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  Notes on the Text




  The spelling of Catherine’s surname varies in newspapers, but has been standardized to the correct version, Tylney (as opposed to Tilney).




  All quotations are cited in the references at the end of the book, but a few have been standardized and updated to modern English for the ease of understanding and clarity.




  Money plays a huge part in Catherine’s story, but conversions over time are notoriously difficult. The Bank of England currency converter bases its calculations on average inflation of two

  per cent per year, estimating that £100 in 1810 is equivalent to around £7,000 in 2010 (i.e. multiply by 70). Very conservatively speaking, therefore, the Bank of England calculates

  that Catherine’s annual income of £40,000 would convert to around £2,500,000 today. This method is unreliable, however, because certain costs have soared disproportionately, such

  as house prices and rents. This is highlighted by the fact that in 1825, Catherine’s husband bought a detached villa in Hall Place (now Hall Gate), set in two acres adjoining Regent’s

  Park, for £6,000. Using the Bank of England converter, this villa would be worth around £320,000 in the early twenty-first century, when in reality a property like this would now fetch

  tens of millions of pounds. These soaring values must also factor into the equation, because Catherine’s assets were largely tied to land and property. So, in efffect, accurate monetary

  comparison is unfeasible and Catherine was far richer than the Bank of England conversion rates imply.




  Throughout this book, I multiply by 100 to provide rough twenty-first-century equivalents. Even this, I believe, is conservative when calculating Catherine’s income.
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  I first came across Catherine in a nineteenth-century newspaper, which summarized the remarkable twists and turns of her life. Eager to learn more, I scoured the Internet

  hoping to find a book or biography, but apart from a few sketchy outlines there was very little information about her. For some reason Catherine stayed with me, and I mentioned the article to my

  husband, telling him that it would make a terrific story for someone to write about. I am not usually superstitious, but it seemed like fate when I discovered a box of Catherine’s

  correspondence lying undocumented at Red-bridge Archives. I was immediately gripped by her letters, which are disarmingly candid and deeply moving. After reading through them I felt a compelling

  urge to tell her story.




  In the main, Catherine has been portrayed as a feeble character. Kilvert’s diaries state that she was ‘weak and foolish’; letters to Lord Eldon suggest that she was dim and

  dull; while Octavia Barry repeatedly refers to her as ‘sad . . . sorrowful . . . pathetic’. This one-dimensional view has prevailed, even though all these previous publications were

  written in the nineteenth century, when it was considered proper for women to be acquiescent. Barry, in particular, endeavoured to portray Catherine in a sympathetic light by painting her as a

  saint, while deliberately avoiding all mention of the uproar she caused. When I began to scratch beneath the surface of this story, a very different image of Catherine emerged. Primary materials

  revealed that she was a vivacious, forthright, highly accomplished woman who painted landscapes, composed music and managed a huge household with efficiency. Her two most defining traits were her

  unwavering sweetness and courage.




  Although Catherine wrote hundreds of letters during her lifetime, very few survive among her private papers at Redbridge Archives. Much of her correspondence was destroyed in a fire, which may

  have been started deliberately to protect her privacy. Owing to this, when I first started researching, there were huge gaps in my timeline, literally twenty years of Catherine’s life with no

  personal information to go on. The task of piecing together her story was daunting, but I was spurred on by my husband, Greg, who was researching a closely related subject. Over the subsequent ten

  years, our quest for clues extended to archives the length and breadth of Britain, from Southampton to Aberdeen, plus resources in Ireland and the USA.




  My journey of discovery has focused on Catherine and her influence in Regency high society. I have been enthralled by the glamour and excitement of her life: the fashions and festivities, the

  scandal and gossip. As a popular celebrity, she was constantly in the news, which meant that contemporary newspapers provided much insight into the details of her life. The Hiram Stead Collection

  of Wanstead House material, held at Newham Heritage and Archives, has been an invaluable resource as it comprises a miscellany of newspaper and magazine clippings from a wide range of contemporary

  publications, some of which no longer exist elsewhere since sections of the British Library were bombed during World War II. Useful information was also gleaned from diaries, memoirs, fashion

  magazines and auction catalogues. But it has been particularly difficult to get to grips with finances due to the lack of primary source information. Much of the surviving fiscal documentation is

  riddled with inconsistencies, which means that the full picture cannot be definitively established.




  The Angel and the Cad began its life as my MA dissertation, which explored the influence of newspapers in Regency England and the growth of celebrity culture. Newsmen of the day employed

  all kinds of literary devices to influence the public and capture their imagination. Reports about Catherine were filled with satire, tragedy and melodrama – her life unfolded in the press

  rather like the chapters of a highly wrought novel. Owing to this, contemporary newspapers provided the perfect framework for this book, enabling the story to unfurl rather as it did at the

  time.




  Although newspapers were rich in detail about events and occurrences, they did little to shed light on Catherine’s thoughts and feelings. In the early stages of my

  research, she remained a shadowy figure, compelling but elusive, and I needed to find primary source material that would flesh out her character. When my breakthrough eventually came, it was

  definitely worth the wait. Some years into her marriage, Catherine was embroiled in a scandal that resulted in a high-profile court case, which shocked the British public and resonated for many

  years. Discovering the trial transcript was a major step forward, particularly as the affidavits are so vividly descriptive. They include testimonies from many eye-witnesses, including the butler,

  tutor, close relatives and friends. Statements from the long-suffering valet are often comical, while accounts from the family physician are very powerful because he was Catherine’s

  confidante. Doctor Bulkeley observed many shocking scenes, and his descriptions are so graphic that I felt I was actually there watching the drama unfold.




  I have been extremely fortunate to have had such wonderful material to work with. Regency gossip columns endeavoured to captivate the general public and their style of reporting remains

  accessible to a modern mainstream audience. In addition, the educated classes actively engaged in social networking, exchanging gossip through letters and notes. Letter writing was an art form and

  they rejoiced in the written word, entertaining friends with a droll turn of phrase or amusing anecdote. They delighted in the latest scandal, offering up snippets of gossip or describing

  acquaintances in acid detail. Extracts taken from letters, diaries and affidavits have greatly enriched this book, and I am indebted to the real-life characters that have added such colour and

  flavour.




  The main purpose of this book is to tell Catherine’s story, but the narrative opens a window into the Regency period, broadly defined as 1811–30.1 It spanned a crucial time, from the aftermath of the French Revolution to the eve of the first Reform Act, when people were questioning traditional customs, morals and beliefs.

  Conflict in Europe erupted in the 1790s and the Napoleonic Wars raged until 1815. Throughout this period, Grand Tours and other excursions to the continent were unfeasible. Paris was out of bounds

  to those searching for the latest trends, as was Italy for architecture and opera. For the better part of two decades, English society looked inwards for culture and inspiration. As a result, the

  Regency period was a seminal era of innovation and ingenuity, a time when ideas and ideals were changing rapidly.




  The social structure did not fit neatly into a three-class model of nobility, bourgeoisie and proletariat. Each class in society had at least three tiers. Contemporary statistician Patrick

  Colquhoun produced a detailed assessment of annual incomes for 1812.2 Working-class innkeepers and publicans scraped a living on £100; labourers were

  malnourished on £48; while the 1.5 million paupers suffered real want, barely surviving on just £10. In the middle ranks, size and profitability of businesses varied considerably.

  Eminent bankers and merchants could expect to earn around £2,600, judges £400, surveyors £300, while tailors, clergymen and military officers could live fairly comfortably on

  around £150. At the very top end of society the landed gentry was broken down as follows: 516 peers of the realm earned around £10,000, baronets £3,500, knights and squires

  £2,000. The royal princes made approximately £18,000. This puts into context Catherine’s extraordinary wealth – in 1812 her income was £40,000 – confirming that

  she was at the very top of the pile.




  Culturally, for those in high society, the Regency was an exciting time filled with glamour and decadence. It was the ‘Age of Elegance’, when matters of taste and refinement were

  paramount and the English were bursting with creativity, wit and accomplishment. It was the world of Romantic poets and artists such as Byron, Shelley, Keats, Wordsworth, Turner and Constable. All

  classes of society were raucous, delighting in the many satires and cartoons in circulation. The public at large took an interest in public affairs, and daily news bulletins could be heard and

  discussed in alehouses, inns, coffee shops and lecture rooms. Advances in information technology, such as the introduction of the steam-powered printing press, meant that daily news reached a wider

  audience than ever before. These developments saw London emerging as the first truly modern metropolis with booming consumerism, a buoyant fashion industry, mass media and celebrity culture.




