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A conservatory was the perfect place for a marriage proposal.
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Introduction

The entries selected for this book are drawn from the history in Georgette Heyer’s twenty-six Regency novels. For many years these books have beguiled my leisure hours, affording me enormous pleasure, but also giving me a great deal of useful information about the English Regency period. I hadn’t known just how much accurate and factual information there was in the novels until I came to research and write this book, and, although I’d always been under the impression that Heyer was meticulous in her communication of the period, I hadn’t appreciated the scope of her research, nor the degree to which she immersed herself in the Regency era.

The aim of Georgette Heyer’s Regency World is to expand on Heyer’s history and to provide for the modern reader an explanation of the people, places and events that made her Regency world so unforgettable. The book is designed as a ready reference for the Heyer fan, the general reader, or for anyone interested in the history of the period. Everything in the book is inspired by a reference in at least one of Heyer’s twenty-six Regency novels and, if there is an unashamed bias towards the upper class, this is a deliberate reflection of the characters, plots and action of the books.

Georgette Heyer’s novels are stylish constructions with exemplary syntax and faultless punctuation as well as a rhythm and cadence of language that has the power to carry the reader away into the world of the English Regency. Today her dialogue, witty romantic plots and many memorable characters remain the benchmark for the modern writer of the Regency historical novel. Georgette Heyer continues to stand alone, however, not only as the creator of the Regency genre of historical romance, but also as its finest exponent. It is my fervent hope that this book will add to the pleasure of reading hers.

Jennifer Kloester
March 2005


1

Up and Down the Social Ladder

Regency Society

THE TRUE REGENCY lasted only nine years. It began on 5 February 1811 when George, Prince of Wales, was officially sworn in as Regent and ended on 31 January 1820 when he was proclaimed King George IV. Yet the term ‘Regency’ is frequently used to describe the period of English history between the years 1780 and 1830, because the society and culture during these years were undeniably marked by the influence of the man who would become George IV. With the final years of the Napoleonic Wars and the enormous impact of industrialisation the Regency was an era of change and unrest as well as one of glittering social occasions, celebrations and extraordinary achievement in art and literature. Artists such as Thomas Lawrence, John Constable and Joseph Turner created iconic paintings which today constitute a tangible record of some of the people and places of the period, while many of England’s greatest writers produced some of their most enduring works during the Regency. The writings of Jane Austen, Walter Scott, John Keats, Mary Shelley, Samuel Coleridge, William Wordsworth, Lord Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley continue to stand as a testament to the romance, colour and vitality of the times. In many ways the Regency period was also a reflection of the character and personality of the Prince Regent himself who was one of the most flamboyant and cultured of all English monarchs. His passion for art, architecture, music, literature and hedonistic living set the tone for the era and caused his Regency to be for ever linked with the high-living, mayfly class that was the ton.
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Known for his flamboyance and high living, the Prince Regent, or ‘Prinny’, gave his title to one of the most colourful eras in England’s history.

The Regency world was highly structured and the conventions attached to Regency life were so numerous and intricate that usually only those born and bred into upper-class circles knew and understood them. Above all, it was intensely class-conscious: the ton (from the French phrase le bon ton, meaning ‘in the fashionable mode’ and also known as Polite Society or the Upper Ten Thousand) lived a privileged, self-indulgent life; birth and family were vital to social acceptance, and social behaviour was determined by a complex set of rules of varying flexibility, with different codes of behaviour for men and women. It was an era of manners, fashion and propriety, and yet, for the upper class, it was also a time of extraordinary excess, extravagance and indulgence. By contrast the middle class was more interested in morality than manners and often found it difficult to follow the distinctive behaviour of the upper class.

The Social Ladder

During the Regency the social ladder had a fixed, inflexible hierarchy within the nobility and an almost equally rigid class structure within the rest of the population:

