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Introduction





George III preferred The Rivals to The School for Scandal; Sheridan liked the first act of The Critic best of all his writings for the stage. But in whichever order they are given they mark the high point of eighteenth-century comedy, their wit and brilliance undiminished after more than two hundred years. ‘It is such a nice play too,’ wrote Freya Stark after seeing Laurence Olivier’s production of The School for Scandal in 1947. ‘I mean it has that sort of gaiety and charity which sweetens English literature from Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, right through, an innate decency.’


The same qualities which have endeared Sheridan’s plays to so many generations of audiences run through the story of his life. His wit illumines it at every stage. Who can forget his reply to Dundas in the House of Commons: ‘The right honourable gentleman is indebted to his memory for his jests and his imagination for his facts.’ Or his answer to the watchman, when taken up drunk in the street: ‘My name – hic – is William Wilberforce.’ He had the generosity of his own Charles Surface. The painter Joseph Farington records how shortly before his death he was carried off to a sponging house (or debtor’s prison):


‘He recd. between 4 & £500 to relieve him, but at this period a Man who had been a tenant to him in Surrey, called upon him and stated that He was in the utmost distress, everything he possessed being taken for a debt. Sheridan asked Him what sum would relieve him. The man replied that £300 would restore him to his former state. Sheridan gave him the money.’


From the age of twenty-three, when The Rivals was first performed, Sheridan was a celebrity. No Irishman has ever conquered London so completely, or shone in so many different worlds. Reckless, charming and unreliable, his character was full of contradictions. As proprietor and manager of Drury Lane, he presided over one of the most brilliant periods in the history of the English stage. But his carelessness and deviousness about money were a byword; a host of unpaid actors, stagehands and small tradesmen saw the reverse side of his generosity. In Parliament his birth – as the son of an actor – and his lack of connections were inbuilt disadvantages. He rose above them to become one of the greatest parliamentary orators of all time, ranking with Fox, Burke and Pitt and perhaps at times surpassing them. But politically he almost always swam against the stream, whether in his championship of Ireland and Catholic emancipation, or his enthusiasm for the opening stages of the French Revolution. Too independent to be a good party man, he grew to be distrusted even by his opposition colleagues for what they regarded as his double dealing. His fellow Whig Lord Grey once remarked that ‘for ability and treachery He might be called the devil on earth’.


The first biography of Sheridan, John Watkins’s two-volume Memoirs of the Public and Private Life of the Right Honourable R. B. Sheridan, was published in 1817, the year after Sheridan’s death. Written from a Tory viewpoint, and hostile to him politically, it was full of inaccuracies where Sheridan’s personal life was concerned, but provided an able summary of the main events of his parliamentary career. Thomas Moore, his next biographer, drew so freely from it that he was later accused of using Watkins’s work to save himself the trouble of reading the Parliamentary Debates. Moore himself gave little credit to his predecessor: ‘Worked a little at Sheridan – badly off for materials – almost reduced to Watkins’, he wrote in his journal for 30 October 1818.


Moore’s journal covering the period when he was writing his life of Sheridan is an invaluable source. Its very first entry reads: ‘August 18 [Tuesday], 1818 – Went to Bath on my way to Leamington Spa, for the purpose of consulting Mrs LeFanu, the only surviving sister of Sheridan on the subject of her brother’s life.’ He met Mrs LeFanu two days later: ‘Found Mrs LeFanu – the very image of Sheridan – having all his features without his carbuncles – and all the light of his eyes without the illumination of his nose.’


The journal, edited by Lord John Russell and published between 1852 and 1856 by Longmans under the title Memoirs, Journal and Correspondence of Thomas Moore, has recently yielded new treasures. In 1967, Wilfred S. Dowden, Professor of English at Rice University in the USA, discovered the original manuscript of the journal while researching in the Longman archives. It consisted of twelve copy books, a number of them damaged by water and in a poor condition, and with many passages deleted, some in deference to Victorian taste, some simply because the editor found them uninteresting.


The task of restoring Russell’s deletions, placing the manuscript under a fluorescent light, with a magnifying glass, to read through the scorings to Moore’s writing underneath, was formidable, but eventually 90–95 per cent of the scored-out passages were recovered. The full text was published in six volumes between 1983 and 1991. Some of the most interesting new passages relate to Sheridan, in particular details of his elopement (‘There is no coming at the truth of this business, but I fear it was by no means the romantic affair I made it’) and the troubled course of his two marriages.


Moore’s Memoirs of the Life of the Right Honourable Richard Brinsley Sheridan, published in 1825, is probably still the classic biography. He knew Sheridan personally, though only at the end of his life, and was certainly inspired by Sheridan’s verses in his own ‘Irish Melodies’. He sympathised with him as a Whig and fellow Irishman, though he was perhaps too much in awe of the surviving grandees of the Whig party, Lord Grey and Lord Holland especially, to do justice to his political career. ‘Tommy loves a Lord’, as Byron remarked.


Of later nineteenth-century biographies, Sheridan, in the English Men of Letters series by Mrs Oliphant (1883), and The Lives of the Sheridans by Percy Fitzgerald (1886) are both more or less hostile to Sheridan. Mrs Oliphant, as Professor E. H. Mikhail puts it, rises up against her subject ‘in all the outraged virtue of a Victorian matron confronted with sin’; Fitzgerald’s book, while acknowledging his greatness as an orator and playwright, portrays him as little better than a swindler in financial matters. W. Fraser Rae’s Sheridan, 1896, on the other hand, goes too far in the opposite direction. Written at the request of Sheridan’s great-grandson, the Marquess of Dufferin and Ava, who placed his family papers at his disposal, it included much new material but was ‘monotonously laudatory’ in its tone. Fitzgerald, predictably, accused it of shamelessly whitewashing Sheridan.


Walter Sichel’s monumental Sheridan (1909) also included new material, but is so rambling and copious that it almost overwhelms its subject. Sheridan’s great-great-grandson Wilfred Sheridan remarked that it would bury Sheridan for a century. There have been a number of shorter biographies since then, of which R. Crompton Rhodes’s Harlequin Sheridan (1933) is perhaps the most distinguished. Most recently James Morwood’s The Life and Work of Richard Brinsley Sheridan (1985) examines the various themes in Sheridan’s life, as a playwright, theatre manager and politician, and provides a critical discussion of the major plays. Stanley Ayling’s Sheridan: A Portrait, published the same year, gives an incisive overview.


Moore, Rae, Sichel and, since 1966, the collected edition of Sheridan’s letters, edited and annotated by Cecil Price, are still the main authorities on Sheridan’s life. But Sheridan was so much a figure in eighteenth-and early nineteenth-century society that there is scarcely a political or theatrical memoir of the time which does not refer to him, and there is an abundance of further information in the newspapers, letters and journals of the day. There seems a place for a more substantial general biography than has appeared in recent years, showing him against this wider background, and making use of the new material now available as well as consulting the Sheridan archives in Belfast, Stafford and elsewhere.


Sheridan’s comedies were all written by the time that he was twenty-eight; his political career thereafter spanned more than thirty years. It is a period which has often been given short shrift by his biographers in relation to the more romantic events of his youth, his elopement, his duels, his triumphs as a playwright, but which deserves a fuller coverage. To Sheridan politics were always more important than the theatre. His parliamentary speeches run to five closely printed volumes, and even then stop short of the last four years of his career, from 1808 to 1812. It was an age of long speeches, and Sheridan’s were no exception – ‘I know I am luxuriant,’ says Mr Puff. We have to take accounts of their effect on trust, the tears and enthusiasm aroused by his speech on Warren Hastings, the pitiless invective which made Pitt’s eyes start out of their sockets with defiance, as though ‘if he advanced an atom further he would have his life’. Many of them, including that on Warren Hastings, have survived only as paraphrases, but in those which are reported verbatim we catch some of Sheridan’s true qualities, the vigour of his arguments, the flash of his humour, his humanity and common sense. It is hard to quote from them without falsifying their character, which was cumulative, building up from point to point in a way to which no extract can do justice. I have tried, however, to give something of their flavour and, at the risk of over-simplification, to set them in the context of the eventful years, from the American War of Independence to the Napoleonic War, in which they took place.


