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A GENERAL REASSESSMENT OF THE SUBJECT OF FEMALE CONSUMPTION AND MATERIAL 
culture in the eighteenth century has been taking place in recent times. The work 
of social and economic historians continues to challenge many of the assump-

tions that have previously characterised female consumption of goods in the historiogra-
phy of eighteenth-century mores. Amanda Vickery, for example, argues that women’s 
apparent covetous ‘nature’ has long been cited by social and economic historians as proof 
of the female predilection for unbridled materialism and ostentation. Social historian 
Colin Campbell, who further dismisses the generally accepted ‘manic’ pattern of eigh-
teenth-century consumption, cites the rise of the novel, romantic love and pleasurable 
leisure in particular as the motivating factors for female consumption. However, although 
Campbell fully acknowledges the prominent part played by women in these spheres, we 
are still left with the impression that women are innately covetous, vacuous consumers. 
The work of economic historian Lorna Weatherill has done much to redress this perceived 
notion, demonstrating how close analysis of household accounts can provide an impor-
tant and insightful method for both looking at the past and countering naïve assumptions 
about consumer behaviour. She also stresses that women’s attitudes to the acquisition of 
goods and possessions suggest that they saw themselves as part of a family and a house-
hold. Her arguments echo the theories of economic historian Jan de Vries, who acknowl-
edges the rising decision-making role of the woman of the household. In the de Vries 
model, it is the wife who makes most choices of consumption, becoming an ‘active con-
sumer’ as opposed to a passive ‘fashion victim’.1  

While there is little doubt that the research of Vickery, Weatherill and de Vries 
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benefits from the availability of rich primary source material in British records offices and 
archives, it is my contention that the observation of the minutiae contained within con-
temporary Irish household accounts can assist in uncovering a wider range of consumer 
motivation than has been generally acknowledged within the context of genteel Irish 
female consumption during the eighteenth century. In recent times, thanks in part to the 
women’s movement in Ireland, women’s history is finally being recognised as a subject 
worthy of academic exploration. The work of writers such as Margaret MacCurtain, Mary 
Cullen and Maria Luddy, combined with a revival in Irish economic history, has served 
to bring women’s particular histories into focus.2 The pioneering work of Toby Barnard, 
with its contingent rationale of positioning Irish consumerism within the larger models of 
eighteenth-century western Europe and colonial America, has further served to highlight 
the rich variety of Irish material culture and how it is gradually being appreciated.3 His 
work has provided the catalyst for more detailed case studies within female consump-
tion, which remains a largely hidden history. The nineteenth-century publication of the 
autobiography of Mary Delany (1700-1788), and more recent work about her by 
Angelique Day, Ruth Hayden and Katherine Cahill, have also undoubtedly served to bring 
women’s history into focus, but Mrs Delany was English by birth, and while she lived in 
Ireland from 1744 to 1785, her status and social connections was not typical of the major-
ity of genteel Irish women.4 

This article adopts an interdisciplinary approach to women and goods in an Irish 
context. It will explore how issues relating to objects and the consumption of goods can 
be negotiated and explored within the cultural spaces of an individual’s private and pub-
lic interaction, and how they might be considered as a means of negotiating and main-
taining social status. While referring to a range of source material, the primary focus will 
be on the close observation and analysis of the domestic account books of an eighteenth-
century Dublin gentlewoman, Mrs Meliora Adlercron.5  
 
 
MARRIAGE, FAMILY AND WIDOWHOOD 
 

HISTORIANS HAVE DEMONSTRATED HOW THE MANAGEMENT OF A HOUSEHOLD WAS A 
complicated business, requiring skill and expertise on the part of its executive, 
which, by the eighteenth century, had been firmly consigned to the remit of 

women. For the majority of women, becoming the ‘mistress’ of a household was gener-
ally arrived at through marriage. In the eighteenth century, women derived considerable 
status from their role as keeper of the house where they endowed belongings with private 
family meanings. An equally important consideration was the importance of projecting 
what Toby Barnard has described as ‘the grand figure’. Barnard cites various devices that 
were used to impress, such as houses, furniture, clothes, objets d’art and hospitality, and 
it is clear that possessions were essential props in both the construction and maintenance 
of an individual’s identity according to socially acceptable standards.6 Maintaining records 
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of both domestic and personal acquisitions was, therefore, considered essential for finan-
cial security and avoiding insolvency, so much so that bookkeeping was considered to be 
‘a method of predicting and controlling the future, a mysterious art on a par with divina-
tion and magic’.7 Mrs Adlercron’s account books, now held in the National Library of 
Ireland, document a wide variety of purchases and transactions ranging from food and 
drink and servant’s wages, to travelling expenses and medical attendances (Plate 1). They 
also contain a number of dated and detailed descriptions of events, such as births, mar-
riages and deaths, and as such can be read as ‘a map of her jurisdiction’.8 

