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Chronology



	1762
	12 August
	Birth of George Augustus Frederick, Prince of Wales



	1770
	19 May
	Elizabeth Denison born to Joseph Denison, banker



	1779
	December
	George falls in love with Mary Robinson



	1783
	September
	George visits Brighton



	1784
	March
	Becomes obsessed with Maria Fitzherbert



	1785
	15 December
	Marries Mrs Fitzherbert in London



	1789
	April
	Elizabeth Denison falls in love with John Ponsonby



	1794
	Spring
	George begins an affair with Lady Jersey



	 
	5 July
	Elizabeth Denison marries Henry, Lord Conyngham at St Martin-in-the-Fields, London



	1794
	August
	George becomes engaged to Caroline of Brunswick



	1795
	6 April
	Birth of Henry Francis, Earl of Mount Charles



	 
	8 April
	George marries Princess Caroline at St James’s Palace



	1796
	January
	Their daughter, Princess Charlotte, is born



	1797
	11 June
	Birth of Francis Nathaniel, 2nd Marquess of Conyngham



	1800
	July
	Henry and Elizabeth Conyngham return to London



	1805
	21 October
	Albert Conyngham, 1st Baron



	 
	 
	Londes borough, born. Battle of Trafalgar



	1806
	Autumn
	George begins an affair with Lady Hertford



	1811
	June
	George finally breaks with Mrs Fitzherbert



	 
	24 August
	Birth of Lady Elizabeth Conyngham



	1814
	July/August
	Elizabeth Conyngham has an affair with Grand Duke Nicholas of Russia



	 
	14 August
	Queen Caroline leaves England on her travels



	1815
	18 June
	Battle of Waterloo



	1816
	October
	Henry, Viscount Conyngham elevated to Marquess



	1818
	11 June
	Milan Commission begins investigating the Queen’s scandalous behaviour



	1819
	December
	George separates from Lady Hertford and appears in public with Elizabeth Conyngham



	1820
	29 January
	George III dies at Kew and George IV is proclaimed King



	 
	5 June
	Queen Caroline returns to London



	 
	17 August
	The Queen goes on trial



	1821
	17 April
	The Sumner Affair



	 
	19 July
	King George IV crowned in Westminster Abbey



	 
	8 August
	Queen Caroline dies



	 
	August/September
	George and Elizabeth visit Ireland



	 
	24 September
	George leaves for State Visit to Hanover



	1822
	10 August
	George visits Scotland



	 
	12 August
	Lord Castlereagh cuts his throat



	1824
	24 December
	Earl of Mount Charles dies in France



	1825
	2 August
	George decides to live at Royal Lodge, Windsor



	 
	10 August
	John Ponsonby returns to London



	1827
	17 February
	Lord Liverpool suffers stroke and resigns as Prime Minister George Canning succeeds him



	 
	8 August
	Canning dies suddenly



	 
	7 September
	Lord Goderich becomes Prime Minister



	 
	20 September
	Harriette Wilson attempts to blackmail the King and Lady Conyngham



	1828
	17 January
	Lord Goderich resigns the Premiership



	 
	18 January
	Duke of Wellington becomes Prime Minister



	1829
	10 Apnl
	George gives assent to Catholic Emancipation Bill



	1830
	26 June
	King George IV dies at Windsor



	 
	27 November
	Elizabeth returns the Stuart sapphire



	1832
	18May
	Great Reform Bill passed



	 
	28 December
	Henry Conyngham dies



	1834
	March
	Isabella Hertford dies



	1835
	17 February
	Francis, 2nd Marquess of Conyngham, becomes Lord Chamberlain of England



	1844
	7July
	Tsar Nicholas and Elizabeth Conyngham meet again



	1855
	24 March
	John Ponsonby dies



	1861
	11 October
	Elizabeth Conyngham dies at Bifrons in Kent at the age of ninety-one





Prologue: 19 July 1821

On the hottest day of the year King George IV set off for his coronation and, characteristically, arrived at Westminster Abbey thirty minutes late. He had decided to wear the newly fashionable Elizabethan style consisting of white satin knee breeches, a velvet jacket skilfully tailored to disguise his bulging corset and a crimson velvet robe, twenty-seven feet long and embroidered with golden stars. Perched on his brown wig was a vast, black Spanish hat decked with ostrich feathers and herons’ plumes.

Shorn of his russet side-whiskers for the occasion he looked more the ruddy-faced farmer than the first gentleman of Europe. One female witness thought him a most unpleasant sight, saying ‘anyone seeing this disgusting figure, with a wig the curls of which hung down his back, and quite bending beneath the weight of his robes and his sixty years would have been quite sick’.

Sweating profusely, the King, now weighing over seventeen and a half stone and suffering badly from gout, looked more the victim than the hero of the occasion. As he shuffled past the ranks of peers, peeresses, generals and bishops, all in sumptuous robes, he seemed to be searching for one face in particular. Then, as he passed the section reserved for the peeresses, he appeared to find it. Pausing, he nodded gravely then – to everyone’s surprise – winked ‘very indecently’. In guarded acknowledgement Elizabeth, the Marchioness of Conyngham, gently inclined her head.

Throughout the five hours of the coronation ceremony, even at the most solemn moments, the King continued to make eyes, nod and wink at Lady Conyngham. At one point he lifted a diamond brooch from his chest and, looking directly at her, kissed it. She, in reply, and to the disgust of many peers, removed her silk glove and kissed the huge diamond ring that he had given her. For Elizabeth Conyngham was now the King’s favourite, and to the chagrin of both the politicians and the aristocracy, a power in the land.

This English ‘Madame Pompadour’ had risen from middle class origins to become the wife of an Irish peer, the lover of the future Tsar of Russia and the last openly acknowledged mistress of a King of England. For the remaining ten years of his life she would influence many of his decisions both personal and political. She would bring him sexual passion combined with a settled domesticity that he had never before enjoyed. But this would come at the price of public ridicule and she would be portrayed as the greediest and most avaricious woman of her age. One name that would stick to her was coined that year by the diarist Thomas Creevey – he called her the ‘Vice Queen’.1


ONE

The Conyngham Trap

Three years before that coronation – the most lavish and expensive in British history – George, Prince of Wales, had made two important changes in his personal life. He stopped powdering his natural hair in favour of a curly brown wig and he changed mistresses. Out went the portly 58-year-old Marchioness of Hertford and in came the even plumper 48-year-old Marchioness of Conyngham. Amused at the Prince’s increasing predilection for overweight women the wits at White’s Club laid bets with each other on which lady was the heavier. When asked, as a close friend and drinking companion of the Prince, for his expert opinion on the matter the playwright Richard Sheridan thought for a moment before replying, ‘Hertford is heavy but the Conyngham outweighs her by stones!’

This new love, Elizabeth Conyngham, was the eldest daughter of a once illiterate Yorkshire farm worker who had risen by his own efforts to become an immensely wealthy London banker. She was also the wife of an Irish peer of no great distinction. The mother of four grown-up children, she had gained a reputation in society for her fashionable clothes and her dark good looks. Her best-known portrait, painted by Sir Thomas Lawrence a few weeks before the coronation and now at Slane Castle in Ireland, confirms her beauty. Lawrence, a notorious flatterer of his sitters, emphasised the unusual pale blue of her eyes that had inspired the diarist Grantley Berkeley to write effusively:


Her eyes of the favourite colour, were extremely animated in their expression; her transparent complexion, of the favourite roses and lilies, was always bright with the most winning smiles; and a sweetly musical voice, low and tender, as her august friend liked the feminine tones to be.1 



What had caused the Prince to split with his current mistress Isabella Hertford after a twelve-year relationship and take up with Elizabeth was rumoured to have been a violent incident that occurred at the Hertford’s town house in Manchester Square, London. One evening Isabella’s son, the dissolute Earl of Yarmouth, was said to have awoken from his customary drunken slumber at the dinner table to discover that his mother and her royal guest were missing. Yarmouth, known as ‘Bloater’ for his red hair and florid face, eventually found them together in a side room sprawled on a sofa ‘in a very peculiar situation’. Enraged at the Prince’s liberties with his mother Yarmouth was supposed to have flown at him and ‘treated him to as handsome a pair of black eyes as his soul could wish for’. So violent was the assault, it was claimed, that the Prince kept to his bed for a month.2 News of this supposed event spread throughout London and inspired a best-selling cartoon, ‘Royal Stripes or Kick from Yarmouth’ and a poem from the satirist Peter Pindar, who offered this sound advice:


Ye Princes, as you love your lives,

Ne’er meddle with your neighbours wives,

But keep your brittle hearts from tripping:

Lest some rude lord, to scare beholders,

Should compliment your princely shoulders,

With such another royal whipping.