I am enormously grateful for the help I have received in writing this book – to Sheridan’s descendants, Sir Brinsley Ford, Sir Ian Fraser and Lord Plunket, and to the Marchioness of Dufferin and Ava, whose husband, the late Marquess of Dufferin and Ava, was also a Sheridan descendant; Mary, Duchess of Roxburghe, Colin Crewe and Fionn Morgan, descendants of Mrs Crewe; the late Earl of Bessborough, descendant of Lady Bessborough; Amanda Foreman, who in the course of researching her forthcoming book on Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire, drew my attention to Esther Sheridan’s letters in the Granville Papers; Kate Kavanagh for sharing her discoveries about Quilca, and Alyson and James Spooner for taking me there; Valerie and Thomas Pakenham and the Knight of Glin for their help on Sheridan’s Irish background; Katherine Kjellgren for her insights on acting in Sheridan’s plays; Douglas Matthews for undertaking the index; Dr Sergei Revyakin for his advice on medical matters; Adrian and Marina Berry for their hospitality while writing this book; my editor Roger Cazalet; the late Earl of Bessborough; His Honour A. J. Blackett-Ord; Eugenie Boyd; George Clive; Miles Gladwyn; Sebastian Grigg; Professor Peter Jupp; the late Dr Angus Macintyre; Francis Russell; Mehreen Saigol; Anthony Sheil; Christopher Sinclair-Stevenson; Harriot Tennant; Lola Armstrong, Curator of the Dufferin and Ava Collection, Clandeboye; Michael Briggs, Chairman of the Bath Preservation Trust, and Isabel Briggs; Alasdair Hawkyard, Librarian of the Vaughan Library, Harrow; Dr Anthony Malcolmson, Deputy Keeper of the Records, Public Record Office of Northern Ireland; Professor Brigitte Mitchell, Chairman of the Bath Museum, Royal Crescent; Dr Jeanne T. Newlin, former Curator of the Harvard Theatre Collection, and Michael Dumas; Victoria Partington, Department of Printed Books and Manuscripts, Sotheby’s; the Central Library, Bath; the Birmingham Art Gallery; the British Library; the Chief Herald’s Office in Dublin; the Kensington and Chelsea Public Library; the London Library; the Public Record Office; the Theatre Museum Library; the William Salt Library, Stafford. I salute the memory of my aunt, Sheila Birkenhead, whose own plans to write on Sheridan were cut short by ill health, and of my father, Ronald McNair Scott, whose encouragement cheered me in the early stages of this book. My greatest thanks of all are to my husband, Laurence Kelly, whose patience, advice and knowledge of eighteenth-century history have helped me more than I can say.
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I





Mid-eighteenth-century Dublin was a rapidly expanding city, the second largest in the British Isles and said to be the fifth in Europe – surpassed in population only by London, Paris, Rome and Madrid. Its self-confidence and civic pride were reflected in its spacious layout, the sober classicism of its terraces and squares, and the splendour of its monuments and public buildings. The equestrian statue of William III on College Green summed up the triumph of the Protestant ruling classes, the Parliament House, begun in the 1720s, was bigger than that at Westminster, and other public buildings – the Royal Hospital, the Customs House, the library at Trinity – were on an equally ambitious scale. A special commission for ‘Making Wide and Convenient Streets’ encouraged the creation of the broad main thoroughfares, where sheep and cattle on their way to market jostled with the carriages and sedan chairs of the gentry. For all its grandeur Dublin was still something of a country town, the capital of a country where agriculture remained the chief means of subsistence.


No. 12 Dorset Street, the house where Richard Brinsley Sheridan was born in 1751, was part of a fashionable new development on the north side of the city, its tall sash windows overlooking what was once the main route from the north to Dublin Bridge. It was a substantial four-storey house (now demolished to make way for modern flats) whose size and situation reflected the status of its owner. At the age of thirty-two Thomas Sheridan was at the height of his theatrical career, the manager of the Theatre Royal, Smock Alley, and, in Ireland at least, the leading actor of his day.


Thomas Sheridan came of native Irish stock. The Sheridans, or O’Sheridans as they were originally called, were one of the oldest families in Ireland: the earliest O’Sheridans were said to have arrived from Spain in the fifth or sixth century, founding an abbey on Trinity Island, in the little archipelago of lakes and islands between the towns of Cavan and Killeshandra. A sketchy but more specific family tree, preserved in the Chief Herald’s Office in Dublin, begins in 1013 with the marriage of Ostar O’Sheridan, of Togher Castle, owning ‘many great possessions in the County Cavan … as far as to the borders of the Countys of Meath, Westmeath and Longford, too many and needless to be made mention of’, to the daughter of the O’Rourke, Prince of Leitrim. It continues, unhampered by further dates, with the names of other Gaelic chieftains with whom the Sheridans were intermarried: the Princes of Sligo, Longford, Cavan, Tyrone and the O’Conor Don – a remote but glorious roll-call which remained a source of pride to their descendants. In convivial moments Richard Brinsley liked to boast of his family’s ancient, indeed princely, origins. ‘I have not the least doubt of what you say,’ the actor Joseph Munden once replied. ‘… The last time I saw your father, he was the Prince of Denmark.’


By the end of the seventeenth century the Sheridans’ estates, like the princedoms, had dwindled away. But, as Sheridan’s niece Alicia LeFanu maintained proudly in her life of his mother, Mrs Frances Sheridan, they still held their rank amongst the respectable gentry of Cavan, and, having converted from Catholicism earlier in the century, belonged to what was later called the Protestant Ascendancy. Politically their loyalties were mixed, a few remaining faithful to the Catholic James II at the time of the Glorious Revolution of 1688. One member of the family, Thomas Sheridan, formerly Secretary for Ireland, followed the king into exile as his private secretary; his brother William, Bishop of Kilmore, was deprived of his see for refusing to take the oath of allegiance to William III.


Sheridan’s grandfather, Dr Thomas Sheridan, is described as a ‘near relation’ of these two, probably a first cousin once removed. He was a scholarly, unworldly man, uninterested in politics, but with a strain of quixotry in his character that echoed theirs. ‘You cannot make him a greater compliment,’ remarked Dean Swift, ‘than by telling him before his face … how careless he was in anything relating to his own interests or fortune.’ It was a characteristic his grandson would inherit.


Dr Sheridan is best remembered as Swift’s bosom friend. He was a clergyman and schoolmaster, for many years the head of Dublin’s leading school – ‘doubtless the best instructor of youth in these kingdoms and perhaps in Europe,’ in Swift’s opinion, ‘and as great a master of the Greek and Roman languages’. The classical plays his pupils put on were famous, emptying the professional theatre on the evenings they took place. There were plays in English too and Thomas, his son, made his first stage appearance there as Mark Antony at the age of thirteen.


Swift took lessons for his friend when Dr Sheridan was ill, and he delighted in the doctor’s cheerful, witty company. They shared a taste for puns and humorous, often scabrous, verse and once exchanged poems daily for a year, on their honour not to spend more than four minutes writing them. It was at Quilca, Dr Sheridan’s small estate in Cavan, that Swift completed Gulliver’s Travels; he would stay there for months every summer with his beloved Stella, Esther Johnson, and her companion Mrs Dingley.


Quilca House no longer exists but its site by the side of a little reed-fringed lake has an unpretentious charm. Moss-covered stone walls running down to the water’s edge are all that remain of the long-vanished garden where Swift once planted the arbour he called Stella’s bower; the grassy ‘rath’ or mound nearby was the scene of outdoor theatricals in the days of Dr Sheridan’s son, the actor, with its summit boarded over as a stage. The house itself was little bigger than a cottage – a dilapidated one-storey building backing onto the farmyard and approached by an avenue of chestnut trees. Swift made endless fun of its discomforts, describing them with humorous exaggeration in his poem ‘To Quilca, a country house of Dr Sheridan, in no very good repair’:






Let me thy properties explain:


A rotten cabin dropping rain


Chimnies with scorn rejecting smoak;


Stools, tables, chairs, and bedsteads broke …








Elsewhere, in an occasional piece entitled ‘The Blunders, Misfortunes, Distresses and Deficiencies of Quilca’, he complained of ‘the kitchen perpetually crowded with savages’, large chinks in his bedroom door, a chimney so draughty that he had to stuff it with his overcoat, and ‘a great hole in the floor of the ladies’ chamber, every hour hazarding a broken leg’.


The disorder in his household was reflected in Dr Sheridan’s finances. For all his learning he was hopelessly impractical about money. ‘He was the greatest dupe in the world,’ wrote his son Thomas, ‘and a constant prey to all the indigent of his acquaintance, as well as those who were recommended to him by others.’ He entertained extravagantly, sometimes forgetting to turn up to his own dinners; he took in promising pupils for nothing; and, a particular sin in the eyes of Swift, he brought up his daughters to be fine ladies and to marry husbands with no money. His school, once the largest in Ireland, was eventually ruined by his carelessness and mismanagement, and he spent his latter years pursued by creditors. ‘I pray God,’ he wrote to Swift, ‘that you may never feel a dun to the end of your life for it is too distressing to an honest heart.’


Swift did his best to help his friend and thanks to his influence Dr Sheridan was appointed chaplain to the Viceroy with a living in Cork. But his absent-minded choice of the text, ‘Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof’, for a sermon preached on the anniversary of the Hanoverian succession aroused the memory of his family’s Jacobite connections. In the furore that followed, as Swift wrote sardonically, ‘such a clamour was raised … that we in Dublin could apprehend no less than an invasion by the Pretender, who must be landed in the South’. The unfortunate doctor was dismissed immediately, having shot his preferment, as Swift expressed it, with a single text.


At the time of Stella’s last illness, Dr Sheridan was Swift’s closest confidant. ‘I look upon this as the greatest event that can happen to me,’ Swift wrote to him, ‘but all my preparations will not suffice to make me bear it like a philosopher, nor altogether like a Christian’; and later, when Stella died, ‘The last act of life is always a tragedy at best.’ Characteristically Dr Sheridan refused the legacy she wished to leave him.


It is sad to read that towards the end of his life, as his mind grew clouded, Swift turned against his old friend, who, having fallen ill while staying at the Deanery, was cut to the heart when the Dean made it clear that his presence was no longer welcome. He left immediately in great agony of mind and died not long after, having never seen his friend again.


‘None of the charges made against him [Swift],’ wrote Thomas Sheridan, ‘bore more hard than his latter behaviour to Dr Sheridan … Afterwards when his understanding was gone and his memory had failed, when some former feelings of his heart alone remained, I had a strong instance given me by his servant William, how deep an impression the Doctor had made: who told me that when he was in that state the Dean, every day for a long time constantly asked him the same question: “William, did you know Dr Sheridan?” “Yes, sir, very well” – then with a heavy sigh, “Oh, I lost my right hand when I lost him.”’


