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Lesson 2: Patronage
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Today I'm going to talk about another concept that was vital to Regency life and important to understanding 
the context of Regency political activity: patronage. The Oxford English Dictionary has three relevant 
definitions of patronage:

"1. The right of presenting a member of the clergy to a particular ecclesiastical benefice or living." (Also called 
an "advowson.")

"2a. The action of a patron in using money or influence to advance the interests of a person, cause, art, etc."

and "5. The power or right to control appointments to public office or the right to privileges."

Basically, patronage means that person A (the patron) has access to money, a revenue stream, a job, or a non-
financial benefit, and bestows it on person B.

The most common types of patronage are the five Ps: place (getting someone a job), pension (various 
branches of the government could bestow pensions on people they felt were deserving), preferment 
(getting someone a promotion), Parliament (could mean getting someone elected to Parliament, could 
mean leveraging votes under your control, could mean trying to use political influence to further 
Parlimentary ends), and peerage (i.e. asking for a title or for a better title than the one you already had--and 
remember, titles often came with lands and money).

Patronage operates via interpersonal networks of family, friendships, and mutually traded favors. Ever heard 
the saying, "It doesn't matter what you know, it matters who you know"? The same was even truer in Regency 
England, especially at high levels and in the professions acceptable for gentlemen: the government, the 
diplomatic corps, the armed forces, the law, and the church. University positions could also be in the gift of a 
patron.

The higher up the social scale you go, the more patronage you have access to receiving, and the more 
patronage you can bestow or help someone else receive.

Someone who wanted to receive patronage could ask for it informally, if they had the connections to do so, or 
could write formal letters marshalling arguments for why they deserved it. Someone with a lot of patronage 
in their gift could expect to receive many, many letters asking for it.

Livings for clergymen are an example of "place" patronage that is probably familiar to you. To understand 
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how patronage might function politically, imagine that Lady Catherine de Burgh has a political agenda. She 
wants everyone within Rosings's influence to vote for particular candidates, or to function as a unit in local 
politics. So she awards Mr. Collins's living, chooses tenants, etc. etc. on that basis. Or, perhaps Mr. Collins is a 
friend or relative of someone whose political loyalty she wants. Then by giving him the living, she's done a 
valuable favor for that person and cemented their political ties to each other. Or Mr. Collins is a family 
member or friend of someone who has already been loyal to her or done her a favor, and she is rewarding 
them. Or, maybe she thinks Mr. Collins is a great orator and wants him to stand for Parliament, and he needs 
an income to support him while he does that political work. By giving him the living, she's hopefully 
cemented his loyalty to her and made sure that he can afford to run.

And then, of course, there were civil service jobs and sinecures. These were a humongous source of revenue 
and were available primarily to the political party in power (during the Regency, the Tories), which gave them 
a huge advantage in winning and keeping political loyalty. Here is a list of just a few of the positions that 
could be granted (from English Landed Society in the Nineteenth Century by F.M.L. Thompson. The information is 
drawn from The Black Book (1820).)

Notice that clerk of the hanaper appears to be a position traditionally held by a woman (as were a number of 
rangerships and some positions like "housekeeper to the Treasury"). “Clerk of the Hanaper became an office 
in the department of the chancery, now abolished. The clerk, also known as warden of the hanaper, was paid 
fees and other moneys for the sealing of charters, patents, writs, etc., and from which issued certain writs 
under the great seal” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hanaper)

Bear in mind that the actual work of these positions was frequently not done by the aristocrat holding the 
position, but rather subcontracted out on the cheap.

"Many of the most glittering prizes were reserved by the heads of families for their own or their eldest son's 
enjoyment. Thus among the eleven commissioners for the affairs of India worth £1,500 a year apiece, ‘very 
snug and profitable places’, we find in 1820 Lord Apsley, Earl Bathurst, Lord Binning, Viscount Castlereagh, 
Viscount Cranborne, the Earl of Liverpool, Viscount Lowther, Viscount Sidmouth, Lord Teignmouth, and Lord 
Walpole, none of whom were younger sons. A short list of some of the most profitable and least onerous 
places would certainly include Earl Bathurst, who was also a teller of the Exchequer at £23,117 a year gross; 
the Marquess Camden, another of the tellers; Viscount Cathcart, lord vice-admiral of Scotland at £14,000 a 
year; Lord Grenville, auditor of the Exchequer at £4,000 a year; the Hon. R.D. Kenyon, filazer and exigenter at 
£4,986 a year; the Earl of Liverpool, who as well as being Prime Minister was constable of Dover Castle at 
£4,100 a year and clerk of the Rolls in Ireland at another £3,500; Lord Stewart who had £3,700 a year as a lord 
of the bed-chamber as well as being ambassador at Vienna; the Marquess of Wellesley who was one of the 
joint remembrancers of the court of Exchequer in Ireland at £4,852 a year as well as being ambassador at 
Madrid; and the Earl and Countess of Westmeath who aggregated £4,460 a year from their posts as auditor 
of imprest accounts and clerk of the hanaper. These also were all heads of families or eldest sons.

