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Introduction





Successful prostitutes plying their trade in the top end of the market rarely published memoirs. Confidentiality and discretion were always a standard part of the package offered to their clients. Ladies in that line of work came and went unseen. Their wives, fiancées and female relatives might have made educated guesses as to where they had been, but nothing would ever have been susceptible to proof, and no mistress or kept woman would ever have intruded on her lover’s family life. Stylishly indiscreet behaviour was acceptable as a form of self-advertisement, so long as names, or, at any rate, most names, remained unnamed.


Late in 1794, and during the early months of 1795, gossip of a distinctly worrying nature was circulating in Dublin as Margaret Leeson prepared her memoirs for publication. Many of her ex-clients would have been worried and perplexed. Some might even have felt betrayed. Wives who had retained control of their own property, and fiancées whose fortune was an integral part of their attraction, might see a husband or a suitor in a new and rather startling light. Personal peculiarities were likely to be paraded in print. The text would probably contain a lot of interesting, amusing, and extremely unfortunate anecdotes. Then the ex-clients might have paused. Surely something like this was unnecessary. Mrs Leeson had run an elegant establishment in Pitt Street. She numbered two Lords Lieutenant among her clients. Her diamonds, her dresses, her servants, her girls and her carriages had been the talk of the town. Above all, she had been a beauty. A wealthy and beautiful demi-mondaine like Margaret Leeson would hardly be prepared to behave like a cheap blackmailer.





Memoirs: Genre and Motivation


Writers who publish their autobiographies rarely do so because they have been suckled on the milk of human kindness. Frequently they are driven by an urge to set the record straight, to avenge themselves, and to expose the villains who have made their lives a living hell. The sheer adversity and unpleasantness that often makes these lives such compelling copy is generally associated with poverty. Letitia Pilkington’s Memoirs are an early and fairly typical example.1 Her father was a well-to-do Dublin physician. She had an easy and reasonably pleasant childhood, but she made a foolish marriage to an impoverished clergyman, Mathew Pilkington. He was effectively a reverend gold-digger, and once he realized that his wife was unlikely to inherit from either parent, he took steps to ensure that he would be able to divorce her and remarry. Mistresses were flaunted, the children maltreated. Letitia, who was at best something of an innocent, was caught with a man in her bedroom. The Reverend Pilkington did not succeed in divorcing his wife, but he made it impossible for her to remain in Dublin.


In London Letitia got by initially as a cross between a novelty turn and a mascot for the men who frequented White’s, but that wasn’t enough to give her a secure living. There were too many people ready to prey on a displaced woman in her position. There were grasping, thieving landladies, and few friends on whom she could rely. Samuel Richardson and Colley Cibber both stood by her, and it is quite likely that Cibber in particular encouraged her to publish her autobiography. She had a good story, and there were also anecdotes about Jonathan Swift (she and her husband had been regular dinner guests at the Deanery). She was determined to tell her story, and so much the better if it brought her in some hard cash. Teresa Constantia Phillips’s autobiography, which covered similar territory, was also published in 1749,2 and Mary de la Riviere Manley’s roman-à-clef, Atlantis,3 had shocked both literary circles in London, and the smart set at Court. Whatever about Mrs Manly, both Mrs Pilkington and Mrs Phillips wrote not only to expose, but also because they needed the money.


There was nothing menacing about an author like Mrs Pilkington. She wrote because she had to, and because her life was literally her last saleable asset. Some of the anecdotes concerning Swift were distressing,4 and did represent a breach of privilege, but her capacity to damage persons other than her husband, like James Worsdale—the painter who had used her as an unpaid ghost-writer5—and her London landladies,6 was strictly limited. However, by the end of the eighteenth century, a certain degree of menace had crept into the genre as a whole, not because there had been any single set of memoirs that caused widespread public scandal, but rather because of the implications of certain changes in the book trade relating to popular literature. This new sense of menace stemmed from the popularity of two of Samuel Richardson’s novels, Pamela and Clarissa. A growing demand for sensationalism went hand in hand with a growth in the market for pulp fiction,7 and by 1775 an unpleasantly explicit fictionalized account of a courtezan’s life had been published.8 John Cleland’s Fanny Hill had become something of an erotic standard,9 and by the end of the century there was also a rapidly increasing market for lurid, sensationalistic, and often fairly sexually explicit Gothic novels and novellas.10


Given Margaret Leeson’s profession, and the growing market for explicit narrative, her ex-clients’ fears might easily have been justified. In any event, a number of fairly explicit references to both prostitutes and clients involved in the Dublin vice trade had already been published in satirical poems from the 1770s, like Abstracts from the companion to the grave11 and Dublin: a satirical essay.12 Nor was Mrs Leeson alone in threatening to unleash potentially explosive memoirs on the Dublin market in the mid 1790s. Buck Whaley had fled to the Isle of Man, a disgraced bankrupt, in 1794.13 Shortly after announcing of the forthcoming publication of his Memoirs he was able to commission the building of a large house for himself and his mistress just outside Douglas, and to buy himself a seat in the Irish House of Commons.14 Published in 1906 his Memoirs would have ruffled few feathers, and would hardly have justified the most minimal of pay-offs. He may well have been involved in an elaborate game of bluff, in which the circulation, or probable circulation, of Mrs Leeson’s text played a major role.


Margaret Leeson, on the other hand, was anything but a cheap blackmailer. Indeed, she would have taken extreme exception to that particular adjective. She had taken enormous pride in the furnishing of her house at Pitt Street,15 the garden she constructed behind her Wood Street brothel,16 and the lavish nature of the masquerades and parties in both of those establishments.17 She was neither mean nor grasping, but by the time she began work on her Memoirs, she was poor and had lost her looks. Her orderly and well-planned retirement had turned into a fiasco. The last three years of her life were spent floundering in an ocean of debt when, prior to her retirement, she had always found money and credit easy to come by, and thrift had never been part of her modus operandi.


Some time after the death of Lady Arabella Denny in March 1792,18 Mrs Leeson decided that she had had enough, that her clients and acquaintances were an utter shower, and that it was time to begin living a sober and godly life. Accordingly, she sold the house in Pitt Street, and moved to a house which she had commissioned in Blackrock, just off the Rock Road.19 This new house was furnished with the proceeds of the Pitt Street sale.20 However, her planning was fatally flawed. She assumed that she would be able to realize the money represented by her impressive collection of IOUs, without understanding the nature of her hold over her debtors. As long as she was managing the brothel, there was some chance that debtors would pay up. Prostitutes in late eighteenth-century Dublin had both formal and informal means of exchanging information on poor credit risks. Mrs Leeson had herself taken legal action against recalcitrant debtors,21 and was one of the ladies present at what was effectively a prostitutes’ AGM in 1776.22 Retirement and this form of loose mutual benefit association need not have been incompatible were it not for the fact that she had also decided to reform, and to eschew both her former life-style, and her former colleagues in the Trade.


