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			[H]ow much happiness is gained, and how much misery escaped by frequent and violent agitation of the body. Rambler 851

			
				
					1.	Tuesday, 8 January, 1751. All the quotations from this essay have been taken from the first collected edition of The Rambler, London, 1752. 
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			‘I have protracted my work till most of those whom I wished to please, have sunk into the grave’, so this little book has to be an in memoriam, dedicated – in inverse order of their deaths – to my sister Rose, who loved horses, and very young could be found ‘kicking her heels on a corn-bin’; my brother-in-law Zalman Yanovsky, musician and restaurateur, who understood the importance of minding one’s belly; my father, who gave me my copies of Johnson’s Dictionary and letters, and ‘loved, indeed, the very act of travelling’; my beloved husband, Ralph Manheim, a graceful and insouciant skater; and dear Mim, who died before I had even heard of Samuel Johnson.

			 

			 

		

		
			Preface

		

		
			 

			 

			‘University libraries are like madhouses, full of people pursuing wraiths, hunches and obsessions.’ The library which prompted this observation is the one where, for the last ten years, I have pursued my own ‘wraiths, hunches and obsessions’; so, before anything else, I wish to express my gratitude to Cambridge University Library, and my admiration and regard for its staff, especially those in the Munby rare-books reading room.

			Pursuing an obsession is a lonely activity: ‘You live inside your head, nowhere else’, and ‘the person with whom you spend most of your time is the person you’re writing about’1; you can lose judgement and a sense of reality. Without the encouragement of Julian Potter, Roger Paulin and Sam Savage, who read early drafts of this book, it might never have been completed. In the course of writing I realised I should need guidance on subjects of which I had only a general reader’s knowledge, and when I contacted experts whose works I had consulted, they were generous with their help. Drs John Ward and Denis Gibbs, retired GPs, gave advice on eighteenth-century medicine, of which they have made a particular study; Peter Radford, Olympic medallist and one-time professor of sports science at Brunel University, provided information on foot-racing, performance records and betting, some of which came from unpublished research. Archivists, librarians, academics and museum curators also kindly and promptly answered questions. Of course, I take sole responsibility for any errors in the text, and the opinions expressed are my own. Thanks too, to my cousin, Nicola Wingate-Saul, authority on eighteenth-century print-rooms, who made some drawings from original sources. Tolerant neighbours provided various kinds of expertise, which included help with transliteration, and sorting out my incompetence with computer technology – you may still ‘turn over half a library to make one book’, but the age of the quill pen has gone for ever. Finally, I must thank Adrian Brink and Oliver Barham of Lutterworth Press: the former for deciding to publish what he saw as an ‘eccentric’ book; the latter for his pains over its production. 

			Typing out the long quotations which are the heart of this book sharpened my awareness of, and interest in, language use; this led to a brisk email correspondence with John Simpson, editor of The Oxford English dictionary, as I submitted suggestions for illustrative quotations, and occasionally shifted the date of a first known use.
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				Dr Johnson, generally seen as a stout elderly-looking man in a wig.

			

			

			
				
					1	 Patricia Duncker, Hallucinating Foucault

				

			

		

		
			 

		

		
			Part I

			 

			 

		

		
			Introduction

		

		
			 

			 

			Mention Dr Johnson, as he is always known, and most people will see a stout elderly-looking man in a wig, enthroned in a tavern chair or peering short-sightedly at a thick book; an indoor man, surrounded by other indoor men; and they may catch the echo of a sonorous ‘Sir . . .’ heralding some quotable pronouncement. If this book manages to modify these images, it will have achieved one of its aims. It grew out of a list of games and sports, jotted down while I was combing his Dictionary of the English language for exotic animals.1 Words like handydandy, hotcockles, hoodman’s blind, blowpoint, spanfarthing, scotch-hoppers, prisonbase kept catching my eye, and the idea of an annotated anthology of these entries began to form. However, taken as as whole, Johnson’s games and sports definitions are not of his best; nor do his illustrative quotations, which are nearly all literary, open up the subject. But, as the list grew, another solution began to suggest itself: that of starting with the man himself.

			Samuel Johnson had a large athletic frame – Sir Joshua Reynolds described his limbs as being ‘uncommonly well formed, & in the most exact & true proportion’2 – and he drew an admiring comment when he plunged naked into the sea at Brighton. The man who ‘talked for victory’ also kicked off his slippers and ran for victory; and ‘no praise ever went so close to his heart’ as that of a Mr Hamilton, who called out one day upon the Downs, ‘Why Johnson rides as well, for aught I see, as the most illiterate fellow in England’.3 Physical fear was unknown to him, to the consternation of his more cautious friends; and through sporadic bursts of ‘violent agitation of the body’ he managed to gain some respite from an habitual debilitating melancholy, which at times threatened to tip over into madness. Johnson’s life (1709–1784) spans three quarters of the century which for many people he personifies, so he provides a convenient lens through which to look at some of the ways eighteenth-century men took exercise, how they viewed it, and the medical reasons for taking it, together with the place of sport and recreation in daily life.

			But what of the other half of the population? For an eighteenth-century woman life offered fewer opportunities of every kind, since society still operated like an unruly playground in which the biggest and strongest held sway. If she wanted to enjoy sport, or benefit from the healing powers of strenuous exercise, she had to abide by the rules laid down by the bully boys; decorum dictated what she should wear and what it was seemly for her to do. Johnson himself could write that ‘Beauty and the power of pleasing’ are ‘the greatest external advantages that a woman can desire or possess’.4 A woman also had to cope with menstruation before the invention of sanitary aids and, after marriage, a series of unplanned pregnancies and the perils of childbirth. Of those who did not die young, many were left exhausted, if not physically damaged.

			One of the luckier ones was Johnson’s close friend Hester Thrale (1741–1821). Though slight and small – just 4 ft 11 ins (1 m. 49 cms) – she was both mentally and physically tough.

			 

			I have the best Health in the World; no Indigestions, no Head Achs, no Vapours: no Change of Weather affects me, nor did even the Loss of my only Son lay stronger hold on my Heart than it was utterly impossible to avoid. My Mind is an active whirling Mind, which few Things can stop to disturb, & if disturbed, it soon recovers its Strength & its Activity.5

			 

			The phrase ‘breeding again’ crops up throughout her early correspondence and records, for she survived 13 pregnancies in 15 years; just four daughters outlived her.6 She was an accomplished horsewoman and dancer, an enthusiastic and fearless swimmer, and she ran races with her children. In addition to managing her household, supervising her children’s education, electioneering for her first husband, taking a hand in the running of his brewery and holding her own in conversation with men who had some of the finest minds in Europe, she was a prolific letter writer and journal keeper. On her second marriage in 1784 – a love match – she became Mrs Piozzi, and in 1786 published her Anecdotes of the late Samuel Johnson, LL.D. during the last twenty years of his life.7 It is as Mrs Thrale that she is associated with Johnson and this is how she will be identified throughout the present book, except when she is writing after her second marriage. This should not cause confusion; it would be both anachronistic and impertinent to call her simply Hester. Her eldest daughter, Hester Maria, also appears in these pages; she will be referred to as Queeney, the name Johnson gave her.
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				The forty-year-old Hester Thrale in mourning dress after the death of her first husband.

			

			 

			 

			Anecdotally, Johnson has been associated with various sports and forms of physical exercise: swimming, riding, dancing, running, leaping, boxing, climbing, cricket and ‘sliding on the ice’. Much of this information comes from Mrs Thrale, who herself has plenty to say on these matters. Two of these activities, cricket and boxing, acquired sets of rules in the eighteenth century, which began to turn them into the sports we know today. Others, for example, skating, swimming, riding, were practised according to the techniques of the time and have since become high-performance acts, but are also enjoyed by those with no great proficiency.

