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Appendix C 

Lord Odo Russell, First Baron Ampthill 

There never lived a kindlier chief, or a more attractive personality than Odo Russell. I 
have known many ambassadors since, but none perhaps so admirably equipped to 
occupy a post to which he did honour. As a linguist he was remarkable, and his 
knowledge extended also to the literature of the four languages which he spoke with 
equal facility. A profound student of Dante, he was equally familiar with the whole 
bibliography of Goethe. He gave to all impartially the best of his singularly gifted 
mind with a natural and unself-assertive charm of expression which was entirely 
winning. He may have had his enemies and critics, but I never met them and during 
the three months of our intercourse I could not detect the place which might have 
invited attack. His popularity in Berlin was unquestioned.  

Lord Rennell of Rodd, Social and Diplomatic Memories, 1884-1903, London, 1926  

A.J.P. Taylor was able to write a book about Bismarck (1955) without a single mention of Lord 

Odo Russell – but that was an example of the occasional perversity of that brilliant, if wayward, 

historian. (He did find room for him in his book of 1954, The Struggle for Mastery in Europe 1848-

1918.) Lytton Strachey devotes a page to Odo in Eminent Victorians (1918), but – equally 

misleadingly –dismisses him as ‘little better than a fly buzzing in gossamer’.  

The tag most commonly applied to Lord Odo is ‘Bismarck’s favourite Englishman’, and that he 

certainly was. His years as British ambassador in Berlin – 1871-84 – were the summit of his 

diplomatic career, but, entering the service just after 1848, the tumultuous ‘year of revolutions’, he 

held several posts with distinction, especially, as a young man, in Rome. Both Disraeli’s 

Conservative government and Gladstone’s Liberal one offered this hereditary Whig a peerage. He 

accepted the latter offer in 1881, three years before his death.  

He was born in Florence on 20 February 1829, the third son of Lord and Lady William Russell. His 

eldest brother Hastings (born 1819) became the ninth Duke of Bedford. Arthur, the second brother, 

was born in 1825. Lord Holland, the owner of Ampthill Park, wrote to Lord William on 10 March 

1829: ‘ ... Congratulations for the intelligence of a third son and Lady William’s well doing. I think 

it a better race than the Atridae and there cannot be too many of them.’ Lady William explained the 

choice of the baby’s name to her friend Lord Lynedoch:  

I hope you approve of the name I selected: Thomas, begging your pardon, was not 
romantic enough nor William either & Leopold was too much so – so I took refuge in 
the middle ages & the family annals & found the first Norman adventurer of the 
Roussels who came over with the Conqueror was Odo de Roussel, so here is his name 
revived, good man, 800 years after an ungrateful forgetfulness of his posterity ...  
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One person who did not approve of the choice of name was the baby’s uncle, the future Prime 

Minister Lord John Russell, who wrote to Lady William on 8 May 1829:  

As for Otho or Odo I think both names will look ridiculous in the Morning Post, so I 
have no choice. If you must have an Emperor, why not Napoleon, and he and Arthur 
can fight the Battle of Waterloo with pea-shooters. [Arthur was the name of the Duke 
of Wellington as well as of Odo’s brother.]  

Immediately after the christening, Lord William left for England with his half-brother Lord 

Wriothesley Russell. He returned to Florence in June and wrote to Lady Holland that Odo had 

‘grown fair and fat, handsome of course and the baby doubled in size with nothing but mother’s 

milk’. The family spent the winter of 1829-30 in Rome, in a house where Byron had lived in 1817. 

As Odo grew older, he was not sent to English schools or universities. He spent most of his 

childhood and youth on the Continent. This unorthodox upbringing had both good and bad effects. 

On the credit side, he spoke German and French with great fluency, and Italian passably well. There 

were two drawbacks. First, not mixing with English boys of his own age, he did not grow up with 

their ‘mindset’. Sometimes he could not understand their outlook and attitudes; and when he served 

briefly in Washington, the Americans were shocked by his ignorance of England. Also, his use of 

the English language was for a long time imperfect, unidiomatic. He thought and dreamed in 

German.  

In 1859 Arthur wrote to him about the ‘strange un-English style’ of his despatches and advised him 

to read Macaulay. Arthur was Odo’s best friend throughout his life. The two shared an interest in 

philosophy and in natural history. A crate of reptiles was always a welcome present from one to the 

other. Arthur wrote to Odo in 1853: ‘Our reptiles arrived safe. 7 Pscadopi are alive – 2 snakes were 

swallowed by others.’ In 1875 Odo wrote to Arthur from Berlin: ‘Effeldt’s rattlesnakes have 

produced 14 living young this year, which give him much trouble to feed ...’ In 1962 Miss Diana 

Russell, a niece of Odo, told Noel Blakiston:  

One year a natural history shop in Berlin was selling off and Uncle Odo just couldn’t 
resist buying, and box after boxful of animals arrived at The Ridgeway [the house of 
Arthur Russell in Surrey]. Out of one, when opened, ran six little crocodiles, all over 
the lawn.  

