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      I am standing in the dining room of my father’s house* in Ireland, gazing up at ten Pakenham family portraits. They have always been friendly acquaintances. Once, years ago, I
         saw some of them taken down to be cleaned, and then hung up again on the walls, a safe distance from marauding children. But
         today it seems that this is the first time I am really looking at them. Thomas, Elizabeth, Edward, Catherine, Thomas, Georgiana,
         Hercules, Edward, William, Thomas. What thoughts went on behind those passive, chalky faces? How can I bring them out of the
         shadows?
      

      
      I begin with a lady. Elizabeth Cuffe, born in 1720, married in 1740, and painted soon after. She was the first figure in the
         circle of family portraits that I remember noticing. Not because she is particularly pretty: the long hair drawn back from
         her high forehead looks pale and mousy, her chin is surely a little weak, and her lips are thin and unsmiling. But there is
         a gentleness in her brown eyes, and a homeliness in the plain expanse of chalk-white breast. Here is the family matriarch,
         who looks so fragile, and young, but who was highly literary and well-read – and who brought a fortune and a title to the
         Pakenhams. You can find her fingerprints in the library which she created, in the small leather volumes autographed with her
         three successive names. Elizabeth Cuffe, Elizabeth Pakenham, Elizabeth Longford.
      

      
      Facing her across the room is Thomas, her new husband. His is a softer, fuller face, with Cupid’s bow lips, curling brown hair and a hint of a smile in his eyes. Compared to his wife, he
         looks rather dashing, his blue velvet coat gleams, the gold buttons on his waistcoat still catch the light. He is most certainly
         pleased with his position. A clever but profligate squire descended from ‘Adventurer’ soldiers who had come to Ireland a hundred
         years before, his future is now promising. Through his wife he is allied to some of the most prominent families in Ireland.
         In a few years’ time, he will be made Baron Longford.
      

      
      Further along the wall is Thomas’s son, Edward Michael, the naval Captain. Fair-haired and young-looking in his smart blue
         uniform, he has his mother’s gentle eyes, and her serious character. His contemporaries recalled him as plain-speaking and
         practical, the archetype of a ‘well-born, well-bred’ naval officer. He too made a marriage to a lady who brought the Pakenhams
         increased wealth and status. Her name was Catherine, and she was the daughter of one of the greatest landowners in County
         Meath, Hercules Langford Rowley, MP. In the twenty-four years of their marriage, Edward was often away fighting at sea. Between
         them, however, they produced eleven children. She was known as the ‘mother of heroes’.
      

      
      Edward and Catherine’s eldest son was Tom, the 2nd Earl of Longford. He gets the title from his grandmother, his poor father
         having died too young to inherit it. In his portrait there is nothing of the military. He has a self-indulgent look about
         him, his thick brown hair and flowing white cravat hint at a pleasure-filled, sensuous life. It is hardly a surprise to discover
         that his sleepy eyes hide the knowledge of his three illegitimate children, by different women. On the other hand the portrait
         of his wife Georgiana has the pinched air of a girl made to grow up too soon: married at nineteen, she was widowed at thirty-five.
      

      
      And then, blazing in his scarlet uniform, is the man I like best of all, Ned (Edward). Tom’s younger brother is the darling
         of the family and hangs full-length in a gilt frame; his silver star of Bath gleams on his breast, and the epaulettes of a
         General gild his shoulder. Such a gentle, handsome face, with large expressive eyes and an almost girlish complexion, scarcely
         seems suitable for a man who has been a soldier for twenty years. In his hand is a parchment which reads simply ‘17 April, Toulouse, 1814’, the date of the Armistice
         signed by the French during the Peninsular War. He looks every inch the hero. It is hard to believe that his life was to end
         in a catastrophic defeat.
      

      
      There are later portraits too, of Admirals, Generals and Brigadiers; those who died in their prime and those who lived on
         into sedentary old age. But there is one missing ghost at this feast. Kitty, the naval Captain’s daughter, has no proper portrait
         in the house. It is a strange omission perhaps, since her marriage brought a more valuable alliance than any other in the
         family. Her husband was Arthur Wellesley, 1st Duke of Wellington and conqueror of Napoleon. Yet, when he first proposed, Wellesley had been dismissed by the Longfords
         as not good enough for Kitty.
      

      
      The Duke of Wellington features in hundreds of memoirs: his wife is generally overlooked. Wholly unsuitable for the great
         man, always foolish, never loved. Even my dear grandmother, whose biography of Wellington is a tour de force, had limited sympathy for her. When I insisted to her that there was more to Wellington’s wife than had yet been explained,
         she replied: ‘You will be the one to find it’. How could I then not help feeling responsible for Kitty, as though I personally
         had been given the task of rehabilitating her? I hope I have brought her a little further into the light.
      

      
      Upstairs, the old nursery is now lined with carefully numbered cardboard boxes. Here are the records of three hundred years.
         Letters, journals, account books, bills reach to the ceiling. I search them for intimate details: lost children who feature
         on no family trees, whose existence remains only in codicils and private letters; desperate prayers composed at times of personal
         agony, slipped between the pages of a bible. I convince myself that a thousand hidden things still remain waiting for me to
         find them. I scratch in the rusty corners of old suitcases and grope in the spaces behind letter-books. I follow a paper trail
         to other places, to libraries public and private, even to a seaside attic in Dublin where I discover twenty-five tin trunks
         stuffed with Pakenham letters, almost entirely covered in soot. Under the black dust, the bundles are still tied with pink
         ribbons.
      