Monarch

Royalty

Aristocracy

Gentry

Middle classes

Artisans and Tradespeople

Servants

Labouring Poor

Paupers

Class was defined primarily by birth, title, wealth, property and occupation, and there were many distinctions – some subtle, others obvious – within each level of society. While visiting his country seat of Stanyon in The Quiet Gentleman, Gervase Frant, seventh Earl of St Erth, met his near neighbour, Sir Thomas Bolderwood, and was at first unsure of this jovial gentleman’s exact social standing. Although Sir Thomas’s countenance, wealth, title, home and family all indicated good breeding, his manners lacked polish and there was a certain rough quality in his speech, the result – as he informed the Earl – of having spent most of his life in India. Discerning one’s own place on the broader social scale was not all that difficult but knowing the exact position in relation to someone else of the same class was not always easy; although Mrs Bagshot in Friday’s Child was in no doubt about the sudden (and infuriating) elevation in her young cousin Hero’s social status after Hero’s unexpected marriage to a peer. Ancestry was key, as were property and money (most obviously shown by the number of servants and carriages one had), although wealth became a less reliable guide to a person’s breeding after industrialisation and the expansion of the Empire. Acceptance into the ton was often a question of degree, as discovered by the villainous Sir Montagu Revesby in Friday’s Child when his elegant air and address were enough to see him admitted into some fashionable circles but he was still excluded by many of those at the heart of the ton who considered him ‘a commoner’. During the Regency, the advent of the new rich – those industrialists, financiers, merchants, manufacturers, bankers, nabobs and even admirals of the fleet who had garnered enough wealth to buy their way into the upper echelons of society – created a new complication for the class-conscious aristocrat. An heiress was always an attractive prize but marriage between a member of the peerage and a female whose parents ‘smelled of shop’ had to be very carefully considered before any commitment was made. A scion of a noble house might find himself cut off from his inheritance if he persisted in marrying into a much lower social class, as Lord Darracott’s son, Hugh, discovered after he married a weaver’s daughter in The Unknown Ajax.

Members of the aristocracy and the gentry might be different in birth and title but between them they were the ruling class. A well-bred country squire of ancient lineage but with no more than a baronetcy or a knighthood to his name, if that, might meet a duke or an earl on equal terms (particularly if he was a neighbour) and show him deference only on formal occasions. In Sylvester, Squire Orde met the Duke of Salford on his home ground and, while being perfectly polite, did not hesitate to speak his mind or censure the Duke’s actions. During the Regency the nobility was made up of members of the royal family, peers above the rank of baronet and their families, statesmen and the prelates of the Church of England such as the more powerful bishops and the Archbishop of Canterbury (who took precedence over all ranks after the royal family). The gentry included baronets, knights, country landowners (often incredibly wealthy) and gentlemen of property and good birth but no title. Robert Beaumaris of Arabella was plain Mister but his family’s ancient lineage (his cousin was a duke and his grandmother the Dowager Duchess), his fortune, breeding and address amply compensated for his lack of title and made him one of the most eligible bachelors in England. Apart from manners and breeding, one of the main distinguishing factors between the upper class and the upper levels of the middle class was the need for the latter to actually earn their living.

The middle class was growing fast in Regency England as increasing numbers of financiers, merchants and industrialists were added to the wealthy doctors, lawyers, engineers, higher clergy and farmers who, among others, comprised the upper ranks of the class. To be in the middle ranks of society usually meant ownership of some kind of property – land, livestock or tools – and the ability to earn a regular and reliable income. The number of servants employed in a house and the type of carriage(s) and number of horses one owned were also useful class indicators, although some among the new middle class, such as the affluent merchant Jonathan Chawleigh in A Civil Contract, tended to mistake opulence for elegance and an excess of food or finery as a sign of wealth and status. But the middle class was a very large and diverse group and it also included shopkeepers, teachers, builders, the lesser clergy, members of the government administration, clerks, innkeepers and even some of the servant class. Property was really the main factor that separated the lowest level of the middle class from the better-off among the labouring poor.

Royalty

The English monarchy was an ancient institution based on the principles of heredity and primogeniture, which meant that the eldest male child inherited the throne on the death of the monarch. Where the son predeceased the monarch the right to inherit the throne passed to the son’s eldest male child or, if he had no sons, to his daughter. If the heir to the throne had no children, the next eldest brother became the heir and his children moved into the direct line of succession ahead of their father’s siblings. In the event of there being no male to wear the crown, the eldest daughter would inherit the throne and become queen. As heir to the throne the Regent’s daughter, Princess Charlotte, was a great favourite with the general populace and many people, including the young and beautiful Fanny, Lady Spenborough, of Bath Tangle, took great interest in keeping up to date with the Princess’s love life and reading accounts of the Princess’s engagement, first to Prince William of Orange and then to Leopold of Saxe-Coburg.
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George III’s intermittent bouts of madness eventually saw his son made Regent.

