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Foreword





These are tales of pursuit. The pursuers are various: the young French surgeon flushed with the possibilities of a great enterprise; the wearied, sardonic Scottish doctor; the village priest willing to believe; the eccentric judge; the gentleman of leisure; the errant aristocrat. Yet the object of their pursuit is constant. All of them seek the truth, one that is embodied in another human being; and, for each one, that truth is something that can only be found in the exceptional fate of this boy, of this girl. That is the end of their quest: to fix for a moment the fleeting truth glimpsed within the life, the eyes, the soul, of the wild child.


‘Wild child’ or ‘feral child’: the phrase covers a multitude of stories. Mostly it describes children brought up by animals; but over the last few centuries these words have been applied to children who have grown up alone in the wilderness, lost in the woods and forests. More strangely the same phrases are also used for those few children who have lived through another, perhaps crueller kind of loneliness, locked for long years in solitary confinement in single rooms. What unites all these stories is the image of a human life developing in complete isolation, cut off from all human contact.


Such stories have afforded generations of scholars, writers and philosophers insights into the very essence of humanity. These children raise the deepest and most insoluble of questions: what is human nature? Does such a thing even exist? How do we differ from other animals? Where does our identity come from? And the inevitable silence of these children provokes a further mystery: what part does language play in creating our humanity?


Behind all these questions lies one final source of uncertainty and intrigue: what makes us human? Somehow these stories of abandoned children, suffering children, of savage girls and wild boys, always bring us back to this implacable and insoluble source of fascination. It is a fascination that this book will set out to explore, doing so through the fragmented and disrupted biographies of children whose histories are partially lost.





















 







Come on, poor babe


Some powerful spirit instruct the kites and ravens


To be thy nurses! Wolves and bears, they say,


Casting their savageness aside, have done


Like offices of pity.


William Shakespeare, from The Winter’s Tale 

























CHAPTER ONE


The Child Of Nature







‘Men saye that we have bene begotten miraculously, fostered and geven sucke more straungely, and in our tendre yeres were fedd by birdes and wilde beasts, to whom we were cast out as a praye. For a wolfe gave us sucke with her teates …’ Nowe amongst the warders, there was by chaunce one that was the man to whom the children were committed to be cast awaye, and was present when they were left on the bancke of the river to the mercie of fortune.


From North’s translation of Plutarch’s Life of Romulus





In the years since the fall of communism, as the social fabric of Russia was rent and fell apart, street kids became a common sight in Moscow or St Petersburg. Like the homeless in London, they were both ever present and subtly invisible – a backdrop to city life; an irritating intrusion into the process of simply getting on with things. But one of these Moscow street kids was different. He was actually to find the visibility that had so long been denied to him.


In 1996, Ivan Mishukov left home. He was four years old. Ivan’s mother could not cope with him or with her alcoholic boyfriend, so the little boy decided that life on the streets was better than the chaos of their apartment. Just as Moscow has its homeless, so it has its wild dogs, an inevitable consequence of the inability to create facilities for the city’s many strays. Dogs are abandoned with mournful regularity, and quickly turn feral, rummaging through bins for scraps, running around the streets in packs in order to survive. Out on the streets, Ivan began to beg, but gave a portion of the food he cadged each time to one particular pack of dogs. The dogs grew to trust him; befriended him; and, finally, took him on as their pack leader.


The relationship worked perfectly, far better than anything Ivan had known among his fellow humans. He begged for food, and shared it with his pack. In return, he slept with them in the long winter nights of deep darkness, when the temperatures plummeted. The heat of the animals kept him warm and alive, despite the snow, the ice, the bitter cold; and if anyone should try to molest him or thieve from him, the dogs were there on hand to attack them.


The police came to know of Ivan’s life, but could not wrest him from the streets. Three times he fled from them, or the dogs savagely defended their leader. Eventually the police managed to separate the dogs from Ivan by laying bait for them inside a restaurant kitchen. Deprived of his animal guards, the savagely snarling boy was quickly trapped.


He had been living on the street for two years. Yet, as he had had four years within a human family, he could talk perfectly well. After a brief spell in the Reutov children’s shelter, Ivan started school. He appears to be just like any other Moscow child. Yet it’s said that at night he dreams of dogs.


After many months of hunting, a friend of mine, Emma Widdis, a lecturer in Russian at Cambridge University, managed to track down Tamara Novikova, the woman who runs the Reutov children’s shelter. So one February morning of 2001, we phoned her office at Reutov. The call did not begin well. Tamara Novikova was suspicious, edgy, and – even allowing for the customary Russian directness – dismissively brusque. We asked what had happened to Ivan in the last few months. He was with a foster-family, she told us, and though there had been difficulties, he was very happy there. We explained that, although I had no wish to intrude on Ivan’s privacy, I did wonder if she and I could perhaps meet in order to discuss his story. It was impossible, she said. She could not talk to anyone about the story – nobody at all. And particularly not anyone who was not Russian.


When his story was released in July 1998, Ivan’s case was extraordinary enough to gain the attention of the world’s press. Yet his experience is not unique. Over the last four hundred years, a few such children have been discovered and brought back into civilized life. As soon as he appeared in the newspapers, journalists made links between Ivan and these other cases. They saw him as a living, contemporary example of what are called ‘feral children’, or ‘wild children’. Many of their stories are even more remarkable and unexpected than Ivan’s own. This book will explore these other stories, revealing levels of human experience that are stranger still. The curiosity that greeted Ivan’s story is itself strong evidence of a continuing preoccupation, a desire to know about such children, that has persisted throughout human history. But what are the furthest origins of these stories? And where does that sense of intrigue begin?


The fascination with the wild child goes back a long way, and Ivan’s story has many counterparts in the myths of antiquity. Again and again we find legendary tales of the hero abandoned at birth and brought up by animals or in isolation: the wild education of Cyrus; the river-borne abandonment of Moses; the infancy of Semiramis, founder of Babylon, fostered by birds; the story of Oedipus, lamed and left in the wilderness of Kithairon; the childhood of the twins, Amphion and Zethos, forsaken on a mountain side; the exposure of Paris on the slopes of Mount Ida, where for five days he was suckled by a bear; the story of Tyro, and Neleus and Pelias; infant Aleas fed by a doe; even, the nativity of Christ.1 Often these heroes go on to become the founders of cities – such as Amphion, whose music charmed the very stones to build by themselves the walls of Thebes.2


The most famous of all Ivan’s mythic progenitors, however, are Romulus and Remus, the founders of Rome. Their story offers us a template that would fit equally well many of these other versions of the myth. The twins’ mother was Rhea Silvia, daughter of Numitor, once the King of Alba Longa, but now deposed by Amulius, his wicked brother. In order to prevent his niece, Rhea Silvia, from having offspring and so continuing Numitor’s lineage, Amulius forced her to become a Vestal Virgin. However, one night a ghostly and very large phallus appeared in the Vestals’ temple and impregnated Rhea. Amulius was maddened with rage, but Rhea protested that it was the god Mars who was responsible for her pregnancy. On her giving birth to twin sons, Amulius ordered that the infants should be exposed. They were taken to the River Tiber, where they were left to ‘the mercy of fortune’, as Thomas North’s sixteenth-century translation of Plutarch puts it. Death seemed imminent, but help came from an unexpected quarter: a she-wolf suckled the young infants, and a woodpecker fetched food for them. The twins lived on in this way until a shepherd, named Faustulus, discovered them.