      
      In the midst of all this material, one generation stands out. Sometimes their words flow so thick and fast, I find it hard to keep my cast of characters together. These are the ticker-tape
         exchanges of the Napoleonic generation, who lived most of their prime when Bonaparte was the scourge of Europe. Four brothers
         and four sisters who survived into adulthood, all writing about each other, to each other, for each other. A hugely united,
         affectionate family. And most vitally of all, there was a letter-writer of genius in their circle. With the lightest flick
         of her pen she brings life to the canvas on which they appear. This was Maria Edgeworth, the Pakenhams’ novelist neighbour.
         For thirty years her letters illuminate their lives.
      

      
      I have something else that will help to set the scene. It is a careful pencil sketch made in the journal of George Edward
         Pakenham, the great-uncle of the Napoleonic generation of Pakenhams. He came to stay with his elder brother in Ireland in
         the autumn of 1737. It shows the place where they were all brought up as it was at the time of their grandfather, Thomas Pakenham.
         The foreground is all fields and hills, a pack of hounds and huntsmen chasing a fox, just visible leaping away in the corner.
         Beyond, on the opposite slope, is an elaborate formal garden of avenues, canals and basins, laid out like a miniature Versailles.
         Far away in the distance is the house, a plain square box, as small as a postage stamp, Pakenham Hall, Westmeath.
      

      
      The scene looks bucolic. In his journal George Edward can’t help a touch of envy creeping into his description. His brother’s
         house was a bustling, prosperous place with ‘a steward, a butler, gardener and several helpers … ten men in livery, 8 or 10
         hunters, a fine pack of hounds and a set of horses’ – in short, all that a fox-hunting squire could desire. But even a hard-up
         younger brother could see there were drawbacks to owning an Irish estate. He found his brother’s fellow squires boorish and
         drunken; and the peasantry were miserably poor and (to his English Protestant eyes) kept in a state of ignorance and servitude
         by their local priests. And his brother’s few surviving letters reveal a still dangerous and unsettled country, with bands
         of outlaws (probably dispossessed Catholics) hidden in the wild oak woods that edged the nearby lake of Derravaragh. Thomas
         Pakenham is only one generation removed from the civil wars of the late seventeeth century and the Battle of the Boyne.
      

      
      The generation I have gone in search of saw their grandfather’s house and its landscape transformed; the squire’s square box
         begins to sprout towers and turrets and finally two huge battlemented wings as the family fortunes go from strength to strength.
         The formal avenues and canals have already given way to romantic parkland with Brownian clumps of trees. New walled gardens
         have been built and paths wind through the newly planted pleasure ground to a grotto and two ornamental lakes. When I walk
         out in a summer evening I look up through the canopied branches of the oaks, pines and beeches planted by my great-great-great-great-grandfather,
         Captain Lord Longford, and follow the garden paths laid out by his eldest son Thomas and his wife Georgiana.
      

      
      The world beyond their gates was also in revolution. They were witnesses to the desperate duel played out for over twenty
         years between Revolutionary and Napoleonic France and her European rivals, which spilt into Ireland itself during the annus horribilis of 1798. And two of the brothers were front-row players in Wellington’s army as he fought his way back and forth across Spain
         and Portugal in the Peninsular campaign. The family motto, Gloria Virtutis Umbra, can be translated as ‘Glory is the Shadow of Virtue’. I had always assumed that this was an evangelical call to be dutiful
         above everything else, in a temporal world where glory could not last. But looking back on the conduct of this generation
         of my ancestors, I wonder if in fact they interpreted it another way. To be honourable, dutiful, and courageous was to be
         rewarded by the quality that followed these virtues like a shadow: glory.
      

      
      Tullynally, 2007

   
      
      Prologue
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      In December 1777, Captain Lord Longford took stock of his position:
      

      
      
         At this time I was as happily situated as it was possible for a man to be. My house of Pakenham Hall was repaired and made
            comfortable, the debts with which I found my estate encumbered were nearly discharged … my circumstances easy, though my income
            was not great … blest with the best of wives, with a promising and pleasing family of a son and four daughters, and happy
            in the company of my mother and sister; we passed our time in cheerfulness and content. This happy state of domestic tranquillity
            was interrupted by an event which I had long been apprehensive of, my being called upon … to take the command of a ship …1

      

      
      It had been fourteen years since Edward had last stood on the quarterdeck. His naval life had begun at the age of sixteen,
         he had fought sea battles off North America and West Africa, and been held prisoner for more than a year by the Spanish. He
         had come back from the Seven Years’ War against France and Spain with a captaincy and a reputation as a fair and humane commander.
         Since then he had inherited his father’s title – and debts – and taken his seat in the Lords in the Dublin parliament. He
         had tried to keep his head down as far as politics were concerned; all his efforts had gone into improving his estate.
      

      
      When the English journalist Arthur Young was writing his famous Tour of Ireland, he stopped for a few days at Pakenham Hall. There he discovered a landlord with agricultural practices after his own heart. The estate Longford had inherited in 1766 had been the scene of ‘improvements’ for a decade. Much of the boggy
         ‘black bottom’ land had been drained, the fields were planted with oats, barley and turnips, and tilled in rotation in just
         the way that the Royal Dublin Society would have approved. Even the tenants, though far poorer than their English equivalents,
         appeared well provided for, each with a cow or a pig and a small plot of land. And Captain Lord Longford believed in looking
         to the future: he was planting oak trees for the Navy that would take at least a century to realise their worth.
      