The succession became a topic of great fascination during the years of the Regency and George IV’s reign. For nearly a century the passage of kings had been fairly straightforward, for the rise of the House of Hanover had seen George I ascend the throne in 1714, followed by his son George II in 1727 and his grandson, ‘Farmer’ George III, in 1760. Then the unexpected appearance of George III’s intermittent bouts of madness began to disrupt the sequence. In 1810 his condition deteriorated and George, Prince of Wales, was appointed Regent in 1811 to rule in his father’s place until the King’s death, when he would himself become king. When the Regent’s heir, his daughter and only child Princess Charlotte, suddenly died in childbirth in 1817 there was a rapid scramble (what Captain Belper in The Foundling called ‘the Heir-to-the-throne Stakes’) among the royal dukes – the Regent’s six brothers – to marry and produce a legitimate heir to the throne.
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Queen Charlotte was a loyal and devoted wife but she often disapproved of her pleasure-loving eldest son.

The Aristocracy

The creation of new peers was usually at the discretion of the sovereign but at different times it could be politically advantageous to win the loyalty of powerful men by the conferring of titles. For much of the Georgian period the peerage had remained largely unchanged but between 1780 and 1832 George III and George IV added one hundred and sixty-six new members to the peerage between them. By 1820 there were three hundred peers in England: eighteen dukes, seventeen marquises, one hundred earls, twenty-two viscounts, one hundred and thirty-four barons and nine peeresses. In addition to this there were many baronets and knights who stood at the head of the gentry class and could count themselves among the aristocracy.

A peer could have more than one title but generally used that of highest rank. Most peers earned a lower ranking title first and then added the higher titles to their name as they were conferred. Dukes, for instance, could also hold the titles of Marquis (or Marquess), Earl, Viscount and Baron with each title having its own separate name and style if desired – as in the ‘Most Noble Adolphus Gillespie Vernon Ware, Duke of Sale and Marquis of Ormesby; Earl of Sale; Baron Ware of Thame; Baron Ware of Stoven; and Baron Ware of Rufford’. Titles were hereditary through the male line and, as heir, the eldest son of a duke, marquis or earl could use his father’s secondary title as a courtesy title: thus a son of the Duke of Sale would be styled Marquis of Ormesby until he succeeded to the dukedom. Younger sons and daughters of a duke or marquis used their given names preceded by Lord or Lady, while the son of an earl was styled the Honourable (in writing only) and a daughter used Lady followed by her given name. The male and female children of a viscount or baron were also styled Honourable followed by their name and surname but, again, only in writing as Jonathan Chawleigh in A Civil Contract was chagrined to discover on the birth of his grandson Giles Jonathan Deveril. Mr Chawleigh thought poorly of ‘Honourables’ and was disappointed to learn that the son of a viscount had no title of his own.

Duke or duchess was the highest rank in the British peerage outside the royal family. The title was conferred by the sovereign in gratitude for great service to the Crown and always included the words ‘of’ followed by a place – usually one which had relevance to the duke’s seat or history, hence the Duke of Salford. A ducal couple were addressed as Duke or Duchess, Your Grace, His Grace the Duke of Salford or Her Grace, the Duchess of Salford or, more formally, Most Noble.

Dating from the fourteenth century, the title of marquis denoted a man second in rank to a duke. As with a duke’s title, that of the marquis was also followed by a place-name, although this was not used in speech. A marquis’s wife was a marchioness. He would be the Most Honourable the Marquis of Alverstoke in writing, and together they would be Lord and Lady Alverstoke in speech.

Earl was the oldest title in the peerage, usually followed by a county or city name. The earl would be styled the Right Honourable the Earl of St Erth in correspondence, and he and his countess would be addressed as Lord and Lady St Erth in person.

The title of viscount was created in 1440 and was the fourth ranking title in the peerage. It was followed only by a name and did not use ‘of’ after the title – as in the Right Honourable the Viscount and Viscountess Lynton or, simply, Lord and Lady Lynton.

Dating from Norman times, the rank of baron was the most commonly held rank in the peerage and the title Baron was always followed by a place-name or other name. ‘Of’ may or may not be used – as in Baron Carlyon or Baron of Beauvallet. The wife of a baron was a baroness. In writing he would be styled the Right Honourable the Lord Carlyon and in speech he and his wife would be addressed as Lord and Lady Carlyon.

The Gentry

The ‘Quality’ was a generic reference used by the middle and lower classes to describe anyone deemed to be a member of the upper class. Members of the peerage were automatically included as was anyone recognised as one of the gentry although, unlike the peerage, they might not necessarily retain a title as was the case with the well-to-do Squire in Sylvester, Mr Orde, and the impecunious but well-born Stacy Calverleigh of Black Sheep. Recognition of the Quality by those further down the social scale was usually immediate although, as Amanda Smith discovered in Sprig Muslin, a young lady of good birth travelling alone might not be treated by innkeepers or middle-class women with the degree of deference usually accorded to those of her class. Only the fortuitous arrival of the obviously aristocratic Sir Gareth Ludlow saved Miss Smith from the humiliation of being sent to a much less genteel hostelry down the road. As a group the gentry was less easily defined than the peerage (whose titles clearly set them apart) but it included wealthy landowners who held no title, baronets and knights, esquires and gentlemen. The latter two titles were slightly tricky in that the difficulties associated with determining who held authentic rights to them, together with the changing definition of the word ‘gentleman’, meant that many more people used the term than the upper class was willing to accept as one of themselves.

