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Emma and Sir William returned from London 
to Naples via the scenic route, stopping 
first in Paris where they were presented to 

the King and Queen, who continued to hold court 
three times a week as if nothing had gone amiss 
in 1789. Marie Antoinette honoured Emma by 
charging her with delivering a letter to her sister, 
Maria Carolina, the Queen of Naples.

Their Sicilian majesties had always admired 
Emma’s beauty and vivacity, but as Sir William’s 
mistress, she was not permitted to be formally 
presented at court. Now, as Lady Hamilton, Emma 
became a favourite at the more relaxed Neapolitan 
court and earned the confidence of the queen. As 
both hostess and guest, Emma was truly the toast 
of Naples. 

She soon proved as adept at politics as she 
was at throwing parties, leading to a relationship 
that would throw the entire continent into 
consternation. In 179�, as the enemy French 
fleet surrounded Toulon, a vital pawn in the quest 
for control of the Mediterranean, the British 
navy dispatched a young post-captain, Horatio 
Nelson, to petition the Sicilian sovereigns for a 
commitment of ships and troops. It was Emma, 
as confidante of the queen, who obtained the aid 
for the Royal Navy, leading to a British victory in 
Toulon. Both Emma and Sir William developed an 
almost instant admiration for the slight, almost 

frail captain, with Sir William prophesying even 
then that Horatio Nelson would become one of the 
greatest men England had ever produced.

Over the next few years Emma’s linguistic 
abilities, and her close friendship with Naples’ 
queen, proved indispensable to the British 
government. When Sir William fell ill, it was left to 
Emma to decode and translate secret dispatches, 
and by intercepting a letter from the Neapolitan 
king in 179�, she gave the British Foreign Office a 
valuable prior warning that Ferdinand was about 
to enter a clandestine treaty with his brother, the 
King of Spain, allying themselves with the French.

This beautiful ambassador without portfolio did 
not see Nelson again until his flagship limped into 
Naples following his stunning naval victory over 
the French at Aboukir on 1 August, 1798. How her 
heart sank at the sight of the hero for whom she 
had conceived a secret fondness. Not only had his 
brow been torn open during the Battle of the Nile, 
but he had lost most of the sight in his right eye 
in the siege of Calvi in 1794 and his right arm at 
Tenerife in 1797.

After hosting a series of victory celebrations, 
and commemorating Nelson’s 40th birthday on 29 
September, Emma nursed the feverishly ill Nelson 
back to health. Although he first despised Naples 
as nothing but a city of “fiddlers, poets, whores, 
and scoundrels,” the sea hero began to fall in love 
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In part 1 Leslie Carroll traced the story of Emma’s early 
life, to her marriage to her considerably older protector 
Sir William Hamilton, His Majesty’s Envoy to the Court 
of the Two Sicilies — a man with whom Emma was most 
passionately in love.

In part 2 she explores Emma’s legendary affair with 
Lord Nelson.
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Pastel portrait of Emma Hamilton by 
Johann Schmidt. Nelson had this 

painting in his cabin at sea. Emma 
wrote: “He called it his ‘Guardian 

Angel’ as he thought he could 
not be victorious if he 

could not see it in the 
midst of battle.”

© National Maritime 
Museum, London. 
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Rear-Admiral Nelson in 
Naples by L. Guzzardi 
(1798)
© National Maritime Museum 
Greenwich

with its most vivacious resident — Emma Hamilton 
of the kind and generous heart, voluptuous figure, 
and voluminous auburn tresses. The feeling was 
entirely mutual, and Emma was torn. She adored 
her ageing husband, and as a married lady had 
been an exemplar of respectable conduct in a 
hotbed of licentious behaviour. The three became 
inseparable, referring to themselves as the tria 
juncta in uno — three joined as one — the motto 
of the Order of the Bath, an honour held by both 
Nelson and Sir William.

Napoleon’s armies had by now conquered much 
of Italy, including the Papal States on Naples’ 
northern border, and the English could not afford 
to lose their only ally in the Mediterranean. 
Nelson’s commission to remain there strengthened 
his friendship with both Emma and Sir William, but 
the British ambassador was reluctant to engage 
himself in another nation’s politics, withdrawing 
as the Jacobin revolution and counter-revolution 
combusted in the streets of Naples. By then, they, 
along with the royal family, were safely living in the 
sovereigns’ sister capital of Palermo, Emma having 
been instrumental in effecting their daring escape 
from Naples on the night of 21 December, 1798.

Concerns about the extent of Nelson’s and the 
Hamiltons’ involvement in the Parthenopean 
revolution resulted in Hamilton’s recall as 

ambassador in the spring of 1800. Nelson 
played the hero card to countermand orders, and 
accompanied his friends back to England. Arriving 
in early November, Emma was now concealing a 
pregnancy, and her ailing husband, a month shy of 
his seventieth birthday, turned a discreetly blind 
eye. Nelson’s wife Fanny put up a fight, however, 
when Nelson declared, soon after his return to 
England, that he was leaving her to live alone, or 
with the Hamiltons.

In fact, he was back at sea when Emma gave 
birth to their daughter Horatia in late January, 
1801. The baby was billeted with a nurse, her 
parentage unrevealed. Though Nelson charged 
Emma with finding a suitable home for the tria 
juncta in uno, he spent the better part of the 
next few years at sea: second in command in the 
Baltic at the Battle of Copenhagen; commanding 
the Channel fleet; and then in the Mediterranean 
and Caribbean chasing the French. Sir William 
died on 6 April, 180�, leaving Emma free to wed 
her beloved Nelson, but Fanny would not consent 
to a divorce; and by then the open secret of the 
lovers’ affair had become an embarrassment to the 
Royal Navy.

