, Castlereagh’s teenage years were more colourful than his staid political persona would suggest. During summers at Mount Stewart he would sleep under a tarpaulin in a small boat he had built and named after his sister Selina. He also had a rustic small cottage constructed on the opposite side of Strangford Lough to the family’s main home, where he kept books and twelve chairs for entertaining friends. According to one profile of his early life, ‘his lordship was very gallant and always partial to female society’.16 This allegedly led him into a number of embarrassing escapades, including a duel with a member of the local gentry, Lord Lecale, following a clandestine embrace with a young lady under his protection. More controversially, it was also claimed that – sometime between the ages of nineteen and twenty-one – he ‘pursued and won’ a serving maid called Nelly Stoal, ‘a comely girl with ruddy complexion, flowing auburn locks and pretty figure’. Nelly, who worked in a small farmhouse on the banks of the nearby Lough and was the daughter of a local lobster catcher, was often seen walking beside Castlereagh or sitting in his boat in a white frock and coral beads. It was rumoured locally that when she became pregnant the Stewarts purchased a cottage for her, gave her a grant of £100 a year and arranged for her to marry the local postmaster. The same story claimed that every time Castlereagh returned to Strangford Lough he would call on Nelly and their son and that the boy later joined the navy and rose to the rank of commander, without any assistance or patronage from his father.17 In responding to these allegations, which were published in London, Castlereagh’s local newspaper, the Belfast Newsletter, pointed out a number of inaccuracies in the story, while conceding that ‘its author may have blended some truth with fiction’. Yet the lack of an emphatic rebuttal in a local and respected newspaper, known to be sympathetic to the family, suggest that part of the allegations may indeed have had some basis in reality.18 If Castlereagh did have an illegitimate son with Nelly – and one can only speculate – one wonders if it made him more comfortable with the fact that his later marriage never produced a child; it would certainly have been easier to shrug off the allegation that he was a ‘sapless twig’ – a familiar refrain from his critics – if he knew he had a son who was making his way as a commander in the Royal Navy. What is beyond doubt is that he was a red-blooded young man, with an active interest in the female sex. To the great amusement of his family, on a visit to London at the age of sixteen he became obsessed with Dorothea Jordan, a beautiful comic actress, famous for her tomboy roles and beautiful long legs as much as for her acting. Night after night at the Drury Lane Theatre in Covent Garden, Castlereagh would sit through bawdy productions of Romp and Richard Lionheart, just to gain a glimpse of Jordan.19


During that same visit to London in 1785 Castlereagh also demonstrated his growing interest in the politics of the metropolis. He visited the House of Commons and took detailed notes on the Reports of the Commissioners, convened in an attempt to reform and purify the political system in the wake of the American War of Independence. He heard Edmund Burke, Charles James Fox and William Pitt speak, taking detailed notes on their speaking styles.20 It was against this background that the formative political moments of Castlereagh’s political education occurred. In 1771, when he was only three years older, his father had been elected to represent County Down in the Irish House of Commons. Despite the family’s growing profile, it had been a considerable achievement to overcome the influence of Lord Downshire, the major landowner in the area, who normally managed to nominate both the MPs for the county. Known as the ‘Leviathan’ or the ‘pampered borough monger’, Downshire was one of the most powerful landowners in the British Isles, controlling the nomination for twelve seats in the Irish Commons. He spent most of his time in England but managed his influence through a network of agents and underlings, and exerted the full reach of his power at election times.21 Robert Stewart senior, who had campaigned in support of parliamentary reform, made his maiden speech in December that year, though, like his son, he was not a particularly talented orator in a parliament where eloquence was highly prized.22


Above all, it was the American War of Independence from 1775 to 1783 which had really transformed the mood of Irish politics, and gave men like Stewart the opening they desired. This struggle against the overbearing power of the English Empire – as many Irish Whigs saw it – had inspired the emergence of an Irish Patriot movement on the American model, which demanded a radical overhaul of the existing political system and an end to ‘taxation withut representation’.23Irish Whigs were similarly jealous of the influence of the English government in Ireland and demanded a greater degree of independence for the Irish parliament, which had highly limited powers and could be vetoed by Westminster on nearly every issue. ‘I am … a true American,’ Castlereagh had written to his uncle from school as an eight-year-old in 1777.24


Having been re-elected for County Down in 1776, Robert Stewart remained in the House until 1783, when he was defeated following a successful rearguard action by Lord Downshire. During that time he firmly aligned himself with the ‘patriot’ opposition in the Irish parliament and spent much of his time with Whig grandees such as the Earl of Charlemont and Henry Grattan. In 1780 he seconded Henry Grattan’s famous motion that the people of Ireland ‘ought only to be bound by laws made by the King, Lords and Commons of Ireland’.25 Charlemont, who was one of the most popular and influential patriots in Ireland, described Stewart as ‘a gentleman of the best character and most patriotic principles’, whose honesty ‘was almost proverbial’, and bemoaned his defeat in 1783.26


Outside parliament, Irish politics was also being driven by the actions of the Volunteers, a part-time militia force raised by the Protestant gentry, of which Charlemont was effectively the figurehead. The purported purpose of the mobilisation of the Volunteers was to protect the country from invasion, given that so many of the regular army had been sent to fight the war in America. The invasion threat was a serious one; in April 1778, for example, an American ship, the Ranger, had entered Belfast Lough and defeated, boarded and seized the British naval frigate HMS Drake.27 But volunteering was also a highly politicised gesture. Empowered by their new importance, the Volunteers began to turn their attention to reform within Ireland, pressing their influence on an obscurantist Irish government.


The Volunteer movement peaked in 1782 and 1783 with a series of huge rallies and demonstrations in support of Irish legislative independence and parliamentary reform. Nowhere was it stronger than in Ulster, where upwardly mobile Presbyterians played a conspicuous role in the mobilisation. Increasingly successful in the commercial and mercantile sectors, they were frustrated about their lack of influence over the Irish parliament, which was Anglican and almost exclusively aristocratic. ‘Though in the north of Ireland four-fifths of the voters are dissenters,’ wrote one observer, ‘I do not recollect a single election carried upon that interest, although perpetually tried by their ministers.’28


For many Presbyterians – and not just those who were associated with the New Light movement – it was a theological and civic duty: ‘to expose, to reprove, and censure, the partiality, oppression, and tyranny of rules, the destructive influence of vile counsellors and the corruption of government’.29 Whether driven by Covenanters or Arians, Presbyterians were well represented on the radical fringes of politics. ‘I do not believe any measure or concession can satisfy them’, Lord Westmorland, the Lord Lieutenant, later wrote to William Pitt, the Prime Minister.30 From 1795 to 1798, sixty-three Presbyterian ministers and clerical students were to be directly implicated in radical sedition, most of them in Castlereagh’s native Ulster, where the proportion of Presbyterians was highest. The linkage of politics and theology – a combustible mix in late-eighteenth-century Ireland – was even given a name: ‘Scripture Politics’.31


Once again it is worth remembering just how intimately Castlereagh was connected with this world. The man who coined the phrase ‘Scripture Politics’ was the Reverend William Steel Dickson, a radical who once declared his ‘unabated respect for’ Castlereagh’s grandfather.32 On reaching adolescence, Castlereagh would often follow his father across the country on horseback to Volunteer meetings, where he frequently met Steel Dickson and other leading Presbyterian radicals. ‘He was everywhere, with every body,’ wrote Dickson, noted for ‘his mild manners, unremitting attention, fascinating address, and manlike conversation’. Dickson did not like Castlereagh’s father, whom he regarded as ‘weakened by a toadish coldness, and haughty distance of deportment’. He did, however, have great hopes for his son. In 1782 he watched with admiration as the thirteen-year-old Robert Stewart led a group of boys – all sons of local Volunteers – in a sham fight as part of a drill exercise against a French invasion. He described how the young Castlereagh ran forward and mounted the enemy’s cannon in triumph, waving his hat to the cheering crowd. ‘The circumstance had a most powerful effect on the then ardent mind of the multitude present,’ Steel Dickson later wrote, ‘and their account of it excited high expectations of, and warm attachment to, the rising Robert, throughout the whole country … “If such be the boy, what may we not expect of the man!” was to be heard in almost every company; and I own that my own expectations were as extravagant, and my attachment as enthusiastic, as those of any other man living.’33


In 1783, as Robert Stewart fought unsuccessfully for re-election in County Down, Steel Dickson brought forty freeholders and Volunteers in procession to pay homage to the family at Mount Stewart. As he rode up to the house, the young Castlereagh ran out excitedly and threw his arms around the neck of Steel Dickson’s horse. ‘See! See! Father!’ he shouted. ‘See what Mr Dickson has brought! I would rather be at the head of such a yeomanry than be the first lord ever a king created.’ Here was ‘our noble young captain’, Dickson boasted, ‘he’s a sweet boy, – he’ll be our man yet, if he lives.’ Fifteen years later William Steel Dickson charged Castlereagh with being ‘the unblushing betrayer of his country to a foreign sanhedrin’.34





4
English Head, Irish Heart



‘A gentleman! he is as much a gentleman as any of your formal prigs – not the exact Cambridge cut, maybe. Curse your English education! ’Twas none of my advice. I suppose you mean to take after your mother in the notion that nothing can be good, or genteel but what’s English.’


‘Far from it, sir; I assure you, I am as warm a friend to Ireland as your heart could wish. You will have no reason, in that respect at least, nor in any other, to curse my English education; and, if my gratitude and affection can avail, you shall never regret the kindness and liberality with which you have, I fear, distressed yourself to afford me the means of becoming all that a British nobleman ought to be.’


