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Appendix B 

The Russell Family 

In 1821 the sixth Duke of Bedford appointed a Quaker named Jeremiah Wiffen to be his librarian at 

Woburn Abbey. Wiffen was the son of an ironmonger in the town of Woburn. At nine he went to 

Ackworth School, the Friends’ public school near Pontefract, where he entertained the other boys 

by telling them exciting romances.* For a while he was a schoolmaster in Woburn town. In 1819 he 

travelled to the Lake District and met Wordsworth and Southey. He wrote a sonnet to commemorate 

the meeting with Wordsworth. In his diary he described the ‘hawk’s nose’ and ‘white pantaloons’ of 

Southey, who told him that he had been at Woburn Abbey when the news of the Battle of Leipzig 

arrived - the ‘Battle of the Nations’ of 1813 which ended in the defeat of Napoleon and the 

destruction of what remained of his grande armée. Later, Wiffen translated Tasso and Garcilasso de 

la Vega into English verse. These works were not without admirers. James Hogg, the ‘Ettrick 

Shepherd’, wrote in his Noctes Ambrosianae: ‘The best scholar amang a’ the Quakers is friend 

Wiffen, a capital translator Sir Walter [Scott] tells me, o’ poets wi’ foreign tongues, such as Tawso, 

and wi’ an original vein, too.’  

The Duke, who ‘though personally extravagant, appreciated frugality in others’, gave Wiffen an 

unheated room in the Abbey’s basement and made him free of his library. Among the manuscripts 

entrusted to him was an illuminated pedigree roll of the Russells which had been compiled for the 

third Earl of Bedford in the l620s by William Le Neve, York Herald. It traced the Earl’s descent 

from Hugo de Rosel (or Rozel), one of William the Conqueror’s knights, who was depicted at the 

head of the roll with a green cloak, broadsword and gilt spurs. Examining a map of France, Wiffen 

found that Le Rosel lay near Caen in Normandy. With the Duke’s approval, and at his grudging 

expense, he went there and stayed for four months, inspecting abbey rolls and cartularies. One 

genealogical ramification led to another, and in 1833 Wiffen published his Historical Memoirs of 

the House of Russell in two volumes. In a vast, fold-out pedigree he traced the family back to Olaf 

the Sharp-eyed, King of Rerik in the seventh century. Wiffen combined a high-flown prose style 

with severe moralizing. For example, he wrote of the court of Charles II ‘The faith of common 

decorum was cast away and pleasure, the gross enchantress, paced throughout his palace in zoneless 

undisguised effrontery.’  

*  In her otherwise admirable book Woburn and the Russells (1980) Georgiana Blakiston states that John Bright, the 
future radical politician, was at the school with Wiffen. That cannot be correct, as Wiffen was born in 1792, Bright 
in 1811. 
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In 1901, more than sixty years after Wiffen’s death, his fanciful constructions were challenged by 

the historian and genealogist J.H. Round, who was famous as a virulent controversialist. (It was his 

own proud claim that he hunted down dubious pedigrees remorselessly, ‘nailing them up one by 

one, as a gamekeeper nails up his vermin’.) In Wiffen, Round recognized an amateur who was 

either unintelligent or unscrupulous in his use of the sources. He saw that he could have a lot of fun 

at his expense. Savagely and (one cannot help feeling) gleefully he scourged him in his Studies in 

Peerage and Family History. Wiffen, he sneered, had ‘tinkered’ with the already unreliable Le 

Neve pedigree. ‘Mr Wiffen’s own contribution to the early history of the family, namely that the 

first Hugh de Rozel was a son of “William, Baron of Briquebec”, need not detain us, for it was 

really only a guess ...’ Wiffen had ‘concocted’ a line tracing a John Russell, of King John’s reign, 

back to Hugh de Rozel of Kingston Russell in Dorset. 

Often Round contented himself with simply quoting one of Wiffen’s statements and placing after it 

a mocking exclamation mark within brackets. But there were more sustained sallies. He stated:  

There were persons styled ‘de Rosel’ from Rosel now in the Calvados (which had 
nothing to do with Le Rozel, Manche, from which Mr Wiffen derived the race); but 
the name ‘Rossellus’ or ‘Russellus’ was common enough, and represented simply 
‘Roussel’ – the little red-haired man. Mr Wiffen scraped together all who bore that 
name, interpolated freely a ‘de’ before it, seized upon every genuine ‘de Rosel’ and 
joined the whole menagerie in one connected pedigree.  

There was, Round thought, no reason to link the Earls and Dukes of Bedford with the Russells of 

Kingston Russell. Furthermore, Wiffen had ‘knighted’ several Russells who had gained no such 

honour and had described as ‘a man of great reputation’ a Russell who, Round pointed out, was 

only eleven at the time Wiffen described him as that. Round delivered a final burst of withering 

raillery.  

Of all those who have been concerned in this egregious imposture, Mr Wiffen was, I 
fear, the worst. For, though living in an age of greater enlightenment and of freer 
access to authorities, he deliberately and largely added to the fictions previously 
existing; he set himself to explain away the flaws he could not but perceive; and he 
then ultroneously proclaimed that his researches were ‘based always upon authentic 
records’, and had enabled him ‘to complete, in an unbroken line, the chain of family 
descent, and to ascertain the precise spot whence the House derived its surname’. On 
his own showing, the initiative was his; and it was not till he had spent two years upon 
the work that the then duke was approached by him, and fell, not unnaturally, a victim. 
His Grace’s ‘liberality’, we read, charged him with a mission to Normandy; nor do we 
read with any surprise: ‘I went upon a tour of four weeks – I stayed as many months.’ 
This is by no means, I believe, an uncommon experience with those who charge these 
gentlemen with similar missions. Mr Wiffen, indeed, was so loth to leave the pleasant 
Norman land that his grief broke forth in verse, which the ducal liberality enabled him 
to embalm in print: 

The Virgin’s Baby Appendix B; The Russell Family Page | 2 



© Bevis Hillier 2013 

But, hark – the snorting steeds that prance  
To whirl me on my homeward way!  