Thomas Sheridan, Dr Sheridan’s third son, was Swift’s godson. Even when his manner to others had grown savage and strange Swift was never anything but kind to Thomas Sheridan, who regarded him as the most important influence in his life. It was from Swift that he first acquired his passionate interest in oratory and the correct pronunciation of English – the task of establishing a general standard of pronunciation, along the lines laid down by the French Academy, was one that Swift had always hoped to carry out. Years later when Thomas Sheridan came to compile his pronouncing dictionary of the English language, the work he considered his greatest achievement, he took as his ideal the pronunciation used in Swift’s younger days at the court of Queen Anne.


Thomas Sheridan was obviously the cleverest of Dr Sheridan’s many children. Impecunious though he was, his father managed to send him to Westminster, where he was awarded a king’s scholarship and where he spent his free time, according to his letters home, in visiting the London theatres. Westminster itself had a long theatrical tradition, putting on yearly plays in Greek and Latin and encouraging oratory and public speaking. It was an education designed to bring out Thomas Sheridan’s latent talents, but before he could complete his studies to take the entrance to Oxford or Cambridge, the money to make up the shortfall in his scholarship ran out and he was forced to return home. He enrolled instead at Trinity College, Dublin, intending at first to follow his father’s career of teaching but increasingly drawn to the stage: a contemporary account describes him as ‘frequenting the Playhouses, getting acquainted with the Actors and mixing in their Riots’.


Every summer leading players from London would spend two months at Dublin’s Theatre Royal, Smock Alley. In 1742, fresh from his brilliant début in London the previous year, David Garrick made his first appearance there and was greeted with such wild enthusiasm that ‘Garrick fever’, caused by the crush in trying to get places at the theatre, reached the proportions of an epidemic. For Thomas Sheridan, just down from Trinity, Garrick’s success must have been the crowning inspiration. The following January, at the age of twenty-three, he made an anonymous first appearance at Smock Alley as Richard III – the same role that Garrick had chosen for his début. The performance was a triumph and his identity such an open secret that on his next appearance a few days later, in the leading role of Racine’s tragedy Mithridate, he threw off all disguises. Never in living memory, wrote a historian of the Irish theatre, had a new performer been so well received.


It was still unusual, though not unknown, for a man of Thomas Sheridan’s education and background to become an actor. But Garrick’s father had been an army officer and Thomas Sheridan’s imagination, first fired by the theatrical performances at his father’s school, had long been captivated by the stage. Though he would explain later that he had used the theatre as a platform from which to propagate his views on oratory and education, it is unlikely that he needed any further motivation at the time.


At first all went well for Thomas Sheridan. His only play, The Brave Irishman, a rollicking farce written while he was still at Trinity, was produced at Smock Alley a few weeks after his début; its blustering hero, Captain O’Blunder (a near relation of his son’s Sir Lucius O’Trigger), was an immediate favourite with Dublin audiences. He was invited to London the following year, where he played at Covent Garden and Drury Lane, and in 1745, after two seasons in England, he returned to Dublin as manager of Smock Alley, with the avowed intention of reforming it.


It was a bold undertaking. Dublin audiences were notoriously unruly. The upper galleries, where seats were cheapest, were the scene of constant brawling, especially after the third act when tickets were half price, bringing an influx of noisy spectators from the pubs. Footmen, keeping places for their masters, fought with the audience in the pit or crowded the green-room with torches to light them home after the performance. Actors faced anything from hisses to a hail of stones and bottles if a performance failed to please; on the other hand, if they thought the house too thin to be worthwhile, they would refuse to play at all. Every stripling, as Thomas Sheridan expressed it, could bully his way behind scenes, while the stage was frequently so crowded with spectators that the actors could scarcely move between them. It was Thomas Sheridan’s great achievement, begun in his first season, to clear the stage of spectators altogether – he was the first manager in the British Isles to do so.


Thomas Sheridan’s first season at Smock Alley, made glorious by the presence of Garrick, whom he had invited from London on a profit-sharing basis, was so successful that he was able to purchase Quilca from his elder brother. His troubles began in the second, when the so-called Kelly riot set Dublin in an uproar, dividing the town, it was said, into parties ‘as violent as Whig and Tory’. One evening in January 1745, when he was playing Aesop in Vanbrugh’s comedy of that name, a drunken young man climbed over the spikes at the edge of the stage and proceeded to force his way behind scenes. Here he began abusing the actresses in ‘the most nauseous bawdry and ill language … put his hand under their petticoats, and would have forced some of them (if his ability answer’d his inclination)’ – the words are those of Edmund Burke, a Trinity student at the time. He was forcibly evicted by the theatre guards but reappeared soon after in the pit, where he started shouting insults and throwing oranges at Thomas Sheridan, who finally, goaded beyond endurance, took off the false nose he was wearing as Aesop to reply, ‘I am as good a gentleman as you are.’ Later, when the young man – a Mr E. Kelly from Galway – burst into his dressing-room with renewed abuse, he drove him off by beating him with Aesop’s staff.


That an actor should dare mistreat a gentleman, still more that he should claim to be one, were offences enough to incite the rowdier members of the audience, already resentful of Thomas Sheridan’s attempts to clear the stage. After two nights of disorder in the theatre, matters reached their climax on the third, when Thomas Sheridan was due to play again. He had been warned, however, that his life might be in danger and had reluctantly agreed to stay away. The news was the signal for a full-scale riot. With a cry of ‘Out with the ladies and down with the house!’, a band of more than fifty ‘Gentlemen’, as Kelly’s supporters were known, burst onto the stage and proceeded to rampage behind scenes, breaking down doors, smashing furniture, stabbing at the scenery and hangings with their swords, and destroying the entire theatrical wardrobe in a furious attempt to find the manager. They finally stormed off to his lodgings, but on learning he had gathered reinforcements they ‘thought proper to retire’.


It was four weeks before the damage to the theatre, amounting to several thousand pounds, could be repaired. In the interval the quarrel continued in pamphlets and the press, the Gentlemen’s party condemning the manager’s presumption; Sheridan’s supporters insisting on his right to self-defence. There were further disturbances when the theatre reopened, and it was not until the students of Trinity College, sympathetic to Sheridan as a former student, took the law into their own hands by marching on the lodgings of the leading rioters and forcing them to apologise that the violence finally died down.


Kelly, after unsuccessfully suing Thomas Sheridan for assault, was eventually tried for his part in the affair. In the course of the trial his defence counsel sneeringly remarked that he had seen a gentleman soldier and a gentleman tailor before, but never a gentleman actor. Bowing modestly, Thomas Sheridan replied, ‘Sir, I hope you see one now.’ He was much applauded for this dignified response; later when Kelly was sentenced to three months’ imprisonment and a substantial fine Sheridan won further public sympathy by pleading successfully for the sentence to be set aside. Kelly, by now a broken man, was pathetically grateful for his intervention.


The Kelly riot, at first sight so disastrous, in fact brought Thomas Sheridan good luck. He gained authority from the episode, while his magnanimity towards Kelly made him the hero of the hour. It was at this time too, according to his granddaughter Alicia LeFanu, that he first made the acquaintance of his future wife. Amongst the spate of comments on the riot was an anonymous poem in the manager’s defence whose opening line, ‘Envy will merit still pursue’, gave an indication of its general theme. On discovering the identity of the author, a Miss Frances Chamberlaine, he managed to obtain an introduction and, in his granddaughter’s words, ‘was so captivated by her conversation that a lively reciprocal attachment was the result of this first meeting’. They were married not long after.


Frances Chamberlaine, unlike her husband, was of English origin. Her father, the Archdeacon of Glendalough and Rector of St Nicholas Without in Dublin, belonged to a younger branch of the Chamberlaines of Kingsclere in Hampshire. (There was a baronetcy in the family, though he was not, as Alicia LeFanu asserted, the son of a baronet himself.) He held eccentric views on women’s education, disapproving of teaching them to read or write for fear of encouraging ‘the multiplication of love letters’ when they grew up. But Frances Chamberlaine was taught in secret by her brothers and proved so apt a pupil that she wrote a two-volume novel, a lively romance called Eugenia and Adelaide, when she was only fifteen. Unpublished in her lifetime, it was later successfully adapted by her younger daughter for the stage.


Frances Sheridan was twenty-two when she married. She is described by her granddaughter as tall and dark-haired, ‘not strictly handsome’ but with fine dark eyes which her son Richard would inherit; her high complexion as she grew older was a less fortunate legacy to her son. A troubled life lay before her, but the first few years of her marriage were probably her happiest. Thomas Sheridan is often remembered as a cranky, misguided figure, obsessed with his theories of oratory, but to his wife, in the early days of their relationship, he appeared in a more romantic guise. She wrote of his acting,






If every talent, every power to please,


Sense joined with spirit, dignity with ease,


If elocution of the noblest kind,


Such as at once inflames and melts the mind,


Looks strong and piercing as the bird of Jove,


Address insinuating and soft as Love …


If these can form a character complete,


All these in Sheridan’s performance meet.








Richard Brinsley was the Sheridans’ second surviving son – their eldest child, Thomas, had died a year earlier at the age of three. The exact date of his birth – late September or October – has never been established but his christening, which must have followed shortly after, took place on 4 November 1751, in the parish church of St Mary’s, Mary Street. His second name, Brinsley, was a family name of his godfather Lord Lanesborough, his first appearing mistakenly as Thomas, not Richard, in the church register. His elder brother, Charles Francis, had been born the previous year; two sisters, Alicia and Elizabeth, would follow in 1753 and 1757 respectively. A third brother, Sackville, died in infancy in 1754.