The truth was far less dramatic. George had indeed injured himself that evening but in an incident wholly unconnected with Lady Hertford or Manchester House. The Prince had merely twisted his ankle demonstrating the Highland fling to his daughter Princess Charlotte at his London residence, Carlton House. Yet the public preferred to believe the more sensational rumour because it corresponded with their image of the errant Prince whose misdeeds and mishaps had been chronicled for decades. Hardly a week had passed in the previous two decades without some new cartoon depicting the Prince of Wales as a hard drinking, gormandising womaniser appearing in the windows of the Fleet Street print shops. Brilliantly drawn by such artists as James Gillray, George Cruikshank and William Heath, these satirical cartoons were a uniquely British institution of the time. In no other European country could the follies and mendacity of politicians, aristocrats and royalty be so openly mocked without fear of prosecution.

For years the cartoonists had mocked Isabella Hertford as a lofty dominatrix towering over and bullying her wretched royal lover. Soon her successor, Lady Conyngham, would have to bear the same public ridicule that had so distressed Isabella. Throughout the decade of their relationship until the King’s death in 1830, George IV and Elizabeth Conyngham would be the subject of over 300 satirical cartoons. Without exception they depicted Elizabeth as a fat, greedy woman and the Prince as a salacious, gullible fool. One of the first of the anonymous satires warned the Prince of Elizabeth’s cunning designs on his person and purse through the use of the deadly ‘Conyngham Trap’:


A most ingenious contrivance (in horn-work) for taking the largest animals alive . . . it opens easily, receives its prey with security and will work equally well in all weathers . . . it will supersede the use of the celebrated Hertford Snap. It is rather clumsy in its construction and not new in its principles, being very similar to the Robinson and Fitzherbert Catches formerly in vogue.3



These ‘catches’ were two of the Prince’s best-known former mistresses, the actress Mary Robinson, the great love of his youth, and his morganatic wife, the Catholic widow Maria Fitzherbert. Both were supposed to have inveigled the disingenuous Prince into dangerous and compromising relationships. Nor had his judgement of women improved by 1795 when, in return for having his mounting debts paid off, he allowed his father George III to dragoon him into a disastrous marriage to Princess Caroline of Brunswick – a woman who, he claimed, physically revolted him.

After the torments of this ludicrous misalliance his next serious relationship, with Isabella Hertford, had appeared almost sensible. Although he had been friendly with the Marquess of Hertford and his wife for many years, suddenly in the autumn of 1806 and for no apparent good reason, George convinced himself that he was desperately in love with Isabella. So consumed with desire was he for this large and formidable woman that, according to his friend Lady Bessborough, ‘he frets himself into a fever . . . to persuade Lady Hertford to live with him – publickly!! This sudden passion astonished everyone at court not least the lady herself.’4 Other courtiers were equally amused. ‘She must be scarcely able to believe’, wrote Sir George Jackson, ‘that charms she had not been aware of possessing – at least for many a year – should now prove . . . so irresistibly attractive.’ Yet after a short period of hesitation, for the sake of propriety, Lady Hertford succumbed to the Prince’s importunings. His canary-yellow carriage soon became a common sight parked outside her London home and was immortalised by Tom Moore in his poem Diary of a Politician:


Through Manchester Square took a canter just now –

Met the old yellow chariot, and made a low bow.

This I did, of course, thinking ’twas loyal and civil.

But got such a look – oh ’twas black as the devil!

How unlucky! – incog. he was travelling about

And I, like a noodle, must go find him out.



Now the Prince became an even more frequent guest at Manchester Square and at the Hertfords’ fine country houses of Sudbourne in Suffolk and Ragley Hall in Warwickshire. As he was living apart from his own wife Princess Caroline he seemed to find family life with the Hertfords highly congenial. Their son, the Earl of Yarmouth, delighted the Prince and became his constant companion. In spite of his reputation as a violent and unpleasant alcoholic, Yarmouth was one of the most astute and knowledgeable art collectors of the age and helped George acquire many important works for Carlton House and the Brighton Pavilion.

Isabella Hertford’s relationship with the Prince gave her unrivalled power over him, which she used ruthlessly to further her own interests and those of her family. Throughout her twelve-year reign as royal favourite Isabella never once lost an opportunity, as Elizabeth Conyngham would later do, to profit from the relationship. Nor was her husband ever known to complain of his wife’s open infidelity. He maintained a discreet silence as the Earl of Jersey had done before him and the Marquess of Conyngham would do after when their wives became the Prince’s intimate companions. That Lord Hertford clearly condoned the compromising relationship for personal gain only confirmed the widely held belief that the Hertfords, in spite of their vast income of over £100,000 a year, were no more than an unprincipled bunch of money-grabbers. One of their severest critics at Court, Lady Blessington, considered that love of money pervaded the whole family and that Isabella Hertford was so fond of diamonds that even the Prince’s wealth would not be sufficient to satisfy her greed.5 The satirist William Combe shared this poor opinion of the Hertfords, believing that avarice was the hereditary taint of the entire family.

Soon, Isabella’s blatant nepotism and supposed interference in political matters drew down on her the wrath of satirists and politicians alike. The Fleet Street cartoonists began lampooning her as ‘the Sultana’, ‘the old Lady of Manchester Square’ or the Prince’s ‘matured enchantress’. One cartoon showed her as a gigantic puppeteer manipulating the strings of tiny ministerial marionettes and declaring, ‘I can make them do anything . . . Why, I have had the honour of performing before the Regent!’ A more serious political attack on Isabella’s supposed interference in politics was launched by the Whig opposition when their leader Lord Grey denounced in Parliament ‘the unseen and separate influence that lurked behind the throne . . . leading to consequences the most pestilential and disgusting’.6

The Radicals were even bolder in their attacks on Isabella Hertford, openly castigating the Prince’s relationship with her and condemning his own dissolute lifestyle in unambiguous terms. Without the accepted protection of a humorous context the radical journalist Leigh Hunt risked all when he launched an assault on the Prince in The Morning Post. ‘Who would imagine that this Glory of the People,’ he wrote, ‘this Adonis in Loveliness, was a corpulent gentleman of fifty! A violator of his word, a libertine over head and ears in debt and disgrace, a despiser of domestic ties, a man who has just closed half a century without one single claim on the gratitude of his country or the respect of posterity!’7 But Hunt had gone too far and for this unequivocal attack on the Prince he was jailed for two years and given an exemplary fine of £1,000.

Yet in spite of the scandal and embarrassment Isabella Hertford proved to be a thick-skinned survivor. With their vast estates, great wealth and powerful political connections the Hertfords were far too grand to be troubled by mere public opinion. When London was celebrating the defeat and first exile of Napoleon in April 1814 Isabella defied her critics by proudly draping a huge banner proclaiming ‘The Prince’s Peace’ across the front of Manchester House. The Prince, too, generally ignored the ridicule, Hunt apart, and remained devoted to Isabella – who might well have survived as royal favourite for many more years had she not by 1818 begun to lose her looks. Now at 59 this once beautiful woman could best be described as ‘merely handsome’. The diarist Mrs Calvert thought her ‘still beautiful but on a very large scale’, but then added contemptuously, ‘I think her, without exception the most forbidding, haughty, unpleasant woman I ever saw’.8 Isabella was no more popular with the Prince’s other friends, who were delighted when they noticed that he appeared to be looking around for a suitable replacement.