Faustulus and his wife, Acca Larentia, brought up the children, who turned out to be noble, virile and courageous. The twins grew up to lead a band of outlaws who raided the countryside, until eventually their true identity was discovered. They overthrew Amulius and restored Numitor, their grandfather, to the throne of Alba Longa. The twins then set out to found a city of their own. However, according to some versions of the story, in the course of building this city, Romulus and Remus argued and came to blows, and in a fury Romulus slew his brother. The city was founded on the earth soaked by the dead brother’s blood, and populated by brigands. As these brigands were all men, Romulus feared that the colony would fail, and so, to ensure the continuation of the city, he abducted a large number of women from the Sabine tribe.


This story has always seemed a strange one. It systematically strays into the discreditable and forbidden, so that some scholars (probably wrongly) have even seen it as evidence of anti-Roman propaganda.3 Still there is so much in the story that embroils the myth in shamefulness: the Romulan colonists are all criminals; the brothers spend their youth as bandits; Romulus populates his city through a mass abduction; and the twins’ mother conceives through the disgraceful intervention of a large and spectral phallus or, if that is too fantastic to believe, by some other more credible and only slightly less scandalous means. Moreover, while some Roman writers disputed whether Romulus actually murdered Remus, the killing nonetheless remains an inescapable part of the story.


Yet the transgressive element that most scandalized the Romans was precisely the one that concerns us here; that is, the twins’ suckling from the she-wolf. Curiously, it led the Roman historian Ennius to cover up this part of the tale by introducing what might be thought of as an equally shameful link. Ennius realized that the word lupa can mean either ‘she-wolf’ or ‘prostitute’, and so deftly replaced the wolf with a prostitute, Acca Larentia, the wife of Faustulus the shepherd.4


This desire to remove the wolf from the story may lead us to wonder why she was there in the first place. Restorations and substitutions are at the very heart of the Romulus and Remus story: brothers take the rightful place of others, foster-parents bring up other people’s children, the god Mars stands in for a human suitor. Yet the crucial substitution occurs when the she-wolf saves the lost children. In that moment, when the infants’ lips close upon the she-wolf’ s teats, a transgressive mercy removes the harmful influence of a murderous culture. The moment is a second birth: where death is expected, succour is given, and the children are miraculously born into the order of nature.


The story is more than shameful: its strangeness unsettles us, leaving a sense of wonder. In Plutarch’s account of the tale, Remus himself confesses astonishment at the marvel of his own life, and Ovid also exclaims at the twins’ unexpected fate: ‘A she-wolf which had cast her whelps came, wondrous to tell, to the abandoned twins: who could believe that the brute would not harm the boys? Far from harming, she helped them; and they whom ruthless kinsfolk would have killed with their own hands were suckled by a wolf!’5


Nature’s mercy admonishes humanity’s unnatural cruelty: only a miracle of kindness can restore the imbalance created by human iniquity. From this experience the city may begin over again, refounded in the building of Rome. 


There are other legendary parallels to Ivan’s strange history. The stock of stories of abandoned infants certainly did not end with the fall of Rome; writers in the medieval period also witness in story wild animals that come to the rescue of such children. The folk tales of the period saw ‘swan-children’, and Märchen where children are suckled by a hind, or a goat, a lioness, a wolf, ravens, or even rats.6 Sometimes the beast steals the child away from its human mother; in other tales a wild animal rescues the child from the outrages of human cruelty. In the popular romance Octavian, another set of twin boys is nurtured by, in one case, an ape, and in the other, a lioness. In the romance of Sir Gowther, a malignant child who tears his mother’s nipple while feeding from her breast voluntarily chooses the wild life, and so suffers a penance of literally living out this wildness, as he is fed from the mouths of dogs while locked speechless in an atoning silence.7


The most famous such tale, however, was that of Valentine and Orson, twin boys lost in the forest, the children of outcast Bellyssant. One boy, Valentine, is quickly rescued and returned to civilization; while Orson, his brother, remains behind in the woods, where he is snatched by a bear and taken back to her lair to be fed to her cubs. There, ‘God that never forgeteth his frendes shewed an evydent myracle.’8 The bear-cubs, rather than devouring the baby, stroke it softly. The bear takes pity on the child and brings him up as one of her own.


All this reads like an old tale. The brothers separate: Valentine grows up civilized; Orson metamorphoses into that medieval bogeyman, the ‘wild man’. Such wild men haunted the woods of medieval and Renaissance romance: irrational, carnivorous, dangerous, untamed. They lived and died out in the wild woods, far from the sound of church bells; hairy as demons, or sometimes leafy; always solitary; moving alone through the wilderness; sometimes snatching children or, more often, women from the beleaguered villages; marauding, angry, violent, though (if tamed) useful and loyal servants to the wandering knights given up to adventure in the trackless forests. They were without speech.9


Valentine and Orson, the parted twins, meet, fight, recognize each other, are reunited. Perhaps stories such as this are fables of the necessity for civilization and the wild to be reconciled with each other. It is as though the contradictions that sustain each person – that tension between our primal, animal natures and our civilized, social selves – are here acted out, embodied in identical and yet utterly different selves. Hence, perhaps, why so many of these early myths are tales of twins: Amphion and Zethos, Romulus and Remus, Valentine and Orson. The wild man and the found child face each other as enemies and allies, as strangers and brothers.


Such wild men are the fictional ancestors of our real wild children; the genealogy of the feral child passes through them. The imaginative roots of the historical, documented cases we shall be exploring throughout this book are in these fables, these tales of miracles.


All these tales, from the Roman twins to Valentine and Orson, point to a fabulous order within the natural world. When, in North’s translation, Plutarch described the giving up of Romulus and Remus to ‘the mercy of fortune’, we must accept this phrase in two distinct and contradictory senses. He both suggests with wry irony that there is no mercy in fortune and that this was precisely why the twins were left to its dark power, and yet he seems to affirm that there is indeed a miraculous compassion in the very order of things. This feeling for the marvellous is even clearer in the Christianized medieval forms of the ‘wild child’ story. Now a belief in the providential nature of the world is there, and the suffering of the abandoned child becomes a form of patience in which all wrongs will be righted, all crimes met with appropriate justice and the unlooked for addition of grace.


So these are the mythic and literary origins of the wild children, the spectral figures of folklore that stand behind the real figure of Ivan, begging for food among Moscow’s wild dogs; but what were the origins of my own interest in these children?


The impulse that drives any book is necessarily obscure even to the writer. Writing is often a matter of choosing not to inquire into one’s own motivations: to learn the motive may remove the necessity for the writing of the work. Books grow best in the dark. Yet inevitably there are clues. Every child dreams of escape. As a child I was feckless, timid and hopelessly over-imaginative. What I imagined most of all was myself caught up in an adventure, often an intrepid quest, or on the run from danger. In these moods, abandonment meant being let loose. I saw an image of Romulus and Remus in a book of myths. It was the Capitoline Wolf, now in the Palazzo dei Conservatori, the standing she-wolf and the infant twins sitting up to suckle milk from her teats. I never forgot it. Then I read, as many children do, Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Books, and fell in love with them. On the outskirts of Brighton, on the south coast of England, I longed to be Mowgli, alone yet animal-befriended in the Indian jungle. Saturday morning Tarzan films followed; I watched them and carried on dreaming.