Farewell to Fancy’s musing trance – 
 Adieu each loved and lorn Abbaye ...  
 

Poor Mr Wiffen! He had at least served his ducal patron with ‘butter in a lordly 
dish’...*  

One of the few aspects of Wiffen’s research that J.H. Round accepted was that Henry Russell of 

Weymouth, who died in 1453-4, was the great-grandfather of John, first Earl of Bedford (d. 1554-

5). Though Round wrote of him dismissively as ‘a bargeman’, in the fifteenth century a barge could 

be a sea-going vessel of eighty tons and could carry a hundred men. There is evidence that Henry 

was a man of substance. He was burgess (MP) for Weymouth in 1425 and 1427. We now know that 

in 1440 he received expenses from Henry VII (as ‘our good friend Henry Russell of Weymouth’) 

for having waged war at sea for three months with a force raised by himself. In 1441 he was named 

King’s Customer in the Devon ports of Exeter and Dartmouth. He married Elizabeth, daughter of 

John Herring, lord of the manor of Chaldon Herring, Dorset. His daughter Christian married Walter 

Cheverell of East Stoke and Chauntmarle, Dorset; even Round concedes the importance of that 

marriage. Henry was commemorated by a memorial, bearing his coat of arms, in Holy Trinity 

Church, Dorchester.  

In his eagerness to rubbish the claims of Norman and earlier antecedents made by Wiffen, Round 

truculently stated that ‘At present the pedigree cannot be carried [back] beyond Henry Russell, nor 

is it probable that it ever will be.’ But we now know, from a property settlement, that Henry’s father 

was Stephen Russell (d. 1438), another ‘bargeman’ and burgess for Weymouth in the parliament of 

1394. He traded with France and with Spain. He married Alice de la Tour who brought him the 

manors of Blintfield and Berwick by Swyre. 

Like Young Lochinvar, then, the Russells came out of the west. We know little about Henry’s son, 

John Russell (d. 1505) and his grandson James Russell (d. 1509), except that John married Alice 

Froxmore, daughter of an armigerous John Froxmore (John was almost certainly the first Russell to 

live at Berwick) and James married Alice Wyse, daughter of John Wyse of Sydenham, Devon. 

James lived in the manor house at Berwick. Both he and his father were buried within the sound of 

the sea at Swyre, where brasses commemorate them and their wives.  

*  Round’s quotation is from Judges, v: 

 24 Blessed above women shall Jael the wife of Heber the Kenite be, blessed shall she be above women in the 
tent.  

 25 He asked water, and she gave him milk; she brought forth butter in a lordly dish.  
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James was the father of John Russell, first Earl of Bedford. The first time I tape-recorded Geoffrey 

Ampthill, in 2003, I asked him to tell me about the founder of the family’s fortunes, and this was 

his off-the-cuff reply:  

 

He was a young man of twenty-one years of age. We know about his father and 
grandfather. They’d been in business importing wine from France and occasionally 
nipped down to Spain to pick up what Spain can produce, which the northern parts of 
Europe cannot – as a result of which he spoke fluent French and fairly good Spanish.  

On the 11th of January 1506 he was summoned by Sir Thomas Trenchard (whose 
family was later ennobled as Lords Trenchard) because the Archduke Philip of Austria 
had put into Weymouth: the Archduke was so seasick that he could not possibly 
continue the voyage. Philip had a part-time job at the bottom end of Spain; and, by 
virtue of the good old Spanish custom by which if you married somebody who was 
queen of that part of the world, or duchess or whatever, you automatically became 
king or duke or whatever, he became an archduke. Anyway, his wife, laughingly 
known as ‘Joanna the Mad’, was on another ship – a custom which many couples of 
distinction like that followed – and she proceeded, un-seasick, in her ship, while his 
put into Weymouth. And the language problem immediately arose, so John Russell 
was summoned by Trenchard. He came across and all was well.  

The Archduke was relieved to find some human being in England who spoke one of 
the languages that he spoke, and so was much pleased by Russell. He was preparing to 
sail when the dreaded message arrived from Henry VII, saying: ‘My dear fellow, I 
understand that you’ve dropped into my kingdom. Please come and stay the weekend 
at Windsor’ – or whatever was the language that you used in those days. And I expect 
that the Archduke used an expletive which we couldn’t possibly mention and said, ‘All 
right, I’ll come; but I want to bring this boy John Russell with me, because he’s the 
only human being I’ve so far met in your kingdom.’ Both left for Windsor. The length 
of their stay is not recorded, but whilst he was there Henry VII recognized that John 
Russell was indeed a fellow of some considerable ability. So, after being instructed to 
take the Archduke back to where he could catch his ship and sail round – as he was 
only too glad to do – to the Spanish climate of January 1506 instead of that which 
prevailed in England, he was made a member of the court and served Henry VII for 
the few years that his reign continued. 

Henry VIII also recognized the value of this chap and took him on in a variety of rôles. 
Russell used to accompany Henry VIII on expeditions to battles with the French and 
occasionally was sent on other tasks. He was appointed Comptroller of the Royal 
Household, Lord High Admiral and Lord Privy Seal. Henry VIII died in 1547 and 
Russell – by now a baron and a Knight of the Garter – was named in Henry’s will to 
the tune of £100 – translate that into modern money as you wish. He picked up 
Woburn and, in the west country, Tavistock. He was held in great esteem by almost 
everybody and above all things he’d kept his head on his shoulders. He was kept on as 
Lord Privy Seal by Edward VI and in 1550 was created first Earl of Bedford. After 
Edward’s death in 1553, he at first – dangerously – supported Lady Jane Grey, but 
under Bloody Mary he was again, amazingly, made Lord Privy Seal. He was a great 
servant of the Crown.  
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This account of the first Earl is broadly correct, but can be amplified. Russell saw warfare at the 

Battle of the Spurs in 1513. He was in the train of Henry VIII at the Field of the Cloth of Gold in 

1520. Two years later he was fighting the French in an assault on the coast of Brittany. At the Battle 

of Morlaix he was struck by an arrow and lost an eye: the later portrait of him by Holbein (Colour 

Plate 1), now in the royal collections, is inscribed: ‘Russell Ld Privy Seale with one Eye’.  