			Sports have not only evolved, but new ones have come into being, and notions connected with sport and exercise have changed – sometimes radically – since the days of Johnson and Mrs Thrale; and there are excellent histories of every sport and recreation that chronicle these changes. The present book does not seek to compete with these histories but, rather, to complement them. My debt to their authors is great, for they led me to many of the eighteenth-century source materials – newspaper articles, diaries, treatises, manuals and medical texts – from which, while keeping comment to the minimum, I have quoted at length, in the belief that allowing the eighteenth century its own voice was the way to give it immediacy.

			Reading is a powerful experience, as none knew better than Johnson: ‘He that peruses Shakespeare, looks round alarmed, and starts to find himself alone’, he wrote in his ‘Observations on Macbeth’; and, ‘when he was about nine years old, having got the play of Hamlet in his hand, and reading it quietly in his father’s kitchen, he kept on steadily enough, till coming to the Ghost scene, he suddenly hurried up stairs to the street door that he might see people about him’.8 Likewise, after a morning researching the great frost of 1739–1740 in the columns of the General Evening Post, I emerged blinking from the dark hood of the microfilm reader amazed to be back in the twenty-first century.

			For much of the time, while writing this book, I have followed Lytton Strachey’s recommendation: attacking my subject in unexpected places; falling upon the flank, or the rear; shooting a sudden revealing search light into obscure recesses, hitherto undivined. I have rowed out over the great ocean of material on Johnson and the eighteenth century, and lowered down into it, here and there, a little bucket, which has brought up to the light some characteristic specimen, from those far depths, to be examined with careful curiosity.9 Some of these specimens will, I hope, offer new and surprising insights into sport, exercise, or, perhaps more importantly, into the every-day realities of eighteenth-century life. In the past, that ‘foreign country’, they did things ‘differently’; and if this book conveys something of the ‘foreignness’ of the age in which Dr Johnson and Mrs Thrale lived, it will have achieved its second aim.10

			 

			 

			 

			E´XERCISE. n.s. [exercitium, Latin.]

			1. Labour of the body; labour considered as conducive to the cure or prevention of diseases.

			Men ought to beware that they use not exercise and a spare diet both; but if much exercise, a plentiful diet; if sparing diet, little exercise.Bacon’s Natural History, No. 298.

					The wise for cure on exercise depend;

					God never made his work for man to mend.	Dryden.

			He is exact in prescribing the exercises of his patients, ordering some of them to walk eighty stadia in a day, which is about nine English miles.Arbuthnot on Coins.

					The purest exercise of health,

					The kind refresher of the Summer heats.

			Thomson’s Summer.

			3. Habitual action by which the body is formed to gracefulness, air, and agility.

			He was strong of body, and so much the stronger as he, by a well disciplined exercise, taught it both to do and to suffer.

			Sidney, b. ii.

			The French apply themselves more universally to their exercises than any nation: one seldom sees a young gentleman that does not fence, dance, and ride.Addison.

			To E´xercise. v.n.

			To use exercise; to labour for health or for amusement.

			 

			 

			Exercise

			 

			 

			The Lacedemonians were remarkable for the use of this sport, and Alexander the Great frequently exercised at it.

			Notes to the Odyssey.11

			 

			‘The necessity of action is not only demonstrable from the fabrick of the body, but evident from observation of the universal practice of mankind’, wrote Johnson in Rambler 85, composed while he was at work on the Dictionary; and although we may not express ourselves in such terms, we share the sentiment: exercise is natural and, as he went on to say, promotes health and a sense of wellbeing; conversely, lack of it leads to mental and physical malaise. However, Johnson’s reasons for advocating exercise as an all-round beneficial activity differ from those we would give; and to grasp how wide that difference is we need at least a rudimentary understanding of eighteenth-century medical theory.

			What did Johnson mean by ‘the fabrick of the body’? Herman Boerhaave, whose influence on medical thinking and practice early in the eighteenth century was profound, believed that ‘[t]he living body had two primary components, the fluid and the solid. The fluids taken collectively formed the humors of many different types. The solids, apparently so diverse, were all composed ultimately of fibers’.12 Johnson, in 1755, defined humour thus:

			 

			HU´MOUR. n.s. [humeur, French; humor, Latin.]

			1. Moisture.

			The aqueous humour of the eye will not freeze, which is very admirable, seeing it hath the perspicuity and fluidity of common water.Ray on Creation. 

			2. The different kind of moisture in man’s body, reckoned by the old physicians to be phlegm, blood, choler, and melancholy, which, as they predominated, were supposed to determine the temper of mind.13

					Believe not these suggestions, which proceed

					From anguish of the mind and humours black,

					That mingle with thy fancy.Milton’s Agonistes.

			 

			Robert Burton in The anatomy of melancholy, first published 1621, enlarged in successive editions between then and 1651, describes the humours of ‘the old physicians’, Hippocrates, Galen and their followers: 

			 

			Bloud, is a hot, sweet, temperate, red humour, prepared in the Meseraicke14 veines, and made of the most temperate parts of the Chylus in the Liver, whose office is to nourish the whole body, to give it strength and colour, being dispersed by the veines, through every part of it. And from it Spirits are first begotten in the heart, which afterwards by the Arteries are communicated to the other parts.

					Pituita, or Phlegme, is a cold and moist humour, begotten of the colder part of the Chylus (or white juyce coming of the meat digested in the stomacke) in the Liver; his office is to nourish and moisten the members of the body, which as the tongue, are moved, that they be not over dry.

					Choler, is hot and dry, bitter, begotten of the hotter parts of the Chylus, and gathered to the Gall: it helpes the naturall heat and senses, and serves to the expelling of excrements.

					Melancholy, cold and dry, thicke, blacke, and sowre, begotten of the more fæculent part of nourishment, and purged from the spleene, is a bridle to the other two hot humours, Bloud and Choler, preserving them in the bloud, and nourishing the bones: These foure humours have some analogy with the foure Elements, and to the foure ages in man.15

			 

			As Johnson said, ‘disposition of mind’ or ‘constitutional frame of mind’ – two of his definitions of temper – depended upon which humour predominated in the body; and today the notion of the humours is kept alive when we use the epithets sanguine, phlegmatic, choleric, and melancholy to describe temperament. Before and at the time Burton was writing it was believed that the four humours also ran through the animal kingdom, so dietary recommendations of which meats or fish to eat or avoid went along the same lines. For example, 

			 

			All Venison is melancholy, and begets bad blood. . . . ’Tis somewhat better hunted than otherwise, and well prepared by cookery; but generally bad and seldom to be used. Hare, a black meat, melancholy, and hard of digestion: it breedes Incubus16 often eaten and causeth fearfull dreames.17 

			 

			Gradually, the ancient doctrine of the humours was modified and elaborated – a turning point came when Boerhaave, examining blood under a microscope, saw that it broke down into smaller and smaller components – and the word humour, by the early part of the eighteenth century, had come to mean any bodily fluid: blood still, but also secretions such as sweat, semen or tears. Despite the publication of William Harvey’s discovery that blood circulated rapidly round the body, pumped by the heart through arteries, veins and capillaries,18 the belief persisted that the humours also circulated in the body, though exactly how was not made clear. The general notion was that the solid parts of the body were constituted of fibres, which Johnson defines thus, quoting from Quincy’s Lexicon physico-medicum or, a new medicinal dictionary, published in 1719:

			 

			FI´BRE. n.s. [fibre, Fr. fibra, Latin.] A small thread or string; the first constituent parts of bodies.