Things went from bad to worse. Late in 1794, or early in 1795, she was taken up by bailiffs, and lodged in a spunging-house, a private debtors’ prison, run by one of her former lovers, Captain Benjamin Mathews, in Angel Court.23 Her companion, Betsy Edmonds, and her mound of useless IOUs went with her to Angel Court. While there, she employed professional debt collectors in an attempt to recoup some of her losses. She believed that she had been cheated by these men, and in one instance24 her suspicions appear to have been well founded. Even though she and Mrs Edmonds were well treated by Captain Mathews and his wife, the time spent in his spunging-house took its toll.25 Mrs Leeson’s appearance deteriorated to the extent that one of her former lovers, the Mr Purcell with whom she had holidayed in Killarney in the summer of 1789, was initially unable to recognize her.26 Mrs Edmonds, whose health appears to have been frail, died in Angel Court.27 Even the house in Blackrock, a central part of the retirement plan, became a casualty. It was leased to a lawyer, Charles Fleetwood, for a fraction of its real value as rented property.28 With a few honourable exceptions, like Miss Love, Mr Purcell, and the Falveys,29 most of her friends colleagues and associates melted away. After her release from Angel Court, the Falveys took cheap lodgings for her in Clarendon Street,30 and she moved from these to even cheaper lodgings in the Temple Bar end of Fownes Street, where she died in March 1797.31 It was all a far cry from the glory days of Pitt Street.


Some Dublin businessmen helped her as best they could. She had been on friendly terms with the radical printer, Amyas Griffith, who drifted in and out of bankruptcy on a regular basis.32 She socialized with another printer, Bartholomew Corcoran,33 and a third printer, William Watson, was one of the few people who attended her funeral in St James’s churchyard.34  It is likely that the person to whom she sent the manuscript of the first two volumes of her Memoirs prior to publication was Christopher Lewis—perhaps related to Richard Lewis who advertised his services on a regular basis during the 1770s as a free-lance editor.35 It is likely that these men would have actively encouraged her to write and publish her Memoirs, and despite her own assertions that the entire print-run of the first two volumes was sold merely by using Watson’s Almanack and Wilson’s Directory as mailing-lists,36 it is likely that informal assistance in marketing the text might also have come from that quarter. She managed to finish the third volume of memoirs just before her death. It is clear from the text of this volume, that a fourth, and even more outrageous sequel was planned.37





The Vice Trade and its Social Context


In dealing with the vice trade in late eighteenth-century Dublin, it is important to remember that the working conditions and social status of individual prostitutes were closely linked to those of their clients. The market was broad, catering for almost all tastes and incomes, but the divisions between the various categories were fairly specific. Poor men would not have been able to afford women like Katherine Netterville, while wealthy men would probably not have retained the services of common street-walkers. The market ranged between these two extremes, with an important gap at the top end of its middle ground, in that there do not appear to have been any ‘flash houses’ operating along lines similar to those of either of Mrs Leeson’s establishments in Wood Street and Pitt Street.


A fairly trenchant piece appeared in the Dublin Evening Post, on 14 September 1797, calling for measures to regulate prostitution in Dublin.38 Although the author, probably John Magee, proprietor of the newspaper, was writing about the trade in general, his main target was the street walker. The Post had offices in College Green,39 where the problem posed by these women was particularly severe. They solicited openly in daylight. Their behaviour was lewd and obscene. They were the means by which giddy unthinking youth was ‘decoyed into debaucheries, and not infrequently into the robbery of their parents, masters, employers, or the public.’40 But Magee’s determination was to regulate rather than to suppress. What he really wanted was an end to the continuous din under his office windows, and a brothel district similar to that administered by Papal officials in Rome, where the brothels and the health of the women working in the vice trade was closely monitored. His College Green street-walkers may have been cheap, but they did pose an appalling public health threat. A similar picture of the lower end of the market is given in Dublin: a satirical essay, in five books. After a comprehensive catalogue of the type of rake one might expect to meet sauntering in Stephen’s Green, the author then turns to the archetypical consumer, an apprentice working late, who




Envy’s the rake his sinful joys begun,


And pants for liberty to be undone.41





The most he will be able to afford is the prostitute who lies shivering in a garret by day, and is given a strong slug of gin before being packed off by her bloated bawd to ply her trade. Even such clothes as she wore would have been hired from the bawd. The author’s detailed description of women like these decked out in what little finery they had is positively chilling – a set of images even Hogarth might have baulked at drawing:




Pale, thro’ nocturnal riot and disease,


In borrow’d charms the wretches try to please;


With outward fin’ry and perfumes begin,


To hide the stench and nastiness within;


First on their meagre cheeks the crimson’s laid,


Then on their necks are pastes and washes spread,


Where azure veins branch from the pencil’s aid;


Their rotten gums with purchas’d teeth adorn,


And promise all the fragrance of the morn;


Already feel the putrid hand of death,


And add to their cadav’rous stench of breath;


The pencil or a mouse’s tail supplies


The fine turn’d brows that ornament their eyes;


Their lank long breasts pant am’rous to and fro,


White-washed above and plump’d with clouts below …


Such are the nymphs who point to pleasure’s way,


Infest our streets and lead our youth astray:42





If a person of quality wanted to avail himself of the services of this type of woman, like John Fitzgibbon he would probably have used an intermediary to make the initial contact, and would have made sure that she was brought either to a discreet tradesman’s entrance or the back-garden gate.43


Street-walkers always constituted the bottom rung of the ladder, and women who worked in poor-class brothels associated with inns or flophouses would have served a very similar clientele. However, prior to Peg’s three ventures in brothel-keeping, exclusivity of possession (albeit temporary exclusivity) was really the hallmark of quality. A successful prostitute was a courtezan or a kept woman rather than the manager of a flash house. Peg’s earliest rival, Katherine Netterville, seems to have been fairly typical in this respect. Her obituary in the Dublin Evening Post on 17 May 1787 describes her in the following terms:




She figured for a long time in the bon ton – and absolutely made the fashion. It was her practice to confine her favours to one, or in other words to select a temporary husband. In this state she lived with several gentlemen in a stile of fashionable elegance – but before her death her circumstances were so narrowed, as to leave her but little above indigence.44





At the zenith of her career, Mrs Netterville could afford to snap her fingers at anyone else in the profession. Although she might not have been literate,45 she had presence, style, and a touch of class. In An heroic epistle, from Kitty Cut-a-Dash to Oroonoko, published in Dublin in 1778, she was both the main subject of the satire, and its suppositious narrator.46 Portraying her as a superior temporary wife, the anonymous author provided a form of justification in the following lines:




With cleanliness and neatness have I try’d


To seem, each new-born day, a new-made bride;


Clean sheets, well air’d, were every night thy lot,


Perfumed with Lavender and Bergamot;