Every child fears abandonment. The displaced, unspoken anxieties of family life fed those familiar, petty losses, the sense that home rested on insubstantial foundations – that my own presence there might go unrecognized, punishingly unnoticed – and if a fear of my own abandonment partly informs this book, a sense of a faltering relationship with someone implacably remote, then here is also the guilty terror of abandoning. Perhaps behind everything in this book is the desire to rescue someone lost, to restore the wounded-hearted, to look after another as though they were myself. Of course, these desires are immodest, self-aggrandizing, and ultimately futile. Yet they have the singular advantage to the writer of being shared by many of the ‘heroes’ of this book. My failing was their failing. 


More substantially, one image from my own life echoes for me through the book. When I was myself a child, a little withdrawn and blushingly shy, my mother worked at a speech therapy clinic for young children. I would sometimes go with her to work, and sit and watch among the other children. All of them were silent, all of them somehow wrapped up in their own speechless worlds. Each child possessed the ability to speak; yet none of them ever did so. I can still see those quietened figures moving around the toys, the sandpit, or splashing at the water basin. And I wonder how much of that silent playroom stole into this book.


At the end of my undergraduate career, I started, in a rather desultory way, a doctoral thesis on late-Victorian ghost stories. My chief reason for doing so was simply to avoid the dreary necessity of finding a job. I spent the first few years of my studies behaving exactly as a postgraduate student is supposed to: I stayed up, slept late, frequented cafés in the long afternoons, wrote an unpublishable novel and an unperformable play, watched far too many old movies, and diligently avoided my supervisor. On principle, I never read any ghost stories.


Then, I took another look at The Jungle Books. To my surprise, I found that I still loved them, that they still moved me; and I wondered if there were any real cases like Mowgli’s. At that time I knew nothing about any of the children in this book, and the impulse to find out more might have died as soon as it was born, if it had not been for two things. Late one night, I watched François Truffaut’s film, L’Enfant Sauvage, the story of Itard and Victor, the Wild Child of Aveyron. The film was elegant, beautiful, rationally delicate in its calm delineation of the central relationship between the young physician and the speechless wild child he sought to educate. It captivated me, agitated me: it woke me up.


Then, in a house in Ireland, a beautiful, ramshackle, irresponsible Georgian house, beneath the mountains and close to the sea, where I learnt more about living than I had ever done before, I was told a family story. Some decades before, one of the family, a wise and humorous woman, had been working as a district social worker in the Northern Irish countryside. As part of her work she had been involved in a strange and disturbing case. A young boy had been kept, almost from birth I was told, in a hen-house. He had grown up there, among the chickens, never learning language, never having much human contact, never receiving love – a silent, strange, nightmarish world.


It caught me. I changed the topic of my dissertation, and began proper research, working on in London and, for a while, at Harvard; but it was nine years before I finally met, face to face, a wild child, like Ivan, or Victor, or Romulus, or Orson, or the henhouse boy.


I thought he would look like everyone else. Even though by then I’d read all the books, knew every story off by heart, I hadn’t quite believed that there would be this unquantifiable, unmistakable difference. But I was wrong: I knew him instantly, picked him out the moment I walked into the room. He was sitting with the others, on the rows of new wooden chairs, just there on the other side. In a moment he sensed that I was looking at him and shot me a troubled, suspicious glance – the look of someone all too used to being stared at. It disturbed me, that look of his. Was it just that I was foreign to him – strange, threatening, linked only with those who sought to question or verify his seemingly unbelievable story? There was a challenge in that glance, a question that I wasn’t sure I could justifiably answer. Suddenly shy, I dropped my gaze and did not look at him again for a long time.


On the face of things, he was the one who should have been feeling strange and out of place. Instead it seemed to be me that was ill at ease and absurdly, inappropriately uncomfortable. The area of London was one I hardly knew: a conglomeration of wide arterial roads, where forlornly faded nineteenth-century houses seemed lost and desperate among blank-faced modern buildings, ceaseless traffic, and the loose skeins of dust and litter blown about by a fierce, sunshiny autumnal wind.


I knew the church where I would find him was down a ramshackle side road of houses converted into cheap flats. Here, off the main road, the wind dropped and there, just along the street, was an imposing church of municipal Gothic. Was this the place? On the steps young women in brilliant orange robes and Nike trainers sprawled with their cigarettes in the Sunday afternoon quietness. ‘The Destiny Church?’ No; this wasn’t it. They pointed to an alleyway across the road. The place I wanted was over there.


Eventually I found it: a concrete-and-brick sixties-looking community centre, all frosted windows meshed with wire, orange plastic signs, graffiti and drifting piles of dried-up leaves. I tried the ground-floor public hall. No – the place I wanted was upstairs. A walkway curved round and upwards, over the tarmac front with hopscotch squares and teenage messages promising romance chalked on it. So, here was the place – a plain, unadorned room filled with natural light, with rows of chairs, a microphone at the front, a space for the church band – just like those solidly unpretentious, drearily functional baptist church halls where I’d spent my childhood but which I hadn’t set foot in for over twenty years. All was just as it had been: just the same scent of Bibles and paint, that same atmosphere of quiet piety, those same blue shirts and ties, those floral dresses; the same hatted, elderly women, the same bored, awkwardly reverent youths – and there, in the sudden force of reminiscence, I scanned the room and, without hesitation or doubt, knew that I had found him.


I had been thinking about him for nearly nine years, although I’d only heard of him a few months before. It was impossible not to see echoes in him of those others that I had only read about, and each moment I found myself fighting against an insidious double take in which he – this particular boy, sitting there in the crowded pew of a Ugandan church in south London – threatened to vanish, absorbed by those ancestral ghosts: Peter the Wild Boy, the Savage Girl, the Wild Boy of Aveyron, Kaspar Hauser. So I sat in the church and watched him where he sat, there among the other orphans.


The service began. The pastor rose to his feet. David Kateeba is a neat, self-possessed man; talking to him on the phone I had pictured a late-middle-aged patriarch, a massive and imperturbable point of masculine calm. I was surprised to find him young and slight in build, as though in our brief conversation I had glimpsed some possible future for him rather the person that he actually was. The small crowd hushed while the pastor welcomed Paul and Molly Wasswa and their orphans, the Pearl of Africa Choir. A murmur of welcome passed around the room. The pastor’s sister rose to her feet and led the congregation in a song praising God for beloved Africa; she dedicated the song to me, a visitor to their church. It was my turn to feel the centre of attention; self-consciously I nodded my thanks and tried to join in, untunefully, with the singing.


We sat down again, and Paul Wasswa walked to the front of the church. He really did look as I had imagined the pastor would. Broad-shouldered, confident, strongly handsome, he seemed the very epitome of authority. He nodded to his daughter and his wife Molly, beautiful as a model, sitting there in the front row; and with conscious dignity, he began to tell the story of John Ssabunnya, the boy that I had come to see.


John is an orphan, just fourteen years old, and apparently like the other 1500 or so children who live in the Kamuzinda Christian Orphanage run by Paul and Molly Wasswa. Uganda is a country of orphans, children left without parents following the ravages of war and AIDS. That John’s parents were both dead was almost a commonplace fact in such a world. Yet John is not quite an orphan like those others.