The Adlercron manuscripts also contain references to the pedigree of Mrs 
Adlercron (née Bermingham). They indicate that she was from the aristocratic 
Bermingham family who ‘claimed the title of the Lord of Louth and Baron of Athenry’.9 
Born Meliora Bermingham in 1741, she was the eldest child of Richard and Meliora 
Bermingham ‘of the county and town of Roscommon’, and had a brother, Walter, and 
two sisters, Louisa and Frances. Her marriage to John Adlercron, a member of a highly 
respected military family of Huguenot origin, quite possibly improved the social mobil-
ity of the Bermingham family.10 Marriages such as this, where the wife brought a titled 
connection into the family, serve to highlight the important role played by women in the 
construction and maintenance of elite ties and familial alliances.11 

Meliora Bermingham married John Adlercron (Plate 2), son of the distinguished 
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2 – Circle of Joseph Highmore, JOHN ADLERCRON ESQ.   c.1760, oil on canvas 
3 – James Latham, GENERAL JOHN ADLERCRON   c.1747, oil on canvas (detail) 

(both private collection, © 2012 Christie’s, London) 



Lieutenant General John Adlercron (Plate 3) and his wife Elizabeth, on 17th July 1774. 
Shortly after the wedding, Meliora Adlercron moved into her husband’s family home, a 
not unusual arrangement for young brides.12 The Adlercron manuscripts indicate that the 
family lived both on Dawson Street, Dublin (Plate 4), and at ‘Newtown’ (possibly 
Newtown House) in Blackrock, county Dublin.13 Throughout the eighteenth century, 
Dawson Street was home to many of the city’s gentry and nobility.14 In common with 
high-quality residential enclaves throughout the British Isles, strict leasing conditions – 
in this instance, laid down by Joshua Dawson in 1707 – ensured that no commercial or 
manufacturing activity was permitted in the street.15 

Undoubtedly, the city provided the greatest variety of entertainments and oppor-
tunities for social interaction, but Blackrock had been both a resort and a fashionable res-
idential area for the gentry since the early eighteenth century. In 1783, Walker’s Hibernian 
Magazine described Blackrock as:  

A noble village ... in fine evenings it is as much crowded with carriages as the 
most populous streets in the city; and as there is a number of genteel families resid-
ing here at this season of the year, they have drums and assemblies as in town 
whereby it is very sprightly and agreeable to such as has nothing to do.16 

The parish registers for the Union of Monkstown 1669-1786 record, on 5th March 1766, 
a ‘General Adlercron’ in a list of ‘Protestant families of the parish of Monkstown gener-
ally and at present residing in the City of Dublin’.17 Lieutenant General John Adlercron 
commanded the first regiment of royal troops sent to India, and in the autumn of 1756 
briefly rivalled Sir Robert Clive (1725-1774) for command of the expedition from Madras 
to recover Calcutta.18 The following retrospective account, published in 1902, clearly 
indicates his elevated social position – dependent on money, merit, and the subjective 
qualities of gentility, politeness and civility – and hints at the social milieu in which the 
Adlercron family moved:19  
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About the same time [1750] Lieutenant-General John Adlercron came to reside at 
Newtown. He was a member of a Huguenot family, whose ancestors had taken 
refuge in Dublin at the close of the 17th century, and, as Colonel of the 39th 
Regiment of Foot, had seen much service in India under Lord Clive. In April, 1762, 
he entertained at dinner, in his house at Newtown, the Lord Lieutenant of the day, 
the first Earl of Halifax, and there, in July, 1766, after eating a hearty dinner, as we 
are told, he died of an apoplectic fit.20 