Baronet was the sixth ranking title after the five degrees of the peerage and the honour was established in 1611 by James I. A baronetcy was conferred by the sovereign and the title was hereditary in the male line (in Scotland it could pass to a female). The title enabled the holder to call himself Sir followed by his full name and his wife Lady followed only by the surname as in Sir Waldo Hawkridge and Lady Hawkridge.

Although lower in rank than a baronet, a knighthood conferred a similar right of title to that of the baronet and enabled the knight to call himself Sir followed by his full name and his wife Lady followed only by the surname, as in Sir Harry Smith. In speech he would be addressed as Sir Harry and she would be Lady Smith. Originally a medieval rank of chivalry, by the time of the Regency a knighthood could be bestowed on a man for a wide variety of services to the Crown or State.

In medieval times the rank of esquire had carried with it a degree of honour almost equal to that of a knight. Over the centuries, however, the title had lost much of its meaning as more and more males outside the gentry attached it to their names in an effort to attain a higher level of respectability. In writing a man could style himself Fred Merriville, Esq., but in speech he was addressed simply as Mr Merriville.

The rank of gentleman was not conferred but rather applied to those who were obviously genteel or not ignoble but who held no other rank or title. By the time of the Regency a gentleman could be almost any man who did not have to work for a living and the term was often assumed by ambitious men or those with pretensions to class. Although there was no formal title for a gentleman it was not uncommon for a man with social ambition to style himself in his correspondence as, for example, ‘Swithin Liversedge, gentleman’, although in speech there was no distinction and he would be addressed simply as Mr Liversedge.

The New Middle Class, Nabobs and ‘Cits’

The term middle class(es) was not actually used until 1832, well after the Regency, but the group of people it came to include were an important and growing force in the early nineteenth century. Those in the middle classes ranged from professionals such as financiers, bankers, prominent doctors, engineers and lawyers, government place-holders and bureaucrats, factory owners, wealthy merchants, nabobs and the well-endowed clergy at the upper end of the scale; to teachers, innkeepers, artists, master craftsmen, smaller merchants, shopkeepers, lesser clergy, and small freeholders at the lower end; while the doctors, lawyers and merchants of moderate means, yeoman farmers, prosperous builders, small manufacturers, chicken-nabobs and university dons took their places somewhere in the middle. A more elastic entity than the upper class, the middle class was forever shifting and changing, its boundaries and inner distinctions difficult to define. The vulgar but endearing Mrs Floore in Bath Tangle clearly belonged to the new middle class for, although her fortune was large and she had married above her station, her birth was humble and her manners would never be genteel.
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Many clergymen enjoyed a comfortable life while administering to the needs of their aristocratic patrons or their parish.

From the late eighteenth century, men returning from India or the Far East with a large fortune made abroad began to be referred to as ‘nabobs’. During the Regency, nabobs were known for buying estates or a seat in parliament, or marrying their daughters into the aristocracy in a (frequently successful) attempt to enter society at a higher level than may have been open to them when they had left England. Unless they were of acceptable birth, like Miles Calverleigh in Black Sheep, most nabobs would climb only as high as the upper reaches of the middle class, and remain there, watching their children and grandchildren eventually become accepted as part of the aristocracy – as was the case with Jonathan Chawleigh of A Civil Contract. Chicken-nabobs were the much less well-heeled adventurers whose exploits in foreign parts had earned them a minor fortune – usually no more than fifty or sixty thousand pounds — or at least a competence, while overseas. They were called ‘chicken’ nabobs because their fortunes were smaller than those of the nabobs who returned home with enormous wealth.

The term ‘cit’ referred to the citizens of the City of London – those who ran or worked in the financial heart of the City and who were often of plebeian origins like Hannah Plymstock’s brother who so strongly disapproved of the aristocracy in Cotillion. Cits were also the merchants and shopkeepers who lived in the City, necessary individuals, but generally kept at arm’s length from the ton unless they were extremely wealthy.
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Wealthy merchants, such as Jonathan Chawleigh in A Civil Contract, often aspired to see their children marry into the upper class.