      
      Britain had now been at war with its American colonies for two years. The protests against taxation that had begun with the
         ‘Boston Tea Party’ had led to armed clashes with the British Government forces at Lexington and Concord. The conflict had
         culminated in the disastrous Battle of Bunker Hill outside Boston on 17 June 1775. Although nominally victorious, the British
         had lost over a thousand men. On 4 July 1776, the United States Congress passed Jefferson’s immortal Declaration of Independence.
         Hastily, the British Admiralty commissioned new ships, to the delight of young naval officers. Many expected that other European
         powers would soon be involved. (They were right: France declared war on Great Britain in February 1778, and Spain did likewise
         in June 1779.)
      

      
      The Admiralty’s call left Longford full of foreboding. He had long been ambivalent about the justness of the war. Like many
         Irishmen he felt a great deal of sympathy with the American colonists. The farmers and merchants of Massachusetts and beyond
         had had taxation imposed upon them by a Government to whom they sent no Members of Parliament. They had, he believed, been
         provoked beyond endurance by their colonial masters. Any protraction of the American conflict was an evil that could only
         ruin Ireland, and ‘expose us as easy prey to the French’.2 France, after all, had openly supported the Declaration of Independence by the American colonies. Moreover Longford had no
         faith in the Admiralty itself; he knew that the Navy had sunk to a dangerous low with poorly made ships and ill-trained men.
         Long gone were the glorious days of the Seven Years’ War. He wondered whether he himself would still be fit for such work after so many years on land. ‘I suppose
         I shall be obliged to walk the Quarter-Deck with Franklin’s Marine Dictionary under my Arm’, he joked grimly to his old naval friend, Lord Mulgrave.*

      
      As an officer in the Navy, such doubts had to be swallowed. And, if the conflict moved into Europe, it brought the prospect
         of prize money. ‘Prize Money’ had lured many a fine sailor into the Navy. The cargo of captured foreign ships was given as
         a reward to the captors, although it legally belonged to the Crown. When sold, the profits were divided amongst the officers
         and men according to their rank. Naval pay itself was notoriously poor. And Captain Lord Longford, after all his ‘improvements’,
         was pleased at the thought of such extra income – if indeed it was to be had. ‘Very luckily’, he concluded to Lord Mulgrave,
         ‘I have finished my house & offices and it will not be amiss to make Monsieur or Don pay for them, tho’ I can’t say I think
         the chance of what we shall make that way is very great. I believe you and I will yet get more from Alum and Turf Bog than
         we shall by our Prize money.’3

      
      By January 1778 Captain Lord Longford was in Deptford, fitting out the 64-gun America for his command. This new ship he quickly came to despise for its lack of seaworthiness, although Lord Mulgrave – now on
         the Admiralty board – had personally arranged it for him. In the meantime, as he appointed his officers and men, he was ‘tormented’
         with endless demands for jobs. In particular ‘young Irish Gentlemen … having grown too troublesome for their Friends at home’
         were sent over, ‘generally without a farthing in their Pockets, which obliged me to receive them, or give them money to carry
         them back’. But his wife Catherine’s strength of character helped to support him. Although pregnant with their sixth child,
         her ‘degree of resolution and good sense’ was admirable.
      

      
      Longford had married Catherine Rowley in the summer of 1768. Her father, Hercules Langford Rowley, owned a vast mansion in nearby Meath called Summerhill. Of Presbyterian descent, he
         had sat in the House of Commons for fifty years by the time of his death and was considered ‘of very great property’.4 His income was £18,000* a year, partly because of Langford Lodge, the property owned by Catherine’s mother, Viscountess Langford,† on the wild shores of Lough Neagh in County Antrim. And Summerhill, halfway between Dublin and Westmeath, was a convenient
         stopping place in the journey.
      

      
      With the Captain’s departure, the Pakenhams had left the countryside for the safety and convenience of Dublin. At least a
         regular garrison was stationed there. War had exposed Ireland’s gentry to all the dangers of foreign invasion – a fear that
         had escalated now so many of the regular Army had been called abroad. By 1778 the usual quota of troops stationed in Ireland
         was down to a mere 4,000, who could hardly stretch to defend the whole country. Anxious to take action, even if the Government
         could not, the gentry in Ulster began to form regiments of ‘Volunteers’. The idea soon spread across the country, each district
         quickly producing its own regiment in their gorgeously distinct uniforms, cut patriotically from Irish cloth.
      

      
      The old house in Westmeath was closed up for the duration of the war, as a measure of economy, whilst the whole family squeezed
         into the family town house in Cavendish Row. Catherine made no objection; she had little interest in show. She kept only her
         maid and a footman, and left her carriage behind in Westmeath. With her came her spinster sister-in-law Eliza, her four daughters,
         and little Tom, the future Earl of Longford. They were welcomed by the Dowager Lady Longford, a widow of eleven years’ standing,
         since the first Lord Longford had died of an apoplectic fit. Number 10 Cavendish Row had been built just under thirty years
         before and faced the Rotunda ballroom and gardens across the road. In the nearby houses a number of relations were installed. And an
         hour’s drive from Dublin were the great houses of two old friends of the Dowager’s – the Leinsters of Carton, and the Conollys
         of Castletown.*

      
      In Cavendish Row nobody complained of the squash. The two ladies Longford got on extremely well. They were highly maternal,
         affectionate women who found a great consolation in family life and a close circle of friends. Elizabeth, the Dowager Lady
         Longford, held a literary salon where, as one regular visitor put it, ‘one was always sure to meet the cleverest people of
         this country’.5 Her young cousin, Mr Edgeworth, remarked on her ‘wit, humour, and a taste for literature … uncommon for women in her day’.6 (It was Elizabeth whom he credited with making him the polymath and intellectual adventurer he was to become.) In spite of
         the war, social life in Dublin continued as frenetically as usual, with a great masquerade ball on St Patrick’s Eve in March,
         where the Duke of Leinster appeared as a fruit-woman whose oranges miraculously changed to shamrocks as midnight struck. Two
         days later, on 19 March 1778, Catherine gave birth to a second son, and named him Edward.
      

