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The Trials of the
King of Hampshire
 

Every family has its skeletons, but in 1823 the grand Wallop family was about to share theirs with the world. The 3rd earl of Portsmouth was a peculiar man but, by most accounts, a harmless one. An aristocrat of enormous wealth, he kept company with England’s most famous names, inviting Jane Austen to balls and having Lord Byron as chief witness to his second marriage. For the first fifty years of his life he had moved with ease in high society, but at the age of fifty-five his own family set out to have him declared insane.


Elizabeth Foyster invites us into Freemasons’ Hall for the most extraordinary, expensive and controversial British insanity trial ever heard. Amid accusations of abductions, sodomy, blackmail and violence, jurors have to decide if Portsmouth is just a shy, stammering eccentric with foolish habits or a sinister madman attempting to mask his dangerous and immoral nature. Both provocative and heart-rending, The Trials of the King of Hampshire goes beyond the fate of a single man to question Georgian society and examine the treatment of the mentally ill and disabled both then and now.


‘Extraordinary … A well-researched and vividly readable account.’


Catharine Arnold, author of Necropolis: London and its Dead
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For James and Emma
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Fellowes family


Coulson: grandfather to Portsmouth.


Dorothea: aunt to Portsmouth.


Henry Arthur: uncle to Portsmouth.


Henry Arthur William: nephew of Portsmouth.


Isaac Newton: nephew of Portsmouth.


Mary: aunt to Portsmouth.


Newton: younger brother of Portsmouth, born Wallop but assumes the Fellowes name from August 1794. Marries (1) Frances, (2) Catherine.


Urania: daughter of Coulson, upon marriage becomes the 2nd countess of Portsmouth. Mother to Portsmouth.


William: uncle to Portsmouth.


Hanson family


Bridget: aunt to Mary Ann.


Charles: brother of Mary Ann.


Eliza: sister of Mary Ann.


Hargreaves: brother of Mary Ann.


Harriet: sister of Mary Ann.


John: father of Mary Ann.


Laura: sister of Mary Ann.


Mary Ann: 2nd wife of Portsmouth.


Newton: brother of Mary Ann.


Selina: sister of Mary Ann.


Norton family


Chappell, General: brother of Grace.


Fletcher, 3rd Lord Grantley: nephew of Grace.


Grace: 1st wife of Portsmouth.


William, 2nd Lord Grantley: brother of Grace.


Wallop family


Catherine: aunt to Portsmouth, wife of Lockhart Gordon.


Coulson: younger brother of Portsmouth.


Henrietta Dorothea: sister of Portsmouth.


Others


Alder, William Rowland: Mary Ann’s lover.


Capy James: valet to Portsmouth.


Coombe, John Draper: family friend of Portsmouth’s first wife.


Garnett, Reverend John: family friend of Portsmouth’s mother.


Gordon, Catherine: cousin of Portsmouth.


Gordon, Lockhart, junior: cousin of Portsmouth.


Gordon, Loudoun: cousin of Portsmouth.


Seilaz, Jean: valet to Portsmouth.




The Wallop/Fellowes Family Tree


[image: Missage Missing]




The Norton Family Tree


[image: Missage Missing]




The making of a king
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1767


18 December: John Charles Wallop born.


1772


26 June: younger brother, Newton, born.


1773


June: at Steventon Rectory with the Austen family. Leaves later that year to see Mr Angier for speech problems.


1774


19 September: younger brother, Coulson, born.


1775


Starts Odiham School.


1782


From May: at Hammersmith, with a private tutor, alongside his brother, Newton.


1790


July: travels abroad and meets Jean Seilaz.


1793


January: returns from travels abroad.


1797


16 May: father, 2nd earl of Portsmouth dies.


28 and 29 June: presented to George III as the 3rd earl of Portsmouth.


1799


22 July: ‘abducted’ by Seilaz and taken to London.


24 July: taken to Yarmouth, and ‘rescued’ from there at midnight.


19 November: marriage to Grace Norton.


1800


14 May: presented with Grace to George III at St James’s Palace.


4 June: attends a ball to celebrate King’s sixty-third birthday.


19 November: Jane Austen attends first anniversary ball at Hurstbourne Park.


1801


21 April: Seilaz writes a letter from Hamburg accusing Portsmouth of attempting sodomy.


1807


31 August: death of brother, Coulson, at Verdun, France.


1808


Summer: John Draper Coombe comes to live with Portsmouth at Hurstbourne Park.


1811


End of: Coombe leaves.


1812


29 January: mother, Urania, 2nd countess of Portsmouth, dies.


1813


11/12 March: Rev Dr Garnett dies in Exeter.


13 November: wife, Grace, dies.


1814


28 February: Coombe brings Portsmouth to London and leaves him at General Norton’s house in Lincoln’s Inn Fields.


7 March: marriage to Mary Ann Hanson.


22 November: Newton Fellowes, Portsmouth’s brother, petitions the Chancellor to issue a Commission of Lunacy for Portsmouth.


1815


24 January: Portsmouth examined by the Lord Chancellor.


22 April: Chancellor refuses to issue the Commission of Lunacy.


Summer: Mary Ann begins her relationship with William Rowland Alder.


1820


August to November: attends Queen Caroline’s trial in the House of Lords.


1821


Autumn: leaves for a tour of the North, arriving in Edinburgh in November.


1822


24 June: Newton Fellowes and William, 2nd Lord Grantley write to Coombe, authorizing him to take Portsmouth from Edinburgh.


26 June: Portsmouth seeks protection from his brother, whom he believes is planning to abduct him.


2 July: Portsmouth met on walk in Edinburgh and driven to Wonersh by Fletcher Norton and Coombe.


8 July: brought up by writ of habeas corpus issued by Newton Hanson from Wonersh to house of Mr Justice Bayley in Bedford Square, London. Bayley declares Portsmouth should have his liberty.


7 August: Mary Ann gives birth to a baby daughter, christened Lady Mary Ann Wallop.


7 November: Henry Arthur Fellowes, Portsmouth’s nephew, petitions the Chancellor to issue a Commission of Lunacy for Portsmouth.


1823


16 January: Commission of Lunacy issued.


10–28 February: Commission of Lunacy held in Freemasons’ Hall.




An unsound mind?
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FOR A GRUB Street reporter, a news story did not get much better than this. It was Wednesday, 26 February 1823. Earlier in the month, northern England had experienced the worst snow storms for nearly thirty years. Despite the appalling weather, outdoor meetings were being held across the country to campaign for Parliamentary reform and to draw attention to the pitiful wages and miserable living conditions that left most working people facing grinding poverty. England looked nervously on at the prospect of another European war as France stood posed to invade Spain. Panoramas of the coronation of George IV two years before (minus his Queen who had been banned from attending) were still being sold, while the King himself recovered from another bout of luxury-induced gout at his opulent pleasure palace, the Royal Pavilion in Brighton.


But for two-and-a-half weeks the news story that held the attention of the British public was the trial of one man, John Charles Wallop, the 3rd earl of Portsmouth. Lord Portsmouth was the subject of a ‘Commission of Lunacy’, a legal proceeding to establish whether he was of ‘unsound mind, and when he became so’. Commissions of Lunacy usually lasted a day, or maybe two, but, by 26 February, this Commission had entered its fifteenth day.