Documentary evidence from the Adlercron papers indicates that John Adlercron – that is, 
Meliora’s husband – ‘had always lived with his mother’, a situation that continued after 
his marriage: ‘Mr Adlercron and his mother having always lived together and their prop-
erty in common’.21 By the time of her son’s marriage in 1774, Mrs Elizabeth Adlercron 
(d.1789) was already a widow of eight years standing, her husband having died suddenly, 
as we have seen, in 1766. Moreover, the correspondence between mother and son prior 
to his marriage clearly indicates a strong and affectionate bond which might have pre-
cluded any immediate change in the female pecking order.22 However, the birth of the 
young married couple’s seven children – three girls and four boys born between 1775 
and 1782 – would undoubtedly have underscored Meliora’s position as a dutiful wife and 
mother, while simultaneously raising a challenge to the female hierarchy within the 
Adlercron household. Instead, however, the premature death of John Adlercron, on 12th 
April 1782, precipitated Mrs Meliora Adlercron into widowhood, the state in which she 
would remain until her death twelve years later, in 1794.23 

According to the terms of John Adlercron’s will, Meliora Adlercron inherited both 
the Dublin house and the Blackrock property, but provision was made for his ‘dear and 
most honoured mother Mrs Elizabeth Adlercron to live there at all times as she shall and 
must do so and to have such enjoyment of the said house and domesne [sic] as she had 
during my life.’24 At an unspecified time after General Adlercron’s death in 1766, Mrs 
Elizabeth Adlercron had raised a mortgage of £3,000 on the Blackrock house.25 At about 
the same time, John Adlercron sold his army commission, which raised the total sum of 
£4,948.26 In 1766, £1,000 of this money was settled on Sir Capel Molyneux on his mar-
riage to John Adlercron’s sister Elizabeth, and another sum of £1,000 was settled on 
Elizabeth (Lady Molyneux) by the terms of her mother’s will. John Adlercron took 
responsibility for this mortgage after his marriage in 1774; after his death, Meliora 
Adlercron inherited the liability. Her accounts document monthly payments of between 
£20 and £22 being made to a Mr Burrows and Mr Mires respectively.27 

The manuscripts indicate that Meliora Adlercron and Mrs Elizabeth Adlercron con-
tinued to live together until 1785, when the younger woman decided to live separately:  

The late Mrs Adlercron her son and his wife lived always together and after Mr 
Adlercron dyed [sic] I continued to do so. The country house we lived in was mine 
being left to me by my late husband. But from some family reasons I now deter-
mine to live by myself.28 
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She was, however, prepared to respect the wishes of her of her mother-in-law with regard 
to her living arrangements: 

Delicacy and tenderness was such for my mother-in-law that I could not bring 
myself nor would not do anything that might torment her out of the house but 
determined myself and the children to quit it, previous to which I gave her a writ-
ten agreement that she would have wholly and solely have power over it as I gave 
it up to her during her life the possession of it.29 

While Meliora Adlercron appears to have vacated the Blackrock house and returned to 
Dublin with the children, she was prepared to finance any repairs that might be required: 

Some months ago the garden wall being in a ruineous condition – she begged of 
me to employ and agree with a workman to do it for her – I did agree and got an 
estimate the man giving me an article signed and the first day of last May that he 
would begin on the tenth day of May.30  

 
 
THE MATERIALITY OF MOURNING 
 

JOHN ADLERCRON’S DEATH RESULTED FROM AN ATTACK WHICH OCCURRED ON THE NIGHT 
of 29th March 1782. According to a newspaper report appealing for information 
about the crime, John Adlercron was attacked by three or four men in Dame Street 

while returning home. His assailants struck him on the head with a large key, wounding 
him on the temple. Adlercron survived the attack, only to die two weeks later. The fact 
that an appeal for information about the crime was posted in the Freeman’s Journal in 
May 1782 and again in June 1782 may indicate that there was some difficulty in appre-
hending the culprits. Further investigation of the murder reveals that the weapon used in 
the attack was most likely a ‘great key’, and that the perpetrators were students of Trinity 
College.31 The Adlercron manuscripts further indicate that these young men ‘were per-
fectly well known’, and that John had instructed Meliora not to bring charges against 
them.32 His body was interred in the family vault at Moyglare, county Meath. 

