
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

      Praise for Samuel Johnson

      ‘A solidly constructed literary biography that makes judicious use of sources sidelined by Boswell, as well as later academic
         findings’
      

      Guardian

      ‘Well-researched, fully annotated and judiciously expressed … Peter Martin’s volume is a worthy addition to everyone’s shelf
         of John-soniana’

The Literary Review

      ‘Martin tells the familiar story well’

Observer

      ‘[Samuel Johnson] is a brisk and readable introduction to the great man’s life. And if it encourages people to seek out Johnson’s works, it
         will have performed a great service … He was a great critic, a great wit, a great writer; above all, as this book remind us,
         he was a great Englishman’

Daily Telegraph

      ‘Martin is industrious and engaging … Martin’s virtue is his focus on his subject’s humanity: less on the public man, more
         on his strange character, his depression and physical awkwardness, his piety and generosity – his brave tussles for happiness.
         And for Johnson that was the recipe of good, accessible biography’
      

      Sunday Times

      ‘A vivid, sensitively observed narrative of the life of Samuel Johnson’

New York Times

      ‘Modern biographers are aware of the competition. They have to write a first-rate book about Johnson or hear from critics
         that they’ve foolishly entered the wrong league. And a number of scholars … have given us remarkable portraits. They’re now
         joined by Peter Martin, whose Samuel Johnson: A Biography is a model of its kind: a deeply felt, beautifully written account of a personality about whom we cannot know enough’

Wall Street Journal

      ‘A fetching new version of the life of Samuel Johnson’

      Chicago Tribune
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To strive with difficulties, and to conquer them, is the highest human felicity; the next, is to strive and deserve to conquer.

      Ye who listen with credulity to the whispers of fancy, and pursue with eagerness the phantoms of hope; who expect that age
         will perform the promises of youth, and that the deficiencies of the present day will be supplied by the morrow; attend to
         the history of Rasselas, Prince of Abissinia.
      

      SAMUEL JOHNSON
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      PREFACE

      I came to write a biography of Samuel Johnson for the tercentenary of his birth in 2009 through writing biographies of Edmond
         Malone and James Boswell, two good friends devoted to the great man who between them did the most to create a post-Johnson
         Johnsonian world. The leading Shakespearean of the eighteenth century, Malone quickly joined the Johnson circle after he moved
         to London from Ireland in the late 1770s to devote himself to literature. Boswell called him ‘Johnsonianissimus’. By then
         Johnson had already been Boswell’s dear friend and hero for fifteen years. When Boswell and Malone first met shortly before
         Johnson’s death, Malone saw clearly that if Boswell was going to fulfil his longtime ambition of writing Johnson’s life, he
         would need all the help and encouragement he could give him. He dedicated himself to that end, prodding and cajoling, lifting
         Boswell out of his wearying melancholia, and spending hundreds of hours with him reading out loud and correcting the manuscripts
         of both his Tour to the Hebrides and monumental Life of Johnson (1791), which has often been called the greatest biography in the English language. Without Malone’s help, Boswell would
         probably never have published his Life.

      But there are problems with Boswell’s biography. Although it preserves the vast majority of Johnson’s conversation that has
         come down to us – a huge artistic achievement of narrative skill, memory and persistence – and presents him dynamically in
         scenes among friends and in all sorts of social situations which make him come alive in ways that none of his other biographers
         have ever equalled, it perpetuates a popular perception of Johnson, which flourished in his own lifetime, chiefly as a personality
         and truculent conversationalist. This is only part of the picture.
      

      After Johnson published his brilliant moral essays in the 1740s and his great Dictionary in 1755, he became the voice of the age, the rationalist epitome and sage of the Enlightenment. His reputation was enormous.
         Bewigged, muscular and, for his day, unusually tall at six feet, his massive frame famously dressed in crumpled and soiled
         clothes, beset by involuntary tics and erratic movements that startled many, opinionated, deferred to, feared for his strong
         rebuttals, powered in his inimitable and legendary conversation by a prodigious memory, Johnson became a literary and social
         icon such as no other man of letters in that age ever achieved. ‘I believe there is hardly a day in which there is not something
         about me in the newspapers,’ he remarked to Boswell a few years before he died. In his Life, Boswell celebrated these personality stereotypes and helped create a cult featuring Johnson as the Great Cham and the Great
         Clubman through a portrait so large and aggressive that for over a century and a half after Johnson’s death the man dominated
         the writer. While in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries Boswell’s biography of Johnson became one of the best-known
         books in the English language, Johnson’s own extensive and remarkable works became relatively unpopular. Johnson has been
         frozen in the minds of people who have never read him into a firm image of a man always in company talking and living up to
         the public’s caricature of him: the great literary dictator and arbiter, the rigid neo-classical critic, the lexicographer
         and editor lacking poetic imagination, one who spent the better part of his waking hours acting out his role as the great
         ‘club’ man, the conservative spokesman for the Tory cause – indeed, the defender of tradition from language to politics to
         social behaviour. Virtually all of these tags are inaccurate and misleading. It was not until well into the twentieth century
         that, in a reaction against this lopsided view, critics and biographers began to direct attention to Johnson’s writings, but
         the popular image refuses to fade away.
      

      There are other problems with Boswell’s Life. It presents a man essentially at peace in his own mind. Boswell did not want his portrait to be of a man wracked with self-doubt,
         guilt, fear and depression. He rarely cited from Johnson’s writings, did not make sensational use of Johnson’s diary extracts
         to which he had access, and was not privy to his friend’s deepest secrets and worries as was Mrs Hester Thrale, Johnson’s
         most intimate female friend who later after remarriage wrote his biography, with something of a bias against him, under her
         new name ‘Piozzi’, but whom for the sake of clarity I will always refer to as Mrs Thrale. She turned out to be, in Boswell’s
         mind, his greatest rival as Johnson’s biographer. Except for mentioning it, neither did he explore the manifestations of his
         subject’s melancholia even though an assortment of fears connected to that ‘vile melancholy’ afflicted Johnson’s entire life
         and deeply shaped much of his thought and behaviour. A horrible act about three weeks before he died throws a retrospective light on what he once called ‘the general disease of my life’.
      

      One cold day in late November or early December, dying and very likely in a depressed state of acute guilt for a life he felt
         had not lived up to God’s and his own expectations, and accompanied by his faithful black servant Frank Barber, Johnson began
         rounding up his personal papers and taking them in arm-loads out into his garden at Bolt Court, just off Fleet Street. There
         for more than a week he did ‘little else’ than set fire to them in a conflagration or holocaust that has to be numbered as
         one of the greatest literary tragedies of all time. Letters and manuscripts of all kinds went up in flames. Hour after hour
         Johnson fed the fire, hoping it would help consume his guilt and prepare his soul for death. He burned his mother’s letters
         with tears streaming from his eyes. Few letters written to him survived. We would have fewer still if Boswell earlier had
         not preserved many of his own to Johnson and if Johnson himself had not, as it appears, spared Hester Thrale’s from the blaze.
         Even two of his large quarto diaries fed the flames. Only fragments of these have survived, again partly due to Boswell’s
         enterprise. For a man who repeatedly urged Boswell and several others to keep journals, such an act seems recklessly contradictory.
         It surprised and horrified his friends.
      

      How did such a literary calamity come to pass? Johnson’s surviving prayers, meditations and diaries – most of which Boswell
         never saw – as well as his letters, abound with warning signs. Poised dangerously between control and madness, between doubt,
         fear and faith, tormented by the dread of loneliness and death and lacerated by physical as well as mental sickness, he often
         feared he would fall into madness. In his recent book, Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human, Harold Bloom wrote, ‘I worship Johnson, particularly on Shakespeare, and suspect that his own perilous balance, the fear
         of madness, made him seek rational design where none exists.’1 Shakespeare scholarship, the classics, lexicography, essay writing, biography, journalism, travel writing, sermons, allegorical
         fables, and a host of other forms of prose and poetry in which Johnson relentlessly probed himself and the world around him,
         not to mention his passion for conversation, all constituted rational triumphs against despair and depression. Ironically,
         his extraordinary religious faith deepened his fears. His growing certainty that he would not go to heaven, that he had let
         God down and not used his talents fully enough, and that he had wasted time through indolence and idle thoughts all conspired
         against him. The holocaust was a final, desperate effort to wipe the slate clean before death.
      

Who really was this man who his own and later ages have celebrated, even venerated, so thoroughly? There is a portrait by
         his friend Sir Joshua Reynolds painted in the 1760s, when Johnson was in his late fifties, which speaks volumes about the
         private Johnson. In it Johnson does not hide under the wig in which men were conventionally painted in the eighteenth century
         and which could blur the persona with an appearance of social respectability. He looks less cloaked and protected, vulnerable
         yet courageous, even defiantly introspective. The energy of the profile seems almost agonised, focused on troubled thoughts,
         wrestling with difficult ideas that lie deep within – a mind seemingly preying on itself. Instead of resting inert on a table
         or chair, Johnson’s hands are held up prominently, gesticulating oddly, his fingers bent tensely, ‘as if he had been seized
         with the cramp’.2 The side view also accentuates Johnson’s vitality and force, his physicality and great strength: a large, muscular frame
         with broad shoulders, large facial features and a massive neck. This is my favourite portrait of the several Reynolds painted
         of him because it cuts through the clichés about Johnson which prevailed during his lifetime and have persisted ever since.
         It helps make him accessible to us not as a relic of the eighteenth century but as a man beset by problems common to us all,
         with important things to say about the human condition. The portrait invites us to confront tragic realities about Johnson’s
         life and character which Boswell and other early biographers more or less underplayed. His life was a journey of agony and
         courage, a struggle to survive. It was never a level playing field for him. When his wife died early in their marriage, he
         fell into a despondency and grief from which he really never recovered and which almost drowned him in recurring guilt for
         the rest of his life. And yet, the portrait also projects Johnson’s bravery and determination to overcome such fearful odds.
      

      The best way to get the measure of Johnson is to read him. I have often thought that if I were stranded on a desert island,
         in addition to the Bible and the complete works of Shakespeare I would wish to have with me a complete run of Johnson’s moral
         essays, especially those from the Rambler – almost 450 of them in all. John Ruskin wrote that on their foreign travels his father would carefully pack the Rambler and Idler in their luggage because they contained ‘more substantial literary nourishment than could be, from any other author, packed
         into so portable compass … I at once and for ever recognised in him a man entirely sincere, and infallibly wise in the view
         and estimate he gave of the common questions, business, and ways of the world … No other writer could have secured me, as
         he did, against all chance of being misled by my own sanguine and metaphysical temperament. He taught me carefully to measure life, and distrust fortune.’3 Ruskin hit a nerve there. What makes Johnson such a great character is that in all his writing he combines enormous intelligence
         with frank personal weakness. He is able to unfold for us endless shades of morality at the same time as guiding us into the
         labyrinths of human nature itself as an open book – making his own human nature the greatest text. That was very empirical
         and English of him. That was what the Argentinian writer Jorge Luis Borges, a rabid Anglophile for whom Johnson was a literary
         hero, had in mind when, on a visit to England, he surprised an audience by stating that Johnson was more English than Shakespeare.
      

      Johnson was something of a hero of Jane Austen’s, too. She showed a vigorous keenness for his moral essays especially and
         how they attacked social pretentiousness and prideful self-delusion. When one reads Johnson, one is struck by how modern he
         is. Far from being rigidly conservative, backward-looking and authoritarian, he was one of the most advanced liberals of his
         time. Author of some of the greatest critical writing ever written, his natural instinct was to prick bubbles of pretension
         and nonsense – what he called ‘cant’, ‘a whining pretension to goodness’ – under whatever labels or in whatever institutions
         they flourished. The anger and defiance in his writing often make one wince – a feature of his persona which has not been
         sufficiently stressed by biographers. He had a sharp tongue when he detected humbug, flimflam, smugness and insincerity, and
         sent many home licking their wounds. Interlopers, pompous hypocrites, people in power, the chattering aristocracy and irresponsible
         newspapers were certain to provoke his indignation and mockery. He was empirical, downright, willing to argue, brave, and
         deftly and sometimes severely humorous. He could be every bit as funny as modern humourists, savouring a comic thought like
         Oliver Goldsmith’s vanity over his new purple coat for hours afterwards, his laughter filling a room and echoing along the
         streets. His directness and impatience with what today we call political correctness would have made him a popular guest for
         television interviews and talk shows. He was also unorthodox, which he felt was the only way to be a critic, judging not by
         conventional rules but according to his reading of human nature. On behalf of native populations, he hit hard against colonial
         expansion and imperialism, especially in the Americas. While the Government and people were strongly behind it, he was stridently
         opposed to the Seven Years’ War. Far from being a spokesman for the Establishment and Tory cause, he was one of the strongest
         advocates for the abolition of slavery, treating his own black servant Frank Barber like a son, ‘freeing’ and educating him, and leaving most of his estate to him in his will.
      