For the first few years of Richard’s life his family divided their time between Dublin and Quilca, where Thomas Sheridan had taken on the role of country squire – he is described as ‘immersed in Turf bogs’ in one of his wife’s letters. The once shabby house had been transformed by the scene painter John Lewis, with painted panels in almost every room, a landscape of clouds on the ceiling of the sitting-room, and classical medallions representing Shakespeare, Milton, Swift and Dr Sheridan on the walls below. Two portraits of Thomas Sheridan and his wife from about this time were probably the work of Lewis too, Thomas Sheridan sharp-featured and alert in a dressing-gown and velvet tam-o’-shanter, his wife in ermine and white satin, with the same long upper lip and humorous glance we see in portraits of her son.


With the Kelly riot behind him, Thomas Sheridan now dominated the Dublin theatre – a satirical poet of the day described him as ‘King Tom’. Many of the reforms he had hoped for in the theatre had taken place. Actors were better paid and better rehearsed; audiences, at least for the time being, were better behaved. By abolishing half-price tickets after the third act, the drunken brawling in the galleries had been reduced. Footmen no longer waited in the green-room, or fought for places in the pit, and a one-way system had been devised to stop the crush of carriages after the theatre. The standard of entertainment had been raised. ‘Good and chaste plays, decently represented,’ as Thomas Sheridan put it, ‘drew crowded Audiences, without the Assistance of Dances, Pantomimes or even Farces.’ There were more plays by Shakespeare than ever before, often adapted by Sheridan himself to suit his audience’s tastes. His version of Coriolanus, combining Shakespeare’s tragedy with one by the eighteenth-century poet James Thomson, was still being used a generation later by the great Shakespearean actor John Philip Kemble.


Socially too his position had improved. Encouraged by his example and by the better conditions in the theatre, other ‘gentleman’ players had joined the company. He had founded a club, the Beef Steake, with the intention of mixing actors with distinguished members of the public. Presided over by the actress Peg Woffington, whose racy reputation prevented Mrs Sheridan from meeting her, it gathered together ‘nearly all that the metropolis of Dublin could boast of talent, rank and fashion’, and was especially popular with the viceregal court.


It was Thomas Sheridan’s success in court circles, however, that indirectly brought about his downfall, for though he took no interest in politics he was generally associated with the Viceroy’s policies. The first intimation of disaster came on 2 March 1754, with a performance of Voltaire’s tragedy Mahomet. The play coincided with a bout of ill feeling towards the government, who were accused of using Irish revenues to pay English debts. Its fiery denunciations of tyranny were received with rapturous applause, while a speech at the end of the first act by the actor West Digges, condemning corruption in high places, was considered so apt that the audience demanded an encore.


If Thomas Sheridan had known what trouble lay ahead he would not have put on the play again. But he had developed the custom of asking the public to send in their requests for plays and had received so many for Mahomet that he rashly agreed to give it once more. Before doing so, he expressly asked his actors not to step out of character by repeating any passage; however, when Digges, who felt his remarks were aimed at him, asked him for specific instructions he replied with fatal ambiguity, ‘I leave you to act in that matter as you think proper.’


When the performance took place on 2 March the whole house was waiting for Digges’s speech at the end of the first act, and when it was given they demanded an encore. After some confusion Digges asked to be excused as ‘compliance would be greatly injurious to him’, whereupon the audience yelled for Sheridan, the man they thought responsible. But Sheridan, feeling that any confrontation would only enrage them more, ordered the curtains to be lowered and went home. Deprived of their prey, and unimpressed by Digges’s belated assurances that Sheridan had not forbidden him to give an encore, the audience proceeded to wreck the theatre. By the time they had finished the inside was destroyed and the structure saved from fire only by some brave servants who had managed to extinguish a grate of burning coals which had been overturned. Sheridan was effectively ruined, eight years of hard work as manager gone for nothing. His wife had gone into premature labour on the news that her husband was in danger, and the baby – christened Sackville, after the Viceroy, the Duke of Dorset – died a few weeks later.


There was considerable sympathy for Sheridan in the disaster which had befallen him. The Duke of Dorset offered him a pension of £300, but Sheridan refused it on the grounds that the calumnies against him – of being in the pay of the government – would be confirmed if he accepted. Nor did he accept the help he was offered to repair the theatre. For the time being he was determined to sever his connections with Smock Alley. He was thirty-five and he had other plans.


It was only natural, considering his father’s profession, that Thomas Sheridan should be interested in education. He spent the first few months of his retirement at Quilca preparing an ‘academical project’, later known as British Education, which he hoped would pave the way for an alternative career. In it, he set out the themes that would become the keynotes of his work – the importance of learning English as opposed to the classics, and the revival of the art of oratory.


By the time the book appeared Thomas Sheridan was in London, acting at Covent Garden. He was overshadowed, however, by the success of Garrick at Drury Lane and was perhaps not sorry when, in the spring of 1756, he was invited to return as manager to Smock Alley. He crossed the Irish Sea on the viceregal yacht, and was greeted on his first appearance at the theatre by an audience of over a thousand people. For a time all went well, but the honeymoon lasted only two years. Another actor, Spranger Barry, set up a rival theatre in Crow Street, enticing several of Sheridan’s best players away. Dublin audiences were fickle. Deeply in debt, having borrowed to take up his share in the theatre, Thomas Sheridan decided to give up the struggle. He rented out the house and land at Quilca and sold the furniture and stock. In June 1758 he went to London to engage new actors for Smock Alley. He did not return, perhaps fearing his creditors, and resigned for good the following March.


Thomas Sheridan’s eleven years as manager had ended in disaster for him personally, but they had been of supreme importance for the Dublin theatre. Like his father, he had never been much interested in money, ploughing back his profits for the benefit of the theatre, rather than lining his own pockets. He had insisted on high standards from his performers, luring the best London players with the salaries he offered and picking out new talent with an unerring eye. Above all, he had raised the expectations of his audiences, showing that the Dublin theatre could rival London’s, and laid the foundations of a theatrical tradition that has lasted to this day. As his biographer Esther Sheldon remarks: ‘Thomas Sheridan would have been pleased, but not surprised, at the Abbey Theatre.’
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Thomas Sheridan left Dublin with the most prosperous period of his life behind him. ‘He wakes as from a dream,’ he had written in a parting letter to the Dublin public, ‘and finds that the best and most vigorous of his years have been employed to no purpose. Persecuted by implacable enemies, abandoned by many pretended friends … and daily experiencing the blackest instances of ingratitude from persons most obliged to him, he must look out for a new course of life, a new country and new friends.’


He did not give up acting altogether – his King John at Drury Lane in 1760 was said to outshine Garrick’s – but from now on the main thrust of his interests lay with the subjects discussed in British Education, the promotion of oratory and educational reform. Many of Thomas Sheridan’s ideas were far ahead of his time. In a period when the study of the classics took up a disproportionate amount of every schoolboy’s time, he insisted on the importance of English language and literature in education. Whilst he was still in Dublin he had set up plans for a Hibernian Academy which he had hoped would discourage absenteeism from Ireland to the English public schools. Its prospectus was remarkably liberal: teaching was to be in small groups or seminars, no corporal punishment was permitted and special attention was to be paid to the pupils’ individual talents. The plan had failed to materialise, largely due to prejudice against him as an actor, and he now hoped to propagate his views more widely by writing and lecturing in England.


The Sheridans set up house in Henrietta Street, near Covent Garden. Richard and his sister Alicia had been left behind in Ireland during the Sheridans’ earlier stay in England, only Charles, the elder brother, accompanying his parents. The two children had attended the school run by their mother’s cousin, Samuel Whyte, an enlightened teacher who shared many of Thomas Sheridan’s views. Their mother had worried about them from a distance. ‘How are my dear little ones,’ she wrote to Whyte. ‘Do they often talk of me? Keep me alive in their remembrances. I have all a mother’s anxiety about them, and long to have them over with me.’ She arranged for their nursemaid to go with them when they boarded, and made excuses when her husband failed to pay their fees. Poor woman, she often had to soothe her husband’s creditors.


Richard was eight when he joined his parents in England. He would never return to Ireland again but the first few years of a child’s life are said to be the most impressionable and his love for his country, reflected over the years in his championship of Catholic emancipation, went deep. In the character of Sir Lucius O’Trigger, touchy, proud, so poor he ‘can’t afford to do a dirty action’, he drew a portrait of the impoverished Irish gentry to which his family belonged; whilst from his time at Quilca came a feeling for the Irish countryside and country people. In his poem ‘Irish Biddy’ he depicts the scenes he must have known in childhood:






There rises up the cabin small,


With roof of thatch, and low mud wall,


The stagnant pool before the door,


The grunting pig upon the floor,


You know them, Biddy.







But far beyond the mud and all,


I see the mountains grand and tall,


The beech and hawthorn in the bloom –


The spot where lies my mother’s tomb


In Ireland, Biddy!








We do not know whether he attended the auction at Quilca, when the family’s possessions were put up for sale, but perhaps some memory of it may have lingered in The School for Scandal when he wrote the picture auction scene. The particulars in Faulkner’s Dublin Journal give us a vivid picture of an eighteenth-century squireen’s household, half farmhouse, half gentleman’s residence:


AUCTION AT QUILCA




To be sold by public cant [auction] at Quilca in the County of Cavan, on Friday the 5th day of May next 1758, all the Household Furniture belonging to Thomas Sheridan Esq., consisting of fine feather Beds and Bedding, Fourpost, Settee and Field Beds with Harateen and Linen Curtains, and Window Curtains of the same, Press and Settle Beds, Mahogany and Oak Card and Tea Tables, Chests of Drawers, Desks, Chairs, Sconces and other Glasses, some Coins, Flintware and Glasses, one fine Landscape in a handsome Frame, some Kitchen Furniture, utensils for the Dairy and Brewery, a large binn for Oats, and Chests, a good Bombcart, a Crane and Weights, Carrs and Carts, Ploughs, Harrows and Drafts, with other implements of Husbandry too tedious to mention. Also Milch Cows, Heifers in Calf, some three year old Bullocks, and some high-bred young Mares got by Mogul, Scar and Bashaw. The sale to begin at 11 o’clock and continue till all are sold. Dated 24th Day of April, 1758.