‘Gad! You distress me now!’ said Lord Clonbrony, ‘and I didn’t expect it, or I wouldn’t make a fool of myself this way,’ added he, ashamed of his emotion, and whiffling it off. ‘You have an Irish heart, that I see, no education can spoil…’


Maria Edgeworth, The Absentee, 18121


Following the tragic death of his first wife, Castlereagh’s father did not remarry again until 1775. The choice of his second bride was the glamorous and well-regarded Frances Pratt, the eldest daughter of Charles Pratt, the 1st Earl Camden, former Lord Chancellor and the figurehead of a powerful Whig family with extensive connections in British politics.2 To the irritation of many of his associates, these connections created the opening for a steady rise up the political and social ladder. In 1786 he became a Privy Councillor in Ireland; in 1789 he became Baron Londonderry, Viscount Castlereagh in 1795, Earl of Londonderry in 1796 (when Castlereagh officially became a viscount himself) and Marquess of Londonderry in 1816.3 It is thus that Castlereagh is best understood: arising out of the radical Presbyterian politics of Ulster – a consciously ‘enlightened’ and politicised world, which created the mood music for Irish republicanism – but blessed with an umbilical connection to one of the leading political dynasties in England.4


Castlereagh was the only surviving child from his father’s first marriage; he was six years old when his father wed again. The second marriage secured the family’s financial future, which was already in good health. ‘Not many dynasts became widowers in time to make a second marriage which was as advantageous as their first,’ one historian has written, and not many families ‘remained as happily united as the Stewarts, in spite of the interposition of half-blood’.5 Within a year of Lady Frances’s arrival, Castlereagh referred to her happily as ‘Mamma’, and he was to address her as ‘Mother’ for the rest of his life.6 Her father, Earl Camden, the veteran Whig jurist and ally of William Pitt, also became an important influence on Castlereagh’s life, particularly after the death of his paternal grandfather, Alexander Stewart, on 2 April 1781. ‘I am as much interested in your welfare as if you had been born of your father’s second [marriage],’ Camden told his adopted grandson.7 Camden’s own son, Lord Bayham, lacked the stellar qualities that Camden seemed to detect in his step-grandson. In one of his last letters to Castlereagh he enclosed a snuff box containing a small lock of his white hair, ‘a poor memento to remind you, after I am gone, of the constant affection I ever bore you … I can’t help claiming you (if my vanity can be excused in taking to myself one of much nobler descent) for one of my own children’.8 But perhaps Castlereagh’s favourite member of the new family was Lady Elizabeth Pratt, his stepmother’s younger sister, who came to live at Mount Stewart and for whom he had considerable affection. She was a talented musician and singer who taught him to play the violoncello.9 Music was to be one of his few means of relaxation in the course of his career. It ‘is an unadulterated sweet’, he once told her, ‘and your friendship one of the few human joys I can look to as imperishable’.10


The letters between the Pratts and the Stewarts encapsulated the complexities of Anglo–Irish relations as the Volunteer movement reached its peak, in the late 1770s and early 1780s. But this was a connection based, above all, on a shared Whig political heritage, common to both islands. ‘Any articles of Political Intelligence will be a great Treat … in this remote corner, both to my father and me, who are fashionable enough to sometimes think of, and wish well to, the Freedom of the Constitution and the true interests of the Community’, Castlereagh’s father had written in 1775.11 Two years later, in reply to the news that Frances was pregnant with their first child, Camden responded that ‘if you desire more boys [like Robert], I hope Fanny will breed them, and you will make them good Whigs’.12


Frances’s early letters from Ireland sometimes complained that her husband was preoccupied with political intrigue in the capital, basing himself at the Dublin home of the Earl of Charlemont during the parliamentary session, to the neglect of his family. ‘You know how keen he is in publick matters,’ she wrote, ‘and his friend, Charlemont, whom he now lives with, is spurring him on day and night.’13 In late 1779 – when the Volunteer movement was building up momentum – she also complained about the influence exerted on the family at Mount Stewart by another leading figure in the New Light set, Dr Alexander Haliday, a physician who was Charlemont’s closest ally in Belfast. She complained that Haliday ‘has been used for many years to dictate to all parts of this family upon all occasions. He buttresses the old and coaxes the young’, though she appreciated that these connections to the Presbyterian political world were ‘necessary to their existence’.14


As a young English woman in the heart of radical Ireland, Frances was genuinely taken aback by the increasingly bellicose tone of the Irish patriot movement in this period. ‘It is with much concern that I perceive the independent spirit increasing every hour in Ireland,’ she wrote. ‘I wish my husband was less an Irishman, yet he is reasonable and liberal. But no rock was ever so immovable in politics.’ Patriot leaders such as Denis Daly and Henry Grattan she regarded as ‘respectable men but violent’. At Mount Stewart she received letters from her husband in Dublin which spilled over with excerpts from Charlemont’s speeches, asserting Ireland’s independent rights. Old Alexander Stewart, who was approaching his last days at Mount Stewart, was still ‘quite a rebel’ and Alick, her brother-in-law, was ‘not much better: in short, they all hate England, and therefore their judgement is not worth a farthing’. At least, she hoped, her father would stand up for England ‘to the last’. She would rather see him condemned – as Lord Shelburne, the Irish-born English Whig had recently been in Dublin’s Freeman’s Journal – for being too pro-English than be accused of partiality to Ireland in the London Evening Post.15


When Lady Frances was still a teenager, she had suffered a distressing ordeal on her father’s estate in Kent. Though the details were unclear, she was apparently robbed and assaulted, returning to the house in a distressed state, entirely naked.16 Despite the fact that from that point she sometimes seemed uncomfortable in society, she could be a charming hostess. Those admitted into her company spoke of her gentleness and intelligence.17 Indeed she sometimes detected a little jealousy in her new husband because of her youth and good looks; he was still ‘human’, she wrote, this ‘most liberal Presbyterian’.18 Ultimately, however, theirs was a happy and productive marriage. By 1792, when Castlereagh was twenty-three, he had eleven new siblings. The second eldest boy and closest to him was Charles William, later Lord Stewart, who was born in 1778 and lived to 1854. The others were Frances Ann (born in 1777), Thomas Henry (1779) Elizabeth Mary (1779), Caroline (1781), Alexander John (1783), Georgiana (1785), Selina Sarah Juliana (1786), Matilda Charlotte (1787), Emily Jane (1789) and Caroline Octavia (1792). With the exception of Castlereagh himself, all the boys entered military service. Charles William rose to the rank of colonel and fought alongside Wellington in the Peninsular War. Alexander John, who died in 1810, was a naval officer who fought at the Battle of Cape St Vincent, off the coast of Portugal in 1797. Thomas Henry, also served under Wellington and died in Portugal in 1810. Each of the girls married into the aristocracy or minor gentry – diplomats, soldiers or politicians – apart from Elizabeth Mary, who died in 1798. Frances Ann married Lord Charles Fitzroy, second son of the 3rd Duke of Grafton; Caroline married Colonel Wood, son of Thomas Wood MP; Georgiana married George Canning, subsequently Lord Garvagh (cousin of George Canning, the English Prime Minister); Selina married David Kerr, MP for Athlone; Matilda Charlotte married Edward Wood of Bangor Castle; Emily Jane married John James, secretary of legation at the Court of Munich; and Caroline Octavia married Lord Ellenborough despite the staunch objections of both sets of parents.19


In the summer of 1796, when four of the brood were still under ten years old, the French aristocrat and travel writer De Latocnaye visited Mount Stewart on a tour of Ireland, where he found Frances Stewart living ‘a very retired life in the bosom of her amiable family’, devoting herself to the education of her children.20 Despite these considerable domestic duties, she maintained an active and open-minded interest in the Irish political scene. At Mount Stewart, she received the newspaper of the Irish rebels, the Northern Star, and continued to read it secretly after her husband – who was mercilessly lampooned in it – had banned it from the house. Even during the debates over the Act of Union – as Castlereagh came under severe attack – she enjoyed the poetry of William Drennan, who was well-known to be one of her stepson’s fiercest critics.21


By the 1790s, having settled into Ireland, Frances’s attitude towards her husband’s political associates softened considerably. She became a regular correspondent of Charlemont, with whom she discussed politics and literature, though they did not always agree; she was impressed by Edmund Burke’s condemnation of the French Revolution, for example, whereas Charlemont believed he had gone too far: ‘He wrote from his heart, the Warmth of which perpetually overpowered the Faculties of his Head – From this Source were derived his prejudices.’22 She would also discuss the writings of Voltaire and Rousseau in letters to another significant figure in Irish intellectual life, Maurice FitzGerald, an Irish Whig MP and the 18th Knight of Kerry.23 These authors adorned the shelves at Mount Stewart. She even warmed to Alexander Haliday – possibly in proportion to the extent that her husband fell out with him over politics – and he continued to spend most Sunday afternoons 1790s at Mount Stewart, dining or playing cards. When ‘the Prig’ was away – according to one gossip – she would invite Haliday and his friends to the house to talk about current affairs.24 Haliday, a much older man, was taken by her elegance and intellect.25


All this meant that Castlereagh reached maturity in a house full of the texts of the leading Enlightenment thinkers and in conversation with some of the most sophisticated men in Ireland – all on the Whig or patriot side of politics. Charlemont, FitzGerald and Haliday invested great hope in the future career of the young man and Castlereagh, in turn, regarded them as mentors. Even when they disagreed as Irish politics became polarised in the mid-1790s, he remained in close contact with them.


There was one issue which each of these men had given deep consideration and which was to define Castlereagh’s career: an Act of Union between Britain and Ireland, which would bring an end to the Irish parliament and merge the two nations under one political (and therefore economic) system. As Whigs and patriots, most of his mentors were deeply opposed to the idea. That said, they were equally aware that the idea of a Union had been discussed favourably by a number of prominent Enlightenment thinkers whom they admired. For example, in 1754 Charlemont – while on the Grand Tour of the Continent – had made a visit to the Bordeaux home of Baron de Montesquieu, whom he discovered to be an advocate of an Anglo-Irish Union, ‘for this plain reason, that an inferior country, connected with one much her superior in force, can never be certain of the permanent enjoyment of constitutional freedom, unless she has, by her representatives, a proportional share in the legislature of the superior kingdom’.26


Castlereagh, whose father had travelled with Charlemont across much of Europe and who later read the memoir of Charlemont’s life with great interest, was well aware of this story.27 Likewise, Castlereagh would have known too that Arthur Young had also expressed his inclination towards a Union following his visit to Ireland in the 1770s. Young, who had spoken at length with Haliday, Belfast’s most distinguished citizen, before visiting Mount Stewart, had concluded his Tour of Ireland with the following reflection. ‘I am informed that nothing was so unpopular in Ireland as such an idea,’ he wrote, but, in his view, ‘the kingdom would lose, according to this reasoning, an idle race of country gentlemen, and, in exchange, their ports would fill with ships and commerce, and all the consequences of commerce; an exchange that never yet proved disadvantageous to any country’.28 Adam Smith, a leading figure of the Scottish Enlightenment, had also expressed similar views in The Wealth of Nations.29 Historians have only recently begun to acknowledge that the ideas behind the Union emerged out of the Scottish Enlightenment, utilitarianism, and the work of political economists.30 This would not have surprised Castlereagh. For much of the 1770s and 1780s the idea of a Union had been in incubation while the patriot movement grasped the momentum in Irish politics; during this time the most likely direction for Anglo–Irish relations seemed to be the granting of more powers to the Irish parliament. But as Castlereagh approached his entry into public life at the end of the 1780s, so the idea of the Union began to be revived.31


Perhaps most important of all, a number of prominent English Whigs, not least Castlereagh’s step-grandfather, Camden, had long supported the idea. Indeed, as he approached adulthood, Camden played a growing role in his step-grandson’s life and represented an alternative source of political guidance to his father’s friends. Castlereagh had been educated in Ireland until the age of sixteen and it was at Camden’s insistence that he moved to Cambridge to complete his education. In the autumn of 1786, aged seventeen, Castlereagh arrived at St John’s College, from which William Wilberforce had matriculated ten years previously. William Wordsworth arrived the following year and another near contemporary was Samuel Whitbread, the future Foxite MP, who later became one of Castlereagh’s many critics in parliament.32


Cambridge was a haven for drunken young aristocrats. Another landlord from County Down, Archibald Hamilton Rowan, who was to become an associate of the United Irishmen in the 1790s, had famously been rusticated after throwing one of his tutors into the River Cam and ‘shaking all Cambridge from its propriety, by a night’s frolic, in which he climbed the signposts and changed all the principal signs’.33 Well aware of these stories, Camden told his grandson to be discerning about his company, ‘for you may depend upon it that all the genius and capacity to be found in the world are produced by that class of men who must study or be starved’.34 Castlereagh’s closest friend at Cambridge was Frederick William Hervey, the future 1st Marquess of Bristol (1769–1859), the youngest son of the 4th Earl of Bristol, who was the Bishop of Derry. Bristol, like Castlereagh’s father, had been a prominent supporter of the Irish Volunteers.