      
      By 13 June not only Lord Longford but his twenty-one-year-old naval brother, Thomas Pakenham, were under sail in the Channel.
         In North America, two years before, Thomas had distinguished himself by carrying the vital dispatches of General Clinton to
         General Howe† under the very noses of the American enemy. Now a bright-eyed Lieutenant of the Courageux, he sailed in the centre of Admiral Keppel’s Channel squadron. Keppel’s orders were to prevent the two French fleets, based on Toulon and Brest, from combining. Meanwhile, in Dublin, the family anxiously waited for news.
         ‘The poor Lady Longfords live in a constant dread’, Lady Louisa Conolly reported to her sister Emily in France.
      

      
      The war began with neither glory nor rewards. But the Captain’s humane character soon revealed itself in the very first engagement.
         A French ship, the Licorne, which had already been captured, fired her ‘whole broadside’ into Longford’s ship,7 breaking all the rules of war by simultaneously ‘hauling down her Colours and lowering all her sails’. Captain Lord Longford
         resisted the temptation to return fire. He later described the French ship’s behaviour as the ‘rash act of one wrong headed
         Man’ for whose actions other people should not suffer. The news of the incident spread abroad: ‘I never heard of anything
         so charming as Lord Longford’s behaviour’, gushed Lady Louisa Conolly to Emily, ‘his humanity, command of temper, and prudence
         are equal to anything one ever heard of.’8

      
      The Battle of Ushant* that followed on 27 July was inconclusive. Keppel’s fleet sailed back to Plymouth with barely a sense of victory. And the
         weeks that followed Ushant were increasingly disheartening, as the America cruised the Mediterranean in search of the elusive French. Longford was battered by nothing but storms and the quarrelling
         of his officers. By the following summer, Longford was very thankful to be taking command of a new ship, the 74-gun Alexander, and sensibly he left ‘several Irish young Gentlemen’ behind him on the America. ‘I believe my successor will not be much obliged to me’, he joked.
      

      
      In England fears of invasion grew. The defences of the coast appeared astonishingly poor. In 1779, the French Admiral D’Orvillier’s
         fleet had joined France’s new Spanish allies in the Bay of Biscay, and sixty-six ships of the line had even entered the English
         Channel. Fortunately a misunderstanding in their signalling system and the harsh westerly gales had made the ‘great, unwieldy
         armada’ quite powerless to attack. Meanwhile, in Ireland rumours of invasion were equally widespread. ‘Indeed,’ wrote the anxious Lady Louisa Conolly, ‘I have no doubt but that we shall make a good defence
         against Spaniards and French; but if the Americans should come, it’s impossible to guess at the consequences.’9

      
      Young Thomas Pakenham, in the meantime, was doing well. Now promoted to Captain, he brought a goods convoy safely home from
         Jamaica, and pleased the merchants of Bristol so much with his care that they gave him a fifty-guinea sword. He was handed
         the command of the 28-gun Crescent, much to his delight.
      

      
      Then there was an encounter which nearly scuppered his career. In May 1781, the Crescent and her fellow frigate the Flora came upon two large Dutch frigates. By this time, the Dutch had joined the French and Spanish. It seems the Captain of the
         Flora was intent on winning prizes, and once he had disarmed the first Dutch ship, remained at some distance from the battle between
         the Crescent and her larger Dutch assailant. The Dutch captain, ‘a most humane, most gallant, most generous, and most honourable enemy’
         according to Longford, did everything he could to persuade Pakenham to surrender. But Thomas would not give in: for two and
         a half hours he let loose everything he had, but was finally entirely crippled by the loss of both his masts, which had fallen
         over the decks and disabled all his guns. ‘In this situation without a Gun to fire or a Sail to set … 30 Men killed and 70
         wounded, my Brother’, wrote Longford, ‘was under the necessity of Striking his Colours’,* which he did. But the damaged Dutch ship did not claim its prize, and instead limped away from the Crescent. By the time the tardy Flora appeared, Pakenham was so indignant at her Captain’s lack of support that he insisted on resigning the command of the Crescent to him. Having lost his ship, Thomas knew he would face trial in a public court martial.
      

      
      The court martial was understanding. Unanimously they gave their opinion that ‘the Hon Captain Pakenham throughout the action
         … behaved with the coolest & ablest judgement, and with the firmest and most determined resolution; and that he did not strike the Crescent’s colours until he was totally unable
         to make the smallest defence’. The court could not ‘dismiss Captain Pakenham without expressing their admiration of his conduct
         on this occasion’. Both officers and men were complimented on their iron discipline and bravery, with over half of their number
         killed or wounded.*

      
      In the drawing room at Pakenham Hall, three oil paintings commemorate the scene. The first shows the brave Crescent, dwarfed by the Dutch frigates, firing with all its might, in true David and Goliath style. The second depicts the Crescent broken and immobilised, its flag tattered and sails ripped. In the third, a tiny figure wields an axe, in a desperate attempt
         to release the shattered mast. Out of sight of the artist, a grisly scene of multiple amputations was taking place below deck,
         with forty-nine limbs sawn off by the hard-pressed surgeon, and yet not one man dying of his injuries. This last detail may
         have been due to a peculiar cure put in place – ‘each man had, by the desire of the surgeon, a bottle of Minorca Wine saturated
         with bark, hung over his hammock’.10 The third painting is also the epilogue: there is the defeated Captain Pakenham being rowed away to the Admiral’s flagship,
         to face the inevitable.
      