"Younger sons, however, were not wholly excluded from these rich pastures by their elders, and some of 
those with the most highly placed relatives were able to obtain a modest competence in this way. Thus 
Thomas Grenville, one of the younger brothers of the first Marquess of Buckingham, was a chief justice in 
Eyre south of the Trent, at £2,316 a year, while Charles Villiers, one younger brother of the Earl of Clarendon, 
was chief justice in Eyre north of the Trent, George the other brother being paymaster of the marines and 
groom of the bedchamber receiving £3,300 a year. The Duke of Manchester's brother, Lord Montagu, was 
collector outwards of the customs at London; the sisters of the Earl of Northington were jointly clerk of the 



hanaper; Wellesley Pole, brother of the Duke of Wellington, was master and worker of the Mint and joint 
remembrance of the court of Exchequer in Ireland at £12,450 in all; one brother of the Earl of Harrowby was 
accomptant-general of salt duties and register to the commissioners of excise, the other being Bishop of 
Gloucester; the three brothers of the Marquess of Hertford between them held the jobs of prothonotary in 
the court of King's Bench in Ireland, and keeper of declarations there, one was a commissioner of excise and 
one was a craner and wharfinger in the port of Dublin, the combined emoluments being £17,473."

None of this was generally considered graft or corruption (except to radicals). Nepotism is a derogatory word 
these days, but in the Regency using influence to help out family members was considered neutral, often 
even virtuous. Regency folk drew a sharp distinction between patronage (an interdependent relationship 
with arguably some element of deserving and/or competition) and bribery (a purely financial transaction)--
even if the distinction is not always intuitive for us.

Chalus notes: The "equation of patronage with corruption was effectively undermined by Lewis Namier [a 
very influential historian] in the 1920s. In revealing the limitations of eighteenth-century patronage, he 
demonstrated not only that the Crown and Treasury had less control over patronage than had often been 
assumed, but also that patronage was generally used to reward past service or relieve current need: it was 
not a guarantee of future political support." (Elite Women, p. 108)

An example of the kind of clear-cut bribery that could cause a scandal was that of Mary Anne Clarke, mistress 
of the Duke of York from 1803 to 1809. In 1809 she testified before the House of Commons that she had sold 
army commissions with his knowledge. He was forced to resign as Commander-in-Chief of the army 
(although he was later reinstated).

“The Wardle Affair, as it came to be known, was a gift for reformers. Eventually it led to the passage of the 
Sale of Offices Prevention Act, which made seeking money for offices a penal offense. For women, the Wardle 
affair was particularly unfortunate, as it reinforced negative stereotypes about connections between women, 
politics, and corruption.” (Chalus, Elite Women, p. 137.)

Some contemporary cartoons on the subject are here:
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Sometimes the right to nominate to a position or award privileges belonged to a political office such as a 
cabinet position, Lord-Lieutenancy, or Lord Mayor of London (for example, until 1830 only 12 Jews were 
allowed to hold licenses as brokers and the Lord Mayor had the right to nominate a successor when a 
licensed Jewish broker died or retired; in 1815 he was paid 1,500 pounds in "fees" by the successful applicant); 
or the right could be hereditary. 

The advowson of a living was generally hereditary and belonged to the family who had, in the distant past, 
donated the land or money to the church that funded the living. When Lady Portsmouth, who as one of the 
three heirs of the earl of Suffolk inherited "a joyn'ed right to the nomination" of the Mastership of Magdalene 
College, Cambridge, she discovered (by sending an agent to look through the college's statutes) that the right 
was attached to ownership of particular pieces of property. By buying out the other owners in 1752, she was 
able to secure the sole right to nominate to the position--and able to pass the right to her heirs.

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:York_Commission_Warehouse_(Mary_Anne_Clarke_(n%C3%A9e_Thompson);_Domenico_Corri)_by_C._Williams.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:York_Commission_Warehouse_(Mary_Anne_Clarke_(n%C3%A9e_Thompson);_Domenico_Corri)_by_C._Williams.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mary_Anne_Clarke.jpg


(Digression: University positions were also apparently highly politicized in this era, I think because the 
universities elected MPs. Wikipedia says of the Cambridge members: "In the early 18th century the electors 
were mostly Tory. However the Whig ministers of King George I were able to persuade the King to use the 
royal prerogative power to confer doctorates, so from 1727 the University returned Whig representatives. 
Oxford University, where the King did not have the same prerogative power, remained safely Tory (indeed 
often Jacobite) in sympathies."

So, in 1760 when Lady Portsmouth's Mastership fell vacant, the duke of Newcastle, a Whig leader, tried 
(unsuccessfully) to influence her choice. He was involved because he held the post of Chancellor of the 
University of Cambridge. In theory this is an elected position, but I'm not sure if it really was, because in 
theory the university MPs were also elected (by PhD graduates of the university), however in actual practice 
Newcastle recommended them. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cambridge_University_
%28UK_Parliament_constituency%29 

The Chancellor still "recommended" the university's MPs at least until 1811 (and maybe beyond) but there 
started to be contested elections, possibly because later chancellors were less politically adept and less 
influential than Newcastle. Palmerston (the future PM) lost two elections there in 1806 and 1807 (and did 
eventually win one). The Wikipedia entry goes on to say: "In the late 18th and early 19th centuries Pittite/Tory 
candidates began to be elected. At the start of this political development some of the Pittite MPs, like 
William Pitt himself (MP for the University 1784–1806), called themselves Whigs. As time passed the division 
between the 19th century Tory and Whig parties became clearer." We will learn more about political parties 
soon! /digression)

There was also political patronage, such as holding a pocket borough or controlling votes. We'll discuss that a 
lot more when we get to elections.

Because being a patron brought such power and influence (and monetary value if you received gifts from 
prospective recipients), the right to nominate to a position or exercise other forms of patronage was valuable 
family property passed down through the generations. It could also be split between heirs (who would 
typically take turns awarding the patronage).
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