      Far in advance of his time, Johnson’s encouragement of women writers and his respect for their works was legendary. ‘Always
         fly at the eagle,’ he implored his shy but witty young friend and admirer Fanny Burney. He treated women as intellectual equals
         and promoted their literary careers – a theme mostly untouched by Boswell. ‘I dined yesterday at Mrs Garrick’s with Mrs [Elizabeth]
         Carter, Miss Hannah More, and Miss Fanny Burney,’ he wrote. ‘Three such women are not to be found’.4 His tireless charity and Christian benevolence towards the underprivileged, oppressed and poor were well known in his lifetime.
         All these themes I pursue in this book, benefiting hugely from the large body of recent critical scholarship that has explored
         new attitudes towards Johnson and his world.
      

      How well known is Johnson today? He is a pervasive presence in the English-speaking world, the second most quoted literary
         figure in Britain (after Shakespeare). Sometimes it seems as if scarcely a day passes without his being cited in a travel
         guide, sports article, philosophical tract, sermon, newspaper report or advertisement (as recently for an Arab airline). The
         2005 fifty-pence coin bears his name on it as the author of the Dictionary. And he was even the target of a hammer attack in August 2007 at the National Portrait Gallery when a man apparently furious
         over the plight of the English language and somehow blaming Johnson for it smashed through the glass and damaged the canvas
         of Reynolds’s portrait of him, known as ‘Dictionary Johnson’ and valued at almost £2 million. A more positive event occurred in 2001 when I picked up the American biographer David McCullough at the St Louis
         airport for a talk he was delivering at the college where I was then teaching. He was nearing the final stages of his best-selling
         biography of John Adams and as we drove across the flat Illinois landscape he told me he had read Johnson’s Dictionary to help him tune into the eighteenth-century English that Adams knew. Paradoxically, in spite of Johnson’s iconic status
         and occasional programmes about him on television and on the radio, I have been surprised from spot interviews in the high
         streets of several English towns that only about a quarter of the people I spoke to could identify him. Some wondered whether
         he was a boxer, or a contemporary of Shakespeare’s, or a Canadian sprinter convicted of drug-taking, or a leading Conservative
         MP. One might have thought that the featuring of Johnson and his Dictionary in a hilarious episode of the British television sitcom Blackadder would have lodged his name somewhat more permanently in the general public’s memory. With a little help several people did at last recall something about a dictionary. The problem is
         partly that few people read Johnson today. His works are rarely assigned in schools and scarcely ever appear in school examinations.
         As a great thinker and writer Johnson must be read, otherwise, even after decades of penetrating scholarship and biographical
         illumination, he will continue to take a back seat in the popular mind to his worshipper, Boswell.
      

      My debts to Johnsonian research are obvious in my notes, but here I would like to express particular gratitude to a number
         of people who have made Johnson their life’s work. The late Paul Korshin, a friend and founder and editor of The Age of Johnson, encouraged me in this enterprise and read several chapters before his tragic death. Robert Folkenflik has read the entire
         manuscript and provided minute and insightful criticism, drawing on his encyclopedic grasp of Johnson’s life and writings;
         my debt to him is considerable. Jack Lynch has also read the manuscript and corrected a few errors, as has John Kulka. Thomas
         Kaminski also took time out from his busy schedule to carefully read several chapters and give me helpful suggestions on Johnson’s
         early career in London. In an endless number of ways numerous other critics and Johnsonians have helped me find my way through
         this huge project.
      

      No biography exists in a critical vacuum, and mine is no exception in being heavily indebted to the following biographical
         scholarship on Johnson over the past thirty years: Thomas Kaminski, The Early Career of Samuel Johnson; Robert DeMaria, The Life of Samuel Johnson: A Critical Biography and Samuel Johnson and the Life of Reading; John Wain’s Samuel Johnson; Robert Folkenflik, Samuel Johnson, Biographer; Walter Jackson Bate, Samuel Johnson; and Lawrence Lipking, Samuel Johnson: The Life of an Author. Also extremely valuable and useful have been Bruce Redford’s edition of Johnson’s Letters, Roger Lonsdale’s edition of The Lives of the Poets, Alvin Kernan’s Samuel Johnson and the Impact of Print, Allen Reddick’s The Making of Johnson’s Dictionary, John Wiltshire’s Samuel Johnson in the Medical World, Pat Rogers’s The Samuel Johnson Encyclopedia, several recent ‘companion’ volumes of Johnson criticism with a plethora of fresh insights into Johnson’s life and works,
         and a host of essays that have appeared for almost twenty years now in Paul Korshin and Jack Lynch’s splendid annual publication,
         The Age of Johnson: A Scholarly Annual. I should also mention Henry Hitchings’s vivid and perceptive Dr Johnson’s Dictionary: The Extraordinary Story of the Book that Defined the World.

      The Johnsonian world of societies and clubs on both sides of the Atlantic still thrives, and it is a measure of Johnson’s continuing strong influence that their members continue to maintain
         ‘clubbability’ and support each other in their efforts to make Johnson and his humanitarian contributions more widely known
         throughout the world. When I laid the wreath on Johnson’s tomb in Westminster Abbey a few years ago as part of the annual
         Johnson Society of London’s commemoration of his death, I palpably felt that I was one member of a world community expressing
         gratitude to this extraordinary man. It is hoped that the tercentenary events in 2009 commemorating Johnson’s birth will do
         much to extend that world and especially make his writings more widely read.
      

      I should also like to thank the Leverhulme Trust for granting me an Emeritus Fellowship in 2003 that enabled me to spend several
         months working at the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University and with the Hyde Collection, now in the
         Houghton Library, Harvard University, but then at Four Oaks Farm, Princeton, New Jersey. My thanks, too, to Robinson College,
         University of Cambridge, for a Bye-Fellowship in the spring of 2003.
      

      A word of remembrance for my former agent, the late Giles Gordon, whose friendship and help in the early stages of writing
         this book were critical. Thanks, too, to my agent David Godwin, my editor at Weidenfeld and Nicolson, Benjamin Buchan, who
         provided valuable detailed commentary on the manuscript and skilfully steered it through the press, and to Ion Trewin for
         his encouragement and many lunches at the Garrick. My late wife Cindy was at the heart of this project in its early days,
         a radiant support, while Andrew, Claire, Adele, and Iain have, as always, been as anchors in rough waters. Finally, Maureen
         Pier has been here to help me with editing, proofreading and collecting illustrations, as well as in a host of other ways
         that have smoothed the way and kept me, in Johnson’s words, from being ‘deranged through solitude and intense study’.
      

      Peter Martin

      West Sussex and Spain

      January 2008
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      PART I

      Staffordshire Youth
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      Market Square, Lichfield

      




      
      
      CHAPTER I

      
      Anecdotes of Beggary

      
      [1]

      
      ‘I was born at Lichfield.’ These are the first words Johnson, in his mid-fifties, writes about himself in his Diaries, Prayers, and Annals. When he wrote the Annals he had somewhat resolved the uncomfortable ambivalence he had felt towards his birthplace ever since leaving it with David
         Garrick in 1737 at the age of twenty-seven for London, the vast scene of his eventual fame. He was to return three months
         later, then again two years later for several months. But after that he would not be back for twenty-two long years, three
         years after the death of his mother.
      

      
      When he finally returned in the winter of 1761–2, a famous man and subsidised by a government pension, he wrote the following
         about his visit:
      

      
      

         I went down to my native town, where I found the streets much narrower and shorter than I thought I had left them … My play-fellows
            were grown old, and forced me to suspect, that I was no longer young … I wandered about for five days, and took the first
            convenient opportunity of returning to a place, where, if there is not much happiness, there is at least such a diversity
            of good and evil, that slight vexations do not fix upon a heart.
         

      



      
      It is understandable, though not for that reason less surprising, that Johnson should wipe so much about Lichfield, family
         and friends off his mental landscape for almost a quarter of a century. Relative poverty, health problems from infancy, depression,
         disappointments and family strife all conspired to deprive him of a happy Lichfield youth. It would not be until he was in
         his mid-fifties that the foundations of his affection for his Staffordshire roots would begin to surface and claim his attention
         and heart. When in 1767 he made his first lengthy visit ‘home’ since the winter of 1739–40, for about five months, the bookseller
         Thomas Davies, who famously first introduced Johnson to Boswell, thought it was significant enough to report it to Boswell: ‘Dr Johnson is still at his beloved Lichfield, the place
         of his birth. I had a letter from him very lately … [he] is at last become sick of the place for want of proper amusement,
         and yet cannot assume resolution enough to break his fetters and come away to his friends.’ ‘Beloved’ Lichfield certainly,
         but Davies touches on the fact that in later years Johnson tended to get bored there and long to return to the excitement
         of London. Not until his last fifteen years did he feel a pull strong enough to draw him to Lichfield almost every year until
         he died, which impelled him to think about and visit old friends and schoolmates, and even inspired him to come to the rescue
         of a few of them who were in dire personal and financial circumstances.1

      
      Lichfield was no out-of-the-way place. By the middle of the eighteenth century England’s notoriously miserable roads, largely
         unchanged since the Middle Ages and very dangerous, had begun to give way to comprehensive road improvements. As a result,
         the country developed a network of fast, convenient and relatively comfortable coaching routes far in advance of any other
         country in the world. Lichfield was helped prominently on to the map because it sat strategically at the crossroads of two
         major trunk routes: from London up to Liverpool, Manchester and the North-West, and from Bristol to Sheffield, Leeds and the
         North-East.2 In spite of its energy as one of the most important coaching cities in the Midlands, however – and it was commonly referred
         to as a city – Lichfield looked and felt more like a close-knit market town. It had a village atmosphere to it, and people
         knew and gossiped about each other and luxuriated in the personal and beautiful character of the town’s layout. Though Johnson
         remarked how altered it seemed to him, Lichfield had, in fact, changed relatively little for over a century, except for the
         establishment of several coaching inns. In Johnson’s later years something stirred within him for the old place and for his
         vanished youth among the small lanes, leafy groves and watery ways. He lamented the deaths of old friends and his local attachment
         to particular scenes. Every time he returned, there were fewer old faces to see and therefore there was more boredom. ‘This
         place grows more and more barren of entertainment,’ he wrote in the summer of 1777. He also was vexed when Lichfield’s Corporation
         clouded his evaporating memories with ‘improvements’ here and there, such as on the occasion he dined with the Corporation
         and ‘talked against a workhouse which they have in contemplation’; or when one of his favourite haunts, Stowe Mill, lay ‘much degenerated’; or when in the summer of 1769, after wandering by the
         streams and along the familiar lanes in a Virgilian fantasy, he discovered to his horror that ‘they have cut down the trees
         in George Lane’. Lichfield’s small-town atmosphere was valuable to him – in the last year of his life he returned to it in
         a tender Latin poem for his boyhood friend and classmate Edmund Hector – but he also found it disturbing because it revived
         memories of neighbours he had known in his boyhood who had died and been replaced by strangers. His roots were in these streets,
         but there seemed little there to afford him a feeling of stability or permanence.3

      
      
      [2]

      
      In his Dictionary of the English Language, Johnson defined ‘lich’ as ‘a dead carcase’, from which lichgate, a covered gateway to a churchyard through which the dead
         are carried to be buried, takes its name. He then elaborates: ‘Lichfield, the field of the dead, a city in Staffordshire, so named from martyred Christians.’4 ‘Salve magna parens,’ or ‘Hail, great mother,’ he added, saluting his place of birth. To have one’s town described as ‘the field of the dead’
         may not have entirely pleased Lichfield residents in the mid-eighteenth century, but there were grounds for believing that
         the ‘lich’ in Lichfield meant death instead of marsh, as had been more commonly believed at the time. Johnson was alluding
         to the massacre of early Christian Britons in the fourth century by Roman soldiers who, according to legend, massacred them
         all in an area where the town now sits. It was not until A D 669 that a Christian settlement was established there by St Chad, the Bishop of Mercia, who was a principal force in spreading
         Christianity in the Midlands. The story goes that he chose this spot for his see because St Augustine is supposed to have
         visited the site of the massacre and pronounced it hallowed ground. A primitive Christian church already existed there and
         St Chad quickly turned Lichfield into the ecclesiastical centre of Middle England. His cell was to the east of the centre
         of the modern town, at the east end of which was the hamlet of Stowe (Saxon for ‘holy place’), now Stowe Pool, dear to Johnson’s
         heart because it was where Molly Aston lived, one of the great loves of his life. The little twelfth-century church of St
         Chad, the oldest building in Staffordshire, sits peacefully there today next to Stowe Pool. The well where St Chad is thought
         to have baptised members of his flock is still known as St Chad’s Well. According to ‘The Venerable Bede’ in his Ecclesiastical History (731), St Chad at his death in 672 was accompanied to heaven by a flight of angels, whereupon this religious settlement became
         known as a type of Fatima or Lourdes. For centuries until the Reformation pilgrims came to worship and be cured there.5