The mind on trial was Lord Portsmouth’s, but the stories told to the Commission and then printed in the newspapers spoke volumes to readers about the society they had become. At a time of considerable change, and of political and economic uncertainty, the reports did not make comfortable reading. They told of the abuses of privilege, the corruption of power, and the breakdown of family life. It made for a horrifying but irresistible read.


From the time of King George III’s episodes of madness, ending with his death on 29 January 1820, public interest in the mental troubles of the rich and famous had never abated. The shooting dead of Prime Minister Spencer Perceval by an insane assassin in the lobby of the House of Commons on 11 May 1812, and the suicide of Foreign Secretary Viscount Castlereagh on 12 August 1822, were reminders that power and wealth were no protection from the tyrannies of the mind.


To reporters, the Portsmouth case looked like another promising story of madness in high places. The course of his life story added extra spice to the tale. Over a hundred people, ranging from fellow aristocrats to domestic servants and agricultural labourers, gave statements to the Commission. On the side of those who brought the Commission were witnesses who told sensational stories of Portsmouth’s lunacy. According to them, Portsmouth got sexual pleasure from blood-letting, enjoyed humiliating humble villagers by turning up and even officiating at family funerals, was routinely cruel to his servants, and allowed his wife to commit adultery in his own bed. One of his delusions was that he was the King of Hampshire, and he had ordered a throne to be built from which he intended to rule.


On the opposing side were an equal number of witnesses who were willing to testify that Portsmouth had a sound mind. Many had known him since he was a child, and while they thought him ‘weak-minded’, and certainly no great conversationalist, he had always been civil and well mannered in their company. He had performed his public duties well, and had regularly held and attended social functions. Had they got him so wrong?


At the centre of all the legal arguments and debates that would unfold was Lord Portsmouth himself. A shy, stammering man, he was in his fifties when the Commission against him was heard. He had already endured years of mental struggle as he tried to fulfil the role and responsibilities that came with his title and fortune. Now it seemed that members of his own family had turned against him, because it was they who had initiated the Commission.


This was their second attempt. The first call for a Commission had been issued in November 1814 by Portsmouth’s younger brother, Newton Fellowes, within months of Portsmouth’s marriage to his second wife, Mary Ann Hanson. Lord Byron submitted a written statement in support of Portsmouth, and said he saw no evidence that Portsmouth was insane when he married Mary Ann. Byron was a crucial eye-witness to events, for he had been a member of their wedding party. The statements of a large number of witnesses had been heard, and in January 1815 Portsmouth himself was questioned by the Chancellor, John Scott, the 1st earl of Eldon, in his private room behind the court. ‘His Lordship being delicate in health,’ reported The Morning Post, and ‘to all appearance labouring under a cold’, was supplied with ‘a small stove filled with hot water under his feet as he sat’. He presented a pitiful image of vulnerability, shivering with the cold and, in all probability, fear. In April, Eldon, unconvinced that there was sufficient evidence of Portsmouth’s mental instability for the case to proceed, refused to call a Commission. Portsmouth was left shaken and deeply upset. He was ‘a good deal hurt’ and felt the ‘indignity’ of the attempt, referring to it in a letter to his solicitor as a ‘cruel application’, that was ‘most unbrotherly’ of Newton. His responses were later recalled as evidence of his sanity: he was not a senseless fool but a man with feelings who could be hurt like anyone else.1


His family did not give up. Seven years later, in the autumn of 1822, they tried again, this time successfully. Byron was safely out of the country, and the Portsmouth family now had evidence of Mary Ann’s adultery and cruelty towards Portsmouth to bring to the case. On this occasion, it was Portsmouth’s twenty-two-year-old nephew, Newton’s son, who made the petition.


By bringing the Commission, Portsmouth’s family lifted the lid on a lifetime of secrets. They wanted to prove that Portsmouth was of ‘unsound mind’ so that they could place the family’s considerable fortune and estates under legal protection. For years, it seemed, they had been covering up Portsmouth’s bizarre, and sometimes disturbing, behaviour. In many ways, judging from the shock shown by some who thought they knew him, they had been successful. Portsmouth’s mother, and then his first wife, had taught him how to control his conduct in public so effectively that he rarely drew attention to himself. But when both women died within a year of each other in 1812 and 1813, and Portsmouth married for a second time in March 1814, Newton Fellowes knew he had to act. Unlike his first wife, Mary Ann was a young woman and likely to bear children. Newton risked losing all chance of inheriting the Portsmouth title and wealth. He was willing to allow witnesses to reveal what they had known about Portsmouth for years, but were never before permitted to admit openly. What was private became public, and, most humiliatingly for Portsmouth, it was those who were closest to him on an everyday basis, his domestic servants, estate workers, and farm labourers, who dished the dirt. A nobleman was being sacrificed in the name of property, at the behest of his family, and by the words of ordinary, working people.


This was a domestic drama writ large. Mary Ann’s family, by profession lawyers, helped Portsmouth put up a strong defence of his sanity. Portsmouth might have been odd, argued their counsel, and occasionally foolish, but no one, let alone a lunatic, could have put up such a convincing display of sanity in society, while continuing to be a madman at home. Such inconsistency of character, and for so many years, was simply impossible.


Sentimental attachment between wife and husband was never pretended. The couple had not lived together since Newton Fellowes had arranged the dramatic abduction of his brother from Edinburgh the previous July. Like the Portsmouth family, the motive for the Hansons was financial. The Hansons had to do everything to protect Mary Ann’s stake as the countess of Portsmouth, and, since she had given birth to a baby girl in August 1822, the family’s future. They had to prove that Portsmouth was sane so that both the marriage and the baby would be legitimate. Both families let others do the talking; neither the Hansons nor Newton and his son were ever present at the Commission or gave testimony. When the Commission had started on Monday, 10 February 1823, it was also unclear whether Portsmouth himself would be asked to appear. Others were set to determine whether he would be labelled insane, a madman, and a lunatic.


With such opposing views about the mind of Lord Portsmouth, and stories of family quarrels, private conversations, and bedroom antics, the newspapers could not print stories of the Portsmouth case fast enough. The personal and intimate level of detail revealed about Portsmouth gave reporters their best material. From the outset, national and provincial papers published full and daily coverage of the Commission. This was an ambitious undertaking, as the number of witnesses mounted, and the speeches of the lawyers could be long: Portsmouth’s counsel gave an opening speech to the jury that lasted an incredible six hours. The Sunday Observer, usually a one-page broadsheet, advertised on 15 February that, as its report on the proceedings against Portsmouth already ran to eighteen columns, it would produce a ‘special’ edition with an extra page.


There was something about this man’s life story that touched a raw nerve, and there did not need to be madness in the family for a reader to sympathize with Lord Portsmouth. In a society that placed such heavy emphasis on appearance, proper demeanour, and correct manners, there were few families without skeletons in the closet, or many people who did not worry about making social faux pas. But while readers were drawn to Portsmouth, in turn they found themselves being repelled by his sexual tendencies, insensitivity to the feelings of others, and violent behaviour. This dual response to Portsmouth made his story a compelling one.


The Commission was not held in any ordinary courtroom. Commissions of Lunacy were deliberately public affairs, open to anyone to attend, and were usually held in taverns or coffeehouses. This Commission of Lunacy, as perhaps befitted an earl, was held in the grand surroundings of the Freemasons’ Hall on Great Queen Street, just a stone’s throw from Holborn.