  Politically, there was instability because the ruling elite had too much supremacy. The nation’s power and wealth was controlled by around 350 families out of a population of eighteen

  million, and they largely commanded trade and industry, while also determining the laws of the land. The gap between rich and poor was vast: more than seventy-five per cent of the population lived

  in squalor and suffered biting hardship, while a small minority lived in splendour. The system was unjust, but it was difficult to alter the status quo because just two per cent of adults had the

  power to vote – eligibility was restricted to men with property and money. Anti-government propaganda spilt onto the streets through newspapers, ballads, posters and cartoons, with appeals

  for parliamentary reform. Domestic issues took a back seat during the Napoleonic Wars, but after the Battle of Waterloo, in 1815, the working classes grew increasingly militant and were close to

  rebellion.




  Women were also becoming more vocal about their rights and the time was ripe for change. Catherine’s celebrity status attracted media scrutiny on an unprecedented scale and as the twists

  and turns of her life unfolded in the press, the British public were shaken to the core. Her story highlighted some of the key issues of the time, resulting in nationwide reflection and debate

  about moral standards. Rather than being weak and foolish, as historians have suggested, Catherine was a woman of her time constrained by the laws and conventions of the society in which she lived.

  As a prominent public figure, she played a part in bringing about important changes that continue to resonate in modern multicultural Britain today. I hope that Catherine will finally gain the

  recognition she deserves.
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  LONDON 1825




  Late in the evening on 7 July, there was an unexpected caller at Catherine’s house in Clarges Street, Piccadilly. The door knocker tapped loudly and the under-butler

  opened up to a surly ruffian dressed in a shabby brown stuff coat with coarse trousers. His face was in shadow, obscured by a black chip hat and bushy black beard. The red handkerchief tied round

  his neck completed a look designed to inspire great alarm and terror. When the thug tried to push past him, the under-butler succeeded in blocking his path, stalling him for a short

  time.1




  Just across the hallway, Catherine sat in the drawing room with her two sisters, chatting quietly as she picked at her needlepoint. By now she was living in seclusion from all public society,

  constantly in fear that the man at her door would come looking for her, intent on wreaking revenge.2 Many sleepless nights had been spent imagining the

  worst. Most of all, Catherine was petrified that he would snatch her children and hold them to ransom. It was even possible that he would hire an armed gang to assist in the kidnap. After months of

  living on her nerves, there was something about the knock and tone of voice in the hallway that made the ever-vigilant Catherine uneasy. As realization dawned on her, she rose quickly from her

  armchair and said, ‘Hush, that knock on the door and that voice is very familiar. I am convinced that it must be [him].’3




  ‘That cannot be!’ remarked Dora.




  Nevertheless, Catherine was sure that he had come. Retreating quickly into the back parlour, she had just left the room when the intruder burst in. ‘Where is Catherine?’ he demanded.

  When Dora and Emma did not answer, he smashed his fist into a side table and repeated, ‘Where is Catherine?’ His demeanour was frightening, but the sisters refused

  to cooperate. Rushing up the stairs, the ruffian stormed from room to room searching for the children. Crashing about, he slammed doors and overturned furniture before realizing that he was wasting

  his time – the children were not there.




  During the commotion, Catherine had wasted no time in gathering up Victoria, and she slipped quietly down the backstairs with her precious daughter cradled in her arms. The servants were at

  supper when she hurried in, begging them to help her. Terrified that her tormentor would find her child, she was in a state of great agitation and a ferocious spasm gripped her chest. Although she

  was bent over double with pain, she took control of the situation and had the foresight to dispatch a footman to summon officers of the police from Marlborough Street.




  With all the noise and confusion above stairs, Catherine had no idea how many intruders were rampaging through her house, possibly brandishing weapons. She made a snap decision to flee.

  Clutching her daughter tightly, she escaped through the back door. Under the cover of darkness, she cautiously felt her way along the deserted yard until she came to the stable block. Crouching

  down in the shadows, shielding her child, she was overwhelmed with fear as all kinds of scenarios played out in her head. Eventually she heard the rumble of a carriage and saw that the lights were

  heading towards her. Catherine knew that her fate rested on a knife-edge; she could only pray that the carriage would contain her rescuer, not her pursuer.




  





  PART ONE




  COURTSHIP




  ‘The suitors were innumerable. She received offers right and left.’




  Lady Charlotte Bury




  




  





  
1. The Richest Heiress in the Kingdom
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  1811




  No one who had ever seen Catherine Tylney Long during her infancy could have imagined the sensation she would arouse. An unremarkable child, she grew up quietly in the

  provinces in a world immortalized by Jane Austen’s novels. Her situation was similar to that of Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice; although her father was wealthy, Catherine and

  her two sisters were very much the poor relations as the entire family fortune was set aside for a male relative, in accordance with custom.1 All this

  changed overnight when a quirk of fate transformed her life and she became ‘the richest heiress in the Kingdom’.2 This was just the start of a

  remarkable story, which ignited a media frenzy that kept the nation enthralled for over two decades as the twists and turns of her life were serialized in the press. Catherine captured the hearts

  of the public because fame and fortune did not turn her head; in fact she remained so unpretentious and sweet-natured that she became known as ‘the angel’.




  By portraying Catherine as ‘the angel’, the media implied that she was the perfect woman. Virtue and goodness were her primary attributes, but Catherine also possessed numerous other

  qualities that were universally admired. She was intelligent, accomplished, self-assured and benevolent. The ideal modern woman was not cloyingly virtuous, but was closer to the character of

  Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice. Austen herself remarked that Elizabeth was ‘as delightful a creature as ever appeared in print’,3 and she has remained one of the most endearing characters in British literature. Although Elizabeth was respectable, it was her pluck, her arch remarks and

  stubborn refusal to marry a man she did not love that made her so captivating. Similarly, Catherine was a spirited woman with a playful sense of humour that endeared her to almost everyone she met.

  She was popular with the public because they admired her virtue, as well as her spark.




  Catherine’s coming of age portrait shows a beautifully groomed woman with a graceful swanlike neck and gentle gaze.4 The artist captures the

  essence of her character in her expression, which is open, amiable and direct. A demure hairstyle and absence of jewellery or adornment indicates her lack of ostentation. Her modesty was such that

  the only hint of her immense wealth was the luxurious fur draped across her shoulders.




  Born on 2 October 1789, Catherine was the eldest child of Sir James Tylney Long, seventh Baronet (1736–94),5 and Lady Catherine Sydney

  Windsor.6 The Longs had lived at Draycot in Wiltshire since the early fifteenth century when the clothier Robert Long purchased the picturesque estate,

  comprised of over 3,000 acres. For most of his life, Catherine’s father was an unassuming country squire, renowned throughout Wiltshire for his charitable work. As Knight of the Shire, Sir

  James represented the county in Parliament, nominally a Tory but often voting with the opposition.7 A bachelor for most of his life, he married at the age

  of forty, to Lady Harriet Bouverie, who died less than two years later. Although his first marriage was short-lived, Sir James formed long-lasting ties with Harriet’s relations – the

  Earls of Shaftesbury and Radnor – two Whig families who would later become instrumental in the fight for social reform.8 Undoubtedly, these

  associations reinforced Sir James’s progressive ideals as he worked to support his local community, taking a personal interest in the welfare of the workers on his estate.




  Sir James was affluent, owning around 10,000 acres of land spread over four counties, which yielded approximately £10,000 per annum in rents. He became enormously wealthy, however, when he

  inherited a vast fortune from his uncle, in 1785. The Tylney legacy comprised of around 10,000 acres in Essex, 2,500 acres in Hampshire, several stately homes plus sums held in stocks and bonds. Perfectly content with life in Wiltshire, Sir James had no desire to leave his ancestral home and move into one of the palatial mansions he now owned. However, he felt it was

  his duty to produce heirs to the Tylney estate. In 1785, he married Lady Catherine Sydney Windsor, a charitable, deeply religious woman. A memoir by a close family friend records their happy

  marriage and philanthropic work: ‘Their tastes and feelings were the same. Sir James was a generous promoter of public and private charities . . . Volumes might be filled in describing his

  benevolence.’9 Schools were set up in three of the parishes surrounding Draycot. The poor, old and infirm received food, clothing and winter

  fuel.10 In effect, an early system of welfare state existed at Draycot, funded entirely by the generosity of the Tylney Long family.




  Much to the couple’s delight, three daughters were born in quick succession: Catherine in 1789, Dora in 1792 and Emma in 1793. Happy as they were, however, Lady Catherine was almost forty

  and they did not have a male heir. A precious son eluded them until the ninth year of their marriage when James finally arrived, in September 1794. By now, Sir James was in poor health, seized by

  an illness that baffled his doctors and agonized his wife as she watched him suffer. After deteriorating alarmingly quickly, he died in November 1794, aged fifty-eight, leaving his wife

  inconsolable with grief and in charge of four young children. Five-year-old Catherine was the only child old enough to recognize the nature of the loss, and she missed her father dreadfully.