      
      There was plenty of water on the site of the town from the start, a swampy or marshy valley cutting east-west through which
         streams glided peacefully and from which in the twelfth century two beautiful ponds were created, Minster Pool and Stowe Pool.
         It was on the north side of this valley, just above Minster Pool, that a Saxon church was first built in the seventh century,
         supplanted by a Norman church begun in 1085, which in turn was replaced by the present triumph of English cathedrals (built
         between 1195 and the 1330s), described by Daniel Defoe as ‘one of the finest and most beautiful in England’, with three spires
         known as ‘The Ladies of the Vale’. To the south of the little valley and Minster Pool is where the modern town was laid out
         and where, a short walk across a little bridge from the cathedral and its close, Johnson was born and went to school next
         to the Market Place. By the time he was born, Lichfield had emerged as an important cultural centre in the Midlands, an increasingly
         urbane semi-rural community of about three thousand inhabitants for whom the vortex of ecclesiastical life and influence had
         diminished considerably.6

      
      
      [3]

      
      When Defoe passed through Lichfield, mostly in the 1720s, he was undoubtedly aware of a couple of the recent famous ‘sons’
         of the town. One was Elias Ashmole, the seventeenth-century antiquarian and astrologer, who was born in Breadmarket Street
         in 1617 and attended Lichfield Grammar School. In 1682 he founded the Ashmolean Museum at Oxford University by giving the
         university his large collection of curiosities, many of them bequeathed to him by the famous naturalist and plant collector
         John Tradescant. Joseph Addison, the most famous English essayist in the eighteenth century, was also brought up in Lichfield.
         He was still an infant when his father was appointed Dean of Lichfield and the family moved into the cathedral close. But
         Defoe (who died in 1731) would have been impressed, even amazed, had he been told something of what lay ahead for this little
         Midlands market town by way of intellectual, literary and scientific achievements during the rest of the century. ‘We are a city of philosophers,’ Johnson once boasted. Apart from Johnson, Lichfield’s
         greatest gift to English culture in the eighteenth century was David Garrick, whose meteoric career as an actor in London
         began soon after he and Johnson arrived there together. Born in Hereford, brought up in Lichfield, and also a pupil at the
         grammar school, Garrick was always a faithful friend to Johnson although his spectacular success and considerable wealth provoked
         Johnson’s jealousy.7

      
      On the scientific side, Erasmus Darwin, the literary botanist, poet and grandfather of Charles Darwin, was born in 1731, moved
         to Lichfield in 1756, and practised medicine there for many years. He established a famous botanical garden at his large house
         by the West Gate entrance to the Close in Beacon Street, where he did much of the botanical research leading to, among other
         things, ideas on the sexual behaviour of plants and on evolution which influenced his grandson. After he left Lichfield in
         1781, he turned literary and published his famous poem in heroic couplets, The Botanic Garden (1791), which left its mark on Shelley, Coleridge and other Romantic poets. As it happened, Darwin’s radical and free-thinking
         religious and political views were such that he and Johnson took a dislike to one another, though that did not stop Johnson
         from taking Hester Thrale and her husband to visit him and his eight-acre botanical garden in 1774, where Mrs Thrale was particularly
         struck by Darwin’s one hundred varieties of roses. Darwin contributed his radical and political views as well as his scientific
         insights to the proceedings of the famous Lunar Society in Birmingham which, with great entrepreneurs, inventors and industrialists
         such as Josiah Wedgwood, James Watt, Joseph Priestley and Matthew Boulton (whom Boswell called the ‘iron chieftain’) among
         its members, was one of the forces that kick-started the Industrial Revolution. The society, which took its name from its
         meetings at each full moon, occasionally convened in Lichfield. Johnson may have had no truck with the radical philosophies
         that permeated the proceedings of the society, nor with the newer generation of Lichfield personalities such as the educational
         moralist Thomas Day (who was inspired by Rousseau) or the socialist philosopher Richard Lovell Edgeworth (the father of the
         novelist Maria Edgeworth) who had links to it, but he had an instinctive sympathy with the remarkable industrial innovations
         its members were offering the country from that part of his world.
      

      
      
      
      [4]

      
      It was in the cathedral close that the best conversation and manners were to be found as Samuel was growing up. The town itself
         offered a few old Lichfield families and fine homes, but as the Johnsons had lived in the town for only two generations and
         were still regarded as newcomers, and as they were always stifled by lack of money, they did not move easily or naturally
         in those social orbits. His bookseller father and mother ‘had not much happiness from each other,’ Johnson wrote in his Annals. ‘They seldom conversed; for my father could not bear to talk of his affairs; and my mother, being unacquainted with books,
         cared not to talk of any thing else. Had my mother been more literate, they had been better companions.’ Apparently he confided
         in Mrs Thrale his unhappiness with his family in his youth, for later she wrote that he ‘did not delight in talking much of
         his family – “one has (says he) so little pleasure in reciting the anecdotes of beggary”.’ Unable to leave the matter alone, a few pages later he added, ‘My
         father considered tea as very expensive, and discouraged my mother from keeping company with the neighbours, and from paying
         visits or receiving them. She lived to say, many years after, that, if the time were to pass again, she would not comply with
         such unsocial injunctions.’ It is unlikely, however, that if his mother had been more literate the marriage would have been
         significantly happier, for the seeds of its aridity lay in the starkly different backgrounds of Sarah Ford and Michael Johnson.8

      
      Mrs Thrale remarked that he, clearly alluding to his mother’s lack of learning, once told her, ‘I did not respect my own mother,
         though I loved her.’ In Johnson’s autobiographical snatches there are precious few ‘little memorials’ of tender moments in
         his childhood home, but after recollecting a handful involving his mother he admitted that they ‘soothe my mind’. By that
         he meant that they softened his memory of her and lessened his guilt about her. The guilt can be traced partly to his behaviour,
         perhaps an adolescent type of intellectual arrogance, which sprang from a lack of respect or regard for her ignorance of books,
         not from any lack of love or regard for her motherliness and practical wisdom, although he never once in later years referred
         to her as his dearest mother, as he did to several female friends. Johnson confided to Mrs Thrale one example of his arrogance towards his mother
         which is shocking in its disrespect. ‘Poor people’s children, dear Lady,’ he told her, ‘never respect them … one day, when
         in anger she called me a puppy, I asked her if she knew what they called a puppy’s mother.’ When she died in 1759, he wrote
         a heartfelt prayer for her petitioning God: ‘Forgive me whatever I have done unkindly to my mother, and whatever I have omitted
         to do kindly. Make me to remember her good precepts, and good example.’9

      
      Although Boswell maintained that Sarah Ford was ‘a woman of distinguished understanding’, there is no evidence to back this
         up, unless he meant simply that she was a sensible and practical home-maker. Indeed, Johnson stressed the opposite about his
         mother during his boyhood, ‘My mother … lived in a narrow sphere … affected by little things … Her mind, I think, was afterwards
         much enlarged, or greater evils wore out the care of less.’ Her great leverage in her marriage was that she came of a good
         yeoman family, even affluent, from the Birmingham area. Of this social status the Fords were fully conscious and naturally
         proud, as was Johnson who, in the epitaph he wrote for his mother, highlighted that she was ‘of the ancient family of Ford’.
         In his Annals he also played up this assumed superiority and the ill-feeling it generated, urging it as a prevalent theme of contention
         between his mother and father: ‘My mother had no value for his relations; those indeed whom we knew of were much lower than
         hers. This contempt began, I know not on which side, very early: but, as my father was little at home, it had not much effect.’
         It is a pretty dismal picture, one that Johnson painted for Mrs Thrale clearly and insistently enough to elicit this passage
         she wrote on the marriage in her Anecdotes of the Late Samuel Johnson, published a couple of years after Johnson’s death:
      

      
      

         Mr Johnson’s mother was daughter to a gentleman in the country, such as there were many of in those days, who possessing,
            perhaps, one or two hundred pounds a year in land, lived on the profits, and sought not to increase their income: she was
            therefore inclined to think higher of herself than of her husband, whose conduct in money matters being but indifferent, she
            had a trick of teasing him about it, and was, by her son’s account, very importunate with regard to her fears of spending
            more than they could afford, though she never arrived at knowing how much that was; a fault common, as he said, to most women
            who pride themselves on their economy.
         

      



      
      Johnson allowed that, as far as he could tell, his parents did not ‘live ill together on the whole’, but sadly that was because
         ‘my father could always take his horse and ride away for orders when things went badly’.10

      
      
      Johnson’s great-grandfather Henry Ford was a substantial yeoman and miller at the start of the seventeenth century living
         in the parish of Aston, just north of Birmingham, and then later in West Bromwich, to the west of the city. After his death
         in 1648 his widow Mary Ford and their son Cornelius moved to the bucolic village of King’s Norton, Worcestershire, five miles
         south of Birmingham, where they purchased a large property picturesquely called Haunch Hall for a substantial sum. Mary Ford’s
         other son, Henry, became a highly successful London lawyer with a big house and lots of property also very near Birmingham.
         Cornelius married around 1661 and had eight children at Haunch Hall, which must have made it an energetic and lively place
         to grow up. But it was more than that, for Cornelius was far better educated than most of his village neighbours, appreciated
         books, and owned something of a library which uniquely nourished his children in their village setting and opened up opportunities
         and promising futures for them. The whole family had moved to another big house not far away in Curdworth, Warwickshire by
         1688, and then to Packwood in the same county about thirteen years later. All of the boys either married well or became highly
         successful professionals in medicine, law and education. It was at Packwood that, after all her brothers and sisters had left,
         Johnson’s mother stayed with her father in their new home following the death of her mother in 1701, entirely devoting herself
         (as she had previously) to the running of her father’s household. This was her lot and as the years rolled by she was content
         with it.11

      
      In 1706 she was thirty-seven. Unmarried at that advanced age and prepared for little except the routines of housekeeping,
         she was in a poor position to find a good husband except that she came from a good family. Her destiny seemed to be to live
         out her life as a spinster until her elder sister Phoebe came to her rescue. Phoebe had married a saddler named John Harrison
         of Lichfield whose father had been Sheriff of the city and claimed some murky aristocratic lineage. It was probably through
         the Harrisons, who lived in Lichfield, that Sarah was fatefully introduced to the 49-year-old Lichfield bookseller Michael
         Johnson and married him on 19 June 1706. Phoebe’s marriage to Harrison, therefore, may be seen as a supreme gift to English
         literature and culture, but it was not an ideal marriage for her. Harrison was a widower and had moved to Birmingham by 1719,
         when his nephew Samuel at the age of nine and his younger brother stayed in his house for a few days during the Whitsuntide
         holidays. ‘Why such boys were sent to trouble other houses, I cannot tell,’ Johnson wrote, but ‘my mother had some opinion that much improvement was to
         be had by changing the mode of life’, and also by exposing him to her side of the family. His uncle disgusted him: ‘My uncle
         Harrison did not much like us, nor did we like him. He was a very mean and vulgar man, drunk every night, but drunk with little
         drink, very peevish, very proud, very ostentatious, but, luckily, not rich.’ Actually, his drunkenness may not have been that
         unusual in Lichfield, Johnson told Boswell with some exaggeration, because people of that generation drank mostly ale instead
         of wine, so that ‘all the decent people in Lichfield got drunk every night, and were not the worse thought of it.’ However,
         Sarah had other more cultured relatives to whom she could turn to broaden her children’s horizons and who a few years later
         would prove to be a distinctly positive, if risky, influence.12

      
      Mrs Thrale described Michael Johnson as ‘a man of still larger size and greater strength than his son; who was reckoned very
         like him’. Boswell added the word ‘robust’. There is a sense about him that he was attractive to women, for there are at least
         two stories, one true and the other probably not, of women who were ready and willing to marry him when he was a young man.
         He was licensed to marry the daughter of a prominent tradesman when he was twenty-nine but the wedding never came off. His
         son may not have known this romantic fact about him, for it is the sort of detail of family history that he surely would have
         mentioned in his Annals. Boswell tells another, certainly apocryphal, tale of a woman named Elizabeth Blaney who conceived such a desire for the
         brawny Michael that she in effect stalked him, taking lodgings across from his house in Lichfield and indulging her ‘hopeless
         flame’ for months on end. As Boswell tells it, Michael’s ‘generous humanity’ eventually took pity on her and he offered to
         marry her, but ‘it was then too late: her vital power was exhausted; and she actually exhibited one of the very rare instances
         of dying for love’. The details of the story were a fabrication, perpetuated probably by the poetess Anna Seward, known as
         ‘the swan of Lichfield’, who did not like Johnson, but it was one way to evoke a romantic early manhood for a man who, by
         the time he married and fathered his famous son, was an unromantic, late middle-aged, tired bookseller, financially burdened,
         desperate for someone like Sarah Ford to keep his house in order, and impressed by her family connections. For Sarah, eager
         to escape the fate of spinsterhood, marriage to Michael Johnson was nonetheless a good idea even if she felt she was marrying
         beneath her. A life full of books did nothing to make him more attractive to her, but at least he seemed to be selling them
         and coming up in the world.13

