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As the author of quite a number of Regency romances over the past ten or so years, I have accumulated information on many different subjects and eventually developed an indexed electronic document to store it all and provide ease of access for looking things up. It is sourced from many reading days spent consulting books of the era at the British Library as well searching the wonderfully indexed British Newspaper Archive. 

In no way do I claim to provide the last word on the background to this period—and many authors who specialise in the Regency have published articles and blogs covering such aspects in far more detail. Nevertheless I offer it for what it’s worth, in case it might prove helpful, particularly to new writers making a start on this ever popular period.

It is not an exhaustive reference book but covers topics I needed to research for the particular novels I was writing. Remember, I was once told, in writing a historically-set novel you are NOT writing a history book! That’s true, but I do believe it’s important to get the historical context as accurate as possible in terms of the current events of the period. It is also helpful to read contemporary novels, which supply a wonderful range of vocabulary and phrases to enrich dialogue. It’s worth the time and effort to do some research, to give a story authenticity and atmosphere. You’ll find I’m a particular fan of Jane Austen and Jonathan Swift.

So I offer this resource book, with appreciation for the many sources I’ve consulted over the years to produce it. Under some of the ‘Topics’, for readers interested in checking out original sources, I’ve included book references in the text or at the end, as well as helpful on-line sources. Most of the books are available at The British Library, but an on-line search may also find they’ve been scanned in by Googlebooks, Internet Archive or other similar sources. As far as I’m aware all the books from 200 years ago, some of which I’ve quoted from, are public domain. Much of the text is my own summary and I apologise if I’ve got anything wrong.

If you’d like to check out how I’ve used my research I’ve listed my Regency novels at the end, with the various topics relevant to each and, where available, a reader review. Some topics, like Fashions, General background, Society and Staff, I’ve used widely. All my books are all available on Amazon Kindle, where you can look inside and read a sample of the first chapter or so. Links to all my titles can be found on my website: 

SusanLeonaFisher (slfisherauthor.co.uk)

SLF, August 2024
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WHAT IS A REGENCY ROMANCE?
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Classic Regency stories are generally set in the period 1811-20, although some authors interpret it as extending to 1830, to include the period in which the Prince Regent reigned as George IV. Regency stories usually depict high society (the haut ton) at play in the social season, principally in London, but also in Bath. Many dinners, routs, assemblies, balls, receptions, plays and operas take place. The young men are skilled riders and carriage drivers and can box, fence, hunt and shoot. They often take a tour of Europe and sow their wild oats with mistresses and light-skirts until ready for a convenient marriage to beget an heir. The young women (or their mothers!) want to snare a rich husband, preferably with a title. Their chances are enhanced by accumulating myriad accomplishments in music, art, dance, conversation etc, before being presented at court and attending a season. Achieving admission to Almack’s, if not an actual engagement, is the height of success, but she must avoid being caught alone with the wrong man in the nooks and crannies of Vauxhall Gardens. The tale may be peppered with unexpected encounters, mistaken identity, disguises and the occasional mystery. There is usually more dialogue than sex.

Cover insert: The first Quadrille at Almack’s: the reminiscences and recollections of Captain Gronow, 1892. Purported to show the Marquess of Worcester, Lady Jersey, Clanronald Macdonald and Lady Worcester (public domain).
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REGENCY TOPICS
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Ackermann’s Repository of Arts
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Or to give its full title, Ackermann’s Repository of Arts, Literature, Commerce, Manufactures, Fashions and Politics

A monthly periodical published between 1809 and 1828 by Rudolph Ackermann. He employed Frederic Shobert in most of that period. On-line access via British Library. Here are some of the businesses it lists:

	Messrs Pellatt & Green St Pauls Ch Yard sold chandeliers and lamps, glassware including punch bowls and glasses & plates (1809 etching of interior), red upholstered stools for customers waiting

	Wedgwood & Byerley, York St, St James’ Square, published 1809, ceramic plates, bowls, teapots, jugs, dishes, glass display cabinets, open tables, chairs for customers and small upholstered seats

	Messrs Morgan & Sanders, Catherine St, Strand (not clear what goods, possibly fabrics, furniture?

	Messrs Lackington Allen & Co, Temple of the Muses, Finsbury Square) books, 1800

	Messrs Harding Howell & Co, 89 Pall Mall, dress fabrics, 1800


* * * * * * * *
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Almack’s
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William Almack established the assembly rooms that bore his name in King Street, St James’ in the late 18th Century and appointed his niece’s husband, James Willis, to manage the place. Membership was controlled by half a dozen highly connected Patronesses, grand society ladies who supervised the distribution of membership vouchers entitling their holders to purchase tickets for the society balls held each Wednesday night in season. In 1826 Almack’s-A Novel was published, initially anonymously. Various aristocratic ladies were credited with this insider’s view of the haut ton (in which the leading lady Patroness of Almack’s was actually called Lady Hauton!). The author was eventually revealed to be Marianne Spencer Stanhope Hudson, possibly related to an aristocratic family of that name in South Yorkshire.