The three surviving account books kept by Mrs Adlercron commence immediately 
after the attack on her husband, in April 1782, and her first task was to demonstrate to 
society that she venerated his memory.33 A widow ‘was shamed in the eyes of the com-
munity if she did not provide [her husband] with a proper funeral and demonstrate dis-
tress’.34 An entry, dated 12th April 1782, records the cost of a variety of items relating to 
the funeral of her late husband, including a payment to Champion & Keen, jewellers of 
College Green:35 

Funeral expenses, the leaden coffin included – £62 7s 7d 
To Keen & Champion for four mourning rings  

bequeathed by the late John Adlercron – 22s 15d 
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Paid for a probate of late Mr Adlercron’s  
will and codicil -– £5 17s 4½d 

Repairing Family Vault at Moyglare – £30 36 

On 17th July 1782, further payments, including one to the stonecutter Richard Parkinson 
of Townsend Street, were recorded:37 

Paid Richard Parkinson for a marble tombstone  
at Moyglare £10 17s 6d  

To Mrs Gillows for funeral expenses – £10 12s 7½d  
Paid several expenses attending the interment  

etc, at Moyglare £4 5s 6½d 38 

Of more particular interest in the context of a discussion on women’s expenditure are 
Mrs Adlercron’s own expenses with regard to the funeral including, on 15th May 1782, 
the following poignant entry: ‘Paid my mother for servants and own mourning – £9 19s 
1d’.39 Earlier purchases, including ‘an Italian love handkerchief’ and ‘a black Barcelona 
handkerchief’, recorded on 25th April, were commonly used accessories for the public 
display of mourning.40 All rites of passage in the eighteenth century called for costly 
accoutrements.41 Rules governing the etiquette of mourning for women varied, depend-
ing on their relationship to the deceased. That of a widow mourning a departed husband 
was the most rigid and lasted between one and two-and-a-half years.42  

It is possible, through the account books, to trace the course of Mrs Adlercron’s 
mourning period through her purchases of clothes and accessories. In September 1782, 
five months after her husband’s death, she purchased a pair of black silk gloves (6s 6d) 
and bombazine for a gown (£1 14s 6d); in October, she purchased a black collar.43 

References to black clothing and accessories are still in evidence in 1783, with the pur-
chase of black pins (6d) on 25th January, and a black and grey silk gown (£8) on 12th 
February.44 The inclusion of grey-coloured material into a dress at this point in time might 
suggest a certain scaling back in intensity of the mourning period, as was customary.45 
During the month of March 1783, however, there is a notable increase in the number and 
nature of purchases that appear to relate to the mourning period, perhaps in anticipation 
of her late husband’s anniversary. These were mainly accessories, in the form of seven 
yards of black ribbon (4s 4d), black sewing silk (3d), Villroy black slippers (10s 3d), 1¾ 
yards of black lutestring (11s 4½d), and black pins (Plate 5).46 

Mrs Adlercron’s purchases also attest to the growing commercialisation of mourn-
ing during the eighteenth century. John Brewer has argued that culture itself became a 
commodity during the eighteenth century, and that the body, specifically the dead body, 
was also subject to this process of commodification. The increasing popularity of the 
physical forms of mourning reflected a changing attitude towards death, in which the 
focus of the mourning was no longer on the mourned but on the mourners. Moreover, the 
fundamental division between male and female spheres during the eighteenth century 
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resulted in mourning becoming the preserve of women.47 
John Adlercron named his wife as the executrix of his will and guardian of the 

children, and while it was not uncommon for men to name their wives as executors, the 
practice varied with social class.48 In England by the end of the eighteenth century, 90% 
of professional men did so, compared with 60% of manufacturers and farmers; 71% of 
men of independent means left property to their wives.49 For most women of all social 
classes, widowhood was typically the only status that offered them control over their lives 
and property. It has been suggested that some English women responded to their hus-
bands’ deaths with ‘barely disguised relief’, and while there is no direct evidence of such 
sentiments in any of the surviving manuscripts, Mrs Adlercron’s account books suggest 
that she resumed her social life in August 1783, a full sixteen months after her husband’s 
death.50 
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CIVILITY AND SOCIABILITY 
 