Initially, inspired by the change in atmosphere, Castlereagh began his studies with great determination. One of his tutors, William Pearce, the future Dean of Ely Cathedral, testified that he was top in his year group at St John’s in nearly every examination, including mathematics, logic and moral philosophy, thereby refuting ‘any disparaging remarks which may have been made with regard to his early education and of his proficiency in the studies proper for the rank’ he later attained.35 In his first term he wrote to Camden asking him for advice on extra reading and expressed his frustration with the standard of undergraduate lectures. Camden was pleased that his grandson was not content with the ‘superficial smattering’ he heard in the lecture theatre; these were ‘but the rudiments of several branches of learning, made up for the instruction of young beginners and repeated in the same words from term to term’. Thus, despite Castlereagh’s strong exam results, Camden urged him to hire a tutor for Latin and Ancient Greek ‘because, though the languages are dead, you will form a taste for elegant writing from those authors, much better than from any writings of the moderns’. In particular he recommended Cicero’s Orations. The ancients were ‘the only instructors in the art of speaking as well as composition, the first of which must from your rank be your principal occupation when you make your entrance in the great world as a public character’. ‘I give this hint,’ Camden continued, ‘because I am sometimes a little afraid from your strong propensity to the sciences, you may possibly neglect the other, which you will find hereafter to be more necessary.’36


Camden was perceptive about his grandson’s weaknesses; like his father, he was a poor speaker – a flaw he failed to rectify. ‘He drawls his words and I suppose will soon be a dull, studied, tedious talker,’ wrote one Belfast socialite on meeting him in 1794.37 Thus Camden also urged Castlereagh to study English in greater depth than he had done hitherto: ‘You may tell me you did not go to university to understand your own language,’ he scolded, but ‘I know of no other tongue so necessary to be correctly and grammatically both spoke and written by an Englishman, as his own mother tongue. All your thoughts in every station of life are to be expressed, and all your business is to be transacted in that language, and your style must be formed from the purest of our writers, taking the rules of composition with the choice of words … from the ancients and applying them to the fashioning of your own tongue.’38


In the event, however, Castlereagh stayed at Cambridge for only one full academic year, and his proficiency in classics and English was not notably improved. For all his early earnestness, it did appear that there were other distractions at university. In January 1788, before the start of Lent term, Castlereagh revealed to Camden that he had been ‘indisposed’ by illness and was unable to join the rest of the family in Bath. In reply Camden urged him to experience ‘different air, new scenes, new ideas, and dissipation for a time’ in the Roman town; with all the social excitement in Bath, ‘you are immured for Cambridge and plodding for fame.’39 He stopped joking in his next letter when Castlereagh’s revealed that his illness was something ‘which cannot be directly acknowledged before the women’ and had caused him to take on a solitary lodging – in other words, it was sexually transmitted. Camden reassured the young man that he was ‘much better pleased to find it no more than the usual consequence of a young man’s indiscretion’, though the situation was more than a little embarrassing for both of them.40


Castlereagh seems to have recovered from the condition in time to complete his studies for the rest of the academic year. During the summer vacations his mood improved and he took the opportunity for some sightseeing, visiting Oxford and making a pilgrimage to William Shakespeare’s tomb in the Holy Trinity Church in Stratford-upon-Avon. Despite the fact that Castlereagh had ‘arrived to love this country’ (England), he wrote from Stratford that he was still ‘stingy and tenacious’ of Ireland’s interests.41 On his way to Holyhead to sail to Dublin, he travelled through some of the most striking countryside in Wales, riding through the ‘heavenly country along the banks of the Dee’, where he was captivated by Pont Fawr, an elegant stone bridge designed by Inigo Jones, which straddled the River Conwy in Llanrwst. In between these cultural interludes he spent much of his travels in inns and taverns. Stopping at one watering hole in Shropshire, he and Hervey narrowly escaped a beating after being caught smirking at the tall tales told by a band of drunken cavalry officers.42


Having begun his second academic year at St John’s in October 1788, he left Cambridge at the end of the first term. At that point he seems to have had some sort of embarrassing ‘accident’. Again, family letters were vague about the details of the problem. According to one well-informed source, it was a severe kick from a horse, which confined him to his rooms and made him miserable and impatient.43 One is tempted to suggest it may have been a recurrence of the ailment he suffered during the previous year, though this is not conclusively proved by the correspondence. Camden consoled him that there was ‘some strange fatality attending your first entrance in the world’ and such accidents were part of the journey to adulthood. Though the details were not referred to, there was a clear implication that whatever Castlereagh had inflicted on himself, it came from over-indulgence in the charms of student lifestyle in Cambridge. Camden was tempted to order him ‘to converse more with books and less with wranglers’ but realised that a ‘sermon’ was likely to ‘administer little comfort, especially to a young man who loves hunting and shooting better than preaching’. The pain from whatever injury he had, Camden reassured him, would only be ‘temporary’, suggesting that it was not serious or something which would do him long-term damage.44


Camden urged Castlereagh to stay at Cambridge and complete his education, but to no avail. The great benefit of university life was that ‘knowledge and letters there are fashionable’ and he was ‘more likely to acquire a taste for books than in London, where the young men have forgot to read or write’. ‘I would not trouble you with this observation if I did not wish to have you produced unto the world of men with better accomplishments than other men of fashion, as they will be called,’ he pleaded. ‘Your natural talents are excellent – cultivation will make them perfect.’45 Yet whether through embarrassment or illness, Castlereagh appears to have been determined to leave at the first opportunity.46 The question then was, where next after Cambridge? Despite Camden warning his grandson of the ‘profligacy and dissipation of this vile metropolis’, London, he also recognised that a return to Ireland ‘would in my opinion, and in yours I believe, be worse’.47


In her 1812 novel The Absentee the Anglo-Irish novelist Maria Edgeworth – who was just a year older than Castlereagh – described the coming of age of young ‘Lord Colambre’. The similarities between Colambre and Castlereagh – whom Edgeworth watched speak in the Irish parliament – seem too striking to be a coincidence. The dilemmas facing young Robert Stewart as he prepared for his entry into public life and debated the merits of a career in London or Ireland were captured perfectly in her description of Colambre:


Of naturally quick and strong capacity, ardent affections, impetuous temper, the early years of his childhood had been passed at his father’s castle in Ireland, where, from the lowest servant to the well-dressed dependant of the family, everybody had conspired to wait upon, to fondle, to flatter, to worship, this darling of their lord. Yet he was not spoiled – not rendered selfish … though signs of hereditary grandeur had touched his infant thought … fortunately, before he acquired any fixed habits of insolence or tyranny, he was carried far away from all that were bound or willing to submit to his commands … the little lord became a spirited schoolboy, and, in time, a man. Fortunately for him, science and literature happened to be the fashion among a set of clever young men with whom he was at Cambridge. His ambition for intellectual superiority was raised, his views were enlarged, his tastes and his manners formed. The sobriety of English good sense mixed most advantageously with Irish vivacity; English prudence governed, but did not extinguish, his Irish enthusiasm. But, in fact, English and Irish had not been invidiously contrasted in his mind … he had lived with men who were too well informed and liberal to misjudge or depreciate a sister country. He had found, from experience, that, however reserved the English might be in manner, they are warm at heart; and that, however averse they may be from forming new acquaintance, their esteem and confidence once gained, they make the most solid of friends. He had formed relationships in England; he was fully sensible of the superior comforts, refinement, and information, of English society; but his own country was endeared to him by early association, and a sense of duty and patriotism attached him to Ireland.


‘And shall I too be an absentee?’ Colambre asked. It was a question which Castlereagh, like Colambre, ‘was not yet prepared to answer decidedly’.48





5
Caesar in Ireland?



AND, in those days, there shall appear a Youth named Robert, tall of stature, rather comely – but of a Shambling Gait, who derives his birth from One Country, his Religion from another, and his Politics from a third. And he will offer himself, as a candidate to represent a great and populous Portion of the land of his nativity – and he will declare even before his Beard is grown – that the first object of his ambition is to be returned for it … And in the warmth of his Heart, he will anticipate the Doctrines of Thomas Paine, and drink ‘equal Liberty to all Mankind’ – and he will drink ‘all the Whig Clubs of Ireland, and the Whig Interest all the World over’.


The Second Chapter of the First Book of the Chronicles of the County, called Down, 18051


Impatient, politically ambitious and clearly embarrassed by his misadventure at university, Castlereagh was eager to make a fresh start. The general election of 1790 provided him with just such an opportunity. When his father resumed electoral hostilities with Lord Downshire in County Down, he seized the opportunity to project himself on a new path and returned home to Ireland with the intention of gaining one of the county’s two parliamentary seats. Castlereagh’s father had been wounded by the contests of the late 1770s and early 1780s and did not wish to stand again himself. The fact that his son’s career at Cambridge had been cut short gave them both an opportunity. There was a personal dimension at play too; whereas Camden appeared to draw Castlereagh to London, Robert Stewart yearned to have his eldest son by his side in Ireland.


Down was an affluent and highly politicised county with nearly one hundred landed families. Before 1793 it was also the most popularly contested constituency in Ireland, with over 11,000 freeholders. Approximately half the population was Presbyterian, with the other half equally divided between Catholics and Anglicans.2 By virtue of his wealth and huge landholding, the Marquess of Downshire was the dominant political force in the region, even though he was known to be unsympathetic to the Presbyterian interest. His main challengers from within that community were Castlereagh’s father, Robert Stewart, and the Stewarts’ Whig neighbour and friend Sir John Blackwood.3 In 1790 Downshire – hoping to retain control of both seats – put forward his son, Lord Hillsborough, as a nominee, along with Captain Matthews, a friend of the family. In response Castlereagh allied with the fourth candidate, Edward Ward, the younger son of Lord Bangor, making a pact in the name of ‘Honour and Honesty’ and declaring their intention to stand on 1 May.