When Lord William was sent on a special mission to Portugal in 1834, the five-year-old Odo 

collected seeds from the pine trees at Cintra for his grandfather to grow at Woburn. But most of his 

childhood was spent in Vienna and Carlsbad – a place he often revisited in later life to take the 

waters for the benefit of his ‘weak liver’. In January 1843 – a month before Odo’s fourteenth 

birthday – Lord John Russell wrote to Lady William at Vienna:  
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I trust the examples you have seen will prevent your sending any of your sons into 
what is called diplomacy. Something should be done to check that ridiculous mode of 
providing for young gentlemen. A man would be a far better secretary of Legation, if 
he were to start from Downing Street in that capacity, than he is likely to become by 
lounging some years in Paris and Vienna ...  

In Arthur’s case, this advice was heeded. He became Lord John’s private secretary – literally a case 

of nepotism – and later MP for Tavistock. In Odo’s case the warning was disregarded. He went 

straight into diplomacy in 1849, at twenty. His first post was as an attaché at the British embassy in 

Vienna, under Lord Westmorland. He had spent some weeks of 1848 in Hungary, as a guest of the 

Esterhazy family, and had fallen in love with a young Countess Esterhazy, a platonic romance. 

After a short stay in Vienna, he was transferred to the Foreign Office in London. There an incident 

occurred which showed his independent spirit and his lack of rapport with his public school-

educated contemporaries. The then Foreign Secretary, Lord Palmerston, thought it was a waste of 

time to send a messenger to summon his juniors, and took to ringing a bell instead. Some of the 

young men found this imperious practice insufferably demeaning and decided to mutiny; but Odo 

rather priggishly said: ‘You may summon me by bell or by any other means you like, I only want to 

be of service.’ This did not endear him to the other juniors.  

By the autumn of 1851 he was back in Vienna. He was not yet in a position to write official 

despatches, but gave his own views on politics and other matters in letters to Arthur.  

Vienna 9.10.51:  

It is distressing to me to think that people should be making fools of themselves on 
behalf of Kossuth [the Hungarian patriot], a man who, putting aside his political 
career, in which everyone knows the use he made of public money, had been before 
the Magistrates for embezzlement long before the revolution broke out and who is 
therefore a dishonoured man with whom no one will associate ... I suppose it is no use 
asking you to let me know something about Hatty now and then.  

Hatty, whom Odo had met in England, was Harriet Canning, daughter of Lord Stratford de 

Redcliffe. Odo was much in love with her.  

Vienna 2.12.51:  

I was in hopes that I would have had time to write by today’s messenger to MM [Lady 
William] but I have not. Tell her I have to acknowledge the receipt of 3 letters from 
her... Two of them so full of wit that I rolled about on my sofa and laughed until I 
screamed all alone in my room. MM writes the best letter in the world when she 
chooses to do so, and I make subjects of conversation out of the contents of them, and 
I am generally found very amusing ...  
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Entertaining as he found his mother’s letters, Odo felt her presence in Paris constricting when he 

was posted there in 1854. She bossed him about and tried to arrange his social life for him. His 

daily work was in a splendid setting: the chancery in Pauline Borghese’s palace in the Faubourg 

Saint Honoré; but as early as March 1854 he was writing to Arthur that he hoped to be considered 

for the post of first secretary at Constantinople. ‘I need not enter into my reasons,’ he wrote, ‘as you 

are quite able to appreciate them.’ One reason was that the ambassador there was the anti-Russian 

Lord Stratford de Redcliffe, father of the Hatty on whom Odo had set his sights. Odo was 

disappointed. He did not get Constantinople at once. Life with his mother continued to be very 

difficult; and he did not get on well with the British ambassador in Paris, Lord Cowley, and his 

wife. ‘I might not exist for the Cowleys,’ he wrote to Arthur. His brother was consoling: ‘To talk of 

a disappointed life at 25 is nonsense.’  

In his family and his family’s friends, Odo had powerful connections. He did not have to wait long 

for at least one of his ambitions to be fulfilled. By January 1855 he was at Constantinople on Lord 

Stratford de Redcliffe’s staff in the thick of the Crimean War crisis. On 10 January he wrote to 

Arthur about his new chief:  

He sent for me on New Year’s Day and said I have given you time to look about you. 
Now listen and answer me sincerely and frankly. He told me that he had long wished 
to have to deal with a gentleman, that my appointment had given him pleasure, that I 
had been praised to him by Lord Clarendon [the Foreign Secretary], Lord 
Westmorland, Lord Cowley and others, that he wished to give me much work and to 
employ me in confidential and delicate matters, but that his temper was bad, that he 
got into a passion and could not help it; and he wished me to consider whether I had 
sufficient patience to bear with him, if so he would show great patience and always 
perfect frankness and sincerity.  