When in 1523 the time came to implement plans for the conquest of France, Russell was chosen as 

the diplomat to represent both Henry VIII and the Emperor Charles V in delicate negotiations with 

Charles, Duke of Bourbon. Through no fault of Russell, these were eventually unsuccessful. In 

1526 he married Anne Jerningham, daughter of Sir John Sapcote; she brought him the manor of 

Chenies, Buckinghamshire, and that of Thorney, Huntingdonshire. In the same year, under a royal 

edict published at Eltham Palace, he was made one of six new Gentlemen of the Privy Chamber.  

Russell was a friend of Cardinal Wolsey, remaining loyal to him even during the later l520s, the 

time of Wolsey’s disgrace; he incurred Anne Boleyn’s hatred by speaking well of the Cardinal to 

the King. In 1536 he directed, on behalf of the King, the funeral of Katherine of Aragon at 

Peterborough. In 1549 he ruthlessly put down a rebellion in the west, executing most of the 

ringleaders summarily. The Covent, or Convent, Garden site and seven acres in Long Acre in 

London (which the 11th Duke sold for some £2 million just before the First World War) came John 

Russell’s way in 1552, as part of the estates of the attainted Duke of Somerset.  

In 1554 the Earl rode with his son Francis to help crush the Kentish rising against Queen Mary led 

by the younger Sir Thomas Wyatt. His last duty was to fetch a husband for the Queen from Spain. 

In this mission, Russell must have had a sense of ‘the wheel has come full circle’. With a retinue of 

two hundred men he travelled to Santiago de Compostela and brought back Philip II, the grandson 

of that other Philip who, fifty years before, had landed on the Dorset coast and had introduced 

young John Russell to Henry VII. The first Earl died in 1555. His widow had a memorial chapel 

built for him at Chenies, where the couple had mainly lived. It has remained the mausoleum of the 

Russell family.  

The first Earl’s kindness to Wolsey when the Cardinal was in royal disfavour shows that he was not 

entirely a Vicar of Bray, all things to all men; but a parallel might be drawn with Talleyrand, who 

was able to survive from the French ancien régime, through the French Revolution (though an 

aristocrat and a bishop), the empire of Napoleon, the restoration of the Bourbons with Louis XVIII 

and into the reign of Louis-Philippe.* Francis, the second Earl of Bedford, was less flexible. He was 

*  Talleyrand was friendly with the Russell family both before and after his service as French ambassador to the Court 
of St James in the l830s. On 9 April 1833, Lord John Russell wrote to Geoffrey Ampthill’s great-great-grandmother, 
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a firebrand Protestant – to such a degree that, on Mary’s accession, he was seized and confined to 

the Fleet with other reformers. He was soon released, no doubt through the influence of his father, 

and, as we have seen, helped his father in putting down Wyatt’s rebellion against the Catholic 

queen. When his father died he left England for a while. Both Mary and Philip signed his passport, 

describing the Earl as ‘Our Right Trusty and Right Well-Beloved Cousin, being in league and amity 

with us’. The Earl spent time in Venice and Naples on a sort of grand tour; but it was in Zurich and 

Geneva that he found the most congenial society among Swiss theologians and Protestant exiles.  

He was much more to Queen Elizabeth’s taste than Mary’s. She made him Lord Lieutenant of the 

northern counties and Governor of Berwick on Tweed, whose fortifications he strengthened. He and 

his successive wives, Margaret St John and Bridget Hussey, lived mainly at Chenies but also made 

use of Woburn. Queen Elizabeth came to stay in both houses. Russell had pride of ancestry: in 

1559, for sentimental reasons, he bought from the Crown the manor of Kingston Russell with which 

J.H. Round later denied his family any early connection. In 1566 he attended the christening of 

Mary, Queen of Scots’s son, the future James I of England, bringing with him a gold font weighing 

330 ounces, a gift from the baby’s godmother, Elizabeth I. He died from a gangrene in the foot in 

1585 and was buried, like his father, at Chenies. He and his first wife are represented in life-size 

effigies of alabaster. He was godfather to (Sir) Francis Drake and was the first Russell to adopt the 

motto Che sara sara – What will be will be.  

The second Earl had seven children; but he was succeeded by his grandson Edward, son of Sir 

Francis Russell. The third Earl was eleven and had as his guardian his aunt, the Countess of 

Warwick. His uncle, William Russell, became first Baron Russell of Thornhaugh. He was a soldier 

who in 1585 served with Leicester in the Netherlands. He led the attack on Zutphen in 1586 and 

knelt beside Sir Philip Sidney as he lay dying on the battlefield. (Sidney bequeathed him his best 

gilt armour.) In 1586/7 he was named Governor of Flushing. He was a success in that rôle; and the 

interest that he took in the drainage of the Low Countries led to the Russell family’s involvement in 

draining the Cambridgeshire fens, one of several business enterprises that were to enrich them. He 

also became Lord Deputy of Ireland.  

The third Earl of Bedford was outshone by his brilliant wife, Lucy Harrington, whom he married in 

1594. She was the patron of poets, among them John Donne, Michael Drayton and Ben Jonson, 

who eulogized her as his muse in three Epigrammes. She wrote very accomplished poetry herself. 