      
      Samuel Johnson made the remarkable admission to Boswell that the Johnson family history was so obscure that ‘I can hardly
         tell who was my grandfather’. He could squeeze out ‘some pretensions to blood’ from his mother’s background, but for his father’s
         family he mustered mostly bitterness and disdain because of the huge economic and social disadvantages in which its relative
         poverty placed him. Either he never had any interest in learning about his father’s parentage and ancestors, or he was too
         ashamed of them to admit he knew very much. He did know that his grandfather William Johnson eked out a living of some sort,
         probably as a farm labourer, in Cubley, Derbyshire, on the road to Ashbourne about twenty miles north of Lichfield, where
         three sons and a daughter were born to him and his wife Catherine: Michael in 1657, Benjamin in 1659, Andrew in 1660 and Margaret
         in 1663. Soon after Margaret’s birth the family made the dramatic and courageous move from sleepy Cubley to bustling Lichfield,
         hoping to enhance its economic prospects and the children’s educational opportunities. What William did for a living in Lichfield
         is as much of a blank to us as, apparently, it was to his grandson, but we know he moved his home from street to street in
         the next few years and did not do well with whatever line of work he chose. The parish assessed his worth at almost the lowest
         in town. He died in 1672 and was buried at St Michael’s Church in Lichfield, leaving behind an impoverished widow and four
         hungry young mouths.14

      
      Various parish charities saved the widow and children from serious poverty and possibly even homelessness. The children very
         likely were also able to attend the superb Lichfield Grammar School. When Michael was five, he received a grant to defray
         school fees from the Lichfield Conduit Lands Trust, and then in 1673, when he was sixteen and just after his father died,
         the Trust paid his mother £4 (about £400 today),15 including travel expenses, to have him apprenticed for eight years to a bookseller called Richard Simpson in London. This
         of course was a huge turning point in the boy’s life, so off he went to London to be bound to Simpson in the bookshop the
         latter had just set up at the sign of The Harp in St Paul’s Churchyard. Simpson turned out to be prominent in the London book
         trade and eventually Master of the Stationers’ Company, so Michael was in good hands. Later his two brothers were also apprenticed
         to Simpson. Michael did not dally in London once his apprenticeship ended in 1681. He hastened back to Lichfield to set up a bookselling and bookbinding
         business at a prime commercial location in Sadler Street (later Market Street). So the families of both of Samuel’s parents
         turned out to have books as an important part of their lives. The chief difference was that Cornelius Ford collected them
         while the Johnsons sold them.
      

      
      Twenty-five years in the business would elapse before Michael Johnson married, but they were years which he appears to have
         put to good use if his reputation and civic role in the town are reliable clues. In three years he was elected Warden of the
         Conduit Lands Trust, which involved him, among other things, in a scheme for building a house for the headmaster of the grammar
         school – a headmaster, ironically, whom his son came to despise. Three years after that he became Overseer of the Poor and
         then a churchwarden of St Mary’s Church, just around the corner from his shop. These were notable responsibilities, not likely
         to be given to someone who had not impressed the town’s leaders as successful and reliable. Still, it remains a puzzle how
         a man who launched himself as a bookseller with no capital so quickly began to make a mark, and why he failed to translate
         this early success and his considerable industry and energy into sustainable prosperity in later years.
      

      
      In the Annals Samuel Johnson gives us his take on this. He wrote impatiently of his parents that ‘neither of them ever tried to calculate
         the profits of trade, or the expenses of living’. Presumably, this was Michael’s problem before he was married as well. Johnson
         continues that his nagging mother ‘concluded that we were poor, because we lost by some of our trades [business transactions];
         but the truth was, that my father, having in the early part of his life contracted debts, never had trade sufficient to enable
         him to pay them, and maintain his family; he got something, but not enough.’ Other diversifying enterprises for which he had
         to borrow included several costly forays into publishing, from which he made little profit, and in the late 1690s a bold move
         into the manufacture of vellum and parchment. He set up a little workshop or parchment factory on the marshy perimeter of
         Stowe Pool, in an area known as the Moggs halfway along the picturesque path to St Chad’s Church. This ‘factory’ plodded along
         as a drain on his resources until 1717 when he was charged by the Lichfield Quarter Sessions for practising the trade without
         the required seven-year apprenticeship. Add to this his bad bookkeeping and the recipe for financial frustration is complete.
         As for his wife, she appears to have been no help with any aspect of the business and may even have demoralised her husband. ‘Of business,’ Johnson writes,
         ‘she had no distinct conception; and therefore her discourse was composed only of complaint, fear, and suspicion.’ Exasperated,
         Johnson adds that in about 1768 he picked up some family papers and computed his father’s profits. ‘This, I believe, my parents
         never did.’ He does not tell us what he discovered, though in 1774 he still meant to but did not ‘note down my father’s stock,
         expenses, and profit’.16

      
      There would be more borrowing. Michael Johnson was determined that as a newly married man he would have a book business and
         home befitting his new wife’s social background. The costs of the effort conspired to render his family household perpetually
         poor in later years, although at first it must have felt prosperous enough owing to his wife’s dowry of almost five hundred
         pounds and the carefully arranged marriage settlement by Sarah’s father, who doubted Michael’s ability to provide properly
         for his daughter and a future family.17

      
      Michael started to spend heavily right away. In 1706, the year of his marriage, he threw himself off the deep end financially
         in an effort to advance to a higher league in the bookselling business. He borrowed to buy the entire library of no fewer
         than 2,900 volumes belonging to the Earl of Derby (who had died in 1702) at Knowsley, near Liverpool. This was supposed to
         expand his business dramatically, for which he must have thought he had encouragement from wealthy customers and the cathedral
         close’s ecclesiastical population, but the unhappy reality was he had trouble selling the books. Many volumes from the collection
         hung around his shop unsold for decades. The next year he did something even more audacious. He purchased a seventeenth-century
         property on the corner of Market and Breadmarket streets, virtually across from St Mary’s Church and commandingly facing Market
         Place with all its hustle and bustle of twice-weekly markets. He paid £80 for it and surely caused a stir in town by proceeding
         immediately to reduce the building to rubble. He leased extra land along the street from the Lichfield Corporation and in
         the place of the old building raised the tall, respectable residence where Samuel was born and which served as both home and
         shop. The imposing new home had a basement and four lovely storeys supported on outside pillars and cantilevered prettily
         on Breadmarket Street, the main entrance facing the market square. The house looked much as it does today, with the kitchen
         in the basement, a large bookshop on the ground floor, two parlours, and perhaps as many as ten or eleven bedrooms. The four bedrooms at the top were for servants and apprentices.
         All of this initially would have delighted Sarah Johnson, of course, but none of it was inexpensive and the reckoning would
         inevitably come, much of it to Samuel’s conspicuous disadvantage.18

      
      Given Sarah’s age when they married, if the Johnsons were going to have a family they could not afford to wait. Childbearing
         was fraught with dangers. Yet more than two years elapsed before Sarah’s first pregnancy, and it did not help that four months
         before she gave birth her father died, leaving them a meagre legacy. It also disturbed their domestic peace that a few weeks
         before the birth Michael was elected Sheriff of Lichfield, one of the town’s highest offices. It was an honour (without financial
         benefits) but there was so much more to think about as a result, at a time when fewer distractions and demands on the family
         may have been desirable.
      

      
      
      [5]

      
      An important legacy of Michael Johnson’s should be mentioned. It had nothing to do with money and it is unlikely that either
         Cornelius Ford or his daughter knew anything about it. He was born with a serious constitutional melancholy, ‘a morbid disposition
         of both body and mind’, which was aggravated by his family’s money troubles and a wife who harped on them. Samuel was to inherit
         this disease in large measure. Referring to Michael’s sturdy, large body, Boswell wrote in his Life of Johnson, ‘as in the most solid rocks veins of unsound substance are often discovered, there was in him a mixture of that disease,
         the nature of which eludes the most minute enquiry, though the effects are well known to be a weariness of life, an unconcern
         about those things which agitate the greater part of mankind, and a general sensation of gloomy wretchedness’. This ‘wrong-headed,
         positive … melancholy’ was almost the first fact Mrs Thrale chose to mention in her Anecdotes, obviously convinced (as was Boswell) that Michael Johnson’s morbidity was of enormous importance in understanding the character,
         attitudes and life of the son. The latter told her that his father, unlike him, was fortunate to be able to cope with the
         affliction through physical exercise and the demands of his job, ‘leading him to be much on horseback [which] contributed
         to the preservation of his bodily health and sanity’. But there were periods of inertia at home oppressed with alarming danger signals of ‘imagination’ and ‘madness’:
      

      
      

         Mr Johnson said, that when his [parchment] workshop, a detached building, had fallen half down for want of money to repair
            it, his father was not less diligent to lock the door every night, though he saw that anybody might walk in at the back part
            and knew that there was no security obtained by barring the front door. ‘This (says his son) was madness, you may see, and would have been discoverable in other instances of the prevalence of imagination,
            but that poverty prevented it from playing such tricks as riches and leisure encourage.’
         

      



      
      It was such incidents and irrational habits that sank deep into the son’s psyche as he grew up and terrified him that he would
         one day inherit his father’s melancholy and lapse into an even worse kind of madness.19

      
   



      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      Stepping on the Duckling

      
      [1]

      
      Michael and Sarah Johnson’s eldest son, Samuel, was born in the large bedroom over the bookshop in the new house on Wednesday,
         18 September 1709. It was an auspicious year in English literary history: the first Copyright Act was passed in Great Britain;
         Alexander Pope launched his poetic career with the publication of his Pastorals; Nicholas Rowe published his famous edition of Shakespeare’s plays, the first important editorial instalment in a century
         of sometimes frenetic Shakespeareana; and Joseph Addison and Sir Richard Steele published the original issue of The Tatler, the first major British periodical. If Michael Johnson the bookseller was at all aware of these far off stirrings in the
         nation’s literature, he had little leisure to appreciate them.
      

      
      The overwhelming theme of the first few pages of Johnson’s Annals is his terrible health in the first hours, months and years of his life. The appalling condition of his birth and the travails
         of his parents’ efforts to keep him alive made a profound impression on his self-identity for the rest of his life, although
         growing up he had heard so many horror stories about his first days that he admitted, ‘confusions of memory I suspect to be
         common’. He did not exactly spring from the womb: ‘My mother had a very difficult and dangerous labour, and was assisted by
         George Hector, a man-midwife of great reputation. I was born almost dead, and could not cry for some time. When he had me
         in his arms, he said, “Here is a brave boy.”’ Fearing he would die, the parents lost no time baptising him on the same day.
         The baby’s condition did not improve right away but it clung to life: ‘In a few weeks an inflammation was discovered on my
         buttock, which was at first, I think, taken for a burn; but soon appeared to be a natural disorder. It swelled, broke, and
         healed.’1

      
      Soon after the birth, Michael persuaded Sarah to have the baby sent out to a wet nurse and chose for the purpose Joan Marclew, whose brick-maker husband worked for him in some capacity
         or who herself had been one of his servants. They lived a few hundred metres away on George Lane. Johnson recollects with
         some pastoral nostalgia that when he was ‘a bigger boy’ he used to visit the Marclew orchard and ‘eat fruit in the garden,
         which was full of trees’. It was common practice to use the services of a wet nurse, but that did not stop Sarah Johnson from
         missing her baby terribly. Johnson must have heard from her or his father that she contrived to visit him every day on George
         Lane, an unusual practice that neighbours could easily have read as a sign of maternal sentimentality or weakness. It was
         something she was embarrassed to admit and ‘used to go different ways, that her assiduity might not expose her to ridicule;
         and often left her fan or glove behind her, that she might have a pretence to come back unexpected’. She ‘never discovered
         any token of neglect’ at the Marclews, however, in the way her baby was being cared for.
      

      
      There were other, more serious problems: ‘Here it was discovered that my eyes were bad; and an issue was cut in my left arm,
         of which I took no great notice, as I think my mother has told me, having my little hand in a custard. How long this issue
         was continued I do not remember. I believe it was suffered to dry when I was about six years old.’ It turns the stomach to
         contemplate that for the first six years of his life in order to purge an infection that was thought to be affecting his eyesight
         the boy was burdened with an incision kept open with threads or horsehairs. It was the first in a lifetime of incisions and
         blood-letting to which Johnson, according to barbaric medical practices of that age, was subjected in efforts to relieve this
         or that malady.
      

