ART. XV. - Inheritance and fortune in the eighteenth century: the rise of Sir , ames Lowther,
Earl of Lonsdale
By J. V. BECKETT

I

N May 1784 Sir James Lowther of Lowther was raised to the Earldom of Lonsdale
by George III. It was, without doubt, a political reward, a thankoffering by William
Pitt the younger to a boroughmonger who had provided him with his first parliamentary
seat at Appleby in 1781, and who had since put the seats he controlled at the disposal
of the prime minister. At the same time Lowther was more than qualified for a peerage.
He came from a long established Cumbrian family, and thirty years earlier he had
inherited the estates of the third Viscount Lonsdale. In addition, when he succeeded to
the estates of Sir William Lowther in 1756, Horace Walpole claimed of James Lowther
that although not yet of age he "becomes master of one or two and forty thousand pounds
a year. The Duke of Bedford is fallen to be not above the fourth rich man in the island". 1
Since Walpole conferred that accolade the new earl had substantially increased his
estates; indeed, such was his wealth and political influence that few contemporaries
probably questioned his qualification for a peerage. Had they troubled to look more
closely at his background, they would have found that while this was hardly a rags to
riches story, it was still one of the most remarkable transformations of fortune to take
place in the eighteenth century. Eighty years earlier Lowther's grandfather, Richard
Lowther of Maulds Meaburn, was little more than a country squire, and his financial
position was such as to place him firmly in the category of poor relation to his cousins
at nearby Lowther Hall. The alteration in the family's circumstances provides one of
the most interesting examples of the significance of inheritance for eighteenth-century
landowning families, and as such it is well worth further investigation.
The Lowthers of Maulds Meaburn were a junior branch of the Lowthers of Lowther,
one of Westmorland's most outstanding aristocratic families. Sir John Lowther (15811637) acquired Meaburn Hall, which was built around 1610, in 1615, and his widow
lived there for a number of years after his death.2 His eldest son, also Sir John (1605°75), the first baronet of Lowther, settled the Hall and surrounding estate on his second
son, Richard. Richard Lowther (1638-1703) was educated during the 165os at Queens
College, Oxford, and the Inner Temple, and he also travelled in France. During the
166os he undertook military service in Ireland. He married twice. Mary, his first wife,
was the daughter of Sir Amos Meredith; while his second wife, Barbara, whom he
married in 1679, was the daughter and coheiress of Robert Prickett of Wressell Castle
in Yorkshire. By her he had two sons and four daughters. Of the sons, the elder, Richard,
was a captain in the Irish army and died without issue, and the younger, Robert,
succeeded him in the estates. Lowther was active in local politics. Between 1678 and
1685, and again from 1688 until his death he was an alderman of Appleby. He served
in the office of mayor in 1680-1, and he was sent by the borough to the Convention
Parliament of 1689. However, he seems not to have made any speeches, although he is
known to have been a firm supporter of the Revolution settlement. 3
The Maulds Meaburn estate inherited by Richard Lowther from his father in 1675
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was separate from the main family holdings based on Lowther Hall, and lay in a compact
area' "a couple of miles south of Appleby, almost entirely surrounded by property
belonging to the earls of Thanet and Duke of Wharton. It initially consisted of the
manor of Maulds Meaburn and property in Crosby Ravensworth and Asby Grange. On
succeeding to the property he immediately began to extend the Hall and outbuildings.4
In addition he made a number of minor property acquisitions, mainly it would appear
of customary property, in an effort to consolidate his overall holdings. He may have
anticipated doing more, but his position was weakened by chronic financial difficulties.