  Although the family was exceptionally wealthy, the custom of primogeniture determined that the eldest male inherit everything. Catherine’s infant brother assumed the grand title of Sir

  James Tylney Long, eighth Baronet, becoming sole heir to the entire family fortune. To ensure there could be no misappropriation of funds, the late Sir James had ensured that all money was tied up

  in trusts and managed by professional advisors until his heir came of age. His son was made a Ward of Court in Chancery and inventories of the houses were made, in 1795, to ensure that his

  inheritance was preserved. Liberal provisions were made for the widow: Lady Catherine had a jointure of £5,000, a further £500 in pin money, a lifetime residency at

  Draycot House and other benefits.11 This enabled the family to live very comfortably.




  Lady Catherine lived quietly for many years, socializing with a small group of close friends and devoting herself to raising her children.12 She found

  solace in religion and philanthropy, instilling her daughters with Christian principles. Catherine, Dora and Emma often accompanied their mother on charitable missions, taking food baskets to the

  sick or handing out prizes in the local schools sponsored by family trusts.13 As a result, the girls grew up with a strong sense of benevolence and

  humility. As one neighbour recalled, ‘They were a blessing . . . working for the poor, visiting them in their cottages, as divested of all pride, as if fortune had never smiled upon

  them.’14




  Catherine’s best friends and constant companions were her sisters. Tutored at home, the girls spent their mornings in lessons and afternoons walking on the estate or calling on neighbours.

  Sir James had the foresight to bequeath portions of £15,000 to each of his three daughters, which they would receive when they married, or reached the age of twenty-one, whichever occurred

  first. These funds would set them up in comfortable homes and enable them to attract respectable middle-class husbands from within the ranks of enterprise or from the professions, such as a

  manufacturer, retailer, doctor, lawyer or clergyman. Marrying well was a task that preoccupied both sexes; men commonly believed that a comfortable home, with a capable wife generating warmth and

  conviviality, was the perfect platform for happiness and social success.15 To achieve this ideal, from an early age Catherine learned the practical skills

  needed to become the mistress of a genteel household, such as managing servants, juggling accounts and entertaining guests. To improve her social graces, she learned to play the piano and to dance,

  and received sufficient education to make her a pleasant companion who was able to cultivate polite conversation on topics such as music, art and literature.




  More than anything, the three sisters doted on their little brother, with his ready smile and sunny disposition. James had been a delicate infant, but although his strength improved

  considerably, his mother and sisters remained fussy and over-protective, discouraging him from riding horses, climbing trees or participating in any boyish activity that held

  potential to cause him harm. Whenever the weather was even the slightest bit overcast, the children were encouraged to play inside and the long corridors at Draycot rang with their laughter as they

  ran up and down. The family physician believed that James was too pampered and advised that his health would benefit from fresh air, exercise and the regular routine of boarding school. Bowing to

  pressure, Lady Catherine reluctantly agreed that her son could leave home. But tragedy struck just a few months later, when eleven-year-old James contracted an illness at school and died suddenly,

  in 1805. The exact cause remains a mystery, but was possibly the result of exposure after he swam in a lake. Needless to say, Lady Catherine blamed herself for acting against her better judgement

  and sending her child away. The end of James’s short life closed an important chapter in the family’s history – because baronetcies can only pass along the male line, the family

  title became extinct.




  With no surviving males in her immediate family, destiny took a dramatic turn for sixteen-year-old Catherine and she became heiress to one of the largest fortunes in Britain. On coming of age

  she would receive around 23,000 acres of land spread over six counties, several stately homes and an annual income rumoured to be £80,000, although £40,000 was a more realistic

  figure.16




  The magnitude of the legacy left to Catherine can be attributed to the meteoric rise of one remarkable man. The Tylney family made their money in the seventeenth century

  through the East India Company’s merchant shipping, thanks to the vision and entrepreneurial skills of Josiah Child (1631–1699). He rose from relatively humble origins to become one of

  the richest men in Britain.17 Starting out as a brewer in his early teens, his business grew rapidly after he secured a contract to supply beer and other

  services to the navy. Aged nineteen, he transported goods from Plymouth to Lisbon for the parliamentary fleet, gaining invaluable experience in trade and commerce. By 1659, he

  was provisioning East India Company ships, gaining a licence a few years later to embark on private ventures to India. Substantial profits were reinvested into new businesses, including a brewery

  in New Hampshire and a sugar cane plantation in Jamaica, where he manufactured rum. However, Child had shrewdly determined that trade with India would be the most lucrative. Investing heavily in

  the East India Company, he became their largest shareholder, as well as their Governor. It was the optimum time to gain control as the company started to diversify, importing chintz for household

  fabric, fine muslin for dresses, spices, silk and porcelain. The East India Company thrived and prospered under his direction, becoming the greatest merchant shipping company in the world,

  dominating the oceans and monopolizing trade between England and the Far East. As a pioneer of foreign commerce, Child wrote several important books about economics. A New Discourse in

  Trade, published in 1668, became the rulebook for companies involved in free trade. Acquiring the title of baronet in 1678, Sir Josiah Child was by now one of the wealthiest men in Britain. The

  extent of his fortune can be gauged by the fact that in 2007 the Sunday Times listed him in the top one hundred of the wealthiest Britons since 1066.18




  Josiah’s gritty determination spilt over into his private life and he actively courted social advancement. Marrying advantageously three times, he also ensured that his five surviving

  children married into some of the highest families of the nobility. When his daughter Rebecca Child married Charles Somerset (1660–98), heir to the Duke of Beaufort, her dowry was reputed to

  be an enormous £25,000. It proved to be money well spent, however, as Sir Josiah’s grandson Henry Somerset became the second Duke of Beaufort,19 while his granddaughter Elizabeth went on to become the Duchess of Bedford, wife of the second Duke of Bedford and the mother of Lord John Russell, fourth Duke of

  Bedford.20




  Having secured a lineage steeped with aristocratic blood, Sir Josiah wanted to establish an ancestral home that would reflect his newfound wealth and status. In 1673, he paid £11,500 for

  the manor of Wanstead in Essex, a scenic estate comprised of rolling hills, forests and lakes, with the River Roding flowing through it. Located seven miles north-east of the

  City of London, it was an ancient seat with strong royal associations, having been the hunting lodge of Henry VIII and a favourite retreat of Elizabeth I. Wanstead was central to Josiah’s

  aspirations, the crowning glory of his success. Samuel Pepys recorded that it was ‘a fine seat, but an old ancient house’.21 Leaving the house

  intact, Josiah concentrated his efforts on landscaping the gardens, planting avenues of trees at ‘prodigious cost’.22 Vistas of walnuts and

  sweet chestnuts fanned out westwards from the house, augmented by ornamental lakes and landscaped features. In his final years, Josiah devoted most of his time and energy to his gardens, fashioning

  an ornamental lake (later known as the octagonal Basin) and personally supervising the planting of an avenue of elms around it to create a magnificent approach towards the house. Fittingly, when he

  passed away in his seventieth year he was laid to rest in the family crypt at St Mary’s Church on his estate close to the elms he had so lovingly planted.




  Twenty-four-year-old Sir Richard Child inherited his father’s fortune and title in 1704. He boosted his wealth even further by marrying an heiress and acquring the vast Tylney estates in

  Hampshire from his wife’s family. On being raised to the peerage, he adopted his wife’s surname and became the first Earl Tylney.23 Wealth and

  status encouraged him to fulfil his father’s aspirations for Wanstead. The old Tudor mansion was crumbling, so Earl Tylney decided to knock it down and construct a new house on the same site.

  The building of magnificent Wanstead House would prove to be his greatest triumph. At the turn of the eighteenth century, British architecture was dominated by the Baroque splendour of buildings

  such as Blenheim Palace, which was being built in highly decorative style with lavish use of curves and embellishment. In 1712, Earl Tylney bravely broke with tradition, commissioning the

  relatively unknown Colen Campbell to draw up plans for a private mansion that would rival the royal palaces.24




  Campbell’s scheme for Wanstead was the first of its kind in Britain, reflecting a change in taste to simpler, more understated, classical Palladian architecture. Built in the finest

  Portland stone, the frontage of Wanstead House was 260 feet across and 70 feet deep. Clean lines and symmetry perfectly offset the stately central portico with six Corinthian

  columns. This was architecturally significant, the earliest recorded use of a temple feature in domestic design in England.25 Exquisitely hand-crafted

  features provided decoration, such as the bas-relief crowning the portico, ornately carved with the Tylney crest, a spread eagle clutching a snake. The building alone was reputed to cost

  £100,000, with an equal amount spent on the gardens.26




  After spending a fortune on the house and grounds, William Kent was hired to create equally magnificent interiors.27 William Hogarth’s painting

  Assembly at Wanstead House (c. 1730) shows Earl Tylney seated in the ballroom surrounded by his family. It also captures the splendour of Kent’s staterooms: the sumptuous furnishings,

  ornate gilding and richly painted ceiling frescos. A gold spread eagle crowned the marble chimney piece, a reference to the family crest. This was a common theme throughout the house, with majestic

  spread eagles standing proudly in every room, forming the centrepiece on gilt chandeliers, table legs, silverware and fireguards.28 Wanstead was a

  pleasure palace designed for display and entertainment, with boating lakes, hunting grounds, garden rooms, banqueting halls, assembly rooms and the only purpose-built ballroom in any private house

  in England. Whenever nobility visited Wanstead, they were left in no doubt that they were guests of one of the richest families in England.