The book ran to 3 substantial volumes. The Times review on 17 March 1827 commented: “The new novel Almack’s may be said to present masterly representations of the leading features of fashionable existence - the country and its amusements, the routs, dinners, opera etc in town and the balls at Almack’s. It seems to have been the sole object of the writer to give a natural representation of the manners, the conversation and the everyday employments of the aristocratic circles; and she has succeeded to the fullest extent. Readers of every class cannot fail to be amused with a work so full of variety and of elegant satire, controlled throughout by sound good sense and informed by a spirit that is peculiarly remarkable for its acuteness of observation.”

Edinburgh Review (undated): “To expose the vices of fashionable life, in their original and proudest sphere, is not only to purify the stream at its source, but to counteract their pernicious influence where it is the most formidable and extensive.”

Some phrases from the novel:

	Fie! 

	Madcap of a friend. 

	Incorrigible girl. 

	Divine service. 

	By Jove. 

	Handsome girls. 

	Mrs S addressed Mrs M in a sort of audible whisper, her eyes wandering all the time towards Lady A and L to ascertain if they heard. 

	She is so happily unsuspecting. 

	Pray contradict the report whenever you hear it mentioned. 

	She found the society at our house agreeable. 

	In her unfortunate situation... 

	What lovely girls those 3 sisters are! I predict that they will make rare havoc with the hearts of half the men in town this spring. 

	What a sad business that was. 

	I must say they are curiosities. What does that signify. 

	We all know that money can and will do everything. 

	Nowhere is ennui more intolerably felt than in a large party of fashionable loungers assembled together in a gay country house.


Charles White’s ‘Almack’s revisited’ was published in 1828.

The opening: “At that period of the years, when the western part of the metropolis again receives to its bosom the gay and eager votaries of fashion - when numerous well-packed and heavily-laden equipages may be seen in continual succession disgorging their contents in the vicinity of squares - when hotel keepers, who during the dea season have been comparatively poor, and consequently proportionately civil, now commence the bustle of their business and with it the extent of their extortion and impertinence - when the gentle nightingale and pirate cuckoo enliven the dale and woodland with their early notes - when the first glad sunbeams of spring call from its winter prison each tender bud and fragrant blossom, robbing the forest and the field in all the vigour of virgin foliage and vegetation, having at the same time the singular effect of scaring from the country every individual who can afford even a lodging in London - when mothers and mantua makers alike interested in the important operation of match-making (the principal occupation of all classes at the conjunctive moment) pass in speculative review the list of youths who since last season have attained the emancipatory and nubile age of 21; the former mentally appropriation to their daughters the actual possession, or future reversion of coronets, bloody hands or at least ample landed property, whilst the others content themselves with the prospect of furnishing lace veils, costly dresses and all the other momentous ingredients of the Trousseau,”

* * * * * * * *
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Army
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Minimum age after 1795 was 16, before that they might be younger. Generally younger sons were bought commissions. Had to be 16 to 21 years old to purchase commission, able to read and write and have suitable connections to gain the position, including recommendation from existing officer at least of the rank of major, verifying education, character, physical ability and leadership skills. Could apply to cavalry or infantry regiment or Royal Engineers or Royal Artillery. The latter two meant attending the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich. Cost as much as £450. Ensign  in Foot Regiment cost £400. 

Army officer considered higher status than Navy.

Enlisting before 1809 was considered ‘life sentence’ but after that year it was made for 7 or 20 years. An officer could ‘sell out’ and receive price of rank, eg £400 for Lieutenant, up to a thousand for full Colonel. Officers were ‘gentlemen’ therefore not employed so were paid via honorarium.

Enlistment was voluntary and lasted 25 yrs.

During Napoleonic Wars local militia was mobilised but could not serve outside England so they were encouraged to enlist in regular army. French Revolutionary War included sending troops to French West Indies to protect trading interests. Of 89,000 British soldiers sent, half died of yellow fever or other tropical diseases, 15,000 more were discharged unfit or deserted. 2/3 of officers purchased commissions. Formal military training was not required.

Duke of York (George III’s favourite son, Prince Frederick) was made Commander In Chief of armed forces in 1795. He introduced rule that officer must spend 2 years as subaltern before buying captain’s commission and colonel of regiment must approve. If an officer was killed he could be replaced without payment, on seniority basis.

Suggestions for further reading:

	The Authentic and Impartial Life of Mrs. Mary Anne Clarke, including numerous original letters and anecdotes ... never before published. With a compendious view of the whole proceedings ... illustrative of the ... investigation of the conduct of His Royal Highness the Duke of York. [With a portrait.] W. CLARKE, Esq. London : Printed for the Author, 1809.