Odo gave the right reply and was appointed private secretary to the ambassador. He wrote about 

him to his mother: ‘He boils but quiets down very quickly and then he is over like a kettle, ashamed 

of his fury and sorry for it.’ The two men liked each other and when Odo drafted despatches for 

him, the ambassador seldom changed a word. Odo learned how to deal with his boss’s tantrums. 

Probably in legend rather than fact, he replied to an ambassadorial ‘Damn your eyes!’ with a 

courteous ‘Damn your eyes, sir.’  

One ambition he did not achieve. He asked for Hatty’s hand in marriage. This was refused in a 

kindly but firm letter from Lord Stratford. It was the old cliché: you cannot keep my daughter in the 

manner to which she is accustomed. His uncle, the seventh Duke of Bedford, was one of the richest 

men in England; and it was likely that Odo’s eldest brother, Hastings, would succeed to the 

dukedom and its attendant riches if he survived the uncle and his own first cousin, who was 
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unmarried. (Hastings did succeed to the dukedom – he was fond of saying, ‘I have lived on £200 

and £200,000 a year.’) But Odo was the second son of a second son, and there was no guarantee 

that he would be promoted in his diplomatic career. He was deeply hurt by the refusal. Though he 

was not by nature a grudge-bearer, he was still able to write to his mother from Rome, four years 

later in 1860, after a visit from Lord and Lady Stratford:  

The Cannings were at my feet as I predicted – at first they must have felt devilish 
awkward and I enjoyed my triumph which consists of the most exasperating calmness. 
[Stratford] forgets his dignity and greatness and comes to call on me etc etc. It is all 
useless. I can never forgive the past.  

Meanwhile, in 1856 Russia sued for peace in the Crimean War – ‘too soon for England,’ in Odo’s 

view. Odo, who was longing to get away from Constantinople, was under pressure and suffered 

from constant headaches and what he called ‘cacarella’ (diarrhoea). Stratford reluctantly released 

him in November 1856 to take the cure at Carlsbad. Restored, Odo travelled to London, where he 

found he was due for a new posting. In the spring of 1857 he went to Washington. He had money-

troubles there. ‘This is an awfully expensive place,’ he wrote to Arthur in January 1857. ‘... With 

the money it costs me to live here as quietly as I can, I might in any German town ... keep a carriage 

and horse...’ Arthur came out to America in the summer of 1857. He and Odo visited the Niagara 

Falls and then sailed down the Mississippi to New Orleans. Their mother threatened to come out 

too, but much to Odo’s relief she did not.  

Odo got on very well with his chief in Washington, Lord Napier, but the relationship was put under 

slight strain by an embarrassing incident, described by Odo in a letter:  

Some days ago Lady Napier’s drawing room being full of ladies and visitors, the 
children were sent for to be admired by the crowd. The four boys were kissed and 
slobbered by the ladies and then, with a view to enchant the already delighted parents, 
they were asked: ‘Well, my sweet dears, who do you love best in the world, Papa or 
Mamma?’ Breathless silence! The parents were already enjoying in anticipation the 
happiness of hearing the love of their children publicly proclaimed. Everyone was 
preparing to sympathize and declare the children to be little angels descended from 
heaven, when – oh horror! – the four little boys answered in chorus, ‘we love Mr 
Russell best in the world, then Mamma and then Papa!’ This incident has been 
repeated all over the district of Columbia and grieves poor My Lady, who looks at me 
with jealous eyes.  

Odo did not stay in the New World much longer. In 1858 he was posted to the Legation in Florence, 

his birthplace; and in November was sent to Rome and the mission that would make his name. He 

was twenty-nine. At first he regarded Rome as ‘a stinking hole’, but he came round to it. A British 

Consul was appointed – Charles Newton, son-in-law of Keats’s friend Joseph Severn. Odo, who 

found himself coping with much of Newton’s work, thought him ‘an amiable goose’. He further 
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wrote: ‘I like Newton very much, but he is an odd man, he cannot live without constant admiration 

and incense ...’ Odo was not appointed to Rome as an officially accredited agent to the Vatican: 

Protestant England would not have permitted that. But as Noel Blakiston observes ‘he was for all 

practical purposes (except in certain matters of diplomatic ceremonial) the English representative at 

the Vatican’. He was constantly received by the Pope and his secretary of state, Cardinal Antonelli.  