      
      Captain Lord Longford himself continued the unexciting business of defending the Channel, taking what prizes he could. He
         had not changed his mind about the conduct of the war. ‘Times are so altered, my dear friend,’ he wrote to another old naval
         shipmate, William Cornwallis, ‘since you and I first went to sea … and as I see no prospect of things mending this war, I
         wish most sincerely we were well out of it; so wishing you patience and potatoes, and greens and good health, I remain, &c.’11

      
      By the end of 1782, the naval campaign was at an end. The American war had been largely over since General Charles Cornwallis
         – William’s brother – had surrendered at Yorktown in October 1781. After five years of only the briefest of visits back to
         Ireland, Lord Longford, at least, was delighted to be dismissed from service. He was tired out with naval life and naval politics. Crossing from Holyhead to Dublin by the packet ship, he paused only to hand
         over his prize money to his young land agent, Henry Stewart. He made a careful note in his account book that it added up to
         a healthy ‘£5,400’, more than double his annual income. Then it was home, as fast as his mare could take him, to the turf
         fires and cosy hubbub of Pakenham Hall.
      

      
      At home, all were waiting with open arms. The family had expanded; each shore leave of the Captain’s had left another child
         ‘on the stocks’. By now, little Tom, a fine boy of nearly nine, had three younger brothers (Edward, Hercules and William,
         born in 1778, 1781 and 1782 respectively), as well as being ‘damnably encumbered’, as the Captain put it, with five sisters.* Every daughter meant that an additional dowry would eventually have to be provided.
      

      
      The Captain’s neighbours clamoured to see the naval veteran. Twelve miles away at Edgeworthstown lived the Longfords’ cousin,
         Richard Lovell Edgeworth. Married to his third wife – the first two had died – he had nine children, the third of whom, Maria,
         he was schooling to be his amanuensis. He was a progressive, liberal and enlightened landlord, and something of an amateur
         inventor. At this time he was experimenting away to add springs to carriages, perhaps inspired by the uncomfortable crossing
         of the ‘vast Serbonian bog’ that separated Edgeworthstown and Pakenham Hall. The two families were frequently visiting each
         other, in a tradition that had begun in Edgeworth’s father’s time. At Christmas there were plays of ‘home-made manufacture’
         put on by the children; in January 1785, all flocked to Dublin’s Ranelagh Gardens to see Mr Crosbie ascending in a hot-air
         balloon, dressed in his quilted satin breeches and leopardskin hat, even if he never made it across the Irish Sea. In the
         same year, the Pakenhams were gratified by a step up in the Irish peerage. The Dowager Lady Longford was made a Countess,
         chiefly ‘in consideration of the professional services of her two sons’,12 although no doubt their faithful voting with the Government had helped. It was a happy time at Pakenham Hall, as one friend
         reported when she came to stay: ‘nothing can be more united, more Friendly or more agreeable than the inhabitants of this House’.13

      
      There had also been a welcome increase in the family fortunes. During Captain Lord Longford’s absence at sea, he had inherited
         part of some large estates in Cork, Dublin and Hampshire.* This translated into an additional £1,200 a year in tenant rents. The windfall meant more substantial dowries for his five
         daughters, and more proper provision for Catherine in the event of his death. And most importantly of all, Edward Michael
         could now make a gift of £4,000 to his brother Thomas, and give him an independent estate. This was land along the shores
         of Lough Derravaragh, known as ‘Coolure’, two miles west of Pakenham Hall. With Thomas’s own fortune of £2,000 and the prospect
         of Government employment, this made him a decidedly eligible prospect, for a younger son.
      

      
      By 1785 Sophia Fitzgerald, the shyest of Emily Leinster’s numerous daughters, was watching in trepidation as her friend, Louisa
         Staples,† was pursued by the young naval officer. Louisa, the motherless niece of Tom Conolly, had been brought up at Castletown with
         Sophia. Sophia hints in her journal14 that Mr Pakenham ‘vexed her’ with his bumptious attentions, but the family liked him. On 24 June they were married, and Sophia
         Fitzgerald lost her best friend and ally to a Westmeath estate. ‘Tom has an amiable unaffected pleasing girl for a wife’,
         Longford reported to Mulgrave, unaware that this ‘girl’ would one day bring her husband the magnificent Conolly property of
         Castletown.
      

      
      The marriage gave Thomas Pakenham a further notch up in his career. He now had a job at the Ordnance Office at Dublin Castle,
         to supplement his estate income. He and Louisa built a three-storey house looking south over Derravaragh. When Lady Louisa
         Conolly went to see it, she liked it very much: ‘The Coolure House is in vast forwardness, and a sweet pretty thing it will be. Tom
         Pakenham and Louisa seem equally engaged about it, though in different lines. He minds the farm only, and leaves the house,
         plantation, and gardening entirely to her. But both agree in loving the place and wishing to spend their lives there.’
      

      
      Even Lady Louisa Conolly’s youngest sister Sarah Napier,* who was never so enthusiastic as Louisa, reckoned it ‘the best family House possible’, and ‘very Cheap’, due to the building
         skills of Lord Longford, who ‘understands the useful part of the business’.15 In the years that followed, Coolure became a second point of the compass for the extended Pakenham clan.
      