Further Down the Ladder

Artisans and tradespeople were skilled workers who had a high level of expertise as well as labour to offer in return for an income. Some artisans were descended from a long line of master craftsmen and used their skills to build successful businesses, make their fortune and climb their way up the social ladder. By the time of the Regency it was not unknown for newly established peers of the realm to have had grandfathers (or even fathers) who had started life as artisans. Not all artisans were well off, however, and many managed to earn little more than the most successful among the labouring poor.

Servants could be difficult to place in the overall class hierarchy as there was great variation in earnings and living conditions depending on their role, the attitude and status of their employer, their wage and board arrangement, the opportunity for promotion or, in some cases, for lining their own pockets. A minority – mainly butlers, chefs, stewards and head gardeners working for royalty or the upper ranks of the nobility – earned large salaries, often at the rate of £100 or more per year. Most servants, however, earned from as little as £6 a year (scullery maids, maids-of-all-work, and stable boys) to approximately £40 a year for a Groom of the Chambers or a butler.
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Maids were among the hardest working of all domestic servants.

A rigid hierarchy was strictly observed within the servant class and its proprieties were often more closely adhered to by its members than was the case among their employers. Domestic servants were classed as either upper or lower servants and in large households the two groups ate separately, sitting in strict order of rank around the meal-table:

 

The Upper Servants


	Steward	Housekeeper

	Groom of the Chambers	Head Housemaid

	Butler	Lady’s Maid

	Valet



 

The Lower Servants


	Footman	Housemaid

	Coachman	Kitchen maid

	Groom	Scullery maid

	Stable boy	Laundry maid



 

The cook (or male chef in a great house) was usually employed directly by the master or mistress of the house and paid more than the steward, and as such was often regarded as separate from the rest of the domestic staff. In False Colours, the great hedonist and gourmand Sir Bonamy Ripple had three cooks – headed by his French chef Alphonse – all of whom were ‘indispensable to his comfort’.

A servant’s standing was determined by his or her role in the household and the place of the master or mistress both in the family line and in society – a position which could change instantly in the event of a birth, death or marriage. The heir’s valet, for example, took precedence over a younger son’s valet. A family reunion in The Unknown Ajax brought two mature valets to Darracott Place, their places at table in the servants’ hall determined by their masters’ positions in the family line. When the new heir arrived at the house his youthful and inexperienced valet automatically took precedence over the two older men for, despite his young age, as the heir’s valet he outranked them both. A servant’s social position and standing were often jealously guarded and it was not uncommon for the upper servants to hold themselves aloof from the lesser servants or even to be snobbish about their employers’ guests or relatives deemed to be socially inferior. Miss Clara Crowle, as dresser to Lady Bridlington in Arabella, was allowed a good deal of licence with her mistress but when she dared to criticise her mistress’s young guest she stepped over the line and was chastised by her employer.

The Bottom of the Ladder

The largest of all social classes during the Regency, the labouring poor were those who struggled on a daily basis to survive, from labourers to pedlars, chimney sweeps and climbing boys, ordinary soldiers and naval men, vagrants, paupers and those too old, too sick or too unlucky to find work. Although some found employment as itinerant or seasonal workers many among the labouring poor were driven to crime, prostitution or an early grave. Young Ben Breane, the gatekeeper’s son in The Toll-Gate, having found himself without relatives to care for him, was terrified of being thrown on the parish or sent to work in the foundries in Sheffield; while the urchin rescued by Patience Chartley in The Nonesuch was one of many who eked out an existence among the dyeing-houses and manufactories in the back-slums of Leeds.

Climbing the Social Ladder

The quickest way up the social ladder was through marriage and, failing that, by the accumulation of great wealth, a landed estate, and the acquisition of a title. In Frederica it was the heroine’s great ambition to see her beautiful sister, Charis, successfully launched into the ton in the hope that she might contract a brilliant marriage – for with only their brother’s small estate to support them this was the best hope for seeing Charis and her younger siblings comfortably and independently established for the rest of their lives. In the middle and lower classes – where hierarchy was not distinguished by title, and birth and money were often merely indicators rather than deciding factors in determining an individual’s position on the social scale – knowing one’s exact place depended on a number of things. In A Civil Contract a potential feud between the housekeeper, Mrs Dawes, and her mistress’s personal maid, Miss Pinhoe, was averted once it was discovered that the two women were from the same county and the social pecking order was made clear from Mrs Dawes’s superior standing as the daughter of a prosperous farmer. The myriad of levels within each degree of class and the subtle distinctions that pushed one person ahead of another constantly shifted as people jostled for a better social position, and overt signs of superiority such as clothing, manners, speech, dwelling, income, personal property and numbers of servants (if any) became increasingly available to a growing number of people. In general, however, most people knew their place and, accordingly, showed deference or a marked superiority in their dealings with others. For those already titled, gaining a higher title was the most obvious means of social advancement.