  When John Tylney inherited his father’s title and estates in 1750, he became known as ‘the bachelor Earl Tylney’. A flamboyant character, the bachelor earl lived decadently and

  dangerously at Wanstead, where his homosexual activities were an open secret. After being discovered in flagrante delicto with a male servant,29 he fled

  to Italy in 1768, settling in Naples where he devoted his time to acquiring treasures for Wanstead. He purchased antique furniture, paintings by Casali and Rembrandt, plus the crowning glory of his

  collection – three ancient bronze statues recovered from the ruins of Herculaneum.30 While he was living in exile, Wanstead House and Park were kept

  in a constant state of readiness, but almost two decades passed and the magnificent Palladian palace lay unoccupied. During this time, the pleasure grounds became a tourist

  attraction, a popular spot for day trippers, delighting visitors and ‘travellers from all parts of the world’.31 Set amidst such spectacular

  gardens, Wanstead House was considered to be one of the finest seats in the realm and was described by many as the English Versailles.32




  When the Earl died a bachelor in 1784, his estates passed on to his nephew, Sir James Tylney Long – Catherine’s father. Wanstead House would remain vacant for another two decades

  while the family continued to live in Wiltshire. After the French Revolution, royal tenants moved in; the Prince de Condé and other exiled members of the House of Bourbon rented the house

  from 1802 to 1810, and during this period Wanstead witnessed a renaissance as a venue for aristocratic gatherings and entertainment.33 But the magnificent

  mansion was lying in wait for Catherine. On coming of age, she would take possession and start preparing the house for all the glittering events – and shocking scandals – that would

  follow.




  





  
2. In Training
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  1805–10




  Catherine had mixed feelings when she became heiress to the vast Tylney Long fortune, in 1805. The death of her beloved brother cast a long shadow over her life and her good

  fortune would always be tinged with sadness. One of her earliest poems was a lament for James, which included a line expressing her quandary simply and artlessly: ‘Oh most beautiful

  benefactor, thou hast given me more than I could ask or think.’1 In deference to James, she felt a responsibility to make the very best of her life.

  Despite this sudden change in her circumstance, Catherine’s entire inheritance remained tied up in trust until she came of age. While she could petition the trustees for funds in times of

  emergency, money was only released at their discretion and they tended to keep a tight rein. This did not trouble her, because she preferred to live quietly while she mourned her young brother.

  During this period Lady Catherine was devastated; she lay in bed unable to encounter even the closest of friends. Before too long, however, she realized that her surviving children were grieving

  and in need of her comfort, so she roused herself as best she could for their sakes.2




  One year after James’s death, in October 1806, Catherine became even wealthier when she inherited the estate of her uncle, Mr Long, which was worth more than £200,000 (around twenty

  million pounds today). Newspapers reported that even before this unexpected windfall, Miss Tylney Long had been ‘the richest heiress in the British dominions’.3 The heiress was a novelty because family estates normally passed along the male line, so it was highly unusual for a woman to inherit such vast sums. Luckily, her father

  had been an enlightened, progressive man who chose to bequeath his fortune to his daughter rather than some distant male relative. But inheriting enormous wealth changed

  Catherine’s prospects entirely. No longer destined to be the wife of a middle-class doctor or clergyman, she would mix within the highest echelons of society, live in one of the most palatial

  mansions in the kingdom and have her pick of suitors from aristocratic and royal circles.




  Catherine had become the nation’s most talked about young woman.4 Much more was now expected of her on all levels: intellectual, social and

  sartorial. In view of this, it was decided that she should finish her education in the metropolis, with its stimulating and fashionable environment, and where ‘masters of superior

  abilities’ could be found.5 The heiress was not shown any special favour by her mother, who lavished the same amount of care on all of her

  daughters, believing that whatever was good for Catherine was also appropriate for Dora and Emma. The whole family travelled to London and moved into a stylish town house in Grosvenor Square, which

  they rented from a family member (possibly an elderly aunt named Dora Long). The change of scenery benefited them all, allowing them to escape from the ghosts at Draycot. The three sisters remained

  close as they continued their schooling together, sharing tutors, lessons and confidences.




  As the eldest, seventeen-year-old Catherine enjoyed a little more freedom than her sisters, although she kept a very low profile, mainly attending functions held by close friends and family. She

  made her first public appearance on 19 March 1807, at a ball hosted by Mrs Spencer Stanhope, a neighbour in Grosvenor Square.6 Catherine also went to stay

  with her maternal aunt, Lady Sarah de Crespigny, whose husband owned Champion Lodge in Camberwell, just south of London. The house was a popular venue for cultural gatherings, particularly as it

  was also home to Lady Mary Champion de Crespigny, Lady Sarah’s mother-in-law, who was a renowned patron of the arts, especially promoting women writers. She was well qualified for this role,

  being a prolific diarist and occasional poet, as well as published author of a novel and a conduct book.7 Catherine was often present at her aunt’s

  dinner parties where guests included à la mode writers, composers and artists such as David Cox or Alfred Edward Chalon, who would paint Catherine’s coming-of-age

  portrait.8 Lively, thought-provoking conversation flowed around the table, inspiring Catherine to embark on a rigorous course of self-improvement. This

  was the start of her asserting her independence, as she began to pursue her own interests, hiring the most eminent teachers and immersing herself in music, art and literature. The renowned David

  Cox instructed her in drawing and painting watercolours;9 she learned to perform classical concertos on the piano, to compose music and to play the

  harpsichord and harp.10 But Catherine also enjoyed more carefree amusements, practising pirouettes or entertaining her sisters with renditions of lively

  reels or her favourite waltzes. Dancing was one of her greatest joys and she often scribbled down dance steps on her sheet music, and practised the moves with Dora and Emma.11 Voltaire was on her reading list, but Catherine preferred popular fiction, devouring romantic novels that reflected and reinforced her belief that true love was the

  greatest source of happiness.12




  Over the next four years the Tylney Long ladies moved between London and Wiltshire, renting the house in Grosvenor Square each season and retiring to Draycot over the winter months. Whenever

  Catherine was back at Draycot she made a point of visiting Dr John Barry, a close friend of her parents, and a man she trusted implicitly. Much of the correspondence that passed between them was of

  such a sensitive nature that he would add a postscript, ‘this letter should be destroyed’.13 Dr Barry was like a benevolent uncle and

  Catherine often sought his guidance. Acquiring knowledge of business had become a primary aim of hers, and although she already possessed a good understanding of accounts, there was much more to

  learn. The advice she received from Dr Barry made a lasting impression on her character. Having watched her grow up, he knew that she was too obliging, which did not bode well for the future as

  people would take advantage of her good nature. Begging letters were already a daily feature of her life, and various cousins were constantly tapping her for funds. Barry gave Catherine a piece of

  excellent advice: ‘NO . . . is a small monosyllable . . . which may be used to very great advantage.’14 He also insisted

  that it was not necessary to explain or justify a decision, simply to say ‘no’ as politely as possible.15 This technique worked well for

  Catherine and over the following years she would employ it graciously, never arguing or being unpleasant, but standing her ground.




  Dealing with troublesome family members was very different from handling her estate managers and trustees. It was highly unusual for women to be involved in the cut and thrust of business,

  particularly on such a large scale. With no standard to follow, Catherine developed her own style of management. With her coming of age looming, she had requested information about her finances,

  but the trustees were obstructive and she was increasingly at odds with them. Needing a strategy, she turned to Dr Barry, who yet again provided brilliant advice: ‘Establish that character of

  a lady of business . . . be resolute – be firm.’ Even at this early stage, Catherine realized that it was imperative to create the right impression because, being in the public

  eye, her actions would be scrutinized. Barry reassured her that a professional approach would gain her respect, insisting, ‘There may be those who cast reflections upon the vulgarity of it .

  . . but the more valuable part of society will ever applaud it.’16




  Embracing Dr Barry’s advice, Catherine tackled her trustees with more confidence, calmly reminding them that the following year, they would be accountable to

  her.17 This bold approach was hugely successful; the information she requested was forthcoming. By confronting her trustees and advisors, Catherine

  was at odds with the custom of the time, because women were conditioned to yield to the judgements of men. But she had watched her mother bow to pressure with disastrous consequence – the

  tragedy involving James made her more inclined to question the opinion of her advisors and to trust her own instincts.