Eleven years before, in 1988, John’s father had murdered his mother in the family’s little house. John had fled the hut, running off into the bush. In normal circumstances, he would probably have died there; too frightened to go home, too young to survive in the wilds on his own. But John had not died. Instead, perhaps something miraculous had happened. Paul Wasswa told us that a family of monkeys had found and fed John, taking him into the group, nurturing him, saving him. For three years he had lived there among the monkeys, eating their food, acting according to the rules of their family. Then, in 1991, John had been discovered by local villagers, captured, and taken to the Wasswas’ orphanage. There, through the kindness and care of Paul, Molly and their family, John had recovered from his ordeal, had been reclaimed for God, restored to the happiness of human community.


Paul Wasswa knew what John’s story meant: here was the evidence of the curious proving of God’s love. Love had preserved John in the bush; love had brought him back into the human fold. Paul Wasswa himself seemed for that moment a man touched by the love of God: the meaning was Love, he was saying; and the congregation in that little church hall murmured back its approval. Yes, the meaning was love.


The congregation was there to worship; but why was I there? I had come to look at a boy who might perhaps have been brought up by monkeys. Had I turned the church into a freak-show? Was my curiosity at fault? Was I a voyeur or a witness?


The choir began to sing – John taking the solo part – standing out even then from the warm faces of the chorus. Unfairly, I thought how there seemed a kind of showiness about him – an all-too-understandable teenage self-consciousness. He, after all, was the centre of attention; people must have been looking at him curiously, with expectation, for as long as he could remember. Was it simply this that had made me notice him so quickly? I began to rethink my impression of him. Suddenly he seemed knowing, a little full of himself. Could his story even be true?


John was the star. His name had appeared everywhere in the British press; he had appeared on national news; a BBC documentary dedicated to his story had been shown on television only the week before. It would be a strange teenager whose head was not turned a little by such intense interest. Yet for a moment John seemed to relish the eyes upon him, was clearly loving his moment playing to the crowd. Only he had not liked my eyes upon him. His first look of distrust and strange suspicion came back to me. There was, after all, something beyond expectation about him, something unidentifiably odd, for which those three years in the bush living with the monkeys might be the right, the amazing justification.


It was hard to think of what his life must have been like – his parents dead, and him abandoned, alone. With such a background, what right had I to judge his reaction to his own fame? And this fame was, after all a welcome, unaccountable gift. Without John’s uniqueness, how much interest would the world have taken in the plight of those 1500 other orphans, forgotten and far away, the victims of a plague that most wanted to ignore, in a country and a continent that seem synonymous with the extremes of human suffering?


Yet that was not why I was there. Voyeur or witness, I had come to see John because of what might be true about him. I had come to see a living wild child.


Everyone I told about the meeting asked me the same question: did I think his story was true? It did seem far-fetched. In the weeks following the screening of the documentary about John, a controversy was thrashed out in the pages of the BBC’s Ariel on-line magazine and in the BBC Forum. Ian Garrard, assistant web producer of Science, wrote about the programme’s ‘flimsy proof’; Tony Todd of Radio Merseyside talked of its ‘embarrassing approach’. The editor of Living Proof (the series in which the documentary had been shown) was moved to defend the programme in the same letters pages.


Yet such stories are not necessarily impossible, and John Ssabunnya is far from the only such child to have made headlines around the world in the last few centuries, as Ivan Mishukov’s story shows. This book will trace those other stories – wild Peter, poor Memmie Le Blanc, Victor of Aveyron, Kaspar Hauser, the wolf-girls of India, and sad Genie – and through these tales perhaps another narrative will emerge, the fragmented and haunting story of our continuing relationship with the savage image of ourselves.




Notes


1 In his notebooks, Samuel Taylor Coleridge regretted the linking of the relationship of Jehovah to the Virgin Mary with that between Mars and the mother of Romulus and Remus. (Note 2670 in Coleridge, 1962, vol. 2.)


2 In Les Origines de Rome (Brussells: Facultés Universitaires Saint Louis, 1985), Jacques Poucet alludes with an air of embarrassment to the archetypal meanings of the foundation narrative: ‘Ces motifs semblent surgir d’une espèce de fonds communs de I’humanitè. Serions-nous en présence de “l’inconscient collectif” jungien? C’est possible.’ (182).


3 Beard, 1996: 3.


4 Acca Larentia, the wife of Faustulus, was probably a late addition to the story, and may be traced to Ennius (Bremmer/Horsfall, 1987: 32).


5 Ovid, 1929: 79 and 81.


6 Dickson, 1929: 35–7.


7 Mills, 1973.


8 Valentine and Orson, 1937: 38.


9 Again there were classical precedents for such creatures. Lycaon, founder of the city of Lykosoura, lived for nine years as a wolf lost in the wilderness outside the city walls. The Bible too had its wild man: Nebuchadnezzar in his madness living out in the wilds like a beast of the fields. From the later medieval period a vogue for such wild men flourished, and they began to appear in pageants, masques and court entertainments. A wild man jumped from a rock to dance before Gaston de Foix in a ‘mystère d’enfants sauvages’; they romped in the Twelfth Night celebrations at Greenwich of 1515; wild men prettily entertained Anne Boleyn at her coronation pageant. Indeed, the fashion for such creatures persisted for several hundred years: there were still wild men in the Lord Mayor of London’s procession in the mid-eighteenth century.


Shakespeare’s own late plays share many characteristics with our tales of abandoned children – as well as having, in Caliban, the semi-human savage islander of The Tempest, his own version of the wild man. He certainly knew Ovid’s Fasti, as this was one of his sources for The Rape of Lucrece, and most likely knew the life of Romulus as it also appeared in North’s translation of Plutarch’s Lives. All the elements we see in the story of Romulus and Remus are there in these last plays: the abandonment of children; the evocation of the benevolent nurture of ‘great creating nature’ in The Winter’s Tale; the impossibility of disguising the royal nature of the lost child even in the rude, uncultured conditions in which it finds itself – for the lost child, Perdita, also in The Winter’s Tale, ‘all her acts are queens’; the restoration of the lost child to its family, and the redemption of a corrupt older generation by the purity of the found child.






















CHAPTER TWO


Bodies Without Souls





I: An Unnatural Nursing




The same unnaturall nursing had Cyrus, the same incredible fostering had Semiramis, the one by a Bitch, the other by Birds.


Sir Walter Raleigh, The History of the World





Nothing separates us so much from the past as our inability to believe in wonders. Caught in the web of a strange magic, the wandering courtiers of Shakespeare’s The Tempest seem to encounter curious and monstrous islanders, and old Gonzalo remarks to the Duke how things that seemed improbable to earlier generations are being proved daily by travellers’ reports. Now that we turn to our first fully documented account of a wild child, it is well to remind ourselves just how easily tales of the miraculous might once have been believed. Peter the Wild Boy, a silent and savage child, an inhabitant of cold Germanic woods, came to London in the spring of 1726. Only one year after his arrival news of a wonderful birth gripped the capital: a woman, Mary Toft, was said by reliable observers to have given birth to a warren of rabbits.