In London Thomas Sheridan and his wife were soon the centre of a lively circle which included such figures as Dr Johnson and the novelist Samuel Richardson. ‘Mr Sheridan’s well informed and bustling company never suffered the conversation to stagnate,’ as Boswell wrote later, ‘and Mrs Sheridan was a most agreable companion to an intellectual man.’ On one of the evenings in Henrietta Street, Samuel Whyte, who was staying with them, looked out of the window to see the lumbering figure of Dr Johnson pausing, with the strange superstition his biographers record, to touch the top of each post beside the carriageway as he made his way to see his friends.


Thomas Sheridan’s talks on oratory and elocution were a great success. His lectures at the Pewterers’ Hall and Spring Gardens were attended by as many as sixteen hundred subscribers, each paying a guinea apiece. He spoke at Oxford and Cambridge, receiving an honorary degree from each university. He travelled to Edinburgh, where he received yet another degree and where he gave lessons in pronunciation to notables concerned to lose their Scots accents, amongst them Alexander Wedderburn, later Lord Loughborough, and the young James Boswell. Boswell, with his natural tendency to hero worship, was an enthusiastic admirer of Thomas Sheridan. He called him ‘my mentor, my Socrates’, and so far benefited from his teaching that Dr Johnson, whom he met soon afterwards, told him kindly, ‘Sir, your accent is not offensive.’


It was thanks to the influence of Lord Loughborough, and indirectly to Thomas Sheridan, that Dr Johnson received a pension of £300 in 1762. ‘Sheridan rang the bell’, as Loughborough put it. But when Thomas Sheridan, who had published a prospectus for a pronouncing dictionary of the English language, was awarded a pension of £200 shortly after, Johnson ungraciously exclaimed: ‘What! Have they given him a pension? Then it is time for me to give up mine.’


His remark, repeated by ‘some damn’d good-natured friend or other’, caused a rift between the two men, and, though Johnson always claimed that he had added ‘that he was glad Sheridan had got his pension for he was a very good man’, they were never reconciled. Thomas Sheridan was generally supposed to have the wrong of this dispute by continuing to hold a grudge, but perhaps other remarks of Johnson’s had also been repeated to him. It was hard for someone so devoted to the cause of oratory to hear that Johnson thought his efforts negligible: ‘Sir, it is burning a farthing candle at Dover to show light at Calais’; still worse to be contemptuously summed up: ‘Why Sir, Sherry is dull, naturally dull, but it must have taken him a great deal of pains to become what he is. Such an excess of stupidity is not in nature.’


Dismissive – and perhaps a little jealous – though he was of Thomas Sheridan, Johnson always had the highest admiration for his wife. In 1761, just before the two men quarrelled, Mrs Sheridan had published a three-volume novel, The Memoirs of Miss Sydney Biddulph, a book whose tone of tearful sensibility reflected the influence of Richardson and whose moral, according to Boswell, was ‘impressed upon the mind by a series of as deep distress as can affect humanity’. She had written it with Richardson’s encouragement and the author of Clarissa had been full of its praises. So too was Johnson, who told her after reading it, ‘I know not, Madam, that you have a right, upon moral principles, to make your readers suffer so much.’


Sydney Biddulph was an immense success, and though it was published anonymously the name of its author became well known. Two years later, at the invitation of Garrick, her play The Discovery was performed at Drury Lane. The comic spirit that had shown itself only in occasional flashes in Sydney Biddulph was given full rein in the play which Garrick declared to be one of the best comedies he had ever read. Garrick took the part of the procrastinating lover Sir Anthony Branville, Thomas Sheridan that of the insinuating Lord Medway, whose artful scheme to seduce Lady Flutter, while pretending to reconcile her with her husband, has a whiff of Richard’s Joseph Surface about it. A second play, The Dupe, was less successful and was withdrawn after just one performance, supposedly because of an actress’s cabal.


Some time before, while staying in Windsor, the Sheridans had made the acquaintance of an Eton schoolmaster, Robert Sumner. He was appointed headmaster of Harrow soon after, and in 1762, at the age of eleven, Richard was sent to school there. Charles, his elder brother, remained at home, a decision that has always seemed strange and which is only partly explained in a letter from his mother to Samuel Whyte: ‘Dick has been at Harrow school since Christmas. As he may probably fall into a bustling life, we have a mind to accustom him to shift: for himself. Charles’s domestic and sedentary turn is best suited to a home education.’


Founded in 1570, with a charter from Queen Elizabeth, Harrow’s prosperity had begun at the end of the seventeenth century when it began to take ‘foreigners’ or boys from other parishes. By the mid eighteenth century it had become a full-fledged public school, close to Eton in prestige, but less aristocratic in its intake, with the majority of the boys coming from professional backgrounds. Acting, however, was not considered an acceptable profession for a parent and Richard suffered misery in his early years at Harrow. Slighted by the masters and tormented by the boys as a poor player’s son, he took such a dislike to the stage that he told Lord Holland years later that he had never seen any plays, except his own, right through from beginning to end – a statement that if not true at least had an imaginative truth about it.


His life at school became still harder when in 1764 his family moved to Blois. Still burdened by debts from Smock Alley, Thomas Sheridan had never shaken off his money troubles. In France he could not only escape his ‘merciless creditors’ but live far more cheaply than in England. Cut off from his family, Richard sometimes spent his holidays with Mr Aikenhead, a ‘splendid West Indian’ living at Richmond, but more often at Harrow where Mr Sumner’s housekeeper, Mrs Purdon, took a motherly interest in him. The diarist Thomas Creevey, to whom he talked of his schooldays, records him as saying, ‘that he was a very low spirited boy, much given to crying when he was alone; and he attributed this very much to being neglected by his father, to his being left without money, and to not being taken home at the regular holidays’.


Richard Chamberlaine, his mother’s brother, a surgeon living in London, was his guardian as far as money was concerned and his nephew’s first surviving letter is to him. It is easy to read his homesickness between the lines.




Dear Uncle – As it is not more than three weeks to the holy days, I should be greatly obliged to you, if you could get me some new clothes as soon as possible, for those which I have at present are very bad and as I have no others; I am almost ashamed to wear them on a sunday … Mr Somner asked me the other day if I had heard lately from my Brother and says he has not heard from them this long time; if you have had a letter recently I should be obliged to [you if] you would let me know how they are, and when they come to England for I long to see them.


I should be greatly obliged to you if you would let me have some cloaths as soon as possible, for when these want mending I have no others to wear. Mr and Mrs Somner are very well. I am Dear Uncle Your affectionate nephew R. B. Sheridan.





Meanwhile, in Blois, where Thomas Sheridan’s lodgings had become a popular stopping place for young men and their tutors starting on the Grand Tour, Frances Sheridan had written two further volumes of her novel, culminating in the death of her heroine Sydney Biddulph after a lifetime of undeserved calamities: ‘She stopped short, as if interrupted by some sudden and extraordinary emotion; a fine colour flushed at once into her face, and her eyes, which were before sunk and languishing, seemed in an instant to have recovered all their fire. I never saw so animated a figure; she sprang forward with energy, her arms extended, her eyes lifted up with rapture, and with an elevated voice she cried out “I come!” Then, sinking down softly on her pillow, she closed her eyes and expired without a sigh.’


The deathbed scene she described was soon to be echoed in real life. In the autumn of 1766, hearing the news that an amnesty for insolvent debtors passed in England might extend to Ireland, Thomas Sheridan was preparing to go to Dublin when his wife fell ill. She died a fortnight later. Thomas Sheridan was inconsolable. ‘I have lost, what the world cannot repair,’ he wrote to Samuel Whyte, ‘a bosom friend, another self. My children have lost – oh! their loss is neither to be expressed, nor repaired. But the will of God be done.’


For Richard the loss of a mother from whom he had so often been absent, first in Ireland and then at school, must have been a stunning blow. Writing to Richard in his last sad years of drink and debt, his sister Alicia blamed many of his troubles on the lack of his mother’s care and guidance in his youth. He was too young to indulge in the luxury of his father’s effusions. His letter to his uncle on the matter was brief and stoic:




Dear Uncle – It is now almost a week since Mr Somner told me the melancholy news of my poor mother’s death; and as Mr Somner has not heard what time my Father will be home, he desires me to write to you about mourning. I have wrote To Riley, who, with your orders, will make me a suit of Black. I should be obliged to you if you would let me know what time you expect my Father.


You will excuse the shortness of this letter, as the subject is disagreeable, from your affectionate Nephew, R. B. Sheridan.


P.S. I must have a new hat with a crape and black stokins and buckles. I should be glad of them on Saturday.





Despite his sorrow at his mother’s death, Richard’s final years at Harrow were happier than his first. He had been a solitary boy, recalling years later how he used to study in the fields alone, with a piece of dry bread and sausage for refreshment, washed down with water from a brook or pond. But as he went up the school and gained in confidence he began to make friends. His natural geniality and charm revealed themselves, and though he was considered by his masters as a very idle, careless boy this did him no harm in his fellow pupils’ eyes.


