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Lesson 7: Hostesses, guests, mediators, correspondents, brokers

d
Hi everyone! Today begins our exploration of the political roles and responsibilities women could take on. :D

One of the most obvious roles a woman could play is hostess. 

For example, for decades during the late 18th century, Devonshire House was the unofficial headquarters of 
the Whig Party. Meetings and caucuses went on there all the time, and they were hosted by the Duchess of 
Devonshire. During the Regency, Holland House fulfilled a similar function, and Lady Holland was well-
known as its hostess. 

Look at Lady Holland’s Wikipedia entry if you want a ton of interesting information, a starting place to 
explore the Fox family’s extensive political network, AND proof that a scandal like having been divorced for 
adultery did not exclude a woman from the highest spheres of influence in politics during the Regency: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elizabeth_Fox,_Baroness_Holland

In Holland House: A History of London's Most Celebrated Salon, Linda Kelly writes: "There were meetings and 
discussions in many places: at Brooks’s Club, where Fox’s portrait by Reynolds presided in the entrance hall; 
at Devonshire House, where the bachelor Duke of Devonshire kept up the traditions of his mother 
Georgiana, and lent his support though not his voice—for he never spoke in the Lords—to the Whig Cause; 
at Lansdowne House and Bowood in Wiltshire, where the third Marquess of Lansdowne[…]had gathered a 
coterie of savants and political economists; in the palatial country houses of Whig magnates like the Duke of 
Bedford and Lord Fitzwilliam, who held whole counties under their sway. But nowhere had quite the glamor 
of Holland House. There were even some MPs, wrote Tierney [the Whig leader in the Commons for part of the 
Regency], who would not vote unless they had been asked to dinner there.” [emphasis mine]

Meanwhile, the London home of the Marchioness of Hertford was the unofficial Tory headquarters. Lady 
Hertford was widely believed to be the Prince Regent’s mistress from 1807-1819, and even if she wasn’t, they 
spent a lot of time together; contemporaries gave her at least partial credit for winning the Prince’s loyalties 
for the Tories, when in his youth he had been a devoted Foxite Whig. 

(His Whiggishness had also been facilitated by political hostesses: Lady Harcourt in her memoirs insists that 
it was at the homes of the Whig hostesses the Duchess of Devonshire and Lady Melbourne that "Mr. Fox, Mr. 
Burke, and Mr. Sheridan had first free access to [the Prince of Wales].")

(Lady Hertford’s mother was Lady Irwin (1734?–1807), a formidable politician and, among other interests, 
patroness of the Horsham burgage borough. We will be hearing much more about her when we get to 
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boroughmongering!)

Even when you move to a smaller scale than, like, the three most important hostesses in the country, a lot of 
informal political activity happened at social events, and a lot of meetings were held in private homes 
(although of course many were also held at Brook’s or White’s). There were smaller but still influential 
political salons. One such salon in the mid-18th century was run by Lady Hervey: "She was known for her daily 
dinners during the parliamentary season, at which there would be no more than six guests, ‘all chosen 
esprits’." 

"W]hen Sir William Musgrave sent a report to Lord Carlisle regarding his prospects for a seat at Morpeth [in 
1767], the information he had gathered at Lady Hervey’s was included: ‘The duke [Grafton] has hopes that Mr. 
Black may be induced to quit Sudbury and engage on your interest, but I have just been dining with Lady 
Hervey, where I saw Lady Sar[ah] B[unbury], and she thinks that Mr. Bl[ake] is too far engaged’." (Chalus, Elite 
Women, p. 96.)

The woman who was hostess in the home where a political meeting was being held fulfilled an important 
role. Chalus writes:

"Women’s presence at dinners seems to have been increasingly taken for granted. At the very least, by the 
second half of the [18th] century the woman of the house was expected to do the honors. It is not uncommon 
to find references to dinners where men outnumbered women, but a dinner that had no women at all—a 
‘Man dinner’—seems to have come to occasion comment and even some complaint by the last quarter of the 
century. Henry Mackenzie, writing in 1792, complained about just such a dinner with friends in London. The 
food and wine had been excellent, but he had ‘an objection to the entertainment’: ‘It was a male party, Mr. 
Hom[e’s wife] not being with us.’[…]This practice did not disappear in the nineteenth century. Lady Shelley 
records being the only woman present at a dinner of politicians at Robert Peel’s on 23 Nov. 1819: ‘Of course 
politics were much discussed, though we are all on the same side—against the Radicals.’”