  Dora and Emma were in awe of Catherine’s boldness, which resulted in them following her lead and becoming more self-assured. This was apparent whenever the ladies attended mass at Draycot

  Cerne, where the stone church was perishing in winter. Sitting in the freezing cold for two or three hours was very unpleasant, but luckily the family pews were towards the

  rear of the church, tucked inside a small alcove and well concealed from the prying gaze. Catherine used this to her advantage. Drawing the curtains across, she would instruct her footman to

  swaddle them in blankets and open a bottle or two of wine, strictly for medicinal purposes, of course. The alcohol certainly helped to fortify the sisters and ease the tedium of lengthy

  sermons.




  Catherine was growing so confident that she even secured a large advance from her trustees to commence refurbishments at Wanstead. More than anything, she was thrilled at the prospect of living

  in the magnificent house. Wasting no time, she served notice on her royal tenants and instructed her estate manager to organize a workforce to spruce up her new residence. As she wandered through

  the staterooms surveying work in progress, the aspirations, hopes and dreams of generations of ancestors rested heavily on her shoulders. The family portraits hung in the Salon and Sir Josiah Child

  stared out at her imperiously, with ambition burning in his eyes. It was perfectly clear to Catherine that it was her duty to marry as high as possible, to form a powerful alliance and add value to

  her inheritance. Next to Sir Josiah was Hogarth’s painting of Sir Richard surrounded by his large family, reminding Catherine of her responsibility to produce heirs to secure the lineage.

  Only the bachelor Earl Tylney appeared to promote more romantic ideals; gazing at her kindly, he seemed to advocate – follow your heart.




  When Catherine came of age on 2 October 1810, she took full control of the vast Tylney Long fortune.




  It was customary to mark the succession of an heir, and because Catherine had just inherited one of the largest fortunes in the kingdom, the celebrations needed to be suitably spectacular.

  Festivities at Draycot lasted a whole week, as London’s finest arrived in carriages to attend the sumptuous dinners and balls. Local people were accustomed to sharing special occasions with

  the generous Long family, and Catherine arranged a fete especially for them. Around 5,000 workers converged on the estate from surrounding farms, schools and parishes to enjoy

  the hospitality. They were entertained with a fair in the gardens that included horse racing and other amusements. Food was laid out on long tables, beer tents served a profusion of strong ale, and

  a fine ox was roasted whole and distributed among the crowd. In the evening, the pleasure grounds were lit with variegated lamps and there was dancing in the great barn. Much hilarity ensued and

  the evening concluded with a grand display of fireworks that did much credit to its famous orchestrator, Mr Invetto.18 Needless to say, the cost was

  enormous, particularly as Catherine had employed some of London’s foremost caterers; Mr Gunter’s bill for confectionery alone was £508 6s 6d (around £50,000).19 The week of celebrations was so memorable that locals were still talking about it over sixty years later.20




  Twenty-one-year-old Catherine had grown into a spirited and forthright woman, well equipped for her launch into fashionable society. She had learned many valuable lessons. Her self-assurance was

  bolstered by Dr Barry, who encouraged her to make her own decisions and to stand her ground. Lady Mary Champion de Crespigny was another magnificent role model, backing female writers and

  demonstrating that women could be strong and influential.




  With the world at her feet, Catherine’s bags were packed and she prepared to head for London. Of course, she had visited the capital many times before, but this occasion was different

  because she was now an exceptionally wealthy woman, on a determined mission to find a husband. She was excited at the prospect of being out at glamorous parties every evening, laughing, dancing and

  flirting. But there would also be a lot of pressure because a lady was expected to secure a suitable husband in her first season – it was a mark of success. Although Catherine was well aware

  of her duty to marry advantageously, she was also a thoroughly modern woman with informed opinions and romantic ideals. More than anything, Catherine was searching for passion and true love.




  





  
3. London
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  1811




  Arriving in town with money to burn must have been wildly exciting for twenty-one-year-old Catherine. At the time, London was the epicentre of the British Empire and the

  world’s largest, wealthiest, most vibrant city. In many respects, the hustle and bustle of the capital was much like today, with teeming pavements, busy shops, noisy taverns, crowded coffee

  houses, theatres, exhibitions, parks, pleasure gardens and newspaper hawkers hollering the headlines of the day. When Parliament was in session, the ruling elite lived in town houses near

  Westminster, from where they controlled government, trade, industry, commerce and culture through patronage of the arts. The nation’s power and wealth were concentrated within just 350

  families out of the country’s eighteen million inhabitants, and it was from within this tight-knit circle that Catherine was expected to find a husband.




  Catherine and her family moved back into their rented town house in Grosvenor Square, quickly settling into the familiar surroundings. Spread over five floors, the house was luxuriously

  furnished, with tall windows overlooking the street and park beyond. Most importantly, the location was Mayfair – the most stylish part of town – perfect for launching young ladies into

  fashionable society. By now the Tylney Longs were well acquainted with many of their neighbours, including Mrs Thompson, Mrs Richards, Mrs Knox, Mrs Spencer Stanhope and their various debutante

  daughters. The young ladies paid calls on each other or took a stroll in the central gardens outside their houses.




  Emma and Dora were eighteen and nineteen years old respectively, meaning all three Tylney Long sisters had officially come out in search of husbands. London society was

  exclusive; only the fortunate few could break into aristocratic circles. The capital’s glitterati lived in splendid style with their mansions in St James’s, entertaining each other by

  hosting lavish events in their own homes. Entrance to these select parties was by invitation only, which kept undesirables out and the family lineage secure. But Catherine was guaranteed approval

  in the highest circles because she was the catch of the decade, boasting one of the highest incomes in Britain.




  Wealth was not her only asset; Catherine had blossomed into a renowned beauty, with considerable grace and poise.1 Standing at around five feet tall,

  her dainty frame gave the impression of a ‘pleasing fairy creature’, but she was also sensuous with luscious curves that earned her the nickname ‘pocket Venus’.2 Her allure owed as much to manner as to features; refreshingly sincere and warm-hearted, she exuded naturalness and good nature. She was a popular lady and had many

  friends. One of her most endearing qualities was her delicious sense of humour, which was mildly teasing. Catherine was always ‘gay and happy’, laughing easily and often.3




  Newspapers announced Catherine’s arrival, while ‘the country rang with the fame of Miss Tylney Long, her beauty, her accomplishments, and her immense fortune’.4 Invitations flooded in, and members of the public jostled to catch a glimpse of her. Although Catherine had spent four years preparing for her debut, working hard

  with her various tutors, she was astonished to be the object of such intense scrutiny, which she found both daunting and thrilling. She was thoroughly enjoying all the fun and excitement, savouring

  the heady days and nights spent in a dazzling whirl of dinners and balls, open-air concerts, garden parties and river cruises. With so many occasions to attend, mornings were often devoted to

  shopping, but she happily stood for hours as she was pinned and fitted for an entire new wardrobe. Fashion that season was influenced by Thomas Hope’s Costume of the Ancients, which

  had been published the previous year.5 Catherine opted for evening gowns that were light and romantic, like those worn in ancient

  Egypt or Greece, draped in shimmering silks and satin. This simple, elegant empire line suited her perfectly, moulding her voluptuous curves tantalizingly before falling away in soft folds.




  Whenever Catherine was out in company she was surrounded by a swarm of admirers vying for her attention. Everybody wanted to see her, so she was always put on display and chosen for the ensemble

  that marked the opening of a ball. Eight to sixteen couples would take to the floor and perform for the gathered crowd. Graceful Catherine loved dancing, so she was in her element, with one

  onlooker observing that ‘as a butterfly among the flowers, she seemed to tread on air’.6 Unsurprisingly, the exquisite heiress was soon

  inundated with marriage proposals. Newspapers recorded, ‘The suitors were innumerable. She received offers right and left . . . it was droll to see admirers about her carriage, as the guards

  do about the King’s.’7 Besieged with tributes and declarations of love, the ceaseless adulation may have turned the head of a more conceited

  woman, but Catherine somehow managed to keep her feet firmly on the ground.




  Even though she was in high demand, Catherine remained closest to her sisters and they went everywhere together, chaperoned mainly by their elegant aunt Lady Sarah de Crespigny. Naturally, there

  was always much to discuss and gossip about: who was the handsomest man at the ball, which lady was the best dressed, who had behaved badly. Catherine drew the most attention by far, but Dora and

  Emma did not appear to resent this in the slightest. They adored Catherine, they were in awe of everything she had accomplished and were thrilled to be the ones sharing her secrets. Back home at

  Grosvenor Square, the girls often sat huddled together, giggling uncontrollably as they read out extracts from ‘tender love epistles’ sent to Catherine.8 ‘Oh thou fair maiden, guardian of my heart and soul,’ read one. The poems were even more ludicrous. One admirer sent a lock of hair, ‘cut from my tender pate,

  Oh place it on your bosom fair, I then shall learn my fate’.9 There were a great many suitors for them to laugh over, particularly as all three

  sisters by now boasted an array of dubious followers.