There were no surviving children of the marriage. ‘The young Bedford is dead,’ wrote Donne, after 

Lady William Russell: ‘I dined yesterday with the Lievens ... Talleyrand was there very agreeable and easy. He was 
bitter against Mme de Staël who he said was very ugly when she cried - elle pleurait comme une Genévoise.’ 
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Lucy had given birth to a daughter in 1602. Ten years later, the Countess miscarried of another 

child. ‘Rash’ is the adjective usually applied to the third Earl. He flung himself on to the side of the 

Earl of Essex. He escaped the block, but the fine of £10,000 imposed might have brought ruin to the 

Bedfords but for help from Uncle William – Lord Russell of Thornhaugh. The Earl died in 1627. 

William Russell himself was dead by then. His son Francis, second Lord Russell of Thornhaugh, 

became fourth Earl of Bedford and succeeded to all the Russell properties. The third Earl’s 

magnificent tomb at Chenies was carved by Queen Elizabeth’s master mason, William Cure (who 

was also responsible for the Westminster Abbey tombs of both Elizabeth and Mary, Queen of 

Scots), at a cost of just over £226. But the family now quitted the Chenies manor house. The third 

Earl had rebuilt Woburn as the family home. ‘The family home it remained. Only in death did the 

Russells, each in his turn, go back to Chenies.’ (Gladys Scott Thomson)  

In fact, Francis, fourth Earl of Bedford, came to live at Woburn two years before his cousin died – 

in 1625, the year of James I’s death and Charles I’s accession. In the summer of that year, London 

was in the grip of the plague. Francis, with his wife and eight children – four sons and four 

daughters – was living on the Mall in Chiswick. It was thought to be safer from infection than the 

family’s London residence, Bedford House in the Strand; but in July the plague appeared in 

Chiswick and the Earl decided to move his family to Woburn. He rebuilt the Abbey, with advice 

from Inigo Jones, adding a bizarre grotto – a vaulted cavern with ormer shells, stalagmites, stone 

figures and a wall fountain.  

The fourth Earl also improved and developed the family’s Covent Garden estate and was the chief 

promoter of the scheme for draining the fens. (The reclaimed area, when the work was completed 

by his son, was known as the Bedford Level.) Van Dyck’s great 1636 portrait of him, at Woburn, 

indicates his religious persuasion and his politics: he is in black dress, without even a lace border to 

his plain white collar, and with no jewellery. He was a Puritan, an associate of the radical politician 

John Pym. In 1640 he was the ringleader of the peers who urged Charles I to call a Parliament and 

make peace with the Scots. His influence on the Puritans was for moderation. He tried to save the 

Earl of Strafford’s life; but in 1641 he died of smallpox on the day when Charles I gave his assent to 

the Bill of Attainder on Strafford.  

The fourth Earl’s son William, who succeeded him, had caused his father much anxiety by his 

choice of wife. Among his parents’ neighbours at Chiswick had been Robert Carr, Earl of Somerset, 

at one time a ‘favourite’ of the bisexual James I. His wife, Frances Howard, the former Countess of 

Essex, was equally notorious. In a sensational trial she had been found guilty of poisoning Sir 

Thomas Overbury. Husband and wife had been committed to the Tower, where the Countess gave 
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birth to a child, Lady Anne Carr. Young William Russell fell in love with Lady Anne in Chiswick. 

His father, who had been present when the Countess confessed at her trial in the House of Lords, 

was horrified and refused his consent. However, Charles I took William’s side and on a visit to 

Woburn Abbey in July 1636, the King and Henrietta Maria persuaded the father to change his mind. 

It was a happy marriage, and there were ten children.  

When the Civil War broke out, the fifth Earl wavered in his loyalties. In August 1642 he was 

commissioned as General of the Horse for Parliament, and in October fought at Edgehill, where the 

captain of his 67th troop of horse was Oliver Cromwell. A few months later, disapproving of the 

course that parliamentary politics were taking, he made his way with two other lords to Oxford to 

offer his services to the King. In the absence of Charles I, they received a very frosty reception from 

the Queen, but on his return were pardoned. At the Battle of Newbury the Earl charged bravely in 

the King’s own regiment of horse. Imprisoned briefly and fined £800 by the Parliamentary 

Commissioners, he again joined the side of Parliament; but, disillusioned, he retired from politics in 

1643 and applied himself to the management of his estates and the draining of the fens. In 1647, 

when the King was a prisoner of the Parliamentary army, whose headquarters were at Bedford, he 

was allowed to spend a week at Woburn Abbey. Cromwell came to confront Charles under the Earl 

of Bedford's roof. ‘In this mournful night,’ wrote John Ashburnham, ‘I found his Majesty at 

Wooburne, in treaty with Mr Cromwell and Mr Ireton, and some other officers of the Army.’ The 

obstinate King rejected the proposals of the army delegates.  

At the Restoration, the Earl was deputed to carry St Edward’s Sceptre at the Coronation of Charles 

II, who had given him a Letter Patent of pardon for whatever he had done contrary to His Majesty. 

The Earl lived through five reigns and Cromwell’s Protectorate, dying in the first year of the 

eighteenth century at the age of eighty-seven. He had to face great sorrows. In 1657 his daughter 

Anne, playing with her sister in the park at Woburn, ate some poisonous berries and died. His eldest 

son, Francis, was always sickly and died in 1677. A younger son, William, Lord Russell, was 

involved in the Rye House Plot of 1683, a plan to assassinate Charles II and the Duke of York (later 

James II) on their return from Newmarket to London because of the ‘Romish’ tendencies of both. 

Russell was executed in Lincoln’s Inn Fields on 21 July of that year, a Protestant martyr.  
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The execution of William, Lord Russell in 1683. 
 