The polling campaign lasted ninety-four days, from May into July. It took place against the background of growing political excitement, prompted by the epoch-changing events which were occurring in Paris. Just like the American Revolution fifteen years before, the progress of the French Revolution since the summer of 1789 had prompted a surge in radical political sentiment in the north of Ireland. On 28 February 1790, partly in response to this excitement, a new political organisation had been formed in Belfast with Charlemont as its patron and Alexander Haliday as secretary. The Northern Whig Club made it clear from the outset that Belfast Whiggism was much more radical than its counterpart in Dublin. As one government informer noted, ‘the Belfast patriots have taken no notice of the Dublin Whig Club in their toasts because they are suspicious of that body’.4


In the language of John Locke, the constitution of the club declared that government was ‘an original compact between the governors and the governed, instituted for the good of the whole community’ and demanded immediate political reform.5 It was later alleged that Castlereagh had been in the chair when the original resolutions of the Northern Whig Club were drawn up. This is not true. Nor was he party to the club’s founding principles – an allegation he also rejected later in life. A letter from Haliday to Charlemont reveals that the original chairman was Jim Isaacs, a ‘veteran octogenarian Whig’ from Belfast. Moreover, the same letter also reveals that Castlereagh was too consumed with his election campaign to have time to attend the first meeting. It was at a ‘distance’ that Haliday reported that Castlereagh had announced his electoral pact with Edward Ward the same evening, so had not been in attendance when its principles were agreed upon. That said, this news of Castlereagh’s candidature was ‘to the infinite joy of all the independent interest’ and ‘the great discomfiture’ of the Downshires. In other words, the members of the Northern Whig Club were strongly behind Castlereagh, regardless of whether he had sworn an oath to their principles or not.6


‘The county of Down, not Downshire, now indeed affords a glorious prospect, and I will not allow myself to harbour a doubt that its perfect emancipation is at hand,’ wrote Charlemont in March 1790. ‘The best and sweet foundation for liberty has ever been the flinty fragments of the broken arch of despotism.’7 Even if Castlereagh had not sworn any oaths or tests, he had made his support for parliamentary reform clear in all his public statements to the electors of County Down. ‘I love the cause of the people,’ he said, in language that would come back to haunt him. ‘I revere the constitution – and I will maintain and defend both with that ardour and affection which a youthful heart dictates, and your confidence demands.’8 Castlereagh’s strategy was clear. It was to capitalise on the strong support for the Volunteers and parliamentary reform in the area, as well as presenting himself as an authentic representative of Presbyterian interests. In June 1790 he reiterated his support for parliamentary reform in a public letter in the Belfast Newsletter.9 In doing so he won the support of many of the more radical freeholders in the county, some of whom were to become known as prominent United Irishmen and supporters of the rebellion of 1798.


The fact is that Castlereagh revelled in the support of the ‘independent’ interest in Down to the extent that he turned down an easier route to getting a seat in parliament; he ‘strongly opposed’ a suggestion by his father that Camden use his connections with William Pitt’s government to put pressure on Downshire to concede the seat. While he reassured Camden that he had ‘the highest opinion and confidence in Mr Pitt as a minister’, he insisted that he wanted to retain his political independence were he to go into government: ‘What satisfaction could I feel in supporting what my judgement approv’d, if I had it not in my power to oppose where it condemn’d?’ Instead, therefore, he preferred to woo the ‘Independent’ interest, ‘who had no other resource but to flock to my standard’.10 Castlereagh also had the option of taking a safe seat in Lisburn, controlled by his uncle, the Marquess of Hertford, which he also refused.11 Clearly the family believed that they had unfinished business in Down.


On his canvass, he was received, ‘with marked cordiality and expressive joy,’ wrote the Reverend Steel Dickson, ‘and these were kindled into enthusiasm by his strong attachments to the liberty of his country, or ardour for reform, and solemn declarations that, if returned to parliament he would use all his efforts to obtain it.’ Dickson later claimed to have travelled across the country canvassing on behalf of Castlereagh every day, riding one horse nearly to death, reducing another to half its value and spending over £50 of his own money on the campaign.12 The nature of late-eighteenth-century electioneering, at least in the more popularly contested boroughs, required great physical exertion. During the campaign Castlereagh undertook a ‘laborious tour’ of the county which lasted three weeks, in order to cajole the freeholders to support him.13


In the last week of July he was finally elected, coming second in the poll after Lord Hillsborough and declaring that ‘nothing’ could detach him from the ‘Independent Interest’.14 But it had come at great financial and political cost. The latter was not evident until later in the decade when the serious differences between the new MP and some of his more radical supporters became clear. In the short term, his father had gone to huge expense, in excess of £30,000, in order to counter the financial clout of Lord Downshire. Work on the family home at Mount Stewart was delayed and the Stewarts were forced to sell their house in Dublin – as well as some of their art collection – though they soon were able to purchase a smaller base in the capital in the prestigious Merrion Square, near St Stephen’s Green.15 ‘In the famous speech of Pyrrhus,’ his grandfather joked, ‘such another victory would ruin me.’16


Parliament was not due to meet until January the following year, leaving the new MP four months to ponder a future in Irish politics. Despite his eagerness to enter public life, he began to be concerned that the extent of the investment in his election in Down had diminished his opportunities in England. Given the personal sacrifice that his father had made to secure his son’s election, he preferred to confide in Camden, who, despite being sympathetic to his frustrations, was ‘at a loss what to say’. ‘The true question is not what an old man would, but what a young man ought do. You have spent a vast sum and have endured an intolerable fatigue both of mind and body to obtain a seat in parliament for the county of Down. That is now past and successes ought not to be followed with repentance. The worst circumstance, the expense, may be repaired with economy, in which you ought to bear a part. The others, now they are over, are rather matters of pleasant reflection that may furnish you with stories for the next seven years.’ Camden was reluctant to question Castlereagh’s father, his son-inlaw, though he was perplexed by the lengths to which he had gone to secure his son’s election. ‘Was it ambition simply to be acknowledged by his country,’ he asked, ‘or had he a secret design to secure your residence in Ireland by placing you in a character that should ensure your continuance there?’ As to the future, Camden left open the question of whether his grandson would be best served by a career in England or Ireland. ‘Caesar would have been contented to have been the first man in Ireland, rather than the second in England. But what chance has an Irishman in England to any consideration here, unless he can make a figure in Parliament, and then must abandon his own country and leave his estate to be taxed as an absentee?’17


In truth, the prospect of a lifetime in Irish politics left Castlereagh downcast. Camden suspected the reasons for his grandson’s apprehension were threefold. The first was his ‘contempt of the manners, breeding and ignorance of those whom you are to court’, a sentiment which was particularly profound after the recent election campaign; the second was a weariness of ‘petty provincial politics … compared with the greater and more important business’ of the British Parliament; and the third a preference for ‘English manners, and more enlightened knowledge’.18


Even eighteenth-century Dublin, with its ostentatious aristocrats, rowdy lawyers, luxury goods, theatres, art houses, academies and salons, failed to entice him. In fact, despite being born in the city, he had a lifelong distaste for Ireland’s capital and a strong preference for the political and social life of London. He was often accused of appearing aloof and distant to those he had to deal with in Irish political life, where clubbability was a prerequisite for political progress. According to the future Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, Lord Cornwallis, Castlereagh had many strengths but these did not include ‘the private management of mankind’.19


From the age of twenty-one to thirty-one Castlereagh sat in the Irish parliament, on the north side of Dublin’s College Green. These were to be the last ten years of that parliament’s existence. Welcomed into the House as a rising star of the Irish patriot cause – a handsome, fresh-faced young man and thoughtful contributor, though a drawling and ineloquent speaker – he was to become the architect of its abolition. The Irish political elite were highly constricted, which made for an intimate but explosive atmosphere awash with egotism and personal animosities. During the first day of the parliamentary session after the 1790 election, the future rebels Wolfe Tone and Thomas Russell, themselves both members of the Anglo-Irish elite, met in the gallery of the Irish House of Commons as Castlereagh made his debut in the chamber below.20 Other new members elected in 1790 included Arthur Wellesley, the future Duke of Wellington, whom Castlereagh was to send to the Iberian peninsula in the 1800s, and Arthur O’Connor, the future rebel whom he would imprison in 1798.21


Parliament, according to one writer, was ‘utterly unmanageable’ and bore more resemblance to the parlements of France’s ancien régime than it did to Westminster.22 Most political divisions arose around the position taken by the Irish government – a largely unaccountable body, and seen as a proxy for English influence. On most occasions the government could rely on a majority in the Irish Commons, though it was increasingly being challenged as Castlereagh made his entry into political life. After 1782 – when the Irish parliament had achieved an unprecedented, though still limited, level of legislative independence from the interference of England – parliamentary politics pivoted around certain talismans such as Charlemont, who sat in the Irish House of Lords. In the Irish House of Commons, the most famous was the Whig patriot Henry Grattan, a relentless critic of the government.23


At the top of the Irish political system was the Lord Lieutenant. The most recent appointment was the Earl of Westmorland, who was sworn in on 5 January 1790 and by whom Castlereagh was not impressed. Appointed by the English cabinet, the Lord Lieutenant managed the affairs of Ireland from Dublin Castle, a medieval fortress which was the administrative centre of the country as well as a holding centre for suspected rebels. Behind its classical façade it was a ramshackle building, its rooms ‘dirtier and worse furnished’, claimed one former chief secretary, ‘than any private gentleman’s house in England’. In the courtyard there stood a battered statue of Justice whose scales tilted when it rained.24 In most cases, however, the Lord Lieutenant – often a figure with limited knowledge of the country who spent much of his time in London – found himself effectively managed and manipulated by a close coterie of advisers known as the ‘Irish cabinet’. In 1790 these included the Chief Revenue Commissioner (John Beresford), Lord Chancellor (John Fitzgibbon, Lord Clare), the Speaker of the Irish parliament (John Foster) and the Chancellor of the Exchequer (Sir John Parnell) – supplemented by a wily band of civil servants.25 Even those Lord Lieutenants who did periodically attempt to reform and change the terms of Irish politics were often frustrated by this immovable caucus. As one writer described the situation:


 … the King’s business, as they called the management of Ireland, was farmed out to some great families, who divided among themselves the whole patronage of the kingdom; who intercepted from the people every good which they could not render profitable to themselves, and who, like other agents, did all they could to render it impossible that their employers should be able to dispense with their services, or even learn the principles on which their administration was constructed …26


