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Two Ponsonby Letters
Aideen Ireland

In the National Archives of Ireland are preserved two letters 
from Sarah Ponsonby to Andrew Caldwell of Rutland Square, 
Dublin, a barrister at law and one of the members of the Caldwell 
family from New Grange, Co. Meath. Both letters are written from 
Llangollen whence Sarah Ponsonby and Lady Eleanor Butler had 
fled into retirement from Kilkenny in 1778 (one from Woodstock 
and the other from Kilkenny Castle). An account of their life in 
Wales can be read in The Ladies o f  Llangollen by Elizabeth Mavor.

The two letters deal with business and family matters. They are 
of little literary or social merit but are a valuable insight into the 
daily life and cares of the two women separated from their families 
and friends in Ireland. The letters were not written to impress but 
are written in an honest style to a friend and business contact 
distantly related by marriage. They form an interesting addition to 
the corpus of know correspondence.

The accession number o f the two letters is 1095/2/10 and they 
come from a large collection of papers relating to the Caldwell 
family of Counties Meath and Louth. The two letters are repro
duced by kind permission o f the Director of the National Archives.

T ext o f  letters

(To Andrew Caldwell, Rutland Square, Dublin) 
Llangollin Vale near Oswestry 

8th December (17)99
Dear Sir
I have had the very great pleasure of your truly obliging letter, 

though not the additional gratification I should have experienced 
in receiving it from the hand o f any friend of yours for it came 
through the vulgar channel of the post, with the Liverpool mark, a 
mode that has of course occassioned some delay in my return of 
those acknowledgements, to which its contents are so justly enti
tled. I am indeed, truly grateful, for your equally kind & accurate 
attention to the commission I troubled you with, it has satisfied me 
that I may endeavour to obtain the great advantage of being
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appointed the successor to my aunt1 in case I should happen to 
outlive her,without apprehension of interfering with my superior 
rights, for the plea o f poverty which I am alas! so well empowered 
to make, cannot be urged by her near relatives, who I conclude 
must be co-heiresses in expectance to their father's very consider
able estate2.

If your kindness on the above occassion should subject you to a 
further & more unreasonable tresspass, you must recollect dear Sir 
that it is a sort o f tax which good nature too frequently renders 
itself liable to, & that my unexpected discovery o f a relation and 
friend in one person3, characters now-a-days so rarely united, 
encourages my addressing you, according to the old-fashioned 
meaning of these words, in a belief that you will feel some degree 
of interest in the further success o f the enquiry so benevolently 
opened by you. It is my immediate intention to request the advice 
o f Mr Lodge Morres as to my further proceedings, Lady Eleanor & 
I already owe essential obligations to his prudent advice & friendly 
assistance upon many occassions. If he confirms my idea that this 
is the most probable o f all seasons, for those who have favours to 
ask from Government to apply with success, I mean to implore the 
interest of Lady Lismore4, in whose regard for me I have some 
confidence, & in whose excellence o f heart & amiable disposition I 
have much more, for recommending my course to Lord Shannon5 & 
her son6, who I conclude might either of them without much 
difficulty obtain me this eventual promise, & I will myself entreat 
o f Lord Ely7 to promote it, as I have some reason to hope he will. I 
have thought this little detail of my plans no more than your due, 
that of their denouement will be still more so, in the principles I 
have already mentioned. But I am not quite so certain that they 
equally authorise me to trouble you upon a new & different 
business, though I continue to do. so, in entreating that at some 
moment of leisure you would confer on me the practical obligation, 
o f calling upon a neighbour o f yours in Rutland Square, William 
Rawlins Esq.,8 & requesting to know of him whether a letter I 
addressed to him the 23rd o f November on business of the most 
particular consequence to Lady Eleanor Butler & me ever reached 
his hands, & why he will not favour us with a reply either 
satisfactory or otherwise to its contents.

When I add that the “serene enjoyment” in which you kindly 
express your wishes that Lady Eleanor & I should pass this Winter,
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almost entirely depends upon that same reply, you will perhaps 
dear Sir, accept it as some apology for this new liberty. We are a 
little apprehensive that some serious illness either of his own or of 
some o f his family must have occassioned Mr Rawlin's silence. Our 
dependence upon his good nature & punctuality, being founded 
upon the most substantial basis namely that of experience, I must 
still give another proof o f my estimable faith in yours, by mention
ing the more than apprehension I feel, that the unfortunate 
O'Connell family9 have now, that Cup of Sorrow, out o f which they 
had already drunk so deeply, completely filled in the death of their 
last hope, for I can have little doubt that poor Gleadowe Montgomery 
O'Connell must have perished in the East Indies. I am afraid of 
writing to his wretched father, & am even doubtful o f his being still 
in existence, you have probably the means o f making the 
enquiry,either of the poor youth's godfather & patron Sir W. 
Newcomen10, Mr Mangin11, or that truly good man Mr Maconchy12, 
& I know you will perfect the obligations I both acknowledge & 
ellicit, by acquainting me with the result. '