It is hard now to see how anyone could ever have given credit to such stories, and we recoil slightly from the extravagance of such gullibility. Everyone knows now that no fantasy is quite innocent. Our irony and our self-possession intact, we sense how belief in the incredible only exposes us, and flinch from such exposure as from the recounting of a troubled and repellent dream. Yet what have we lost in committing ourselves so tepidly to probabilities? The sense of the marvellous imbues that apparently so rational eighteenth-century world. The need that such tales fulfilled might still hunger inside us. In reading, then, of Peter the Wild Boy, we must first imagine ourselves back to a world where the marvellous was so commonplace that it could turn with ease into a high-spirited joke. For all those who wrote of Peter transmuted his story into an occasion for frivolity. Yet it would be our shallowness, the sign of just how engrained our scepticism is, to see such wit as a sign of disbelief. Only in one instance (though it is a telling one) did anyone express a doubt concerning the truth of the tale of Peter. Such a miracle of survival, such a challenge to accepted notions of the self and its place in society, hardly stirred the majestic complacency of their world. There the boy was – that was all – like a lost son in a fantastic tale; and so all questions concerning him could turn at once to other matters. No one felt the need for verification. Those who would pay money to see a dead Indian would fall at once for a savage European, scrutinizing either with an equally fervid and transient wonder.


We have travelled down a long road, stretching from Voltaire to Richard Dawkins and beyond, and each step of the way we have scratched out some miracle. Yet are we so different from those witnesses who once beheld Peter, who, in the court of a king, watched his buffoonish tricks with civilized delight?


In the summer when I was writing this book, I visited a Protestant chapel in the once fashionably shabby area of London that lies north of Notting Hill. It was a Sunday, but the chapel was empty. It had been empty, in fact, for many years, a sad relic of that same declining faith in the miraculous and the wonderful. Yet the building, not quite abandoned, had been brought back to life for a few weeks by an arts group, and an exhibition was in progress.


The interior of the white-fronted building was murkily dark after the brightness of the June afternoon outside. I walked over the space where the congregation had once prayed, and a guide took a torch and, walking ahead, led me up winding steel steps in a narrow stairwell where the dirty white walls pressed close. The stairway opened out on to a darkened room lit feebly by blue attic windows; but in the centre of the room, among long wires hanging from the spokes of an overhead wheel, a brighter light cast crazy shadows on the bare floor. The room was full of murmuring voices, a babel of strange beliefs; for at the end of each wire hung a round-framed, cross-shaped speaker. I walked into the circle and, one after another, pressed the speakers to my ear: in each one a story was being told, tale after tale – from Plymouth, Northumberland, Wisconsin, Provence: from practically anywhere – of flying saucers and meetings with aliens from distant worlds.


Each story was perhaps the defining moment of a life, but one somehow too fantastic to be fitted into the ordinary shape of things. Somehow those endlessly looped monologues telling their tales over and over indicated the double predicament of our removal from the people who met the Wild Boy. Yes, we too believe in wonders – in aliens, table-tappings, telekinesis, out-of-body experiences, ghosts and monsters. Yet such marvels are distinct from the frame of our lives: wonder has departed from the universe and instead become localized, individual and therefore insignificant. For those earliest witnesses of the wild child the miraculous still pointed to a greater miracle that was everywhere, though the seeds of our own mechanical and senseless universe were being first sown right then.


However, Peter the Wild Boy wasn’t the first savage child to receive the attention of wondering and rational inquirers. In the later seventeenth century, the new impetus for experimental science (or ‘natural philosophy’, as it was then called) had already begun to impact upon the long-prevailing mythic and fabulous approach to the wild child. Philosophers and writers began to describe what they saw in plain terms, and therefore, for the first time, we find factual accounts of wild children.


Sir Kenelm Digby’s account of ‘John of Liège’ is the first such consideration in English of a wild child. Digby is a typically outré and extravagant seventeenth-century character – a noted philosopher and literary critic, his chief fame now rests on his marriage to the infamous Venetia, whose death he is supposed to have accidentally caused by having her drink snake’s venom in the belief that it would preserve her beauty. When not engaged in such activities, Digby was a keen philosopher, and it is in a philosophical work on the relation between body and soul published in 1644 that he presents the story of John of Liège. During the religious wars in Europe, John, a young boy, fled with his fellow villagers into the nearby woods. When the soldiers finally left the area, the villagers returned to their homes, but John,




being of a very timorous nature, had images of feare so stronge in his fansie; that first, he ranne further into the wood than any of the rest; and afterwardes apprehended that every body he saw through the thickets, and every voyce he hearde was the souldiers: and so hidd himselfe from his parents, that were in much distresse seeking him all about, and calling his name as loud as they could.1





Not finding him, his parents returned to the village, and John remained alone in the woods for many years, living on roots and wild fruits. In the woods, John’s senses sharpened; he could scent food from improbably great distances. He lived in this way until one very sharp winter, he was forced to steal food from the outlying houses in his village:




He could not do this so cunningly, but that returning often to it, he was upon a time espyed: and they who saw a beast of so strange a shape (for such they tooke him to be; he being naked and all ouer growne with haire) beleeving him to be a satyre, or some such prodigious creature as the recounters of rare accidents tell us of; layed wayte to apprehend him. But he that winded them as farre off, as any beast could do, still avoyded them, till att the length, they layed snares for him; and tooke the wind so advantagiously of him, that they caught him: and then, soone perceived he was a man; though he had quite forgotten the use of all language: but by his gestures and cryes, he expressed the greatest affrightednesse that might be.2





Digby only hears of wild John; Bernard Connor meets his savage boys face to face. Connor, a young Irishman, and the private doctor to the King of Poland, published Medicina Mystica in 1697, a work describing how the miracles of scripture might accord with the apparently unchanging nature of scientific truth. This book briefly mentions wild children, and Connor returned to the subject at greater length in his next work, The History of Poland (1698).


Here Connor describes several wild children, among them a Lithuanian bear-boy, who was found in what was then a wild, remote and forested province of Poland. The abduction of children by bears was popularly thought to be a common occurrence in this region. In a Polish convent Connor himself saw a boy supposedly brought up by bears:




He was about ten Years of Age (which might be guessed only by his Stature and Aspect) of a hideous Countenance, and had neither the use of Reason, nor Speech: He went upon all four, and had nothing in him like a Man, except his Human Structure: But seeing he resembled a Rational Creature, he was admitted to the Font, and christen’d; yet still he was restless and uneasy, and often inclined to flight.3





Here the Irish physician hits every note habitually struck by early witnesses to such wild children. Is the boy human or not human (‘nothing in him like a Man’)? A soul to be saved, or a creature outside the body of Christendom?


Connor tells how the child was trained to stand upright ‘by clapping up his Body against a Wall, and holding him after the manner that Dogs are taught to beg …’4 The boy was successfully taught to speak a little, ‘but being ask’d concerning his course of Life in the Woods, he could not give much better account of it, than we can do of our Actions in the Cradle’.5 Lack of language buries his experience in forgetfulness.