It was an ideal venue for packing in the crowds. The main room could seat eight hundred people, but such was the spectacle of Portsmouth’s case that it became standing room only by its close. For The Morning Post, later mockingly called the Fawning Post by Mr Punch (because of its adoration of royalty and the upper classes), Portsmouth’s trial presented a welcome opportunity for describing a ‘Who’s Who’ of London life. The jury alone was made up from a number of important figures in 1820s society. Twenty-three gentlemen had been selected to serve on the jury, under the foreman, Lord John Fitzroy. Fitzroy, as well as a number of other jury members, was an MP. There was also the banker Sir Thomas Baring and the architect John Soane. ‘The Court was very much crowded,’ the paper noted with much excitement on day six of the proceeding. ‘We noticed several persons of distinction’, ‘several eminent physicians’, and persons of rank, alongside men and women ‘who look like peasants’, preparing to be witnesses.


Incredibly, given what was being decided, Commissioners did not always call the subjects of their enquiries to be ‘inspected’, examined, and questioned. But Portsmouth and his side were adamant that he should have his say in court: it was his future that was being determined, after all. On the second day of the Commission, Tuesday, 11 February, Serjeant Pell, counsel for Portsmouth, asked whether his client would be called. He had visited the ‘unfortunate’ nobleman the previous day, he explained, and believed that only some warning of when an examination would take place would mean that he was ‘as free from agitation as possible’. To judge the soundness of his mind, Pell argued, it was only fair that Portsmouth was in a calm state of mind, ‘which could not exist, if he were called upon suddenly, and without previous notice’. The chief lawyer appointed by Eldon to conduct the Commission, Commissioner Trower, responded that he could not give Pell a date for Portsmouth’s appearance, and that ‘he did not know whether it would be necessary to see the noble Earl at all’.


This did nothing to calm Portsmouth’s nerves. Waiting in a house round the corner from the Freemasons’ Hall as his fate was being decided, and reading the daily papers that recorded the case that was being mounted to prove his insanity, he grew impatient for his moment in court. On Friday, 14 February, Portsmouth wrote a note to Pell requesting him to enquire again when he would be called. Pell received the note that evening on his return from the Commission, and, true to his client’s wishes, asked the Commission at the end of Saturday’s proceedings. Apparently having decided that Portsmouth would be examined, Trower said that he still could not say when that would be, as he wished all the witnesses for the petitioner (Portsmouth’s nephew) to be heard first. Portsmouth should take some reassurance, however, that ‘they would take care that his lordship should have such notice as would prevent his being taken by surprise’.


Following a day of rest on Sunday, the Commission heard another full day of witness statements on Monday, 17 February. Finally, on Tuesday morning, 18 February, the Commissioners decided that Portsmouth should attend the court at two o’clock that afternoon.


When Portsmouth arrived at the Freemasons’ Hall that day, he knew that the eyes of the world were on him. His defence witnesses had yet to speak, and all that had been said in the previous eight days had been to prove his unfitness to govern himself and his property. There was an enormous amount at stake. If the Commission’s jury reached the decision that his mind was unsound, he stood to lose everything. If declared a lunatic, he lost all his civil rights. This meant that he could not make any decision over his property, because he could not enter into any kind of legal contract. All management of his property would be handed over to a committee that would be appointed by the Lord Chancellor. Furthermore, the decision the jury made about when Portsmouth’s mind became unsound, or the date they gave, determined retrospectively what contracts were invalid. Crucially, this included his contract of marriage. If Portsmouth was declared unsound before 7 March 1814, then even the validity of his marriage to Mary Ann would be placed in doubt. All Portsmouth’s freedom to act, or make any kind of decision, whether concerned with personal or property matters, was in question. As a lawyer put it, Portsmouth’s family wanted to make him a ‘mere nonentity’. He stood to become a nobody with nothing.


The pressure was on, yet the judgment about Portsmouth would not just depend upon what he said. Personal appearance was believed to speak volumes about the person and the mind beneath. The face was particularly important: any kind of deformity was popularly regarded as an indicator of mental defect. Portsmouth needed to look sane.


To the spectators who saw his arrival, he presented a large, well-built man. He looked strong and, for a fifty-five-year-old man, physically robust. Yet, as a witness later put it, Portsmouth’s appearance ‘was very much to his disadvantage’. This was because of his eyes. One of his eyes was curved outwards in a convex shape, so it looked ‘fixed off’. The other eye was described as being twisted or having a ‘cart’. Portsmouth was left short-sighted, and in later years wore an eye glass. His sight could be corrected, but he was described as looking ‘singular’ and ‘queer’. He did not look normal.2


Portsmouth was shown into a side room where he would be examined. Pell was permitted to leave the court to meet his client, and explain to him one more time the purpose of the Commission. A quarter-of-an-hour later, Pell returned, and said Portsmouth was ready to be examined, but had made one last request. He had asked – ‘his lordship’s eyes were almost streaming at the time’ – that Pell and Mr Coombe might sit on either side of him. ‘This he did,’ explained Pell, ‘because he would have some friends near him, whose presence would assure his mind before so many strangers.’ Charles Wetherell, counsel for Portsmouth’s nephew, objected, saying that granting such a request was totally unprecedented, and would prevent the effect of their questioning. But Pell won the argument. Portsmouth, a grown man already close to tears, and needing to be propped up on either side by his supporters, was ready to be questioned.


The gentlemen of the press rushed forward. But they were met at the doors to the examination room, and ‘very politely’ told to leave. Their presence, it was explained, ‘would be incompatible with the delicacy which the Commission wished to observe to Lord Portsmouth’.


Three-and-a-half hours of questioning during one of the most sensational court cases of its time and no press reporting? Few from Grub Street would let this one pass by. Someone from inside that private room must be prepared to talk.


Sure enough, the next day, Wednesday, 19 February, The Times revealed ‘some particulars’ of what had gone on during Portsmouth’s examination. Following its factual account of the morning’s proceedings, it began a new section with revelations from inside the examination room. Portsmouth had ‘notions in some instances highly confused; he thought women went nine years with child’. He ‘scrupled not to relate many things against him which involved his own dishonour, without perceiving it’. However, he was ‘partially adroit in hiding his follies’, and, when questioned about some of them, he told the jury that he had given them up, in some cases, several years ago. ‘He was generally coherent, and displayed minute accuracy of memory as to places, names, and dates.’ Even counsel fighting for Portsmouth to be declared unsound admitted the next day that ‘the manners of the unfortunate nobleman’ had ‘something of grace and deportment; his smile had more of expression in it than he could have expected in a man of defective intellect’. In conclusion, recorded The Times, ‘the proofs of insanity upon the whole were supposed not to have been so manifest as to constitute of themselves a full justification for establishing the Commission’. Remarkably, Portsmouth’s answers had led the paper (and perhaps the jury) to wonder why the Commission had even been called in the first place. Perhaps when he rejected the call for the Commission against Portsmouth in April 1815, the Chancellor had it right in the first place. Portsmouth was not so obviously mad.


Now the case looked like a cruel attempt by Newton Fellowes and his son to deprive Portsmouth of his freedoms and position. Taken by surprise when he married Mary Ann, and dismayed when she gave birth, it was easy to believe that this Commission had been brought as a first step to end the marriage and disinherit the child. If Portsmouth had always been insane, then why else had his family waited so long to bring the case? Newton’s counsel argued that it was ‘from motives of delicacy’ that they had not brought Portsmouth in front of a Commission before 1815, and that they had wanted to protect the sensitivities of Portsmouth and those around him. But now they seemed prepared to abandon him to the lions.