Lady Eleanor desires your acceptance of her very particular 
compliments, best wishes & regards, with our united thanks for 
your Royal Anecdotes, which is approvedly very flattering, though 
entre nous, we are quite as well content with the intention, as if her 
R.H.13 possessed a nearer capability of putting it into execution. I 
must add that Mr Peter Walsh14 has accounted for the failure I 
imputed to him, & it will then be quite time to assure you that Lady 
Eleanor & I think with sincere pleasure of your promise, to pass 
this road in your next British visit, & that I am Dear Sir much 
obliged & affectionate humble servant.

S. Ponsonby

Llangollin Vale 
13th February 1801

Dear Sir
I cannot dispatch a pacquet to our mutual friend Mr Walsh15, 

without availing m yself o f the opportunity to return you many 
thanks from my beloved Lady Eleanor Butler & myself for the few, 
but most agreeable hours you bestowed upon us in the last Cen
tury, & for every other instance of that flattering attention, to 
which we are so gratefully sensible. I assure you we thought much
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of you, on reading in the papers, an account o f the daring robbery 
which some time since took place in your own neighbourhood & 
that the pleasure of seeing you safe & well, out of all the dangers, 
with which every inhabitant of our native island seems at present 
surrounded, will add much to that which we hope you intend in 
bestowing at least a day upon us, in your return to this.

We have just perused three volumes, which I believe are all yet 
published, of Mrs Smiths Solitary Wanderer16, have the satisfac
tion of finding in it, particularly in the story of Mrs Denbigh, an 
evident resurrection of her former captivating style & pathetic 
peruses. But the gloomy spirit, which seems to pervade the whole 
work, presents us the comfort o f hoping that her pecuniary trou
bles, either have experienced, or are likely to obtain any allevia
tion. Indeed the present aspect o f the times, will hardly justify the 
indulgence of very cheerful effusions. You have no doubt heard 
from Mr George Caldwell17 the melancholy event at Brunswick 
House18. We have sympathised in his feelings on that sad occassion, 
independent of our deep share in the sufferings of our dear & most 
amiable friend Mrs Powys19. But I will conclude in the hope of ere 
long conversing on this & other topics, in which my beloved Lady 
Eleanor, with her kindest compliments sincerely joins 

Dear Sir your faithful & obliged humble servant
S. Ponsonby

Notes

1. Not identified.
2. Not identified.
3. M r Lodge Evans M orres (1747-1822), a lord o f  the Treasury. Created Baron Frankfort o f 

Galm oyle in 1801. See The Complete Peerage o f  England, Scotland, Ireland, Great Britain 
and the United Kingdom  Extant, Extinct, or Dorm ant, Gloucester (1982),II, 565.

4. née Frances Ponsonby (1757-1827). Married Cornelius O'Callaghan, later Baron Lismore o f 
Shanbally. See The Complete Peerage..., 81.

5. Perhaps Richard Boyle (1727/8-1807) 2nd Earl o f  Shannon who married Catherine Ponsonby, 
a sister o f  Lady Lismore. See The Complete Peerage..., 81, 658.

6. Perhaps Cornelius O 'Callaghan (1775-1857) Baron Lismore o f  Shanbally, later Baron 
Lismore o f Shanbally Castle. See The Complete Peerage..., 81.

7. Perhaps Charles Tottenham  (1738-1806) Earl o f  Ely. See The Complete Peerage..., 66.
8. N ot identified.
9. Mrs O'Connell was a m aternal aunt o f  Sarah Ponsonby. See The Ladies o f  Llangollen, 

Elizabeth M avor, M iddlesex (1971) 149,194.
10. Sir W illiam  Gleadowe-Newcom en o f M osstown, formerly o f  K illester, Co. Dublin, formerly 

M.P. for Co. Longford. See The Complete Peerage..., 535-6.
11. N ot identified.
12. Perhaps o f the fam ily o f M aconchy o f Rathm ore, Co. Longford. See Burke's Landed Gentry 

o f  Ireland, London (1904), 374.
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13. Royal H ighness (not identified).
14. Perhaps o f  the fam ily o f  W alsh o f  Fanningstown, Co.Kilkenny, one o f  whom  was J.P. for Co. 

Kilkenny. See Burke's Landed Gentry o f  Ireland, 634.
15. See note 14.
16. Charlotte Smith (1749-1806), was an English novelist.
17. Perhaps the Rev. George Caldwell, Fellow o f Jesus College, Cambridge. See Burke's Landed  

Gentry o f  Ireland, 81.
18. Reference unclear.
19. O f Berwick near Shrewsbury. See Life with the Ladies o f  Llangollen, Elizabeth Mavor, 

M iddlesex (1984), 152.
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