In 1688, when William of Orange was expected to land on the coast of England, James II asked the 

Earl of Bedford for his help. The Earl replied, with bitter irony: ‘Sire, I am old, but I had once a son 

who could have served your Majesty.’ With the accession of William and Mary in 1689, their first 

Parliament reversed the Act of Attainder of William Lord Russell. In 1694 his father was created 

Duke of Bedford and Marquess of Tavistock. The preamble stated specifically that he had received 

this promotion in the peerage by reason ‘that he was the father to the Lord Russell, the ornament of 

his age, whose great merit it was not enough to transmit by history to posterity’.  

Lord Russell had married Lady Rachel Wriothesley, who brought him as part of her inheritance the 

Bloomsbury estate that contributed so much to the family fortune. She was a daughter of the fourth 

Earl of Southampton, the son of Shakespeare’s patron. Her maternal grandmother was a daughter of 

the Huguenot nobleman Daniel de Massue, Seigneur de Ruvigny, and her own sympathies were 

strongly Protestant.  

After her husband’s execution, she lived on for forty years, an inconsolable widow. Of their three 

children, one became Duchess of Devonshire, one Duchess of Rutland; and the only son, 

Wriothesley, succeeded as second Duke of Bedford. He made the most advantageous marriage of 

all the Bedfords. In 1695, aged fourteen, he was married to Elizabeth Howland, a girl of thirteen. 

The Howlands owned the manors of Streatham and Tooting Bec, and Elizabeth’s maternal 

grandfather was Sir Joseph Child, head of the East India Company. Elizabeth brought to the 

marriage a dowry of £100,000. To preserve the name, the barony of Howland was created for the 

Russell family.  
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In 1700 a news letter announced: ‘The old Duke of Bedford is gone to sleep with his fathers. He fell 

asleep with two poached eggs in his mouth. God send we make the same exit at his age.’ Queen 

Anne created the new Duke a Knight of the Garter. He was a patron of the arts (Sir Godfrey Kneller 

painted him three times), a keen gardener (Sir Hans Sloane visited Woburn to see his plants), a 

collector of prints and drawings and a lover of music. In 1711, against the medical advice of Sloane, 

he took his family to stay with his mother-in-law in Streatham. There he fell ill with smallpox and 

died.  

His son, another Wriothesley, became third Duke at the age of three. He was ‘delicate and 

dissolute’ and turned into a reckless gambler. He married Lady Anne Egerton, a granddaughter of 

the formidable Sarah, Duchess of Marlborough. The marriage was unhappy and childless: the 

Duchess left her husband once, but was forced by her circumstances to return to him. When 

somebody pointed out to him that Woburn was in urgent need of repairs, he retorted ‘Oh, it’ll last 

my time.’ Fortunately for Woburn and the Bedford fortunes, he died at twenty-four.  

He was succeeded, as fourth Duke, by his brother, Lord John Russell. Later, Horace Walpole 

referred to him as ‘the merry little Duke’. He was painted by Gainsborough in a coat of scarlet 

cloth, holding an architect’s elevation of Woburn; and by Reynolds in a gala coat of blue velvet. In 

1731 Lord John had married another granddaughter of the Duchess of Marlborough, Lady Diana 

Spencer. In 1732 they had a son, but he died in infancy, and Diana died in 1735. The Duke now 

married Gertrude Leveson Gower, by whom he had two children. Under this Duke, Woburn was 

rebuilt by the architect Henry Flitcroft, though the north wing, with the family rooms and grotto, 

was left as it was (and is). The new Duke was a good businessman, prudent with both his town and 

country estates. He took on some of the advanced ideas of the European Enlightenment, too; not all 

his tenants at Woburn welcomed his attempt to insist that they and their children be inoculated 

against smallpox.  

He was a most effective politician, mainly as an anti-Walpole Whig. He became First Lord of the 

Admiralty: to commemorate this honour he rather ostentatiously had a miniature battleship 

constructed to float on the lake at Woburn. He was Lord Lieutenant for Ireland. And in 1763 he was 

ambassador for the signing of the Treaty of Paris which ended the Seven Years War. Louis XV 

gave him a portrait of himself and presented the Duchess with a Sèvres dining set, still at Woburn. 

The Duke and Duchess’s daughter, Lady Caroline, was bridesmaid to George III and Charlotte of 

Mecklenburg-Strelitz, and later married the Duke of Marlborough. The Duke of Bedford was High 

Constable at George III’s Coronation. But George did not like the Duke, describing him as ‘all 

passion and absurdity’. The Duke and Duchess gave themselves airs. Stones were thrown at the 
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Duke’s coach, cabbage stalks at the Duchess. The Duchess pushed for precedence in doorways and 

snubbed people of ‘inferior’ status.  

The Duchess’s family was tinged with scandal. In 1744 the Duke of Bedford had written to the 

Duke of Dorset, the father of Lord John Sackville:  

...last Fryday, the 30th of last month, my wife was called out of her own room just as 
she was going to bed, to that of her sister Fanny’s, whom she then found just delivered 
of a son, then in the bed with her, and not taken from her. The next upon talking with 
her I found to my great concern that she was not married to Lord John Sackville but 
had upon the most solemn promises and importunities consented to his Will.  

The two lovers were speedily married at Woburn.  

The fourth Duke died in 1771 and was buried at Chenies. His son, Francis, Marquess of Tavistock, 

had been killed in a riding accident, so he was succeeded, as fifth Duke, by his grandson, also 

Francis, who was six years old in 1771. Gertrude, the Dowager Duchess, managed the estates 

during his minority, but when he came of age in 1786 he decisively took over. He never married, 

but took as his mistress Lady Maynard, who as the notorious Miss Parsons, or Mrs Horton, had 

passed from the protection of one aristocrat to another. (When Horace Walpole heard of her 

marriage to Lord Maynard, he wrote: ‘The Duke of Grafton’s Mrs Horton! The Duke of Dorset’s 

Mrs Horton! Everybody’s Mrs Horton!’) She was the daughter of a Bond Street tailor; and, though 

Walpole thought her common, she was intelligent, as a couplet of the time suggested -  

’Tis not her charms, ’tis her ingenious mind  
That did a Grafton, doth a Dorset bind.  