Even those Irish politicians who boasted close connections with William Pitt, such as the Marquess of Abercorn – who had been at Pembroke College, Cambridge, with the Prime Minister – regularly expressed their frustrations with ‘the prevailing party’ in Ireland.27 Castlereagh had no loyalty to this cabal; they did not like him and the feeling was mutual. One reason for this was his closeness to the English cabinet, as afforded by the Camden connection. Another was his association with some of the leading Whigs and Volunteers. He maintained close contact with Haliday, taking advantage of the daily mail-coach service between Dublin and Belfast which was first introduced in 1790. As well as his father’s friend Charlemont, he also cultivated Sir Lawrence Parsons (subsequently the Earl of Rosse), another prominent Whig with a strong independent streak: ‘At all times your society is an object to me’, he told Parsons, ‘and your advice a very great resource’.28


Nonetheless, there was clearly something impressive about the young MP which caught attention across the political spectrum. Some radicals, such as Dr William Drennan, who had recently set up a medical practice in Dublin, were excited by his arrival. ‘I saw R. Stewart once in the House and once out of it,’ wrote Drennan in February 1791. ‘He is certainly a most promising young man, and one of the most handsomest in the House, perhaps to become one day, the most able.’29 In the same month the Lord Lieutenant, Westmorland, hinted that Lord Camden should bring his influence to bear on the ‘promising young man’, to steer him towards the government.30 On recognising that he was more inclined to the opinions of the opposition, Lord Grenville, a leading member of the English cabinet, wrote to Robert Hobart, Westmorland’s Chief Secretary, urging him to ‘fix him on the right way’. Hobart’s reply was that he would have been happy to win over ‘a young man, certainly of talents, and of very pleasing manners’. Alas, he warned, ‘take my word for it, he is a decided enemy of the King’s Government in Ireland’, if not in England.31


Even Castlereagh’s harshest critics – such as the fat-headed and priggish MP Sir Jonah Barrington, who later accused him of corruption – agreed that in private ‘his honourable conduct, gentlemanly habits, and engaging demeanour, were exemplary’.32 He ‘was considered as a very clever young man, and in all points well taught and tutored by his father’. ‘As a private gentleman, I always found him friendly, though cold; and fair, though ambiguous. I never knew him break his word, and believe him to have been perfectly honourable upon every subject of private interest. But here my eulogy must close; for with regard to public character, his lordship must, I fear, be pronounced corrupt. When determined on a point, nothing could stop him.’33


On 23 January 1791 Lord Camden wrote to his grandson advising him not to play an overly conspicuous part in parliamentary debates except on issues on which he stood pledge, and also warned him of the dangers of being over-frank in convivial company: ‘Let all men understand you mean to be independent,’ he warned. ‘If you mean to speak, be sure you understand the question and then you will never want matter for a reply.’ In private conversation, he was advised to be as discreet as possible: ‘For men often commit themselves in their common discourse, especially if they are heated with wine, and in … good humour with each other. Therefore never be open over the bottle – a rule easier prescribed than observed, for you know it is the property of that liquor to unlock and lay open the most impenetrable minds.’ Camden believed the position that would best serve his grandson was as a supporter of the government of England, but a critic of the way Ireland was governed from Dublin Castle. As to a specific line of conduct, Camden added: ‘Would there be any harm in professing yourself a friend of Pitt’s administration in England, though you are in opposition to the Castle? This is a mere hint. You will use your own discretion. I can neither advise or dissuade it.’34


It was the formula which defined Castlereagh’s politics for the next ten years, but he was soon to find that it was not an easy balancing act. After an early speech in favour of a motion to inquire into parliamentary reform, Sir Jonah Barrington suggested that Castlereagh was rather embarrassed by the impact it had. ‘He made a good speech, and had a majority in the House, which he certainly did not expect, and I am sure did not wish for.’35 This, in turn, encouraged allegations of political promiscuity. ‘He has been described, probably with some truth,’ claimed one account, ‘as having, in his outset in public life, coquetted alternately between the two parties, and without any compromisement of his principles led each to reckon upon him in some measure as a friend; nor would he for some time give either reason to believe that, if properly wooed, he might not, at length, be won.’36





6
The Reforming Giant and the Limits of Reason



There they beheld a mighty Gyant stand
Vpon a rocke, and holding forth on hie
An huge great paire of balance in his hand,
With which he boasted in his surquedrie,
That all the world he would weigh equallie,
If ought he had the same to counterpoys.
For want whereof he weighed vanity,
And fild his ballaunce full of idle toys:
Yet was admired much of fooles, women, and boys.


Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene, 15901


To acquire knowledge it is not enough to travel hastily through a country. Observation demands eyes, and the power of directing them towards the object we desire to know … To travel to see foreign lands or to see foreign nations are two very different things. The former is usually the aim of the curious, the latter is merely subordinate to it. If you wish to travel as a philosopher, you should reverse this order. The child observes things till he is old enough to study men. Man should begin by studying his fellows; he can study things later if time permits.


Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Émile, 17622


In the first three months of 1791 Castlereagh spent most of his time with his father’s associates, drinking in the Whig Club in Dublin, whose members liked to don a blue velvet cap for meetings. The Northern Whig Club in Belfast, where he boasted many supporters, was regarded as more radical – and certainly less aristocratic – than its Dublin counterpart and it is unlikely that he was surprised by any of the sentiments expressed in the capital. There was a ‘diversity of opinion’ among the Irish Whigs on a range of issues, and in most cases the members were happy to debate them over vast quantities of wine and port.3 Like many Irish gentlemen of his age, Castlereagh enjoyed a drink and he regularly patronised Belfast’s wine merchants; Lisbon white wine and port were particular favourites, along with sherry.4 This helped to ease his shyness in society, though by the standards of the time he was not regarded as a raucous drunk.


Even among friends, the progress of the recent Revolution in France was one issue which roused passions more than any other. The meeting of the Estates-General and the storming of the Bastille in the previous year had awakened huge political excitement in the rest of Europe. In England it had already led to a public rift between Charles James Fox, the leading Whig in Parliament who celebrated the Revolution, and Edmund Burke, the Irish-born Whig intellectual, who condemned it. Charlemont, Haliday and the majority of Irish Whigs followed the lead of Fox and bemoaned what they regarded as the alarmist tone of Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France, which was first published in November 1790. ‘I loved the man, I was astonished by his abilities, I had the most perfect reliance on his integrity, but I look for him in vain in his present shape,’ Haliday complained.5


In March 1791, the English radical Thomas Paine published part one of his famous reply to Burke, Rights of Man. The Burke-Paine debate had wide repercussions. Wolfe Tone, who had followed the progress of events in Paris with great excitement, described the impact of the two books:


The French Revolution had now been above a twelve-month in its progress; at its commencement, as the first emotions are generally honest, everyone was in its favour; but after some time the probable consequences to monarchy and aristocracy began to be foreseen and the partisans of both to retrench considerably in their admiration; at length Mr Burke’s famous invective appeared, and this in due season produced Paine’s reply, which he called the Rights of Man. This controversy and the gigantic event which gave rise to it changed in an instant the politics of Ireland. Two years before the nation was in a lethargy … But the rapid succession of events, and above all the explosion which had taken place in France, and blown into the elements a despotism rooted in fourteen centuries, had thoroughly aroused all Europe, and the eyes of every man in every quarter were turned anxiously on the French National Assembly. In England, Burke had the triumph completely to decide the public … But matters were very different in Ireland, an oppressed, insulted and plundered nation … In a little time the French Revolution became the test of every man’s political creed, and the nation was fairly divided into two great parties, the Aristocrats and the Democrats (epithets borrowed from France), who have ever since been measuring each other’s strength, and carrying on a kind of smothered war, which the course of events, it is highly probable, may soon call into energy and action.6


In Belfast, where Irish radicalism was strongest and where Castlereagh had so many connections, Tone suggested that Paine’s Rights of Man had the status of the Koran.7


It was later alleged that Castlereagh had been part of a group of reformers who had paid for the circulation of a cheap edition of Rights of Man in order to ‘enlighten the poorer classes of our fellow-citizens to their natural rights and liberties’.8 This was untrue. Many such cheap editions were printed and circulated, particularly in Belfast and Dublin. Yet Castlereagh was clearly concerned about the influence of Paine’s book, which he believed ‘has wonderfully alter’d the people of Ireland’ and ‘done considerable mischief’. Paine’s ideas had ‘made them infinitely more discontented with their Government and by holding up to their imitation the example of France’, encouraging demands for ‘a similar regeneration’ in Ireland. This was particularly true in Belfast, where, he observed contemptuously, there were many ‘great smugglers and great philosophers’.9 Boldly, at the age of just twenty-one, Castlereagh was prepared to challenge his mentors and speak in favour of Burke’s book. ‘I am glad to hear you fought Burke’s battle so stoutly with the Whig Club,’ Camden wrote in January 1791 after his grandson had rowed with some of his friends, ‘because I am afraid your kingdom has caught the spirit of the National Assembly.’10 Sure enough, in mid-March a dinner in honour of Castlereagh in Dundonald, a village east of Belfast, hailed the French Revolution as heralding the extinction of slavery and the establishment of free and equal government.11


Castlereagh and those around him had no need to rely exclusively on Burke; they drew on a diverse and varied intellectual background in formulating their response to the French Revolution. First, for those of a Presbyterian background, such as Castlereagh, the author of Reflections was in fact a problematic figure; in his writings on Ireland, Burke – a supporter of Catholic emancipation – had made some rather provocative comments about ‘seditious’ Irish Dissenters, which led to his being treated with suspicion among Castlereagh’s natural supporters, whatever they thought of the Revolution.12 Second, Burke himself drew on a long-established tradition of scepticism about utopian political scheming which had been pioneered by the Irish author Jonathan Swift, whose work was admired by Charlemont, Haliday and Castlereagh.13 ‘Let us examine the great introducers of new schemes in philosophy, and search till we can find from what faculty of the soul the disposition arises in mortal man, of taking it into his head to advance new systems with such an eager zeal’, Swift had written in A Tale of A Tub. ‘For what man in the natural state or course of thinking, did ever conceive it in his power to reduce the notions of all mankind exactly to the same length, and breadth, and height of his own?’14