  The public were similarly entertained by the courtship proceedings. Catherine lived in a raucous society that relished satire. People were amused that many of the gentlemen

  pursuing the lovely heiress were highly unsuitable middle-aged men, who clung to the flamboyant style of the eighteenth century, wearing bright colours, frilled shirts and high-heeled shoes. One

  such specimen was the eccentric Robert Coates, the son of a wealthy diamond merchant, who had sailed from his native Antigua in search of adventure.10 His

  dearest ambition was to perform Shakespeare on stage, but as Mr Pryse Lockhart Gordon politely pointed out, ‘He did not always stick to the author’s text.’11 In his defence, Coates replied, ‘Ay . . . but I think I have improved upon it.’12 The Creole grandee

  launched his career at the Theatre Royal in Bath, where he appeared as Romeo in a spangled costume of his own design. The audience convulsed with laughter as he invented dramatic scenes and

  dialogue of his own, although this performance took place ‘without any loss of life, since nothing heavier than an orange peel was thrown on this occasion’.13 ‘Romeo Coates’, as he was thereafter nicknamed, became famous for all the wrong reasons as people of rank and fashion packed into theatres to watch his dire

  performances. Much to Catherine’s mortification, Romeo Coates fell madly in love with her and was keen to accommodate her every whim. He followed her about day and night, reciting sonnets in

  celebration of her beauty and generally driving her to distraction. Too good-natured to humiliate him in public, Catherine sent him away on errands and enjoyed some devilment at his expense.

  ‘When she would not drink the water without some delicacy to banish the iron taste, it was he who stood by with a box of vanilla-rusks. When he shaved his great mustachio, it was at her

  caprice.’14




  Another dubious admirer was the self-styled ‘Baron’ Ferdinand de Geramb. Having served as a mercenary in various foreign armies, the Austrian came to London as a guest of the

  government, intending to enlist 24,000 Croatians in the British army. Caricaturists were amused at the splendid sight of the Baron, with his colossal pointed mustachios, garishly overdressed in a

  red military coat emblazoned with pure gold braids and buttons. Catherine was horrified to receive attention from such an unsavoury character, particularly as it was rumoured

  that the Baron was a double-agent, working for Napoleon. He was eventually deported on suspicion of espionage.




  Fortunately for Catherine, her suitors also included an impressive collection of fine young bucks. To name just a few, there were Lords Killeen and Kilworth, plus Fredrick Foster, son of the

  infamous Lady Elizabeth Foster, who boasted that Catherine had ‘secretly determined in favour of him’.15 Numerous eligible gentlemen went out

  of their way to gain access to her, preying on her friends for an introduction. Thomas Champneys was a close friend who Catherine found hilarious.16 He

  sent her many entertaining letters and on one occasion wrote recommending Lady Payton’s twenty-year-old son. Reporting tongue-in-cheek, he stated that handsome Mr Bradshaw was ‘a beau

  garcon of Modern Days . . . temper particularly good, hair well-dressed, pumps well-fitted, coat well-cut, cravat accurately tied’.17 The

  playful side of Catherine’s nature was apparent as he felt able to gently tease and include sexual innuendo, assuring that Bradshaw would not disappoint with his ‘snuff box

  remarkably large’.18




  Relishing every moment, Catherine was vibrant and flirtatious, ‘bestowing smiles liberally’.19 While gentlemen clamoured for her attention,

  she became the object of jealousy and criticism for many queens of the social scene. Manners played a major role in society, as exhibited by the many conduct books that were in circulation. Those

  in the haughtiest circles advocated that young women should possess submissiveness and delicacy. Owing to this, Lady Charlotte Bury called Catherine ‘an ill-born mushroom’,20 a sentiment echoed by a small minority. They believed that Catherine lacked refinement because she was too candid, self-assured and friendly, contending that it was

  vulgar for a woman to be involved in business. By the same token, Catherine did not subscribe to the malice that permeated some of the more urbane cliques: the false delicacy, duplicity and

  stinging one-liners that rolled readily from the tongue. Instead, Catherine was a straightforward, sweet-natured woman, which was why the vast majority of people found her to

  be refreshing and ‘bewitching’.21




  Catherine was the talk of the town; gossip columns continued to speculate wildly as every fortune-hunter in the British Isles wooed her.22 She remained

  unfazed by all the attention. Even when the glare of publicity was intense, she did not crumble under pressure, always conducting herself with dignity, laughing at the absurd rumours circulating

  about her courtship.




  The contest for Catherine’s hand continued, but no one man emerged from the pack until the night of the Prince’s Ball.




  





  
4. The Prince’s Ball
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  Catherine had been propelled into a dazzling world filled with glamour, gaiety and decadence, but she made her debut into fashionable society at a time of major political

  upheaval in England. George III had been suffering from a long, cruel illness and when he finally relapsed into madness, Parliament reluctantly passed the Regency Bill decreeing that the

  king’s eldest son, George, should assume power. The bill came into effect on 11 February 1811, heralding the start of the Regency, one of the most formative and exciting periods in English

  history.




  The newly appointed Prince Regent was a notorious spend-thrift, renowned for ostentation, gambling and keeping mistresses. Many within the aristocracy followed his lead, spending lavishly on

  fashion and entertainment. From the outset, the Prince Regent set the moral tone for the era with his Grand Summer Fete at Carlton House on 19 June 1811. There could be no official coronation while

  George III was alive, so invitations ostensibly suggested that the fete was in honour of the French royal family, who were living in exile in England having been deposed by Napoleon. In reality,

  the prince simply wanted to host a spectacular celebration to inaugurate his appointment as Prince Regent.




  More than 2,000 invitations were sent, and the fashionable world was in rapture as everyone prepared for the royal extravaganza. Pawnbrokers lent out diamonds for the night at eleven per cent

  interest,1 while seamstresses worked round the clock to ensure that the queen bees of society would be suitably attired. Elaborate court dress was

  required: lavishly decorative, complete with trains and headdresses. Catherine chose an elegant gown of white satin, richly appliquéd and trimmed with silver, topped with a headdress of

  pearls and feathers.2




  On the day of the fete, Catherine and her sisters set off for the palace in good time. Guests were invited for nine o’clock, but by eight the approach to Carlton

  House was jammed with equipages that formed a solid block all the way back to the top of St James’s Street. Liveried footmen regulated the traffic, permitting six carriages onto the courtyard

  at one time. Catherine watched with anticipation as wave after wave of the beau monde alighted, dressed in their finest clothes and jewellery. Ladies wore mainly white gowns of satins, silks

  or lace ornamented with silver. Gentlemen appeared in formal court dress or military and naval uniforms.




  Nerves and excitement consumed Catherine as she entered the Grand Grecian Hall and joined the line of guests waiting to be presented to the host. The Prince Regent liked to create an air of

  fantasy, so the hall was hung with billowing drapery to give the illusion of a Bedouin tent, complete with exotic ornamental shrubs. Catherine and her party had plenty of time to admire their

  surroundings as they shuffled past a row of Yeomen of the Guard, all standing to attention. As she approached the top of the queue, dainty Catherine glimpsed the forty-eight-year-old Prince Regent

  looking suitably resplendent in a field marshal’s red coat, well-corseted to contain his bulk and sparkling with extra gold braids and buttons. When she finally stood before the imposing

  figure of His Royal Highness, Catherine was completely awestruck as she dropped into a graceful curtsey.




  Formalities completed, Catherine was escorted outside where the fantasy continued. She stood spellbound, gazing around the gardens that were illuminated by thousands of variegated

  lights.3 It was like a vision of heaven, creating an illusion that guests were floating among the stars. Trellises had been erected to form supper

  galleries, with tables and chairs brought in to seat 2,000. Festooned with flowers, the galleries had large mirrors in place of walls, reflecting lights that ‘gleamed like stars through the

  foliage’.4 Fine wine flowed as hundreds of footmen, dressed in smart blue and gold livery, weaved among tables replenishing glasses. As Catherine

  sat sipping champagne, she felt intoxicated by the heady sensations of the evening: the sweet scent of roses and geraniums, the melodious strains of a band wafting from a

  distant corner, and the profusion of flickering lights casting a glow of enchantment over the proceedings.




  As the buzz of conversation grew increasingly raucous, Catherine began to relax and enjoy herself. Dinner was served on 2,000 matching silver plates; there were hot and cold soups, and a variety

  of roast meats, followed by exotic fresh fruits such as peaches, pineapples and grapes lovingly cultivated in hothouses. Dancing in the gardens began after supper, in four huge marquees pitched on

  the lawns. Bands of Guards, in full state uniform, performed throughout the night. Danced off her feet by a relentless stream of admirers, Catherine did not leave the party until dawn. The Prince

  Regent was a legendary host, but the fete was an exceptionally extravagant affair even by his standards. It was typical of him to spend so recklessly when he was already deeply in debt – the

  fete cost an enormous £120,000 (around twelve million pounds today).5 Divided between 2,000 guests, the price worked out at £60 a head, an

  obscene amount of money, particularly when considering that most families in England survived on just £50 a year.