The learned Dr Parr, once described as a ‘Whig Dr Johnson’, was a young schoolmaster in Richard’s last two years at Harrow, and a kindly influence in his life. In letters to his biographer Thomas Moore, he gives a sympathetic picture of his pupil, whom he remembered as inferior to many of his fellows in the ordinary business of the school, but with just sufficient industry to save him from disgrace.


‘All the while,’ he added, ‘Sumner and myself saw in him the vestiges of a superior intellect. His eye, his countenance, his general manner were striking. His answers to any common question were prompt and acute. We knew the esteem, and even admiration, which, somehow or other, all his school fellows felt for him. He was mischievous enough, but his pranks were accompanied by a sort of vivacity and cheerfulness, which delighted Sumner and myself. I had much talk with him about his apple-loft, for the supply of which all the gardens in the neighbourhood were taxed, and some of the lower boys were employed to furnish it. I threatened, but without much asperity, to trace the depredations, through his associates, up to their leader. He, with perfect good humour set me at defiance, and I never could bring the charge home to him.’


Richard left Harrow in his seventeenth year, probably because there was no more money to cover his fees. He left behind his name, carved in the dark oak panelling of the Fourth Form Room, where it can still be seen, not far from that of Byron, who followed him thirty-eight years later. His early years at school had been unhappy, but he must have kept a pleasant memory of Harrow, for he would later take a house there, a fine Georgian mansion called The Grove, with marvellous views from the top of the hill. When Dr Sumner died Sheridan is said to have mourned him like a father, and on his own father’s death his first wish was to bury him in the churchyard at Harrow, where Robert Sumner was already buried. Though the plan did not materialise, it showed his affection for the place where he had spent his school days, and Harrow in its turn came to think of him with pride. In a letter to Thomas Moore, Byron recalled how in his time ‘we used to show his name – R. B. Sheridan, 1765 – as an honour to the walls’.


There was no question of Richard going to university. His father, who had returned to London with the worst of his debts behind him, had plans to educate his son himself, and Richard was able to rejoin his family at the house they had taken in Frith Street, Soho. Years later his sister Alicia recalled the joy of her reunion with her brother:


‘I saw him; and my childish attachment revived with double force. He was handsome, not merely in the eyes of a partial sister but generally allowed to be so. His cheeks had the glow of health, his eyes – the finest in the world – the brilliancy of genius, were as soft as a tender affectionate heart could render them. The same playful fancy, the same sterling and innocuous wit, that was shown afterwards in his writings, cheered and delighted the family circle. I admired him — I almost adored him. I would most willingly have sacrificed my life for him.’


Thomas Sheridan was a strict disciplinarian, managing his household, as one biographer remarked, as sternly as he did a theatre. There were morning prayers every day and on Sundays he would expound on a passage from the Bible or the sermon of the morning. Despite his differences with Dr Johnson he was a great admirer of Johnson’s writing and his daughters would be made to read long passages from the Rambler, then wearied still further by his corrections of their faults. But he had a genial side to his nature as well: in the evening he liked to indulge in a mixture of brandy and hot water which he called his ‘panacea’, and his favourite toast as he looked down the table at his family was ‘Healths, hearts and homes’.


Thomas Sheridan taught grammar and oratory to his sons, while an Irish tutor, Lewis Ker, gave them lessons in Latin and mathematics. They were instructed in riding and fencing by the great duelling master Domenick Angelo, an old friend of the family, whose manège and School of Arms were close by; Richard’s lessons as a swordsman would later stand him in good stead. In return, Thomas Sheridan and Richard taught elocution to Angelo’s son Henry, eleven years old, and Henry in his memoirs gives an amusing glimpse of their different methods:


‘With the elder Sheridan all was pomposity and impatience. He had a trick of hemming, to clear his throat and, as I was not apt, he urged me on with – “Hem – hem – heiugh – em, boy, you mumble like a bee in a tar bottle; why do you not catch your tone from me? – Heiugh – heium – exalt your voice – up with it. Caesar sends health to Cato. Cannot you deliver your words – hem – hem – heiugh – m-m-m, with a perspicuous pronunciation, Sir.”


‘With his son Richard it was, “Bravo, Harry, now again; courage, my boy – Well said, my young Trojan!”’


Richard spent two years in London; he would describe them later as the time ‘in which he acquired all the reading and learning he had upon any subject’. Amongst his papers from this period are sketches for stories and plays, including an adaptation of The Vicar of Wakefield; letters on politics in the style of Junius, then at the height of his fame; the opening number of a satirical newspaper, Hernan’s Miscellany, abandoned for lack of funds; and an unfinished essay on prosody in which, echoing his father, he dismissed the idea of modelling English poetry on Greek and Latin verse: ‘We have lost all knowledge of the antient accent; – we have lost their Pronunciation; – all puzzling about [it] is ridiculous and trying to find the melody of our own verse by theirs is still worse. We should have had all our own metres, if we had never heard a word of their language.’


Richard had been a great reader of poetry at school, according to Dr Parr, and together with a friend, Nathaniel Brassey Halhed, had translated some of the poems of Theocritus into verse. Halhed was now at Oxford, and the two young men had embarked on another, longer verse translation from the Love Epistles of Aristaenetus, a series of mildly erotic fables, some humorous, some romantic, by an obscure Greek writer of the fifth or sixth century AD. Halhed, as the superior Greek scholar, provided the first draft, which Richard adapted and embellished as well as adding verses of his own. ‘I have some time had full belief and confidence,’ wrote the admiring Halhed, ‘that every correction of yours would be an emendation and every addition a new perfection.’


Lewis Ker, the tutor, took it on himself to find a publisher and the translation finally appeared in 1771. Published anonymously, it ran into two small editions and was moderately well reviewed; one critic, Ker told Richard, had even ascribed it to Dr Johnson. Richard, however, took little pride in this work. Years later, when someone produced a copy of the book and taxed him with its authorship, he put it in his pocket and went off without a word.


A more frivolous co-production was a farce called Jupiter, set, as The Critic would be, during a rehearsal, and recounting the amours of gods and mortals, with Jupiter and Juno as usual in dispute. The playwright Simile, here seen supervising the action, is a dim foreshadowing of Mr Puff: 




SIM. Now for a phoenix of a song.






             Song by JUPITER


You dogs, I’m Jupiter imperial;


King, emperor and pope ethereal;


Master of th’ordnance of the sky.








SIM. Z—nds, where’s the ordnance? Have you forgot the pistol? (To the Orchestra.)


ORCHESTRA (to someone behind the scenes). Tom, are not you prepared?


TOM (from behind the scenes). Yes, Sir, but I flash’d in the pan a little out of time, and had I stayed to prime, I should have shot a bar too late.





The two young men – whose joint ages, as Halhed remarked, did not amount to thirty-eight – had great hopes of making money with their play. ‘The thoughts of £200 between us are enough to bring tears into one’s eyes,’ wrote Halhed. But though it was offered to Garrick at Drury Lane and Foote, the manager of the Haymarket theatre, it was never performed – perhaps a lucky thing in retrospect since it left the way clear for The Critic.


While Richard was trying his hand as a writer, his father had been busy with his usual round of acting, writing, lecturing, and working on his pronouncing dictionary – a project which annoyed Dr Johnson almost as much as his pension had done. When Boswell, in 1772, ventured to suggest that Sheridan’s plan of marking the vowels to ascertain the right pronunciation was a good one, he was roundly contradicted: ‘Why, Sir, consider how much easier it is to learn a language by the ear, than by any marks. Sheridan’s Dictionary may do very well; but you cannot always carry it about with you; and when you want the word, you have not the Dictionary. It is like a man who has a sword that will not draw. It is an admirable sword to be sure: but while your enemy is cutting your throat, you are unable to use it. Besides Sir, what entitles Sheridan to fix the pronunciation of English?’


Side by side with his pronouncing dictionary – which would not appear till 1780 – Thomas Sheridan produced a further treatise on educational reform, A Plan of Education for the Young Nobility and Gentry of Great Britain. Published in 1769, it expanded on his earlier ideas and was dedicated to ‘the Father of his People George III’. But its offer to devote his life to education – provided his pension was increased – not surprisingly went unanswered.


In the autumn of 1770, perhaps in search of cheaper lodgings, Thomas Sheridan decided to move his family to Bath. His ostensible reason was to set up a school in which his rejected theories could be put into practice and where his sons could assist him as ‘rhetorical ushers’. An advertisement announcing ‘An Academy for the regular instruction of Young Gentlemen in the art of reading and reciting and Grammatical Knowledge of the English tongue’ was placed in the Bath Chronicle but seems to have attracted no replies. Richard told Creevey years later that the project was ‘presently laughed off the stage’.


Fortunately, Thomas Sheridan had other strings to his bow. Some years before, he had devised a series of so-called Attic Entertainments, combining recitations from the English poets with vocal and instrumental music. It was a sweetening of the educational pill that suited his dramatic instincts; Mrs Siddons and John Philip Kemble would later follow the same formula. In Bath, with its public of fashionable idlers, he hoped to find a captive audience for his entertainments. Meanwhile his sons, reprieved from the drudgery of teaching, could plunge into the pleasures of the country’s best-known watering place. For Richard, at the age of nineteen, Bath would be a social education.