Looking even further back than Swift, Camden referred his grandson to Edmund Spenser’s epic three-part poem The Faerie Queene, first published in 1590, two hundred years before the French Revolution. Spenser had been secretary to the Lord Deputy of Ireland, and his home had been burned down by rebels in 1598 (two hundred years before Castlereagh was to fulfil a similar role, under similar pressures). As a warning for the Jacobins, Camden cited Book 5, chapter 20, stanza 20, which described the journey of Sir Artegall, a noble knight and champion of justice, whom Spenser had based on the Lord Deputy at the time, Lord Grey De Wilton. In the text Artegall, approaching the coast, encounters a massive and enthusiastic crowd, stretching as far as the eye can see and gathered at the feet of a mighty giant who stands on a rock. In his hands the giant holds a set of scales, and boasts loudly that he will rebalance the world – equalise heaven and hell, mountains and plains, topple tyrants and give the money of the rich to the poor. Around him, the stupid and ignorant flock to listen to his false delusions, like foolish flies round a jar of honey. In fact, as Artegall tells the giant, challenging him in front of the crowd, he has neither the knowledge nor the skill to weigh and renew the world.15 As Camden advised, ‘read the dialogue between Artegall and the reforming giant, you will pleased to see how directly it corresponds with the proceedings of the National Assembly’ in France. There are ‘about 10 dozen of these stanzas that would make an admirable motto, though somewhat too long, for Burke’s book’.16


In May 1791, as the parliamentary session came to an end, Castlereagh resolved to visit France and decide for himself. As he sailed from Dublin to Holyhead in Wales, and reports from France continued to fill the pages of the newspapers, he carried with him a copy of Burke’s Reflections and a recent pamphlet by Charles Alexandre, Vicomte de Calonne, France’s much-maligned former finance minister, who had been exiled from the country. When he arrived in England and travelled to Earl Camden’s London home, Castlereagh learned that friends in Belfast were planning a massive demonstration to celebrate the Revolution on 14 July, the one-year anniversary storming of the Bastille. ‘I see,’ he wrote from London, ‘the Irish Whigs are going to celebrate the French Revolution.’17 On this clear summer day, local bands of Volunteers mimicked the garb of the Revolutionary National Guards and marched through the streets of Belfast in blue breeches and white cockades, hoisting an array of colourful banners bearing the slogans of ‘Liberty, Equality and Fraternity’, ‘The Rights of Man’ and portraits of Benjamin Franklin, George Washington and the Comte de Mirabeau. ‘It may with great confidence be asserted,’ declared an editorial in the Belfast News-Letter at the time, ‘that in no spot in Europe has the French Revolution been celebrated with more splendour, seriousness, and feeling, than in the town of Belfast, if we except that very country where it took place.’ Government spies watched the event intently from the sidelines.18


Meanwhile, Castlereagh – sceptical about what he heard from Belfast – prepared to set off for Spa, a town in the Austrian Netherlands (modern Belgium), about 250 miles east of Paris, to which many of France’s émigré aristocrats had fled after the collapse of the ancien régime. Charles Webster, the foremost expert on Castlereagh’s foreign policy, once wrote that Castlereagh’s journey to the Continent in 1791, ‘as far as can be gathered’, did not leave ‘any very marked effects on his character’ as ‘his heart was in Ireland more than in Europe’.19 In fact Castlereagh’s Grand Tour of 1791, in which he analysed the effects of the Revolution, was the formative moment of his political career. ‘We are sorry to have no details of his travels,’ wrote the Irish conservative writer John Wilson Croker, author of Essays on the Early Period of the French Revolution, and a future colleague in Lord Liverpool’s government. ‘We should like to know what he saw, and above all what he thought of the state of Europe, standing at that moment unconsciously on the brink of the great revolutionary abyss from which in after years he was destined to have so large a share in redeeming her.’20 Croker, who was only nine years old when Castlereagh set off for Europe, relied heavily on Burke, a family friend, and second-hand accounts from France to form his opinion of the Revolution.21 Castlereagh, in contrast, by travelling to Europe at this critical moment, had the opportunity to make up his mind for himself on ‘the subject, which at that moment beyond all others was interesting’.22


‘Spa is wonderfully crowded with every description of persons,’ he wrote on his arrival in mid-August. ‘Princes and scrubs’ everywhere in sight.23 The first thing apparent was his lack of sympathy for the ancien régime and the émigrés. In a sixty-page letter to his grandfather, Camden, he listed what he saw as the three principles on which government must be constructed: personal liberty must be protected, property must be protected, and taxes should be reasonable. On at least two of these tests, the old regime had failed. Unlike Burke, he was delighted by the fall of the Bastille and – typical of his Whig friends in Ireland – took great satisfaction that the British constitution had been celebrated by the revolutionaries as a model. All over Europe, people were recognising that ‘the object of Government should be to protect, not to oppress them’.24


Notwithstanding this initial enthusiasm, the question Castlereagh asked was whether the revolutionaries were likely to provide a viable and stable alternative in the long term. ‘Human institutions seldom possess that perfection in themselves, which gives permanence to their existence,’ he warned in Swiftian language. ‘When men with all their ignorance, their prejudices, and their passions turn their attention to a science so wonderfully complex as that of Government, it would be a prodigy if error did not attend their steps, it would be a miracle if imperfection was not interwoven into the system they produce.’ Castlereagh’s thoughts were speckled with many of the concerns raised by Burke, such as his suggestion that the revolutionaries had ignored ‘so absolutely the wisdom and experience of former ages’. But the tone of his analysis was not as shrill and emotional – something which Burke’s former friends, such as Haliday, had found so difficult to stomach. Arguing directly against Burke, in fact, Castlereagh strongly opposed calls for a counter-revolutionary army to be sent to France to restore the Bourbon regime.25 He was well aware that the sovereigns of Europe were ‘trembling’ as they watched events in Paris and were eager ‘to subdue that spirit which may overwhelm them’. However, he warned that they should ‘cautiously weigh the practicality of such an attempt’ and to consider ‘whether it is possible at present to extinguish the flame’. Furthermore, any counter-revolutionary regime which ‘received its power from foreign interference, in a kingdom such as France, too important to be dictated to, will hold it by an uncertain tenure’.26


This was an early example of scepticism about the utility of foreign intervention which Castlereagh would revisit later in his career. In another letter from Spa he made the point more forcefully, outlining the numerous dangers of foreign troops ‘combating the wishes and inclinations of a great nation’ and suggesting that any such undertaking required a long-term military commitment. Supposing the Austrian Emperor marched to Paris and restored Louis XVI to the throne, ‘unless he keeps his troops there he does nothing – the moment they are withdrawn democracy will revive and these persecuted Aristocrats probably be put to death before his Imperial Majesty had reach’d the Frontier’.27


On the other hand, Castlereagh was not blessed with Burke’s powers of political prediction. He was unconvinced by the famous passage in Reflections on the Revolution in France which predicted the rise of a military dictator, a French Cromwell, who would fill the vacuum caused by the deposition of the King: a figure ultimately embodied in the form of Napoleon Bonaparte. Instead Castlereagh stated that the principles of liberty had been implanted so deeply that France would never ‘return under the dominion of an individual’ and ‘the will of the sovereign will never again be the law of the land’.28


So, if France was left to her own devices, what would be the consequence? Instead of a restoration of the ancien régime, Castlereagh concluded that the outcome of the Revolution – in some ways the ultimate Enlightenment project – was likely to be decided by forces which had very little to do with the Enlightenment. Burke’s critique had been directed against the philosophes themselves, and the hubristic and mechanistic way in which they proposed to renew the world around them. Castlereagh did not tackle the views of the revolutionaries directly, though he did share Burke’s condemnation of confiscation of property ‘under the plea of necessity’. Instead he believed that the greatest problem ahead was the limited dissemination of revolutionary ideology outside Paris and major cities. As the revolutionary factions – the Jacobins and the Girondists – struggled for supremacy in the capital, it was ‘the nation at large, however unenlightened, [which] must ultimately decide between them’. Regional dynamics, religion, class and self-interest would play a much more important part than philosophical speculation. ‘Incapable of extending their ideas beyond the contracted sphere of their own neighbourhood, without considering how far it is comfortable to the rights of man, they will judge the constitution by what passes in the district immediately under the observation,’ he wrote, ‘and feelings of distrust will ebb and flow with the demands of the taxpayer.’ ‘When men have long felt the misery of despotism and when the prejudice which reconcil’d them to it is no more, the first impulse of the mind is to exult in the Idea of Liberty,’ he explained. For the moment, the ‘novelty of expressing freedom even in the abstract, to them is perfect happiness,’ but ‘when the delirium a little abates, which former oppression and theories concerning the Rights of Man have produced, they will increasingly forget the tenets of this metaphysical code, and judge the merits of the Constitution by its practical effects’.29


Having offered his early analysis of the Revolution from Spa, Castlereagh used the rest of September to see other parts of Europe, visiting Germany and Holland and retracing the steps made by his father earlier in the century. He travelled to Düsseldorf on the Rhine, where he sampled the large art collection housed in the Stadtschloss, which had been collected earlier in the century by Prince Johann Wilhelm II and his wife, Anna Maria Luisa de’ Medici. Travelling hundreds of miles by carriage, he carried a ‘great number of books’ on the journey. In particular, he told his aunt Lady Elizabeth Pratt that he was intoxicated by Julie, or The New Eloise (Julie ou La Nouvelle Héloïse), a novel by Jean-Jacques Rousseau first published in 1761.30 He confessed that he had attempted to read it on a number of previous occasions but had never completed it. On finally finishing the novel, he was pleased to report that it ‘abounds with merits – Eloquent beyond Measure, – containing in detail every thing good in Phylosophy – Morality and true Virtue’. Showing a much broader range of reading than he is normally given credit for, Castlereagh compared it to Edmund Burke’s 1756 essay on aesthetics, A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, which distinguished between beauty – something which was aesthetically pleasing – and the sublime, which also has the power to destroy. The ‘most affecting’ part of Rousseau’s novel was the death of Julie, who catches a fatal chill after jumping into water to rescue one of her children. As she dies, hoping to be reunited in heaven with her first love, ‘She is everything Charming – an example of piety – phylosophy – fortitude – and impenetrable love.’ One of the interpretations of The New Eloise was that acting inauthentically – obeying social conventions, subordinating true feelings to a sense of duty – could be a self-destructive way of life. The main conclusion Castlereagh drew from the story of Julie – who had devoted her married life to study, religion and the education of her children, but was ultimately consumed by heartbreak – was that ‘what has been the result of Natural impulse is more likely to be permanent – than what the invention of writers engraves on the heart’.31 This comment on the limitations of rationality and the enduring power of emotion, passion and other forms of attachment was an extension of his views on the Revolution.