Until 1819 all of the Prince’s relationships with women had been marred by his frantic insecurity and recklessness. After a series of wild, youthful infatuations he pursued Maria Fitzherbert, a woman six years older than himself, threatening to commit suicide if she did not submit immediately to his sexual demands. Maria was wary at first but having obtained certain assurances from him, the most important being his agreement to marry her in the eyes of the Catholic Church, she eventually gave in. Yet a stable, almost domestic relationship with Maria Fitzherbert proved such a disappointment for George that his attention soon wandered. He became obsessed with the Countess of Jersey and the Marchioness of Hertford in turn. These three key emotional relationships in his life were interspersed with many short-lived affairs with much younger women. But as he grew older it became apparent to observers that he was clearly and consistently drawn to older women. What he appeared to be groping for since adolescence was a relationship with a woman who combined emotional maternity with physical sensuality. In the end, he did not have to look far to find such a being, for Elizabeth Conyngham met both requirements. She and her husband Henry were already known to George, having been introduced, ironically, by Isabella Hertford herself. They had attached themselves to the Hertford circle on arriving from Ireland where Henry Conyngham had a large estate at Slane, County Meath.

Many sharp-eyed women at Court had suspected for years that Elizabeth had designs on the Prince. Lady Charlotte Bury, daughter of the Duchess of Argyle, one of the beautiful Gunning sisters, had been told by her mother as early as 1815 that Lady Conyngham had openly declared that she ‘would arrive at that goal one day or another’. Now, said the Duchess in a letter to her daughter in January 1820, ‘she has reached it and may it prove all she thinks it worth! But what a false notion of happiness and honour . . . may Lady C need only behold Mrs Fitzherbert and Lady Hertford and tremble lest such should be her own fate.’9 The Hertford family became aware too late of the danger that the attractive Elizabeth Conyngham posed to their interests. The Tory MP Charles Greville recalled Isabella’s grandson Lord Beauchamp’s horror when he witnessed the Prince and Elizabeth Conyngham riding together in Hyde Park one morning. ‘By God’, he exclaimed, ‘our grandmother must learn to ride or it is all over with us!’10 A month later the Prince’s old friend Joseph Jekyll confirmed the arrival of Elizabeth Conyngham as royal mistress but thought that she would be merely a short-lived infatuation for the fickle Prince when he wrote in his diary, ‘tomorrow I dine with a rural queen, Lady Conyngham who will not triumph. Tis l’esprit faible contre l’esprit fort of Lady Hertford.’11

When Isabella Hertford discovered that the Prince had found a new love she went straight to her friend Princess Lieven, the wife of the Austrian ambassador to London, complaining of the shabby treatment she had received. Dorothea Lieven, a friend of both parties, reminded her of the fickleness of princes and urged her to dry her tears. Rather than rail against the inevitable, the Princess advised, Isabella should accept her fate and be content with all the royal gifts and patrimony that already she had already received. That evening, more amused by than sympathetic to her friend’s predicament, the Princess wrote to her lover Prince Metternich in Vienna. Her letter mocked Isabella’s outrage and she declared herself astonished that Lady Hertford had the gall to complain that she found ‘the new love ridiculous in view of the age of the contracting parties. I had to keep a straight face at this point of the story’, wrote the Princess, for ‘she is sixty three and Lady Conyngham forty eight!’12

In the first decades of the nineteenth century Dorothea Lieven was a shrewd observer of English society and politics, sending a daily report to Vienna chronicling events at Brighton, Windsor and Westminster. In spite of being both an intellectual and a foreigner Princess Lieven had managed to ingratiate herself into English society. Such was her determination that she managed to get herself elected as one of the three all-powerful committee members of Almacks, the most exclusive social club of the day. Throughout the 1820s she was an intimate witness of the progress of the affair between the King and Elizabeth. As a regular guest of the King she was one of the first to see them together in public. As she told Prince Metternich in a letter five months after the tearful encounter with Lady Hertford:


The new favourite appeared yesterday in society for the first time since her accession; and I enjoyed a new light on the English character. Everyone seemed embarrassed. Nobody wanted to be the first to greet her; there was at least five minutes’ suspense, painful for her and for the others. She is a nice enough woman and, as such, welcome, so that after a few minutes she secured a few ‘How do you do’s’ – but she was not received cordially, as she was last year.13



Within a year the whole of London had come to accept that Elizabeth Conyngham was now the King’s intimate and inseparable companion. He confirmed her new status in his customary fashion by presenting her with a miniature portrait of himself. George’s demeanour was now so cheerful and good humoured that many thought the new relationship a vast improvement on the old. As Lady Holland put it, ‘the reign of the Loves and Graces is better than his former reign of Terror; for . . . her predecessor, certainly ruled with the instruments of inspiring him with hatred and suspicion of all about him, not a good mechanism for a King’s mistress.’14

Now that the Prince’s final rejection of Lady Hertford was common knowledge, a rash of valedictory cartoons appeared mocking the unfortunate woman’s fate. But a month later a rumour spread through London that Isabella was determined to make one last desperate attempt to regain George’s affections. An anonymous story appeared purporting to be an account of Lady Hertford’s clandestine visit to Brighton where, disguised as one of the seabathing attendants, she was said to have lain in wait for her ex-lover to emerge from the waves:


When he came out of the water she began giving him a rubbing with a flesh brush . . . in a rather more familiar manner than he was accustomed to. But this expression of pleasure was only momentary, and far from succeeding . . . all the eloquence and alluring smiles had no effect.15



But to Elizabeth Conyngham the lingering threat of Isabella Hertford was no joke. She remained convinced that the rejected mistress still posed a threat to her interests and took every precaution to keep her away from the King. Anyone too friendly with the Hertfords was treated with suspicion and removed from the royal guest list. Most galling of all was the King’s refusal, in spite of Elizabeth’s constant entreaties, to dismiss his old friend Lord Hertford from his post as Lord Chamberlain of the Royal Household. To the King’s amusement the Hertford threat continued to occupy Elizabeth’s mind and he could not resist teasing her from time to time.

His greatest success came in February 1823 when Elizabeth left London for a short holiday in Ireland, leaving George at Windsor and desperately lonely. No sooner had she arrived at Slane Castle than she received a letter from George telling her of a strange visitor to the Royal Pavilion. It appeared that Isabella, hearing a rumour that the Conynghams had fallen out of favour with the Prince, had sent her nephew down to Brighton to enquire after the King’s health and to let him know that she was more beautiful than ever. Of course, the King assured Elizabeth, he had refused to see the young man personally and had asked his old friend, Admiral Nagle, to stand in for him. The crusty old sailor had, according to George, told the nephew in blunt nautical terms to tell his aunt that she should ‘sheer another way’.16 Although the whole story had been made up by the King to alarm Elizabeth and get her to return early, he was surprised by the degree of success he achieved. Elizabeth immediately left Slane and, returning to London a few days later, ordered her carriage to take her post-haste down to Brighton. There she found him in unusually good humour as he guiltily confessed to her that he had made up the whole story just to get her to return to him.

In spite of Joseph Jekyll’s prediction that George’s fascination with Lady Conyngham would be short-lived, she had by late 1820 completely captured his heart. Her unusual combination of sensual attraction and motherly charm now provided him with all that Maria Fitzherbert, over twenty years earlier, had tantalisingly promised but failed to deliver. Moreover, unlike the widowed Mrs Fitzherbert, Elizabeth Conyngham had the advantage of a living and compliant husband and would make no demands for a marriage. Whatever her apparent avarice she was also clearly untroubled by either moral or religious scruples and would certainly not drag George into another begrudging and politically compromising marriage.

But there was a price to pay for this compliancy. Like Isabella Hertford before her, Elizabeth would make sure that her husband was rewarded with a prestigious and lucrative office in the royal household. As Francis, Marquess of Hertford, had been made Lord Chamberlain with a salary of £3,000 a year so Henry, Marquess of Conyngham, was soon be appointed to the equally lucrative post of Lord Steward of the Royal Household. Elizabeth herself would receive from her lover the greatest treasure trove of jewels ever given to a royal mistress in England – much of it paid for by money purloined, on George’s orders, from the public purse.


TWO

A London Heiress

The Duke of Wellington was known to have disliked the new royal mistress from the moment he set eyes on her and was as dismissive of her character as he was of her middle-class origins. A consistent champion of aristocratic privilege and a critic of vulgarity in any form, Wellington often complained that Lady Conyngham’s voice gave him ‘a revulsion of the blood’ whenever he heard it, knowing that he was about to hear ‘some fresh vulgarity’.1 In complete contrast to the patrician Duke, George, Prince of Wales was a man who could chat as easily to a common page as to a fellow prince. A democrat in everything but political views, George was the first British monarch to make friends with the emergent members of the mercantile class. The best known of these self-made men was the sea-biscuit manufacturer turned banker Sir William Curtis, a genial character who returned the Prince’s lavish hospitality at the Brighton Pavilion with his own less sophisticated pleasures at his splendidly vulgar villa near Ramsgate. Although totally dissimilar in character and tastes, Curtis’s rise to riches had much in common with that of Elizabeth Conyngham’s own father, Joseph Denison.