Notes


1 He wakes as from a dream … Rae, I, 25


2 How are my dear little ones … Watkins, I, 159


3 can’t afford to do a dirty action … The Rivals, III, i


4 There rises up the cabin small … Dufferin Archive, D.1071B/D2/1


5 Mr Sheridan’s well informed … Boswell, 132


6 my mentor, my Socrates … Pottle, 9


7 Sir, your accent is not offensive … Boswell, 232


8 Sheridan rang the bell … Sichel, I, 249


9 What! Have they given him a pension … Boswell, 131


10 some damn’d good-natured friend or other … The Critic, I, i


11 Sir, it is burning a farthing candle … Boswell, 154


12 Why Sir, Sherry is dull … ibid., 154


13 impressed upon the mind … ibid., 133


14 I know not, Madam … LeFanu, 113


15 Dick has been at Harrow … Speeches, V, iv


16 that he was a very low spirited boy … Gore, 33


17 Dear Uncle – As it is not … Letters, I, 1


18 She stopped short … Alicia LeFanu, 293


19 I have lost, what the world cannot repair … Watkins, I, 134


20 Dear Uncle – It is now almost a week … Letters, I, 3


21 All the while … Sumner and myself … Moore, I, 8


22 we used to show his name … Marchand, VI, 68


23 I saw him; and my childish attachment … Moore, I, 15


24 With the elder Sheridan … Angelo, I, 299


25 in which he acquired … Gore, 33


26 We have lost all knowledge … Moore, I, 268


27 I have some time had full belief … Rae, I, 113


28 Now for a phoenix of a song … ibid., 111


29 The thoughts of £200 between us … ibid., 99


30 Why, Sir, consider how much easier … Boswell, 232


31 presently laughed off the stage … Gore, 33






















III





The Sheridans arrived in Bath at the end of September 1770. They found lodgings in Kingsmead Street, ‘a very neat house, pleasantly situated and very cheap’, as Richard described it in a letter to Mrs Angelo, giving her a mock ceremonial account of their proceedings:




May it please your Majesty


At a meeting of the Sheridanian society, in Parlour assembled, the following resolutions (amongst many others of great importance) were determined on, and I appointed to give your Majesty information of them.


Thomas Sheridan esqr. in the chair – RBS Sec.







	Resolved – that we are all alive. N.B. this pass’d nem. con.


	Resolved – that her majesty be acquainted thereof.


	That RBS be honoured with that commission …





He invited her to stay (‘[which] will be much to the benefit of your Majesty’s health and spirits’) and added a further invitation from the presiding genius of the place:




I have likewise another embassy to your Majesty; this is from King Bladud, who (as the Bath Guide inform[s] us) reigned in England about 900 years before Christ, and was the first discoverer of these springs. This King keeps his state on a fine rotten post in the middle of the water, decorated with a long account of his pedigree. His Majesty whispered me the other day that having heard of your fame, he has long wished to see you; he says that, except his sister of Orange, he has not seen a royal female for a long time; and bid me at the same time assure your majesty, that tho’ in his youth, about three thousand years ago, he was reckoned a man of Gallantry, yet he now never offers to take the least advantage of any lady bathing beneath his Throne, nor need the purest modesty be offended at his glances – So says his Majesty of Bladud: and injustice I must acknowledge that he seems to be as demure, grave and inoffensive a King as ever sat upon a – post.





Since the days of King Bladud, traditionally regarded as the founder of the city, Bath had been through many ups and downs. Celebrated as a spa in Roman times, and long known for the healing virtues of its waters, it had been a centre of the cloth trade in the Middle Ages and then fallen into comparative neglect. Two visits of Queen Anne and her husband in 1702 and 1703 helped to revive its reputation as a watering place, but it was not until the arrival of Beau Nash shortly after that Bath became really fashionable. Under his reign as Master of Ceremonies the Pump Room and the two lower Assembly Rooms were built, and a series of formal rules and regulations provided a social framework for visitors to the city, whether taking the waters or not. Stimulated by Nash, a wave of building began. Ralph Allen (who had made his fortune in the Post Office) developed the quarries which produced the honey-coloured local stone. The two Woods, father and son, led the way in rebuilding and expanding the city on classical lines. By 1770 most of the Palladian crescents, squares and terraces that made up eighteenth-century Bath had been laid out, though the New Assembly Rooms and Royal Crescent in the upper part of the town were not completed till the following year. From almost everywhere there were views of the surrounding hills, and the woods and fields that edged the town were never far away.


At a time when foreign travel was a major undertaking, and seaside holidays only just becoming fashionable, Bath was a Mecca for those who sought distraction and a change of air as well as for those who came for their health. Jaded Londoners, country squires, quack doctors, scheming mothers, nabobs, noblemen, and young men on the make mixed freely in an atmosphere where acquaintances were quickly made and as quickly forgotten when the time came to leave. The formal etiquette first imposed by Nash replaced the usual distinctions of rank, and there were few places where those whose social credentials, like Richard’s, were shaky could more easily enter society.


From the first peal of the Abbey bells that greeted distinguished new arrivals to the town, visitors to Bath fell into a holiday routine. ‘’Tis a good lounge,’ says Fag, the servant in the The Rivals; ‘in the morning we go to the pump-room (though neither my Master nor I drink the waters); after breakfast we saunter on the parades or play a game at billiards; at night we dance: but d—n the place, I’m tired of it: their regular hours stupefy me – not a fiddle nor a card after eleven!’


With so much leisure to be filled there was a constant demand for entertainment. Coffee-houses, lending libraries, booksellers, milliners and print shops did a thriving trade. There were daily concerts in the Pump Room and the Assembly Rooms, subscription dances twice a week, and thrice-weekly performances at the theatre, where the latest plays from London could be seen. Portrait painters, music teachers – and lecturers on elocution – found a ready market for their wares, and Thomas Sheridan must have begun his Attic Entertainments with high hopes of success.


His first performance took place at Simpson’s Assembly Rooms on 24 November 1770. He spoke on oratory and recited Dryden’s ‘Ode to St Cecilia’, while Elizabeth Linley, a young singer with whom he had already worked in London, sang such songs as ‘I have oft heard Mary say’, ‘Black-eyed Susan’, and ‘Rosey Bowers’ by Purcell. Her performance on this occasion is said to have earned her the sobriquet of St Cecilia, and it is regrettably true that she, far more than Thomas Sheridan, was the draw.


Thomas Sheridan had known the Linley family since 1763 when his wife had accompanied him on a lecture tour to Bath and taken singing lessons from Elizabeth’s father, Thomas Linley. To Mrs Sheridan, who had ‘a fine voice and considerable taste in music’, Thomas Linley’s lessons ‘opened a new world of harmony to her senses’. She carried her enthusiasm back to London where her daughter Alicia, who shared a room with her, remembered being kept awake by her mother repeating the last song she had learnt from Linley.


Thomas Linley, son of a carpenter, who had come to Bath in the building boom of the 1740s, had been apprenticed to the musician Thomas Chilcot, organist of Bath Abbey, and later studied under William Boyce. He had been appointed director of the public concerts in the Assembly Rooms in 1766 and was famous as a teacher of singing and the harpsichord. He was famous too as the father of a brilliantly gifted family of musicians, ‘a nest of nightingales’ as Dr Burney called them. In 1770, the year the Sheridans came to Bath, the Linleys’ eldest son, also Thomas, was in Florence studying with the well-known violinist Nardini. It was here that he met the young Mozart, at the house of a ‘learned poetess’, Signora Gorilla, and the two boys performed one after another throughout the evening, constantly embracing each other. They met again to play on the two following days, parting tearfully on the third, when the Mozarts left Florence. Leopold Mozart wrote of him: ‘It would be impossible to hear a finer player, for beauty, purity and evenness of tone and singing quality.’


If Thomas was the pride of the Linleys as a violinist, and later as a composer, his elder sister Elizabeth was equally outstanding as a singer. She was sixteen when she first sang with Thomas Sheridan in Bath, and already a celebrity. Critics vied in praising her, as much for her beauty as for the ‘indescribable sweetness’ of her singing. Gainsborough’s portraits of her capture the ethereal, other-worldly quality that led one admirer, the Bishop of Meath, to describe her as the connecting link between a woman and an angel. A newspaper story of that year showed how legends had begun to cluster round her:




At a Salisbury music meeting … while Miss Linley … was singing the air in the oratorio of The Messiah, ‘I know that my Redeemer liveth’, a little bullfinch that had found means … to secrete itself in the cathedral, was so struck by the inimitable sweetness, and harmonious simplicity of her manner of singing, that mistaking it for the voice of a feathered chorister of the woods, and far from being intimidated by the numerous assemblage of spectators, it perched immediately on the gallery over her head, and accompanied her with the musical warblings of its little throat through a great part of the song.





Her sister Mary, three and a half years her junior, was a prodigy second only to Elizabeth, and the younger Linleys, Maria, Ozias, Samuel, Jane and William, would all show musical ability. ‘We are all geniuses here,’ Thomas the younger said gaily when a visitor questioned him on the family’s talents. But in 1770 it was Elizabeth, the most beautiful and the most gifted of her sisters, who held the public eye. Her admirers were numerous, though firmly kept in check by her father, who knew the dangers to which female performers were exposed. The younger Sheridans may well have been amongst them, for the two families had soon become friends. But any dreams they may have had were cut short that December when Elizabeth became engaged to Walter Long, a wealthy landowner nearly forty years her senior.


Richard at least showed no signs of repining. According to his sister, he seemed entirely taken up with the amusements of his new surroundings. Years later he told Creevey that his happiness began in Bath, where ‘he danced with all the women … wrote sonnets and verses in praise of some, satires and lampoons upon others, and in a very short time became the established wit and fashion of the place’.


It was here that he first tasted literary fame. His poem ‘The Ridotto of Bath’, a skit on the opening of the New or Upper Assembly Rooms on 30 September 1771, was published in the Bath Chronicle ten days later and proved so popular that it was twice reprinted as a separate pamphlet. Bath etiquette had slackened since the days of Beau Nash if the description of the rush for supper was to be believed:






But – silence, ye hautboys! Ye fiddles be dumb!