From his early years Richard Lowther had been known for his extravagance, and in
1678 he stood unsuccessfully for Appleby at the by-election that year, spending £60o he
could ill-afford. His father gave him an annuity of £300 a year to which his nephew Sir
John Lowther of Lowther (created Viscount Lonsdale, 1696) added a further £25o a
year.5
Richard Lowther died in 1704 leaving the estate to his son Robert (1681-1745). It was
far from being an enviable inheritance as a result of the current financial situation. Not
only did the annuities of £55o a year cease, but Robert Lowther was faced with a number
of outgoings which were a considerable drain on his income. His mother received jointure
payments of £ 140 a year until her death in 1731, and his four unmarried sisters were
entitled to interest payments on their unpaid portions. Payments to Barbara (on £500),
Frances (£400) and Mary continued down to 1731, although the annual drain that these
constituted is unknown.6 Finally, between 1679 and 1697 Richard Lowther had made
sixteen small purchases of property to supplement his existing estate. These were almost
certainly paid for from income, but in 1697 he bought the manor of Crosby Ravensworth
for £1,703 by borrowing the money on mortgage. This loan remain outstanding until
I 720.7

As a result of his father's arrangements Robert Lowther found himself saddled with
servicing a mortgage, a jointure, and four portions. These had to be paid from a relatively
small income. The rental is recorded as £234 in 1658,8 but less than £200 in 1716. Since
most of the tenants of Crosby Ravensworth were enfranchised in James I's reign, Lowther
could not rely upon an income from fines on admission to customary property, which
were of considerable significance to other landowners in the area .9 Such was his plight
that within a few months of inheriting the estate he mortgaged Maulds Meaburn and
the Asby Grange property for £1,500. As a result, his whole estate was financially
encumbered.
The extent of Lowther's difficulties at this time is not entirely clear. He represented
Westmorland in the Parliament of 1705, almost certainly on the patronage of his relations
at Lowther. He was defeated in 1708, at which time he replaced his cousin James
Lowther of Whitehaven in the Ordnance Office. A year later, however, he contracted a
marriage which must have been at least partially for financial reasons. His bride was
Joan, the widow of Robert Carleton (b. 1657), who had been Sheriff of Cumberland in
1700, and owned estates in the Penrith area. The importance of this match soon became
clear. Mrs Carleton had inherited from her husband a plantation in Barbados, and this
was to open up various financial possibilities for Lowther. Annual profit from the
plantation amounted to £2 ,Io8 gross between 1714 and 1731, mainly from sales of rum,
farm produce and livestock. In four of these years there were losses.10 In itself this was
a valuable supplement to his income, but in addition the profits from sugar sold in

tcwaas_002_1987_vol87_0017

SIR JAMES LOWTHER, EARL OF LONSDALE

173

London averaged £1,300 annually in the forty years from 1705, and totalled £52,154
altogether. These figures do not include three years when the produce was sold in
Barbados, one year for which no record survives, and the loss of £800 of sugar to Spanish
privateers in 1742 and 1744. The second financial benefit for Lowther as a result of his
plantation was the governorship of the island, which carried with it an annual salary of
£2,000 in addition to court fees and perquisites expressly assigned to his use.11 In the
eight years of his governorship Lowther received £16,000 in salaries and a further £851
to cover the period between his appointment, and his arrival on the island.12
The period of the governorship was a curious episode in Lowther's life, even if it left
him with the title "Governor" among his relations for the rest of his life. It falls into
two periods, 1711-14, and 1715-2o, and much of it is shrouded in mystery. Lowther's
appointment dated from 31 July i7 I o, although a further eleven months elapsed before
he arrived on the island. It was not a happy situation into which. to be launched. The
previous governor had been recalled to account for his actions, his temporary replacement
described the island as being in "a very divided and turbulent condition", and within a
month of his arrival Lowther reported back to London that public affairs on the island
were in a very bad condition. Despite an assurance in May 1712 from the Council of
Trade and Plantations that "if any complaints be made against you, we shall take care
to do you justice", the growing volume of complaint raised against Lowther as his
governorship unfolded led to his recall in February 1714.13 But Queen Anne died a few
months later, and the new administration decided not to follow up the accusations.
Lowther was reappointed, and he returned to the island in May 1715. Five years later
he was again recalled, this time to face charges of maladministration and embezzlement,
and although he was cleared of the offences he did not return to Barbados.
