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To my friend Salman Rushdie A free spirit
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‘How vain are the commands of a despot, and of what avail is force against the free spirit.’

Lady Caroline Lamb, Ada Reis, 1823


NOTE ON NAMES

(with date of birth in brackets)

Caroline alone is always Lady Caroline Lamb, occasionally called Caro, or Caroline William, as the wife of William Lamb. (1785)

Caroline St Jules, later Caro George, is the daughter of Lady Elizabeth Foster; married to George Lamb. (1785)

Harriet alone is always the Countess of Bessborough, born Lady Henrietta (Harriet) Spencer, Caroline Lamb’s mother. (1761)

Harryo is Lady Harriet Cavendish, daughter of the Duke and Duchess of Devonshire, wife of Lord Granville Leveson-Gower, later Viscount Granville. (1785)

Little G is Lady Georgiana Cavendish, daughter of the Duke and Duchess of Devonshire, married to Lord Morpeth, later Earl of Carlisle. (1783)

Hart is the Marquess of Hartington, later 6th Duke of Devonshire. (1790)

William alone is always William Lamb; it was only from June 1828, when his father died, that he was known as 2nd Viscount Melbourne – which is outside the period of this book. (1779)

Lord Melbourne is Sir Peniston Lamb, created 1st Viscount Melbourne, legal father of William Lamb. (1745)

Lady Melbourne or Lady M. is Elizabeth, the mother of William Lamb. (1751)

Emily is born Emily Lamb, sister of William, and marries Earl Cowper; she later marries Lord Palmerston outside the period of this book. (1787)

Fred is the Hon. Frederick Lamb, younger brother of William, son of Lord Melbourne. (1782)

George Lamb is the Hon. George Lamb, younger brother of William. (1784)

John or John Lord Duncannon is the brother of Caroline; he became Earl of Bessborough after the death of his father. (1781)

Frederick Ponsonby is the brother of Caroline, son of Lord Bessborough. (1783)

Willy or William Ponsonby is the brother of Caroline, son of Lord Bessborough. (1787)

Bulwer is Edward Bulwer-Lytton, later created 1st Lord Lytton, the son of General Bulwer and Elizabeth Lytton. (1803)

Author Notes:
I have sometimes made minor alterations in the spelling or punctuation of Lady Caroline’s letters for the sake of clarity for the reader; I have not altered the sense.

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


PROLOGUE

BREAKING THE RULES

Lady Caroline Lamb broke the rules. These were not the acknowledged rules of Church and State. Although her life was certainly not without sin, in the way the Church understood the word, it was the unacknowledged, powerful rules of Society which were broken so flamboyantly by Lady Caroline Lamb. In so doing she showed an independence and indeed a courage which few women emulated in the early nineteenth century. In this sense she was a free spirit.

During the process she outraged her contemporaries, notably the celebrated women who formed her family circle. In terms of history, it was to prove even more important that she outraged the admirers of Lord Byron, not only at the time but ever since. By his numerous biographers and other commentators she is frequently referred to as ‘the infamous Lady Caroline Lamb’. She has not fared much better with the biographers of her husband, subsequently the Victorian Prime Minister Lord Melbourne, who are similarly united in their disapproval. In the presence of these two great men, Lady Caroline has too often been denied a balanced estimate. Just as her literary works, including three novels, have been too often considered purely for the clues they give to her personal life.

This book can be seen as a coda to my three books on early-nineteenth-century reform, the third of which concerned Caroline Sheridan Norton, the possible mistress of Lord Melbourne, and reform of the rights of married women.

It can also be regarded as the culmination of an exciting and fulfilling life spent studying History.

Here I have attempted to write about a human being – and a woman, and incidentally a mother – who at a time of woman’s submission, both legally and socially, went her own way.


PART ONE

EVERY WISH OF HER HEART

‘Early loved and early won by a young man who was at the same time a nobleman and a statesman, every wish of her heart, every aspiration of her mind, would appear to have been gratified by success.’

Lady Morgan’s Memoirs

OPS/images/cover.jpg
A






OPS/images/title.jpg
Lady Caroline
Lamb

A Free Spirit

ANTONIA FRASER

WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON





