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Lionel Cresswell, ‘Royal Descent of A. C. Swinburne’, 
Genealogical Magazine, 6 (December 1902), 358–60

Lionel Cresswell’s piece of genealogical research traces a line back from Swin-
burne to Henry VII. W. Percy Hedley’s Northumberland Families (1968), 
Hutchings and Turley’s Young Algernon Swinburne (1978) and Kathleen Rich-
ardson’s A Bygone Age: Ashburnhams and Brasseys (1990) are worth consulting 
for the family history of the Swinburnes, the Ashburnhams and the Gordons. 

Swinburne was proud of his Northumbrian ancestry, which went back to 
the time of Henry II and the twelft h century. Th is is clearly seen in the auto-
biographical letter to Stedman, where Swinburne spends much time writing 
about his ancestors and being descended from Catholic and Jacobite exiles. He 
defi ned himself as a ‘borderer’, and spoke enthusiastically of past Swinburnes 
who had sacrifi ced themselves for Mary, Queen of Scots. One of his great-uncles 
was the Duke of Northumberland. His uncle Edward Swinburne and his aunt 
Julia Swinburne were both gift ed artists, and another ancestor Henry Swinburne 
(1743–1803) was a renowned travel writer, author of Travels Th rough Spain 
(1779) and Travels in the Two Sicilies (1783–5). In contrast, Swinburne says lit-
tle about his mother’s family the Ashburnhams, despite the antiquity of their 
line.

Both Sharp and Wratislaw mention Swinburne’s family background (see pp. 
285–300 and pp. 403–11). In the preface to the Tauchnitz Atalanta in Calydon 
and Lyrical Poems, Sharp wrote:

In that North-Sea province the Swinburnes are an old-established family: even so far 
back as the time of Henry III one Sir William de Swinburne was a Northumbrian 
to be reckoned with. Th e name is probably one of the oldest of Northumbrian clan-
names: unquestionably the Swinburnes of Swinburne belonged to the native noblesse. 
In the time of Edward II, the direct line ended with Adam de Swinburne: and aft er 
a lapse we hear of his kinsman, Sir William, but of Swinburne Castle no more. Th e 
family seat is now, as it has long been, Capheaton Castle: there the present head of the 
family, Sir John Swinburne, resides: and there and in the neighbourhood, his cousin, 
Algernon Charles Swinburne, spent much of his boyhood.

Th e poet’s father, the late Admiral Charles Swinburne, was the second son of Sir 
John Edward Swinburne: he married Lady Henrietta Jane, daughter of the third Earl 
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of Ashburnham: and their eldest child, born in London on the 5th of April 1837, is 
the subject of the present memoir. As the Ashburnham family is also of pre-Conquest 
days, Mr. Swinburne may certainly claim to be of the oldest blood in the country. 
(Sharp (intro.), Atalanta in Calydon and Lyrical Poems (Leipzig: Bernhard Tauch-
nitz, 1901), p. 8)

Notes of caution have frequently been sounded in connection with Swinburne’s 
ancestral claims. Mary Disney Leith commented:

Th ere was a false impression regarding the existence of a French ancestress in the 
Swinburne family which Algernon himself shared, and he seems to have been unable 
to divest himself of the idea. Its explanation and refutation have been left  in writing 
by his youngest sister, and I may as well give their substance. Th e father of their grea-
grandmother (her name was Christiana Dillon), having married en secondes noces 
a Miss Dicconson who was brought up in France, lived there almost entirely, and 
by his children by his second wife were brought up there by their mother aft er his 
death. Miss Swinburne [i.e. Isabel] thinks that Algernon may have heard his Swin-
burne grandfather talk of his French kinsfolk, but there was no blood relationship 
– as doubtless Algernon, with his strong French proclivities and sympathies, would 
fain have believed. (Leith, p. 4 fn)

Georges Lafourcade commented further on this legend:

Edward [i.e. Swinburne’s great-grandfather) was still in Bordeaux in 1761 when he 
married Christina Dillon, connected with the Irish family of the Dillons of Roscom-
mon: she was the ancestress to whom Swinburne so oft en referred as being responsible 
for the ‘Irish particles in his blood’; her mother was Martha Newland of Beckneham, 
Kent, and her father, Robert Dillon, took as his second wife a Miss Disconson who in 
1762 acted as John Edward’s god-mother; this lady, who was a daughter of the Gov-
ernor of Jammes II’s eldest son at St-Germain, seems to have had a somewhat remote 
connection with the French House of Polignac. Th is was enough for Swinburne to 
claim with typical alacrity that he was descended from the Polignac family. In his 
correspondence he oft en refers to the fact as absolutely beyond doubt, and, when 
travelling in Auvergne in 1869, it was with great emotion that he visited the ruins 
of the Castle of Polignac in the company of Burton … It can be seen from what has 
been said above how utterly impossible was Swinburne’s contention: he was repudiat-
ing the wholly uninteresting Miss Newland for the far more attractive step-mother 
of French extraction, boldly graft ing upon the old Saxon stock a delightful, though 
unreal, Franco-Irish sprout. (Lafourcade, pp. 4–5)

Clyde K. Hyder wrote ‘it is certain that he took some liberties with his ancestry, 
chiefl y in according to his ancestors a more important role in the service of Mary 
Queen of Scots than the facts warranted and in discovering at opportune times 
French and Irish strains among them’ (Hyder, p. 12).

As for the importance of one’s ‘connections’ in times past, in Swinburne as I 
Knew Him (1919), Coulson Kernahan tells the following anecdote:
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Two elderly maiden ladies, with whom ‘birth’ counted for everything, and ‘brains’, 
even genius, scarecely at all, chanced to see the exquisitely beautiful miniatures which 
Lady Henniker Heaton (nee the Hon. Sermonda Burrell) was so kind as to allow to 
be reproduced in Th e Letters of Swinburne, which Dr Arthur Compton-Rickett and 
the late Th omas Hake so ably edited.

‘Who is this Mr. Swinburne, of whom we hear so much?’ the elder lady asked. 
‘We know, of course, that he is a poet, but who are his people?’

‘Oh, he’s the son of Admiral Charles Swinburne, who came of an old North-
umberland family, and of Lady Jane Ashburnham, of Battle Place, Sussex,’ was the 
reply. ‘Th at,’ pointing to the miniature of Isasbella Burrell, Countess of Beverley, and 
ancestress of the present Duke of Northumberland, and Elizabeth Burrell, Duchess 
of Hamilton and Marchioness of Exeter, ‘were his great-grand-aunts.’

‘Is that really so!’ exclaimed the elder lady, vastly impressed, ‘I had no idea he was 
so highly connected.’ Th en, turning to her sister: ‘Do remind me, directly we get back, 
to order some of his books’. (Coulson Kernahan, Swinburne as I Knew Him (London: 
John Lane, 1919), pp. ix–xi)
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