      
      Worse was to come: ‘scrofulous sores’ began to appear on the little body. The respected physician Samuel Swynfen, the baby’s
         godfather, who had taken lodgings in the Johnsons’ new spacious house as a convenient place to carry on his practice, remarked
         (according to Johnson), ‘he never knew any child reared with so much difficulty’; the scrofula passed to the infant from the
         infected milk or ‘bad humours of the nurse, whose son had the same distemper, and was likewise short-sighted, but both in
         a less degree’. Dr Swynfen was right, though Johnson added that his mother thought ‘my diseases derived from her family’.
         The scrofula, a tubercular infection in the lymph glands, may have been the direct cause of the baby’s damaged eyesight, leading
         to almost complete blindness in the left eye and partial vision in the right one. ‘Now had I been an Indian, I must have died early’, he confided to Boswell; ‘my eyes would
         not have served me to get food’. Mrs Thrale noted, however, that one could not tell by looking at Johnson which eye was the
         blind one, and his friends in later years seemed unaware of this blindness, and aware only of his short-sightedness. His hearing
         also was affected by this tubercular disease. After ten weeks at the Marclews, he was brought home, ‘a poor, diseased infant,
         almost blind’. Johnson recalls that his otherwise sweet-tempered aunt Jane told him harshly she ‘would not have picked such
         a poor creature up in the street’. Mrs Thrale’s take on his condition was that the ‘scrofulous evil’ so afflicted his childhood
         that it ‘left such marks as greatly disfigured a countenance naturally harsh and rugged, besides doing irreparable damage
         to the auricular organs, which never could perform their functions since I knew him.’2

      
      Even if he could not recall those ten weeks himself, Johnson knew from what others and his body told him that during that
         period the die was cast for much of his personal and emotional life. On his visit to Lichfield in 1767, he could not escape
         the psychological need to translate the imagined nightmare of those early months into the reality of an actual place. He wrote
         in the Annals that he ‘went to look for my nurse’s house; and, enquiring somewhat obscurely, was told “this is the house in which you were
         nursed”’. There was an unexpected shock waiting for him there, one that was nonetheless liberating in that it objectified
         for him the tragedy of his own physical history: ‘I saw my nurse’s son, to whose milk I succeeded, reading a large Bible,
         which my nurse had bought … some time before her death.’ He was apparently unable to earn a living because of his eyesight,
         and was pitifully poring over a Bible in large print that his mother had bought him for solace and comfort.3 Johnson’s advantage over this man, and the reason the scrofula and its effects as well as other ailments did not debilitate
         him, was that in spite of suffering more severely he was endowed, like his father, with a strong, robust, large physical frame,
         not to mention a tenacity and a courage that showed themselves very early in his life and enabled him to overcome or minimise
         his handicaps.
      

      
      Johnson was scarred by the enlarged lymph glands that scrofula causes, in his case chiefly around the neck, though whether
         or not the scars showed themselves dramatically in infancy is not clear. It is certain that his eyesight showed no improvement
         as the months passed. Increasingly desperate, Sarah Johnson decided to take things into her own hands. Johnson’s impression was that one day in the second year of his thus far diseased existence on earth his
         mother gathered him up and rushed off to Trysul near Wolverhampton, the manor house of her wealthy first cousin Mrs Harriotts,
         where she could more conveniently consult the reputable oculist Dr Thomas Attwood of Worcester. Apparently there was no eye
         specialist in Lichfield. Nothing useful came of the visit except that Michael Johnson conceived from it a still greater dislike
         for his wife’s relatives to whom she was wont to turn for help in emergencies and need. The visit rubbed salt into the tender
         wounds of his relative poverty. His injured pride, aggravated by his wife’s lording her family over him, forced him over the
         years to retaliate by mischievously teasing and annoying Mrs Harriotts. His son wrote that he could do no more than that because
         his financial ‘adversity’ made him and his vanity powerless. Such behaviour, however, did not prevent Mrs Harriotts in 1728
         from bequeathing to Sarah £40 along with ‘a pair of her best flaxen sheets and pillow cases, as well as a large pewter dish
         and a dozen pewter plates’. She and Dr Attwood had been unable to help the infant in 1710, but this legacy at least, as we
         shall see, turned out to be hugely important in Samuel’s education and unpromising young career.4

      
      
      [2]

      
      Desperate to find some other way of helping her baby overcome the plague of scrofula, Sarah made a dramatic decision. On the
         advice of the respected Lichfield physician Dr John Floyer, who must have felt as helpless as she did, she decided to take
         her baby to London to be ‘touched’ by Queen Anne. For centuries in England and France monarchs were believed to have the ability
         to heal scrofula by simply touching the sufferer in a healing ritual known as ‘touching for the King’s evil’. Thousands of
         people had been allegedly healed by this royal touch ever since the custom began during the reign of Edward the Confessor
         as the result of the legendary dream of a young woman. Evidence exists that this popular superstition still persisted in the
         Midlands itself. That year the Catholic King James II actually came to Lichfield and in the cathedral ‘touched’ a number of
         locals suffering from scrofula. Queen Anne went so far as to proclaim her own powers to heal in this way. In 1714 she ‘touched’
         as many as two hundred people at one time who, like Sarah Johnson, were willing to try anything to conquer the disease. The practice died suddenly in the reign of George I, partly because of its Roman Catholic
         overtones. In March 1712 Sarah Ford cared little about ecclesiastical or monarchical niceties. She wanted her baby to be healed.
         In order to keep people from receiving the ‘touch piece’ unwarrantedly, applicants had to prove that the disease in question
         really was the King’s Evil, so before leaving she had to obtain from a physician a statement that the child was in fact suffering
         from it, and that it had not had the royal ‘touch’ before. For her to take her ailing, probably noisy, thirty-month-old son
         on an uncomfortable, jolting two- or three-day journey via stagecoach all the way to London on such a blind mission of hope
         was a large undertaking and suggests, in addition to her desperation, a strongly religious and superstitious nature.
      

      
      The family could ill afford the expense. Furthermore, Sarah was obliged to conceal that she was now two months pregnant with
         her second son Nathaniel, fearing she would not be allowed on the stagecoach if it became known. Johnson writes about this
         journey in his Annals from his own faint, dreamlike recall of images, people, and events: ‘I always retained some memory of this journey,’ he wrote,
         ‘though I was then but thirty months old.’ Such journeys, notwithstanding Christmas cards and coaching prints showing gaily
         painted stagecoaches flying along rolling green or snowy countryside with joy and expectation written across the faces of
         coachman and passengers, were exercises in stamina, even without a toddler like Samuel in tow. Inside, the passengers were
         squeezed together while the rest of the passengers braved the elements outside, hoping they would not freeze or be thrown
         off the coach by a sudden bump or turn in the road. Half remembering, half reporting what he had been told, Johnson wrote:
         ‘We were troublesome to the passengers; but to suffer such inconveniences in the stagecoach was common in those days to persons
         in much higher rank. I was sick; one woman fondled me, the other was disgusted.’ From a shop at one of the stopping places
         along the route, perhaps Coleshill, Coventry, Daventry or Stony Stratford, the kind woman ‘bought me a small silver cup and
         spoon, marked SAM. J. lest if they had been marked S.J. which was her [his mother’s] name, they should, upon her death, have
         been taken from me’. She did not stop there but also bought him a speckled linen frock which ‘I knew afterwards by the name
         of my London frock’. He kept the cup into his manhood until, sadly, the ‘distress’ of poverty early in his marriage forced
         his wife to sell it – ‘one of the last pieces of plate’ – though he still had the spoon when he wrote these lines.5

      
      Johnson dimly recollected – ‘I know not whether I remember the thing, or the talk of it’ – that in London he and his mother
         stayed near a relative of hers in a bookseller’s shop in Little Britain, a favourite haunt of booksellers and prostitutes
         near St Paul’s Cathedral where ‘the booksellers … were knowing and conversible men, with whom, for the sake of bookish knowledge,
         the greatest wits were pleased to converse’. It is probable that Nicholson, the bookseller with whom mother and son stayed,
         was a contact of Michael Johnson’s from his days of apprenticeship. He remembered a jack weight at Nicholson’s for turning
         a spit (into which he stumbled once), a string and bell given to him to play with by his cousin, the shop counter, a cat with
         a white collar, and a dog called Chops ‘that leaped over a stick’. All this lingered in his mind as part of the ineradicable
         imagery of this desperate quest for a healing. He wrote nothing of seeing the Queen, only of hearing a boy cry at the palace,
         though he did tell Mrs Thrale ‘he had a confused, but somehow a sort of solemn recollection of a lady in diamonds, and a long
         black hood’. The ceremony was quite religious, with the Queen flanked by chaplains who recited prayers. Nothing miraculous
         for Samuel immediately resulted from the royal touch, although the received wisdom was that the healing could occur anytime
         within the next six months and still be regarded as a miracle. It did not, however. Sarah and the baby then had to make their
         way back to Lichfield, taking with them a gold coin or ‘touch piece’ specially minted for such pilgrims and threaded on a
         white ribbon that the Queen hung around Samuel’s neck. Johnson wore his under his shirt for the rest of his life.6

      
      Their return journey was misery. To save ‘a few shillings’ Sarah booked passage this time on a stage-wagon, taking care also
         to sew two guineas into her petticoat ‘lest she should be robbed’. These rumbling wagons, covered by canvas and pulled by
         a team of eight or more horses led by a waggoner on foot, were intended really for transporting goods but they also carried
         a handful of passengers. Travelling at three or four miles per hour, it took them about five days to get home, which would
         have seemed like an eternity even to someone without an infirm toddler in tow. Apart from some regular praying at St Chad’s
         Well or at the shrine in the cathedral, as well as at home, the parents do not appear to have sought out any more miracle
         or superstitious cures.7

      
      
      
      [3]

      
      If Sarah and Michael concluded they could do no more to repair their son’s damaged body, they could still address his spiritual
         needs. Michael apparently thought that a little religious preaching might do young Samuel some good. There is a story, probably
         spurious in some or possibly all of its details, that Boswell picked up from Mary Adey, Johnson’s young Lichfield friend,
         describing how when the child was three his father took him to hear the famous preacher and author Dr Henry Sacheverell preach
         in Lichfield Cathedral. Boswell was sceptical of such stories ‘which the credulous relate with eager satisfaction’, but he
         included this anecdote in the Life because it suggested to him rather romantically Johnson’s characteristic precociousness and fierce concentration even as
         a toddler. According to Mary Adey, her grandfather saw Johnson sitting on his father’s shoulders during the sermon, ‘listening
         and gaping at the much celebrated preacher’. The iconic story makes Johnson out to be a type of saintly visitant to the temple,
         eagerly taking in the scholarly and spiritual wisdom of the church elders. According to Boswell, Michael Johnson is supposed
         to have defended his bringing his infant son to church by explaining ‘it was impossible to keep him at home; for, young as
         he was, he believed he had caught the public spirit and zeal for Sacheverell’. Like many fathers who have to drag their children
         to certain events because they cannot at the moment do anything else with them, Michael may well have listened while his son
         gaped in boredom from above. It is more plausible that the boy was gaping at other gaping children.8

      
      It was Sarah, not Michael, however, who took in hand Samuel’s spiritual education. She did what most mothers usually did to
         promote their children’s religious education, although his physical problems gave her efforts a special urgency. Johnson described
         her earliest efforts to tell him about heaven and hell, what seems like, but was not, a Calvinist type of indoctrination about
         original sin and damnation, future reward and punishment. It was a normal, if to us severe, brand of Protestant fundamentalism
         to which most children were subjected. Johnson was only three and in bed at the time: ‘I suppose that in this year I was first
         informed of a future state. I remember, that being in bed with my mother one morning, I was told by her of the two places
         to which the inhabitants of this world were received after death; one a fine place filled with happiness, called Heaven; the
         other a sad place, called Hell. That this account much affected my imagination, I do not remember.’ Nevertheless, his mother’s assiduous piety introduced a strong theme in his youth. She was so insistent that
         this lesson should sink in that she had him get out of bed immediately and repeat it to their servant Thomas Jackson, but
         his take on that, at least when he talked to Mrs Thrale about it, had to do more with the general education of children than
         with religion: ‘Little people should be encouraged always to tell whatever they hear particularly striking, to some brother,
         sister, servant, immediately before the impression is erased by the intervention of newer occurrences.’ In later years, when
         Johnson reminded his mother of their talk, she was surprised she had waited until he was three to lay out this scenario of
         hell and heaven for him.9

      
      He did not say that his mother’s religious instruction had any darker effect on him than weariness, such as cultivating a
         fear of damnation, but Boswell did think it damaged his ‘tender imagination’ and sowed the seeds of what he called Johnson’s
         ‘diseased imagination’. All Johnson allowed was that the whole business was hard going:
      

      
      

         Sunday [said he] was a heavy day to me when I was a boy. My mother confined me on that day, and made me read ‘The Whole Duty
            of Man’, from a great part of which I could derive no instruction. When, for instance, I had read the chapter on theft, which
            from my infancy I had been taught was wrong, I was no more convinced that theft was wrong than before; so there was no accession
            of knowledge.
         