The origin of the problem lay in Lowther's early months in Barbados. Soon after his
arrival he opened an investigation into illegal profiteering on the island. This move
produced friction between himself and Alexander Skene, Secretary of the Council, who
may have been involved in the corruption, and who was at least partly responsible for
Lowther's recall in 1714. Lowther was accused of a number of offences, several of them
to do with customs irregularities, and the vendetta continued after his return to the
island in 1715. His governorship was the subject of an anonymous pamphlet published
four years later under the title A representation of the miserable state of Barbados under the
arbitrary and corrupt administration of his Excellency Robert Lowther Esq. Lowther was
accused of having set out to make a grand estate for himself, and to do so by bringing
the administration and judiciary under his wing. The consequence was simple: "Mr
Lowther (who seems as much influenced by his avarice as his revenge) being thus despotic
in his government was not satisfied with twice as much money as ever any governor got
from the country, but swallowed up all the taxes as fast as they were raised". Public
money, so the accusation continued, was diverted to his private usage, and not one public
debt was paid during his tenure of the governorship. Overall, the anonymous authors
concluded, "the instances of Mr Lowther's tyranny, oppression, injustice and arbitrary
conduct are too numerous to be particularized". How much of this was true is difficult
to ascertain. Lowther was recalled for the second time in 1720, and in July 1721 his case
was heard in London. James Lowther of Whitehaven, his distant cousin, claimed that
the Governor had confused his enemies, and that the chief prosecutor had run away: "in
the little time they have bore rule at Barbados, they have done a thousand times as
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arbitrary things as they laid to his charge". Finally, in 1723 he reported that the
gov'ernor's enemies had been routed, and he had shown himself to be "the best governor
that any of the plantations have had a great while".14
The truth, almost certainly, lies somewhere in between. Robert Lowther's failure to
return to Barbados does not necessarily imply guilt by association. He had already served
an exceptionally long governorship, and by the time the case was completed his wife
had died. On the other hand there seems little doubt that Lowther did very well
financially out of his plantation. Whereas in 1704 he was faced with running a heavily
encumbered estate from which fixed outgoings were likely to have taken up his whole
gross income, by the 172os he was in a position to redeem his debts, to buy further
property, and to lend considerable sums of money at interest.
The transformation in Robert Lowther's circumstances clearly had little to do with
the income of his paternal estate. The annual rental crept above £200 for the first time
in 1723, but even in the year of his death, 1745, it had reached only £253.15 Rent was
not his only source of income, since throughout the period he followed his father in
maintaining a considerable home farm. This consisted of 24o acres on Crosby Fell and
5o acres on Meaburn common. It is first mentioned in 1676, presumably having been
started by Richard Lowther when he settled at Maulds Meaburn. The primary concern
of the farm was with cattle, sheep and horses; at Martinmas 1729, for example, it
accommodated ninety cattle, 525 sheep, and nineteen horses. Over the years 1729-45 —
the only ones for which figures survive — the average annual profit was £138, which was
a sizeable supplement to the rental. In addition, since the farm supplied household
needs there was an invisible profit which cannot be satisfactorily measured. On the other
hand the land was thought to have been worth £250 a year if leased out, but it was only
in 1742 that income from goods sold exceeded that amount. Either the nominal rent was
exaggerated or the farm was not profitably run.16
Whichever was the case this estate, even when added to the plantation profits, seems
scarcely sufficient to explain Lowther's post-172o financial position. That year he
redeemed the Crosby Ravensworth mortgage, and also lent £5,000 to Viscount Lonsdale
following the latter's disastrous venture into acquiring South Sea Company stock. By
1723 Robert Lowther himself had holdings of £5,784 in East India stock and South Sea
Company bonds,17 and four years later he laid out £30,000 in order to acquire the
Westmorland properties of the Duke of Wharton.18 This property was yielding about
£1,200 a year in the mid-173os,19 and he was also able to raise a general fine of well over
