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The love affair of ‘Beau’ Petersham and Maria
Foote that was to bring such changes to Elvaston
began in the 1820s. The couple were the talk of
fashionable London and the scandal of Lord
Harrington’s heir living with an actress delighted
the society gossips. But there was no talk of
marriage until after the 3rd Earl’s death in 1829.

Maria Foote’s first stage appearance, as
Juliet in 1810, was followed four years later by her

result of social pressure. London society may have
welcomed Maria as Lord Harrington’s mistress; as
Countess of Harrington they certainly did not.

The lovers were by all accounts totally
absorbed in each other. The Earl would not allow
Maria outside the grounds and neither would he
allow anyone in. Apart, that is, from the army of
workmen and gardeners employed to transform
Elvaston into a world of Gothic fantasy; a shrine to
their undying passion.

‘Beau’ Petersham and Maria Foote.

debut at Covent Garden. She was sixteen years old.
It was the start of a glittering career that owed far
more to the beauty and charm of the courtesan
than to Maria’s talents on stage.

At seventeen she became the mistress of
Colonel Berkeley, the future Earl Fitzhardinge, by
whom she had two children, but who had no
intention of marrying her. Her next conquest was
another Regency dandy known to society as
‘Pea Green’ Haynes, a nickname acquired from
the colour of his coats. He promised to marry her
but then changed his mind. Miss Foote sued for
breach of promise and was awarded a gratifying
three thousand pounds. It was after this that she
captivated Lord Petersham.

After their marriage in 1831 the 4th Earl
of Harrington and his Countess took up residence
at Elvaston Castle. This was no coincidence but the

The romantic Gothic entrance hall.
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