My caps nocturnal, Flanders lace display’d,


My shifts were of the finest Holland made;


The curtains were adorn’d with hov’ring loves,


The gods at banquet, or in myrtle groves,


Or with the nymphs retir’d to close alcoves.47





By contrast, her trade rival in the poem, Mrs Anne Judge, was depicted as a slattern wench, whose client left her fee on the hall table,48 whose cook was greasy and stank of cabbage broth,49 and who kept a revoltingly dirty chamber pot in her front parlour.50 Judge was also accused of promiscuity.116 Allowing for hyperbole and exaggeration, it is clear from this text that Mrs Netterville would have seen herself as a woman providing a de luxe service. While quality might have been assured, the main drawback in keeping a lady like Netterville was her sheer extravagance,51 and the fact that it was a continuous rather than a once-off commitment. An alternative, where the same high standards of cleanliness and presentation were maintained, but where there was no constant commitment to maintaining coaches, paying rent, and purchasing expensive presents was clearly preferable. Kitty Netterville was not the last of Dublin’s classy kept women. Peg’s biography of Margaret Porter indicates that Porter had a very similar modus operandi, and that she was probably successful enough to have acquired the Duke of Leinster as a keeper by 1796.52 But there can be little doubt that the focus of the quality trade had shifted by the early 1780s, largely, one suspects, because of the success of Peg’s Wood Street brothel. Although it could be argued that sole traders like Netterville and Porter were exceptions, it is clear that establishments like Moll Hall’s brothel in Johnson’s Court, and the Pitt Street house were handling this type of trade in bulk by the late 1780s.


Oddly enough, Netterville is not a major character in Mrs Leeson’s Memoirs, and does not feature in the sequence of biographies of prostitutes given in the third volume. The main coverage given to her is confined to incidents which probably occurred in the 1760s, like the row over Lambert,53 and an account of an excursion to the Curragh which occurred before John Lawless went to America.54 Her last appearance in the text is as one of the ladies taking tea in Pitt Street when the Duke of Rutland arrived. That in itself is an indication of decline: an admission that Peg had triumphed. It was not indigence in Broadstone,55 as poor dependants would not have been on display in Pitt Street, but it was an indication that she was no longer the leader of the pack.


The middle ground of the market is less easy to define. It ranged from brothels in Ross Lane serving the legal profession,56 to madams like Mrs Brooks in Trinity Street and women like Biddy Orde in Great Britain Street.57 It’s quite clear from Peg’s account of the evacuation of the house in Trinity Street when fire broke out that she did not consider this to have been a well-run establishment. Miss Russell, one of Brooks’s girls, and her client were naked. By inference, this was a piece of slovenly practice that would not have been tolerated in Pitt Street. Brooks did manage to recover from the financial disaster of the fire, and to retire with enough to support her through old age.58 Bridget Orde, whose brothel in Great Britain Street would have been a house of convenience for patrons frequenting the New Rotunda Gardens, was dealt with in less flattering terms. Hers was a rags to comparative riches story. Her father, John West, kept a lodging house in Cook Street where she served as a cross between a valet and a skivvy.59 She was seduced by a Mr Fetherstone when she was fourteen, and lived with him for three years as his kept woman. She then had sexual dealings with the Duke of Rutland, and managed with her parting present from Fetherstone to purchase a house in Queen Street. This was the base from which she operated as a procuress. Two of her lovers, a Mr Graham and a Mr Orde, who had property in the West Indies, helped her get set up in Great Britain Street, and by 1796 she was living with Orde in a larger house on the same street, running a successful, if somewhat downmarket, brothel. Mrs Brooks or Mrs Orde may well have succeeded where Margaret Leeson failed, simply because overheads would have been less of a problem in a more modest establishment, and because the flow of money into a less fashionable house would not have been such as to lull the madam into a false sense of financial security.


The price of market dominance was constant stylish publicity. Not only potential clients, but also the populace of Dublin at large had to be kept aware of the presence and style of a major brothel keeper. It wasn’t enough to exist: one had to be seen to exist as flamboyantly as possible. If a client bought wine for Mrs Leeson, he bought her champagne. It wasn’t that she particularly liked champagne, but it was the most expensive wine available, and she felt that her clients would probably value the experience in proportion to its price tag.60 She and her girls had to be exquisitely turned out. Being the first woman in Dublin to wear a bell-hoop was as much an advertising statement as it was a fashion statement.61 Drapers anxious to sell fabric would have promoted the trend. Respectable matrons and their daughters would have imitated her without any qualms. Men looking at other women wearing bell-hoops would have been reminded of the fact that Peggy was back in town, ready and willing to trade. Girls working in her establishments also had to look the part. This might occasionally involve an element of risk in terms of outlay, as was the case with Kitty Gore,62 but it was an unavoidable expense, in that the image of the establishment had to be maintained. The same might be said of Peg’s retaining of Isaacs, the dulcimer player,63 or her constant presence in the Theatre Royal, surrounded by her girls, sitting in the best seats that the house could offer.64 It all added to the potency of product image in a market where direct advertising would have been out of the question, like the ruby-faced coachman, the suite of servants, and the sheer opulence of Pitt Street.65


Her one attempt to sneak into Wilson’s Directory disguised as a schoolmistress ended in failure.66 She then turned failure into a stylish joke by reapplying, on the grounds that her brothel was a school dedicated to teaching students the mysteries of nature. M’Crea did not relent, and Peg never got her Directory entry. However, one suspects that Peg’s friends and clients would have extracted the maximum amount of amusement possible from the entire episode, reading M’Crea’s letters and possibly even helping Peg frame her justification in suitably pedagogic language. Her attendance at the Hughes benefit masquerade dressed as Artemis, goddess of chastity, would have been a joke in a similar vein to the baiting of M’Crea, but she was also conscious of the need to be seen at popular public entertainments. She was at Ranelagh Gardens in January 1785, for the first balloon ascent of her old antagonist, Richard Crosbie, and made sure that she was seen shaking hands with him immediately before the actual ascent. She also attended the Mugglin Festival at Dalkey,68 was on the quayside to see off Buck Whaley when he departed for Jerusalem,69 and went to John Magee’s La Bra Pleasura pig-racing and freak show at Fiat Hill in Blackrock.70 The sum total of all this activity was an occasional mention in one or other of the Dublin newspapers, or a more extended notice for herself or the establishment in a piece of satire: little enough, but better than nothing.