Portsmouth had put up quite a performance, but, less than one week later, on Monday, 24 February, he requested a second examination. This was unheard of, and can hardly have been welcomed by members of the jury, who already had had to suspend their other business and social duties for two weeks. Pell said Portsmouth wished to be examined ‘with a view to clearing up some misunderstanding which had occurred’ during his first appearance. Sharing the impatience of others to bring the case to a close, and ‘in consideration of the expense and inconvenience incident to the protracting of so considerable a suit’, the Commissioner said that, as the Hall was needed for a dinner on Wednesday afternoon, the court could adjourn at 1 p.m. that day, and Portsmouth be examined in another room.


The press could not believe their luck. They knew they had an insider who was ready to leak what happened behind the courtroom doors. Perhaps it was one of the lawyers, who were well known to supplement their incomes by supplying news of the cases they tried. Or it could have been one of the jury, lured by the promise of a handsome reward. The papers never revealed their source. There was no guarantee that The Times would win the story, and one week on the public interest in the Portsmouth case had only intensified. The fight was on to be the first to print Portsmouth’s answers.


In the meantime, perhaps because Portsmouth’s examination had gone rather better than they had hoped the first time, the legal team representing his nephew started objecting to the way it had been conducted. From the moment it became a possibility that Portsmouth could be examined, they suggested that he could be tutored and provided with prepared answers to the questions he was likely to be asked. The Chief Commissioner said that ‘it must be most desirable that his Lordship should be presented with his mind pure and unbiased, that they might see clearly what sort of mind it was’. But with days of notice before each appearance, there had been plenty of time for preparation. Then on the morning of Wednesday, 26 February, a short time before his second examination, Wetherell dramatically announced that ‘a medical gentleman, of the name of Lawrence, had gone into Lord P.’s room, and was engaged in conversation with him’. Also with Portsmouth were Pell and Mr Adam, his counsel. Surely this was an attempt to put Portsmouth’s mind in a particular state before his examination, and this was ‘an injustice to the Court, an injustice to the Jury, and an injustice to the lunatic himself,’ protested Wetherell. His charge to the jury, that ‘were he on the Jury, he should know what to think of such a proceeding, and his conduct would be influenced accordingly’, brought forth cheers from some of them. In this highly charged atmosphere, one juryman, Sir Thomas Baring, objected to the fact that at his former examination ‘his Lordship almost uniformly turned round to Serjeant Pell, and from the expression of his countenance, answered affirmatively or negatively’.


As others agreed, and pointed out that Portsmouth had also turned to Coombe when he was asked questions, Pell re-entered the courtroom. Affronted that his good name and professional conduct should have been questioned in his absence, he said that Lawrence was not with Portsmouth, but was waiting in a nearby room. He asked the jury to put themselves into Portsmouth’s shoes. ‘It was no easy thing for a man, being strong mentally, as was Hercules, corporally and physically, to have a series of questions put to him, by Gentlemen, with but few of whom he was acquainted.’ This examination was, after all, also called ‘an inquisition’ of lunacy. Was it any wonder, under a barrage of searching and personal questions, that Portsmouth should look to his friends for support? ‘In the distress of his feelings, with his faculties almost shipwrecked, under the pain of answering the questions of a crowd of strangers upon a subject the most distressing to our common nature’, he had simply ‘turned round, and looked for support under his trial, to the countenance of his friend sitting beside him.’ To Portsmouth, Coombe was a friendly and familiar face in ‘a crowd of strangers’ who were set upon labelling him a lunatic. Wetherell and his team were forced to retract their statements about Lawrence, but, as the jury and the court retired to examine Portsmouth for a second time, the questions about whether they would discover anything about the real Lord Portsmouth remained heavy in the air.


When Portsmouth was examined on 26 February, a reporter from The Morning Post got the scoop. It took some time to persuade the insider to talk; and it was another two days before the paper printed the story. But it was worth the wait. ‘His Lordship appeared perfectly prepared upon all the subjects upon which he was questioned,’ they had been informed. The correction to his former answers that he had wished to make concerned the length of time his wife had been pregnant. It was nine months, not nine, or three years, as this newspaper believed he had stated at his first examination. Just as with the first examination, after the second, counsel revealed some of the questions Portsmouth had been asked. Mr Adam, counsel for Portsmouth, said his client had been asked about the income he received from his English and Irish estates. Portsmouth said he could not give exact figures, as ‘his income was at present uncertain, because the low prices of produce prevented his tenants from paying up the arrears’. These sounded like the words of a well-informed landowner who was experiencing the same economic problems as many of his fellow countrymen, not those of a lunatic who had no idea of what he was worth, or the value of money.


Portsmouth gave some strong responses to difficult questions, ‘still’, The Morning Post declared, ‘various answers escaped him, which, from their incoherence or simplicity, are said to have made a strong impression upon the Gentleman of the Jury’. ‘The general idea,’ the report concluded, is that ‘his Lordship’s mind had been in some measure prepared for the occasion, and that notwithstanding … his Lordship’s answers to the questions … were of such a nature as to involve considerable doubts of the Noble Earl’s soundness of mind.’


While Portsmouth’s second court appearance was not as strong as his first, newspapers were still hedging their bets about which way the jury was likely to swing. His performance had been ambiguous throughout, and suspicions remained about how far he had been coached by his legal team. There was discussion of whether Portsmouth fully understood what the court case was about. Some were concerned that he still thought the Commission had been brought to punish his second wife and her family for their cruelty to him. There was even the suggestion that Portsmouth deliberately acted mad because he believed that this would be a way that he could be rid of his wife and protected from her control.


Much as Portsmouth’s two examinations added drama to the case, it had become clear that this was not going to be one man’s struggle to prove his innocence of the charge of insanity. For Portsmouth’s mind to be declared sound, evidence would have to be found from the words of others. The jury was still undecided, and there were another two full days of evidence to go before they would retire at 6p.m. on Friday, 28 February to consider their verdict.


They certainly could not rely on doctors to tell them whether Portsmouth’s mind was unsound. Such was the importance and complexity of the Portsmouth case that an impressive number of heavyweights in early nineteenth-century ‘mad-doctoring’, as physicians specializing in insanity were then known, testified. But there was no consensus among these doctors. While the majority opinion was that Portsmouth’s mind was unsound, Drs Ainslie, Bankhead, and Latham each believed that his mind was weak, not unsound. They put up a strong defence of his sanity. Freed from the agitation, excitement, and stress of his unhappy second marriage, they argued, Portsmouth would be quite capable of managing his affairs. Bankhead, who counted the unfortunate Castlereagh as one of his former patients, said he had treated more than fifty lunatics in the course of his thirty-year career, but confidently declared to the court, ‘I could not be in Lord Portsmouth’s company three minutes without discovering that his is not an insane mind.’


The jury had to decide whether Portsmouth’s mind was ‘unsound’, the legal term for insanity or lunacy. When each physician gave his diagnosis in the Portsmouth case, they were asked to provide the court with their definition of an unsound mind. It seemed a reasonable enough request, but the court got no clear answer. ‘With respect to insanity, the definitions are always unsatisfactory,’ said Dr Edward Thomas Monro. ‘It is next to impossible to define insanity clearly, or separate it from weakness of mind. It is as difficult to define as to settle the precise boundaries of day and night.’ How, then, could a jury ‘declare a man to be insane, when they were unable to define what insanity was’? asked Portsmouth’s defence team.