For some families, scaling the social heights was a climb which could take several generations. A man might make his way in the world of trade or commerce, gain financial independence, buy an estate and earn himself a baronetcy or a seat in the House of Commons. From there he could aspire to the lowest rank of the peerage (baron) or marry his daughter (or, less likely, his son) to a member of the nobility. If he could not himself rise through the ranks, his children, grandchildren or even great-grandchildren might well achieve such honour through marriage, increased wealth, political influence or great service to the State. Although the aristocracy could be ruthless in excluding from its ranks those new entrants deemed to be of inferior birth, the passage of time was an effective panacea and it usually took, at most, two generations before the descendant of a commoner became an accepted member of the upper class.
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At Home in Town and Country

Mayfair

MAYFAIR, THAT FASHIONABLE district in the West End of London that housed most of Georgette Heyer’s London characters, was bounded by Park Lane to the west, Piccadilly to the south, Bond Street to the east and Oxford Street to the north. The original May Fair, for which the area was named, began in 1689 and was an annual fête, hugely popular but so riotous that, by 1720, land developers had started planning the construction of ‘a large square and several fine streets and houses’. Grosvenor Square was the centrepiece of a planned eight-acre estate with Brook Street and Grosvenor Street as the two main east–west arteries. Green Street, Duke Street, South Audley Street and Mount Street, among others, were all part of the development with many fine houses and mews (stables) constructed there in the first half of the eighteenth century. Throughout the 1700s other streets and squares were also built in the increasingly exclusive area as more and more of the upper classes sought to rent or buy impressive residences west of the City, away from the fumes and foul air of the ‘easterly pile’, and closer to Hyde Park, Westminster and the Court of St James. By the time of the Regency many of the newly constructed mansions, classically inspired villas and rows of tall, elegant town houses in such desirable locations as Berkeley Square, Half Moon Street and Curzon Street had become home to the titled, rich and fashionable. Mayfair was for ever established as the place to live in London.
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A London town house was the place to live during the Season.

The London House

Although upper-class houses varied in architecture, size and style, they shared several common elements which offered their wealthy owners or leaseholders grand, spacious living in elegantly appointed, well-lit rooms and as many of the modern conveniences as possible – depending on the age and design of the house. Most quality London houses of the Georgian period were made of stone and during the Regency were often rendered with stucco and painted. The majority of these houses were constructed with at least four floors plus a basement, cellars and an attic. On finding the grand family mansion in Grosvenor Square too large and dreary for their taste, the newly married Lord and Lady Sheringham in Friday’s Child decided they needed a ‘snug little house’ in Mayfair and eventually found a suitable town house in Half Moon Street. In the early nineteenth century, increased prosperity enabled many among the wealthy classes to extend and enlarge their London houses or build entirely new ones with five, and sometimes six, storeys.

Whether a house was old or new, the layout was fairly uniform, with the main living areas on the ground and first floors, the bedrooms, schoolroom and nursery on the two floors above that, the kitchen, scullery, housekeeper’s and butler’s rooms and a sleeping area for the footman in the basement, the housemaids’ quarters in the attic and the wine and coal in the cellars. The living areas usually included, on the ground floor, an entrance hall, saloon, dining room and possibly a library or book-room. It was the Marquis of Alverstoke’s book-room rather than the saloon or drawing-room to which Frederica was escorted when she arrived at his town mansion in Berkeley Square in the company of two park-keepers and a shrill, ‘hatchet-faced’ woman. The drawing-room was on the first floor and was often a double room or adjoined by a saloon with double doors which could be opened to create one large room. On the next floor were the (usually separate) bedchambers used by the master and mistress of the house and, in more progressive households, possibly a bathroom like the lavish one installed by Jenny Chawleigh’s father in A Civil Contract. A dressing room adjoined each bedroom (although a man might sometimes have his dressing room located rather inconveniently on a separate floor) and ladies sometimes used their dressing room as a small daytime sitting room. Children’s bedrooms, the nursery and schoolroom were on the floor above and older boys and girls often had separate rooms. Very large houses sometimes had a ballroom on the ground floor at the back of the house which could accommodate several hundred people. Lord and Lady Ombersley of The Grand Sophy were hosts at a grand ball for five hundred invited guests which was held in the ballroom of their house in Berkeley Square. Lit by a magnificent candle-filled chandelier and decorated with flowers, the Ombersley ball was one of the great successes of the Season.
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In Friday’s Child Hero and Sherry preferred a town house to the mansion in Grosvenor Square.