      
      The Pakenham family kept on growing. By 1787 a fifth son, Henry, had arrived and Lord Longford was the father of ten. The
         older boys had already been sent away to Dr Carpendale’s famous school in Armagh,16 like young Robert Stewart, later Lord Castlereagh. (In fact Tom, according to one memoir, was behaving in a cruel fashion
         to a younger boy who was his ‘fag’.)17 Meanwhile, the elder Pakenham girls, Bess, Mary and Kitty, had been gathering every sort of accomplishment at home. They
         had been taught chiefly by a fierce French governess called Madame Blondel,18 with separate masters for drawing, the pianoforte, and of course dancing. Mr Edgeworth often came over to see them, and admired
         Bess’s beauty –
      

      
      
         Who can escape, what man alive?

         
         At least what man of twenty five?

         
         When e’en grey hairs & wrinkles court ye

         
         And men turn poets in your praise at forty.19

         
      

      
      All the girls were unusually bookish. The library built up by the Dowager Lady Longford was their greatest resource; Mémoires in French and English stocked the shelves,20 philosophies, histories and novels, including the newest wonder, Cecilia21 by Fanny Burney. Their mother Catherine believed in children doing as much as possible to entertain themselves. She taught
         them to take cuttings for their gardens, to read aloud and act in plays, to exercise by going for long walks and rides. No
         indulgence was given to high fashion; the young people were dressed as plainly as their parents. Catherine’s greatest concern
         was that they should follow the Christian philosophy which had always sustained her. Practical Lord Longford took care of
         their physical health, arranging that all the children should be ‘variolated’* against the scourge of smallpox. But there was little to be done against the other great killer, tuberculosis.
      

      
      From the age of sixteen, a gentleman’s daughters were on public display. In Ireland they were presented to the Lord Lieutenant
         at Dublin Castle, then chaperoned at a series of assemblies and balls. The Rotunda ballroom, just opposite the family house
         in Cavendish Row, was the most popular venue. As Dublin was proud to proclaim, it measured only twenty square feet less than
         the one at Bath, and held six formal assemblies a year. Since all the proceeds went to the hospital next door, it was considered
         as much a public duty as a pleasure to attend these ‘conscription balls’. One particular type of entertainment was known as
         a ‘promenade’, where guests walked round and round the circular hall until the supper bell was rung. When a French visitor,
         the Chevalier de Latocnaye, came to see it in 1796, he could not help noting that it meant a rare chance for unchaperoned
         flirtation: ‘The good mammas were not very numerous, and those who were present appeared to be absent minded. The young folk,
         on the other hand, were very numerous and making good use of their time – I think perhaps the Promenade attained its object
         along more lines than one.’22

      
      By 1789, Bess, Mary and Kitty were already out in society. The Lord Lieutenant’s aides-de-camp were charming dancing partners
         for them. Dashing Arthur Wesley for example,* whose family home at Dangan was only a mile from the Rowleys at Summerhill, danced with delicate little Kitty, the youngest
         of the trio. This ‘charming young man. Handsome, fashioned, tall and elegant,’23 was the younger brother of Lord Mornington, and an Army officer. Unfortunately the Mornington estate was badly in debt, Dangan
         Castle now mortgaged to the hilt, and the Mornington fortune fast disappearing. In fact, Arthur had been removed early from
         Eton since his mother could not afford the fees. No wonder perhaps that Lord Mornington later described his parents as ‘Frivolous
         and careless personages like most of the Irish nobility of that time’.24 Now that Arthur was serving at the levées and lodged in the Castle Yard, Kitty saw him frequently. So too did Thomas Pakenham,
         the girls’ uncle, who had Arthur to stay at Coolure.
      

      
      Then in July 1789 Mary, the second daughter, and the darling of her Rowley grandparents, caught a ‘bilious fever’ and died.
         Sadly Lord Longford ordered ‘raven grey’ cloth for his sons’ mourning clothes. Her distraught grandparents commissioned Sir
         Thomas Banks to create a marble sculpture of the girl in prayer, with her pet dog beside her, for the mausoleum at Summerhill.†

      
      By 1791, the threat of war once again hung over Ireland. The old enemy, France, now had a new revolutionary government and
         its citizen armies were already seen as threatening the European status quo.
      

      
      Once again, faithful as ever to his country’s call, Captain Lord Longford proposed himself for naval service. At forty-nine,
         he was now in constant ill-health: half-blind, and assailed with such congestion in his lungs that he was forced to sleep
         in a chair. But he had his quadrant packed and ready, and he hoped that the three-decker ship that Mulgrave was trying to
         arrange for him would mean he had not such a need of the telescope to observe the enemy. Every day he expected that the letter commissioning him would arrive.
      

      
      The voyage was never made. By Easter 1792, the Captain was sinking. The fishing nets he liked to mend sat untouched in a basket
         beside his chair, his blind eyes unable to see the needle. With quiet resignation, he tried to impress upon Catherine the
         dictum he had followed all his life: ‘As you wish for happiness, let moderation guide your desires, & candid integrity your
         actions; never allow yourself to seek for amusement or advancement from the Follys or Vices of Others; make our Children sensible
         that obtaining command of their desires is the only way to preserve independence or ensure Content.’
      

      
      Finally, on 6 June 1792, the weeks of waiting came to an end. ‘The late Lord Longford,’ declared Faulkner’s Dublin Journal the next day, ‘who was truly great as well as noble, has transmitted to his heir an example of loyalty and virtue, which
         to imitate will exalt him more than his fortune or his titles.’
      

      
      Less than a year later, the conflict that Captain Lord Longford had long anticipated broke out. In February 1793, a month
         after Louis XVI had been guillotined,* France declared war on Britain. This time at least Lady Longford did not have to suffer the grief of seeing her husband called
         away to sea. But one way or another, the new war with France was to overshadow the rest of her life.
      