The fifth Duke was a handsome man, and Charlotte, the Princess Royal, wanted to marry him; but 

the Prince of Wales, writing to his younger brother on the subject was certain that the King ‘never 

would think of giving his consent to anything of the kind’. It was this Duke who commissioned 

Henry Holland to construct a new terrace, a Chinese dairy and conservatory at Woburn. The Duke 

also took a great interest in agriculture, like the King (‘Farmer George’) and Coke of Norfolk. A 

model farm was established; and in the week of the sheep shearing, scientific agriculturalists and 

sheep breeders came to Woburn from all over England and from Europe. Among them were such 

celebrated agriculturalists as Joseph Banks, Arthur Young and Samuel Whitbread. The Duke was a 

politician, too: an excellent debater in the House of Lords and a friend of Charles James Fox. He 

was a sort of British Mirabeau, or Lafayette, a very left-wing aristocrat. During the French 

Revolution he was regarded by some of his fellow peers as almost a sans-culotte. He visited Danton 

in 1793. The Duke died in 1802. Fox delivered a ringing tribute to him in the House of Commons. 
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Years later, the Duke’s nephew, the Prime Minister, Lord John Russell, wrote that there was no part 

of his uncle’s parliamentary career that need give his family any cause for regret ‘excepting only his 

remarks on Mr Burke’s pension’. When Edmund Burke, worn out by public service, retired from 

Parliament, he received a pension from the Crown. In 1795 Lord Lauderdale attacked the grant in 

the House of Lords, and was seconded by the Duke of Bedford: both felt that the doctrines Burke 

had promoted ‘tended to extinguish the principles of freedom’. Burke retaliated, with all his literary 

power, in a sixpenny pamphlet, A Letter to a Noble Lord: he castigated the Duke for his insolence, 

as a very rich man, in presuming to censure his well-earned reward. Burke’s sarcasm covered thirty-

five pages. The sallies included this one: 

The Duke of Bedford is the Leviathan among all creatures of the Crown. He tumbles 
about his unwieldy bulk; he plays and frolics in the ocean of the Royal bounty. Huge 
as he is, and whilst ‘he is floating many a rood’ he is still a creature. His ribs, his fins, 
his whalebone, his blubber, the very spiracles through which he spouts a torrent of 
brine against his origin, and covers me all over with the spray – everything of him and 
about him is from the Throne. Is it for him to question the Royal favour?  

The 5th Duke was succeeded, as 6th Duke, by his younger brother John. He married first, 

Georgiana Byng, daughter of Lord Torrington, by whom he had three children; then, after her death 

in 1801, Lady Georgiana Gordon, daughter of the 4th Duke of Gordon, by whom he had ten 

children. At the time of his first marriage he was described as ‘a young man who has eight hundred 

a year with a disposition to spend eight thousand’, and that extravagance persisted, as Charles 

Greville later confirmed.  

He is a goodnatured, plausible man, without enemies, and really (although he does not 
think so) without friends ... There are many who like Brougham pretend a strong 
affection for him, and some who imagine they feel it. Vast property, rank, influence 
and station always attract a sentiment which is dignified with the name of friendship ... 
The Duke of Bedford is a complete sensualist and thinks of nothing but his personal 
enjoyments, and it has long been part of his system not to allow himself to be ruffled 
by the slightest self denial.  

If the Duke was extravagant, at least some of his extravagance was well-directed. He commissioned 

from Canova the marble group of ‘The Three Graces’ (now in the Victoria & Albert Museum). He 

entertained poets and dramatists at Woburn: Thomas Moore was a frequent visitor and had his 

portrait drawn by the versatile Jeremiah Wiffen (‘a Quaker poet,’ he noted). And the Duke was not 

entirely self-centred. He went to great trouble to defend his elder brother’s reputation against a 

sabbatarian pamphleteer called John Bowles, who took Charles James Fox to task for his eulogy of 

the late Duke. Bowles claimed that the Duke had shown ‘a gross inattention to Religious duties’. 

Bowles added: ‘It is impossible to ascertain whether he was a Heathen or a Christian.’ The 
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pamphleteer also suggested that the fifth Duke had made the Woburn gardeners and handymen 

work on Sundays – something they indignantly denied. The sixth Duke was ‘respectable in debate’ 

in the House of Lords, and in the short-lived Ministry of All the Talents was sent to Ireland as 

Viceroy in 1806. He took a conciliatory line in Dublin; a despatch in which he tolerantly 

recommended the admission of Roman Catholics into the Army and the appointment of Roman 

Catholic sheriffs helped to bring down the Administration that had appointed him.  

With his first wife, the Duke lived at Oakley, the charming house on the Ouse near Woburn where, 

as we have seen, Christabel and John Hugo Russell stayed at Christmas 1920. In 1823, when the 

second Duchess was forty-two, she began a long affair with the painter Edwin Landseer, who was 

half her age. The Duke was complaisant and the lovers were often alone in a lodge in Inverness-

shire. It has been suggested that, after the Duke’s death in 1839, Landseer proposed marriage, and 

that the Duchess’s refusal brought on the first of the attacks of madness from which he suffered for 

the rest of his life.  

It was from the sixth Duke’s first marriage that the later Dukes of Bedford descended; and the third 

son of that marriage was Lord John Russell (1792-1878), who as a young man met Napoleon on 

Elba and in old age helped to bring up his grandson, the philosopher Bertrand Russell. Lord John 

(later first Earl Russell) introduced the Reform Bill in 1832 and became Prime Minister: first, from 

1846 to 1852; and second, from 1865 to 1866. With Palmerston, he supported the unification of 

Italy. In most matters he behaved as a left-wing Whig. Though short and frail, he was dauntlessly 

brave. Sydney Smith said of him:  

He is utterly ignorant of all moral fear, there is nothing he would not undertake. I 
believe he would perform the operation for the stone, build St Peter’s, or assume (with 
or without ten minutes’ notice) the command of the Channel Fleet, and no one would 
discover by his manner that the patient had died, the church tumbled down, and the 
Channel Fleet been knocked to atoms.  