      



      
      If his mother had possessed the ability and knowledge, he added, to sweeten this religious teaching with observations on style
         and other ‘excellencies of composition’, so that his mind could have been uplifted by ‘an amusing variety of objects’ and
         ‘not grow weary’, it might have benefited him more.10

      
      Sarah Johnson probably was no gloomier than the average mother in the way she explained religion and committed no greater
         sin in her son’s eyes than that of being dull and unimaginative. She was disciplined in the way she kept his attention on
         various forms of religion, especially on learning passages by heart. One day in Lichfield in 1776, Johnson’s stepdaughter
         Lucy Porter told Boswell, in Johnson’s presence, that Sarah Johnson once boasted about her son’s precociousness: ‘When he
         was a child in petticoats,’ Boswell writes, ‘and had learned to read, Mrs Johnson one morning put the common prayer-book [The Book of Common Prayer] into his hands, pointed to the collect for the day, and said, “Sam, you must get this by heart.” She went upstairs, leaving him to study it: But by the time she had reached the second floor, she heard him following her.
         “What’s the matter?” said she. “I can say it,” he replied; and repeated it distinctly, though he could not have read it over
         more than twice.’ While this sounds a bit like one of those stories that get embellished in the telling, the piety and discipline
         of the mother nonetheless ring true in it. The Whole Duty of Man, from which she required him to read regularly as soon as he was able to read, was the enormously popular Protestant manual
         by Richard Allestree, chaplain in ordinary to the King and Provost of Eton, published in 1658. For over a century in edition
         after edition it was obligatory fare for children. Written for even ‘the meanest reader’, it was little Samuel’s earliest
         exposure to moral writing, divided into seventeen chapters which mostly addressed moral qualities such as temperance, obedience,
         and contentment and secular duties such as marriage. This stern regimen of reading and instruction laid the foundations of
         his lifelong piety and Christian discipline, the core of his morality.11

      
      
      [4]

      
      The religious recitations he was made to perform for family and friends both angered and saddened Johnson as he looked back
         on his childhood. In later years, he felt strongly that children should not be treated as exhibitions by their parents, remembering
         with acute displeasure how his parents would trot him out for performances. He told Mrs Thrale that a few days after his brother
         Nathaniel was born in October 1712, whose christening he remembered ‘with all its circumstances’, his mother made him learn
         how to spell and pronounce ‘the words little Natty, syllable by syllable, making him say it over in the evening to her husband and his guests’. According to her, the ‘trick
         which most parents play with their children, of showing off their newly-acquired accomplishments, disgusted Mr Johnson beyond
         expression’. His parents had treated him this way ‘till he absolutely loathed his father’s caresses, because he knew they
         were sure to precede some unpleasing display of his early abilities; and he used, when neighbours came visiting, to run up
         a tree that he might not be found and exhibited, such, as no doubt he was, a prodigy of early understanding’.12

      
      In conversation with Boswell and Lucy Porter, Johnson also remembered another day when he and his father were out walking
         in Lichfield, perhaps along the green banks of Stowe Pool, and he accidentally stepped on a duckling, ‘the eleventh of a brood’,
         and killed it. His mother circulated the story many years later that on his father’s urging him to write an epitaph for the
         duck’s burial he quickly composed these verses and repeated them to her:
      

      
      

         Under this stone lyes Mr Duck

         Whom Samuel Johnson trode on

         He might have liv’d if he had luck;

         But then he’d been an odd one.

      



      
      Mrs Thrale cites the poem in her Anecdotes as a sign of the boy’s ‘early expansion of mind, and knowledge of language’. Boswell, too, quotes it in his Life. Whether or not Michael Johnson wrote half of the verses, as Johnson maintained, or all of them, Johnson’s exasperated complaint
         was that with them his father yet again proved himself ‘a foolish old man – that is to say, foolish in talking of his children’.
         Johnson ‘always seemed more mortified at the recollection of the bustle his parents made with his wit’, Mrs Thrale added,
         ‘than pleased with the thoughts of possessing it. “That (said he to me one day) is the great misery of late marriages, the
         unhappy produce of them becomes the plaything of dotage.”’ Sentimental about neither children, ducks, dogs, nor his own childhood,
         he often hurt or offended parents by going out of his way to avoid hearing their children recite verses or sing songs, particularly
         one father who asked him to listen to his two sons repeat separately Thomas Gray’s ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’
         so that he could judge which one had the ‘happier cadence’. ‘No, pray Sir’, Johnson replied instantly, ‘let the dears both
         speak it at once; more noise will by that means be made, and the noise will be sooner over.’13

      
      
      [5]

      
      With Nathaniel’s birth in October 1712 life changed dramatically for young Samuel. He suddenly diminished as the anxious focus
         of his parents. There is virtually no record of the brothers’ relationship as toddlers up through adolescence, but what there
         is reveals a mood of rivalry, if not a sad deficiency of brotherly love. Johnson spoke positively once to Mrs Thrale about
         Nathaniel’s ‘manly spirit’ in later years with ‘pride and pleasure’, but this is almost the only surviving fond remark on
         the part of the elder brother. From him Mrs Thrale clearly received the impression that ‘the two brothers did not … much delight in each other’s company, being always rivals for the
         mother’s fondness’. In fact, the severity of Johnson’s observations on domestic life in his fable, Rasselas, she thinks, can be clearly traced to domestic friction in his childhood, much of it apparently between the two boys and
         much of it of his own making. Since he admitted to Mrs Thrale that as a boy he was of ‘a sullen temper and reserved disposition’,
         Nathaniel must have had a rough time of it. Whatever the causes, this domestic friction remained a soreness in Johnson’s psyche
         for most of his life, likely to pain him whenever he witnessed family harmony, such as in his musical friend Dr Charles Burney’s
         London home: ‘Of this consanguineous unanimity I have had never much experience; but it appears to me one of the great lenitives
         of life.’ He had almost nothing to say about his brother in any of his surviving writings, which in its own way is remarkable.14

      
      
      [6]

      
      Sarah Johnson did not have, in her son’s eyes, knowledge enough to be able to ‘sweeten’ her religious teaching, but she began
         to teach him to read with the adventures of St George and the Dragon, which made a deep impression: ‘The recollection of such
         reading as had delighted him in his infancy, made him always persist in fancying that it was the only reading which could
         please an infant.’ What he relished most was robust romantic adventure stories about ‘giants and castles, and of somewhat
         which can stretch and stimulate … little minds.’ In 1780, at his dear friend Bennet Langton’s home in Rochester, Johnson once
         fell into conversation about what children should and should not read. John Longley, the Recorder of that city and eventual
         father of an archbishop of Canterbury, happened to be there and noticed the vigour with which Johnson attacked their hostess’s
         then fashionable notion that children benefited most from ‘little books published purposely for their instruction’. He rounded
         on her, ‘asserting that at an early age it was better to gratify curiosity with wonders than to attempt planting truth, before
         the mind was prepared to receive it and that therefore, Jack the Giant-Killer, Parisenus and Parismenus, and The Seven Champions of Christendom were fitter for them than Mrs [Anna Letitia] Barbauld and Mrs [Sarah] Trimmer’. On another occasion he was impatient with
         Mrs Thrale for giving her own children trifling and trendy stories with moral agendas. ‘Babies do not want to hear about babies,’ he told her bluntly, thinking of the diet of his publisher friend John Newbery’s instructional books such as
         Goody Two Shoes and Tommy Prudent to which she was subjecting them. He deplored this fad for spoiling the innocence of children with stories that made them
         self-conscious about morality, convinced that ‘endeavouring to make children prematurely wise is useless labour’. ‘One may
         write things to a child without being childish,’ he urged in his Life of Milton. When Mrs Thrale defended herself, he reminded her that ‘the parents buy the books, and the children never read them’.15

      
      The great thing was to provoke the child’s imagination. One adventure story which he must certainly have heard of and grabbed
         quickly after it came out in 1719 was Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe. Along with Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and Don Quixote, it was one of the very few books he later singled out as an exception to his notion that very few books were ‘ever … written
         by mere man that was wished longer by its readers’. As for the imagination, a child could do no better than Shakespeare –
         ‘he that peruses Shakespeare, looks round alarmed, and starts to find himself alone,’ he once wrote. Hamlet, which he plucked off his father’s shelves at the tender age of nine, certainly was not urged on him for instructional purposes.
         Reading it one day at home in the stillness of the basement kitchen and looking up, he was terrified to find himself in the
         company of the Ghost on the ramparts of Elsinore Castle. Throwing down the book, ‘he suddenly hurried upstairs to the street
         door that he might see people about him’. He frequently told this story by way of celebrating Shakespeare’s imaginative power
         but also because he liked to stress proudly that at a very young age he did not go in for ‘small beer’ and was already diving
         into Shakespeare and loved to read poetry. His strong imagination as a boy was repelled by little frivolous, tidy stories
         and had to be fed by more expansive adventures and romances set in strange lands with exotic characters. It was a taste that
         as he grew up merged into an unquenchable thirst for travel stories and accounts, especially ones informing readers about
         far-off lands, societies, cultures and manners.16

      
   



      
      
      CHAPTER 3

      
      Leaping over the Rail

      
      [1]

      
      Johnson always held the profession of a teacher to be sacred, easily abused with tragic consequences. In his Life of Joseph Addison he remarked that in biography ‘not to name the school or the masters of men illustrious for literature, is a kind of historical
         fraud, by which honest fame is injuriously diminished’.1 Nonetheless, he thought his teachers were definitely a mixed bunch. He either revered or despised them for the rest of his
         life.
      

      
      About one hundred metres from the Johnson house, along the Market Place and then left into Dam Street, lived Dame Ann Oliver,
         the sufficiently educated widow of a simple shoemaker who decided to open a school in her home when her husband died, leaving
         her with one or more children to bring up. Dame Oliver’s home classroom was in the middle of Lichfield, and she seems to have
         had a confectionery business in her home as well by the time she began her school. It was most likely here when he was four
         or five, not at home, that Samuel first learned to read properly. Dame Oliver took a liking to this odd, disfigured little
         boy, which was reciprocated, for he remembered fondly how ‘in the simplicity of her kindness’ she proudly gave him one of
         her gingerbread biscuits as a going-away present when he went off to university and told him he was ‘the best scholar she
         had ever had’.
      

      
      Nothing more is known about his year or two with Dame Oliver except an account of an incident which Boswell picked up from
         Johnson in Bath in 1776. Johnson himself did not recollect what happened, having heard it only from his mother, but he thought
         it was important enough to mention to Boswell. One day after school when his mother was late coming to fetch him he started
         for home on his own, which was just around the corner, ‘though he was then so near-sighted, that he was obliged to stoop down
         on his hands and knees to take a view of the kennel before he ventured to step over it’. Apprehensive, the schoolmistress followed him but
         did it ‘slyly’, hoping to stay out of sight apparently out of a healthy respect for his already evident independent and impetuous
         spirit. As he turned the corner, however, he caught sight of her and ‘was so angry at being tended that he went back and beat
         her’. Dr Thomas Percy, the cranky literary historian and cleric, told Boswell that in a fury the boy actually kicked his teacher,
         ‘an early proof of his irritable and violent temper’. Nobody knows where the priggish Percy got this kicking detail, but it
         is believable and conveys essentially the boy’s defiant trigger-like challenge to anyone who was foolish enough to feel sorry
         for him on account of any of his physical handicaps.2

      
      After a couple of years Dame Oliver, opting to dedicate her time to shaping gingerbread instead of children, passed Samuel
         on to Thomas Browne, a friend of hers a few doors down in Dam Street, another lapsed shoemaker of about sixty who decided
         to open a school. The boy’s health probably was the reason he went there instead of directly on to Lichfield School at the
         age of five. A desk and chair it seems were the only furniture in the schoolroom, so the children spent most of the time sitting
         on the floor when they were not standing for recitation. The only thing Johnson thought memorable about his two years with
         this man was that he published a spelling book of which, although he dedicated it rather confidently to the universe, he feared,
         ‘no copy of it can now be had’. Browne died within a year of Samuel’s leaving the school.
      