Born to a family of poor country labourers in Yorkshire in 1726, Joseph Denison was to become even wealthier that William Curtis. At the age of fourteen he decided to leave the land and, like so many before him, set out to make his fortune in London. Arriving in the capital illiterate and penniless he only survived in the first years by working as an ill-paid casual labourer. Showing a determination that his daughter would one day inherit, each evening Denison set about teaching himself to read and write by the light of a candle that he could ill afford. Once he had mastered literacy he went looking for a position as a clerk. Good fortune took him to the counting house of a Mr Dillon, an Irish banker with a drink problem. By hard work and his own natural acumen Joseph Denison so prospered in his post that within a few years roles were curiously reversed and Dillon was the clerk and Denison became the banker.2

His timing was perfect, for there was no better time or place to acquire wealth than London in the booming economy of the mid-eighteenth century. British trade was expanding in India and America and threatening the Dutch monopoly in the Far East. Funding this commerce was the City of London, which provided venture capital for every almost every imaginable enterprise. Joseph Denison’s bank played its small part in all this, driven by its proprietor’s ‘unabated industry and rigid frugality’. By 1754 Denison had become an important figure in the booming London money market and had accrued sufficient funds to be able to form the financial alliance that was to make him one of the richest men in England.

Realising that the new industries developing in the north of England lacked local funding, Denison decided to give them access to London capital. What he needed was a partner in the north, and after much searching he put a proposition to the small bank owned by the Heywood family in Liverpool. Together they formed a London-based company with unprecedented contacts throughout the north of England. This new company, Messrs Denison, Heywood and Kennard, gave Joseph Denison unprecedented access to the new manufacturing companies as well as to the long established and highly profitable slave trade based in Liverpool. Denison’s was the first bank to make the abundant venture capital of London directly available to the embryonic industrial revolution in the north which, with the coming of steam in the early nineteenth century, would give Great Britain the most powerful economy in the world.3

This new venture soon proved so successful that within a decade of its inception Denison had accumulated enough money to be accepted as an established member of the new British mercantile elite known as ‘the monied interest’. Now he regularly attended meetings with London’s leading merchants, overseas traders, bankers and financiers. All shared a buccaneering enthusiasm for commerce and a near-total disregard for even the primitive rules and regulations that existed at the time. These entrepreneurs flourished on insider trading and the privileged information passed on by their placemen in the government and revenue services. As the country prospered internally and Britain gained complete dominance over the French in India, huge fortunes like Denison’s were made, many as a consequence of the quick profits that could be made from provisioning the army and navy.

Driven by ambition and favoured by circumstance Joseph Denison had by 1771 outshone most of his rivals and had become one of the twenty celebrated millionaire merchant princes of London. His personal life had changed no less radically. When his first wife, who shared his humble origins, died, he remarried into the London middle class, choosing as wife one Elizabeth Butler, ‘a well-educated and very amiable woman’ and the daughter of a hat maker from Tooley Street, Southwark. Within four years she too was dead, having borne him, in quick succession, three children: Elizabeth, the eldest, a son William and a second daughter, Maria. To celebrate his new prosperity and the birth of his eldest daughter Denison in 1770 moved his family from their modest home in Prince’s Street near the Bank of England to a large mansion in the newly fashionable St Mary Axe.4

Now Joseph Denison set about consolidating his newly acquired fortune by buying vast tracts of land in the Home Counties. He began by purchasing the large Denbies estate in the Surrey hills from the bankrupt entrepreneur Jonathan Tyers, the man who had once owned the most famous entertainment venue in London, the Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens. Then in 1787, in what must have been a triumphant vindication of his once-humble status, Denison paid the enormous sum of £111,000 for the l60,000-acre estate of the Duke of Leeds.5 This purchase, 47 years after he had left the county, now made him the largest single landowner in Yorkshire. But in character Denison had changed little from the hard-working, God-fearing young Yorkshireman who had walked all the way to London sixty years earlier. Yet, in spite of his new-found wealth, Joseph Denison, like the cotton mill owner Richard Arkwright or the road builder Thomas Telford, was unable to rise to the highest ranks of society himself. He did, however, make sure that both his girls acquired the education and social polish that he lacked in the expectation that they would, with good fortune, eventually marry into society.

Again Denison was fortunate in his timing, for in late eighteenth-century England such marriages between trade and high society had become possible for the first time. Being in trade was no longer considered as disreputable as it had once been and there was a dawning recognition among the aristocracy that new money could help preserve their estates as readily as old. Consequently many landed families had begun encouraging their offspring, the younger sons in particular, to marry wealthy heiresses from rich, middle-class families like the Denisons. The result was to raise the status of those in trade rather than to lower that of the aristocracy. To the rest of Europe it was seen as the profoundest folly that could only lead to unrest and discontent. Ironically it was France, where the greatest social upheaval in history would take place, that was most critical of English inter-class fraternisation. Although the French aristocracy enjoyed similar benefits to the English aristocracy, derived from colonial trade made possible by entrepreneurial merchants, the French elite shunned their country’s middle classes, even forbidding them by law from displaying their new-found wealth in public.

Growing up in London, Elizabeth Denison and her sister Maria enjoyed a freedom of behaviour denied earlier generations of English girls. In the early years of the eighteenth century respectable young women had been virtually confined to their fathers’ houses and forbidden to venture out unless closely chaperoned. But by 1780 the new social liberalism that had begun to permeate society permitted such young women, once they had ‘come out’, to attend private balls and parties together, often without their parents. What every middle-class family desired was to find their daughter a husband from a respectable, wealthy and preferably aristocratic family. This resulted in a refined human cattle market, bitterly condemned by such pioneering feminists as Mary Wollstonecraft, who wrote:


What can be more indelicate than a girl’s coming out in the fashionable world? Which, in other words, is to bring to market a marriageable miss, whose person is taken from one public place to another, richly caparisoned.6



What every respectable family feared most was that their cherished daughters might fall into the hands of the unscrupulous adventurers who were known to haunt such venues as public balls and assemblies. These men would attempt to persuade young heiresses to elope with them and then, after compromising the girl’s honour, agree to marry only in return for a large dowry. Rich merchant families like the Denisons were prime targets for such predators and they made sure that their vulnerable offspring were kept under discreet but careful observation. Although Elizabeth and Maria would have been permitted to go shopping together they were closely chaperoned at all other times. London was then unequalled in Europe for the range and the quality of goods on display and Elizabeth would have been familiar with the stylish shops of the Strand, Pall Mall and Bond Street. It was while driving back with her sister in her father’s carriage after such a shopping trip that Elizabeth Denison, now an attractive nineteen-year-old, made a fatal encounter that was to affect her emotionally for the rest of her life.

Having decided to return through Hyde Park she joined the late afternoon cavalcade that gathered in Rotten Row where members of fashionable society would promenade to see and be seen. Captain Gronow, a European visitor to England, later described the scene with the keen eye of a foreigner:


The men were mounted on such horses as England alone could then produce, and the carriage company consisted of the most celebrated beauties . . . you did not see in those days any of the lower or middle classes of Londoner intruding themselves . . . it was given up exclusively to persons of rank and fashion.7



That fatal afternoon in 1789 Elizabeth noticed an unusually attractive young man riding beside her carriage. As he came closer she was so struck by his fine looks that she fell instantly in love with him. Later that evening, in great excitement, she told her friend Julia Storer that she had met a mysterious stranger in the park. From his description, Julia recognised him as the Honourable John Ponsonby, the eccentric son of Lord Ponsonby. Born in the same year as Elizabeth, he had grown up in Ireland and was now generally considered the handsomest young man in England, and possibly in France too, for when trapped in Paris at the time of the Terror, a few years later, he was mistaken for a French aristocrat and strung up on a lamp-post. He was only saved by the intervention of a crowd of local women who, struck by his exceptional good looks, insisted that he be cut down immediately.8 An easygoing wastrel by nature, Ponsonby had squandered almost every opportunity that his father, the irascible Irish peer Lord Ponsonby, had given him. Provided with a safe seat in the Irish parliament he complained that the routine business of politics bored him to death. Moreover, he claimed to be so nervous in the House that he could only summon up the courage to speak in debates if he made himself half-drunk first. But in spite of being opinionated, unreliable and lazy, Ponsonby was redeemed by having an unusually keen sense of humour that entertained his many friends.