Connor also presents an earlier case, reported to him in a letter from J. P. Van den Brande de Cleverskerk, the Dutch Ambassador to London, relating to a boy he had seen in 1661:




Coming to this City of Poland with design to be Present at the Election of a King after John Casimir, who had abdicated the Crown, I enquir’d what was worth seeing in or about this Place: whereupon I was inform’d, among other things, that there was in the Suburbs of the City (which go towards King Casimir’s Palace) in a Nunnery, a certain Male Child, who had been brought up among Bears, and who had been taken some time before at a Bear-hunting. Upon this Information I went immediately to that place to satisfy my Curiosity, where I found the aforesaid Boy playing under the Pent-house before the Nunnery Gate. His Age, as well as I remember, I guess’d to be about twelve or thirteen. As soon as I came near him he leap’d towards me as if surpriz’d and pleas’d with my Habit. First, he caught one of my Silver Buttons in his hand with a great deal of eagerness, which he held up to his Nose to smell; Afterwards he leap’d all of a sudden into a Corner, where he made a strange sort of Noise not unlike Howling. I went into the House, where a Maid-servant inform’d me more particularly of the Manner of his being taken. But having not with me the Book wherein I wrot [sic] my observations in my Travels, I cannot possibly give you an exact Account of it. This Maid call’d the Boy in, and show’d him a good large piece of Bread; which when he saw, he immediately leap’d upon a Bench that was joyn’d to the Wall of the Room, where he walk’d about upon all-four: After which, he rais’d himself upright with a great Spring, and took the Bread in his two Hands, put it up to his Nose, and afterwards leap’d off from the Bench upon the Ground, making the same odd sort of Noise as before. I was told that he was not yet brought to speak, but that they hop’d in short time he would, having his Hearing good. He had some Scars on his Face, which were commonly thought to be Scratches of the Bears.6





Cleverskerk conjectures that the fates of such children are the result of raids by the marauding Tartars, in which parents are taken into slavery before they are able to save their children.


The ambassador’s account of his meeting with the wild child provides a fascinating example of the conditions in which these wild children were at first approached. That he goes to see the boy at all confirms an obvious curiosity concerning such children; however, it is clear that Cleverskerk, unlike later witnesses, visits the child in a state of mind that is comparatively empty of expectations. The boy is for him simply a traveller’s ‘curiosity’. Such ‘curiosities’ would then have included natural phenomena and sites of cultural interest or beauty, such as a volcano, a grotto, or a physic garden; but in the case of human beings the term ‘curiosity’ meant freaks of nature, those individuals marked out by the extraordinary. The ambassador is simply sightseeing in a manner that remains remarkably fixed throughout the various accounts of wild children; but, as often happens with visits to such children, the bear-boy quickly turns the tables on his visitor, transforming the civilized observer himself into an object of curiosity.


Connor offers one more wild child for our attention. In 1669, two children were surprised by huntsmen in the woods of Poland. One of the children escaped the hunters, but the other was trapped and taken to Warsaw. There he was christened Joseph, and attempts were made to educate him:




He was about twelve or thirteen years old, as might be guest by his height, but his Maners were altogether bestial; for he not only fed upon raw Flesh, wild Honey, Crab-Apples, and such like Dainties which Bears are us’d to feast with, but also went, like them, upon all-four. After his Baptism he was not taught to go upright without a great deal of difficulty, and there was less hope of ever making him learn the Polish Language, for he always continu’d to express his Mind in a kind of Bear-like Tone. Some time after King Casimir made a Present of him to Peter Adam Opalinski, Vice-Chamberlain of Posnan, by whom he was employ’d in the Offices of his Kitchin, as to carry Wood, Water, &c; but yet could never be brought to relinquish his native Wildness, which he retain’d to his dying-day; for he would often go into the Woods amongst the Bears, and freely keep company with them without any fear, or harm done him, being, as was suppos’d, constantly acknowledg’d for their Fosterling.7





Wildness has reduced the boy to an inhuman level, and yet an almost magical belonging in the company of bears recompenses his human losses, his roughness, maladroitness, and wild incomprehensibility. Among the bears, his subhuman status, signalled most clearly by his becoming a gift between a king and a politician, is healed into a relationship that is free of fear and coercion.


As Connor closes these brief accounts, mere interludes in a work primarily devoted to political and historical matters, he declares that perhaps ‘the History of Romulus and Remus is not so fabulous as it is generally conjectured to be’.8 He remarks that such stories touch on ‘Philosophical Matters’, and alludes to his earlier discussion of innate Ideas in Medicina Mystica. Yet Connor effectively passes up the chance of initiating the philosophical speculation that would transform the subject. That was an opportunity not grasped until the late 1720s, with the arrival of Peter the Wild Boy in the royal palaces of London.





II: Mere Nature




It would indeed be a terrible Satyr upon the present inspir’d Age, first to allow this Creature to have a Soul, and to have Power of thinking … he should see it reasonable to chuse to continue silent and mute, to live and converse with the Quadrupeds of the Forest, and retire again from human Society, rather than dwell among the inform’d Part of Mankind; for it must be confess’d he takes a Leap in the Light, if he has Eyes to see it, to leap from the Woods to the Court; from the Forest among Beasts, to the Assembly among the Beauties; from the Correction House at Zell, (where, at best, he had convers’d among the meanest of the Creation, viz the Alms-taking Poor, or the Vagabond Poor) to the Society of all the Wits and Beaus of the Age …


Daniel Defoe, Mere Nature Delineated9





The story begins with a witness, and the only private record of the marvel in the midst of the city. In London, on the evening of 16 April 1726, Jonathan Swift finally went to one of the Prince and Princess of Wales’s hectic open evenings at Leicester House, at the north of the square known as Leicester Fields (now Leicester Square). It was there, among the chic and the artfully gracious, that Swift first encountered the Wild Boy.


The ostensible object of his visit was to meet Caroline, the plump Princess of Wales, an energetic collector of European intellectuals who had long had her acquisitive eye on Swift. (She had befriended Handel; Leibniz, Isaac Newton’s mathematical rival, often saw her for long, chatty, philosophical discussions; and Swift’s friends the writers Pope and Gay were frequent visitors.) Since his coming to London from Ireland one month before, Caroline had courted Swift through the intermediary of her physician and his old friend, Dr John Arbuthnot. Caroline sent for him – as many as eleven times, Swift later claimed – but on each occasion he politely declined the invitation and refused to make the short journey to swanky Leicester House. Perhaps Swift enjoyed being wooed; perhaps he had long since acquired the perverse pride of the insufficiently rewarded. He had been an outsider too long not to relish such an emphatic social triumph.


But on the evening of the 16th, after these long preliminaries, the introduction was a real success, Swift behaving with his customary elegant self-deprecation: he had been informed, he told the Princess, that she loved to see odd persons, and that having sent for a Wild Boy from Germany, she had a curiosity to see a Wild Dean from Ireland.10


It was a Saturday night: on Sunday, Monday, Wednesday and Friday the young royals had to attend King George’s arid open evenings at the rival palace of St James’s. Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday were their own days to entertain. On returning from the elegant mayhem of the royal party, Swift sat down alone in his lodgings in Bury Street and wrote a letter to his Irish friend, Thomas Tickell. Tickell was about to be married and, perhaps fortuitously, was therefore to come into a large property in County Kildare brought him by Clotilda Eustace, his bride-to-be.11 Swift wrote:




I am here now a Month, picking up a Remnant of my old Acquaintance, and descending to take new ones. Your People are very civil to me, and I meet a thousand times better Usage from them than from that Denomination in Ireland. [Tickell’s ‘people’ are the Whigs. Swift refers here to party schisms: a great Tory himself, he had recently dined with Walpole, the arch-Whig and infamous corrupt politician.] This night I saw the wild Boy, whose arrivall here hath been the subject of half our Talk this fortnight. He is in the keeping of Dr Arbuthnot, but the King and Court were so entertained with him, that the Princess could not get him till now. I can hardly think him wild in the Sense that they report him.12





So Swift did not think him wild in the sense that was said of him. It is perhaps fitting that the finest purveyor of wonder that year in London, the man who wrote the tale of a traveller tied down on an island where pygmies no more than four inches high lived, should be the one person to our certain knowledge to introduce a note of doubt into the story. Yet Swift writes ‘our Talk’; so that spring the Wild Boy had been the focus of attention for the brightest and sharpest wits of the Augustan period – that is, Swift and his friends: Alexander Pope, the midget poet; John Arbuthnot, the Scottish physician who had the boy in his care; the ambitious and witty playwright, John Gay; and the once disgraced statesman, Bolingbroke. The boy had strayed from the dark, silent forests of Hanover to the core of both fashionable and intellectual English life.