					Now sliding streams the thirsty plants renew,

					And feed their fibres with reviving dew.	Pope.

			2. A fibre, in physick, is an animal thread, of which there are different kinds: some are soft, flexible, and a little elastick; and these are either hollow, like small pipes, or spongious and full of little cells, as the nervous and fleshy fibres: others are more solid, flexible, and with a strong elasticity or spring, as the membranous and cartilaginous fibres: and a third sort are hard and flexible, as the fibres of the bones. Now of all those some are very sensible, and others destitute of all sense: some so very small as not to be easily perceived; and others, on the contrary, so big as to be plainly seen; and most of them, when examined with a microscope, appear to be composed of still smaller fibres: these fibres first constitute the substance of the bones, cartilages, ligaments, membranes, nerves, veins, arteries and muscles. And again, by the various texture and different combination of some or all of those parts, the more compound organs are framed; such as the lungs, stomach, liver, legs and arms, the sum of all which make up the body.Quincy.

					My heart sinks in me when I hear him speak,

					And every slacken’d fibre drops its hold,

					Like nature letting down the springs of life:

					The name of father awes me still.Dryd. Spanish Fryar.

			 

			Eight years before the publication of Quincy’s Lexicon, Addison, in more ‘Rustick’ terms, had said much the same thing: that the body was

			 

			a System of Tubes and Glands, or to use a more Rustick Phrase, a Bundle of Pipes and Strainers, fitted to one another after so wonderful a Manner as to make a proper Engine for the Soul to work with. This Description does not only comprehend the Bowels, Bones, Tendons, Veins, Nerves and Arteries, but every Muscle and every Ligature, which is a Composition of Fibres, that are so many imperceptible Tubes or Pipes interwoven on all sides with invisible Glands or Strainers.

			 

			The fibres were believed to be, as Johnson put it, ‘the first constituent parts of bodies’ – a notion that persisted until the nineteenth century, when the cell became the ultimate structural unit19 – they were also the ultimate locus of disease. Therefore, according to fibre theory, it followed that:

			 

			There must be frequent Motions and Agitations, to mix, digest, and separate the Juices contained in [the body], as well as to clear and cleanse that Infinitude of Pipes and Strainers of which it is composed, and to give their solid Parts a more firm and lasting Tone. Labour or Exercise ferments the Humours, casts them into their proper Channels, throws off Redundancies, and helps Nature in those secret Distributions, without which the Body cannot subsist in its Vigour, nor the Soul act with Chearfulness.20 

			 

			Or, as Johnson wrote 40 years later:

			 

			Ease is the utmost that can be hoped from a sedentary and unactive habit; ease a neutral state between pain and pleasure. The dance of spirits, the bound of vigour, readiness of enterprize, and defiance of fatigue, are reserved for him that braces his nerves, and hardens his fibres, that keeps his limbs pliant with motion, and by frequent exposure fortifies his frame against the common accidents of cold and heat.21

			 

			When Johnson refers to bracing the nerves and hardening the fibres, he is not writing as a muscular moralist, but as one with wide medical knowledge. He goes on:

			 

			With ease, however, if it could be secured, many would be content; but nothing terrestrial can be kept at a stand. Ease, if it is not rising into pleasure, will be falling towards pain, and whatever hope the dreams of speculation may suggest of observing the proportion between nutriment and labour, and keeping the body in a healthy state by supplies exactly equal to its waste, we know that, in effect, the vital powers unexcited by motion, grow gradually languid; that as their vigour fails obstructions are generated; and that from obstructions proceed most of the pains which wear us away slowly with periodical tortures, and which though they sometimes suffer life to be long, condemn it to be useless, chain us down on the couch of misery, and mock us with the hopes of death.22

			 

			Physical and mental disease (dis-ease) – and the two were not separated as they were to be later – occurred when the humours got out of balance, became obstructed, or were produced to excess; and it will become clear from many of the medical texts quoted throughout this book that a large part of the eighteenth-century physician’s treatment, and in particular his recommendation of exercise, was designed to get them back in balance, move them through the fibres around the body, or make the body excrete those that were toxic. For Johnson the tortured moralist, who, throughout his life was ‘cankered by the rust of [his] own thoughts’, exercise was additionally to be recommended for the welcome and necessary distraction it provided in those dangerous moments of ‘vacuity’, ‘for he has lived with little observation either on himself of others, who does not know that to be idle is to be vicious’.23 It is beyond the scope of this book to go deeply into eighteenth-century medical theory and practice; two among many works that do this are John Wiltshire’s Samuel Johnson in the medical world, which also covers Johnson’s wide-ranging medical knowledge, and Lester S King’s The medical world of the eighteenth century.
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			In the summer of 1779, Johnson wrote to two sick friends:

			 

			Chearfulness and exercise are your great remedies. . . . Labour is exercise continued to fatigue, Exercise is labour used only while it produces pleasure.

			 

			and

			 

			I hope you are diligent to take as much exercise as You can bear. I had rather you rode twice a day than tired yourself in the morning. I take the true definition of exercise to be labour without weariness.24

			 

			William Buchan’s Domestic medicine, or the family physician came out in 1769 and ran through at least 142 English-language editions before the final one, published in Philadelphia in 1871; it was also translated into French, German, Italian, Portuguese, Russian, Spanish and Swedish. Much of the advice contained in Part I, ‘Of the General Causes of Diseases’, is so timeless and sound that it easy to see why the book remained in print for 102 years. Today, Buchan’s revelations about the social conditions of his time are of equal, if not greater, interest than his advice. The quotations throughout the present book come from the third edition, ‘with considerable additions’, Domestic medicine: or, a treatise on the prevention and cure of diseases by regimen and simple medicines, London, 1774.25

			 

			Many people look upon the necessity man is under of earning his bread by labour as a curse. Be this as it may, it is evident from the structure of the body, that exercise is not less necessary than food for the preservation of health: Those whom poverty obliges to labour for daily bread, are not only the most healthy, but generally the most happy part of mankind. . . . This is particularly the case with those who live by the culture of the ground. . . .

			 

			 

			
				[image: William%20Buchan.tif]
			

			 

			 

			
				William Buchan, author of the influential Domestic medicine.

			

			 

			 

					Inactivity never fails to induce an universal relaxation of the solids, which disposes the body to innumerable diseases. When the solids are relaxed, neither the digestion, nor any of the secretions, can be duly performed. In this case, the worst con­sequences must ensue. How can persons who loll all day in easy chairs, and sleep all night on beds of down, fail to be relaxed? Nor do such greatly mend the matter, who never stir abroad but in a coach, sedan, or such like. These elegant pieces of luxury are become so common, that the inhabitants of great towns seem to be in some danger of losing the use of their limbs altogether. It is now below anyone to walk who can afford to be carried. How ridiculous it would seem, to a person unacquainted with modern luxury, to behold the young and healthy swinging along on the shoulders of their fellow-creatures! or to see a fat carcase, over-run with diseases occasioned by inactivity, dragged along the streets by half a dozen horses*!

			*It is not necessity, but fashion, which makes the use of machines so common. There are many people who have not exercise enough to keep their humours from stagnation, who yet dare not venture to make a visit to their next neighbours, but in a coach or sedan, lest they should be looked down upon. Strange that men should be such fools as to be laughed out of the use of their limbs, or to throw away their health, in order to gratify a piece of vanity, or comply with a ridiculous fashion.