One of his many later conquests, in a long-running affair that began in May 1806, was the famous courtesan Harriette Wilson, who thought him ‘a very god’ and was much enthralled by his ‘pale expressive beauty’. In her memoirs, written long after she had parted from him, Harriette relates a story that perfectly demonstrates Ponsonby’s famously endearing quick wits. When appointed British Ambassador to Turkey he was summoned to deliver a formal address to the Sultan in front of his entire court. Knowing that none of the Turks could understand English Ponsonby produced a piece of paper from his pocket and began reading slowly and dramatically the numbers, ‘one, two, three, four, five’, until he reached fifty, putting particular emphasis on an occasional number. When thanked by the Sultan for his impressive speech, Ponsonby bowed gravely and continued with an encore, counting from sixty upwards. Later that day, when ordered by the Sultan to enter his private chamber by crawling under a low wall on all fours – a routine frequently used to humiliate European diplomats – Ponsonby, with great presence of mind and considerable courage, turned round and crawled in backward, presenting his backside to the astonished Sultan.9 It is easy to see why Elizabeth Denison and Harriette Wilson should both have fallen for such an endearing character. Both saw him as the perfect man and Harriette’s opinion, at least, should be respected in view of the dozens of lovers she had in a long career of professional romance.

But in 1789 Elizabeth Denison’s family was shocked by the dramatic effect that Ponsonby had upon her. Soon an engagement was announced and the impecunious Ponsonby seemed delighted by the prospect of marriage to such a rich and attractive heiress. One of Elizabeth’s closest friends at the time was the aristocratically born Julia Storer, later to become the courtesan Julia Johnstone and destined to fall in society as spectacularly as Elizabeth was to rise. Julia was certain that a marriage between Ponsonby and Elizabeth must soon take place and she later told Harriette Wilson that Elizabeth’s wedding clothes were already made and that Elizabeth ‘used to sleep in my room, with his picture round her neck. She adored him beyond all that could be imagined of love and devotion.’10

Although Joseph Denison had no objections to the marriage John’s father, Lord Ponsonby, certainly did and, according to his son, refused point blank to agree to the match. Ponsonby then broke off the engagement claiming that as he was so financially dependent on his father that he had little choice but to obey. This seems a lame excuse, for Ponsonby would surely have soon received a handsome dowry from his father-in-law, one of the wealthiest men in England. It seems far more likely that the other side of Ponsonby’s character, ‘sly, voluptuous and most luxurious’, as he was described by a contemporary, prevailed and he had spotted an equally wealthy and far more socially desirable catch in Frances, the youngest daughter of the Prince of Wales’s future mistress the Countess of Jersey. Within a few months of abandoning Elizabeth, Ponsonby had married Frances with full parental approval. The effect of this abrupt rejection on Elizabeth was catastrophic and, according to Julia Storer, the poor girl’s sufferings were so severe that her parents ‘trembled for her reason’. For the next two years no one was permitted to mention Ponsonby’s name in Elizabeth’s presence.11

As time passed Elizabeth slowly recovered from her bitter disappointment over John Ponsonby and her family began to hope that he would soon be replaced in her affections by a more reliable, if less attractive, member of the aristocracy. But it was nine years before a new suitor finally appeared in the form of another Irishman, the little-known peer Viscount Conyngham. Ironically Elizabeth, having been frustrated in her attempt to marry the handsomest man in England, now settled for one of the ugliest in Ireland. Henry Conyngham was a long, lean man with a distinctive set of protruding teeth rather like a comb, a ‘thin lean parboiled looking sort of gentleman’. His odd appearance would later be a godsend to the London cartoonists, who portrayed him in numerous works as a tall, skinny buffoon. Although poor in looks, Lord Conyngham was theoretically rich in land and should have been a suitable, if uninspiring, catch for Elizabeth. Henry was descended from a Scottish clergyman, the Reverend Alexander Conyngham, who had left Scotland in 1611 to take part in the plantation of Ulster, an English attempt to pacify the rebellious Irish. Conyngham became Dean of Raphoe, and prospered in spite of the harsh conditions and the hostility of the local Catholic population. His son consolidated the Conyngham presence in Donegal as well as proving to be a highly successful soldier, rising to become Lieutenant General of the Ordnance in Ireland. In this capacity he commanded the artillery under King William at the Battle of the Boyne and survived to enjoy the spoils of the victory – a large estate at Slane in County Meath. This land together with its castle had been seized by the Crown from the Jacobite Fleming family, which had chosen to fight on the wrong side in the battle. Throughout the eighteenth century the Conyngham family continued to increase their wealth by developing their lands in Meath, Donegal and Clare. By the time Henry, the first Viscount Conyngham, married Elizabeth Denison in 1798 he was the second-largest landowner in the whole of Ireland with estates totalling 166,000 acres that were said to yield over £70,000 a year in rents.12

A frequent visitor to London, Henry met first Joseph Denison’s attractive daughter when he became a customer of her father’s bank. Denison clearly introduced the young Irish peer to his elder daughter as a likely prospect for marriage and encouraged the relationship between them, believing that Lord Conyngham would make a far more reliable husband for her than John Ponsonby could ever have done. Henry’s arrival was fortunate for Elizabeth too as she was now in her mid-twenties and the need to find a husband would soon become pressing. His looks may have been unprepossessing, but Henry Conyngham at least had a title and large estates in Ireland so Elizabeth wisely decided that this time she must allow her head to rule her heart and accept his proposal of marriage.

It was certainly not a whirlwind romance, although one of the scandal sheets of the time claimed that Lord Conyngham, who it described quite erroneously as ‘a dashing colonel of the guards’, insinuated himself into Elizabeth’s good graces and ‘after a courtship of just three weeks they were married’.13 This, at least, was true for on 5 July 1794 Elizabeth Denison married the 28-yearold Viscount Conyngham at one of the most fashionable churches in London, St Martin-in-the-Fields.

A month later the newlywed Conynghams made the tedious journey by road and sea back to Henry’s estate in Ireland. They must have appeared an odd couple: he tall, thin and ugly and she short, fat and pretty. Impressed by the new French revolutionary fashions that he had seen in London, Henry Conyngham had undertaken a complete makeover of his appearance, abandoning the powdered wig and tricorn hat of his youth for short hair and a low-crowned topper in the French fashion. But there was little he could do to alter the strident voice for which he had become notorious. While Elizabeth’s was soft and attractive, his was said to be unpleasantly high-pitched and gratingly harsh. Henry appeared unaware of this and had developed a fondness for the sound of his own ill-favoured voice. ‘He could talk, ye gods how he could talk’, lamented the anonymous author of the scurrilous novella The Secrets of the Castle. Yet the compiler of a more respectable work, the Sketches of Irish Political Characters, published in 1799, gives a more sympathetic and generous description of Lord Conyngham. It praises his debating skills in the Irish parliament, noting that his arguments were ‘condensed, pointed and powerful’, while regretting that he had an almost fatal tendency to lisp.14 What this ill-matched couple thought of each other is now impossible to discover but within a year of their arrival in Ireland Elizabeth gave birth to a son named Henry Joseph, the heir to the Conyngham inheritance. Two years later in 1797 a second son, Francis, was born followed by a daughter named Elizabeth after her mother. Two more children would be born to the Conynghams, a third son Albert and a second daughter Maria.