  In late Georgian England, the gulf between rich and poor was vast. While the aristocracy and the gentry enjoyed all the comforts that money could buy, the majority of the population was on the

  brink of starvation.6 The Prince Regent was in a position to exert his considerable political influence to help the underprivileged. Instead, his Regency

  remained a time of biting poverty and hardship for around seventy-five per cent of the population.7 The working classes were severely malnourished, lived

  in squalor and suffered real want. Desperate with hunger, men resorted to stealing to feed their children despite the fact that the penalty was usually death by hanging. The law had no compassion

  and numerous people were sent to the gallows for petty theft, leaving behind helpless young families to fend for themselves as best they could.




  Social commentators did not have much of a forum for debate due to government censorship of the press. At the start of the French Revolution, newspaper criticism of the British Establishment was

  seen as a potent threat to the status quo. During what became known as his ‘winter of terror’, Prime Minister William Pitt suspended Habeas Corpus (1794) and

  passed the Treason and Sedition Act (1795). From the 1790s until the 1820s, the government used censorship and imprisonment to silence its critics. Even as late as 1849, the investigative

  journalist Henry Mayhew faced litigation after writing a series of articles for the Morning Chronicle, outlining the gruesome living conditions in London’s slums. In one article he

  described how people were forced to drink and bathe in murky river water contaminated by cesspools, slaughterhouses and noxious waste from factories. Mayhew recorded:




  

    

      The sun shone upon a narrow strip of water . . . we gazed in horror, we saw drains and sewers emptying their filthy contents into it . . . In this wretched place we were

      taken to a house where an infant lay dead of cholera. We asked if they really did drink the water? The answer was, “they were obliged to”.8


    


  




  In his voluminous survey, Mayhew encountered endless scenes of abject poverty and suffering among the labouring poor of London. He lamented, ‘I could not have believed that there were

  human beings toiling so long and gaining so little, and starving so silently and heroically.’9




  London was a city divided. To the west stood an elegant enclave of Georgian squares and spacious town houses to accommodate the well-fed middle classes. In stark contrast, the east was overrun

  with warrens of unsanitary slums, housing starving people blunted to feelings of ordinary misery.




  Caricature was hugely influential during the Regency because illustrations were more ambivalent than text, making them difficult to repress. Political caricaturists James Gillray

  (1757–1815) and George Cruikshank (1792–1878) were among those who high-lighted the struggles of the working class, using satire as a powerful rhetorical tool to expose the grave social

  and moral issues of the time.10 The Prince Regent was a favourite target because he was considered to epitomize the excesses that blighted the era.




  Print-shop windows provided Londoners with a colourful, theatrical, urban space, a place of shared laughter for all classes in society.11 City workers routinely stopped to view the gratis exhibitions; doctors, lawyers, rat-catchers and chimney sweeps all crowded round, eager to discover the latest antics of their

  Regent and others in the public eye. Unsurprisingly, the Regency fete provided ample ammunition to lambast the prince for his extravagance. In Merry Making on the Regent’s

  Birthday,12 Cruikshank showed him flirting with his bosomy mistress while two men in the background hang from the scaffold at Newgate. Pitiful wives

  and orphans stand outside begging for a pardon, but His Royal Highness is too busy enjoying himself to worry; in fact, he is so unconcerned, his dancing foot crushes the petition for mercy. Packed

  with detail, when this caricature appeared in print-shop windows the message was clear to everyone, including the illiterate.




  At the start of the Regency, most among the privileged classes did little to alleviate the devastating poverty. Dripping with jewels, guests at the fete made no apology for their good fortune.

  Despite her philanthropic upbringing, there can be little doubt that Catherine thoroughly enjoyed the dazzling entertainment at Carlton House that evening, without stopping to dwell on the state of

  the nation. It would be hard not to. Surrounded by an unrelenting throng of admirers, her immediate concern was to find a husband and on that magical night at Carlton House a worthy competitor

  entered the fray. The Duke of Clarence, younger brother of the Prince Regent, was enthralled by her and the advantages she presented. Gushing with compliments, Clarence noted that Catherine was

  ‘lovely, beautiful and bewitching’.13 Staying close by her side, he paid such marked attention that it was clear he intended to deliver a

  proposal of marriage.




  At the time the Duke of Clarence was fourth in line to the throne; Catherine was aware that if she married him, her children would be royalty, potentially even the future king or queen of

  England.




  





  
5. A Lady of Business
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  London was the hub of a buoyant press industry; gossip columns fed the growing fascination with human-interest stories, particularly those of well-known figures with glamorous

  lifestyles. Catherine’s rags-to-riches fairy tale captured the public imagination, providing the nostalgia and glamour they craved. Catherine was their real-life Cinderella: sweet-natured and

  deserving, liberated from a dreary existence, transformed by fine clothes and carriages. There was even a magnificent castle at Wanstead awaiting her. To complete the fantasy, a prince had appeared

  on the scene to sweep her off her feet.




  Shortly after the Regency fete, the Duke of Clarence stated his intentions by opening negotiations with Catherine’s aunt, Lady Sarah de Crespigny, who happened to be a friend of his. The

  family was delighted; it appeared that Catherine had made a brilliant match. Surely it was every young woman’s fantasy to marry a prince? Regrettably, the fairy tale had one vital flaw: this

  particular royal was the antithesis of love’s young dream. The Duke of Clarence was a portly, florid man, with a complexion and girth that bore witness to his weakness for good food and wine.

  Having spent much of his youth in the navy, he was at times bawdy and uncouth, with a weather-beaten face that made him look even older than his forty-six years. Added to this, he was openly living

  with his mistress of twenty years, Mrs Jordan, a famous actress on the London stage and the mother of his ten illegitimate children, aged between five and seventeen years old.




  From Catherine’s perspective, it was certainly flattering to be courted by royalty, but this fat old man with considerable baggage was far from ideal. Renowned for

  their derisive humour, the Great British public followed the courtship with amused interest, rejoicing in the folly of the Duke of Clarence and other suitors as they published poems or fought duels

  to impress the heiress. Glossy pictures of Catherine appeared in magazines, captured by some of the most celebrated caricaturists of the time. George Cruikshank’s Worshippers at

  Wanstead appeared as a frontispiece for the Scourge in December 1811,1 showing Catherine seated on a throne with a motley group paying homage

  at her feet.




  Aside from intense personal pressures, Catherine was saddled with mammoth commercial responsibilities. She embraced her role as ‘a lady of business’ immediately upon coming of age,

  taking charge of her affairs and instructing her solicitor to conduct a full audit of her assets. As part of this exercise, she insisted that up-to-date maps of all her estates should be prepared,

  covering the entire 23,000 acres, including the various tenancies and holdings. The sheer scale of the task involved must have been daunting, but Catherine was determined to rise to the challenge,

  demonstrating that she was a capable, organized woman.2




  Keeping track of her finances was another onerous task. There were letters from Messrs Hazard & Co. regarding transfer of stock, plus a huge backlog of unpaid debts that had amassed over the

  seventeen-year period since her father’s death. Systematically working her way through piles of papers, she agreed to settle some bills, while querying others by writing in the margins,

  ‘I should wish to have all this account explained.’3 Catherine was a shrewd business woman, who drove a hard bargain. When her estate manager,

  Mr Bullock, presented her with a bill, she haggled a deal and knocked down his price from £1,290 to £1,000, a considerable saving.4




  During this process, Catherine discovered that her mother had built up debts, running to thousands of pounds, which was surprising because ample financial provisions had been made for her. It

  appeared that Lady Catherine had given away substantial sums to people in need and various family members, plus there had been considerable outlay in relation to Dora and Emma’s coming out.