In Portsmouth’s case, there was another complication to add to the imprecise and slippery nature of insanity. As stories about Portsmouth were told to the Commission, it became evident that his mental condition was one that was ‘peculiar’ or particular to him. He could not be easily labelled. Everybody agreed that Portsmouth had always been ‘weak-minded’. During childhood, he had what we would now call ‘learning difficulties’. Where his contemporaries differed was whether this mental weakness amounted to what they termed ‘idiocy’. An idiot was someone who never developed the ability to reason, and whose mind could not be altered, shaped, or trained. Idiocy was a permanent, incurable, life-long condition. Did Portsmouth fit into this category? His weak mind had certainly limited his capacities, leaving him, as we would say, ‘mentally disabled’. His behaviour was described as often being ‘silly’ or childish.


However, Portsmouth did not match the agreed legal notion of idiocy as someone ‘who hath no understanding from his nativity’. Examining Portsmouth had shown the jury that he was no fool, and the stories they heard about his life demonstrated that his mental abilities were not fixed at childhood.


Instead, there were indications that Portsmouth had experienced episodes of mental breakdown and, more recently, delusions. These fitted more closely with what most people associated with insanity. Had Portsmouth’s mind, weak as it had always been, now become insane? Had he become a lunatic? If he had not been born insane, then what had made him so?


In order to determine Portsmouth’s fate, the jury first had to decide who or what was responsible for his mental condition. If it could be demonstrated that it was a particular individual or set of circumstances that had tipped Portsmouth’s fragile mind over the edge, then simply removing him from this situation, rather than a verdict of lunacy, might be the answer.


If Portsmouth’s mental state seemed more permanent, then the jury next had to agree upon at what point his bizarre behaviour had become so ungovernable and unreasonable that he had become ‘mad’, and so incapable of governing his own affairs. This was the big question at hand: when had this man become so different from everyone else that he could no longer be trusted with the freedoms that were common to all others?


The jury faced an unenviable task. With little to no help from doctors, they had to see into a man’s mind. ‘How difficult it was,’ sympathized Pell, ‘to detect the state of any man’s mind – how nimbly the object eluded their touch.’ Examining Portsmouth twice had only served to confuse the issue. But seeing Portsmouth in the flesh had brought it home that they were deciding on a person’s whole future. Their verdict was not an abstract legal decision but one that could be life-changing for an individual who was all too human. Before them had appeared a man who was one of the wealthiest landowners in England, who had dined with royalty, and just two years before had sat and voted on constitutional matters in the House of Lords. He was no social pariah. His name had been proudly announced in the newspapers on the guest lists of fashionable balls and parties; he sat on the board of a London school; and he was a Governor at Middlesex and Queen Charlotte’s Lying-In Hospitals. In his home county of Hampshire, he was High Steward of the Borough of Andover, and he had attended dinners and given speeches for the Corporation. He had sat with the judges at the assizes and was a member of a gentlemen’s club. He had been married twice. He was someone who had a ‘strong feeling of his Dignity and Station’ in life. ‘He was very proud of it and was very tenacious of his Rank and Right of precedence.’ Yet here he was, a Peer of the Realm, visibly shaking and close to tears before a Commission of Lunacy. A large man, he had been reduced to a quivering wreck. Born into privilege and high status, this aristocrat was now suffering from a most spectacular fall from grace.


The Portsmouth coat of arms bears their family motto, ‘In suiva la verite’, ‘En suivant la vérité’: In following the truth. To find out the truth about Lord Portsmouth, the jury could not depend on doctors. ‘I should not like to be examined by Doctors’, admitted the Chancellor during the first attempt to get a Commission, for ‘they generally find out you are a patient’. Instead, he said, ‘I should like better the examination of men one meets within ordinary life.’3


To understand Lord Portsmouth, the jury would have to learn how he had become the man he was. That meant listening to the stories of and about his family, friends, and servants over the course of his lifetime. These were the men (and women) who Portsmouth had met ‘within ordinary life’. Removed from the artificiality of the courtroom and the prying gaze of the physician, it was from these stories that the jury could learn how Portsmouth behaved in everyday situations. People had been judging Portsmouth all his life, and along the way deciding upon the boundaries of socially acceptable and unacceptable, sane and insane behaviour. The clues for discovering the truth about Lord Portsmouth lay within their stories, and these reached right back to his beginning.




Heir




The gift
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THE DAY-LONG JOURNEY from his Hampstead home to the village of Hurstbourne Priors in Hampshire gave a busy man like Coulson Fellowes a rare opportunity to stop and think. He set out on 14 January 1768, accompanied by his wife, Urania. Now aged seventy-one, he had owned Mulys House on the Belsize estate in Hampstead for the last forty years or so, and, like so many of his wealthy neighbours, he prized its location. Below him lay London, an ever-expanding urban sprawl, where he had made his fortune as a merchant. He had a home there too, in St James’s Street, but in Hampstead he was removed from the pressures of trade, and the hubbub of city living. Here he could watch the prices and the duties to be paid on the goods he imported, from coffee, tea, and chocolate, to fabrics, brandy, candles, and paper, and reach London easily when decisions and deals had to be made. But he and his wife could also enjoy the benefits of the fresh air and open countryside that Hampstead offered, and socialize with their like-minded neighbours. He told himself that he had the best of both worlds.


Coulson was enough of a businessman to know that the safest investment in the eighteenth century was land. The commercial world was an unpredictable one, in which fortunes could be as easily lost as made. Coulson had been in his twenties when the South Sea Bubble, that gamble in stocks, shares, and overseas trade, had so spectacularly burst. His father’s older brother had been involved rather too closely, becoming Deputy Governor of the South Sea Company in 1718. The scars were still felt, and Coulson’s father, William, had played it safe, rejecting the world of commerce for that of the law to make his living. He had been successful, rising to the position of Senior Master in Chancery. William’s marriage to an heiress was another shrewd move, for when her father died in 1718 he was left with sixty thousand pounds, with the stipulation that he should invest the inheritance in Devon. It was in this way that the Fellowes family had come to own the Eggesford estate in mid-Devon. The house that William rebuilt there was in red-brick and in Palladian style. It was a bold statement to society: we have arrived.


Inheriting Eggesford from his father, Coulson became a member of the new landed elite, whose wealth and good fortune was so vital in shaping Georgian England. Not only did he play a role in the expanding commercial economy, Coulson could also afford to participate in the many pleasures of eighteenth-century society. ‘True’ gentility, Coulson knew, was about polite manners and conduct. A man had to prove himself a gentleman; this was not something that could be inherited or bought. Coulson needed to demonstrate that he belonged. He set about this task with enthusiasm. He bought tickets to see plays and hear concerts. He read newspapers, purchased expensive volumes of maps and history books, and established a friendship with John Pridden, a bookseller based in Fleet Street. Relishing the opportunities on offer in Enlightenment London, he joined one of the most successful of learned societies, the Society of Arts. Once the new building of St John’s Church in Hampstead was completed, he attended services and paid fees for a pew. In adjacent pews sat other successful city merchants, as well as respected physicians and leading lawyers.