The Pope was Pius IX, who had become pontiff in 1846. In the early part of his rule he was seen as 

a liberal, but was later considered a traitor for refusing, in 1848, to join nationalist Piedmont in 

waging war on Austria, which in 1847 had occupied the Papal territories of Ferrara, Parma and 

Modena. Before Odo’s arrival in Rome, Pius had concluded concordats with various states, 

including one of 1855 with Austria. In the war of 1859 between the French and the Austrians in 

which the Piedmontese were allies of the French, the Piedmontese annexed the Papal lands known 

as the Romagna; but the remainder close to Rome were guaranteed to Pius by the presence of the 

troops of the French Emperor, Napoleon III. Where did Britain’s interests lie, in all this? What 

Britain wanted was an amicable settlement between the Papacy and a Kingdom of Italy Ideally, the 

Pope would have just religious authority, not political. The Pope’s influence over Roman Catholic 

Ireland was also an important consideration. Between 1859 and 1866 (when he became Prime 

Minister for a second time), Lord John Russell was at the Foreign Office. He displeased the Pope by 

supporting Piedmont in the struggle for Italian unification. Pius told Odo that he thought Lord John 

‘the worst enemy of Roman Catholics’; but Odo reminded him that his uncle had been a prime 

mover in Catholic emancipation in Britain. 

Off duty, Odo – still a youngish bachelor – was a popular figure in Rome. R. De Cesare in The Last 

Days of Papal Rome (1909), describes him as ‘a person of extraordinary geniality. With the great 

white top-hat that he wore on his enormous head in summer, with his jovial face and his flowing 

beard and his gold spectacles, he was a most striking figure.’ Odo kept a boa constrictor as a pet; 

once, it escaped. He loved music. Liszt was a friend and often came to dinner. Odo had a fine tenor 

voice, which he took the trouble to train, with an Italian voice coach. He became rather tired of 

being treated ‘like a performing monkey’ and asked to sing at dinner parties; but, while on leave in 

England, he received one request to sing which he could not refuse. He was staying with the Prince 

of Wales at Sandringham.  

I was asked to sing [he wrote] and the Princess of Wales accompanied me, reading the 
accompaniments at first sight. She then played Danish melodies and then the Prince 
and I sang Santa Lucia etc.  

Another time, staying with Lord Clarendon at the Grove, Watford: 
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I was asked to sing and the Queen [of Holland] who was playing at whilst in another 
room, got up and rushed to the piano, and paid me wonderful compliments, and as 
everybody rose in confusion it was a real coup de théâtre. [Lord] Lyons said that only 
Orpheus had been known to attract others by his music to follow him but even he had 
not moved Queens to leave their whist, etc, etc. 

Four years after this recital, in December 1867, Lord and Lady Clarendon arrived in Rome with 

their daughter, Lady Emily Villiers, who had been a bridesmaid to the Princess of Wales in 1863. 

Odo became engaged to Emily in January 1868 and wrote to Arthur:  

You and Laura [Arthur’s wife] were right and I was wrong and I am perfectly happy. 
Emily accepts me and nothing can exceed the cordiality with which all the Clarendons 
have received me into their family. You will like your new sister for she is a Jewel and 
I love her with all my heart and never felt happier or more ‘in reinen mit uns selbst’ 
[mutually devoted]. She and no other was my feeling and I nearly died of anguish and 
agony when Mr Edgcumbe proposed to her last week for the 4th time. She refused him 
and I thanked God and secured her for I could not bear to live any longer without her.  

Lord Clarendon wrote to Edmund Hammond, Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, on 

30 January:  

We do not wish the subject mentioned for another day or two, but writing to an old 
friend like yourself I cannot make a secret of Odo having just proposed to and been 
accepted by Emily. It is an attachment of some standing on his part. In a worldly point 
of view it is of course not a good marriage, as it will be poverty and expatriation, but I 
think she will be quite happy with him and that is all her mother and I care about as we 
are neither greedy nor ambitious for our children. He is clever and likely as anyone 
else in his stagnant profession to advance, and he is one of the most thoroughly 
amiable men I ever knew. Such a son as he is must make a good husband.  

Three weeks later Clarendon again wrote to Hammond:  

The more I see of Odo, the more I think him abounding with all the qualities 
calculated to make a woman happy and Lady C and I are almost as delighted as Emily 
herself with her choice.  

Emily was twenty-five and Odo was forty. It was arranged that they would marry in London in 

April and spend a long honeymoon at Woburn Abbey. Before leaving Rome, Odo had an audience 

with the Pope, who congratulated him on his engagement. The Pope had met Lord Clarendon on his 

visit to Rome in 1867 and had been charmed by him, ‘although it had been a matter of regret to him 

to find that His Lordship did not approve of Cardinal Cullen, Archbishop of Dublin,’ Odo told the 

Foreign Secretary, Lord Stanley (later Earl of Derby – the great friend and patron of Edward Lear). 

The Pope assured Odo that Cullen had assisted Her Majesty’s Government in the suppression of 
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Fenianism and would continue to do so, His Holiness having condemned the Fenians, whom he 

called “the Garibaldians of England”.’  