	The Rival Princes; or, a Faithful narrative of facts, relating to Mrs. M. A. Clarke's political acquaintance with Colonel Wardle, Major Dodd, &c. who were concerned in the charges against the Duke of York, etc. [By Mrs. Clarke. With a portrait.] Mary Anne CLARKE New-York : David Longworth, 1810.


* * * * * * * *
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Art galleries
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Royal Academy, Somerset Place. J M Turner Esq RA gave lecture on Mon 14th Feb 1811 in evening.

Few ‘public’ had access to view original art. Some collectors opened up house to view, eg 2nd Marquis of Stafford at his London house, Stafford House (now Lancaster House) who had a large picture gallery.

British Institution for Promoting the Fine Arts in the United Kingdon was founded in 1805, a private society for exhibiting works of living or dead artists (also called Pall Mall Picture Galleries or British Gallery, premises at 52 Pall Mall were leased.). Only admitted connoisseurs, ie nobility, rather than practising artists as members. They alternated exhibitions of Old Masters with sale exhibition of current artists. From 1807 prizes were given. It closed 1867. 

Dulwich Picture Gallery opened 1817, first purpose built public art gallery in Great Britain.

National Gallery opened 1824.

Christie’s founded 1766 by James Christie, taken over by son James on his death in 1803. Moved to 8 King Street, St James’s Square in 1823. Before that based in Great Room, Pall Mall (ground floor of 83 Pall Mall, leased). Sales included estates.

Messrs Foster & Sons, Pall Mall gave private views and public sales.(1838)

* * * * * * * *
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Bath
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Season was winter, avoiding the heat of July and August in city’s south facing bowl. The Roman baths were discovered and restored in 1755. There were daily meetings in Pump room to drink healing waters and exchange news. The Assembly rooms were opened in 1771, referred to as New or Upper Rooms to distinguish from older Assembly Rooms in lower part of town (burnt to ground in 1820). The New Assembly Rooms hosted balls, concerts and small theatrical events. Public balls were held twice a week, as many as 1000 guests attending. The Sydney Gardens season ran from April and cost to enter, A band played in fine weather. The man in charge was Mr Farnham who invited the nobility and gentry to witness and sanction his improvements. Tea, coffee, wines and refreshments of every description and of best quality. On Wed 23 June 1819 a gala took place with 2000 spectators, concert, fireworks and a cascade. The weather delayed this event. It was intended to celebrate the King’s birthday on Fri 4 June. The Bristol Mirror of Sat 19 June carried notice: “G Farnham respectfully announces that the Grand Gala in honour of his majesty’s birth day intended for the 4th of June and since twice postponed on account of the precarious state of the weather, will take place on Wednesday Next June 23rd (previously scheduled for 4th, then Mon 14th June).” On Fri 15 June anniversary of battle of Waterloo was celebrated in Bristol by ringing of bells, display of flags from churches and public buildings and a numerous and highly respectable party dined together at the White Lion. The gardens were originally called Bath Vauxhall Gardens. Situated at end of Great Pulteney St, laid out in 1790s with Kennet &Avon canal (finished 1810) running through it There were daily breakfasts at midday followed by dancing.

Distance from Swindon to Bath approx 30miles, road went via Swan Inn at Derry Hill (half way point), Chippenham where R Avon was crossed, thence via Cross Keys, the Hare & HoundsInn at Pickwick, Box (1m from which leave Wiltshire), Walcot, Bath. [The Swindon to Bath route was one I researched for a particular book, set in 1819]

The Bath Road by Charles G Harper published 1899 (also wrote The Brighton Road, The Portsmouth Road, The Dover Road and The Exeter Road)

Bath races took place in July. In 1819 they ran Wed 7th July, Thu 8th. Delightful weather both days.

Hotels in Bath in 1819: The York Hotel, George Street (built late 1700s)

In March 1824 on a Thu evening it hosted The Batchelors’ Grand Fancy Ball, superintended by Captain Connolly, RN and 4 colleagues who acted as Stewards. 260 attended at 10 o’clock and Ball soon commenced and continued until 1pm, when supper served in style of elegance peculiar to Mr Reilly. After supper a comic song ‘The Fancy Ball’ composed by Mr Bayly for the occasion was sung with great humour by Mr J W Yorke (one of the stewards) and was rapturously encored. He also sang ‘Dr Brown’. Dancing recommenced and continued till 6 o’clock. It was a very military occasion with several RN captains and army generals.

* * * * * * * *
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Baths
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Nerot’s Hotel & Baths, 15 Clifford St, Bond St, London; entrance to baths in Cork Street.

* * * * * * * *
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