      
      
      [2]

      
      At the age of seven, Samuel’s education finally began in earnest at Lichfield Grammar School. Several months before, however,
         an accident at St Mary’s Church upset his life and had a knock-on effect on his religious behaviour and outlook. This Gothic-style
         church (rebuilt in 1721) was where the Johnsons worshipped and rented a pew, and conceivably they were in it on Easter Sunday
         1716 when parts of its stone spire fell away and landed on the roof and in one of the aisles, causing a panic that was reported
         as far away as London in the Weekly Journal: ‘The people (being a numerous congregation) crowded so fast that they tumbled upon one another, and lay crawling in heaps
         … Hats, books, hoods, scarfs, cover-sluts or long riding-hoods, headdresses, spectacles, gloves, clogs, snuff-boxes, fans,
         etc. were left in abundance.’ They had to break windows to get out. Johnson recalled the consequences of the calamity on him:
      

      
      

         I fell into an inattention to religion, or an indifference about it … The church at Lichfield, in which we had a seat, wanted
            reparation, so I was to go and find a seat in other churches; and having bad eyes, and being awkward about this, I used to
            go and read in the fields on Sunday. This habit continued till my fourteenth year; and still I find a great reluctance to
            go to church. I then became a lax talker against religion, for I did not much think against it.
         

      



      
      It is a pleasant image he calls up: with books in hand, presumably including the Bible and Book of Common Prayer, taking to the fields around Lichfield as a substitute for public worship at St Michael’s on the south side of town where
         his parents began to attend. In the fields he felt no awkwardness about his eyesight and other physical infirmities. There
         was a delicious sense of freedom.3

      
      He became a ‘lax talker’ against religion but is careful to say he did not ‘think’ against it. On the contrary, he sought to know more about it. It was a pursuit he never abandoned, one that became the centre
         of his imaginative life, although he once admitted, ‘I myself was for some years totally regardless of religion. It had dropped
         out of my mind. It was at an early part of my life.’ What seems to have occurred was the first known crisis in his mental
         state at the early age of ten if we are to believe – Boswell did not – what after his death Mrs Thrale said he had told her:
      

      
      

         At the age of ten years his mind was disturbed by scruples of infidelity [doubts of Christian faith], which preyed upon his
            spirits, and made him very uneasy; the more so, as he revealed his uneasiness to no one, being naturally (as he said) ‘of
            a sullen temper and reserved disposition’. He searched, however, diligently but fruitlessly, for evidences of the truth of
            revelation; and at length recollecting a book he had once seen in his father’s shop, intitled, De Veritate Religionis, &c. he began to think himself highly culpable for neglecting such a means of information, and took himself severely to task
            for this sin, adding many acts of voluntary, and to others unknown, penance.
         

      



      
      Once he found the book and realised he was too young to understand it anyway, his guilt subsided, ‘and not thinking to enquire
         whether there were any English books written on the subject, followed his usual amusements’. Boswell indignantly described
         Thrale’s reading of this early crisis as a ‘strange fantastical account’, ‘childish, irrational, and ridiculous’ because of its superficiality
         and trivialisation. What is important is that Johnson himself acknowledged the religious doubts and guilt he experienced at
         this early age.4

      
      
      [3]

      
      Lichfield Grammar School5 was one of the major reasons Lichfield rose to such eminence in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Situated a quarter
         of a mile south-west of the town centre, the school was established in 1495, by William Smith, the Bishop of Lichfield and
         co-founder of Brasenose College, Oxford. Originally serving the church as an institution for the teaching of Latin grammar
         as part of St John’s Hospital, it was as a free school in St John’s Street run by the town corporation that it left its mark
         in the beginning of the seventeenth century. Under the forceful and fearful headmastership of the Revd John Hunter from 1704
         to 1741, it became nationally famous. While grammar schools were established long before the Reformation, the teaching of
         Latin as the basis of their system of education – ‘the good old waie of teaching’, ‘clogged with much labour, wearinesse and
         difficulty’ – clinging to the same textbooks and methods, and resistance to change and the introduction of more modern subjects
         (like English, for example) pushed them into decline in the seventeenth century. In the North, however, they thrived, where
         a good master could become famous and be a magnet for good pupils, most of whom boarded.
      

      
      At the time Samuel was in the school, Hunter was responsible for and presided over a period of prosperity for the school.
         With over one hundred boarders, he cast a wide net that drew in the sons of gentlemen from Leicestershire and Derbyshire as
         well as Staffordshire. He educated a surprising number of nationally known and professionally distinguished men, including
         several judges who ended up sitting in the superior courts at Westminster, John Wyatt the inventor of the cotton spinning-machine,
         and David Garrick. With stern discipline and extensive learning, Hunter turned the school into a going enterprise, so that
         eventually he had to rent property nearby to house boarders in addition to local day pupils. The school still thrives today.
      

      
      Samuel’s career as a day scholar began well enough. He entered the lower school under the intelligent care of the usher or
         undermaster, Humphrey Hawkins, whom he described as ‘very skillful in his little way’. Johnson recalled the almost two and a half years with Hawkins with unreserved pleasure, ‘for I was indulged and caressed
         by my master, and, I think, really excelled the rest’. Hawkins’s gentle encouragement was crucial because at the age of seven
         the boy’s large frame, scrofula-scarred features, severely limited eyesight and increasingly odd gesticulations and movements,
         not to mention what Mrs Thrale described as his sullen and reserved disposition, were at first surely likely to make him the
         butt of his classmates’s jokes. The two and a half years in the lower class flew by: ‘The time, till I had computed it, appeared
         much longer by the multitude of novelties which it supplied, and of incidents, then in my thoughts important, it produced.
         Perhaps it is not possible that any other period can make the same impression on the memory.’6

      
      The curriculum at grammar schools had remained virtually unchanged for two hundred years. Writing and arithmetic were no part
         of it, nor of course was science as we know it. There was some Greek grammar based on a study of Euripides, Sophocles, Xenophon
         and Homer, among others, but Latin grammar and translation were what it was mostly all about. The standard texts were Aesop’s
         Fables, Cicero’s letters, Ovid, Virgil, Horace, Pliny, Juvenal, Plautus and Livy. The books Johnson remembered reading in those
         first years of school were easy and mostly a pleasure for him. Most agreeable, of course, were the literary texts, Aesop’s
         Fables in an edition by Charles Hoole (1687) with English and Latin on facing pages, and other classical fables and dialogues appealing
         to a boy’s imagination and tending to make learning fun. Every Thursday there were examinations consisting mainly of recitation,
         but they posed no problems or challenges for anyone. According to Johnson, everybody looked forward to Thursday, in fact,
         because there was no need to prepare any lessons for that day and the questions were always ones the boys had been asked before
         and ‘could regularly answer’. The boys learned Aesop by heart on Thursday nights and were examined lightly the next morning.
         The entertaining Latin dialogues or Colloquies of Mathurin Corderius, a friend of Calvin’s, presented side by side with English translations in an edition also by Charles
         Hoole (1657), pleased the pupils because many of them involved the mischief of little boys their own age.
      

      
      Johnson kept several of his schoolboy Latin grammar books on his shelves for the rest of his life, especially William Lily’s
         Short Introduction of Grammar, used widely in schools all over the country since 1542 and (in a revised state) into the nineteenth century as the Eton
         Grammar. Lily, who became the first high master of St Paul’s School in London, presented the parts of speech, conjugations,
         and other rules of Latin usage in little jingles to aid memorisation, calculated to appeal to children. Shakespeare based
         his hilarious Latin lesson in Act IV of The Merry Wives of Windsor on Lily’s Grammar. The first section on ‘accidence’ or parts of speech, part of which at least he appears to have learned at home before he
         started school, appealed to him so much that he could repeat 141 lines of it ‘without any effort of recollection’. Another
         more difficult section in Lily that deals with verb conjugations, however, he found ‘disgusting’. With verbs, though, his
         mother was a great support in preparing for examinations, for which ever after he was tenderly grateful: ‘This was very difficult
         to me; and I was once very anxious about the next day, when this exercise was to be performed, in which I had failed till
         I was discouraged. My mother encouraged me, and I proceeded better. When I told her of my good escape, “We often”, said she,
         dear mother! “come off best, when we are most afraid.”’ ‘I did not form them in ugly shapes,’ he proudly announced to his
         mother on another occasion when she asked about his progress with verbs at school. She told him years later how she had delighted
         in having a boy who ‘was forming verbs’. ‘These little memorials sooth my mind’, he recalled tenderly.7

      
      During the Whitsun holidays of 1719 Sarah Johnson packed off her two boys to Birmingham sixteen miles away to be improved
         culturally and socially by spending a fortnight with her relatives there. At one uncle’s house, possibly Samuel Ford’s, he
         was ‘much caressed’ by his gossipy aunt, ‘a good-natured, coarse woman, easy of converse’. His mother was appalled to hear,
         though, that at one sitting he devoured a huge portion of a boiled leg of mutton. She interpreted it as an early sign of her
         boy’s coarse manners and warned that ‘it would hardly ever be forgotten’ – not by her, at any rate. Johnson’s comment on this
         was simply that she lived in ‘a narrow sphere’ and that greater evils eventually replaced her worry over such small annoyances.
         When the boys moved on to stay with their alcoholic uncle John Harrison the widower, life was not as pleasant but at least
         there they were centrally located in Birmingham’s High Street, next to the Castle Inn which Johnson briefly used as a forwarding
         address in the early 1730s. The best thing about the Harrison household, though, was his sweet-tempered cousin Sally Ford,
         his Uncle Cornelius Ford’s eldest daughter, who was living there as a housekeeper. It sounds as if he contracted a puppy love
         for her – ‘I used to say she had no fault.’ Apparently, soon after the boys returned home, she visited them there and provided Samuel with the first illustration of how
         sustained concentration could defeat both her and time: ‘I was writing at the kitchen windows, as I thought, alone, and turning
         my head saw Sally dancing. I went on without notice, and had finished almost without perceiving that any time had elapsed.
         This close attention I have seldom in my whole life obtained.’ Sally may have been the reason why Samuel delayed his return
         home. He wrote to his mother (the letter is lost) with characteristic imperiousness asking for the horses that would fetch
         him to be delayed until Thursday of the first school week, ‘and then, and not till then, they should be welcome to go’. He
         also mentioned his delight over a new ‘rattle’ for his whip. His father duly appeared with horses to fetch him and Nathaniel
         on that Thursday but the main thing he remembered about that was being offended by his father, who insulted his pride by casually
         telling the ostler within his earshot that he was burdened by having to travel with ‘two boys under his care’. ‘This offended
         me,’ Johnson remembered. It was not the first or last time Michael Johnson underestimated his eldest son’s kindling independence.8

      
      More serious was what Samuel found waiting for him back at school. In his absence his comfortable world there had been turned
         upside down. In one fell swoop his class of eleven – all but one of whose names he remembered in later life – was moved up
         to the upper school and put under the tutelage of an assistant schoolmaster, the twenty-three-year-old Revd Edward Holbrooke,
         a recent graduate of Cambridge. Suddenly Samuel and his classmates found themselves in a less friendly, stricter, more demanding
         environment. Johnson remained sore about the move for the rest of his life, calling Holbrooke ‘a peevish and ill-tempered
         man’ when, in fact, others like Dr John Taylor, a classmate and one of Johnson’s most intimate lifelong friends, called him
         ‘one of the most ingenious men, best scholars, and best preachers of his age’. Johnson could not agree less, and for him the
         shift was tantamount to a loss of innocence – ‘At this removal I cried.’9

      
      Immediately he had to work harder. He found the new regimen of exercises with gerunds and syntax ‘very troublesome’, but promptly
         he began to excel. One typical day when his classmates completed the assigned sixteen exercises, he completed twenty-five.
         With a tact that his genius and drive for superiority had already told him were crucial if he was to remain liked by his classmates,
         he never showed Holbrooke all of his – ‘five lay long after in a drawer in the shop,’ he confessed. By then he had discovered his ability to read and work at a tremendous speed when he put his mind to it. His chief adversary,
         however, was not the exercises but dilatoriness, a lack of concentration, and an inability to sustain work for long. His mother
         understood this, saying to him once, ‘though you could make an exercise in so short a time, I thought you would find it difficult
         to make them all as soon as you should’.10

      
      Holbrooke right away ‘raised’ the boys from Aesop to Phaedrus (first century A D), who translated many of the Greek fables into Latin. The sheer volume of work Holbrooke set of translating, parsing and
         memorising from Phaedrus was onerous: ‘It was the only book which we learned to the end. In the latter part thirty lines were
         expected for a lesson.’ The resulting lessons in which the boys had to recite lengthily from this work surely were as painful
         to Holbrooke as to the boys, but still he piled on the work. ‘What reconciles masters to long lessons is the pleasure of tasking,’
         Johnson observed dryly in his Annals. After hours of study they made ‘little progress’. As Johnson saw it, one of the reasons for that may have been Holbrooke’s
         incompetence, for he made the point of mentioning in his Annals that he and a few of the others noticed one day that their schoolmaster had no idea of the meaning of a particular passage
         in an exercise. The stakes were high because if the boys failed to master a passage they were sent up to the Hunter to be
         punished. Samuel tolerated this the first time, but ‘the second time we complained that we could not get the passage. Being
         told that we should ask, we informed him that we had asked, and that the assistant would not tell us.’ Johnson says ‘we’ informed
         the headmaster, but there is a very good chance that he was the only one who defended himself in front of the menacing Hunter,
         with the very real possibility of a flogging as his reward.11