THE ACCOUNTS INDICATE THAT FROM THE BEGINNING OF 1783, MELIORA ADLERCRON 
was paying particular attention to the maintenance of an agreeable appearance; 
between January and August of that year she spent a total of £11 9s on hairdress-

ing and related products, having her hair dressed on average twice a month and with reg-
ular purchases of powder, pomatum, hair cushions and hairpins (Plate 6). In July, she had 
her teeth cleaned by a Mr Hudson, probably Edward Hudson, dentist of Grafton Street, 
at a cost of 11s 4¼d.51 As she was still officially in mourning at this time, Mrs Adlercron 
would have been restricted to ‘appropriate’ forms of sociability, such as visiting and card-
playing, and her account books contain a number of references to both.52 The records of 
her card-playing begin in August 1783 and continue at regular intervals until September 
1785. Mrs Adlercron does not appear to have been a skillful card-player; indeed, her 
accounts document a litany of losses. On 13th November, for example, she noted that 
she had ‘lost at cards several times’ to the tune of 10s 10d.53 Card-playing, however, 
would have provided her with ideal opportunities for genteel social interaction in the 
wake of her husband’s death, and was an essential part of the ritual of sociability that 
facilitated and sustained the ties of friendship between elite families in polite society.54 
From 1784 on, there is a noticeable reduction in the number of card parties attended by 
her and an increase in her support of charities and benefits; in March, for example, she 
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donated 1s 1d to ‘Mr Adlercron’s Old Soldiers’, and in August she contributed 3s 3d to 
a ‘Cripple Ball at the Rock’.55 

As well as charitable donations, there are also a number of references which sug-
gest that she was a regular visitor at the home of Lady Arbella Denny (1707-1792), the 
philanthropist and founder of the Magdalen Asylum for Protestant Girls on Leeson Street 
in 1765.56 The two women were close neighbours, both having homes on Dawson Street 
and in Blackrock.57 Moreover, in spite of a thirty-four year age difference, the two women 
were clearly good friends. Mrs Adlercron appears to have harboured a sincere love and 
admiration for the older woman, and was genuinely distraught by her death, in 1792, as 
this tribute clearly demonstrates: 

Sunday March the 18th, 1792 at nine o’clock in the morning that saint Lady Arbella 
Denny was translated from this world of woe and wickedness to the unspeakable 
delights and bliss of an eternal one which is prepared for the spirits of the just 
made perfect. That she honoured me with a particular and flattering kindness at the 
same time that the recollection gives me pleasure, wounds me so much when I 
think how severe the loss of such a friend is to me. The last time she saw my chil-
dren, she blest them one by one that it may and will rest on those heads which 
were tenderly pressed by her dear hand is my hope and belief alas how unhappy 
am I when I think that my great imperfections cannot allow me to suppose I shall 
ever be admitted to see her in the next world. The balmy cordiality, tenderness and 
sympathizing kindness of her manners endeared her to all, the strength of her 
understanding, the goodness of her heart and the multitude of virtues with which 
it was fraught made her the admiration of the age she lived in. May all those I love 
strive to imitate her lovely example.58 

 
 
MISTRESS OF THE PURSE STRINGS 
 

THERE IS SUFFICIENT INFORMATION IN MRS ADLERCRON’S ACCOUNT BOOKS TO INDICATE 
that she associated with some of the most fashionable and influential members of 
Dublin polite society. Toby Barnard contends that ‘women with money, just as 

much as men, commanded a large and varied company’.59 Therefore, the fact that Mrs 
Adlercron was associating with such elevated company is in itself evidence that she had, 
or at least was perceived to have had, enough money to facilitate her social mobility. 

Mrs Adlercron evidently became a wealthy woman after the death of her husband. 
The family’s main source of income appears to have been generated by the rents from ten-
ants on lands at Moyglare, and while the account books clearly demonstrate that the 
Adlercrons were making a generous living from these lands, there are a number of indi-
cations in the documents that Mrs Adlercron’s financial affairs were being overseen by 
persons other than herself.60 It would appear that, even though she was appointed ‘acting 
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guardian and executrix’ by the terms of her husband’s will, Mrs Adlercron was obliged 
to defer financial control to the administrators or trustees appointed by her husband.61 
Gender historian Merry E. Wiesner describes how in many parts of Europe during the 
early modern period, it was common practice for a widow to have a male guardian, 
appointed by the husband, to co-sign all financial transactions, including religious dona-
tions, and giving him power over the children.62 

However, widowhood and relative financial independence would have provided 
Mrs Adlercron with opportunities that would ordinarily have been beyond the remit of 
most women in eighteenth-century Ireland. Her inheritance of the Adlercron estate meant 
that she was in a better position to control her own destiny and that of her children. With 
the approval of the trustees, Mrs Adlercron was in the enviable position of being able to 
decide what to do with her money, and there were a number of options open to her in the 
closing years of the eighteenth century in Ireland.  