Born and brought up in the urban prosperity of the City of London, Elizabeth would have found Ireland an alarmingly provincial and a potentially extremely dangerous place in 1794. Just three years earlier, inspired by the Republican principles of the French Revolution, the Society of United Irishmen had been formed under the leadership of the lawyer Theobald Wolfe Tone and Lord Edward Fitzgerald to unite Catholics, Protestants and Dissenters to remove English control from Irish affairs. By the time that the Conynghams arrived at Slane much of the country had already witnessed attacks on Ascendancy property by small bands of early Republicans known as the Defenders. In 1792, in one fortnight alone, nearly forty Protestant houses in the counties of Meath and Louth had been broken into by Defenders looking for arms. Just a dozen miles from Slane even the property of the Catholic peer Lord Bellew had been attacked by over 1,500 rioters who had only dispersed when a large troop of cavalry arrived. Many similar attacks had taken place in the nearby town of Drogheda, where the trial of seven Defender ringleaders had opened just before the Conynghams’ return.15

As Colonel of the local Drogheda Militia, Lord Conyngham had been much involved in policing the local countryside before his marriage. Now with the political situation fast deteriorating he returned immediately to his duties with the army, leaving his new bride to cope with the unfamiliar servants at Slane Castle. When the security situation allowed Henry would travel to Dublin to attend sittings at the Irish House of Lords, where the threat of Catholic insurrection was constantly debated. When she did not accompany him Elizabeth was left to her own devices at Slane where, given that her son was looked after by servants and there was a limited availability of stimulating company in the area, she became increasingly bored. Another of the anonymous and salacious biographies of her, The Amatory Life of the Marchioness of C—ny—m, claims that, neglected by her husband, she now took to amusing herself with one of the estate servants:


A farmer’s son by name of Bishop was taken into the house as a kind of superior servant. He was all in all with my lady. He had the happiness of driving her around the plantation in a sociable kind of carriage made to hold two persons side by side. His lordship never enjoyed good health and was never able to exercise his filly as much as necessary and therefore the duty was taken off his hands by the trusty Bishop.16



This version of events that were supposed to have happened 35 years earlier was typical of the scurrilous rumours that beset Elizabeth in the 1820s and 1830s. It is almost certainly wishful thinking by a progandist out to blacken her name for Elizabeth was far more likely to have looked to Dublin for such diversion, as Slane was less than two hours’ carriage drive from the Irish capital. Then at the height of its prosperity, the elegant second city of the growing British Empire offered a social life only marginally less glittering than London’s. As members of the Protestant Ascendancy the Conynghams would have received many invitations to receptions and balls there. Although a stranger to the city Elizabeth was quick to make friends with the Dublin ladies and one in particular, the Countess of Glengall, niece of one of Ireland’s senior peers, the Earl of Clare, was credited by the diarist Thomas Creevey with introducing her to the more boisterous side of Dublin social life.17 It was apparent that even as a young bride Elizabeth was beginning to develop the reputation of an adventuress.

Then in June 1798 the rebellion that would change the fortunes of the Irish Ascendancy for ever broke out in County Wexford. The original plan of the United Irishmen had been to start the rising in Dublin but the leaders, through good British intelligence, had been swiftly arrested. Without word from their leadership the peasants in the south-east of the country pressed on with the revolt, and after several victorious encounters with British troops reached the hills overlooking Dublin. The city was plunged into a panic as its Protestant community prepared to flee or risk massacre. The Conynghams too must have feared an attack when the United Irishmen in County Down, just two counties distant, rose under the command of Henry Monro, a shopkeeper from Newtownards. But the rebels, greatly outnumbered, were soon routed in an engagement at Ballynahinch suffering several hundred casualties. Monro was arrested, tried and promptly hanged outside his own front door.

The Wexford rebels were also driven back from Dublin by a British army hastily assembled by the Prince of Wales’s old friend General Lake, who on 21 June with 20,000 men finally surrounded them on Vinegar Hill and slaughtered the great majority. Two months later a body of experienced French troops landed near Killala in County Mayo in the west of Ireland, but they were too late and, outnumbered, were forced to surrender at Ballinamuck in County Longford. As was customary in dealing with the Irish, the captured French were treated as prisoners of war and returned to France while the unfortunate Irish who had joined them were slaughtered on the spot.18

The Great Rising of 1798 had been crushed, but the very act of insurrection itself and the initial success of the rebels had caused a crisis of confidence throughout the Protestant Ascendancy. Its members now realised that their future lay not in an independent Irish parliament but in total political integration with Britain. Consequently an Act of Union with England was introduced into the Irish parliament and Henry Conyngham was among those Irish peers who voted for it in the Lords. The incentive was the offer by the British government of bribes and peerages. As William Carpenter wrote in his bitter tract of the time A Peerage for the People, ‘a man is created an Irish peer for servility, oppression and bigotry in his own country . . . when a man is made a peer by corruption in Ireland he is glad to take the next step in England’.19 Many wealthy Protestants were to follow this route to England and the effect of their departure on the Irish economy and above all on Dublin society was catastrophic. Within a few years many landlords had become near-permanent absentees, abandoning their large estates and fine Dublin houses for the safety of London.

Among the first to leave were the Conynghams, who for the next twenty years would spend most of their time in or near London. Apart from the deteriorating political situation there may well have been another reason why the Conynghams, in particular, made such an early departure from Ireland. Although Lord Conyngham was known to be the second-largest landowner in Ireland, much of his holding was in the counties of Donegal and Clare where the land was poor and the tenantry lived on the edge of subsistence. In these years of bad harvest they would have been unable to pay even their nominal rents and the Conynghams’ income would consequently have been drastically reduced. This may well have happened for, according to local gossip, their finances had become much depleted and Lord Conyngham needed desperately to restore them. It was certainly rumoured in Dublin that it was because of his depleted fortunes that Conyngham had gone to London in the first place in the hope of finding himself a rich English heiress. Elizabeth’s friend Lady Glengall would probably have known the truth and she told the English diarist Thomas Creevey that she was sure Lord Conyngham had serious financial problems.20 Creevey may well have spread this story in London for it was picked up by the satirists, ever eager to embarrass any members of the ruling class. Consequently the anonymous author of Secrets of the Castle repeated the claims that Lord Conyngham had deliberately brought his wife and son over to England in the hope of improving his prospects. It was even suggested that he had been forced to let out ‘the very gardens of Slanes [sic] Castle’ to local farmers and the house to be used as a hospital.21

Whatever the reason for the sudden departure to London the prospect of a return to the great city after several years of provincial life in Ireland would certainly have appealed to Elizabeth. Although Lord Conyngham would, in the years to come, make regular visits back to manage his estates in Meath and Donegal his wife preferred to remain in London at the centre of the social and political events that were about to unfold. But if the Conynghams really were in financial difficulties they showed little sign of penury when they arrived in London in the summer of 1800. As Elizabeth was determined to establish herself immediately in English society she realised that the first requirement was a large house in the right part of London. So with the help of her father and his financial resources she found a property commensurate with her new social status. This property, 5 Hamilton Place, was a large mansion located at the lower end of Park Lane – then, as now, one of the most fashionable addresses in London. This street had certainly been good enough for the hero of Waterloo, the Duke of Wellington, who had taken a house there while the renovations to his official residence, Apsley House at Hyde Park Corner, were completed.

As soon as she was established in Hamilton Place Elizabeth set the tone for her future actions by secretly contacting her old love John Ponsonby, who was living in nearby Curzon Street. Already bored with his marriage, Ponsonby responded immediately and the two met and began an illicit affair that would continue until May 1806 when he became involved with the courtesan Harriette Wilson. In the course of their secret liaison Elizabeth and Ponsonby wrote each other dozens of passionate love letters. These highly compromising documents would fall into the hands of Harriette Wilson, probably stolen by her from among Ponsonby’s possessions, and were used twenty years later by Harriette in the most outrageous attempt in British history to blackmail a king.22

When not consorting with Ponsonby, Elizabeth set about establishing the Conynghams at the centre of London society. Hamilton Place was less than half a mile from Manchester Square, where the Marquess of Hertford and his wife lived in splendour. This was fortunate because Isabella Hertford was the aunt of the Conynghams’ old neighbour in Ireland, Lord Castlereagh. Not only had they lived in the same part of the country but Henry Conyngham and Robert Castlereagh had attended the Irish House of Lords together and both had commanded neighbouring militia regiments prior to the Rising in 1798. There any similarity ended for whereas Lord Conyngham was politically insignificant, Lord Castlereagh was now the rising star in the Tory party and destined for great things. Such a man would be an invaluable contact in London high society.