Like his father, Coulson made a very good marriage. In April 1725, he married Urania, the daughter of Francis Herbert of Oakley Park. At seventeen years old, she was under-age, but, with a fortune of ten thousand pounds, quite a catch. They had two sons, William and Henry Arthur, and three daughters, Mary, Urania, and Dorothea. Coulson gave his wife a regular clothes allowance, with which she purchased silk and velvet gowns and coats. He bought her treats such as jars of raisins, and the couple enjoyed his purchases of venison and wine. Improvements were made to the house at Eggesford, and the family began to spend more time there after the birth of Mary in August 1729. Additional land was bought by Coulson in West Ham, Essex, and by 1731 he was paying for the expenses of stables and a coachmaker. In 1737, Coulson acquired the Ramsey Abbey and Abbots Ripton estates near Huntingdon in Cambridgeshire. Landed wealth brought political position; Coulson was MP for Huntingdonshire from 1741 to 1761, and was a sheriff in Devon for two years. With a growing family and so much responsibility, Coulson needed to take care of himself. Once or twice a year, he paid Mr Arnold Langley ‘for bleeding’ him, a fashionable practice that was thought to bring health benefits. He never neglected his appearance, and made payments to a barber for shaving, and for wigs and breeches. He looked and acted the eighteenth-century gentleman.1


Now on this long journey to Hampshire, Coulson could sit back in his coach (perhaps the one he had lined with a ‘rich crimson Genoa velvet’), and reflect on his achievements. The greatest of them was the reason for this journey: the marriage of the daughter who shared his wife’s name, Urania. On 27 August 1763, more than four years earlier, Urania had married John Wallop, the 2nd earl of Portsmouth. Their wedding had taken place at St George’s Church in Hanover Square, and as a wedding present the groom had presented his wife with a pair of three-drop diamond earrings and a diamond pin. But his most important gift was his family’s title: Urania Fellowes had become Lady Portsmouth, the 2nd countess of Portsmouth.


Despite all his business successes and landed wealth, it was Urania who had taken the Fellowes family to the very top of the eighteenth-century social ladder. Her marriage opened the door to the exclusive world of the aristocracy.


With Urania’s title came all important lineage: the means of tracing power and status far back in time. The Wallops boasted that their family line descended from pre-Norman times, and certainly they had been landowners in Hampshire since at least the thirteenth century. But what interested Coulson most was their more recent family history. It was a story of prudent political choices, good fortune, and chance meetings. Coulson learned that the 2nd earl’s grandfather was a loyal Whig supporter, who had been appointed a Lord of the Treasury in 1717. In the 1730s, he had been rewarded by Robert Walpole with a series of positions in Hampshire, including Lord Lieutenant and Vice-Admiral. A ‘grand tour’ of Europe led him to the court of Hanover, where he met and befriended the Elector of Hanover, later George I. Royal support for Wallop continued with George II and George III, and he was first elevated to the House of Lords as Baron Wallop and Viscount Lymington in 1720, and then made the 1st earl of Portsmouth on 11 April 1743.


Coulson and his wife knew from the experience of their own family that position and wealth could not guarantee good health and personal happiness. Sickness and death were never far away, especially for the young. The 1st earl had been married twice, but, of the ten children born to his first wife, only one had survived into adulthood. That child, a son, also called John, became Viscount Lymington, and in 1740 had married Catherine Conduitt, great-niece and co-heiress of Sir Isaac Newton. Lymington and Catherine had five children, including Coulson’s son-in-law, John. Neither of John’s parents lived to see him marry Urania in 1763, and his grandfather had to endure the death of his tenth child before him. As the 1st earl outlived his son, Lymington never inherited the earldom. When the 1st earl died on 22 November 1762, his family recorded his many achievements on his memorial, but also chose to remark that ‘thro’ the several Chances and Changes of ye Concernments of this Life’ (surely a reference to the death of all of his children before him), he had ‘happily retained Tranquility of Mind’.2


A tranquil mind was a prized quality for the Wallops, but the significance of this was probably lost on Coulson, whose business brains were busy calculating how best to arrange a marriage between his daughter and the man who became the 2nd earl of Portsmouth on his grandfather’s death. The 2nd earl inherited a fortune, which Coulson knew was far greater than anything he could ever own. The earl had lands in Buckinghamshire, Somerset, and County Wexford in Ireland, as well as many thousands of acres in Hampshire. This vast estate generated tens of thousands of pounds in rent each year, and provided valuable pasture, arable, and woodlands. The earl had two homes in Hampshire, one at Marlow in Buckinghamshire, and a castle at Enniscorthy in Ireland. This was the stuff of which dreams were made.


Coulson congratulated himself for securing his daughter’s marriage to the 2nd earl in such a short period of time; the couple were married less than a year after the 1st earl’s death. Of course, the fact that the Wallops were prepared to consider the notion of Urania marrying into their family was a credit to Coulson. He was a father who had invested in his children’s education and upbringing, ensuring that Urania would not look or act out of place in the new social world she joined when she married. She was educated as a lady, which meant that she learned how to read, write, and conduct polite conversation with those she met. Coulson paid for his daughter to have dancing lessons, and she had the social skills and good manners that would be necessary as she crossed from her father’s commercial world to that of the nobility. An eighteenth-century woman of her social standing would never work in a formal sense, but she could not afford to be an idle observer. Urania knew how to manage a household of servants, and, from her time at Eggesford, had gained insights into the operation of an estate. Time would show that she had inherited her father’s business acumen, common sense, and financial competence. She had all the qualities to make her a perfect wife.


Urania had good looks on her side, and her beauty was long remembered. Both Urania and her husband were painted in later life by society artist John Hoppner. The painting of her husband, which unfortunately does not survive, showed ‘an enormous stout old gentleman painted without any disguisem[en]ts … in robes with a red nose and face’. It was said that two tables in the hall of his house had to be hollowed out so that he could sit comfortably at them. Good living had to be accommodated.3


Marriages like Urania’s were not intended to be love matches, although there was always the hope that affection would blossom after the knot had been tied. Instead, marriages at this level of society were business arrangements, negotiated between men, and involving significant transfers of property. Coulson secured the marriage of the 2nd earl of Portsmouth with his daughter because he offered a substantial dowry, which he paid as an annuity of four per cent, and, as he travelled to Hampshire that January in 1768, he may well have been calculating how to make the next payment that was due in February. Urania’s marriage was an expensive investment, but one that Coulson had taken to ensure the future security of his family.4


It was probably getting dark by the time Coulson’s coach reached the market town of Basingstoke in the north-east of Hampshire. Looking out of his window, he may have been able to catch glimpses of one of the earl’s properties, Farleigh House, standing on a hill high above the town. The house there had been visited by Elizabeth I in 1591, but had burned down following a fire at some point in the 1660s. The house that Coulson could see had been rebuilt by the 1st earl in 1731. It was a large rectangular building, with a pleasing symmetrical front, and had been constructed using locally sourced flint and stone. Beyond its gardens stood St Andrew’s Church, which the Wallop family used as their private chapel. Inside lay the remains and monument to the 1st earl of Portsmouth.5


It was around twelve miles from here to Coulson’s final destination. Travelling west on the Basingstoke to Andover road, he passed fields where sheep grazed, and had long been valued for their wool. Farming was flourishing in this area, and the fair held at Weyhill near Andover was heralded as the ‘greatest’ in England for the sale of sheep, hops, cheese, and other rural goods. Good-quality soil produced crops of corn and sainfoin, a nutritious crop used to feed livestock. Woodland provided plentiful timber. Chalk streams were swimming with trout, and held their rainwater for a long time, creating ideal conditions for working mills.