The living areas of most London town houses were furnished with large and small tables, various kinds of chairs, couches, footstools, chandeliers, candelabra, carpets, curtains, paintings, tapestries, objets d’art and the other accoutrements that enhanced the occupants’ comfort and were a way of subtly (or not so subtly) demonstrating degrees of wealth and status to one’s guests. Bedrooms were generally well-appointed suites, though more sparsely furnished than the living rooms with just a bed, wardrobe, chair, dressing table or washstand, a floor rug and a free-standing mirror. In April Lady Nell Cardross’s husband had her bedroom transformed into a romantic boudoir with rose-silk curtains around a magnificent tent bed and the adjoining dressing room hung with blue and silver brocade. Ladies sometimes had a secretaire or writing desk in their bedroom or small sitting room and a couch or daybed there as well for the occasional daytime repose.
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Gracious living was the order of the day in the drawing-rooms of many London town houses.

Every bedroom had its chamber-pot (placed discreetly under the bed for easy access during the night), and water-closets were becoming increasingly popular in upper- and wealthy middle-class houses. It had taken centuries to develop an efficient, workable toilet but in 1778 Joseph Bramah had patented his valve-operated water-closet and by 1797 had reportedly sold some 6,000 of them. In 1813 the Earl of Moira’s country house in Leicestershire boasted two bathrooms and six water-closets and his wife even had her own elegantly appointed personal bathroom and WC adjoining her dressing room. Jonathan Chawleigh’s passion for new inventions in A Civil Contract caused him to have the latest Bramah water-closet installed under a staircase in Adam and Jenny’s Grosvenor Street house. In houses without the modern conveniences, use of the chamber-pot (emptied out the window) or privy (a seat over a hole in the ground and located out the back of the house) continued to be used.

Lighting was gradually improved during the Regency and from the early 1800s many upper-class houses used oil-lamps in addition to the traditional tallow and wax candles by which most homes were lit. Chandeliers and candelabra of all sizes used hundreds of candles to light ballrooms, drawing-rooms and dining rooms, while a single candle in a holder might be enough to light a bedroom. Gas lighting was introduced during the period and, although in 1821 the Prince Regent had gas installed at the Brighton Pavilion in order to light the decorative glass windows at night it was to be many years before the system was refined enough for widespread domestic use. Peregrine Taverner in Regency Buck was awestruck by the magnificent central chandelier above the dining table when he was one of several guests invited to the Pavilion for one of the Regent’s famous bachelor dinner parties.
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In Arabella the heroine rescued Jemmy the climbing-boy from his ruthless master.

Keeping warm, even in the grandest houses, could be challenging. Most rooms had a fireplace and fires were usually lit in the early morning in the bedrooms and after breakfast or, as required, in the main living rooms. Coal was the main form of fuel in the cities but fires were a most inefficient form of heating as much of the heat went straight up the chimney. In some houses fires were kept burning throughout the day only in the winter months and then only in the main living rooms of the house. In Cotillion miserly Mr Penicuik allowed only the smallest fires to be lit in the main rooms at Arnside even in the coldest weather which caused his ward, Kitty Charing, to be especially grateful for the unexpected luxury of a fire in her bedroom when she visited London. Winter temperatures often extended into autumn and spring and it was not uncommon in wealthy (and less penny-pinching) households for fires to be lit nine months of the year. In houses with several main rooms, chimneys had to be swept at least every three months and the narrow flues (about a foot in diameter) meant that small boys, known as climbing-boys, were often sent into the chimneys to clear out the accumulated soot. When a climbing-boy fell down the chimney in Arabella the heroine was horrified to discover the exact nature of the abuses endured by the seven-year-old Jemmy. An appalling practice, this form of chimney-sweeping saw many children under the age of eight abused, injured and killed, and from 1817 humanitarians intensified their efforts to make the use of climbing-boys illegal and have the custom abolished.

On the Fringe: Hans Town and Russell Square

Although in the eighteenth century Mayfair had still been home to builders, tradespeople and shopkeepers as well as the upper class they serviced, by the time of the Regency the area was felt by many to be the exclusive preserve of the acknowledged leaders of fashionable society and members of the aristocracy. For those families with fortunes made in commerce, trade or one of the professions and possessed by a burning ambition to enter polite society, the next best thing to a house in Mayfair was an address in one of the districts adjacent to that exclusive quarter. Upper Wimpole and Harley Streets to the north, Russell Square in Bloomsbury to the north-east and Sloane Street and Hans Town to the south were often chosen as suitable residential areas by those on the social fringe. Such a move could also be slightly problematic, however, as the Merrivilles discovered in Frederica, for in upper-class circles the revelation that a person had an address in Upper Wimpole Street, or one of these new estates – Russell Square and Hans Town were often stigmatised as new rich – could lead to social exclusion.