In 1868 the Pope summoned a Council at St Peter’s. One of his main purposes was to proclaim the 

doctrine of Papal infallibility. Writing to Odo in December, Lord Clarendon described the Council 

as ‘a monster glove thrown down not alone to the spirit of the age but to the common sense of 

mankind ...’ There were in Rome at this time two English Roman Catholics who took furiously 

opposing views on infallibility. Lord Acton, the historian, was against it, considering it ‘heresy’. 

Henry Manning, the Archbishop of Westminster, was for it. Both were friends of Odo and each 

tried to win his support. Lytton Strachey portrays Odo as little more than a dupe and catspaw of 

Manning.  

[Lord Acton] was now engaged in fluttering like a moth round the Council, and in 
writing long letters to Mr Gladstone [then Prime Minister], impressing upon him the 
gravity of the situation, and urging him to bring his influence to bear. If the Dogma 
were carried, he declared, no man who accepted it could remain a loyal subject, and 
Catholics would everywhere become ‘irredeemable enemies of civil and religious 
liberty’. In these circumstances, was it not plainly incumbent upon the English 
Government, involved as it was with the powerful Roman Catholic forces in Ireland, 
to intervene? Mr Gladstone allowed himself to become convinced, and Lord Acton 
began to hope that his efforts would be successful. But he had forgotten one element in 
the situation: he had reckoned without the Archbishop of Westminster. The sharp nose 
of Manning sniffed out the whole intrigue. Though he despised Lord Acton almost as 
much as he disliked him – ‘such men,’ he said, ‘are all vanity: they have the inflation 
of German professors, and the ruthless talk of undergraduates’ – yet he realized clearly 
enough the danger of his correspondence with the Prime Minister, and immediately 
took steps to counteract it. There was a semi-official agent of the English Government 
in Rome, Mr Odo Russell, and round him Manning set to work to spin his spider’s 
web of delicate and clinging diplomacy. Preliminary politenesses were followed by 
long walks upon the Pincio, and the gradual interchange of more and more important 
and confidential communications. Soon poor Mr Russell was little better than a fly 
buzzing in gossamer. And Manning was careful to see that he buzzed on the right note. 
In his despatches to the Foreign Secretary, Lord Clarendon, Mr Russell explained in 
detail the true nature of the Council, that it was merely a meeting of a few Roman 
Catholic prelates to discuss some internal matters of Church discipline, that it had no 
political significance whatever, that the question of Infallibility, about which there had 
been so much random talk, was a purely theological question, (and that, whatever 
decision might be come to upon the subject, the position of Roman Catholics 
throughout the world would remain unchanged ...) Mr Gladstone failed to carry the 
Cabinet with him ... Manning always believed that this was the direct result of Mr 
Russell’s despatches, which had acted as an antidote to the poison of Lord Acton’s 
letters ...  

This is a perfect example of the way in which Strachey captivatingly distorts history. Odo was not 

in Manning’s thrall. He had listened to both sides and made up his mind what was best for Britain. 

In matters of religion he was sceptical, even cynical. Somebody said to Pius IX that Odo was anti-
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Catholic. Not at all, the Pope protested. ‘But he’s a Protestant!’ ‘Ah , yes, but he’s a bad Protestant.’ 

Odo was less than reverent about Pius and his wily secretary of state, Cardinal Antonelli, referring 

to them, in a letter to his mother, as ‘the eminent Tony and Nine Pins’. His disdainful view of Rome 

is shown in two letters of 1867 to Arthur. On 16 March he told him that those who wanted to ‘tone 

down’ the claims of the Roman Catholic Church: 

will never give repentant Dowagers or aspiring girls, enthusiastic missionaries, death-
seeking Apostles and broken-down old sinners those consolations which they derive 
from Confession, Mysterious Church Ceremonies, Penance, Monastic Life, 
Miraculous Virgins, Immaculate Virgin Medals, Agnus Dei's and infallible Pontifical 
authority.  

Deprive the Roman Priest of the halo of impunity and he becomes an ordinary mortal 
– Dress up Pete Trullet or Smith in a shooting jacket or wideawake and people will no 
longer ask him to dinner ... 

The Antique Ceremonial of the Roman Church is half the battle! Who among the 
Roman Clergy care for the doctrines preached by Christ nowadays?  

On 6 June Odo wrote to Arthur about Acton (who was not ennobled until 1869):  

In my opinion the hold the Roman Church has over human minds depends on its forms 
or ceremonies and when Sir John wants to strip the Church of those forms he forgets 
that he is about to destroy its chief power ... The masses are fascinated and comforted 
by forms and not by pure faith ...  

The Pope builds gorgeous temples and dresses in fantastic costumes and says ‘I am the 
lord the God, worship me’ and the people dance round him and bring him gold and 
incense – and when Sir John has stripped him of his pageant, the faithful will believe 
in Spirit rapping and dance round another golden calf – and will turn a deaf ear to Sir 
John’s pure morality without incense, gold and red stockings.  