			 

			Buchan’s rosy view of the lot of the rural poor is questionable – although they fared better than the urban poor – but there are obvious parallels with our own time in what he has to say about the common ‘use of machines’ over walking, about social snobbery, and, later in the chapter, when he deplores the falling off of ‘active diversions’ and the rise of ‘those of a sedentary kind’. He goes on to associate ‘glandular obstructions’ and ‘weak nerves’ with inactivity, adding:

			 

			The inactive are continually complaining of pains of the stomach, flatulencies, indigestions, &c. These complaints, which pave the way to many others, are not to be removed by medicines. They can only be cured by a vigorous course of exercise, to which indeed they seldom fail to yield.

			 

			Readers who do not wholly endorse Buchan’s pæan to exercise, should bear in mind that, while it may not possess the sovereign powers he claimed for it, unlike many of the eighteenth-century physician’s remedies – purges and emetics, or potions, pills and powders containing such toxic substances as mercury and lead – it seldom did harm.

			 

			It is absolutely impossible to enjoy health, where the perspiration is not duly carried on; but that can never be the case where exercise is neglected. When the matter which ought to be thrown off by perspiration is retained in the body, it vitiates the humours, and occasions the gout, fevers, rheumatism, &c. Exercise alone would prevent many of those diseases which cannot be cured, and would remove others where medicine proves ineffectual.

			 

			He lists the div­ersions that ‘promote perspiration, and the other secretions’ as: 

			 

			hunting, shooting, playing at cricket, hand-ball, golff*, &c.

			*Golff is a diversion very common in North Britain.26 It is well calculated for exercising the body, and may always be taken in such moderation, as neither to over-heat nor fatigue. It has greatly the preference over cricket, tennis, or any of those games which cannot be played without violence.

			 

			Buchan was addressing the middle and upper classes – Mrs Thrale kept a copy of his book in the house – because these were the people who could read and afford the 6 shillings it cost; they also had the opportunity to follow his advice and improve their health. When writing about the hazards of the back-breaking monotonous labour that underpinned society, he identifies the problems but offers only crude solutions, which, in any case, were beyond the power of those engaged in such work to implement.
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			Had Buchan forgotten – or merely chosen to disregard – those who took no part in ‘active and manly’ sports, yet made up one half of the population? Women are mentioned just once in Chapter V, and then in a footnote. After recommending that ‘sedentary artificers, shop-keepers, studious persons, &c.’ take exercise ‘as regularly as they take food’, he adds:

			 

			Sedentary occupations ought chiefly to be followed by women. They bear confinement much better than men, and are fitter for every kind of business which does not require much strength. It is ridiculous to see a lusty fellow making pins, needles, or watch-wheels, while many of the laborious parts of husbandry are carried on by the other sex. The fact is, we want men for laborious employments, while one half of the other sex are rendered useless for want of occupations suited to their strength, &c. Were girls bred to mechanical employments, we should not see such numbers of them prostitute themselves for bread, nor find such a want of men for the important purposes of navigation, agriculture, &c.

			 

			In Chapter I. ‘Of Children’, in the section Of the Exercise of Children, however, Buchan has some more enlightened things to say about the need for girls to keep active: 

			 

			Nor is the common education of girls less hurtful to the constitution than that of boys. Miss is set down to her frame, before she can put on her clothes; and is taught to believe, that to excel at the needle is the only thing that can intitle her to general esteem. It is unnecessary here to insist upon the dangerous consequences of obliging girls to sit too much. They are pretty well known, and are too often felt at a certain time of life. But suppose this critical period to be got over, greater dangers await them when they come to be mothers. Women who have been early accustomed to a sedentary life, generally run great hazard in childbed; while those who have been used to romp about, and take sufficient exercise, are seldom in any danger.

					One hardly meets with a girl who can, at the same time, boast of early performance by the needle, and a good constitution. Close and early confinement generally occasions indigestion, head-achs, pale complexions, pain of the stomach, loss of appetite, coughs, consumption of the lungs, and deformity of body. The last of these indeed is not to be wondered at, considering the aukward postures in which girls sit at many kinds of needlework, and the delicate flexible state of their bodies in the early periods of life.

					Would mothers, instead of having their daughters instructed in many trifling accomplishments, employ them in plain work and housewifery, and allow them sufficient exercise in the open air, they would both make them more healthy mothers, and more useful members of society. I am no enemy to genteel accomplishments, but would have them only considered as secondary, and always disregarded when they impair health.27

			 

			Next time we admire a sampler worked by a seven-year-old miss, in stitches so small they look as though they were made by Gloucester mice, let Buchan’s words act as a reminder of the true cost of its creation. Perhaps ‘plain work and housewifery’ would have been welcome alternatives to needlework and yet more needlework; but all this was just to enable girls to become ‘more healthy mothers, and more useful members of society’ – of self-fulfilment or ambition, choice or opportunity, not a word. The eighteenth century was a man’s century through and through; and Johnson, for all his delight in the company of intelligent women, was a man of his time.

			 

			I have always admired the wisdom of those by whom our female education was instituted, for having contrived, that every woman of whatever condition should be taught some arts of manufacture, by which the vacuities of recluse and domestick leisure may always be filled up. These arts are more necessary as the weakness of their sex and the general system of life debar ladies from many employments which by diversifying the circumstances of men, preserve them from being cankered by the rust of their own thoughts. . . .

			     For my part, whenever chance brings within my observation a knot of misses busy at their needles, I consider myself as in the school of virtue; and though I have no extraordinary skill in plain work or embroidery, look upon their operations with, at least, as much satisfaction as their governess, because I regard them as providing a security against the most dangerous ensnarers of the soul, by enabling themselves to exclude idleness from their solitary moments, and with idleness her attendant train of passions, fancies, and chimeras, fears, sorrows and desires.28

			 

			At the end of the century, genteel girls were still being kept in what men considered to be their place. In his A plan for the conduct of female education in boarding schools (1797) Erasmus Darwin, the Lichfield physician and polymath, goes so far as to recommend their ‘playing at ball, at shuttlecock, swinging as they sit on a cord or cushion’, dancing and using very light dumb-bells, as these activities ‘promote the growth of the person in respect to height’, rather than rendering ‘the system more robust and muscular’; but he concludes:

			 

			There are other modes of exertion, which, though graceful in themselves, are not allow’d to ladies by the fashion of this age and country; as skating on the ice in winter, swimming in summer, funambulation, or dancing on the streight rope: but walking with a stately measured step occasionally, like the march of soldiers, and reading aloud frequently rather in a theatric manner, as well as dancing and singing, will much contribute to give strength and grace to the muscles of locomotion, and of vocallity.29

			 

			It would be wrong to pretend that a country woman had a ‘better’ life than a middle-class or aristocratic lady, but she would probably have had a robuster physique from having ‘to labour for daily bread’; her diet would have contained fewer contaminants – white flour was routinely adulterated with chalk, alum, and bone-ashes – or harmful substances like sugar; and, unrestrained by the heavy hand of propriety, she would have been able to take part in rural sports.
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			Buchan believed that freedom of movement – if not actual exercise – should begin at birth. He claimed that the practice of swaddling new-born babies arose from midwives’ being overeager to demonstrate their dexterity, ‘seconded by the vanity of parents . . . desirous of making a shew of the infant as soon as it was born’, with the result that:

			 

			the poor child, as soon as it came into the world, had as many rollers and wrappers applied to its body, as if every bone had been fractured at birth: while these were often so tight, as not only to gall and wound its tender frame, but even to obstruct the motion of the heart, lungs, and other organs necessary for life. . . . Hardly any method could be devised more effectually to stop these motions than bracing the body too tight with rollers* and bandages.

					*This is by no means inveighing against a thing that does not happen. In many parts of Britain at this day, a roller, five or six feet in length, is applied tightly round the child’s body as soon as it is born.30

			 

			To Swa´ddle. v.a. [swedan, Saxon.]

