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Lesson 8: Secretaries, patronesses, campaigners, canvassers, 
electioneers
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Hello, everyone! Continuing from last time...

Women could serve as political secretaries, taking over part or all of a politician's (usually but not always 
their husband's) correspondence. Sometimes this was only during elections or when he was busy or 
unavailable, sometimes it was a regular thing.

You met Mary, Lady Rockingham in Lesson Seven. Chalus writes: "When Rockingham was too busy or away 
on business, she acted as his personal representative, by extension the faction's representative, and took over 
his correspondence. An old friend, Sir George Savile, was very familiar with this division of labor and 
accordingly addressed his correspondence directly to her during the lead-up to the 1774 general election: 
‘Lady Rockingham knows that I have long plac'ed her near the head of my list of Politicians, & therefore altho’ 
the letter beginning Dear Sr George & written in the Hand of the Lady is sign'd by the Gentleman, I yet shall 
write my answer to Wentworth. I gather indeed from the Servant as well as from Lady Rockingham's 
Postscript that Ld Rockingham does not return to Wentworth between the Northallerton Business & York 
Races.’”

Women also participated in patronage networks, whether asking for patronage for themselves, family 
members or political supporters, using their influence with a patron, or awarding patronage in their own gift, 
like Lady Catherine giving Mr. Collins the living.

Two eighteenth-century examples: 

"Anne Boothby Skrymsher was both a member of a leading county family in Leicestershire and a friend of 
Charles Jenkinson. As a result, her interest was eagerly sought. In 1763, after having been ‘worryd continualy’ 
to obtain a reprieve for a man who was believed to have been unjustly convicted, she took up the case with 
Jenkinson: ‘I Shall thank You as long as I live for upon my honor hear is one of the aldermen of Leicester has 
come running Seven mile on foot in a heavey rain to desire me to write to you again.’[sic]" (Elite Women.)

“When Lord Buckinghamshire went to Ireland as lord-lieutenant in 1776, both Lady Louisa Conolly and her 
sister the duchess of Leinster assumed—correctly—that Louisa, who was resident in Ireland and whose 
husband was Lady Buckinghamshire's brother (and himself a leading Irish country gentleman, albeit in 
opposition), would be inundated with patronage requests: ‘I have…kept perpetually employed…in writing 
very disagreeable letters, which are those of denial, to the millions of applications that are coming to me in 
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consequence of Lord Buckinghamshire's coming to Ireland. I wonder when they will have done, and was 
considering t'other day the impossibility of obliging everybody. For if I had had the appointing of Lord 
Buckinghamshire's family ["family" was often used in the 18th century to include the entire household 
including servants], and the naming of all his tradesmen, I could not satisfy one half of the requests made to 
me.'

A full year later the requests were still flowing in[…]: “You say you are sure I have hundreds of applications. In 
truth I cannot number them, the most distressing of all are the poor wretches condemned to death, who all 
apply to me, so that I quite dread the sight of a petition, and have suffered so much from those I took in, that 
(as I cannot assist them) I have been obliged to make the servants enquire the nature of every petition before 
they bring them to me.” (Elite Women.)

During elections (as we saw with the Duchess of Devonshire), women were effective canvassers and 
electioneers. Here are two wonderful examples.

“[W]hen Lady Stafford's unmarried son, Granville, was steward of Lichfield races in 1791, she knew that her 
presence as family representative would take on increased political importance. Shirking her duties would be 
out of the question: she would have to be ‘more proper than I have ever been—for I must go to every thing 
that is to be done during the Races.’” In 1784, “Lady Spencer's movements were temporarily curtailed by a 
knee ailment[…but she] managed the St. Albans election from her home. Never one to value other people's 
abilities highly, she took charge of the election committee herself and directed the men under her as 
necessary. This, as she explained to her friend Mrs. Howe, took both time and energy: ‘I have for some time 
got up invariably at 6.—& the two or three busiest day's of the Election my Committee & I met at a little after 
five.’ Moreover, she was good at what she did, as H.C.F. Lansberry noted in his examination of the politics and 
government of St Albans: ‘Undoubtedly, the best agent the 2nd Earl Spencer had in St Albans was his 
mother.’” (Chalus, Elite Women.)

The following story is a favorite of mine, and it shows the continuity of this type of female canvassing 
through the early Victorian era and on. It also provides a nice window into the kind of help political patrons 
offered voters:

“Mrs. Gwynne Holford, whose husband, J.P. Gwynne Holford, contested the Breconshire election in 1837, was 
said to have ‘canvassed for her husband far more energetically and successfully than he did himself.’ When 
her son came out to contest the borough seat at a by-election some thirty years later, she ‘canvassed every 
elector for him’, despite the fact that she was nearly blind from the effects of cataracts. Apparently, she paid 
her visits in full state, arriving at each poor cottage in a barouche drawn by four big bays, ornaments by white 
liveried postilions, and attended by two powdered footmen. Her secretary, carrying the Canvass book, 
travelled with her. The ground thus prepared, she entered the dwelling, ‘and sat with each poor man and his 
wife, and talked about her charities, how she maintained this one, buried that, kept the widow of another, 
and how no one who served a Gwynne ever had cause to repent it.’ To complete the effect, her butler followed 
shortly after with gifts of grapes, pineapples or trout.” –Cragoe, “Jenny Rules the Roost” in Women in British 
Politics 1760-1860 (see bibliography).

As I mentioned briefly in an earlier lesson, when a woman was raising an underage son who would one day 
inherit a political interest, it was very common for her to help maintain that interest, and sometimes to take 
the leading role in doing so. The interest was considered a valuable part in his inheritance and it was her duty 
to preserve it for him. Chalus writes: “As John Cannon has shown, 70 per cent of eighteenth-century peerage 



families went through at least one minority, and one-third of all successions were by minors.” I'd love to see 
this situation in a romance!

Peers could not legally participate directly in an election, so a wife or daughter's participation could get 
around this rule. 

Wives of candidates were expected to participate in the rounds of socializing and treating that accompanied 
elections, and so were the wives of men with political interests in the districts.

On Monday, I will discuss women's direct involvement in elections, as voters, controllers of votes, and 
boroughmongers. I think we'll see some pretty romance-ready scenarios. :)