  Catherine settled these debts without further ado, particularly as her kind-hearted mother had been driven by the need to provide for others. But an even more shocking

  revelation surfaced: it transpired that Lady Catherine harboured a dark secret of a scandalous nature, and she was being blackmailed by a man threatening to ‘do his worst’ and make the

  story public.5 To save her mother’s reputation, Catherine dealt with the blackmailer herself; after receiving various assurances, she paid the man a

  substantial bribe of £1,000, which put an end to the matter.6 All related paperwork was burned, so the precise nature of Lady Catherine’s

  indiscretion is unknown, although it seems most likely that she had a lover who decided to cash in. In terms of romance, Lady Catherine was restricted. Remarrying was probably not an option because

  she would have lost her entitlements. Her husband’s will specified that she could receive pin money and other benefits ‘so long as she shall continue to be my widow’.7




  Blackmail is a sordid business, but Catherine acted discreetly and efficiently, showing that she was worldly and open-minded. Furthermore, she did not judge her mother, and Dr Barry was full of

  praise for her ‘truly filial affection to a mistaken parent’.8




  Wanstead was a pet project for Catherine. She had set her heart on living there as soon as she married and consequently supervised the refurbishments closely. Almost a century had passed since

  the first Earl Tylney built the house, so specialist artisans were employed to revive the interiors, the chipped paintwork and faded gilding. Whenever she was away, Mr Bullock wrote with updates:

  ‘Painting the upper storey has been much the most troublesome and tedious, on account of the ceiling and other carved work.’9 Concerning the

  Great Hall, he reported, ‘I have not suffered them to do anything . . . until you see it again.’10 Looming two storeys above the Great Hall

  was an ornately gilded ceiling, framing a fresco painted by William Kent depicting scenes of Morning, Noon, Evening and Night. Restoring this work of art involved delicate workmanship, but

  Catherine sought specialist advice and sent strict instructions on how to proceed. Mr Bullock wrote back immediately, assuring her that ‘no time will be lost, in getting it

  completed’.11




  The formal gardens were in disrepair. Locals had grown accustomed to driving their carts through the gardens, causing damage, and it quickly became clear that one of her

  priorities was to stop trespassers and secure the parkland around the house. Catherine also became involved in a dispute with the Duke de Bourbon, her former tenant, who persisted in keeping his

  hounds nearby at Woodford and then turning up regularly at Wanstead with large hunting parties, damaging the gardens and distressing the pheasants that the gamekeeper was trying to raise. It must

  have taken courage for a single lady to confront a member of the French royal family, but having already politely written to him on several occasions, Catherine was not afraid to take the matter

  further and instruct her legal advisors. Her solicitor agreed that very strong measures were required, ‘as not only your property, but even your domestic comforts are thus assailed, and the

  whole neighbourhood are very warm in their complaints of the trespass committed by the Duke and his hounds’.12 True to form, Catherine remained

  courteous but resolute until the duke was shamed into sending an apology along with assurances that it would not happen again.13




  Privacy and personal security were also concerns. Due to her celebrity status, Catherine was pursued by newsmen eager for a story and fanatics trying to catch a glimpse of her, as well as

  undesirables issuing death threats. Owing to this, she decided that she would not renew the leases on certain holdings adjoining the park, as she did not want tenants living within close proximity

  of the main house. The Lake House was a particularly delightful structure located on a small island at the centre of the lake, previously used as a banqueting hall by the first Earl Tylney. Having

  rented the property for many years, Mr McClean hotly objected when Catherine served him notice. In response, she was firm but fair, granting a short extension, offering alternative accommodation,

  but insisting that he vacate the Lake House within one year.14 Similar notices were served to the tenants at Blake Hall and Highlands House, followed by

  equally loud protests, which were dealt with as before. Catherine disliked confrontation, but she had become adept at standing her ground to achieve her goals and set her affairs in order.

  Since coming of age, Catherine had demonstrated that she was a force to be reckoned with, asserting her authority in no uncertain terms. Although she coped admirably, it was

  daunting for her to conduct such hard-edged business in a male-dominated world and the burden of responsibility sat heavily on her shoulders. She wished for a husband by her side, supporting,

  advising and sharing the load.




  Refurbishments at Wanstead House were progressing well enough for Catherine to host a ‘splendid déjeune’ on Wednesday 10 July 1811, a fete lasting all day and night

  with dancing and entertainment continuing into the early hours.15 It was an opportunity to prove herself to her new London circle and to show off her

  magnificent home. Guests began arriving at two o’clock, carriages rattling through the stone gateposts just when the house and gardens were at their most glorious, bathed in afternoon

  sunlight. Entering the park, visitors admired the aspect of the house in the distance, standing on high ground with lawns sloping gently down to the octagonal lake. The approach provided delights

  at every turn: Sir Josiah’s stately avenue of elms, the steeple of St Mary’s Church and perfectly manicured gardens. Alighting on the elevated terrace, London’s finest gazed in

  awe at their surroundings: the elegant sweep of the house, the majestic portico with soaring Corinthian columns, plus the beautiful prospect of the river with lakes, walks and wildernesses beyond.

  As Catherine stood in the portico greeting her guests, radiantly beautiful, framed by the backdrop of her magnificent Palladian palace, it was easy to see why her allure might be overwhelming.




  The Royal Dukes of Clarence, Cumberland and Cambridge arrived at about four o’clock, and dancing commenced soon after on temporary platforms erected on the lawns. German waltzes graced one

  platform, while Mr Gow’s famous orchestra played reels in a tent some distance away and the Duke of York’s military band entertained in another area. Those who did not wish to dance

  promenaded through the pleasure grounds or took a guided tour of the house, passing through twenty staterooms sumptuously furnished with paintings and artwork. Déjeune was served

  around six o’clock, with Catherine seated in the Great Hall amongst her most distinguished guests. No expense was spared, with food provided by London’s most

  renowned caterer:




  

    

      The company sat down, to partake of the delicacies of the season, provided by Mr Gunter, the celebrated confectioner . . . At the banquet there were seven hundred and

      eighty-two dishes of roast and boiled; and five hundred baskets of fruit . . . Soups – turtle, vegetable and pea. Roasts – venison, pheasants, chicken, lamb, veal. Boiled –

      tongue, ham, prawns, lobsters and crayfish. To this it may be added, jellies, ice-creams, chantellias, and whip cream, crepes, pastries, [etc.].16


    


  




  Dancing recommenced in the ballroom and went on until two o’clock in the morning, when a second banquet was served, equally as costly as the first, and guests did not disperse until dawn.

  Newspapers reported over the course of several days, as snippets of gossip emerged. On 14 July, the Morning Post highlighted the frenzy surrounding Catherine, describing how villagers

  attempted to catch a glimpse of the proceedings: ‘A strong party of the police preserved order . . . upwards of ten thousand people . . . were standing over every barrier, and up every

  tree to gratify a more eager curiosity than we ever before witnessed on any similar occasion.’ On 15 July, the Morning Post reported that the fete excited such interest in the

  fashionable world that there were more than six hundred gate-crashes. Some turned up claiming to be related to dukes, while others ‘that had invitations, brought three and four persons with

  them, and as they were of titled distinction, Lady Catherine knew not how to refuse them’.17 As a result, the food was adequate but not plentiful

  because around 1,200 people sat down for the banquet, instead of the expected 550.




  In many respects the purpose of the déjeune was to display everything Catherine had to offer, including her personal attributes. Newspapers recorded, ‘The ball was led off

  with a new and very lively tune, composed by the rich and accomplished heiress.’18 Catherine’s composition was a simple but sweet piano

  piece, known simply as ‘Miss Tylney Long’s Waltz’. It became one of the most popular melodies of 1812, with the accompanying quadrille danced in ballrooms

  across the country.19 Exhibiting considerable social skills, Catherine demonstrated that she was a talented musician, a graceful dancer and a charming

  hostess with a lively sense of humour. Highly gifted and possessing many fine qualities, Catherine was captivating; many men were genuinely in love with her. The déjeune revealed that

  she was competent, well able to manage a large house and organize an event of this scale. It was clear that she would be an asset to any man, even one as high ranking as a prince.




  The press were in awe of Catherine and everything she had accomplished in such a short space of time. Her déjeune was such a triumph that the Morning Post declared,

  ‘we have beheld nothing which will bear comparison with it’.20 Just as Dr Barry had predicted, the better part of society was applauding.

  Catherine had become a perfect role model for ladies of business, and women in general. Catherine was an enthralling woman, vivacious in company, but politely determined in business. She was a

  beguiling combination of sweetness and courage, delicacy and drive. She wanted a husband who would love and cherish her, who would share her hopes and aspirations and would work alongside her to

  carve their niche in society. Believing that he was the best man for the job, the Duke of Clarence issued another proposal, also reminding everyone that he was the ‘first unmarried man in the

  kingdom’.21 Catherine could be queen, and Wanstead would make a perfect royal palace. Catherine’s family actively encouraged the match; her

  mother, her aunt Lady de Crespigny and her uncle Henry Windsor all tried to persuade the heiress to acknowledge the duke as her suitor.




  Much to everyone’s alarm, however, it was becoming apparent that Catherine had set her sights elsewhere. William Wellesley Pole possessed the dashing good looks of an archetypal romantic

  hero, with dark wavy hair, piercing blue eyes and a dazzling smile. Naturally, he was a charmer and highly unsuitable on many levels, but Catherine was completely smitten.




  





  
6. The Finest Young Dandy
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  1811




  Always sharply dressed, impeccably groomed and pleasantly perfumed, twenty-three-year-old William Wellesley Pole was a dandy, one of a new breed of English gentlemen who took

  pride in being elegant, cultured and witty. In terms of his style and incredible good looks, he was peerless. La Boudoir labelled him, ‘the finest young dandy to grace the streets of

  St James’, and years later when they crowned Count D’Orsay the ‘First Man of Fashion’, they qualified it by saying, ‘but he would not have gained that distinction at

  the time when [Mr Wellesley Pole] was seen about town’.1 William was known as Mr Pole, a nickname that he embraced as it suited his raffish image.

  Although he was not particularly wealthy, he was very well connected being the nephew of Wellington, the great military general.2
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