			1. To swathe; to bind in cloaths, generally used of binding new-born children.

						Invested by a veil of clouds,

					And swadled as new-born in sable shrouds;

					For these a receptacle I design’d.		Sandys.

						How soon doth man decay!

					When cloths are taken from a chest of sweets,

					To swaddle infants, whose young breath

						Scarce knows the way;

					Those clouts are little winding sheets,

					Which do consign and send them unto death.	Herbert.

			They swaddled me up in my night-gown with long pieces of linen, ’till they had wrapt me in about an hundred yards of swathe.

			Addison.

			To Swathe. v.a. [swedan, Saxon.] To bind, as a child with bands and rollers.

					Thrice hath this Hotspur, Mars in swathing cloaths,

					This infant warriour, and his enterprizes,

						Discomfited great Douglas.	Shak. Henry IV.

					He had two sons; the eldest of them at three years old, 

					I’ th’ swathing cloaths the other, from their nursery

					Were stol’n.Shakesp. Cymbeline.

			Their children are never swathed, or bound about with any thing, when they are first born; but are put naked into the bed with their parents to lie.Abbot’s Descript. of the World.

					Swath’d in her lap the bold nurse bore him out,

					With olive branches cover’d round about. Dryden.

						Master’s feet are swath’d no longer,

						If in the night too oft he kicks,

						Or shows his loco-motive tricks.	Prior.

			 

			In addition to swaddling, other, graver dangers beset an eighteenth-century baby in the first precarious weeks of life, not the least of which was losing its mother to child-bed fever. But of all the causes conspiring to render its life short and miserable, writes Buchan,

			 

			none has greater influence than the want of proper Exercise: Healthy parents, wholesome food, and proper clothing, will avail little, where exercise is neglected. Sufficient exercise will make up for several defects in nursing; but nothing can supply the want of it. It is absolutely necessary to the health, the growth, and the strength of children.

					The desire of exercise is coeval with life itself. Were this principle attended to, many diseases might be prevented. But, while indolence and sedentary employments prevent two-thirds of mankind from either taking sufficient exercise themselves, or giving it to their children, what have we to expect but diseases and deformity among their offspring? The rickets,31 so destructive to children, never appeared in Britain till manufactures began to flourish, and people, attracted by the love of gain, left the country to follow sedentary employments in great towns. It is amongst these people that this disease chiefly prevails, and not only deforms, but kills many of their offspring. . . .

					Children may be exercised in various ways. The best method, while they are light, is to carry them about in the nurse’s arms. This gives the nurse an opportunity of talking to the child, of pointing out every thing that may please and delight its fancy. Besides, it is much safer than swinging an infant in a machine, or leaving it to the care of such as are not fit to take care of themselves. Nothing can be more ridiculous than to set one child to keep another: this conduct has proved fatal to many infants, and has rendered others miserable for life. 

					When children begin to walk, the safest and best method of leading them about is by the hands. The common way, of swinging them in leading-strings fixed to their backs, has several bad consequences. It makes them throw their bodies forward, and press with their whole weight upon the breast: By this means the breathing is obstructed, the breast flattened, and the bowels compressed.

			 

			Leading-strings – or, back-strings – were used to support and hold a child upright as it was beginning to walk; sometimes they were stout tapes attached to the clothes – cutting them off marked a stage in the child’s progress – sometimes they were a little harness worn over the clothes. In the latter case, if this was made of a wide tape or leather straps, it caused less pain and damage than one improvised by poor parents from rope or string. Leading-strings were never intended to bear a child’s full weight, much less to be used to swing it or pick it up. Mrs Thrale records using them on two of her daughters in her ‘Family Book 1764–1778’, transcribed in Mary Hyde’s The Thrales of Streatham Park. Of two-year-old Queeney she writes: ‘She can walk & run alone up & down all smooth Places tho’ pretty steep, & tho’ the Backstring is still kept on it is no longer of Use’. And of Cæcilia Margaret, aged seventeen-and-a-half months: ‘She walks alone quite well, wants no Backstring & says some little Words as Papa Mama &c.— 18: July 1778’.32

			Buchan continues: 

			 

			It is a common notion, that if children be set upon their feet too soon, their legs will become crooked. There is reason to believe, that the reverse of this is true. . . .

					Mothers of the poorer sort think they are great gainers by making their children lie or sit while they themselves work. In this they are greatly mistaken. By neglecting to give their children exercise, they are obliged to keep them a long time before they can do any thing for themselves, and to spend more on medicine than would have paid for proper care.

					To take care of their children, is the most profitable business in which even the poor can be employed: But, alas! it is not always in their power. Poverty often obliges them to neglect their offspring, in order to provide the necessaries of life. When this is the case, it becomes the interest as well as the duty of the Public to assist them. Ten thousand times more benefit would accrue to the State, by enabling the poor to bring up their own children, than from all the hospitals that ever can be erected for that purpose. 

					Whoever considers the structure of the human body, will soon be convinced of the necessity of exercise for the health of children. The body is composed of an infinite number of vessels, whose fluids cannot be pushed on without the action and pressure of the muscles. But, if the fluids remain inactive, obstructions must happen, and the humours will of course be vitiated, which cannot fail to occasion diseases. . . . [W]here exercise is neglected, none of the animal functions can be duly performed; and, when that is the case, the whole constitution must go to wreck.33 

			 

			Early in the century, when Johnson was born, most people in England lived in the country; but during his lifetime there was a surge of migration to towns, and the living conditions of the rural and urban poor differed widely. The children of agricultural labourers in Staffordshire would have been working in the fields – perforce taking exercise – at an early age, not cooped up in sunless tenements developing rickets. To what extent Sarah Johnson carried out the timeless precepts of Buchan’s Domestic medicine sixty years before it was published is not known, but, whatever she did or did not do, her ‘brave boy’, whom she so nearly lost after a difficult birth, grew into a strapping lad and, despite serious health problems, survived for 75 years. 

			Over half a century later, Mrs Thrale, herself preternaturally active and energetic, saw to it that her children took plenty of exercise. In the diary of her visit to France in 1775 she wrote: ‘17 Octr I stole an Hour to give Queeney a Run in the Gardens of the Luxembourg as I think she uses too little Exercise for one who is used to so much.’34 Queeney, who had just turned 11, lived on to the age of 92.
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			Dr Johnson & Mrs Thrale – some mainly medical notes

			 

			 

			The ocean of Johnson studies is deep and wide and, although its tide is still in flood, it yields little that is new. What I have brought up from the depths has been seen before, but I air it again because of its relevance to the subject of this book.

			It is thought that Sam was between three and four years old when he was sent to Dame Oliver’s school around the corner from his parents’ Lichfield house. This is a reasonable age to start, especially for a precocious child; and William Buchan warns of the harmful consequences of sending a child to school too young:

			 

			One very common error of parents, by which they hurt the constitutions of their children, is the sending them too young to school. This is often done solely to prevent trouble. When the child is at school he needs no keeper. Thus the schoolmaster is made the nurse; and the poor child is fixed to a seat seven or eight hours a-day, which time ought to be spent in exercise and diversions. Sitting so long cannot fail to produce the worst effects upon the body; nor is the mind less injured. Early application weakens the faculties, and often fixes in the mind an aversion to books, which continues for life.

					But, suppose this were the way to make children scholars, it certainly ought not to be done at the expence of their constitutions. Our ancestors, who seldom went to school very young, were not less learned than we. But we imagine the boy’s education will be quite marred, unless he be carried to school in his nurse’s arms. No wonder such hot-bed plants seldom become either scholars or men!1

			 

			Sam was not ‘carried to school in his nurse’s arms’, though he was accompanied.