As he entered the town of Whitchurch, Coulson crossed the River Test, and saw the paper mill that since 1712 had been making the bank notes that he had so often handled. Whitchurch was a small place (its population at the first census in 1801 was 1275), where most men and many women were employed in agriculture or the woollen industry. The White Hart inn at the town’s crossroads, with its life-sized statue of a white deer above the doorway, had been providing weary travellers with welcome rest and sustenance since the fifteenth century. Coulson did not stop. Following the road out of town, his coach passed the Norman church of All Hallows, and travelled the short distance to his journey’s end, his daughter’s home at Hurstbourne Park.6


Hurstbourne Park was enough to make anyone gasp. In scale and grandeur it made Coulson’s Eggesford home pale into insignificance. It had been the Wallop family residence for generations, and was now the chief seat of the Portsmouths. It dominated the tiny village of Hurstbourne Priors, which consisted of a small number of estate workers’ thatched cottages. The mansion house stood just south of the church of St Andrew, and beside a stream of the river Bourne. The 1st earl had adapted the gardens to suit the fashions of landscape gardening in the early eighteenth century, using the water from the Bourne to create a rectangular canal, a grotto, and a small waterfall. Beyond the gardens the wooded park had eight avenues, and in the far distance lay hay fields and water meadows.


Coulson had visited Hurstbourne Park twice in 1766, so he knew what to expect. His daughter and her husband were keen to put their own stamp on the place, and had begun to discuss their plans. The house and gardens were thought old-fashioned by the 1760s, and the mansion’s close proximity both to the busy Basingstoke to Andover road, and to the homes of the villagers was undesirable. Aristocratic distance from everyday life and ordinary working people was the goal. Coulson, who on a daily basis looked down on London from the heights of his Hampstead home, could understand that aspiration.


For Urania, building the new Hurstbourne would become her project. She certainly did not lack ambition. The architect chosen was James Wyatt, designer of the assembly rooms in Oxford Street, London, and known for his classical architecture. Urania changed the location of the family home, moving it nearly a mile northwards, away from the church, stream, road, and cottages, to a hill-top. South-facing, the new house was more secluded than the last. Many materials were taken from the old house to build the new, which consisted of a large central section from which curved colonnades led to east and west wings. The east wing held the library, chapel, and bedrooms; the west wing, the servants’ quarters and estate offices.


Wyatt was an interior designer as well as an architect, and Urania was his ideal customer. No expense was spared. In the main wing, a great square hall was paved with white stone. Wyatt was commissioned to design the furniture for the drawing room, where guests were received, and Urania aimed to impress. There was red velvet furniture with gold painted legs, ‘some beautiful tables and chests of drawers painted with peacock feathers and medallions containing landscapes and some very graceful gilt lamp-stands’. The ceiling was decorated with Adams mouldings. In the dining room hung a number of family portraits, including one of the family’s ancestors, Colonel Henry Wallop, by Van Dyck. Dinners were to be grand affairs. Putting her name on the place, Urania commissioned a set of silver cutlery to be made with a mermaid (who appears on the Wallop coat of arms), and her initials, ‘U.P.’


The library at Hurstbourne held many of the books and manuscripts of Isaac Newton, inherited by Catherine Conduitt, the earl’s mother. This kind of legacy was reassuring to the educated Coulson. His daughter had married into a family, he told himself, that had respectable connections as well as money. Urania built a magnificent library in the new Hurstbourne to house Newton’s collection. Bookshelves were supported by marble columns, busts of different authors sat above each shelf, and green silk curtains latticed every case.


There was no flower garden at Hurstbourne; the parkland began immediately in front of the house. To the side there was a kitchen garden, and a number of substantial, 300-feet-long glasshouses. Sheltered from the elements, all sorts of exotic fruit were grown inside, including peaches, nectarines, grapes, and pineapples. Urania, who was known for her love of birds, planted cherry trees close to the house, so she could watch them feed from the windows. An engine house was constructed to supply water from the Bourne to the house. The landscape surrounding the house was in the style of Capability Brown, and a lake was created by widening the Bourne with a dam. Visitors entered the park passing one of two newly built lodges from either the Whitchurch or Andover direction. Their carriages slowly wound their way up along the drives, allowing full views of the park with its ancient trees and plentiful deer, before reaching the grandeur of the house.7


It was ten years’ work from start to finish, with the newspapers announcing in December 1788 that Lord Portsmouth’s ‘new superb house’ was completed, and a grand gala ball held in celebration for the house that was described as a ‘perfect palace’. Two years later, the earl estimated that the total cost of the new building, furnishing, landscaping, and other improvements to estate buildings had been a phenomenal £85,000.8


Urania would do her father proud, but when Coulson came to visit his daughter in January 1768 he was coming to congratulate her for a quite different reason. Coulson was not a sentimental man used to expressing his feelings. The only personal letters he wrote, and which survive, were to his son Henry Arthur, and concerned their shared interest in horses. The chief reason Coulson put pen to paper was to settle his bills and record his accounts. On 1 April 1731, he had written ‘An Account how my Fortune then stood’, a reckoning of debts owed and property owned. In careful detail and tiny hand, he kept another list of his expenses and income for the last four years of his life. Near the start of this account book he simply recorded the date and fact of his oldest son’s marriage on 11 May 1765, and that he had given William two thousand pounds on this occasion. No other remarks about this marriage were made. The rest of the book recorded his life events through the payments he made for the things he bought and the luxuries he consumed.


However, on 18 December 1767, he wrote something quite different. This was so out of the ordinary that he recorded it on the left hand side of his notebook, separating it from the mundane list of accounts on the right hand side. Written as a memo, it stated:


Ld Portsmouth’s son was born the 18th of Dec 28 minutes before 5pm in the afternoon.


A few pages later, again on the left-hand-side of his book, Coulson wrote:


1767 Dec the 18 little John Charles son of Urania was born, christen’d Jan 15th 1768.


Breaking with the convention of his account keeping, usually concerned with things, not people, Coulson recorded his grandson’s birth. This was a momentous occasion in his family’s history, of such importance that he carefully noted the very minute it had occurred. Coulson knew that this child, born to his daughter, would one day inherit the title of Lord Portsmouth. He could barely contain his excitement. An heir in place, his family’s future was guaranteed.


He had waited over four years since the marriage of his daughter for this moment. For a young aristocratic couple this was quite a time-gap before the birth of children. There may have been another baby born before, that was either stillborn, or that did not live for more than a few hours. When Vicary Gibbs compiled the authoritative Complete Peerage at the end of the nineteenth century, he noted that John Charles was the ‘2nd but 1st surviving son and heir, born 18 December 1767’. No other evidence of the birth or death of this older brother survives. In December 1767, all had gone well, and there was nothing to indicate that Urania had experienced any problems in her pregnancy or during the birth of her child. John Charles was a healthy baby boy.


Arriving late on 14 January 1768, Coulson and his wife had just enough time to recover before the christening of their grandson the next day. The baby’s christening took place, the parish clerk recorded, in the private chapel of ‘his Father’s House’ at Hurstbourne. The child was named John Charles, and given the title Lord Viscount Lymington.


Back in London, Coulson reverted to recording the costs of the event: his travel to Hurstbourne cost eight pounds, he allowed his wife an additional ten pounds, perhaps so she could buy herself a new outfit for the occasion, and other expenses while at Hurstbourne amounted to just over three pounds. He used his connections to arrange for a parcel of fruit to be delivered to Hurstbourne the day before he arrived, and he gave a token ten pounds and ten shillings as a christening gift to the baby.