The war in America had induced an exchequer crisis which led to the founding of 
an Irish version of the Bank of England in 1783.63 Essentially, this new institution was 
intended to be banker to the government. It would manage the national debt and foster 
commercial liquidity through the issuing of bank notes. The venture was overseen by the 
La Touches, described by David Dickson as ‘the wealthiest and most enduring financial 
dynasty of Anglo-Ireland’.64 Calls for public subscriptions to the new Bank of Ireland 
began in 1782, and its charter was granted in 1783. A list of the initial subscribers was 
published in the December 1782 issue of Walker’s Hibernian Magazine.65 All were listed 
in order of magnitude of subscription, the La Touches heading the list with £40,000. The 
lowest subscription of £100 was made by a woman, Miss Letitia Burke. Mrs Adlercron 
subscribed £600.66 This investment in the new bank, less than a year after her husband’s 
death, suggests not only that Meliora Adlercron was sufficiently solvent at this time, but 
also that she was in receipt of advice from the trustees of his will as to the best course of 
action for her newly acquired status. That said, it is also possible that John Adlercron had 
made provision for such an investment prior to his death, although there is no direct evi-
dence in the existing documents. As her husband’s executrix, Mrs Adlercron was cer-
tainly in a position to make her own decisions with regard to her future financial security.  

The increasing reliability of government stock and the development of banks in 
Ireland during this period resulted in the relative parity between the English and Irish 
currencies.67 This would have contributed to improve Mrs Adlercron’s prospects of a safe 
income.68 Recent research has shown that gentry and middle-class widows often invested 
their money in property and loans which enabled them to live off the proceeds.69 It seems 
likely that to be seen to be investing in a modern venture such as the new Bank of Ireland 
would have been important to Mrs Adlercron. As a widow, she would have been acutely 
aware of the necessity of raising and advertising her comfortable financial position, par-
ticularly for the sake of the future prospects of her children. This is illustrated by the 
astuteness of her investments in the years between 1787 and 1789. During October 1789, 
for example, Mrs Adlercron purchased a total of eleven debentures, at 3½% interest, at a 
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cost of £1,050. This money appears to have been the result of a mortgage raised by her 
on the property of her brother-in-law William Adlercron, which he had bequeathed to her 
four surviving children on his death (date unknown). Four years later, in 1793, her invest-
ment had amassed £147 6s 7d in interest.70  

References to woman investors and female consumption in general are rare in eigh-
teenth-century Irish economic history. Apart from the scarcity of primary source material, 
this is most likely because, in many cases, their power and influence as consumers is hid-
den behind the names of fathers, husbands, brothers, sons and even lovers.71 
 
 
THE BUSINESS OF CHILDCARE  
 

AS ONE WOULD EXPECT, THE ACCOUNT BOOKS RECORD MRS ADLERCRON’S ATTENTION 
to the needs of her children. Between 1784 and 1794, there were regular pur-
chases of clothes, shoes and playthings. Significantly, she referred to each of her 

children by name, providing a useful barometer of expenditure according to their indi-
vidual age and gender. Purchases of clothes for her eight-year old son Richard abound in 
1785: in July, a coat (2s 8d) and shoes (2s 2d); in August, payments to ‘Wade the hatter’ 
(6s 6d), presumably Thomas Wade of Dame Street, and ‘Maylay the tailor’ for a great-
coat (18s 3d), presumably Charles Maylay of Stafford Street.72 At a combined total of £1 
9s 7d, these items of clothing, compared with the annual wage of £5 10s paid to nursery 
maid Margaret Wild on 12th January 1783, suggests that quality garments for children 
were expensive in Dublin in the late-eighteenth century.73 The fact that Mrs Adlercron was 
prepared to pay such prices suggests that maintaining standards through the outward 
appearances of one’s children was of great importance to a woman’s credibility as a 
widow, mother and mistress of the household. The purchase of such fine clothes perhaps 
also demonstrates her pride and delight in her growing children.  

There are numerous entries in the account books that document payment to doc-
tors and nurses for attending the children, for which the standard fee was £1 2s 9d. Dental 
healthcare was also a regular feature of the Adlercron family life. In March 1786, Mr 
Hudson was paid for ‘drawing four of Richard’s teeth’ (11s 4½d); a month later, in April, 
he was paid for ‘extractions for daughters Emelia and Maria’. Perhaps unsurprisingly, 
‘Brushes for children’s teeth’ (2s 8½d) were purchased in June 1788.  