			 

			One day, when the servant who used to be sent to school to conduct him home, had not come in time, he set out by himself, though he was then so near-sighted, that he was obliged to stoop down on his hands and knees to take a view of the kennel2 before he ventured to step over it. His school-mistress, afraid that he might miss his way, or fall into the kennel, or be run over by a cart, followed him at some distance. He happened to turn about and perceive her. Feeling her careful attention as an insult to his manliness, he ran back to her in a rage, and beat her, as well as his strength would permit.3
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				Lichfield Grammar School, presided over in Johnson’s day by John Hunter,
who was ‘very severe, and wrongheadedly severe’.

			

			 

			 

			His first experience of schooling was good: his teacher, Anne Oliver, was a kind and intelligent woman, and he and she thereafter held each other in affectionate high regard. His first two schoolmasters, Tom Browne and Humphrey Hawkins, also treated him kindly, the latter indulging and caressing him for he ‘really excelled the rest’;4 and he was able to say to Boswell, years later, ‘that a boy at school was the happiest of human beings’.5 However, Tom Browne’s pupils would have had a very hard day: sale records have shown that the only furniture in the schoolroom was the master’s chair and table, so his pupils would either have stood to receive their instruction, or sat on the floor.6 The canings started when he entered Lichfield Grammar School’s upper-school, where the boys were under the eye of John Hunter, who was ‘very severe, and wrongheadedly severe’, being unable to ‘distinguish between ignorance and negligence’.7 The school had a fine academic reputation and followed the standard curriculum, with its strong classical bias.

			Boswell claims that the young Johnson ‘never joined with the other boys in their ordinary diversions’. We know this to be untrue: not only was he intellectually competitive, he was also ‘very ambitious of excelling in . . . feats of activity’, which promote ‘strength of limbs and cheerfulness of heart’. He was a strong swimmer, had been taught to box, and he leapt, vaulted, and climbed trees, though poor sight would have excluded him from ball games.
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			Johnson was 19 when he went up to Oxford in 1728 and his ‘figure and manner’ had already become ‘strange’; he was also in a state of mental turmoil, though he managed for much of the time to give the appearance of arrogant self-confidence. Apart from the notorious Christchurch meadow incident (see p. 206), we do not know for certain what, if any, sporting activities he indulged in; for wealthy undergraduates there was cricket, riding, hunting, fishing, and horse-races to attend. He writes:

			 

			It is too frequently the pride of students to despise those amusements and recreations which give to the rest of mankind strength of limbs and cheerfulness of heart. Solitude and contemplation are indeed seldom consistent with such skill in common exercises or sports as is necessary to make them practised with delight, and no man is willing to do that of which the necessity is not pressing and immediate, when he knows that his aukwardness must make him ridiculous.8

			 

			Was this the ‘aukwardness’ of one whose life was given over to ‘solitude and contemplation’; or was Johnson remembering his own adolescent ungainliness?

			Most of the retrospective diagnosticians of Johnson’s physical and mental diseases and conditions write as though their patient were in a modern consulting room; not so John Wiltshire, who, in his chapter ‘Johnson’s medical history: facts and mysteries’,9 relates his diagnoses and comments to the age in which the patient lived. I have gained insights from both approaches, but lean towards the latter; and the following short section on Johnson’s medical history is included for its relevance to his physical activity and wellbeing. 

			There is no doubt that the adult Johnson cut an extraordinary figure: when Hogarth first saw him, he took him for ‘an ideot’; and descriptions of his twitches, tics, gesticulations, involuntary vocalisations, compulsive rituals and mannerisms are given by, among others, Joshua and Frances Reynolds, Fanny Burney, and, of course, Boswell and Mrs Thrale. For T J Murray, these ‘constitute the symptom complex of Gilles de la Tourette’s syndrome’.10 It is not known when he showed the first signs of the condition, which ‘usually develops between the ages of 5 and 10 years but is often passed off initially as a nervous tic or habit spasm of childhood’. Certainly, accounts of his ‘appearance of idiocy’ as a child exist, but how far these arose from the natural gawkiness of a lad who has grown too fast and overtops his peers, we cannot tell. One perceptive father, overhearing his children speak scornfully of ‘the great boy’, is said to have remarked, ‘You call him the great boy, but take my word for it, he will one day prove a great man.’11 Evidence has now been discovered of an organic neurological basis for Tourette’s syndrome, which responds quite successfully to drugs. Johnson, the hypochondriac, recorder of symptoms, self-prescriber and reader of medical texts makes only two passing references to his own movement disorder, both prompted by other people, and is not known to have commented on that of his friend and physician, Thomas Lawrence, who made ‘certain convulsive motions of the head and shoulders that gave pain to the beholder and drew attention from all that he said’.12

			Boswell believed Johnson’s infirmity was ‘of the convulsive kind, and of the nature of that distemper called St. Vitus’s dance’, an opinion ‘confirmed by the description which Sydenham gives of that disease’.13

			 

			Of St. Vitus’s Dance

			This disorder is a kind of convulsion, which seizes children of both sexes, from the tenth to the fourteenth year: it manifests itself by a halting, or unsteadiness of one of the legs, which the patient draws after him like an ideot. If the hand of the same side be applied to the breast, or any other part of the body, the child can’t keep it a moment in the same posture, but it will be drawn into a different one by a convulsion, notwithstanding all his efforts to the contrary. Before a child who hath this disorder can get a glass or cup to his mouth, he useth abundance of odd gestures; for he does not bring it in a strait line thereto, but his hand being drawn sideways by the spasm, he moves it backwards and forwards, till at length the glass accidentally coming near his lips, he throws the liquor hastily into his mouth and swallows it greedily, as if he meant to divert the spectators.14

			 

			Sydenham may appear in today’s medical textbooks, but his treatment of the condition which bears his name is entirely of his own time: a regime of bleeding and purging, and the ingestion of various ‘draughts’. Reynolds, who painted many portraits of Johnson, knew that he could ‘sit motionless, when he was told to do so, as well as any other man’, and was of the opinion that his ‘motions or tricks . . . proceeded from a habit which he had indulged himself in, of accompanying his thoughts with certain untoward actions, and those actions always appeared to me as if they were meant to reprobate some part of his past conduct’.15 This ties in with Johnson’s reply to ‘a very young girl’, who, with the disconcerting candour of childhood, had asked him why he made ‘such strange gestures’. ‘From bad habit. . . . Do you, my dear, take care to guard against bad habits.’16 If proof were needed that Tourette’s syndrome does not affect the mental capacity of those who have it, Johnson provides it; nor does it interfere with motor ability ‘since’, as Murray writes, ‘he was capable of occasional feats of agility and strength, and his handwriting was unaffected’.

			The portrait, generally attributed to Reynolds (1769), and often given the misleading title ‘Johnson arguing’, is the most revealing of the private man. Not only does it show him bare-headed – in public he wore a wig – but it has caught him in a reverie, making ‘strange antic gesticulations’, ‘his fingers bent, as if he had been seized with the cramp’, his mind ‘preying on itself’.17
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			To BLINK. v.n. [blincken, Danish.] 2. To see obscurely.

			BLI´NKARD. n.s. [from blink.] 1. One that has bad eyes.

			 

			Johnson’s short-sight is recorded in accounts by his friends and in several portraits. Had his condition been uncomplicated myopia, there were lenses available that could have corrected it; so, since Johnson, apparently, never used spectacles, it is likely that he had a strong myopic astigmatism that the optical knowledge of his time was not able to correct.18 Throughout his life his eyes were beset with additional problems.