Acton later accused Odo of ‘cynical persiflage’ over the question of infallibility, but Odo was 

interested in Realpolitik. As he saw it, the more the Pope could be encouraged to insist on his 

spiritual powers rather than his temporal assets, the easier would be the accommodation between 

the Papacy and the forces of Italian nationalism which Britain hoped for. As Lord John Russell had 

written to Odo in January 1867: ‘Common sense is likely to govern France and Germany and 

Russia as well as England and will not tolerate a war and disturbance in order to enable an old 

Priest to govern ill some 700,000 Romans.’  

Papal infallibility was declared. Some years later (1874), Odo wrote to Lord Derby: ‘The Pope had 

made his Church ridiculous by the proclamation of the Immaculate Conception, of the Syllabus [of 

Errors] and of his own Infallibility, but these dogmas were of interest only to the faithful and in no 

way concerned or stood in the way of those who chose to ignore them.’ In May 1870 Lord 
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Clarendon wrote to Odo: ‘The moral of the whole tale is that you have been right from the 

beginning and have steadily maintained against all corners that the Pope would have his own way.’ 

And Odo was gratified to hear from Clarendon that Gladstone had written to him: ‘When there is an 

Odo in the box [of despatches] satisfaction instantly predominates. I think Odo has the true idea of 

the Roman court ...’  

Odo’s twelve happy years in Rome came to an end in August 1870 when he was called back to the 

Foreign Office. The Franco-Prussian war was the talk of the town. The French Emperor was a 

prisoner after the Battle of Sedan in September. Odo suggested that neutral countries should be 

asked to sign a circular designed to spare Paris. However, an issue affecting Britain’s interests more 

immediately than the safety of Paris arose when Russia announced her intention to abrogate the 

clauses of the 1856 Treaty of Paris, which limited Russian naval forces in the Black Sea. Gladstone 

had been against the neutralization of the Black Sea in 1856; but he was adamant that treaties could 

only be changed by international agreement. Odo was sent to Versailles to secure Bismarck’s help 

in renegotiating the Black Sea clauses. He told Bismarck that Great Britain would go to war for the 

sanctity of treaties with or without allies. ‘This,’ writes A.J.P. Taylor, ‘was an exaggeration.’ 

Bismarck proposed a conference to settle the Black Sea question. It took place in London from 

January to March 1871. It freed Russia in the Black Sea but wrung from her the concession that 

treaties could not be changed by unilateral action. Odo had played his part well at Versailles. He 

remained very proud of his ringing phrase ‘with or without allies’; when he was raised to the 

peerage he thought of adopting it as his motto, but opted instead for the historic motto of the Russell 

family, ‘Che sara sara’.  

By now, Odo was on the best of terms with Bismarck. The Englishman’s mastery of the German 

language helped. Bismarck tended to ask him, ‘What would you do in my place?’ and Odo would 

reply, ‘In Your Excellency’s place, I...’ knowing full well that Bismarck would do exactly what he 

felt like doing. The fate of France was the key issue. For the first time in their lives, Arthur and Odo 

fell out slightly over this question, mainly because Arthur had married a Frenchwoman, a 

Mademoiselle Peyronnet whose father was still in France. Arthur wrote indignantly in January 

1871:  

What do you mean by ‘making France cede Alsace’? Of course you do not mean to go 
to war with France in the last moment of her distress. How can we make France? If 
you inform the Government at Bordeaux that in the opinion of the F.O. the time has 
come to give in, you will be told: ‘No – we alone can judge of that. You do not know 
France. We beg to inform you that we have a million men in arms, that our resources 
are inexhaustible, that every month improves the position with us and makes that of 
the enemy worse. We are fighting for our existence, we can inflict infinite injury on 
the enemy – we are at home, he is not, we can easily keep up the war until summer?’ 
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In June 1871 Odo was offered the post of British ambassador in Berlin, though the appointment was 

not announced until October. Queen Victoria, whose daughter Victoria (‘Vicky’) was Crown 

Princess of Prussia, thought Odo was just the right man for the job. In February 1872 he stayed at 

Osborne and was sworn Privy Councillor. Odo was welcomed in Berlin by the Crown Prince and 

Princess, who asked him to dine immediately. Lady Emily was also warmly welcomed when she 

joined her husband, and the Russells’ young children were friends with the royal children. Shortly 

after his arrival, Odo was told that the Emperor wished him to be Doyen of the Diplomatic Corps 

although he was the youngest among them. Odo was so well-liked and respected that this 

distinction apparently caused no jealousy among the other envoys. Bismarck, who had detested 

Odo’s predecessor as ambassador, the vain and overbearing Lord Augustus Loftus, was equally 

welcoming. He often called on the Russells at home, partly because he knew that Odo usually had 

good information.  