£900 on the death of the Duke in 1731. 20 Part of this estate, Ravenstonedale demesne,
was converted into an addition to the home farm.21 Here, in 1733, the accounts record
the extent of Lowther's interest in cattle with "3o head of own breed".22 Grazing at
Ravenstonedale produced a profit of £360 for the three years 173o, 1732 and 1733. 23
By 1735 Robert Lowther's rental amounted to about £1,400 annually, with farm
profits on top of this, and by the time he died a decade later his income was probably
in the region of £3,500 of which about £2,000 was derived from rents, fines and estate
produce in Westmorland. He remained interested in extending his estate but not to the
exclusion of all else. In 1744 he was "gone into Lincolnshire" to inspect estates put on
the market by the Duke of Newcastle. However, James Lowther thought he would find
it difficult to buy an estate to his liking, even though he was recalling a mortgage of
£13,000.24 This indeed proved to be the case, but it did not prevent Lowther from dying
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a wealthy man. His personal estate included three mortgages amounting to £14,000 £5,00o to Viscount Lonsdale, £3,000 secured on the Pennington of Muncaster's Yorkshire
estate in lieu of portion payment, and £6,00o to a Mrs Anne Owen. In addition he had
£18,827 invested in South Sea Stock.25 This haul of nearly £33,000 was not bad for a
man who only in 1744 had declared himself "weary of the plague of mortgages and
afraid of having much in the funds". Coupled with bank and goldsmiths notes, and
cash, his personal estate was reputedly "upwards of £6o,000".26 From this his trustees
acquired an estate at Cleveland (Yorkshire) for £28,000 and further property in Westmorland for £3,000.27 The rentable value of his son's estates increased from £1,700 in 1745
to £4,420, at which level he was one of the region's most substantial landed gentlemen.
If Robert Lowther did not return to Barbadoes after 1722, this decision may well have
been connected with the death of his wife in December of that year. James Lowther,
again a source of information on the case, wrote of how Robert had
made a most extraordinary kind husband to her as ever any gentleman did to one so much older
than himself, she did long since absolutely make over to him all her estate, and as he has gained
most justly the character of the best of husbands I doubt not he will after a while marry again
to very good advantage.28

Although he had improved himself financially, Robert Lowther had no heir, and it is
perhaps not surprising therefore that he followed his cousin's advice — although not for
several years. In 1730 he married Catherine, daughter of Sir Joseph Pennington of
Muncaster, "a very discrete and good conditioned young lady" according to James
Lowther.29 But although he returned to Cumbria in search of a wife Lowther's interest
in the area was limited. In 1719 local attorney Alan Chambre "mentioned a Westmorland
purchase to him but he seemed much to despise the county",30 and Lowther spent much
of his later life living in London. However, his second wife may have spent more time
in the region since her signature appears on most of the estate accounts during the 17305
and 17405. The maintenance of a substantial home farm also suggests an interest in the
estate, while at his death he is reputed to have been engaged in pulling down Meaburn
Hall to replace it with a larger house.31
Robert Lowther was 49 when he married Catherine Pennington in 1730 but it was an
alliance of crucial significance for the family fortunes. As James Lowther put it, the
marriage "promises well as none is more likely to have children which are now scarce
in the family".32 He himself, one of the richest men in the kingdom, was unmarried, as
also were Viscount Lonsdale and his brother Anthony Lowther. Neither the Lowther
Hall, nor the Whitehaven branches of the family had direct heirs, and it is small wonder
that James Lowther was pleased to find by January 1732 that Catherine Lowther was
breeding.33 Over the next few years she produced five children. The rise of the family
fortunes is illustrated by the marital alliances made by the children. Margaret married
the Earl of Darlington, Catherine married the Duke of Bolton, and James married Mary,
daughter of George III's chief minister, the third Earl of Bute. Although by his efforts,
legal or not, Robert Lowther had raised the family fortunes, social promotion on this
scale required rather more than a substantial estate in Westmorland and a Barbadian
plantation, and there is little doubt that for the young James Lowther prospects could
not have been brighter when his father died in 1745.