   
      
      1

      
      An Untimely Proposal

      
      [image: image]

      
      For a long time, Catherine could not be comforted. She had never quite believed that her Edward could leave her. ‘How much
         I might have learned for the good of our dear Children could I have borne to consider him as lost to us, even when I knew
         his danger.’ The burden of such a large family seemed too much to bear. Who was to help her now? Her eldest son Tom was away
         at university in Glasgow, her father, old Mr Rowley, was in a declining state.
      

      
      Comfort came from the family agent, Henry Stewart. A cheerful, practical man, he knew Longford’s affairs better than anyone
         and shared many of his views. At forty-three, only six years younger than the Captain, he was like a favourite uncle to the
         children. To one of them, however, he appeared in a rather different light.
      

      
      Bess, Catherine’s eldest daughter, was now a vivacious girl of twenty-two. She had spent many of the previous years in Dublin
         or at grand, but lugubrious, Summerhill. There Bess had plenty of opportunity to meet Henry Stewart, under the doting eyes
         of her Rowley grandparents. When it emerged that she had become secretly engaged to him Catherine was surprised, but also
         delighted. ‘It is the greatest comfort to me’, she confessed to Henry’s mother, ‘to think my dear Bessie’s happiness secure
         in such a companion as may often be wished for but seldom very seldom found.’1 The Stewart family also approved of the match; the letters of congratulation poured in. ‘I consider the connection the most
         eligible that Ireland could afford’, wrote one of Henry’s brothers.2 Before the year was out, Bess and Henry were married.
      

      
      Twenty-year-old Kitty was now the eldest daughter still at home. Her sister’s romantic love affair had opened her eyes. As she and Captain Arthur Wesley – handsome, musical, well-read, but
         badly paid – danced round and round the great hall of the Castle, how could Kitty fail to be smitten? Before too long the
         pair were openly courting; meeting at Summerhill or at Coolure under the cheerful gaze of Captain Pakenham and Louisa. When
         war broke out with France, the young officer made up his mind. In April 1793, Arthur proposed, and Kitty went straight to
         her mother.
      

      
      But Catherine Longford, and her eldest son, were absolutely against the match. ‘My mother’, wrote Bess defensively forty years
         later, ‘in denying the suit of Arthur Wellesley, acted from the best of motives.’ It was not his lack of fortune that put
         her off, for according to Bess, ‘when other & wealthier proposals were made [she] never pressed [Kitty’s] acceptance or even
         shewed any influencing wish on the Subject’. One can only suspect that it was a case of bad timing; after all, Bess herself
         had recently married, and Catherine was still in shock after her husband’s death. War had just been declared. In her depressed
         state, perhaps Catherine saw Wesley as too gay, too frivolous, all too likely to end up as the ‘food for powder’ his own mother
         had predicted. She determined that Kitty should wait.
      

      
      Eighteen-year-old Lord Longford wrote to Wesley in no uncertain terms. The marriage was not to be allowed ‘for prudential
         motives’. Longford, who would be an Earl once his grandmother had died, was not going to throw his pretty sister away on an
         Army captain whose elder brother was in such debt that he had had to sell the family home in Dublin, and whose grandmother
         had been retrieved from a sponging-house not long before. Both Arthur and Kitty were forbidden to see or write to each other
         again. With her acute sense of family duty, Kitty submitted. But what neither Longford nor his mother realised was that Wesley’s
         dismissal had wounded Kitty’s heart so deeply that it would remain unhealed. As for Arthur, his rejection by Lady Longford
         and her son rankled more than any could have predicted.
      

      
      In the autumn of 1793 Tom, the new Lord Longford, was nineteen. He had just begun his ‘Grand Tour’ of the beauties of Europe.
         With his father’s sober guidance removed, he was considered rather an over-exuberant youth; to prevent accidents, his mother arranged
         for him to be accompanied by a Mr Nott* – only a year or so older than himself, but a classical scholar of great erudition. Nott turned out to be ‘as different as
         black to white’ to Longford.
      

      
      The two-year meander from Neufchâtel to Naples, visiting mountain panoramas and classical antiquities, was only a little inconvenienced
         by the Continental war. The territory of enemy France, of course, was out of bounds, with the National Convention in power
         and the guillotine in full swing. With that exception, Nott and Longford traipsed the conventional path: Switzerland, Austria
         and Italy. The roads were exceptionally bad at Mannheim, ‘dreadfully cut up by artillery and camp wagons’; in some places
         the provisions were rustic to say the least, and horses hard to come by. Yet the proximity of gunfire only added to the excitement
         for Longford.
      

      
      As the weeks passed, Mr Nott worried that the French appeared to be winning. Longford wouldn’t let it trouble him; he relished
         all the war news they could glean, passing it on to his sister Bess in lively letters home.3 He found his taste in landscape was for the pastoral rather than the dramatic, perhaps because it reminded him of the Westmeath
         countryside. In Switzerland, he confessed that he preferred the ‘rich and fertile valley to ugly, black mountains and precipices.
         These afford a striking coup d’oeil for a moment, but once that is over (to me) it is very wearisome and uninteresting.’ He went for long rides, learnt German
         fluently, and the fiddle too – in fact, he showed more interest in music and the local society than sculpture and antiquities.
         In Milan he admired the opera, and noticed the propensity of the people to stab each other over small matters. At Bologna
         he was delighted. ‘Everyone here is a musician and most people have very fine voices.’ At Vienna he was so impressed by the
         music of an unknown composer, Ludwig van Beethoven, that he subscribed to two copies of the latter’s first opus, the piano
         trios.4 At Naples Longford was so pleased with the southern beauties that he and the young Lord Carmarthen gave a ball. He was also
         able to give Nott the slip – ‘he seldom caught me there’,5 he admitted to his brother forty years later.
      