We catch a glimpse of Odo in Berlin in the biography, by Harold Nicolson, of his father, Arthur 

Nicolson, Lord Carnock, who was appointed third secretary at the embassy in 1874. Harold 

Nicolson writes:  

Lord Odo Russell, the Ambassador, took Nicolson to a Court Ball. There was a large 
supper, at which, under the endless white globes of the gas-lights, the uniforms looked 
fine indeed. Nicolson, being small and shy, hid behind a pillar. Lord Odo noticed him, 
took him by the arm, propelled him into a further room, and shaking at his arm 
irritably, forced his attention towards a group at the far end of the green and ugly 
saloon. There was the Emperor William I, tall and affable; there were von Roon and 
Moltke; there was the straight, stout figure of Bismarck. He was in a white uniform, 
grasping an eagled helmet. ‘There,’ said the Ambassador, you can observe the makers 
of modern Germany.’ Nicolson observed.  

Harold Nicolson’s book also shows Odo’s dealing decisively with a personal problem of the young 

Arthur Nicolson.  

Nicolson fell in love. He became, indeed, half-engaged to a lovely American lady who 
was visiting the Continent. Sir Frederick [Nicholson], on hearing of this, wrote to Lord 
Odo Russell summoning him to intervene. The Ambassador resented the Admiral’s 
interference, and replied to the letter in a dignified and distant manner. At the same 
time he considered that it might be as well if Arthur Nicolson were to retire to some 
distant post. He wrote to the Foreign Office and suggested China: he made the 
condition, however, that after two years’ absence his favourite third secretary should 
return to Berlin. This love affair did not therefore materialize, and early in 1876 Arthur 
Nicolson was appointed to Pekin. [He returned to Berlin in January 1879 and was 
warmly welcomed by the Odo Russells.] 

Bismarck was worried about the possibility of a war of revenge by France. He thought the 

‘Legitimists’ in France, supported by Rome, were more likely to go to war than the Republicans; 
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but he was prepared to accept a Bonapartist restoration.(The boy heir was in England with his 

mother, the Empress Eugénie. He was killed in the Zulu War in 1874.)  

The Republicans prevailed. In 1874 Gladstone’s Liberal government was defeated by Disraeli’s 

Conservatives and Lord Derby became Foreign Secretary. In 1875 Disraeli played the Russians off 

against Germany. Odo’s grandson, Cosmo Russell (d. 2003) wrote that ‘Bismarck saw that in 

Disraeli he had to deal with a powerful incalculable personality who had the ear of Queen Victoria 

and, like her, was prepared to go to war.’ In 1875 it looked very much as if Germany might go to 

war with France again. Also, the Eastern Question nearly led to renewed war between Britain and 

Russia. The Crimean War had been fought to protect Constantinople from Russia; but in 1874 

Disraeli had bought 49 per cent of the Suez Canal. Cairo was now the key to India, and bolstering 

up Turkey (with her hideous human rights record) was no longer necessary.  

The ‘war scare’ of 1875, caused by German’s worsening relations with France, blew over; but in 

1877 war broke out between Russia and Turkey. Odo advised Lord Derby that he did not think 

Bismarck would intervene. Disraeli was not convinced and in a letter to Derby vented his 

dissatisfaction with the diplomatic service as a whole and with Odo in particular – one of the few 

adverse opinions of Odo ever recorded. (Maybe he was aware that his enemy, Gladstone, admired 

Odo.) 

I wish we could get rid of the whole lot [he wrote]. They seem to me to be quite 
useless. It is difficult to control events but none of them try to. I think Odo Russell the 
worst of all. He contents himself with reporting all Bismarck’s cynical bravadoes, 
which he evidently listens to in an ecstasy of sycophantic wonder.  

Why does he not try to influence Bismarck, as the Prince controls him? Why does he 
not impress on Bis, for example, that if Germany and Austria police Poland, in order 
that Russia should add 500,000 men to her legions, England will look upon that as a 
gross breach of neutrality?  

Why does he not confidentially impress upon Bismarck that Turkey has shown such 
vigour and resource that she has established her place among the sovereign powers of 
Europe and that if they continue their dark game of partition they must come into 
collision with England, who will not permit the breaking up of the Ottoman Empire?  

The Treaty of San Stefano (1878) ended the Russo-Turkish War, with Russia victorious. As the 

historian Sir Robert Ensor has written, ‘Russia made war in the name of liberty; she made peace in 

the spirit of annexation.’ The treaty vastly enlarged Bulgaria and advanced the Russo-Turkish 

border in Asia Minor some fifty miles south-west along the Black Sea coast and nearly a hundred 

miles in places inland. There were other Russian gains; but Russia conceded that all the great 

powers had the right to be consulted on these changes. Lord Derby, whose whole policy towards the 
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Eastern crisis had been supine and dithering, resigned and was replaced by the incisive Lord 

Salisbury. A conference of the powers – the Congress of Berlin – was held between 13 June and 13 

July 1878, with Bismarck as chairman. Great Britain sent three representatives – her Prime 

Minister, Disraeli, her Foreign Secretary, Salisbury, and her Berlin ambassador, Odo. (Ensor points 

out that Salisbury took his nephew A.J. Balfour with him as his secretary, ‘so that three successive 

Conservative prime ministers of England were among those present’.) 