Born in 1736, James Lowther was still a minor when he succeeded his father at Maulds
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Meaburn in 1745, and he was still under age six years later when, with the death of the
third Viscount Lonsdale, he succeeded to the family's main estates centred on Lowther
Hall. The viscountcy lapsed, but he inherited the family's baronetcy, to add to an estate
worth over £6,000 annually.34 This inheritance would have been particularly pleasing
to his late father, whose relationship with Lord Lonsdale had cooled considerably in the
173os when the latter went off to Newmarket just as a legal case in which Robert Lowther
was involved reached the London courts. The case was generally held to have been of
considerable significance to all Cumbrian landlords since it was concerned with fines on
customary estates, and it eventually reached the House of Lords in 1735.35 In 1755, on
the death of Sir James Lowther of Whitehaven he inherited his distant cousin's estates
in Westmorland and Middlesex, with rentals of £200 and £1,059 respectively in 1754.
In the normal course of events this might have been all he could anticipate, but the
Lowthers of Holker had also been unable to perpetuate their line. When Sir William
Lowther died in 1756, unmarried and aged only 29, under the terms of Sir James
Lowther of Whitehaven's will, the extensive land and colliery interests of the latter
family also fell to the young baronet. In the final year of his life, 1754, Lowther had
derived about £25,000 from his estates.36 However, Sir William Lowther left his
Lancashire estates — including the family seat of Holker Hall — to his maternal relation
Lord George Cavendish, and his property at Marske in Yorkshire to Edward Wilson of
Dallam Tower.37
Despite this setback, by 1756 Sir James Lowther was effectively master of an income
amounting to around £45,000 a year,38 and probably the most powerful man in the
north-west. He represented one or another of Cumbria's parliamentary constituencies
for the years until he received the earldom, and in addition he was lord-lieutenant of
Westmorland from 1758 and Cumberland from 1759 in both cases until his death. Nor
was he frightened to spend his inheritance. In 1754 he contested with the Earl of Thanet
the right to control the Parliamentary borough of Appleby, and two years later he spent
£58,000 buying up the burgage borough of Cockermouth.39 In the years that followed
he became known for his ability to return nine members to the Commons (one of whom
was himself until 1784), and for his willingness to spend large sums of money ensuring
that he was not successfully opposed. He also spent considerable sums on lawsuits, and
on adding to the family estates. Among his property outgoings were £55,000 for the
Workington estate of Charles Pelham in 1758.4° None of this made Lowther popular.
He became known as "the bad earl", and "Jimmy, Grasp-all, earl of Toadstool", while
one contemporary referred to him as "tyrannical, overbearing, violent, and frequently
under no restraint of temper or of reason". To Alexander Carlyle he was "more detested
than any man alive ... an intolerant tyrant ... truly a madman, though too rich to be
confined".41
The final irony was that Lonsdale himself died childless, in 1802. After a life spent
enjoying financial benefits which were never available to his grandfather, and only to
his father after a sojourn in Barbados, and which were largely facilitated by the
vicissitudes of inheritance, Lonsdale was unable to pass the property to a son of his own.
Recognizing this likelihood, in 1797 he obtained the barony and viscountcy of Lowther
of Whitehaven, with special remainder to the heirs male of Rev. Sir William Lowther
of Swillington. Consequently when he died at Lowther Castle in May 1802, title and
property fell to yet another branch of the family, in descent from Sir John Lowther of
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Lowther (d. 1637). Lonsdale's Yorkshire properties passed to his cousin John Lowther,
his Barbados plantation to his sisters, and the rest of the estates to Sir William Lowther
of Swillington (1757-1844) who became Viscount and Baron Lowther of Whitehaven.
To pile irony on to irony, his father was an eighth son who had unexpectedly inherited
the Swillington estate in 1763. Finally, in 1807 the Earldom of Lonsdale was recreated
for Viscount Lowther, who became the first earl of the second creation, and from whom
the descent has continued in succession to the present day. 42
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