Text and Apparatus


Mrs Leeson’s Memoirs were published in three volumes, between 1795 and 1797, and the third volume was reissued as a half-price remainder, with a new title-page and additional prefatory matter in 1798. Only one copy of the Memoirs is known to survive, that held in the Joly Collection of the National Library of Ireland. The 1798 reissue of volume three is also part of this Collection. No copy of the poem A Guide to Joy, written in praise of the Pitt Street brothel by Mrs H. of Drumcondra, and offered to purchasers of all three volumes of the Memoirs71 is known to have survived. In terms of identification, both the reissue of volume three, and the 1797 volume three held by the National Library are extremely important. When the third volume was reissued, no attempt was made to reprint either of the other two, but their contents were abridged, and included in a long preface. Some names given only in part in the text as published in 1795, are given in full in this preface. The 1797 edition of volume three is even more important, in that a significant number of the names in part given in this text were given in somewhat fuller form in a series of annotations in a contemporary or near contemporary hand.


Problems posed by the mechanics of editing the Memoirs relate primarily to matters of presentation, but also to the way in which the third volume was written and published. The first two volumes were quite clearly worked over by an editor prior to publication in 1795. Whether or not this work was mainly done by Christopher Lewis,72 the effect is such that there is a considerable disparity in style between the text published in 1795, and the third volume posthumously published in 1797. The first two volumes have all the conventional subdivisions of book within volume, and chapter within book. Volume three, which contains much more interesting material than either of the first two volumes, is written almost as a single block of prose. It has relatively few paragraphs, and only one major textual subdivision, the Eccentricities, a series of stories and anecdotes interposed by Mrs Leeson between the narrative concerning the end of her active career as a madam, and the vicissitudes of her retirement. Although the writing in this volume is powerful and elegant, the appearance of the prose was both unwieldy and unwelcoming to the eye. That said, its sheer quality is such that I wished to tamper as little as possible with its original integrity. Accordingly, I have imposed the chapter as the least intrusive of artificial subdivisions. This has broken the monumental quality of the text as printed in 1797, without interfering with the thrust or the style of the author’s narration. Had Mrs Leeson been in a position to have seen this text through the press herself, it is likely that further subdivisions might have been imposed, but even without additional paragraphing, the text still reads well. Apart from the capitularization of the third volume, no other alterations have been made to the basic text. Volume two has a certain disjointed quality to it, and would have been tightened as a narrative with the exclusion of the letters. However, it is clear that the author intended to include the first section of correspondence, and that she was easily persuaded into providing more of her ex-lover’s letters to form an appendix.73 As such, the letters are part and parcel of the way in which she chose to tell her own story, and, as she herself would have argued, they do cast considerable light on the characters of Lawless, Gorman, and Cunninghame.


The second presentation problem concerned the names in part, and whether or not to footnote the text of the Memoirs. As Mrs Leeson herself provided footnotes of her own, direct annotation would have necessitated a system of parallel footnotes at certain points in the text. This seemed to be an unduly cumbersome solution. I also found myself unhappy with a solution to the problem of the names in part involving the insertion of the missing elements of the name in the text, enclosed in square brackets. This type of insertion implies a uniform degree of certainty, which would be inappropriate where the identification was at best tentative, as in the case of Mrs H., the fat Sappho of Drumcondra.74 Mrs Leeson describes this lady as one of the Prince Regent’s earliest mistresses, living by the 1790s in retirement in Drumcondra, holding literary soirées, and occasionally writing and attempting to perform her own poetry. She is unidentifiable from any of the standard biographies of George IV. No collection of her work appears to have been published during her time in Dublin, and no advertisements seem to have survived for her one public reading in the Exhibition Rooms in South William Street. All we know from Mrs Leeson’s text is that she visited Mrs H. on the evening of the robbery and assault,75 and that the lady was probably not among those present at Mrs Leeson’s own funeral. Late eighteenth-century burial registers are no longer extant for the Parish of Drumcondra although a tombstone in the churchyard records the death of a Mrs Robert Hill in December of 1796. An identification cannot be based on this type of evidence. Accordingly, it seemed best to provide a separate Table of Identification, dealing with names in part, surnames given with addresses and occupations, and titles as and when they occurred in the text, with appropriate references following the actual identification. Reproduction of names in part in the text of the Memoirs has been kept as close as possible to the setting of the original. This was not difficult, as the number of dashes and long dashes bore no direct relationship to the number of letters omitted from any of these names. Single dashes have been retained wherever they occurred, and the long dash has been standardized.


There were also problems concerning verification that apply specifically to the biographical sections of volume three. No other writer would have had Margaret Leeson’s fairly specific interest in the other members of her profession. None of the ladies whose lives form the subject matter of these cameos appear to have written their memoirs, or to have acquired newspaper coverage in the Freeman’s Journal or the Evening Post. Nor were they of any interest to Sir Jonah Barrington, John O’Keeffe or Michael Kelly.76 However, it is unlikely that her account of the lives of women with whom she worked, or who were her rivals in trade would have contained serious inaccuracies, given that she planned to write a fourth volume of memoirs. Inaccuracy of that sort would have damaged both her credibility and her potential market for any sequel.





Political Bias


Margaret Leeson was first and foremost a businesswoman. She might have occasionally have indulged herself in a grand gesture, like telling the Earl of Westmorland to take his custom elsewhere, or letting the Prince Regent know precisely what she thought of his airs and graces,77 but this type of reaction on her part seems to have been the result of a whim, or a dislike taken on the spur of the moment. She wrote her Memoirs in an attempt to provide herself with an income on which to live, and with a possible secondary agenda of shaming some of her debtors into settling their account with her. In as much as she had political leanings, she appears to have been what would now be described as liberal with a lower case ‘l’, but even in this she was not consistent. That she thought highly of the radical printer Amyas Griffith, who may or may not have been one of her clients, is clear from the text of her Memoirs.78  It is also clear that she respected John Magee, proprietor of the Dublin Evening Post, the main opposition newspaper in Dublin.79 However, she was extremely fond of the Duke of Rutland,80 and also listed Francis Higgins, the proprietor who turned the Freeman’s Journal into a Castle Print, among her friends.81 Radicalism was no guarantee of her friendship. Miles Duignan, better known as Citizen Duignan, was a man whom she hated and despised, not because of his politics, but because he had disrupted the lying-in-state of her friend and colleague Moll Hall, to distrain on her goods and chattels.82


There was only one area where she might have been described as having any discernible bias. Margaret Leeson was a Catholic. She liked and admired Henrietta Battier, the campaigning journalist and satirist, who attacked John Fitzgibbon, Lord Chancellor of Ireland and Earl of Clare, in The Gibbonade.83 Fitzgibbon was committed to opposing any further repeal of penal legislation directed against Roman Catholics. His opposition to reform led to rioting in Dublin in 1793 and 1794.84 Mrs Battier also wrote against the rise of the Orange Order and Orangism in Dublin.85 But it is far more likely that Mrs Leeson’s admiration for this courageous satirist was nothing more than the response of one witty and outspoken author to another.
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Book One


CHAPTER ONE











’Tis not in Empires and in States alone


That Power enslaves th’ attendants on a Throne;


In Families too oft we see its sway,


Where petty Tyrants will their Pow’r display.