Following his brief excursions in Germany and Holland, Castlereagh entered France in November and based himself at St Germain, about ten miles west of Paris.32 Venturing into the capital, he sat in the gallery of the National Assembly, where he was impressed but a little perturbed by the eloquence and forcefulness of the delegates. ‘A constitutional eagerness and an agility of intellect, impatient of repose, appear to me the leading features of their disposition,’ he wrote to Camden in a letter which mixed admiration and distaste:


I do not know whether I have observed before, that they appear to me a nation endued with great advantages for public speaking. They are totally free from any degree of mauvaise honte. They rise for the first time to speak in the assembly, with more confidence than our oldest debaters. Added to this, they have an incredible fluency of language. They never hesitate; having the idea, it seems to clothe itself in expression. Perhaps the nature of their language may account for this. It is a language of phrases. There are scarcely two ways of expressing the same idea with equal propriety. The man who speaks correctly has little room to choose. Habit makes the phrase present itself with the turn of expression, and, instead of casting about as we do for language, the moment he thinks, it offers itself spontaneously.33


Evidently, for Castlereagh, who was never an effective orator but prided himself on speaking in practical language, there was something disconcerting about this new species of politics. As Swift had put it, ‘cant and wisdom are the same thing to the eye as tickling is to the touch’.34


Travelling back to his inn in St Germain later that day, he had time to reflect further on the nature of the Revolution. In the evening he sat in a noisy alehouse and wrote at length, reiterating his admiration for the sentiments behind the Revolution. Yet it was his growing scepticism about the trajectory of French politics that began to shine through. ‘From what I have said, you will not rank me amongst the enthusiastic Admirers of the French Revolution, as the noblest work of human integrity and human wisdom,’ he wrote. ‘I really am not. I discover in what they have done much to approve, and much to condemn. I feel as strongly as any man, that an essential change was necessary for the happiness and dignity of a great people, long in a state of degradation.’35


When he returned to Paris, Castlereagh managed to meet some of the most prominent figures on the social and political scene, despite his natural shyness and functional rather than fluent command of the language. ‘I understand French much better than I did,’ he told his aunt, Lady Elizabeth, ‘but am rather a greater coward about speaking it than ever.’36 In November, he dined twice a week with Madame de Staël, the daughter of the former Minister of Finance in France, Jacques Necker, and a prominent novelist in her own right. Although she was notoriously coquettish, Castlereagh reported that ‘she is enormously ugly and her mind I cannot taste’. Partly, this was his own fault, ‘not having a sufficient knowledge of the Language to discover a bon mot, when it is before me’. Madame de Staël was unhappily married to a Swedish diplomat, Baron Erik Magnus Staël von Holstein, prompting Castlereagh to remark that ‘she distrusts her Husband, who I rather like’. His present rival was ‘a Bishop with two Club feet’.37 He also attended the French royal court at the Tuileries Palace, where Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette were effectively under house arrest following their abortive flight to Varennes in July, though he reported that they seemed ‘in very good spirits’. The contrast between the English court and the French court also amused him. ‘The Ambassadors were scarcely spoken to – Visitors never are upon the whole, which is better than making such a torment of it as we do.’38


This access to the political elite helped Castlereagh to acquire fresh intelligence, which he sent back to Camden in London well in advance of anything in the English newspapers. Through conversations with an unnamed ‘Gentleman of my acquaintance’ he gleaned information about the position of Baron de Breteuil, the last Prime Minister of the Bourbon monarchy before the storming of the Bastille. Breteuil was negotiating with the courts of Europe on behalf of Louis XVI, who was now in the custody of the National Assembly after being caught trying to flee the country. Castlereagh’s source suggested that Breteuil – who opposed the more intemperate voices among the exiles – was someone with the ‘moderation of an enlightened mind’. Like Castlereagh, he believed an attempted invasion by the émigrés, in the name of establishing the status quo, was ‘impolitik and absurd’ in the present circumstances. Castlereagh’s source reported that Breteuil ‘lamented the infatuation of his fellow exiles’ because it was impossible to ‘convince them that matters never could be reinstated as they formerly were … that to escape disappointment they must moderate their views’.39


In the south of the country, serious and violent opposition to the Revolution was already emerging. Specifically, Castleragh reported that the areas of Avignon and Comtat de Venaissin ‘exhibit a scene of savage barbarity that would disgrace a tribe of Cherokee Indians’. Both sides were engaging in ‘indiscriminate assassination’. On his travels Castlereagh had heard of people being murdered on the streets, of prisoners being taken and murdered without trial, with women and children among the victims. ‘The detail which the accounts from thence bring us is too shocking to dwell on.’ In the north of the country, the situation was perhaps even more dangerous, with the ‘zealous fury of fanaticism’ evident among the revolutionaries and counter-revolutionaries. Some priests had subscribed to the oath to obey the new constitution while others had refused to follow suit and were forced off the land. ‘Each class, supported by the eagerness with which the people in every religious contest arrange themselves on one side or other, wages war with the utmost fury.’ Worse was likely to come: ‘The evil will increase; for as fanaticism once lit up, is a more permanent spirit than patriotism, the non-conformists most undoubtedly will gain strength everyday’.40


Thus was the danger of a nation ‘in the hands of experimental philosophers’ who presumed that their own brand of reason would triumph elsewhere. Simply put, the Enlightenment of the Parisian philosophes did not reflect the overall condition of France. ‘Philosophers, themselves, they imagined the nation equally enlightened,’ Castlereagh wrote, ‘but reflection might have taught them that, in uncultivated minds, bigotry is inseparable from religion, and only extinguishable with it.’41


The new government in Paris also faced a series of practical obstacles, including the successful imposition and collection of taxes and the prospect of bankruptcy. ‘The anarchy of the times constituted one of the chief beauties of the Revolution,’ wrote Castlereagh, but one of the first acts of power facing the National Assembly ‘must be the imposition of new and unheard of burthens’. This would require them to exert executive power on a country which was intoxicated with the idea of liberty: ‘to coerce, and tranquilize a Nation, taught systematically that the will of the People is a tribunal beyond appeal; and to enforce it by their power is their inherent right’. Paraphrasing King Henry’s warning to Prince Henry in Shakespeare’s King Henry the Fourth, Castlereagh described a dark cloud hanging over France, ‘held from falling by so weak a wind that it must quickly drop’. France was to be governed by a written code established by the Jacobins. ‘With all its imperfections it is to be bound up in one sacred volume, not to be approach’d by hands less hallow’d than those from where it sprung.’42


In his description of the new political system in France, Castlereagh’s language was redolent of the Scottish Enlightenment writers whose books filled the shelves at Mount Stewart. Not only was the ‘superstructure’ of the new French government ‘destitute of beauty and grace’, but the underlying ‘foundation’ was also unsound. The language of ‘the superstructure’ and ‘the base’, which later seeped into Marxist political thought, had its origins with writers such as Hume, Hutcheson and Smith. Having been blasted into ‘mutilated fragments’ and ‘disjointed atoms’, the government had been reassembled in ‘an ill imagined pile’. With their ‘savage and exterminating fury’ the revolutionaries had torn to pieces ‘a structure, that industry and virtuous perseverance might have establish’d, the asylum of every of political blessing’. In their ‘creations, as well as demolitions, they have consulted not [any] other standard but their own chimerical and distorted ideas of nature’.43


And yet, for all his growing disillusionment at the direction of the Revolution, it would be misleading to present Castlereagh as a cheerleader for the ancien régime. And for all that he had seen in the actions of the revolutionaries which concerned him, he could not help ‘observing that the conduct of their opponents, altho’ not so culpable, is neither wise, spirited not respectable’. The gentry and the aristocracy were particularly at fault, for fleeing their country at the most critical moment. Had these ‘pilgrims remained at their post and, as it was their duty, avail’d themselves of the means which they possessed to moderate the virulence of the Nation; much mischief might have been saved, at the least the seeds would not have been so deeply planted’. While he was sympathetic to the King’s predicament, Castlereagh also expressed his view that all revolutions – including the British, American and the French – had been caused by ‘the obstinacy with which government in all countries has opposed itself to every alteration in the constitution’. The ideas of men ‘change with the time they live in’ and the ‘institutions which are to direct them should change too’. Once again this was classic Scottish Enlightenment fare. His grandfather’s friend Francis Hutcheson was evoked; the government of man should confer ‘the greatest degree of social happiness’. But the Scottish Enlightenment thinkers had also taught that political institutions could not be made entirely anew and were, by necessity, the reflection of social and economic circumstances. For that reason, the creation of a constitution was a work in which ‘our opinions should be formed with great caution, and with still greater distrust of their infallibility’.44


As he prepared to return home, Castlereagh could not help weighing up what these epoch-changing events meant for the future of his own country, and he injected a greater level of caution into his prescriptions for domestic politics than ever before. ‘The government of it [Ireland] I do not like; but I prefer it to a revolution,’ he wrote. At this point his first inclination was still that serious political reforms were needed as soon as possible. It was ‘impossible not to admit the imperfections’ of the Irish political system and it was a ‘bad reason to give for preserving them, that the people of Ireland are not fit to be entrusted with the freedom Great Britain enjoys, lest they might misuse it – that the connection between the two countries must be preserv’d by abuse, and that they must be contented to live in subordination and corruption’. He recognised that the people in Ireland ‘begin to grow very impatient’, and that the calls for Catholic emancipation and parliamentary reform were increasing.


During the summer that Castlereagh had been away, there had been hundreds of public meetings and petitions calling for radical reform of the Irish political system. ‘I am afraid reform will be postpon’d till it is too late,’ he warned Camden, lamenting that ‘those moderate Characters who wish to oppose popular violence, and to employ their weight in repressing tumultuous innovation, have not good ground to stand on’.


‘When I set my face against the opinion of my country,’ he concluded his letter, wary of returning home to an increasingly radicalised political atmosphere, ‘I should wish to have some respectable reasons to offer which might enable me to act from conviction, and to endeavour to convince others.’ At this stage there was no question of his going into opposition against his friends in the Irish patriot movement, however much his views on France had changed in the previous months. ‘You must suffer yourself to be carried by the stream, if you mean to moderate its violence,’ he told Camden, ‘direct opposition is fruitless.’45


Castlereagh was not the only one to be concerned about the spill-over from France to Ireland. ‘The Irish speculation is fomented by a false notion and a foolish enthusiasm respecting the state of the French Revolution, which is going fast into the extreme of calamity and will remain a warning-stock to mankind,’ explained Lord Auckland (the former ambassador to France) to William Pitt, as Castlereagh made his way back from Europe to Ireland. ‘But it does not go fast enough for the present purpose.’46





7
Insular Dignity and Abstracted Freedom



Castlereagh returned to Ireland in late December in time to spend Christmas at Mount Stewart. Early in the new year, travelling to Dublin for the new parliamentary session, he became gloomy and restless as familiar feelings resurfaced: ‘As I approach Dublin, my heart, in some measure, droops, – my nerves become irritated, and days must elapse, before either my tranquillity or any degree of firm understanding returns,’ he confided to his aunt Lady Elizabeth. ‘I shall continue for some time, in my present state of inactivity – possibly grow sick of it – and return to Phylosophy, a pursuit, I am convinc’d, infinitely more productive of happiness to the person engag’d in it,’ he wrote, demonstrating a surprising degree of world-weariness about politics for a man at the outset of his career. Equally, however, in his quest for fame and prestige, he recognised that politics remained the best route. For all the appeal of a life spent in philosophy, this was ‘neither attached with so much celebrity, nor heading to so much importance in these countries – as politicks’.1


While his carriage trundled towards Dublin, there was another reason for his apprehension. As a supporter of Pitt’s government in England but an opponent of the Irish administration, he realised that he was in a position which did not sit comfortably with the existing divisions in Irish politics. Though he could pursue an entirely independent course, this too had its drawbacks:


In Politicks, as in life, it is an Uninteresting effort to advance without … a party, on whose success you place your hopes. Abstract opinion on every question that arises … requires feelings compos’d, and an understanding always alive to it with effect. In opposing both parties, you alienate both, you have nothing but your own solidity to support you – you must … struggle against all the Nipping Winds that blow … Thus I am circumstanced in this Country – and thus am I likely to remain – an attachment to a party … [is] the only means by which a disposition that requires some degree of encouragement, can advance.