When introduced to Lady Conyngham, Isabella Hertford was naturally unaware of the threat that this attractive newcomer would pose. Instead she was struck by the charm of this new addition to the London scene and took to her immediately. Soon the Conynghams were regular guests at Manchester House and would have met all the Hertfords’ friends including the Prince of Wales himself. When in town George dined regularly with the Hertfords as well as calling round most afternoons, in the absence of Lord Hertford, for an intimate tête-à-tête with Isabella. As the friendship developed the Conynghams too became part of the Prince’s intimate circle. Evidence of their increasing proximity is revealed on a paper fan discovered at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane. It shows a seating plan for the 1802 season with the name ‘Lady Conyngham’ appearing as stallholder for a seat directly behind that of His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales.

There can be little doubt that George found both Conynghams good company and Elizabeth, with her dark good looks and voluptuous figure, particularly attractive. The author of the scandal sheet The Secrets of the Castle claims that the Prince fell for Elizabeth the moment he set eyes on her. The fateful meeting was supposed to have occurred one evening after dinner at Manchester House when she approached a table where the Prince was playing cards with other guests and sat quietly down beside him. Struck by her beauty George turned and engaged her in ‘a long and delightful conversation which in the conclusion made one lady perfectly happy, and another perfectly miserable’ – a reference to the supposedly jealous Isabella. The next morning, the story continues, the Prince asked his secretary, John McMahon, if he knew the identity of this mysterious woman. Colonel McMahon confessed that he knew her very well indeed for her name was Elizabeth Conyngham and she was his very own ‘privy companion’. With characteristic opportunism McMahon is said to have added, ‘but she is very much at your service’.23

Although this story appears in an anonymous scandal sheet it may, in essence, be an accurate account of the first meeting between George and his future mistress. A formal dinner at Manchester House would have consisted of up to 100 guests. The party would have assembled to await the arrival of the Prince of Wales who, after a formal greeting en masse, would have led them all into dinner. Only after the meal was completed would the party retire to the drawing room and mix with the Prince. That Elizabeth should have approached him so boldly is quite compatible with her known character. This, after all, was a forceful, ambitious and determined woman who had already embarked on an illicit affair with her old love John Ponsonby. That she had also become Colonel McMahon’s mistress is quite believable, for not only was he one of the most charming men at Court but he was also the most intimate conduit to the Prince of Wales himself.

John McMahon was a fascinating character. As far as the Prince of Wales was concerned he had the great advantage of being Irish, for George was never happier than in the company of an easygoing Irishman. Indeed, two of the closest friends of his youth, Richard Brinsley Sheridan and the dissolute George Hanger, heir to Lord Coleraine, were both Irish. Hanger, the prototype for the caricature of a dissolute Irishmen, was the most outrageous of all the Prince’s early companions and was invariably depicted in cartoons with a bright red drunkard’s nose. Bankrupted and wrecked by drink, Hanger had long passed out of George’s intimate circle when the Prince’s political adviser, the Whig peer Lord Moira, suggested to him that one of his officers, Colonel McMahon, would make him an excellent royal secretary.24

Born the illegitimate son of Lord Leitrim’s butler in Ireland, John McMahon had escaped the poverty of rural Ireland by enlisting in the British army at the time of the War of American Independence. By good fortune he had chosen the regiment commanded by Lord Moira and whatever his military abilities, McMahon soon discovered that he possessed a unique talent as a ‘fixer’ for his dissolute colonel. Armed with Moira’s purse he would procure locally anything his master required, from good wine to accommodating women. Soon Moira had him performing the same services for his fellow officers and McMahon’s remarkable success in this vital area of campaign life ensured his rapid promotion from private soldier to commissioned rank of ensign.25 Poncing for his superiors in America proved so profitable that when the war ended and the army returned to Britain McMahon arrived back with a full purse and ready-made career. Maintaining the useful contacts he had made in the army he continued his profitable career as procurer-in-chief to the aristocracy. Soon he had accumulated enough money to marry one of his own attractive protégées and settle with her in rural comfort at Richmond in Surrey. It was this lady, according to the scandal sheets, who would enable McMahon to take his final step up the ladder of society.

One day, it was alleged, ‘a certain illustrious individual’ was riding with Lord Moira near Richmond when he noticed a dark, mysterious beauty at a cottage window. When the Prince pointed her out Moira claimed to recognise her as the wife of his old friend John McMahon, adding that he was sure she would be only too delighted to meet the Prince. Without more ado, the story continues, they called at the house and the lady found George so charming that she invited him to drop by at any time. The Prince took her at her word but whenever he called McMahon was invariably away on business, leaving his wife to entertain her royal guest alone in a manner she thought appropriate.26 Again, there must have been an element of truth in this story for the public was soon made aware of the Prince’s amatory excursions to Bushey Park. A cartoon entitled ‘Princely Predilections’ by George Cruikshank depicted George and Mrs McMahon romping together in rural bliss. The story was given further credence when McMahon, on the Prince’s personal direction, was, for no good military reason, suddenly promoted first to Brevet Major and then to Lieutenant Colonel – a commission worth thousands of pounds. These appointments appeared to be handsome rewards for McMahon’s generosity with his wife’s favours and his own well-mannered discretion.

Clearly such a man could go far in the Prince’s service and McMahon was promptly offered a minor post that he filled with ‘diligence and affability’. Then, to the indignation of the Prince’s more established advisers, George offered him the important and highly sensitive position of Royal Secretary. McMahon accepted immediately, relishing the challenge, and with energy and efficiency set about relieving his master of most of the tedious bureaucratic duties that George found so irksome. Behind the scenes McMahon used his unrivalled experience as a procurer of exceptional talent to add even more colour to the Prince’s private life. One of his many clandestine duties was to smuggle Isabella Hertford in and out of the Brighton Pavilion through a secret passageway. Even the dynamic McMahon soon found himself fully employed by the Prince’s varied and energetic sex life. He would have to pay off an angry, cuckolded husband one day then hurry down to Fleet Street to bribe a cartoonist into suppressing yet another scurrilous cartoon the next.27

George IV’s first biographer, Robert Huish, a proponent of the moral rectitude that was to characterise the reign of the Prince’s niece Queen Victoria, discovered factual evidence of McMahon’s nefarious activities. He quotes a highly compromising letter written by McMahon to his royal master in which the secretary, ‘ever alive to obtaining the possession of any object which may contribute to your royal pleasure’, claims to have picked up two attractive young girls while travelling through Wiltshire in a public coach. When a local clergyman and his daughters got on at Marlborough McMahon was struck by their beauty, considering them ideal fodder for his master. The letter describes their ‘apparent simplicity and ignorance of the world’, making it clear that, with McMahon’s help, the unfortunate girls could soon ‘be brought to comply with the wishes of your Royal Highness’. The first step, McMahon suggested, was to lure them to London by offering their father a lucrative living at a parish in the city. The Prince thought this an excellent scheme and told McMahon to proceed with the plan at once.

According to Huish the unwary girls duly arrived a few weeks later and McMahon persuaded their father to allow them to lodge with his old friend, a certain Mrs Duff, in the ominous sounding Fops Alley. Unknown to their ingenuous father, Mrs Duff was a fashionable courtesan whose box at the opera was always full of such notorious libertines as the Prince’s own chaplain at Carlton House, the Reverend Knight. After a few weeks of careful grooming by Mrs Duff the girls were taken by McMahon to the house of a Mrs Hamilton where both he and the Prince, in the guise of a ‘Colonel Fox’, seduced them. Huish ends this sad story with a bitter condemnation of the moral depravity of both McMahon and the Prince. ‘The heart sinks,’ he writes, ‘at such cold blooded, systematic destruction of female innocence’.28

Adventures like these made McMahon the custodian of George’s most intimate secrets which, as a hazard against fortune, he carefully and systematically documented. But he appears to have been even more intimately involved with the Prince than many contemporaries suspected, for McMahon not only procured attractive ingénues for his master but also kept a lookout for older society ladies with compliant husbands – men who would be prepared to turn a blind eye to their own wives’ infidelity in return for a lucrative royal appointment. This was the path already taken by both the Earl of Jersey and the Marquess of Hertford, who had clearly condoned their wives’ activities with the Prince and received prestigious offices in the royal household in return.