Intoxicated with a sudden rise,


They haughtily dissolve the dearest ties,


Wives, Children, Brothers, Sisters, all must bow,


To the imperious bending of the brow.


Kind Nature’s tend’rest feelings, stifled all,


Tho’ ruin follows, still they will enthrall,


To satiate an arbitrary pride


And vent a spleen, Justice and Truth decide.











MANY WERE, doubtless, the opinions of the public, when the appearance of this work was first announced; and most of them will possibly be found groundless. The Voluptuary perhaps expected to find here constant food for his inordinate desires, and fresh excitements to his passions – The Prudish were fearful that my memoirs would be totally unfit to be read by any female of delicacy – The Gay thought they might contain nothing but musty morals, grave declamation, dolorous lamentations and puling penitence – The solemn Pedant, was sure a woman’s writings must be so void of erudition as to be unworthy the notice of the Literati – The prudent Parent declared they should be kept out of sisters’ nieces’ and daughters’ sight, lest they should prove infectious – Whilst the antiquated Maidens, frequenters of the Tea and Card-tables, hinted they might take a peep in private, for they were sure my Book must offer some nice tit bits, and delicious morsels of scandal.


I dare presume to say that each of these conjectures will appear unsubstantial. Whilst I am careful not to pen a single line or use a single expression that can excite a blush on the most refined and delicate cheek; I shall yet endeavour to dimple it into a smile. Moral sentences have now lost their desired effect. Whilst Vice and Folly are best attacked by Ridicule, I shall not be any wise sparing of it, and I promise that my gravity shall not be so great as to set my readers asleep. As to my stile and diction – why – I must e’en leave them to the mercy of the Critics; only observing that my frequent conversations with some of the most learned and scientific of the College, must have rendered it above contempt.


A Female, so much acquainted with men and manners as myself, and so often the subject of public and private conversation, cannot sit down to fill the ever open-ears, and feed the ever-gaping mouth of Curiosity without some reflections. If she intends to be candid, she must necessarily expose some characters to Censure – but then their own conduct has drawn it upon them, and she stands acquitted at the Bar of Justice. She must portray her own faults and condemn her own errors – but if thereby she cautions others against falling into the like, she extends a public benefit. The Mariner is really indebted to the publisher of the Chart which points out the rocks, shoals and sands on which others have been wrecked; as thereby he may steer his vessel clear of them all, and attain the desired harbour of peace and safety. These considerations, joined to a wish of preventing sundry falsehoods being propagated (perhaps published) concerning me, were the motives of setting forth the truth; and from it I shall not swerve one tittle.





CHASTITY I WILLINGLY acknowledge is one of the characteristic virtues of the female sex. But I may be allowed to ask – Is it the only one? Can the presence of that one, render all the others of no avail? Or can the absence of it, make a woman totally incapable of possessing one single good quality? How many females do we daily see, who on the mere retention of chastity, think themselves allowable in the constant exercise of every vice. One woman may indulge in frequent inebriation, she may ruin her husband, neglect, beggar, and set an evil example to all her children – but she arrogates to herself the character of a virtuous woman – truly, because she is chaste. A second female is a propagator of scandal, sets families together by the ears, destroys domestic peace, and breaks the nearest and dearest connexions – but all this is but a trifle – She is chaste, and the most reputable and most pious will visit this virtuous woman. A third cheats at cards, robs her unsuspecting and dearest friends of their health and time by her midnight routes, and of their money by her frauds, – yet as she may be chaste, she is a virtuous woman, and the wife of the parson of the parish will take her by the arm and appear with her in public.


But, after all, it is more than possible that most females of the above-mentioned classes, may be only chaste by chance, and may be totally ignorant whether they are so, or not – What! some modern Lucretia may cry out, What! do I not know whether I am chaste or not? I answer, no! – Have you ever been tried? Have you resisted importunity and opportunity with a man you loved (for there can be no merit in resisting one you disliked) and resisted from principle? If you have, I will allow you a just claim to that appellation, but on no other terms – but enough of these reflections for the present – let me commence my narration.


I drew my first breath at Killough, in the county of Westmeath, where my father Matthew Plunket possessed a handsome property near Corbet’s-town. My mother was Miss A. O’Reilly, of a family related to that of my father, and also of the Earl of Cavan. The fruits of their marriage were twenty-two children, of whom eight only survived, three brothers, four sisters and myself, who all received the best education the county could afford. Whilst I was yet young, my eldest sister was married to Mr Smith of Kinnegad, who then established a Malt-house and Brewery at Tullamore, in the King’s County; and my next eldest, married Mr Beatty, who kept a China shop in Arran-street, Dublin. The family then consisted of only my father and mother, three brothers and as many sisters; and living in an elegant stile, with every amusement of music, dancing, and rural diversions; happy in a close intimacy with the two sons and daughter of Mrs Darcy, of Corbet’s-town (our nearest neighbour) life glided on in the paths of innocence and content.


But alas! a period was soon put to those Halcyon days, and sorrow, anxiety and death approached our door. My dear mother was attacked with a spotted fever, which carried her to the grave. At the first approach of this fatal disorder, my father, anxious for the lives of his children, sent us away from the infection, one of my sisters went to Mrs Smith at Tullamore, another to Mrs Beatty in Dublin, myself to an uncle in the county of Cavan, and my two dear youngest brothers were dispersed in the neighbourhood. My dear, worthy and tender eldest brother, preferring his duty to his safety, remained at home to attend his dying mother; but he caught the disorder, and died on the tenth day – Ah fatal death! the dire cause of all my wanderings, and the source of all my misfortunes.


After some months we all returned to our sorrowing father, our tears ceased to follow; we again lived in elegance, and a short-lived content; for my father was so desolate with the loss of his old partner, and his dearly loved eldest son; and so affected with the rheumatism, that finding himself unable to manage his affairs, he gave up the whole to his then eldest son, Christopher, on condition of his securing to his brother and sisters, the provisions that my father’s paternal care had provided for each.


From that disastrous moment, what a change! the house having lost its mild and indulgent ruler by my father’s surrender of his power, fell under the direction of one, who intoxicated with his newly acquired authority, knew not how to exercise it. Extravagant in the pursuit of his own pleasures, and penurious to the most innocent of those of his brother and sisters, he grudged them a shilling whilst he squandered pounds. The rein of parental control being taken from his neck, he became like an head-strong wild colt. And in short, sunk into an harsh, unfeeling cruel tyrant. My eldest unmarried sister, unable to bear his constant ill usage, besought her father’s permission to go to Dublin, and reside a-while with her sister Beatty. The old gentleman whose greatest happiness consisted in procuring that of others consented, and she left a scene of discontent, oppression and misery. My brother Christopher thus lost one object, whereon to vent his tyrannic waspishness and over-bearing temper, but as the total sum of those ill qualities remained the same, he continued to exercise them on those who were left behind; so that each of us came in for a proportionably greater share than before.