Mrs Adlercron evidently recognised the importance of providing her daughters 
with skills that were considered essential for a young girl of the polite classes. Drawing, 
piano-playing and knowledge of the French language were universally recognised as vital 
accomplishments, while most genteel young women were also taught to sing, dance and 
play the harpsichord.74 In August 1788, Mrs Adlercron paid £11 7s 6d to ‘Lady Lisle’ – 
most likely Catherine, wife of John Lysaght, 1st Baron Lisle (1702-1781)75 – for ‘a harp-
sichord for daughters’.76 Further payments of £11 8s 8d and £11 7s 6d were made in 
September and December respectively.77 It is worth noting that the total amount laid out 
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was £34 3s 6d, suggesting that a harpsichord, even a second-hand one, was indeed a lux-
ury item in late eighteenth-century Dublin.78 

Four years later, in 1792, the investment seems to have paid off; in January, ‘Maria 
Adlercron’s old harpsichord’ was sold for £17 1s 3d, half the full purchase price, and in 
March 1792, £68 3s was ‘paid to Mr. Lee for a Grand Piano for Maria’.79 In August 1792, 
a further outlay of 18s 11d was made for ‘a mahogany music case and a turning [sic] key 
for Maria’s piano’.80 The cost of the piano was almost double the amount paid for the 
second-hand harpsichord, and might indicate the purchase of a new instrument. It may 
also indicate the need to keep up with current trends, as the relatively new pianoforte was 
beginning to displace the harpsichord as the fashionable musical instrument of choice.81  

Mrs Adlercron’s care and supervision of her children was supported by servants 
whose wages constituted a major portion of the family’s annual expenses. The account 
books reveal, albeit laconically, the names, roles and, in some instances, the wages of 
their servants. In January 1783, for example, there are a number of references to Margaret 
Wild ‘nursery maid’, Betty Hogan ‘children’s maid’, and Elizabeth Dawson ‘children’s 
maid’.82 The names of Betty Hogan and Elizabeth Dawson, in particular, continue to 
appear in the account books at regular intervals for up to four years. In June 1783, there 
are references to at least two housemaids by the names of ‘Kitty’ and ‘Mary’, as well as 
an unnamed washerwoman.83 Although the everyday particulars of their tasks are not here 
documented, given the nature of the accounts, it is interesting to note that the reasons for 
a servant’s dismissal are sometimes recorded, such as on 30th April 1782: ‘Paid and dis-
charged Elizabeth Hogan housemaid for impertinence £1 6s’.84 
 
 
KEEPING UP APPEARANCES 
 

THE MAINTENANCE AND UPKEEP OF THE HOUSE AT NEWTOWN IN BLACKROCK IS 
recorded in meticulous detail. While the ownership of a house in what was con-
sidered to be a very fashionable area would have contributed greatly to Mrs 

Adlercron’s social credibility and personal status, entries in the account books suggest that 
the house was constantly in need of repair. References to its renovation commence in 
September 1782 and continue at regular intervals until 1789, recording the considerable 
financial outlay involved. While most of the payments are for work on the exterior of 
Newtown House, included slating, glazing, new chimney pots, firebricks and locks, work 
was also carried out in raising the garden walks and planting trees, which would have 
necessitated the service of gardeners.85 Between November 1782 and June 1785, there are 
a number of entries recording payments to gardeners and labourers: on 7th November 
1782, she ‘Paid and discharged Leydon gardener, 4 months £4 12s’;86 in June 1783, the 
gardeners Harry and Lawrence Gammon were each paid 10s 10d;87 and in November 
1784, Mrs Adlercron hired a John Hatton, noting that ‘I am to pay him £6 per year’.88 
While the exact nature of Hatton’s duties is unclear, the lower annual wage could indi-
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cate that he was engaged as a general labourer or handyman.  
The interior of Newtown also came in for some upgrading. On 3rd July 1783, Mrs 