Ye dancers, stop instant – the hour is come;


The great – the all-wonderful hour of eating!


That hour, – for which ye all know ye’ve been waiting.


Well, the doors were unbolted, and in they all rush’d;


They crowded, they jostled, they jockey’d and push’d.


Thus at a Mayor’s feast, a disorderly mob


Breaks in after dinner to plunder and rob.








A second poem, ‘Clio’s Protest’, also published in the Bath Chronicle and reprinted as a pamphlet, was written in answer to ‘The Bath Picture’, an insipid poem on Bath’s leading ladies by a certain Miles Peter Andrews, a fashionable dandy of the day. Today it is best remembered for its damning couplet, 






You write with ease to show your breeding;


But easy writing’s vile hard reading.








At the time it was celebrated for the lines – which were later set to music – on Lady Margaret Fordyce, one of the reigning beauties of the place,






Mark’d you her cheek of rosy hue?


Mark’d you her eyes of sparkling blue?


That eye in liquid circles moving;


That cheek, abashed at man’s approving;


The one – Love’s arrows darting round,


The other blushing for the wound:


Did she not speak – did she not move –


Now Pallas – now the Queen of Love.








In the spring of 1771 Elizabeth Linley’s engagement to Walter Long was broken off amidst a flurry of scandal and speculation. The Sheridans were probably in the secret of what went wrong, for the younger members of the two families were in and out of one another’s houses. (Thomas Sheridan, who thought himself a cut above the Linleys, preferred to keep his distance.) In Moore’s version of the story Elizabeth told Long she could never be happy as his wife, and he chivalrously took the blame of breaking the engagement upon himself, paying off her father, who was threatening to sue him, by settling £3,000 upon her.


The playwright Samuel Foote, who had been in Bath at the time, gave a less romantic version of events. Bath news was always of interest in London and his quickly written play The Maid of Bath was an immediate success when it was first performed at the Haymarket Theatre at the end of June. It remained in the repertoire for many years. Richard himself would put it on when he came to be the manager of Drury Lane, though in 1771 he was indignant at Long’s behaviour, attacking him anonymously in the Bath Chronicle:






Spurr’d by a momentary letch of age


You sought to gain a youthful virgin’s heart;


And trying first her friendship to engage


You made that friendship but a mask for art …








Samuel Foote specialised in caricaturing people in the public eye. He had already made fun of Thomas Sheridan’s rhetorical pretensions in an entertainment called The Orators. The only victim who had ever routed him was Dr Johnson, who, on hearing that Foote was threatening to lampoon him, simply asked where one could buy a stout cudgel; the hint was sufficient and the play was never written. Foote was one-legged, due to a riding accident, and had used his disability to good effect in his play The Devil on Two Sticks. In The Maid of Bath he played Solomon Flint, the elderly suitor of the beautiful Miss Linnet, and brought in a younger would-be lover, Major Racket, as a counterweight. There was no attempt to portray Thomas Linley, a severe and serious man, who was said to strike awe into his pupils. But Mrs Linley, who was known to be vulgar and grasping, was not so far from Mrs Linnet, who is shown putting pressure on her daughter to marry her elderly admirer:




MRS LINNET. Ten thousand pounds a year! Gads, my life, there’s not a lady in town would refuse him, let her rank be ever so.


MISS LINNET. Not his fortune, I firmly believe.


MRS LINNET. Well! Would you refuse an estate because it happens to be a little encumbered. You must consider the man in this case as a kind of mortgage.





Miss Linnet, who has accepted Flint to please her family, indignantly refuses him when he demands to spend a night with her before their marriage, and Flint, exasperated, decides to keep his money for himself. When the other admirer, Major Racket, proposes to Miss Linnet, she reminds him that he had seduced her friend Miss Prim the previous year and declares that she will remain independent and unmarried.


Elizabeth Linley comes out with credit from Foote’s play; at a time when female performers were considered fair game it is a tribute to her character that her virtue was never in question. But the figure of the womanising Major Racket was not entirely fictional. For some time her name had been linked with that of another military figure, Thomas Mathews – variously known as Major or Captain Mathews, though he had left the army as an ensign three years before. His father had estates in Wales and Ireland, and he had made a prudent marriage to an heiress, Miss Jones of Fonmon Castle, Glamorgan, some time earlier. This did not prevent him from pursuing Elizabeth, whom he had known and courted since her early teens. They were frequently seen together in public, presumably with her family’s consent; it is possible that Long had released Elizabeth more willingly than he would otherwise have done because of her supposed involvement with Mathews.


With her engagement to Long behind her, Elizabeth was once more free to sing in public. For the rest of the year, while Mathews hovered in the background, she appeared at one concert after another, gathering new plaudits and admirers. In Oxford, where she inspired the undergraduates with a sort of ‘contagious delirium’, Richard’s friend Halhed was one of those who heard her sing. ‘I am petrified,’ he wrote, ‘my very faculties are annihilated with wonder; my conception could not form such a power of voice – such a melody – such a soft yet so audible a tone. Oh Dick … I wished myself hanged for not being able to commit my ideas to paper.’


Charles Sheridan was another of those who fell under her spell, though he did so most unwillingly. Now twenty-one, he was a pompous, serious-minded young man – very much the favourite of his father. Like his father, he took his background of gentility seriously; marriage to Elizabeth, a girl without family or fortune, would do nothing to help his future career. Interestingly, perhaps from his feeling that his sons, like him, were gentlemen, Thomas Sheridan had so far put no pressure on them to earn their living. A year later, thanks to the influence of a family friend, Charles would be appointed secretary to the British Legation in Sweden and Richard would eventually be set to studying law. But for the time being, despite his own precarious finances, their father left them to their own devices.


In November 1771, taking a copy of his play The Brave Irishman with him, Thomas Sheridan set off for Dublin. His Attic Entertainments had been well received in Bath and he had taught his favourite art of elocution to several distinguished pupils, amongst them the future Marquis of Buckingham, George Grenville. But Dublin offered greater possibilities. The stage there had fallen into disarray, with two rival theatres contending for a public that could support only one. Soon after arriving he called for legislation to give the monopoly to a single theatre, backing his arguments with a pamphlet based on his experiences of 1758; rumour went that if the legislation was successful the patent would be offered to him. In the meantime he was welcomed as an actor, his receipts were excellent, and ‘no less than five persons of rank and fortune’ were awaiting his leisure to become his pupils.


A good, if authoritarian, father, he kept in close touch with his family:


‘My dear Richard,’ he wrote on 7 December, ‘How could you be so wrong headed as to commence cold bathing at such a season of the year and I suppose without any preparation too? You have been paid sufficiently for your folly but I hope the ill effects are now long over … Pray what is the reason of my hearing so seldom from Bath? Six weeks here, and but two letters! You were very tardy; what are your sisters about? I shall not easily forgive any further omissions.’


A letter from Richard on 2 February 1772 shows that his reproaches had been answered:




We have been for some time in hopes of receiving a letter that we might know that you had acquitted us of neglect in writing. At the same time we imagine that the time is not far when writing will be unnecessary … I am perpetually asked when Mr Sheridan is to have his Patent for the Theatre, which all the Irish here take for granted, and I often receive a great deal of information from them on the subject …


I could scarsely have concieved that the Winter was so near departing, were I not now writing after Dinner by day-light. Indeed the first Winter-season is not yet over at Bath: they have Balls, Concerts etc. at the Rooms, from the old subscription still, and the Spring ones are immediately to succeed them. They are like-wise going to perform Oratorios here: Mr Linley and his whole family, down to the seven years olds are to support one set at the new Rooms …





With this mention of the Linleys we return to the younger Sheridans’ immediate concerns. Shortly after his father’s departure for Ireland, Charles, determined to shake off his infatuation, left Bath to take rooms at a farmhouse some miles outside the town, sending a heartfelt letter of farewell to Elizabeth as he did so. Meanwhile, Elizabeth was being increasingly persecuted by Captain Mathews, who, ‘taking advantage of a degree of countenance which, when almost a child, she had shown his attentions, now threatened sometimes to destroy himself, at others to injure her character to the utmost of his power, if she persisted in refusing his addresses’.


The words are Alicia Sheridan’s in an account she sent to Richard’s second wife, a few months after his death in 1816, thus from a distance of over forty years. Devoted to Elizabeth’s memory, she was bound to put the best complexion on the situation. From some previously deleted entries in Moore’s journal, however, it seems that Elizabeth herself was deeply compromised. According to Samuel Rogers, Mathews used to boast that he had possessed her over and over again, though Mathews, wrote Moore, was ‘not very worthy of credit’. He certainly seems an unattractive character. When Lord John Townshend, who called on him in Bath years later, remarked what a pretty woman she was, he replied, ‘Yes – the prettiest creature stripped you ever saw.’ The Reverend William Money, who knew him in old age, told Moore he had ‘quite the impudent stare of the old debaucher … the ruin of women’s character has always been his chief pursuit’.


Whatever the exact degree of their involvement, Elizabeth seems to have been close to a nervous breakdown. A certain Miss White told Moore that she had actually tried to poison herself because of Mathews, mixing the poison, ‘whatever it was’, with ‘pain powder’ to disguise the taste. She dared not speak of her troubles to her parents, fearing the violence of her father’s temper and the possibility of a duel. But she confided her misery to Alicia and Betsy Sheridan, and they in turn told Richard of her woes, ‘thinking that one so handsome, clever and bold had been designed by Nature to act the part of a knight of olden time’.
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