It is highly probable that the ill usage we all received from Christopher, did not arise merely from the natural, unrestrained badness of his temper; but sprung also from another source. He had been constantly so indulgent to his own irregularities that the honest income of the house, but barely sufficed for the expences they drew upon him. His vices had made him extravagant, and his extravagance had rendered his receipts inadequate to his idle disbursements. When the property was made over to him, he was charged with certain provisions for his brother and sisters. The first was indeed, too young to become an immediate claimant, but he knew the girls were at, or nearly approaching to that period when a settlement in life might be required. When their marriage should take place, their portions must be paid, and this he studied to avoid; he having doubtless sunk deep into their property. He therefore artfully resolved to set his face against any proposal of that kind; and with a malignant cunning redouble his ill-treatment, in hopes it might drive them to a desperation, which might bring them to take steps, that might warrant his refusal of their property, that it might all center in himself. At least his conduct demonstrated plainly that such a motive might be justly ascribed to him – of this we had soon a very striking instance.


Whilst my eldest unmarried sister resided in Dublin (whither his ill usage had driven her) her accomplishments and person were too striking to be over-looked by several youths of equal, nay, superior rank. She had many admirers, amongst whom was a Mr Brady, a citizen of fair character in trade, and in an affluent situation. As my sister had permitted Mr Brady to make his proposals to my father, they came down to the country for that purpose. From every enquiry and examination, my father and all his neighbouring friends thought the match highly eligible; but Mr Christopher could not be prevailed on by any means to give his consent; which, as he stood in the light of a Guardian, was necessary for the payment of her fortune. Mr Brady quickly suspected the cause of his refusal was his wish to retain the property; and therefore to remove that obstacle, told him that her portion was no object to him; he wanted only an amiable woman for his wife, such as his heart approved, and with whom he might live happy and contented; he therefore would relinquish every pecuniary demand, and requested his consent to their union on those terms.


Mr Christopher doubtless was inwardly rejoiced at a proposal that met his wishes: But he was too cunning to make his satisfaction apparent. Had he done so he would have stood unmasked to the public: he therefore persisted in his refusal, declared he had very strong objections to the match, and he would never sanction it by his approbation. His father and they might settle the matter how they pleased, but for himself, he washed his hands of the business.


My sister, justly irritated at her brother’s conduct, took the opportunity of speaking to him with greater spirit and asperity than she had ever done before. She declared that from the cruel and tyrannical treatment she had experienced from him since her mother’s death, and her father’s surrender of his affairs in consequence of his illness, she was resolved rather to earn her support by her own industry, nay even by servitude, than remain any longer subjected to his savage behaviour, and therefore his reign over her was at an end. At the same time she cautioned him that if he did not change his conduct, her sisters would soon be of her mind, let the consequences be what them may. They were daily advancing to maturity, would, from ill usage, imbibe a proper spirit, and neither would, nor ought to endure a twentieth part of what she had suffered. So saying, happy in her father’s consent, and taught by Mr Brady to disregard that of her brother, the nuptials took place, and now the happy couple returned the next day to Dublin, taking me with them, to my great satisfaction; as I knew my brother Christopher too well to entertain even a distant hope, that he would be in the least amended by the spirited rebuke my sister had given him.


Whilst I was in Dublin, my time passed in pleasing scenes of delight; a constant round of company and amusements occupied the three months I staid there, which appeared to me but as so many days. At the end of that period I received a summons to return home. I was forced to obey, but I leave the reader to judge with what reluctance. I called to mind my past ill usage, which I foresaw was about to be renewed. I contrasted that with the tranquillity in which I had passed my time in town; and the result was a great and manifest depression of my spirits.


But I had another cause for my dejection, beside those above-mentioned. Young as I then was, I had attracted the notice of a gentleman who was frequently at Mr Brady’s, his person was quite unexceptionable, and I began to feel emotions in my youthful breast, to which I had been hitherto a total stranger. I was to leave behind me him who had engaged much of my attention, and the very idea was distressing. However, soon after Mr O’Reilly (for that was his name) sent down proposals for me to my father; but they were rejected by prudent Mr Christopher, whose chief argument was that I was too young by five years at least, to enter into such an engagement; though to say the truth, in my own mind, I was of a contrary opinion, and thought myself old enough to be married – few girls of fifteen think otherwise! – However here ended this affair, the gentleman did not renew the attack, and as the wound I had received had not penetrated very deep, absence and a little time so compleatly healed it, that it did not leave even a scar behind, and I soon forgot him.


But such is the frame of the female mind, that when it has once received an impression, though that it may be effaced, it becomes more susceptible of another. So it was with me. Whilst I was in Dublin, Mr O’Reilly was not the only person who had beheld me with a favourable eye. Mr L—y, an amiable young gentleman of an independent fortune of four hundred pounds a year, had entertained an affection for me. He did not think writing would be so effectual to obtain his wishes, as a personal application; therefore, soon after the former lover had received his final dismission, he followed me into the country, and applied to my father. His character and fortune were favourable motives in the old gentleman’s sight, but not so in the jaundiced eye of my brother Christopher, who had a thousand objections, and seemed determined neither to let me be happy or make any other person so, and brought my father over to his sentiments. My lover staid at my father’s above a fortnight, and as he conceived a great and just dislike to my elder, he constantly attached himself to my younger brother, Garret, who was of a very opposite character. With him he frequently went on hunting and shooting parties; and in the latter I frequently joined. My presence was a spur of emulation to them, my lover wishing to please me and prove himself a good marks-man; and my brother desirous of shewing his superior skill.


Although I would have willingly consented to an union with this gentleman (who was really amiable, and had made considerable progress in my favour) yet there I was disappointed; my brother had artfully brought my father into his scheme of positive refusal; and Mr L—y, finding it useless to make farther application, took his last leave, and I heard of him no more.


The effects of Christopher’s tyrannic temper manifested themselves daily. It was natural to wish for every temporary relief from the sufferings we underwent, and therefore we gladly accepted every invitation of neighbouring friends to pass a few days with them. My brother indeed, as if unwilling to lose any opportunity of exercising his cruelty, constantly refused every effort of the worthy Darcy’s and Fetherstons of Dardistown, to get me and my sister with them. They therefore, addressed their invitations to my father, who never denied, and always sent us comfortably and genteely to the parties to which we were asked. But alas! we frequently paid dear for our pleasures on our return; for Christopher would seize every pretence to quarrel with us when we came back, and frequently horse-whipped and beat us in a most savage manner, so that our bodies were often covered with wheals and bruises; and I have been for days together confined to my bed from the exertions of his barbarity.