An exchange between Disraeli and Odo, at the Congress of Berlin, is the subject of an anecdote first 

told by G.W.E. Russell (a cousin of Odo’s) in Collections and Recollections (1898) but more pithily 

related in a letter of 1945 from Odo’s nephew Conrad Russell to Lady Diana Cooper –  

Lord Rowton [Disraeli’s faithful sidekick Monty Corry] came to Uncle Odo at the 
opening of the Congress of Berlin and said it was too awful, his chief was determined 
to speak in French, his accent is terrible and when he says épicier it sounds like 
‘overseer’ and he’ll be a laughing stock. No one can stop him.  

 

Cartoon by Harry Furniss of ‘Ape’ (Carlo Pellegrini)  
sketching Disraeli out walking with Montagu Corry (Lord Rowton) 

 
Uncle Odo said ‘leave it to me’ and he went and saw Dizzy and led the conversation to 
the question of opening speeches. Dizzy said he was speaking in French. Uncle Odo 
let his face fall and emitted a slight groan. ‘What is the matter?’ said the old Jew. 
Uncle Odo said ‘the disappointment will be terrible. You see it is not as Prime 

The Virgin’s Baby Appendix C; Lord Odo Russell Page | 13 



© Bevis Hillier 2013 

Minister that all these foreigners regard you, but as the greatest English writer since 
Shakespeare and the greatest orator since Burke, and there is intense excitement to 
hear you speak. A French speech would be a terrible disappointment; they will never 
forgive it.’ Dizzy screwed his eyeglass in and peered closely into Uncle Odo’s face. 
He didn’t bat an eye. Then he said perhaps he ought to think it over. And he spoke in 
English. But Uncle O. said Dizzy wasn’t deceived by the flattery for a second. He 
knew all about flattery and the whole thing was play-acting on both sides and each 
knew it was all gammon.  

Disraeli's main aim at the Congress was to fend off Russia from Constantinople, and in this he 

succeeded.* Next to that (he told Sir Henry Drummond Wolff in a letter of 1880), his ‘great object 

was to break up, and permanently prevent, the alliance of the three Empires’ (Russia, Germany, 

Austria), and in that he was successful too. His return from Berlin was a triumph. He told his 

shouting fellow countrymen that he brought back ‘peace with honour’.  

Odo resumed his normal duties in Berlin. In 1880 everybody was talking about an action of Lady 

Emily, recalled by Odo’s cousin Lord Frederic Hamilton in his memoir The Vanished Pomps of 

Yesterday (1919). The incident took place in Potsdam, where the Russells stayed in the summer.  

The whole history of the world [Hamilton wrote] might have been changed by an 
incident which occurred on [the] Potsdam lakes in 1880 ... William of Hohenzollern, 
then only Prince William, pulled at times in our Embassy four, in the hope that might 
strengthen his withered arm. He was very anxious to see if he could learn to scull, in 
spite of his physical defect, and asked the Ambassadress, Lady Ampthill, herself an 
expert sculler, whether she would coach him. Lady Ampthill consented, and met 
Prince William next day at the landing-stage with a light Thames-built skiff, belonging 
to the Embassy. Lady Ampthill, with the caution of one used to light boats, got in 
carefully, made her way aft, and grasped the yoke-lines. She then explained to Prince 
William that this was not a heavy boat such as he had been accustomed to, that he 
must exercise extreme care, and in getting in must tread exactly in the centre of the 
boat. William of Hohenzollern, who had never taken advice from anyone in his life, 
and was always convinced that he himself knew best, responded by jumping into the 
boat from the landing-stage, capsizing it immediately, and throwing himself and Lady 
Ampthill into sixteen feet of water. Prince William, owing to his malformation, was 
unable to swim one stroke, but Lady Ampthill, a very strong swimmer, managed, in 
spite of the weight of her clothing, to support him in the water for five minutes until 
help came and they were both rescued. No mean exploit for a lady. Otherwise William 
of Hohenzollern would unquestionably have ended his life in the ‘Jungfernsee’ at 
Potsdam that day, and millions of other men would have been permitted to live out 
their allotted span of existence.  

The lady concerned is still living, and I have taken down this account of the episode 
from her own lips. I will not say whether she regrets her action on that occasion or not.  

*** 

*  For a lucid summary of the provisions agreed in Berlin, see R.C.K. Ensor, England 1870-1914, Oxford 1968 edn., 
pp. 50-53.  
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