In a smaller way, Swift himself had made such another journey, in his case from ‘exile’ in his native country of Ireland back to the London where he had, thirteen years previously, been one of the established literary and political figures of the day. Not that Swift’s influence had diminished while away: his writings on Irish affairs had made him a hero in that country and a thorn in the side of the English establishment. As Dean of St Patrick’s, Swift now lived a retired but sociable life, exaggerating the hardships of Dublin both to himself and to his friends in comfortable London and Surrey.


These friends, in particular Arbuthnot, had been trying to persuade Swift to return to London for years, forseeing the old gang reunited again ‘like mariners after a storm’. Maybe it was the recent completion of his masterpiece, Gulliver’s Travels, that prompted Swift finally to make the trip. Also he felt old: increasingly deaf, his ears filled with a continual noise as of rolling oceans, he both treasured and feared an encroaching isolation. He needed his friends, while clearly preferring them at the controlled distance of a correspondence. His letters to London prior to his arrival express both unease and impatience for the much-deferred meeting. Yet time was passing and death was increasingly on his mind: in late September 1725 he wrote to Pope in the midst of a severe illness of John Arbuthnot’s: ‘Mr Lewis sent me an account of Dr Arbuthnot’s illness, which is a very sensible affliction to me, who by living so long out of the world have lost that hardness of heart contracted by years and general conversation. I am daily losing friends, and neither seeking nor getting others.’ The idea that living in society hardens one to sensitive feeling is a typically Swiftian aside: since youth La Rochefoucauld, the prince of cynics, had been Swift’s literary master.


He arrived in London around 16 March, and settled into his lodgings at Bury Street, next door to the Royal Chair. Pope joined him on the 20th, and over the next few days Swift travelled the countryside around London, making short visits at the houses of the arrogant Lord Chesterfield and the Tory politician William Pulteney. He saw Bolingbroke at his country estate at Dawley (near Uxbridge), a centre of Tory opposition to Whig rule, and then went to stay briefly with Pope at Twickenham. Soon he was back in London, and the object of those continuing requests from Arbuthnot and the Princess of Wales to visit her at Leicester House. So it was that on 16 April he responded at last and thus met the curious Wild Boy.


Arbuthnot had named him Peter – Peter the Wild Boy. They had found him in the woods near Hameln in Hanover, either at high summer or at Christmas time. As we shall see, the Christmas dating may be a mythic interpolation: as we have already noted, the wild child could be linked to the birth of a god; also children born at Christmas were popularly felt to be uncanny. Much of what we know about Peter is just as confused and uncertain as this. Was he found sucking milk from a cow in the fields, or caught roaming wild in the forests, trapped by hunters in the hollow of a tree, cracking nuts and eating acorns? Had he really lived on a diet of herbs and nuts (by some accounts, grass and moss)? Where had he come from? Was he left by gypsies who had passed that way some twelve years before? The only certain thing was that there he was – naked, dark-haired, tanned by constant exposure to the sun. Completely silent, he could tell them nothing of himself or of his history. 


They reckoned him to be between twelve and fifteen years old. He was taken to the House of Correction at the nearby town of Zell, and from there brought by the House’s Intendant to the Herrenhausen, King George I of Great Britain’s court in Hanover and the summer residence of the royal family (suggesting that it was most probably July when the boy was found), a grand, imposing palace built in conscious imitation of Versailles. At dinner the boy was led before the King, and George placed him, with a napkin tied to his throat, at the table, to see how he would eat: ‘He had no notion of behaviour, or manners, but greedily took with his hands out of the dishes, what he liked best, such as asparagus, or other garden-things, and after a little time, he was ordered to be taken away, by reason of his daubing undecent behaviour.’13


In the following spring of 1726, Peter the Wild Boy came to London, where he lived for a time with George I in St James’s Palace, the King’s usual winter residence. (Whitehall Palace had been burnt down in 1698 and there still wasn’t enough money to rebuild it; St James’s was a poor and unspectacular substitute.) Once in London, the Wild Boy rapidly became the object of an intense rivalry between the King and his son and daughter-in-law.


Father and son stood anyway in uneasy opposition – a traditional stand-off between youth and age in the royal politics of the period. The King resided in boring splendour at St James’s; his son and daughter-in-law held court only a short distance across London at prestigious Leicester House. The court was the fulcrum of social advance: here a select group met, flirted, plotted, promised and deceived. St James’s was impeccably dull, and it was now the young royals who drew the crowd – a situation that probably pleased George I, who longed to escape from the limelight of monarchy.


The King was a private, shy man, honest but tedious, clumsily kind in his unregal reticence; he was short, and slim in build – his lean figure being the consequence of much riding and his preference for walking. His son George, the Prince of Wales, is in many ways a less attractive figure: fiery in temperament and dull in understanding. Famously stupid, he was, on principle, uninterested in literature and philosophy. However, the bright, quick-witted presence of his wife Caroline leavened his lumpen, aristocratic boorishness. Some nineteen years before when first married, young George had stuck by her as she suffered the ravages of smallpox, at that time an unconventional act of kindness. Their courtship had been similarly unorthodox. The young George, anxious to get a glimpse of his future wife, had gone to see her in disguise as ‘Monsieur de Busch’, and romantically fell in love with her during the masquerade.


Since their marriage he had followed the more customary path of taking a mistress, in this case Henrietta Howard, the wife of Henry Howard, an irritable, dissolute drunk. Yet Caroline and Henrietta, an attractive, lively woman of George’s own age, got on well with each other and the affair was amiably indulged.


On his first appearance at St James’s Palace, on the night of Friday 8 April, Peter the Wild Boy charmed the assembled company. The King held court to visiting ambassadors in his apartments in the palace, in a fine stateroom with a rich canopy; but less formal occasions were generally held in the Great Drawing Room, where the nobility and ministers would meet, and where strangers could come to ogle the King, his son and daughter-in-law and their young children.14 That night Peter was dressed in a bright-blue suit (despite his aversion to all clothing) and carried into this drawing room before the King and the young royals. There the Wild Boy played with a glove of Caroline’s; grew fascinated by a pocket watch that struck the hours; and, as was usual with him, attempted some minor pickpocketing. Gossips outside the court speculated as to what else had gone on that evening. The ladies in waiting, maliciously suspected to be disappointed that Peter was too young for an intrigue, were supposedly nonetheless amused to see him attempt to kiss the young Lady Walpole, the plain-featured daughter of the immensely fat and continually scheming politican Robert Walpole. Furthermore, rumours spread that he had, in breach of all civilized decorum, seized the Lord Chamberlain’s staff and put his hat on before the King. The boy fascinated Caroline: she made up her mind that she would get Peter from her father-in-law and install him at Leicester House. For a week the King hesitated to comply with her wish: he too enjoyed the boy’s company, and his antics provided welcome relief in the formal and stultifying atmosphere of the palace. At last he relented, and Peter made the short journey from the Mall to the West End.