This treatment, constantly repeated, joined to the disappointment of every proposition of marriage, and the mocks, jeers and sarcasms cast upon me by my brother on that account, made me very low-spirited, I had no comfort in life but what arose from the melancholy, mutual condolements of my sister, and the tenderness of my good father: of that I could enjoy but little, as his age and infirmities generally confined him to his room, if not to his bed; and Christopher took care to keep us almost always employed. In this state of uneasiness, suffering, and discontent, I was lingering on; and my poor sister whose spirits were not so animated as mine, daily wasting away, when I happily got an invitation from my sister Smith, to spend some time in Tullamore with her. I eagerly embraced the opportunity of a temporary relief from ill usage; and, having obtained permission, went to her. To this even, my tyrant Christopher was not then averse. Perhaps, he thought the time I should be from home would be something saved in the expence of my maintenance, little as it was; and here the passion of avarice (which was daily increasing in him) counteracted his passion for cruelty, and he suffered one of his constant victims to be a while out of his reach.
















CHAPTER TWO





HAVING NATURALLY a good flow of spirits, I was ever very lively when not under the immediate pressure of ill-treatment, or the dread of its approach. I therefore gave way to cheerfulness, and enjoyed much pleasure in Tullamore. The change of scene, and variety of company, speedily restored me from the languor into which I had fallen. Our frequent walking parties were delightful, and some of the military in the garrison constantly mixing with us, and shewing a politeness for which they are generally remarked, encreased the pleasure of our promenades. I had not been long in Tullamore, when a proposal for me was made to my brother-in-law, Smith. The inamorato was not an object calculated either to flatter my pride, or engage my attention. He was a grocer, of a disgusting person, being ill made, hard-featured, with the countenance of a baboon, shabbily dressed, and to complete my dislike, wore a wig. This circumstance alone would have been sufficient to confirm a thorough dislike; for as I had been accustomed to view the smart, well powdered toupees of the officers, I could not separate the ideas of clownishness and a wig, however incongruous they might appear to others. But what gave my admirer merit in his own eyes, and emboldened him to a proposal for me, was that he was rich. But that was no charm to me when connected with so many ill qualities. It was in vain that my friends constantly extolled his goodness of heart, his great humanity, and his mild and gentle disposition: All this might be true, but he was a grocer, he was ugly, and – he wore a wig – insuperable objections.


But, to say the truth, I had another ground for my refusal of the perriwigged grocer – namely, a dawning attachment to another, and, in my youthful and giddy mind a preferable object. There lived in Tullamore, near to my brother, a Mrs Shannon, whose husband had been dead but a few months. With her dwelt a young man, who having served his time with her husband, now managed and conducted her business. He was really of a most engaging person and winning address, and from my first coming to town, had shewed me every possible mark of attention and respect, which, whilst it attracted my notice, did not escape the observation of the widow. She had sat him down as her own, and it seems only waited till decency would permit her to make him master of the business and of herself. She began to find that in proportion as his attention to me increased, it diminished with respect to her. She watched our looks with the eyes of jealousy; and being experienced in the silent language of Love, soon construed their real meaning. I also soon found how she was affected, and my pride was agreeably flattered at the preference that was so visibly given to me. In her person, she had indeed some pretensions to beauty, but I had greatly the advantage over her, in two capital points, namely, youth and vivacity. I enjoyed my conquest, and could not avoid secretly rejoicing at my triumph over her, and felt the greater pleasure in proportion to her apparent uneasiness. This attached me still more to my lover; and in spite of all Mrs Shannon’s vigilance, we found frequent opportunities of conversing together in private. Whilst matters were thus depending, Mr Smith had conveyed the proposals of the grocer to my father. They had been duly considered in every point of view, and his formal consent was returned; with the proviso indeed, that I would give mine, and cordially agree to the match. Upon this reply my persecution, as I called it, was redoubled; but my aversion hourly augmented. My uneasiness at the constant solicitations of Mr Smith, and Mrs Shannon; my vexation at the unceasing application of the grocer; my dread of my brother’s ill usage when I should return to Killough, which I doubted not would be soon, in consequence of my obstinate refusal; together with the affection I had conceived for Mrs Shannon’s man of business, so wrought all together on my mind, and threw me into such a perturbation, that I thought I could avoid all these evils by no better means than by acceding to my lover’s proposal, of going off to Mullingar, and there being married.


Having come to this determination, and acquainted my inamorato with my resolves, we were not long before we began to put them into practice. He, therefore, procured horses, and as soon as it grew dusk, we mounted and set off, accompanied by a friend of his. We never alighted till we came to Kilbeggan, where we stopped, only to take a slight refreshment of wine and cake, and bait the horses.


But alas! we had not taken our measures so secretly, but we were soon missed. Mrs Shannon’s piercing eyes had discovered what my brother-in-law had not once perceived. She, with little less rage than that of tygress robbed of her whelps, ran to Mr Smith, acquainted him with her well founded conjecture, and urged him to a pursuit before the fatal knot should be tied, that would rob her for ever of the completion of what she had been so long endeavouring to accomplish. Strongly pressed by her, incited by the clamours of the grocer, his friend, and earnestly wishing to save me from what he thought an inadequate match, Mr Smith, attended by two friends, sat out after us; and we had not been a quarter of an hour in the Inn, at Kilbeggan, when our pursuers came to the door, and with pistols in their hands, broke into the room where we were. I was thrown into the greatest consternation, and utterly unable to reply to the reproaches of my brother-in-law, who insisted on my instant return, offering to tie my hands, and threatening to shoot me if I shewed the least reluctance. My lover had made his escape out of the back-window immediately on Mr Smith’s entrance, and I was instantly brought like a condemned criminal, to the place from whence I came.


What short-sighted mortals we are! How frequently do we run into the very evils, we wish to shun, by the very steps we take to avoid them! My dread of returning to the control of an harsh unfeeling brother, had been my principal motive for the inconsiderate step I had taken; and that elopement hastened what I so much dreaded; for I was sent home to Killough the next morning. Indeed, Mr Smith had the generosity not to inform my father, or brother of my misconduct, and I thereby escaped any censure on that account. At my return home, I experienced a renewal of my brother’s barbarity, the bitterness of which was aggrevated by contrasting it with the comfort I enjoyed from home. My poor sister made a dreadful recital of what she had undergone in my absence. Her gentle spirit was entirely broken, a settled gloom hung upon her, she had become quite emaciated, and she soon after took to her bed and died, an absolute victim to her brother’s cruelty and the unassisting weakness of my poor father, who severely lamented her death.


My brother Garret and myself then remained the sole victims of Christopher’s tyranny; and indeed we severely felt it. My father, confined to his bed, saw little of it, and we were loth to grieve him by a recital of our misery. If I was invited out by any neighbour, and pressed to stay to supper, Christopher would order the doors be locked sooner than usual; and on my return, I have been frequently suffered to remain for a full hour in the midst of snow or rain, till benumbed with cold, before Mr Christopher would deign to let me be admitted within the door; and then not infrequently, he would banish the cold by warming me with his horse-whip. At length, one Sunday I had gone to prayers, when I returned he asked me how I had dared to take the horse on which I rode. I answered, that I had my father’s permission; with no other provocation, he beat me with his horse-whip so vehemently that the sleeves of my riding-habit, could not be got off my swelled arms till they were slit open: and I kept my bed ten days from the bruises I had received.