Lord John’s eldest brother Francis, who became seventh Duke, is not strictly relevant to our 

narrative; neither are the eight Dukes who succeeded him; for while they were kinsmen of Geoffrey 

Ampthill, they were not ancestors of his. * 

*  The seventh Duke was credited with integrity but little warmth of heart: ‘a good man – but not a happy man,’ a 
contemporary wrote. He married Anna Maria Stanhope, a daughter of the Earl of Harrington. In 1837 she was 
appointed one of the young Queen Victoria’s ladies. She was much criticized for the part she played in the scandal 
over Lady Flora Hastings (Lady of the Bedchamber to the Duchess of Kent) – who from a change of figure was 
suspected of being pregnant, though in fact she had a liver disease from which she died two months later. The 
seventh Duke closed Woburn for a time to cope with the debts of the fifth and sixth Dukes. When he had dealt with 
the problems, Woburn once again became a centre of grand entertainment and of political intrigue. Victoria and 
Albert stayed there after their marriage, in 1841. Note continues on next page. 
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It is from Lord William Russell, the sixth Duke’s second son, that Lord Odo Russell, first Lord 

Ampthill, and his heirs are descended. Born in 1790, Lord William was the sixth Duke’s middle 

son. His elder brother Francis became the seventh Duke of Bedford; his younger brother, Lord John, 

the Prime Minister. Unlike most earlier members of his family, he was sent to schools, first to 

Woodnesborough, then to Westminster. (After reading Nicholas Nickelby in 1839, he wrote to his 

wife that it put him so much in mind of his schooling ‘that the blows and starvation came back to 

my recollection most frightfully’.) At sixteen, he entered the Army as a Cornet and served on his 

father’s staff when the sixth Duke was appointed Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. He became aide-de-

camp to Sir George Ludlow the next year and was with him at the siege of Copenhagen. In 1809 he 

went with his regiment, the 23rd Light Dragoons, to the Peninsula, where he was slightly wounded 

during a charge at the Battle of Talavera, his horse being shot through the head. All the other 

officers and men in his squadron were killed. Eighteen months later he was aide-de-camp to 

General Graham, later Lord Lynedoch, who lived into his nineties and remained a great friend of 

Lord William.  

On leave in 1812, William entered Parliament as member for Bedford. About this time he made the 

acquaintance of the notorious Hariette Wilson, who found him ‘a gentlemanlike little fellow’. In 

 The seventh Duke’s depressive son William, the eighth Duke, died a bachelor, having long since confided the 
management of Woburn and the other estates to Hastings, the eldest son of his younger brother Lord William 
Russell. Hastings succeeded as ninth Duke in 1872. He had been a personable and spirited young man, serving as a 
guards officer. He married Lady Elizabeth Sackville-West and they had four children. As Duke, he was a lonely, 
embittered figure, of whom it was said: ‘His love of money has become a form of insanity.’ With the entry of his 
eldest son, Sackville, to Balliol College, Oxford, he became a friend of the college’s Master, Benjamin Jowett, who 
wrote his obituary in The Spectator in 1891 after the Duke had shot himself in his house in Eaton square, allegedly 
in a fit of delirium. Sackville married Adeline, the daughter of Earl Somers, but the marriage was childless and the 
Duke died of diabetes in 1893. His younger brother Herbrand succeeded as 11th Duke. He caused some offence to 
his fellow peers by arguing that hereditary lords should not automatically be part of government. A professional 
soldier, he had served as ADC to Lord Dufferin in India and had married Mary Tribe, daughter of the Archdeacon of 
Lahore. (It was the first time in two hundred years that the bride of a future Duke of Bedford had been chosen from 
outside the aristocracy.) The couple lived at Woburn where Herbrand bred Père David deer. The Duke led a dutiful 
public life, serving as Mayor of Holborn, chairman of the Bedfordshire County Council and President of the 
Zoological Society. But his wife was better known – as ‘the Flying Duchess’. When she was sixty-one she made her 
first flight from Croydon Aerodrome to Woburn. In 1929 she achieved the record for a flight to India and back in 
eight days; in 1930 she broke a further record with a flight to the Cape and back. In 1937 she took off in fine 
weather from the hangar in Woburn Park. At 4.30 pm she had not returned. A search revealed struts from her 
aeroplane on the coast near Yarmouth. It was possibly a case of suicide.  

 Herbrand had constant rows with his eldest son Hastings, who succeeded him as 12th Duke in 1940. Hastings’s son, 
John (‘Ian’), the 13th Duke, wrote this caption to a photograph of Hastings in his (Ian’s) autobiography A Silver-
Plated Spoon (1959):  

 This is my father, the twelfth Duke (1888-1953), the loneliest man I ever knew, incapable of giving or 
receiving love, utterly self-centred and opinionated. He loved birds, animals, peace, monetary reform, 
the park and religion. He also had a wife and three children.  

 Duke Hastings was a British fascist, and was lucky not to be locked up with the Mosleys in the Second World War.  

 Ian Bedford was the man who opened Woburn to the public, with great success. His eldest son, Robin, married the 
beautiful debutante Henrietta Tiarks and succeeded as 14th Duke in 2002. He died in 2003 and was succeeded as 
15th Duke by his son Andrew, director of Tattersall’s.  
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1815 he accompanied the Duke and Duchess of Bedford to Rome – it was then that the Duke 

bought from Canova his marble group ‘The Three Graces’. On this visit William met his future 

wife, Elizabeth Anne Rawdon, a niece of the Earl of Moira. Elizabeth Anne (‘Bessy’ or ‘Bettina’) 

was there with her mother, who had the girl’s portrait drawn by Ingres, then in the city. Bessy was a 

beauty. Byron referred to her in Beppo -  

I’ve seen some balls and revels in my time,  
 And stayed them over for some silly reason, 
And then I looked (I hope it was no crime),  
 To see what lady best stood out the season; 
And though I’ve seen some thousands in their prime  
 Lovely and pleasing, and who still may please on, 
I never saw but one (the stars withdrawn)  
 Whose bloom could after dancing dare the Dawn.  