Castlereagh’s family connections could have earned him a minor position in the Irish government but so unimpressed was he by this body that he stated that the prospect was ‘too irksome even to make it desirable to be employ’d’.2 As he explained to his uncle, Viscount Bayham (Camden’s son), even by Pitt’s own political principles – which Castlereagh claimed to share – Lord Westmorland’s government of Ireland and the operation of the constitution was deeply flawed. Thus he could not, with conscience, offer his support to it uncritically. ‘I often lament that I am thrown into a situation where I am precluded from affording him [Pitt] that support which my feelings incline me to give,’ he wrote. ‘But a British Constitution in Ireland is such, that I could only vote with him indiscriminately, by abjuring every principle which he approves in the System which he regulates himself. And I should sink into such insignificance, that my Vote would serve him as little, as that of one of Westmorland’s.’3


Castlereagh’s natural home was with the Irish Whigs, of course, who would have eagerly welcomed him within the fold. Equally, however, he confessed to his aunt that ‘my affections are so decidedly opposed to their principles that at the moment I was acting with them I shou’d wish them to fail’.4 His lengthy letters from France had been distributed among his erstwhile mentors. His father’s clerk had been asked to rewrite them in a larger hand, specifically so that Charlemont – whose eyesight was deteriorating rapidly – could read them. For his own part, it was clear that Castlereagh still wanted to impress the Whig grandee, describing Charlemont’s ‘wish’ as his ‘command’ and committing himself ‘before a judgement in … which it is my first judgement to stand high’.5 Charlemont discussed the letters at length with Haliday, and both men – who had been dismayed by Reflections on the Revolution in France – were able to distinguish between young Robert Stewart’s sentiments and those of Edmund Burke. ‘Read them not, oh Hills-borough [the Downshire family name]!’ Haliday wrote of the letters, in admiration. ‘If you could understand them, they would make you blush for the first time and hide your diminished head.’6


By early February 1792, however, the first tensions between Castlereagh and his Whig friends began to rear their head – not because of their views of the French Revolution, but because of diverging positions on the relationship between England and Ireland. The occasion was the India Bill, which had been put before the House of Commons in order to renew the charter of the East India Company, the organisation which monopolised trade between India and the British Isles. The Irish Whigs complained that, under the charter, Ireland had no right to trade with the company independently of England. This meant that imports from India had to go through English ports before they were sent on to Ireland, inflating prices and allowing English merchants to benefit from the profits of ‘reexportation to the Irish Consumer’. In principle Castlereagh shared the objections raised by the Whigs: ‘Indeed, the more I think about it,’ he told his uncle Viscount Bayham (who was at the Board of Trade in Pitt’s government), ‘the more I am convinced the trade should not, and need not remain as it is.’ Behind the scenes, he used this channel to lobby Pitt’s government to look again at the measure. Surely, he asked, the continuation of a system which ‘may disturb our harmony’ – by which he meant the precarious balance between the two countries – was worthy of Pitt’s attention?7


On 17 January he spoke in support of the motion of the Irish Whig MP George Ponsonby (seconded by Henry Grattan) asserting the right of Ireland to trade with the East Indies independently.8 Although he displayed ‘the hesitation, the confusion and inaccuracy of a young and inexperienced speaker’, he also showed ‘a soundness of understanding and powers of reasoning’ which led the Irish opposition to congratulate themselves ‘on the accession of such an auxiliary’.9


From a Whig perspective, it was a promising start. But Castlereagh had been shocked by the tone of the opposition during the debate. By the time the issue was debated again on 8 February, he had already moderated his views. If Ireland was asserting the right to trade with the East Indies and China, in defiance of British legislation and the Company’s charter, she was raising the prospect of becoming not only an independent nation but a rival power.10 For Castlereagh, this was a step too far. He was deeply concerned about the increasingly ‘malevolent’ tone of the Irish opposition on this matter, despite the compliments they had paid him since his arrival in parliament. In particular Grattan’s speech had been ‘a wick’d exertion of his turbulent eloquence’.11 The Irish Whigs had argued that the discrepancy in the East India Company arrangement was a violation of the right to free trade and legislative independence which had been won by the Irish parliament in 1782.12 For his part, Castlereagh understood Ireland’s legislative independence as not simply a ‘right’ but also an ‘obligation’ to England. He was concerned that Haliday and other Whigs ‘breathe towards Great Britain an Illiberality’ of sentiment which was unjustified. As he wrote to Haliday, ‘let them learn Prudence and hereafter choose better grounds for the aggrandisement of this Nation, than the Disunion of the Empire’.13


Haliday had complained that Castlereagh’s views on this issue were ‘too English’. In a lengthy reply Castlereagh outlined his position:


Infinite as my attachment is to Ireland, I trust when reasoning upon their relative Duties and common concerns, my heart is sufficiently enlarged to discuss every question with the feelings which become a member of the Empire. I trust I never shall be an Irishman in contradiction to the Justice due to Britain, nor an Englishman as opposing and betraying, the Interests of this country.


Those who advocated separation – and they were a growing voice in Irish politics – were the ‘decided enemies of both’ countries. Instead, he believed that ‘the true and enlightened Friends of Ireland should endeavour to conquer their local affections and to assume the part of arbiters between the two Kingdoms, in each of which Ignorance, Distrust, Self-Interest and National Prejudice are sowing Jealousies’. If anything was likely to check his own support for reform ‘by strengthening the influence of the People’, he wrote, ‘it would be that narrow, national, unworthy and pernicious spirit, which prevails much too universally in this country for its credit, for its advantage, or even for the Reformation it aims at’.14


Theories of national freedom were fine in the abstract but, in reality, Ireland’s relationship was more dependent on England’s strength than the Irish patriots were prepared to acknowledge. Every man could understand ‘why he sacrifices his Individual Rights to the purposes of Society because the Policy is obvious’. But Ireland’s relationship with England also required a sacrifice of some aspects of independence in return for the benefits of the relationship. Haliday was simply blinding himself to reality if his ‘Irish spirit cannot brook an obligation’; if ‘the word gratitude alarms, call the connection between the two Kingdoms an Alliance of mutual advantage, which it certainly is’. The cry for ‘free trade’, if pursued to its full logic, would leave Ireland extremely weak. Lest Haliday forget, Ireland’s trade with the British colonies was far more extensive than her independent trade with other nations and her direct trade with Britain was ‘more valuable than both’. ‘Before we wage a commercial war with an important customer,’ Castlereagh warned, ‘it would be wise to secure a friend and a market elsewhere.’15


Here Castlereagh revealed a view of international affairs which was influenced by the writings of Thomas Hobbes and Hugo Grotius.16 If Ireland were to achieve anything like a ‘State of Separation’ from Britain, it would effectively be entering into the ‘State of Nature’ in European power politics. In his view, Ireland’s ‘external dignity’ and commercial demands were simply ‘abstract rights’ without the power of the British navy behind them. The navy was ‘the charter by which we hold that commerce’:


I am afraid the Powers of Europe might possibly receive an Irish ambassador charged with a negotiation of this Nature with less respect … The language of Reason of enlarged and enlightened Policy has not yet permeated thoroughly the Cabinets of Princes. Power and Importance is necessary almost to procure a hearing. I am afraid we should cut a sorry figure and exhibit an appearance not very imposing, were we to appear before them simply clad in the part of our own Insular Dignity and abstracted Freedom … It is physically impossible we should ever have a fleet of our own; it is absurd and romantick to imagine that we can exist for any length of time as a separate and independent state. Where is the successor to Great Britain if we detach ourselves from her?


As the prospect of a lengthy European war loomed, Castlereagh asked where a successor to Great Britain might be found as an ally to Ireland. ‘Is it France? That Pile of Ruins! That Melancholy example of misapplied Philosophy, of Political Experiment and Popular Delirium!?’17


Castlereagh’s dispute with the Whigs was not over their demands for domestic reform, therefore, but what he saw as an increasingly separatist agenda in an unforgiving international arena. ‘The Democratic Part of our Constitution wants vigour,’ he reassured Haliday. ‘New Life should be infused into our Representation. The Monarchy is too strong, from its Patronage being unlimited and the influence of the Aristocracy excessive.’ These were ills ‘we should look to remedy by Time and Moderation’. It was ‘impossible absolutely to remove Discontent but solid grounds should not be left for it to brood on’. Yet in removing these grievances, ‘let us not avail ourselves of means in themselves more to be dreaded’, or risk reforming the constitution ‘into an opposite and more vicious extreme’. ‘For Heaven’s sake,’ he urged Haliday, ‘turn your eyes on France … The Violence of the Reformers defeats their own purpose.’ Steady, moderate insistence on reform was much more likely to succeed than the Bastille Day processions of the previous summer. When the reformers spent so long applauding the French Revolution, it was ‘difficult to persuade ourselves they do not incline to imitate it’.18


While he was not yet making a case for an Act of Union, it was clear that Castlereagh was thinking beyond the normal parameters of Irish political life. For all the rhetoric of the patriot movement, he simply did not believe that Irish independence was a viable option. If we wish ‘to preserve internal harmony and external respectability,’ he wrote, ‘above all it is our object to remain connected with Great Britain.’ And he was just as dismissive of the staunch ultra-Protestant defenders of the status quo on the other side of the political spectrum. ‘I have long been used to repeat and to hear others use, the word Independence. I confess I am so much at a loss to affix a precise meaning to it as to another favourite expression of the Day, Protestant Ascendancy. They are both in my mind idle words, which all men may assume, construe as they please, and abuse … in as much as every Individual attaches his own meaning to them.’19
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