The measure of my sufferings was now filled to the brim, I resolved to endure no more. As soon as I was able to crawl from my bed, went to that of my father, and with a flood of tears, told him my sorrowful condition; that let what would betide, I would live no longer under the same roof with a savage, who forgot every tie of nature and humanity, and with whom my youth, my sex, and the near relation in which I stood to him, could be no pleas for decent and humane treatment. I added, that if I were forced to continue, I felt I should soon follow my unhappy sister; and therefore, I earnestly besought him to send me to my sister in Dublin, where I could dwell with comfort, and avoid a fate that must be grievous to him, and which otherwise must inevitably fall upon me.


My father was shocked so much at my relation, that in consideration of his grief and infirmities, I really repented I had said so much – but my poor heart was so full of grief, that it would have burst had I not given it vent. He wept bitterly, and consented I should go to my sister; but desired I would stay till he could procure some money for me, of which at present he had no command, since he had given the property over to Christopher.


My father kept his word, and taking the first opportunity of his son’s absence, got as much money from the tenants as enabled me not only to bear my expences to Dublin, but left some in my pocket, and I arrived at my sister’s house, which I regarded as a safe haven after a dreadful storm.


In my absence, my brother having no one on whom he could wreak his habitual malice, but his younger brother Garret, he frequently beat him with great severity. This the young lad bore with patience for some time; till at length, the strokes became too frequent to be borne; and though but a stripling, and several years younger than his persecutor, he resolved to pluck up a spirit; and the next blow he got from Christopher he hazarded a return. A conflict ensued, the contest was severe, long, and for a while doubtful. But Garret, deriving strength and courage from resentment, gave his elder brother such a drubbing, that he never after ventured another combat, but suffered him to live in peace. Of this I was informed by a letter from the victorious combatant, which at the same time acquainted me that my father’s increasing infirmities made him desirous to see me; and that I might return in safety, for Christopher had not only given his word that he would treat me kindly; but that he himself would be my protector and defender against his brother’s oppression, if he should break his word.


Tenderly loving my father, pleased with this assurance, and eager to embrace my brother Garret, I hastened home; and never did Andromeda behold her deliverer Perseus; nor the wife of Hector, see her husband return victorious from a well-fought field, with greater joy than I viewed, my young hero, Garret; and for three whole months, peace and tranquillity inhabited our dwelling.


I here would apologize to my readers for dwelling so long on the evil qualities of my brother Christopher; were it not that I conceive it somewhat necessary to lay before them events, which they have too much sameness to be amusing, are yet necessary, if not for an entire excuse at least for some alleviation of censure on my subsequent conduct in life. It must be obvious to every one that my wanderings, and every occurrence that may appear blamable in me, were originally owing to his behaviour. Had I been treated with the same humanity and tenderness that other girls of like condition experienced, my youth had glided pleasantly along. I might have been honourably married, and settled in life; might have made some deserving man happy, and received from him mutual content. Had slid into the vale of years without reproach, and have adorned, not debased a respectable name and family. But what was the alternative? My rising prospects rendered gloomy – every suitable proposal rejected – my temper soured, my resentments roused, and my spirits agitated by ill-treatment. Frequently driven to desperation by savage cruelty, and reckless what became of me. Every relaxation of my misery, was beheld in such a pleasurable light, that my mind, like a bow too long and too harshly bent, was no sooner loosed than it sprang wider than its pitch, and became almost masterless. My inexperienced youth, left without any friendly guidance, to ramble wild, and fall a prey to the artifices of designing men: every door shut against a return from errors, caused by unrestrained passions, roused by nature, heated by flattery, and kept alive by gratification – reflect on this, ye stern inquisitors for virtue! and then condemn as truth and justice bids – but to return to the last narrative I shall give respecting my brother Christopher.


For three months after I came back from Dublin, as I have said, we lived in tranquillity – happy had it been for me, had it continued. But the Æthiop cannot change his hue, nor the Leopard his spots. My wretched brother, tired with the long restraint over his inherent barbarity, let it break forth with redoubled fury. The family of Dardistown, continuing their attention to me, sought every opportunity of being in my company – one while, they would come and spend a day at Killough – that is, when Christopher was from home – and at other times, they would have me with them. They gave a ball to a few select friends, and I was invited. As it continued till it was too late – or rather too early for my return home, Mrs Fetherston insisted on my taking a bed with her. The next morning before I went home, she dispatched a servant to my father, to acquaint him that she had kept me, and to request he would not be displeased at my stay. Secure then, as I thought myself from any anger, I went home; but alas! I had no sooner entered the door, than my brother Christopher fell on me with his horse-whip, and beat me so cruelly that I vomited blood, and kept my bed near three months with the bruises he had given me: being several times at the point of death, and nothing but my youth and the natural strength of my constitution could have brought me through it.


Whilst this abominable exercise was going on, my shrieks and cries reached the ears of my poor father, who, as soon as a servant could help him on with his cloaths, came down to my assistance; though he was so much debilitated by the rheumatism, that he could scarce feed himself without help. When he appeared, my brother left off beating me, rather from his arm being tired from the length and excess of his exertions, than from any awe at the presence of his infirm parent. He could do nothing more than scold my inhuman tyrant, which he did in the strongest terms he could utter. He ordered me to be put to bed, and then was carried, shedding a torrent of tears, to his own.


This last proof of the unconquerable cruelty of Christopher, confirmed me in the opinion that no peace could be obtained for me, in that house. Whilst I was confined by my ill usage, my dear father would frequently cause himself to be brought to my room, where he would mingle his tears with mine, sympathize with my sufferings, and console me with the assurance, that as soon as I was able to be removed I should go to Dublin. For however grievous to him the parting with his dear child must be, he could not bear to expose me any longer to ill usage, which he was too weak and powerless to prevent. This promise acted as a cordial to me, and contributed greatly to my recovery; but I was too impatient to wait for its being perfectly compleated, and my father having procured some money from the tenants, as soon as I was able to sit upright in a carriage (which, as I said before, was not till the end of three months) I bade adieu to my sorrowing father, and sat out once more for Dublin. My brother and sister Smith, had quitted Tullamore, and occupied the house and carried on the business of the China-shop, in Arran-street, with my sister Beatty; and beside their natural affection, the knowledge I had acquired of the China trade whilst I had been in Dublin twice before, rendered me a welcome guest. I was received in the most cordial manner. They lamented the miseries I had suffered, deplored the weak and emaciated condition in which I came to town, and assured me of every comfort in their power to bestow to render my life happy. They most religiously kept their word, until I forfeited their esteem by my own imprudence.
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