More Modest Dwellings

Social standing within the middle class, where ranking was subtle and complex, was largely determined by the extent to which a household employed domestic help, purchased luxury goods and increased the amount of time free from work. Middle-class houses varied greatly in size and furnishings but even the smallest and most modest households were usually distinguished from those of the poorer classes by having more than two main rooms, a separate kitchen close to a water supply, and a single family with at least one servant as occupants. Furze Farm, owned by the young and handsome Mr Mudgley in The Foundling was a moderately sized dwelling set in freehold land, large enough to house a family comfortably but decidedly middle class with the occupants doing much of the domestic and farm work assisted by a servant girl and a number of hired hands. Further up the middle-class ranks, houses could be as large as any of those owned by the upper class and with as many (or more) servants to ensure that the upwardly mobile master and mistress of the house never did anything in the way of manual labour. The ability to hire servants and maintain a carriage and horses was an important indicator of social status – although it was not necessarily a reliable guide to a person’s class as evidenced by the huge retinue of servants and the several carriages and liveried footmen employed by the vulgar Jonathan Chawleigh in A Civil Contract. Industrialisation and overseas trade saw a marked increase in the range and availability of consumer goods and many among the growing and increasingly prosperous middle class became eager purchasers of clothes, household items, accessories, furnishings, utensils and furniture with which to enhance their houses.

During the Regency an income of £10,000 a year was enough to enable a member of the upper class to maintain both a country estate and a town mansion and afford all the pleasures of life that went with them. Hugo Darracott in The Unknown Ajax teased his cousin Anthea about her (expensive) desire to own, rather than rent, a London house in the event that she moved to the metropolis. A moderately sized town house in Mayfair could be rented for £1,000 a year and between 1810 and 1814 a comfortable town residence and the life to go with it cost approximately £3,000 for the year with half of that spent on food and wine, and about £500 each on servants, carriages and horses. In Frederica the opportunity to rent out their home in Herefordshire enabled the Merriville family to afford a London Season and, by practising careful economy, Frederica was able to ensure that she and her lovely sister Charis were as well-dressed as any in the ton. By the end of the period a family with an income of £1,000 a year could afford to keep five servants and a carriage and pair, while a family on £400 a year could employ two housemaids and keep a groom and a horse.

Domestic Staff

A great house owned by a member of the aristocracy, such as the Duke of Sale in The Foundling or the late Earl of Spenborough in Bath Tangle, might employ an enormous number of servants with (in addition to maids, footmen, coachmen, grooms, stable boys and gardeners) a personal household staff of a steward, butler, Groom of the Chambers, under-butler, housekeeper, dresser or lady’s maid, nursery or young ladies’ maid, chef or cook, agent-in-chief, valet, chaplain, governess, tutor-companion, head keeper, head gardener and even a confectioner or pastry-chef. Most upper-class families, however, managed with fewer servants than the number required for service in a ducal mansion. And a more usual retinue might include a butler, cook, valet, lady’s maid, several general maids, footmen, a scullery maid, possibly a page-boy, and the stable staff. Hero and Sherry in Friday’s Child decided that they could manage quite comfortably with just a cook, a butler, a valet, a personal maid, two abigails, a footman, a coachman, a couple of grooms and his lordship’s tiger, Jason. For a young man living in chambers in London – such as Captain Gideon Ware of The Foundling – a pleasant bachelor existence could be achieved with the services of just a cook, a valet, a maid and a groom.

Servants were an integral and essential part of Regency upper-class life, and their continual presence in almost every aspect of it was, at times, quite difficult for their employers. In April Lady Nell Cardross had to quell her brother Dysart’s irrepressible urge to discuss her personal affairs while they were travelling in an open carriage with both the coachman and the footman within earshot, and, in The Reluctant Widow, Lord Carlyon and his guests waited until the servants had left the dining room before they discussed a relative’s scandalous behaviour. Although a servant’s presence was largely taken for granted on waking, while dressing, at mealtimes, at social events and when travelling, it could also be a constraint as













Great Estates and Country Living
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The upper class had many beautiful houses set in rolling parkland or surrounded by landscaped gardens.


[image: Image Missing]

A kitchen garden was an important part of any great estate.
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