McMahon’s duties may well have included playing a much more active role himself for he appears to have at times assumed the role of ‘woman tester’ for the Prince, checking out amenable women before passing them on to his master. This would have involved having a brief liaison with the lady himself to ascertain her suitability, but above all to test her discretion and, indeed, that of her husband. It seems likely that Elizabeth Conyngham was ‘checked out’ in this manner by John McMahon. The author of The Secrets of the Castle has no doubt that this was the case and that Elizabeth and John McMahon were indeed lovers before she embarked on her affair with the Prince. The Colonel, it claims, paid her such ‘assiduous attention’ that one Sunday they were ‘found by the fond husband . . . preparing to be particularly intimate’. Henry Conyngham was said to have been so outraged that he challenged McMahon to a duel and only withdrew the challenge when the secretary ‘offered a purse in lieu of a bullet to the noble lord’.29 This aggressive defence of his wife’s honour does seem uncharacteristic of Henry Conyngham, particularly as the author goes on to suggest that when McMahon recommended her to his master ‘the lady did not hold out long . . . priding herself on the conquest she had made. Her first connection with the Prince produced her a present of £1,000 and her husband received something equal to £600.’30

Yet the assertion that Elizabeth Conyngham and John McMahon were lovers may not only depend on the word of an anonymous author, for in Thomas de Quincey’s Autobiographical Sketches he recalls travelling with a school friend to Ireland one summer in the first years of the nineteenth century. On board ship they noticed a dark, attractive woman in a carriage on deck – at the time people of quality remained in their coaches on deck during short sea voyages. The lady was obviously an aristocrat and became so amused by their admiring glances that she invited them to her carriage to talk. The night was sweltering and the boys decided to sleep on deck. In the early hours of the morning when the ship was quiet they noticed ‘a certain Colonel’ whom they had seen earlier creep up from below and slip quietly into the lady’s carriage. It appeared to them that these goings on were ‘not entirely a secret even among the lady’s servants’. Years later De Quincey realised that the amorous lady he had seen was none other than the King’s notorious mistress Lady Conyngham and the mysterious Colonel, John McMahon.31

De Quincey’s observation that Elizabeth’s servants were aware of her relationship with McMahon shows the difficulty a member of the aristocracy had in pursuing a sexual affair in a society that depended so heavily on servant labour. Footmen opened front doors, maids came virtually unannounced into bedrooms and coachmen were needed to take ladies to their assignations. It was impossible to keep secrets from these people, who were prone to gossip among themselves and to members of their family. In London there was the added temptation of the cartoonists and satirical press, who would pay handsomely for titbits of salacious information. It is remarkable how much the public knew of the foibles of public figures. Becoming part of fashionable London society as the Conynghams did in 1800 and, above all, being on the fringe of the Prince of Wales’s circle, would have left them open to such scrutiny. Elizabeth, in particular, was quickly marked down as a ruthless sexual predator working her way, like a professional courtesan, through the British aristocracy. The author of the Memoirs of the Celebrated Lady C*****m depicts her supposed progress in lurid detail:


The Earl of W came into the course and was soon the acknowledged ‘riding postilion’ of Lady C. The noble peer became a politician. He called out Viscount M—d—n who did not respond. Then the son called out the Viscount who replied that he had fought too often. The Marquess now became an indifferent husband and upon his promotion (to General?) abandoned his wife to her ways. Sir Harry Vane ‘in a short chace ran her down to cover’. The consequence was a duel and Sir Harry fell, a trial took place and the M was acquitted.32



This item of gossip is again typical of the confusion that existed at the time between real events and scurrilous speculation. The supposed duel referred to by the author is, in fact, a later quarrel that occurred between Elizabeth’s second son Lord Francis Conyngham and the then Foreign Secretary, Lord Castlereagh. In 1821, at the time of the royal marriage crisis, Lord Francis challenged Castlereagh to a duel for criticising his mother’s relationship with the King. Although these spurious Memoirs appear to be malicious fantasy they do contain intriguing suggestions that can in part be corroborated by recorded events. The Secrets of the Castle even suggests that Elizabeth Conygham had a child by the Prince in 1805 for, ‘after a connection of three years, her ladyship sojourned for a while on the continent where she brought forth a child which many said was very little like her husband and exceedingly like somebody else’.33 The facts do seem to endorse the story that became common gossip in London, for Elizabeth did leave London in the spring of 1805 and return to Ireland for a confinement. To be absent from London for a period of months was, at this time, often an indication of an illicit pregnancy and the need for a secret confinement. Some at Court certainly believed that Lady Conyngham had become pregnant by the Prince, the diarist Thomas Creevey among them. He frequently refers to Elizabeth’s youngest son Lord Albert Conyngham, born in that same year 1805, as ‘The Great Infant of England’, clearly implying that the Prince was Albert’s natural father.34 Yet apart from Creevey, a notorious gossip and scandalmonger, there is no corroboration of the rumour and photographs of Lord Albert, when an adult, show a striking resemblance to his lean and angular father rather than to the distinctly Hanoverian features of George IV. But what all these allegations, true or false, have in common is the assertion that Elizabeth Conyngham became the Prince’s mistress long before she appeared in public with him in 1819.

Nine years after the birth of Lord Albert and when the Prince was still openly involved with Lady Hertford, Elizabeth certainly embarked on a short but high-profile love affair with a far younger man. To celebrate the first overthrow of Napoleon, the victorious European monarchs visited London in June 1814. As official host the Prince Regent had invited the Tsar to stay with him at either Carlton House or St James’s Palace. To the Prince’s chagrin Tsar Alexander informed his host that he would prefer to join the rest of his party at the Pulteney Hotel in Mayfair. None of the Russians appeared to like London and, according to Creevey, were soon ‘sick to death of the way they were followed about’ by the London mob. The Tsar, in particular, grumbled about the interminable drunken dinners he had to endure at Carlton House. As a protest, he decided to annoy his host by flirting with the Prince’s current mistress, Lady Jersey. The Tsar’s twenty-year-old son, the Grand Duke Nicholas, appears to have used his time in London far more constructively for according to the diarist Thomas Creevey he took a great fancy to the 46-year-old Lady Conyngham and was encouraged by her to begin a short but passionate affair.35 Lady Emily Cowper, Lord Castlereagh’s niece, also met Nicholas at the time and had the pleasure of being taken in to dinner by him one evening. She described him as ‘a tall stripling, his fine line of features giving promise of the splendidly handsome man he became’. Lady Emily clearly shared Elizabeth’s opinion, describing Nicholas as her ‘beau ideal of a young Prince, so handsome, so well mannered, and so gay’.36 It is not difficult to see why Nicholas, a bored young man in a foreign city, would have welcomed what would have been little more than a holiday affair with a mature and attractive woman. Two years later their relationship resumed when the Russians returned to London for more celebrations after Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo and final exile to St Helena. This time Grand Duke Nicholas managed to excuse himself from engagements in London and slipped down to Brighton alone. Conveniently, Elizabeth too was at the Conynghams’ house in Brighton that week, just around the corner from the Pavilion. For the next four days, according to Creevey, they resumed their passionate affair while his father and her husband were detained by their official duties in London.37

As Elizabeth was entertaining the Grand Duke in Brighton, the Prince’s longstanding mistress, Isabella Hertford, was making her own contribution to the celebrations by draping the front of Manchester House in a gigantic banner proclaiming ‘The Prince’s Peace’. More importantly, she also acted as the Prince’s hostess for a number of celebratory dinners which the Tsar found even more boring than those he had to endure at Carlton House.38 Perhaps Isabella had already begun to lose her looks, for the Tsar confessed to an aide that he found Lady Hertford most unattractive and ‘mighty old’. The Prince might well have begun to share the Tsar’s opinion, for a few months later it was noticed that he was becoming ever more flirtatious with Lady Conyngham. An understanding between the Prince and Elizabeth might well have come about at this time, for Henry Conyngham was suddenly – and to almost universal surprise in both London and Dublin – created Viscount Slane, Earl of Mount Charles and Marquess of Conyngham – the second highest rank in the peerage. Elizabeth accordingly became a marchioness – the same rank as the Prince’s current mistress Isabella Hertford. Perhaps she had made this her condition for embarking upon a public affair with George and facing the lampooning and hostility that she knew would inevitably follow.
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