Bessy was also an intellectual. She learned Latin, Greek, Hebrew, French, German and Italian. The 

1972 biography of her and Lord William by their great-granddaughter Georgiana Blakiston (née 

Russell) shows that Bessy was the dominant partner, even though Lord William was brave, clever 

and witty. They were married in London in 1817. Their eldest son Hastings (later ninth Duke of 

Bedford) was born in 1819, followed by Arthur (1825) and Odo – Geoffrey Ampthill’s great-

grandfather – in 1829. They were often at Woburn, where rooms were reserved for them and 

William kept his hunters. Unfortunately, Bessy did not get on with the Duke’s second Duchess (not 

the mother of her husband), and savage rows broke out from time to time. The young couple moved 

in London society, being specially friendly with the Holland House set and with the diarist 

Countess (later Princess) Lieven, wife of the Russian Ambassador to London.  

However, Bessy was never really happy in England. European society was much more to her taste, 

and she wanted constantly to be abroad, if possible with Lord William, but if necessary, without 

him. She wrote to her husband’s uncle, ‘old’ Lord William,* from Florence, in 1822: 

... I am ready to do anything that is right as to our return home ... No selfish motives 
would induce me to decoy my husband from his country and family. We have not been 
very long abroad – just 15 months. My health is better & was wretched I assure you... 
I cannot be foolish enough to repine with the adorable husband I am blessed with for 
my lot, thank God, is as happy as this world can make it, but I mean to insinuate that 
flesh & blood cannot always be so completely subdued by the spirit as to prefer a bad 
climate, bad health, narrow circumstances, cold relations governed by an artful 

*  Lord William Russell (1767-1840), younger brother of the sixth Duke of Bedford. He married Lady Charlotte 
Villiers. In 1840 he was murdered by his Swiss valet Courvoisier, in Norfolk Street, London. The servant knew he 
was about to be dismissed for unsatisfactory conduct and stated at his trial: ‘My character was gone and I thought 
murdering him the only way to cover my fault.’ He was convicted and hanged.  
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Regente – to a quite, peacable happy domestic life – one’s husband, one’s child, one’s 
parent [Mrs Rawdon] always by one’s side keeping the same hours, basking in 
sunshine.  

In deference to Bessy’s wishes, Lord William resigned his army commission and became a 

diplomat. Family connections helped secure him appointments, especially after the Whigs returned 

to power in 1830 after forty-six years of Tory rule – with Lord John Russell as Paymaster-General. 

But Lord William was choosy about the posts he would accept – in modern parlance, he wanted to 

be sheriff, not a cowboy. He turned down the offer of Switzerland; but in 1831, when the Dutch 

invaded Belgium, he accepted a mission to accompany Sir Robert Adair to Brussels and behaved 

with great resourcefulness in carrying a flag of truce to the belligerents. He wrote vividly of his 

experiences to Bessy, who was in Paris.  

The King [of Holland] conducted me himself out of the town [Louvain] towards the 
outposts, and when the balls began to fly about us I begged His Majesty to go no 
further, but let me proceed with my trumpeter and white flag.  

The trumpeter was so frightened he could not blow, the white handkerchief of my 
Lieutenant of Dragoons so dirty it was not recognized, so I had to pass thro’ the balls 
at some risk, and had the pleasure afterwards to hear a Dutch officer say, that had he 
known it was a flag of truce he would have fired grape at me, so exasperated were they 
at being stopped.  

At the Dutch outposts I found the Prince of Orange, who received me with the greatest 
cordiality, and kissed me twice ... [I and my A.D.C] had some difficulty in traversing 
the Dutch outposts, so that we did not get to the Duke of Saxe Weimar’s quarters till 
midnight; he was in bed but had had not slept off the fumes of wine – in short he was 
dead drunk.  

He came out and positively refused to let us pass through Louvain, though charged 
with a pacific mission to the Prince of Orange ... but my old chef d’escadron was a 
match for him, treated him in his own coarse language and told him he was drunk ...  

From 1832 to 1834 Lord William was on special mission to Portugal, with orders to keep a watch 

on the Spanish. He moved on to Stuttgart. Then came the event that blighted both his career and his 

marriage: at Baden-Baden in 1834 he fell in love with a Jewish woman – always referred to in 

letters of Lady William, Lady Holland and Princess Lieven as ‘la Juive’. She was Henriette, 

daughter of Baron Salomon van Haber, a banker of Carlsruhe. William was not discreet: Lieven 

reported to her husband in August 1835 that he was ‘infatuated’ and had been seen in a carriage 

with la Juive. As a result of this affair William saw far less of his family (though the couple were 

together at the marriage of Victoria and Albert in 1840). He was promoted to be Ambassador to 

Berlin, the then capital of Prussia, but was recalled from that post by Lord Aberdeen – much to his 
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vocal displeasure – in 1841. Lady William and his three sons were with him in Genoa when he died 

in 1846. Lady William, who became a Roman Catholic in 1860, died in 1874.  

Rather as, in the 20th century, Lord Louis Mountbatten desperately wanted to become First Sea 

Lord, partly to ‘avenge’, in some sort, his father’s unfair dismissal from that post during the First 

World War, Lord William’s son longed to be Ambassador in Berlin – by then the capital of a united 

Germany. Like Mountbatten, he achieved his ambition.  

*** 

The Virgin’s Baby Appendix B; The Russell Family Page | 17 