But he allowed his feelings about the birth of his grandson to show for one final time. A few months after his visit to Hurstbourne, on 2 April 1768, Coulson listed in his expenses the cost of ‘a coral for little John’. Coral was a popular gift for babies. Its shape made it a good teether, and many mothers attached coral to a ribbon so their babies could wear it round their necks. Ever ready to be drooled, chewed, and bitten on, this was a useful, practical gift. But it was also a symbolic one. Coral had long been thought to hold healing properties, to bring good health, and to protect its owner from magic and bad luck.


‘Little John’ was the only grandchild Coulson ever knew. That spring and summer he made three payments to Mr Langley, the surgeon who usually let his blood, for advice ‘about the ulcer in my face’.9 As his illness grew worse, and more alarming, Coulson paid larger sums to Langley in hope of a cure. Blood-letting had cost him the same sum of one pound and one shilling for many years, but in August 1768 he paid Langley over one hundred pounds in fees for treatment to his face. The illness was terminal, however. Coulson made the last entry in his account book on 20 January 1769, and died just over a month later on 23 February. He would never see his grandson grow up, nor know just how appropriate his gift had been.




‘Very backward of his Age, but good temper’d and orderly’
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IN THE EARLY summer of 1773, a little boy arrived at the rectory in Steventon, a small Hampshire village, around eight miles south-west of Basingstoke. Now five-and-a-half years old, this was Viscount Lymington’s first journey away from home. Surrounded by fields and gently sloping chalk hills, Steventon consisted of a single row of thatched cottages set in a valley. The rectory itself was positioned apart from the rest of the houses, and stood at the junction where the lane from the church met that of the village. The church of St Nicholas lay on a hill above, almost a mile away. The rector was George Austen, and Lymington had come to be tutored by him. For the next six months, the rectory was to be his school and home. Steventon was only about ten miles from Hurstbourne Park, but to Lymington it was worlds apart from the life he had so far experienced.


Everything was on a smaller scale. The rectory was a three-storey house, and when Lymington first arrived he was shown into the ‘best parlour’. On the ground floor there was also a ‘common parlour’ for less privileged guests, a study for George Austen, a kitchen, and back kitchen. The next floor had seven bedrooms, and three attic rooms were on the top. Lymington, like other pupils who came to the Austen household, is likely to have been assigned an attic room. The house was big enough to accommodate pupils, and attractive enough as a country rectory, but was far removed from the grandeur and size of Lymington’s family seat. With its evenly spaced windows, and trellised porch over the front door, the Steventon rectory was thoroughly cottagey in feeling and appearance.


Outside space was too limited to allow for landscaping or extensive formal gardens. There was a sloped grass lawn, a small formal garden with a sundial, and to one side of the house, chestnut, fir, and elm trees. A kitchen garden with vegetable and strawberry beds, yard, dairy, and outhouses were where most of the activity took place. Chickens and ducks ran through the yard, and a newly fitted dairy housed a bull and six cows. Just beyond the garden lay fields where George Austen grew crops of oats, barley, and wheat. In June, everyone in the household, children included, was involved in haymaking, and in August there was the harvest to collect. All of life was tightly packed into a matter of three floors and a few acres.


Lymington was his parent’s first child, but by the time he left Hurstbourne Park for Steventon he had two younger sisters, Urania-Annabella (born 1769) and Camilla-Mary (born 8 November 1770), and now a baby brother, Newton (born 26 June 1772). As the oldest sibling, he may have felt some pride, mixed with an understandable degree of nerves, as the first to leave home. While he was George Austen’s only pupil at Steventon in June 1773, he had the rector’s own children to keep him company. George and Cassandra Austen had three of their sons living at home when Lymington arrived. James was eight years old, Edward was five, and the two-year-old Henry had returned from his nurse the previous autumn. Cassandra, the couple’s youngest child, who had been born that January, had been sent out to a local nurse in April. Jane, her famous sister, did not make her entry into the Steventon household until December 1775.


Lymington had come to be educated, and there was every indication that the Austens would provide him with a fine start in life. George Austen taught his pupils the classics, preparing them for later education at public school and university. George was fond of literature, and when he retired to Bath and auctioned his books, they numbered more than five hundred in total. The books in his library had been bought to be read, not just displayed. Their subjects were diverse, and reflected his wide interests beyond theology and the classics. He had a globe, which he used for teaching, and a microscope through which Lymington could study the wonders of the natural world. Austen was the kind of cultured man of whom Coulson Fellowes, Lymington’s grandfather, would have approved.1


Mrs Austen did not offer Lymington any of the formal schooling for which his parents were paying, yet it is difficult to see how she could not have had an influence upon him. Her appearance was unremarkable; as described by her granddaughter, Anna, she was ‘a little, slight woman, with fine, well-cut features, large grey eyes, and good eyebrows, but without any brightness of complexion’. Cassandra’s family background, however, meant that at first she felt more at ease with her aristocratic pupil than her husband did. She came from a family of wealthy clergymen, the Leighs, and her mother was connected to the Oxfordshire family of Perrot. Proud of her family’s history, she believed that the distinctive shape of her nose bore witness to her aristocratic roots.


She also placed a high value on education. Many of her family were Oxford academics, and her uncle, Theophilus Leigh, was Master of Balliol for fifty years. Brains were part of her inheritance, and she was undoubtedly a clever woman. She loved to write letters and read, and her keen sense of humour meant that she enjoyed composing witty verses, some of which she addressed to her husband’s pupils. Cassandra laughed about her ‘own sprack wit’, an old phrase meaning ‘a lively perception of the characters and foibles of others’; nothing passed her by.2 She was sharp and, with a growing family and household to manage, well organized. She took to supervising her domestic tasks with enthusiasm. Bread was baked, beer was brewed at home, and the dairy kept her busy year-round. Outside, she was a hands-on gardener, enjoying time in her vegetable patch, and the challenge of finding recipes and ways of cooking the potatoes she loved to grow.


As his pupil was only five years old, Mr Austen concentrated on teaching and perfecting Lymington’s rudimentary knowledge of reading and writing. As a clergyman, he also hoped to instil into his pupil a religious understanding and appreciation. As well as attending weekly services in Austen’s church, Lymington witnessed at first hand the operation of a household with a strong sense of Christian duty and charity to their less fortunate neighbours.


Even if he was too young to be aware of it, beyond the church and schoolroom was where the Austens offered Lymington his most important lessons for life. Both Mr and Mrs Austen were involved in the running of their farm, dairy, and garden, and Lymington was expected to play his part in helping to tend, feed, manage, and gather agricultural produce and animals. As an adult, Lymington often appeared most at ease when he was outside in the fields and with his workers. It was in his early days with the Austens that this love of the outside was first nurtured.


Lymington also had other children with whom to play. After lessons were over, there was playtime a plenty in the Austen family. The eight-year-old James Austen was the big brother who Lymington would never have, and a role model to follow. The precocious James had yet to start composing the plays that in later years took place in the family’s barn, but his love of words and story-telling made him an entertaining and captivating companion. Away from his two younger sisters and baby brother, Lymington also had Edward Austen, who was just two months older than him, to be a friend. As boys they were encouraged to play outside, where the children rolled down the grassy bank, climbed trees, and explored the country lanes near their home. It was boisterous, physical, and often competitive play. As the autumn approached, and the days became shorter, the Austen children listened to their mother or father read by the fire, played indoor games such as cards and charades, and even practised their dancing steps. It was free time spent together as a family.
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