			Sarah Johnson, who had sent her son to a wet-nurse at birth, very soon noticed that his eyes were in a bad state; so, as Johnson himself records, ‘In ten weeks I was taken home, a poor, diseased infant, almost blind.’19 He was probably suffering from ‘a non-specific ophthalmia neonatorum’, the symptoms of which include ‘swelling of the eyelids, chemosis, conjunctivitis, and drainage of pus’, a condition that will generally clear up within a few weeks. However, as Buchan reminds us, eighteenth-century treatments would frequently aggravate what they were supposed to alleviate. On ‘inflammation of the eyes’ he writes:
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				Despite its classical trappings, this is an intimate portrait of Johnson in his late fifties
by one who knew him well. Unusually, he is bare-headed; his short sight and convulsive
hand movements can be clearly seen.

			

			 

			 

			This is one of those diseases wherein great hurt is often done by external applications. Almost every person pretends to be possessed of a remedy for the cure of sore eyes. These remedies generally consist of eye-waters and ointments, with other external applications, which do mischief twenty times for once they do good.20

			 

			In his second year, when it is now thought that he ‘contracted the tuberculous infection, which resulted in his scrofula’ from infected cows’ milk, he was taken to see Thomas Attwood, who specialised in diseases of the eye. In his Dictionary under ‘Kingsevil’, which he defines as ‘a scrofulous distemper’, Johnson quotes from Wiseman’s Surgery: ‘Sore eyes are frequently a species of the kingsevil, and take their beginning from vicious humours inflaming the tunica adnata.’ And William Heberden, who became Johnson’s physician and friend at the end of his life, recorded in his posthumously published Commentaries on the history and cure of diseases: ‘the eye-lids are often inflamed and ulcerated’ in that ‘habit of body . . . called strumous, or scrofulous, or the evil, in which the lymphatic glands are swelled with little or no pain’.21 ‘[C]orneal scarring probably destroyed enough central vision to make him essentially blind in the left eye. However, enough peripheral vision remained to keep the eye in good alignment.’

			‘Nothing more certainly occasions an inflammation of the eyes than night-watching, especially reading or writing by candle-light’, wrote Buchan.22 Mrs Thrale deplored Johnson’s habit of tipping his candle to make it burn more brightly, because it dropped wax on her carpets; and she remarks that he singed the front of his wigs by holding the candle too close when reading. It caused him deep distress whenever one of his recurring bouts of eye infection affected his good eye; but when he was free of infection, there is evidence that his long sight was good.
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			The greatest of Johnson’s afflictions was his ‘vile melancholy’. In Samuel Johnson: a personality in conflict, George Irwin makes a case that he suffered from a ‘pre-Freudian neurosis’, brought about by his relationship with his mother; that this was ‘the fundamental conflict in his life, the conflict which cast gloom over all but the last of his days and sombred so much of his writing, the subliminal conflict from which poor distracted Johnson was forever trying hopelessly to escape’.23 It left him with ‘paroxysms of terror entangled with expiatory fears, fear-spawned scruples and consequent inhibitions, assurance-seeking compulsions, and an eternal sense of his own worthlessness’.24 He suffered two nervous breakdowns: the first in 1729 after he came down from Oxford, which his old school-friend Edmund Hector helped him through; the second in the late 1760s, by which time he had met the Thrales. It was Mrs Thrale, suggests Irwin, who, by listening to him hour after hour over countless cups of tea, while she herself was dropping with fatigue, and who – not entirely disinterestedly – questioned him minutely about his early life, provided the ‘talking cure’ that enabled him to break free from his ‘mind-forged manacles’. Irwin presents a well-documented, closely-argued, pre-Freudian case history; but what was the eighteenth-century view of Johnson’s affliction?

			As he himself told both Boswell and Mrs Thrale, he believed it was something he had inherited from his father, Michael, ‘a book-seller at Litchfield’, who was imprisoned in a joyless marriage and afflicted with melancholy. It was ‘his business’, Johnson claimed, that ‘contributed to the preservation of his bodily health, and mental sanity’, which, ‘when he staid long at home, would sometimes be about to give way’, for it obliged him ‘to be much on horseback’; and ‘when things went badly’ at home, he ‘could always take his horse and ride away for orders’.25  

			The first attack of Johnson’s own ‘morbid melancholy’ may have been brought on by his being forced through poverty to go down from Oxford without a degree. As he felt himself sinking into madness, instinct drove him to seek relief in ‘violent agitation of the body’; one of the things he used to do regularly was walk from Lichfield to Birmingham and back in a day, a round trip of some 30 miles. As John Wain points out in his Samuel Johnson, many poets, artists and intellectuals are on record as walking compulsively to still the beating of their minds.

			The notion that melancholy was an inherited condition was current well before Johnson’s day. ‘I need not . . . make any doubt of Melancholy, but that it is an hereditary disease’, wrote Burton, who would have further reinforced Johnson’s belief by adding, ‘old mens children are seldome of a good temperament . . . and therefore most apt to this disease . . . old men beget most part wayward, peevish, sad, melancholy sonnes, and seldom merry’ – Michael Johnson was 53 when his son was born, which was old for the time.26 And Heberden, in his description of Hypochondriacus et hystericus affectus concurs: ‘Some derive it from their parents; and the seeds of it, brought with them into the world, are sure to make their appearance at the proper time.’27  

			In addition to believing his melancholy was inherited – and, therefore, perhaps to some extent inevitable – Johnson knew that it was, if not induced, certainly exacerbated by indolence, and that it retreated when he kept active. He was also familiar with Burton, who would have added another dimension to his suffering: a sense of sin.

			 

			Opposite to exercise is Idlenesse, (the badge of gentry) or want of Exercise, the bane of the body and minde, the Nurse of naughtinesse, stepmother of discipline, the chiefe author of all mischiefe, one of the seven deadly sins, and a sole cause of this and many other maladies, the devils cushion . . . his pillow and chief reposall.28

			 

			For a glimpse of Johnson’s recurrent seasons in hell, we can do no better than look into Chapter 49 of Heberden’s Commentaries on the history and cure of disease in which he describes ‘the hypochondriac29 affection in men, and the hysteric30 in women’, which casts ‘langour and dispiritedness, without any manifest cause . . . over all their pursuits, and has afforded only gloomy prospects, wherever they turned their thoughts’.31 

			 

			 

			
				[image: Michael%20Johnson.tif]
			

			 

			 

			
				Michael Johnson, the Lichfield book-seller, from whom his son Samuel
believed he had inherited his ‘vile melancholy’.

			

			 

			 

			[. . . W]hen the returns . . . are frequent, and strong, and of long continuance, it appears to be a misery much harder to be borne than most other human evils. . . . It is a sort of waking dream, which, though a person be otherwise in sound health, makes him feel symptoms of every disease; and, though innocent, yet fills his mind with the blackest horrors of guilt.

					Our great ignorance of the connexion and sympathies of body and mind . . . makes a great difficulty in the history of all distempers, and particularly of this. For hypochondriac and hysteric complaints seem to belong wholly to these unknown parts of the human composition; the body itself . . . seeming to have all its integrity and perfection in those who have long and greatly suffered by these disorders. But there is hardly any part of the body which does not sometimes appear to be deeply injured by the influence of great dejection of spirits; and none more constantly than the stomach and bowels . . . the appetite however remains good, and is sometimes voracious.

					[T]he animal functions are no longer under proper command, and . . . the mind is controlled by some foreign power. The comforts of sleep are in a great measure denied to these patients; for they have but little, and in it they are harassed with terrifying dreams. . . .