Country houses often had weekly “public days” when the family was in residence. Basically a public day was a 
day when the house was thrown open and hospitality offered to tenants, voters, other important local 
families, etc. This was organized and hostessed by the lady of the house. In a political family, it was an 
important part of maintaining local political relationships and loyalties. Important guests, or guests the 
hostess wanted to flatter or butter up, might be invited to spend the night and participate in a more select 
social gathering the following day.

Visiting was another important political activity. 

This could mean visiting within your own social class, choosing what invitations to accept or decline, or 
choosing who to invite or snub. For example, during the Queen Caroline adultery trial (a highly political 
event, which for a short time seemed about to topple the monarchy), which ladies were willing to pay social 
calls on the Queen became a highly charged political decision. Her lawyer Sir Henry Brougham (who was 
also a leader of the Opposition in the Commons) actually organized prominent Whig women to call on her.

Chalus writes [the quote from Lady Irwin is 1770]: "Women as politically and personally diverse as the 
duchess of Northumberland and Lady Rockingham can be found socializing with the lord mayor and lady 
mayoress of London when their factions were in need of political support. As it was de rigueur for the elite to 
view the lady mayoress as the epitome of vulgarity, the onset of these visits invariably generated sarcastic 



comments from the supporters of other factions. The fact that Lady Rockingham’s visits coincided with the 
duke of Grafton’s resignation did not go unremarked by Lady Irwin, a partisan of the new North 
administration: ‘the Gentle Marchioness I hear has been twice to visit the Lady Mayoress what a regard they 
must have for each other! such Patriotesses.’”

Political visiting could also mean visiting people of a lower social class. We all know that the wives of country 
landowners were expected to visit their tenants. This exact same activity could take on a political meaning 
when the landowner was politically active, especially if his tenants were voters. Similarly, political women 
might do charitable visiting in towns and districts where their families owned property and/or had political 
interests.

Women were valuable assets in political maneuvering because they were able to approach possible allies or 
adversaries informally or “off the record.” (For this same reason, by the way, women were often in charge of 
giving and receiving bribes during elections.)

The following passage is excerpted from a letter that Mary, Lady Rockingham (whose husband was Prime 
Minister at the time and the leader of the Rockingham Whigs) wrote to her husband during a trip to Bath in 
1765. Note her careful recounting of ostensibly purely social chit-chat because of its political subtext, and her 
carefully thought-out choice between inviting another politician to dinner or to tea (and her phrasing 
"invited in the political way"):

"I will say all your desire to Ld: Camden the first time I see him, in regard to dining it must be as it happens, I 
told you he was quite free & easy to me, & we talk’d much of my removal to this house with many fine 
speeches from him of losing me from the other, which made me say I should hope to see him in this, 
therefore I think if it falls in my way I may perhaps ask them to drink tea, which I believe will seem less 
premeditated than the form of a dinner, & I fancy you will agree with me—I din’d to day with Mr: Murray & Ly 
Kath: they had besides, General Stewart, & Mr: Hunt who is here, the latter I must tell you was invited in the 
political way, Ly: Kath: thinking that as he was a good Minority Man he would be pleased to be asked of the 
Party with me, he lives in the same house with them—Ly: Kath: ought to be the Ministers Wife, I assure you
—.” 

(On the same trip to Bath, Lady Rockingham approached Pitt on a delicate unofficial political mission for 
Rockingham’s cabinet--under the pretext of buying a pair of his coach-horses!)

As you can see above, women often served as negotiators, mediators, and acquirers and brokers of 
loyalties. An introduction or invitation could be political.

Women were also politically active as correspondents and information brokers. When a lot of politics is 
being carried on informally and in social settings, the line between “gossip” and “political news” is pretty thin. 
In an era without the internet, telephones, telegraphs, trains, or even well-maintained public highways, 
gathering and passing on political information and keeping party politicians and supporters engaged, active, 
and informed required a huge outpouring of notes and letters, many of which were written by women, both 
to men and to each other. 

In Sarah Richardson’s essay "’Well-neighboured Houses’: The Political Networks of Elite Women, 1780-1860" 
in Women in British Politics 1760-1860 (see bibliography), she writes, "The numerical extent of these 
correspondence networks can be illustrated by just a couple of examples: Harriet Martineau [(1802-1876), 



Whig political writer], confined to her sickbed, dictated twenty-three letters within a week and personally 
wrote several more. Amelia Opie [(1769-1853), radical writer and novelist]...commented that ’my maid and I 
were calculating the other day how many letters I wrote in the year, and it is not less than six a day, besides 
notes."