In August, 180�, an exhausted Nelson returned 
home to “Paradise Merton,” the Surrey property 
that Emma had transformed into a proper country 
gentleman’s estate. But he was not to remain 
long. Accepting Nelson’s theory that the French 
and Spanish combined fleet were amassing near 
Gibraltar, the Admiralty dispatched Nelson to 
Trafalgar, where he gained a victory but lost his 
life on 21 October, in perhaps England’s most 
famous naval battle. Nelson’s dying wish, bolstered 
by the contents of a codicil to his will, left Lady 
Hamilton and Horatia as a legacy to his country 
with the expressed desire that the government 
provide for them in the future.

But the devastated Emma encountered nothing 
but disdain and delays when she applied for a 
pension, and appealed for the terms of Nelson’s 
will to be honoured. As the years wore on, her 
debts mounted precipitously, Merton was sold, and 
in 181� Emma landed in debtor’s prison, her first 
incarceration Within the Rules.

On 2 July, 1814, with only �0 pounds in her 
purse, Emma slipped away with Horatia; fleeing 
their remaining creditors, they sailed for Calais, 
where Emma immediately took rooms at Dessin’s 

Queen Maria 
Carolina and King 
Ferdinand of Naples. 
These miniatures 
were given to Emma 
by the royal couple
© National Maritime 
Museum, London
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Hotel, the city’s most exclusive hostelry. Emma 
entertained and received guests at Dessin’s as 
though she were still an ambassadress, though she 
spent several months suffering from a recurrence 
of jaundice, most likely due to an enlarged liver 
from her excessive drinking. When their funds ran 
out, Emma and Horatia moved to a farmhouse 
outside town, where they lived cheaply, but 
happily, and Emma herself took up her daughter’s 
instruction in German and Spanish. Petitions for 
her instalments of Sir William’s pension proved 
fruitless; it was claimed that those sums had 
already been pledged to her creditors. Finally, 
donations amounting to £40 enabled Emma and 
Horatia to settle in a suite of squalid rooms near 
the glamorous Dessin’s. Emma’s health continued 
to decline and she remained in her bed for days at 
a time, with Horatia keeping vigil. On 1� January, 
181�, Emma, Lady Hamilton, died. She was buried 
in Calais, after a proper funeral mass, having 
never received the government pension that Nelson 
had requested for her with his dying breaths. 
Neither did Horatia (who eventually wed a curate 
and became a proper Victorian). Emma never 
admitted Horatia’s maternity to her elder daughter 
Emma; and throughout her life, Horatia Nelson, 
while acknowledging Nelson to be her father, never 
knew — or would deign to believe — that Emma 
Hamilton was her mother.

The Battle of 
Trafalgar, 
21 October 180� 
by Turner.
© National Maritime 
Museum, London.

This gown is a replica of 
one of Emma’s ensembles. 
The hem of the linen 
underskirt is embroidered 
with oak leaves and the 
phrase Nelson Bronte 
– the original believed 
to have been stitched 
by Emma on her voyage 
back to England in 
1800.
Both the chair and the 
portrait of Horatia 
Nelson were at 
Merton Place.
© Leslie Carroll

View of Merton 
Place by Thomas 
Baxter, 180�
© National Maritime 
Museum, London. 
From Nelson and 
Emma, edited by 
Roger Hudson 
© The Folio Society 
1994 
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Robert Southey published his famous 

Life of Nelson in 1813, the year he became 

Poet Laureate:

“Nelson now desired to be turned 

upon his right side, and said: ‘I wish 

I had not left the deck; for I shall 

soon be gone’. Death was, indeed, 

rapidly approaching. He said to the 

chaplain: ‘Doctor, I have not been 

a great sinner’, and, after a short 

pause, ‘Remember that I leave Lady 

Hamilton and my daughter Horatia, 

as a legacy to my country.’

Cover for Too Great 
A Lady by Amanda 
Elyot, featuring 
Emma as ‘Bacchante’ 
after Vigee LeBrun.

Nelson’s last letter to Emma, written on the 19th and 
20th of October, was found on his desk after the battle 
of Trafalgar:

“My dearest beloved Emma, the dear friend of my bosom. The signal has been made that the enemy’s combined fleet are coming out of port. We have very little wind, so that I have no hope of seeing them before tomorrow. May the God of Battles crown my endeavours with success; at all events, I will take care that my name shall ever be most dear to you and Horatia, both of whom I love as much as my own life. And as my last writing before the battle will be to you, so I hope in God that I shall live to finish my letter after the battle. May Heaven bless you prays your Nelson and Bronte.” 

Rear-Admiral Sir Horatio Nelson by 
Johann Heinrich Schmidt c.1800
© National Maritime Museum, London, 200�
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(Ed: Nelson signs himself ‘Nelson and Bronte’; 
referring to his title as the Duke of Bronte. Bronte 
is a town on the slopes of Mount Etna in Sicily. 
The honour was awarded to him in 1799 by King 
Ferdinand as a reward for saving the kingdom from 
the French; typically Nelson accepted the honour 
without the approval of his own King.)