So there was Peter in the midst of these royal plots and this modish life. He was straight-backed and upright in posture; his dark-brown hair was thick and bushy; his eyes roved endlessly, without rest; yet he was of a merry disposition and laughed frequently.15 A healed wound on his left hand had left the middle and fourth fingers welded together like the webbing of a duck’s foot. Caroline dressed him up in courtly clothes, in a coat of forest-green faced with red, with scarlet stockings; by now fine clothes delighted him. At nights, however, he could not be made to sleep in a bed, but instead would go and lie in a corner of the room.16


Either on his arrival or, more likely, on his move to Leicester House, the Wild Boy was put in the charge of Dr John Arbuthnot, Swift’s close friend. It is hard to think of a happier choice for a tutor. Arbuthnot was a convivial, gently sarcastic man, an easy scholar, a careless wit, an indiscreet gossip, an industrious player of cards and a slouching walker. His mind worked in wayward flashes and he set no great store by his literary achievements, letting ideas and jests slip from him with negligent abundance. Famously vague and inattentive in company, he meandered through social life in a pleasant and concealing mist of happy inconsequentiality. He ate gluttonously and without remorse. A Scotsman, a physician and a friend of the best writers of his day, as well as a writer himself, Arbuthnot lived an enviably ordered life, surrounded by his family, bolstered by his religion, and diversified by his wit. Cheerfulness kept breaking in; characteristically he once wrote to Swift: ‘I really think there is no such good reason for living till seventy, as curiosity.’ Yet the appearance of the humorous observer must mask a quiet, unignorable ambition: the genuinely retired do not end up by becoming physician to two queens. Arbuthnot was one of those men who advance on the merit of being a good fellow, a still point of genuine lightness on which the more strained stoicism of his friend Pope, or the good-humoured bile of Swift, could rest. Though once again appearances may be deceptive: for his friendship with Swift to have developed, Arbuthnot must have understood something of the other man’s innate misanthropy from within.


Arbuthnot shared with Swift, and with the other writers of his circle – even we might say with the culture in which he lived – a desultory, deprecatory habit of self-portrayal. As with Pope’s famous poem addressing him, ‘An Epistle to Dr Arbuthnot’, with its ironic self-descriptions and its poses (‘this long Disease, my Life’, ‘I lisp’d in numbers’), Arbuthnot’s own letters often involve the same indulgence:




As for your humble servant, with a great stone in his right kidney, and a family of men and women to provide for, he is as cheerful as ever in public affairs … He never rails at a great man, but to his face; which I can assure you, he has had both the opportunity and licence to do. He has some few weak friends, and fewer enemies; if any, he is low enough to be rather despised than pushed at by them. I am faithfully, dear Sir, your affectionate humble servant,




 





J. ARBUTHNOTT.





The mixture of playful self-pity and proud self-assertion here is typical. Arbuthnot wore a mask even in the closest of friendships. 


In the summer of 1711, when Swift and Arbuthnot first met, their relationship appeared simple; the two men dined together often as part of the literary, satirical group, the Scriblerus Club (other members including the same inner circle of Pope, Gay and the poet Thomas Parnell) or rode together around Windsor Park, flirting with Queen Anne’s young maids of honour. Yet a strange, mutual insecurity marks their friendship. Their correspondence echoes with expressions of yearning, repeated protestations of continuing affection; a needy doubt about themselves and the other joined with the strongest declarations of admiration. Arbuthnot was Swift’s exact contemporary: both were born in 1667 and were near the end of an unillusioned middle-age at the time when they were introduced to the strange figure of the Wild Boy. However, Arbuthnot had other simpler friendships: he knew Handel well and enjoyed a general acquaintance with the best society in London and Bath. The overall impression is of a complex man himself reclining upon, even hiding within, the honourable pose of an effortlessly congenial bonhomie.


Despite Arbuthnot’s professed delight in curiosity he revealingly wrote nothing of his involvement in educating the Wild Boy. For this reason, our knowledge of their relationship is sketchy and dependent upon the insecure authority of contemporary pamphlets. These tell us that he attempted to teach the boy language by instructing him how to mouth the letters of the alphabet, and then endeavouring to join these isolated sounds together.17 Unsurprisingly, perhaps, this method (if it was even used) appears to have gone nowhere: Peter never did learn to speak for himself, although he could, in time, pronounce words of one syllable at Arbuthnot’s prompting.


The Wild Boy seems to have lived with Arbuthnot for at least part of his stay in London: on Thursday 5 July, Peter was baptized at Arbuthnot’s house near Burlington Gardens. We learn that Arbuthnot was uncharacteristically strict with the boy; restraining his ‘Passions of Mind’ by fear, and correcting him by striking his legs with a broad leather strap.18 This may not fit our image of the gentle Scottish doctor, but it makes perfect sense in the context of child-rearing within the period. In any case, Arbuthnot’s methods may have had some limited success: in those first months at Leicester House Peter learnt to fetch and carry by rote, to greet people by making a bow and kissing his fingers in imitation of the faddish beaus of the day.19 Such accomplishments were, no doubt, improvements; but what did Arbuthnot or the other wits and writers of the day actually make of Peter? What thoughts might that fortnight’s talk of him have led to?


III: The History of Silence




He is now, as I have said, in a State of Meer Nature, and that, indeed, in the literal Sense of it. Let us delineate his Condition, if we can: He seems to be the very Creature which the learned World have, for many Years past,  pretended to wish for, viz. one that being kept entirely from human Society, so as never to have heard any one speak, must therefore either not speak at all, or, if he did form any Speech to himself, then they should know what Language Nature would first form for Mankind.


Daniel Defoe, Mere Nature Delineated





The spring and summer of 1726 were a period of calm unease. Rumours of imminent war in Europe spread unchecked, and the sense that peace was fragile pushed stocks down and slowed trade. London life was its usual orderly chaos. Where to walk was a preoccupation: the streets were perpetually muddy, and to avoid being splashed everyone wanted to walk close by the wall and furthest from the road, creating an elaborate etiquette of whom one should ‘give the wall to’. The busiest streets were the dirtiest, but also the safest: alleys were quieter, cleaner and emptier at night – and hence more dangerous. The London squares too were hazardous places after dark: the threat of assault was perhaps even greater then than it is now. The Thames was the true heart of the town: the quickest way to cross London was still by boat, though one had to risk the rudeness of the watermen, who were popularly reputed to be irrepressible con-men.


Each evening there was, as now, a rush hour as the workers went home in the evening twilight. Each evening, they would head back to their districts: in the east dwelt the sailors and dockers and their families; the urban poor congregated east of the city walls and in the area around the infamous Grub Street; affluent merchants and tradesmen lived in the centre of the City; and the nobility occupied prosperous Westminster. Here new squares were being built, with houses of fine brick, where the gentry could live free from the smoke, noise and stench of the City’s older narrow streets and little lanes.


London was obsessed with style, a city compounded of fashion and unhappiness. When Peter first moved to the King’s palace at St James’s, he was inadvertently being brought to one of the trendiest areas in town. St. James’s Park itself was a centre for illicit sex: on the island in the middle of the lake couples resorted to its ‘private recesses’ to carry on their affairs. A famous brothel stood on the north side of the park, near the Palace, and ‘by Rosamond’s pond are stalking, rogues and whores by couples, as the beasts went into Noah’s Ark’.20 On the Mall, the pretty young milk-sellers were known to offer more refreshment than just milk to the passing beaus and fashionable gentry wandering up and down the avenue, anxious to see and be seen.
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