Adlercron paid both the painters’ and the carpenters’ ‘jobbing’ bills (£6 8s 6d and £5 6s 
7d respectively).89 Another entry states that ‘the whole expense of the repairs attending 
Newtown Castle’ for the month of July 1783 amounted to £109 9s 4½d.90 Payments for 
a plasterer ‘on acct. of my room’ (11s 4d),91 and for ‘Smith the paper man’ for ‘papering 
my room’ (£1 7s 9d),92 recorded in September 1784 and April 1785 respectively, may 
refer to Meliora’s bedroom or, perhaps, a personalised space for entertainment within the 
formal suite of reception rooms in the house. The children’s nursery was also improved 
at this time: in December 1784, she purchased a stove from ‘Foster, Ironmonger’ (16s) 
and paid an unnamed local stonecutter for a ‘Chimney piece and coving stone for stove 
in said nursery’ (£2 5s 6d).93 During August and September 1785, expensive renovations, 
amounting to £9 3s 8½d, were carried out in the kitchen:  

August 19th Paid Madden for kitchen furniture making £2 1s 10d. 
Paid for hinges and nails for kitchen furniture making 8s 4d. 

August 25th Carriage [of] kitchen furniture 8s 8d. 
August 14th Paid timber bill kitchen furniture £2 7s 4d. 
September 29th Foster in full for grates £2 14s 10½d. 

Foster bill for irons £1 2s 2d.94 

VA L E R I E  M O F F A T

142

7, 8 – Billhead of John 
Dickinson, Ironmonger, 10 
Upper Ormond Quay, Dublin 
(front and (opposite) detail of back) 
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Ireland; © NLI, acc. no. 648)  

 



In June 1789, following the death of her mother-in-law in May, Mrs Adlercron recorded 
that ‘Newtown House was given up to me’ and she began improving those parts of the 
house that had fallen into neglect.95 By October, her accounts record the ‘expenses of 
repairing the little parlour in Newtown House which I found in a most wretched condi-
tion, rotten, dirty and tumbling down’ (Plates 7, 8):96 

Paid for a Quaker Grate, 8s 8d. 
1 doz. Fire bricks, 1s 7d. 
Setting the grate by bricklayers, 4s 4d. 
Stone cutter coving, £1. 
Nowlan plasterers, £3. 
Ridgly carpenter, £3 6s. 
Paid Mr. Daniel Carpenter for a gutter over the coal hole, 7s 3d. 
Paid slater for closing the same (coal hole), 3s 3d. 
Paid Purcell painter for little parlour, £1 2s 9d. 
Painting outside doors, £1 7s 9d. 
Painting platform before the house, 8s 8d. 
Paid Daniel Graham for making a sewer, £1.97 

The nature and extent of these repairs strongly suggest that Mrs Adlercron was consid-
ering the long-term prospect of the house for herself and her children. She would undoubt-
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edly have understood that a large country house was regarded as a symbol of the owner’s 
influence and superior social position, particularly if, like the Adlercrons, the family had 
been living in the area for a long time.98 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

ALTHOUGH MRS ADLERCRON WAS LEFT COMFORTABLY OFF BY HER HUSBAND’S WILL, 
and demonstrated an obvious acumen in the handling and management of large 
sums of money, there is a noticeable absence in the purchase of ‘luxury items’ 

such as plate, china, glass and jewellery. This may be explained by the fact that these 
items were already owned in sufficient quantities, being usually associated with marriage 
and the setting up of a home. It might also suggest a prudent attitude on the part of Mrs 
Adlercron, who perhaps wished to conserve funds for the future needs and use of her 
children, in particular the provision of ample dowries for her two daughters. 

Mrs Adlercron exemplifies certain traits implicit in eighteenth-century Irish soci-
ety at large. She was a Protestant and a member of the propertied class, and she demon-
strated her use of wealth, admittedly for the provision of her family, but through her 
philanthropic donations she also responded to social problems. The recognition of the 
multiplicity of roles played by Mrs Adlercron in the day-to-day running of her household 
acknowledges how the analysis of the material life of an individual can give rise to deeper 
insights not only into domestic behaviour, but into a wider range of social and economic 
interaction. Her status as a widow, in particular, afforded her opportunities to advance 
beyond the traditional female responsibilities of home and family life.  

The Adlercron account books provide glimpses of how an eighteenth-century gen-
tlewoman dealt with household provisioning, with the management and supervision of 
servants and tradesmen, and with the care and education of her children. They further 
provide testimony to how a woman might manage the duties of the private sphere while 
at the same time engaging successfully with a range of activities within the male-domi-
nated public sphere. Consequently, they acknowledge the genteel Irishwoman’s position 
not only as manager of the household, but perhaps, more importantly, as sustainer of the 
family’s prestige within the complex social order of Irish society during the Georgian era. 

 
––––– 
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