					[I]dleness will not only foster a disposition to a langour of spirits, but will unquestionably create it. . . .

					Hypochondriac complaints resemble the gout, and madness, and consumptions, in their not appearing before the age of puberty; from which, to the age of sixty, there is no time at which this malady has not made its first visit. There are few examples of low-spirited persons who find themselves worse at night than in the morning; the generality of them, like most of those who are afflicted with any of the complaints stiled nervous, are hurt by their sleep, little as it is; and the longer they happen to sleep, the worse they are; they awake out of it in confusion, and do not come immediately to themselves; and when they do, they can think only of melancholy subjects, and feel the worst horrors of their disorder. This state continues till dinner,32 with very little abatement: after dinner they feel themselves a little revived; and at night the tide of their spirits returns; which being desirous to enjoy, and dreading their certain ebb when they lie down, they go late and with reluctance go to bed. . . .

					It is the condition of this malady to make the patient hopeless of a cure: but neither reason nor experience justifies his despair. . . . [T]he mind and animal powers are indeed oppressed, and cannot exert themselves, but their abilities are all entire. . . . It is well known, that some extraordinary works of genius have been the offspring of the intervals of melancholy.

			 

			So accurately does this reflect what we know of Johnson – his indolence, his broken resolutions to rise early, the lightening of his spirits as he rolled out to dine at the Club, his voracious appetite, his compelling friends to sit up with him as he feared to retire for the night, and the ‘extraordinary works of genius’ he produced during ‘intervals of melancholy’ – that it is tempting to think he and Heberden discussed the symptoms of the disease. Where they would have disagreed, however, is over Heberden’s summing up.

			 

			I would by no means be understood, by anything which I have said, to represent the sufferings of hypochondriac and hysteric patients as imaginary; for I doubt not their arising from as real a cause as any other distemper. However, their force will be very different, according to the patient’s choosing to indulge and give way to them, or to struggle against and resist them, which is much more in his power than he is aware of, or can easily be brought to believe: and it is surely a cause worthy of any one’s utmost endeavours and exertions. For his striving to shake off this distemper is not contending about a frivolous concern, but whether he shall be happy or miserable; since it is of the essence of this malady to view every thing in the worst light; and human happiness, in many instances, depends not so much upon a man’s situation and circumstances, as upon the point of view in which he contemplates them.

			 

			Johnson did not choose to indulge his sufferings; his struggle to overcome them was heroic:

			 

			His mind resembled the vast amphitheatre, the Colisæum at Rome. In the centre stood his judgement, which, like a mighty gladiator, combated those apprehensions that, like the wild beasts of the Arena, were all around in cells, ready to be let out upon him. After a conflict, he drove them back into their dens; but not killing them, they were still assailing him.33
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			If Mrs Thrale has escaped the scrutiny to which Johnson has been – and still is – subjected34 it will be partly because she offers less scope for analysts and anatomists. The most recent biography, Ian McIntyre’s Hester: the remarkable life of Dr Johnson’s ‘dear mistress’ (2008), is a straight-through account of a long, full life, light on analysis but liberal with quotation. Most of what is relevant to the present book concerning the biography of Mrs Thrale has already been said, and further details are revealed in Part II.

			Hester Lynch Salusbury-Thrale-Piozzi was lucky with her genes and her early upbringing – if those are what shape personality – and her start in life could hardly have been more different from Johnson’s. She was an only child, born ‘after two or three dead things’, and became ‘the focus of her parents’ love and aspiration’ or, as she herself put it, ‘their joynt plaything’,35 and grew up confident and sociable. Hogarth, who had taken Johnson for ‘an ideot’ the first time he saw him, asked the 13-year-old Hester, of whose family he was a friend, to sit to him. ‘The lady’s last stake’ is generally considered to be the first known likeness of her.

			She is unexceptional in having had no say in her own destiny; and her arranged marriage to one difficult and demanding man led to her involvement with another, both of whom dominated but could not crush her. On her own admission, her health was ‘the best . . . in the World’; and a kind of tough resignation, combined with her ‘active whirling Mind’, enabled her to get over the many troubles and sorrows, accidents and illnesses – her own and others’ – she encountered throughout her life.
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				The first known portrait of Mrs Thrale. Hogarth asked the thirteen-year-old
Hester Salusbury to be his model in ‘The lady’s last stake’.

			

			 

			 

			Despite being small and slightly built, she was undamaged by years of continuous child-bearing – some of her babies were large and their births painful – and she complained only of vomiting and tiredness during pregnancy, while all the time keeping active. Her physical illnesses, and those of her husbands and children, she diagnosed and treated according to the thinking of the time. She owned a copy of  Buchan’s Domestic medicine, which may have been her first choice to consult when her servants fell sick, but considered Samuel-Auguste Tissot’s Advice to people in general, with respect to their health ‘the better book’.36

			The Thrale children were lucky to grow up at Streatham Park, where the air was clean and there were safe open spaces in which they were encouraged to run about and climb trees. Giuseppe Baretti, who between 1773 and 1776 was Queeney’s language tutor and a member of her household, thought Mrs Thrale too harsh a disciplinarian, and disapproved of her medical ideas, in particular of her treating Queeney’s persistent worms with tin pills. Their relations, which had never been easy, ended in a bitter falling out. 

			She was Welsh, and some might claim she had second sight, though others will be quick to dismiss such a notion. She certainly had premonitions, the most vivid of which occurred when she was ‘at Lisle in Flanders in the year 1775’:
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				Mrs Piozzi (Thrale), twice widowed, at the end of her long life.

			

			 

			 

			I walked with Mr Johnson & Mr Thrale round the great Church there, and in one of the Chapels I observed myself to stumble in an odd manner, so as to give me uncommon Pain, & at the same time to excite strange Ideas of Terror, wholly unaccountable to me, who am neither timorous nor over delicate: I looked at the Altar-piece. & saw it was the figure of an Angel protecting a boy about twelve Years old as it should seem, & somehow the Child struck me with a Resemblance to my own, and alarmed me in an unusual Manner. I prayed for the Safety of my young ones, & as I came out of the Chapel I asked an old Man to whom that Chapel was dedicated—he replied—to the Guardian Angels of Children. I resolved to walk round the Church & go into every Chapel in it to see if I should stumble in them. I could not stumble however, but when I returned with better Spirits to the Children’s Chapel, I stumbled again and even hurt myself: The Impression it made alarm’d me, & as I could not rid myself of the uneasiness it caused, I told Mr Johnson in the Afternoon . . . he bid me be careful not to encourage such Fancies, & talking the Thing through cleared my head of it for a Time: soon after our return from Abroad however, I was dreadfully alarmed by my Son’s Sudden Illness & Death, & though he continued ill but three Hours, this Old Superstition haunted me all the while the more perhaps as I had two days before, going down to Dinner with Company,—when he was perfectly well & at School—heard something like a preternatural Voice call me by my name; but this I never mentioned to any one, lest I should be suspected of Madness. mad notwithstanding all this Folly I am not; the Disorder was never in my Family, nor have I ever had any predominance in my Imagination which could cause me to suspect myself for an Hour.37 

			 

			It is difficult to evaluate this account, but what emerges from it is that ‘the woman had a bottom of good sense’ and cannot be deemed either mad or hysterical. She was, however, in a permanent state of anxiety about her ‘young ones’, having lost so many at birth or in infancy – it is a mistake to assume that these losses, so frequent in the eighteenth century, were something mothers used just to accept – and the mind in a state of high anxiety is very finely tuned. Mental and physical toughness enabled her to remain active, engaged and alert throughout her 79 years and, after a short final illness, left her longing ‘to flit away’.
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