      
      Rome, which followed, was a sad disappointment: ‘I lived at Naples,’ he concluded to Bess, ‘and die at Rome.’ By the time
         they reached the eternal city, Longford wanted nothing to do with the great works of art he was expected to admire. ‘I am
         obliged to go poking in search of antiquities, to stand an hour hungry & cold under an ugly old pillar of marble while a prosing
         antiquarian harangues on the merits thereof & tries to persuade that it is vastly interesting – & all this because “it is
         the custom”.’ Nott, on the other hand, leapt about with excitement at the sight of a mere old stone or two. ‘Nott is almost mad, at
         every old wall he stops and examines every stone to see if he can find any pretensions to antiquity … if any old arch or a
         pillar is to be heard of he runs off immediately and stays poking them till I send him word that I can wait no longer.’
      

      
      On one subject Longford refused to allow any intimacy, and that was the state of his heart. ‘I put a stop to all sentimental
         subjects (of which he proposes one or two every day) by refusing the one & when the other comes I regularly go to sleep –’ he confessed to Bess. Nevertheless, gossip was rife, Longford’s name and others of the Anglo-Irish circle
         were quickly linked by the expatriates in Italy. Later in the year, a few hints suggest he was pursuing his own sentimental
         journey. He had a habit of creeping out at night, when his moral guardian assumed he was asleep. The consequences may well
         have been long-lasting.* Yet in spite of their differences Longford enjoyed his innocent tutor’s company: ‘He is the best man in the world but knows
         nothing of it’, Longford concluded to Bess as he began the slow stages back to ‘the dear country as we express it with more sincerity than gentility’. His own worldliness now confirmed, he arrived home just after his twenty-first
         birthday.

     Whilst his nephew was touring the Continent, Captain Thomas Pakenham had been fighting at sea. In early 1793 he had been issued
         with the command of the 74-gun Invincible. He left Ireland for Portsmouth, with all the energy and enthusiasm he brought to every job that came his way. His wife Louisa
         was left at Coolure with his cheerful advice ringing in her ears: ‘’Tis folly to fret’.
      

      
      But fret she did. Eight years after her marriage, Louisa had changed from being the carefree playmate of Sophia Fitzgerald
         to the anxious mother of half a dozen children. She had had to become used to disruption. With Thomas now Surveyor General
         of the Ordnance in Dublin, as well as an MP, their establishment had been constantly moving between the Castle and Coolure,
         with stays in between at Castletown to see her adored aunt Lady Louisa Conolly. But she depended on her Captain, and missed
         him dreadfully. Now, with another baby expected, she could not even bring herself to go to Castletown, she could only wait
         at home for news. ‘She has shown a most wonderful degree of sensibility far beyond what I suspected her capable of, and such
         strong sense, prudence and Character she amazes me’, wrote Sarah Napier, adding sadly: ‘I have no hope to give her, for I fear dear Thomas will not be allowed
         to come home or even stay in port long enough for her to go to him’.6

      
      Louisa determined not to remain in Ireland. In March 1794 she sailed for Portsmouth with her tribe of children and the new
         baby, in order to be near Thomas should he get shore leave. Thankfully, the party arrived safely. The anxiety, however, did
         not go away, and Sarah Napier hoped that Mrs Pakenham would ‘physic away her milk’7 or she would fall ill. The Duchess of Leinster joined in the concerned chatter and promised Sarah to befriend Mrs Pakenham
         should she come to London: ‘as an old acquaintance, a Dear Creature in herself, Louisa’s child and Dear Sophy’s friend, I
         think her entitled to every thing from us’.8 But nobody could do very much. The Pakenhams had the briefest of reunions in Portsmouth, and then he was at sea again.
      

      
      At the time the French fleet at Brest were desperate to reach the open Atlantic, in order to receive the badly needed supplies
         from their merchant convoy due from the United States. To prevent this, the Allied coalition was blockading the Channel. Admiral
         Howe had twenty-six ships of the line, whilst Admiral Villaret-Joyeuse of the French navy had thirty-one. With such relatively
         even numbers, Howe’s plan was to bring about a series of single ship duels. On 29 May 1794 Captain Pakenham of the Invincible, in the van of Admiral Howe’s fleet, received orders to engage with his opposite number in the French Admiral’s armada, Le Juste. For two days the sea fog over the Atlantic made it impossible to detect the enemy. Then, on 1 June, the sun rose and the
         chase began; and the firing never stopped until noon. Even with his own masts torn to pieces by the cannonade, Pakenham refused
         to give up. He ‘fir’d a musqet over [Le Juste] & desir’d her to strike, upon his doing which we sent a Boat on board’.9 Le Juste was duly handed over to Admiral Howe, its 870 seamen made prisoners; amazingly, only fourteen of Pakenham’s men had been
         killed. In the meantime, the famously evangelical Captain of the gallant Defence, ‘Preaching Jimmy’ Gambier, had signalled for help, all his masts and rigging shot to pieces. Pakenham came by in a boat
         and hailed his friend with his usual humour: ‘Jemmy, whom the Lord loveth He chasteneth! Luff, Jemmy, luff!’,* which cannot have gone down well with his friend. Captain Gambier replied by asking how many men Pakenham had lost. ‘Damn
         me if I know’, came the answer, ‘they won’t tell me, for fear I should stop their grog.’10
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