      
      Samuel had little enough respect for his new schoolmaster, but worse was to come when he and others were promoted to Hunter’s
         class at the top of the school either this or early in the next term. His recollections about this stage of his schooling
         turn deeply negative. In his Annals he is surprisingly silent about Hunter; elsewhere he is scathing. Nothing could be plainer about Johnson’s Lichfield Grammar
         School years than that he and Hunter did not, to put it mildly, get on well together. It was a classic case of personality
         clash: the harsh disciplinarian pitted against a brilliant and ripening rebel of a boy. Hunter was not about to be deterred
         or defeated by a town boy of ten. On the other hand, he cannot have had anyone like Samuel in his class before: proud, defiant, sullen, reserved, physically handicapped, scarred by disease, prone to strange convulsive
         movements, and possessed of an amazing memory and quick intelligence. As the battle lines had already been drawn over Holbrooke’s
         alleged incompetence, Hunter could not have been surprised by this boy’s independent spirit. Samuel knew that in his new class
         he was involved in a steep learning curve, but his chief grievance was Hunter’s brutality, as he protested to Boswell: ‘He
         used to beat us unmercifully; and he did not distinguish between ignorance and negligence; for he would beat a boy equally
         for not knowing a thing, as for neglecting to know it.’ Particularly galling was Hunter’s savage tyranny in asking a boy a
         question, such as the Latin for a candlestick ‘which the boy could not expect to be asked’, and then beating him if he could
         not answer correctly. ‘Now, Sir,’ Johnson put it to Boswell, ‘if a boy could answer every question, there would be no need
         of a master to teach him.’12

      
      Still, the question of how severe a schoolmaster could reasonably and usefully be with his scholars was one that troubled
         Johnson in later years in a psychological confusion involving painful memories of Hunter and his own conviction that without
         the threat of corporal punishment of some sort a boy would learn much less. ‘Severity must be continued until obstinacy be
         subdued, and negligence be cured,’ he once said. Moreover, in the classroom Samuel knew he was learning more from Hunter than
         he had ever learned from anyone else. He rejected Boswell’s notion that he was prejudiced against Hunter because he was a
         Scot. Hunter was not a Scot, Johnson shot back, and ‘abating his brutality, he was a very good master’. ‘My master whipped
         me very well,’ he told a friend, but ‘without that, Sir, I should have done nothing.’ While Hunter was thrashing the boys
         ‘unmercifully’, he added, he would proclaim, ‘and this I do to save you from the gallows’. But the flogging had to be just,
         not vindictive or cruel, and the boys must always understand the reasons for it, which in Hunter’s class (according to Johnson)
         many did not.13

      
      The force of Samuel’s personality, his large uncouth presence in the classroom, and his academic brilliance made a lasting
         impression on his classmates as well as on Hunter: ‘His favourites used to receive very liberal assistance from him.’ His
         capacity to hear verses and recite them immediately had already become legendary at school. One of his classmates recalls
         how he once recited eighteen verses to his friend, ‘which, after a little pause, he repeated verbatim, varying only one epithet,
         by which he improved the line’. Apart from academics, there was something of a magnetic influence that he exerted on classmates. Of the handful of schoolfellows cropping up in Johnson’s
         letters years later were the two Congreve brothers, Charles and Richard, sons of the first cousin of the dramatist William
         Congreve, both of whom went up to Oxford from Lichfield. Charles became a clergyman but ruined his life with drink. In the
         oppressive and dirty London room where in 1774 Johnson found him ‘a man much broken’ and tried to revive him with questions
         of their past, he had ‘the appearance of a man wholly sunk into that sordid self-indulgence which disease, real or imaginary,
         is apt to dictate’. Although Johnson was eager to see him after more than fifty years, he found it hard to believe that this
         man had no interest whatever in recollecting their precious school years together. Worse than that, in his reclusive ‘sullen
         sensuality’ he seemed to have forgotten everything about schooldays. Another visit a few days later to the same grubby room
         was again deeply disappointing for him. The younger Richard Congreve was another matter. In one of his earliest surviving
         letters when he was twenty-six, Johnson remembered their ‘former familiarity’ in school in which they were ‘content to love
         without complimenting each other’. Their friendship’s honest simplicity, he added, was exactly in tune with ‘our rural retreats,
         shades unpolluted by flattery and falsehood, thickets where interest and artifice never lay concealed!’14

      
      Another of the boys in the class whom Hunter flogged and who eventually rose to Lord Chief Justice, Sir John Wilmot, had a
         vivid image of Samuel, ‘a long, lank, lounging boy’ especially targeted by Hunter for idleness. It was his classmate and lifelong
         steadfast friend Edmund Hector, however, who provided Boswell with a windfall of information about his schooldays. Hector’s
         sister Ann was his first love, for whom he said love ‘imperceptibly’ dropped out of his head although he saw her again in
         later years when she was living in Birmingham with her brother and always felt a ‘kindness’ towards her. Probably Samuel’s
         best friend in school, Hector became a surgeon and lived most of his life in Birmingham, so they had the chance to see each
         other occasionally after Johnson began annual visits to Lichfield in the 1770s. ‘Hector is … an old friend,’ Johnson wrote
         just three years before his death, ‘the only companion of my childhood that passed through the school with me. We have always
         loved one another.’ In Hector’s words, they took pleasure ‘sauntering away the hours of vacation in the fields, during which
         Johnson was more engaged in talking to himself than to his companion.’ In a stream of anecdotes for both Boswell and Sir John Hawkins, Johnson’s early friend and other major biographer after he died, Hector stressed
         the effects of Samuel’s prodigious academic ability on his classmates: ‘As his uncommon abilities for learning far exceeded
         us, we endeavoured by every boyish piece of flattery to gain his assistance, and three of us, by turns, used to call on him
         in a morning, on one of whose backs, supported by the other two, he rode triumphantly to school.’ There was only one rival
         for academic supremacy, Theophilus Lowe, eighteen months older and the son of a local plumber, who went on to win a fellowship
         at St John’s College, Cambridge. But Samuel knew his superiority: ‘They never thought to raise me by comparing me to any one;
         they never said, Johnson is as good a scholar as such a one; but such a one is as good a scholar as Johnson; and this was
         said but of one, but of Lowe; and I do not think he was as good a scholar’.15

      
      Even the senior boys looked upon him as ‘the head and leader’ in the class, who ‘acquiesced in whatever he proposed or did’.
         His only trouble was with Hunter who, according to Hector, took it out on him not only for his ‘indolence and procrastination’
         but also for his ‘talking and diverting other boys from their business, by which, perhaps he might hope to keep his ascendancy’.
         His difficulty in rousing himself to work steadily and systematically was already so acute that Hector remembered his friend’s
         returning to school after long vacations an hour earlier than everyone else to ‘begin one of his exercises, in which he purposely
         left some faults, in order to gain time to finish the rest’. Such dexterity and isolated power of concentration made him a
         classroom champion in the eyes of the boys but infuriated Hunter. Apart from flogging this Hercules among the boys with apparent
         regularity, Hunter, as we shall see, was biding his time for a serious slip from this impertinent boy that would enable him
         to take his revenge. What outraged him was the implied insult to the academic establishment and his own authority by this
         boy’s treating the regimen of school studies in this way and getting away with it through the force of intellect. That the
         other boys celebrated Samuel could hardly have helped his relationship with the headmaster.16

      
      Another classmate, John Taylor, deserves mention. He was second only to Mrs Thrale and Boswell as a correspondent, receiving
         one hundred known letters from Johnson and, over several decades, developing a unique intimacy with him. They turned out to
         be an odd couple, given Taylor’s unintellectual, rural, inattentive clerical way of life and his fairly obtuse tactlessness
         at critical times – not to mention that as a strong Whig he was politically a polar opposite to Johnson although, as we shall see, Johnson was far from subscribing
         to the blind Toryism with which he has traditionally been identified – but Johnson did tell Mrs Thrale that Taylor was ‘better
         acquainted with my heart than any man or woman now alive’. It was chiefly to Taylor that Johnson wrote about old classmates not seen for decades:
         ‘How few does the man who has lived sixty years now know of the friends of his youth?’ Yet Taylor maddeningly proved to be
         a relatively arid source for Boswell or any other biographer of Johnson. Another classmate who regrettably never provided
         any facts about Johnson’s years in school (he died in 1776 before Boswell could get to him) but who figures in his life later
         on was Robert James. James practised medicine and became famous for his widely used fever-reducing James’s Powder, a pharmacological
         compound of antimony and calcium phosphate. Oliver Goldsmith was said by some to have been poisoned by it.17

      
      While Samuel was popular with his classmates, he found it difficult to take part in ‘ordinary diversions’ with them. Hector
         remembered, though, that ‘he used to go upon Stowpool and make a boy pull off his stockings and shoes and put a garter round
         him and draw him on the ice’. This seems at least as likely, given his size, than the way Boswell told it: ‘He took a pleasure
         in being drawn upon the ice by a boy barefooted, who pulled him along by a garter fixed round him.’ During the summers he
         swam regularly in either Stowe Pool or in the leafy loneliness of the pure Curborough Brook not far from St Chad’s Church
         and below Stowe Mill, where, with great insistence, his father taught him to swim. With a tenderness for these innocent boyhood
         days, in that nostalgic Latin poem that in the last year of his life he wrote for his old chum Hector, his mind floated back
         to the ‘daytime darkness’ of his favourite swimming haunt. Here they are in a translation from the Latin by the poet John
         Wain:
      

      
      

         Clear as glass the stream still wanders through green fields.

         Here, as a boy, I bathed

         my tender limbs, unskilled, frustrated,
while with gentle voice my father from the bank
taught me to swim.

         The branches made

         a hiding-place; the bending trees concealed the
water in a daytime darkness.

         Now

 
hard axes have destroyed those ancient shades:
the pool lies naked, even to distant eyes.
But the water, never tiring, still
            runs on
in the same channel: once hidden, now overt,
always flowing.18

      



      
      His father’s swimming lessons provided him with one of the essential ways he got exercise and learned to coordinate his large
         and awkward limbs. He remained a strong and fearless swimmer for the rest of his life, whether in dangerous pools by Oxford
         or in the cold sea at Brighton (then called Brighthelmstone). Dancing lessons were also laid on to improve his coordination,
         but his eyesight was not up to them. What apparently his eyesight did not frustrate was a relish for running races and jumping
         over walls in reckless acts of bravado, especially to impress schoolmates. He remembered all this physical activity with undiluted
         joy, maintaining that ‘a boy at school was the happiest of human beings’. A touching sign of this was his nostalgic return
         three years before his death to see Levett’s Field behind the school. What happened was told by an anonymous writer:
      

      
      

         He had gone round Mr Levett’s field (the place where the scholars play) in search of a rail that he used to jump over when
            a boy, ‘and,’ says the Doctor in a transport of joy, ‘I have been so fortunate as to find it: I stood, said he, ‘gazing upon
            it some time with a degree of rapture, for it brought to my mind all my juvenile sports and pastimes, and at length I determined
            to try my skill and dexterity; I laid aside my hat and wig, pulled off my coat, and leapt over it twice.’ Thus the great Dr
            Johnson, only three years before his death, was, without hat, wig or coat, jumping over a rail that he had used to fly over
            when a school-boy.19

      



      
      Only one schoolfellow seems to have become a poet and perhaps been good at making verses in school, Isaac Hawkins Browne the
         elder, about five years older than Samuel. On the basis of their friendship in school Johnson praised him as a person of great
         conversational powers, ‘the most delightful with whom I ever was in company’, with talk ‘at once so elegant, so apparently
         artless, so pure, and so pleasing, it seemed a perpetual stream of sentiment, enlivened by gaiety, and sparkling with images’.
         Vast praise indeed. But Johnson remembered him also because of his odd behaviour. Late in life in a letter to Susanna Thrale,
         Mrs Thrale’s thirteen-year-old daughter, he illustrated gluttony by describing how Browne, ‘of great eminence in the learned
         and the witty world’, disgustingly used to hang pots on his wall as nests in which to catch sparrows which he would then eat. ‘I never heard any man speak of any future enjoyment with
         such contortions of delight as he exhibited when he talked of eating the young ones.’ This eccentricity stuck in Johnson’s
         mind perhaps because he thought it hinted at a streak of madness or at least some social maladjustment that typically fascinated
         him.20

      
      In his solitary periods Samuel was certainly busying himself writing poetry by the time he was fifteen or sixteen. A few of
         his earliest poems and exercises in translation of Horace, Homer and Virgil (often for his own amusement) have come to light
         – the exercises appear to have been the first poems he attempted. On at least one occasion while he was at this school he
         won the prize of a guinea for a Latin poem he composed. Hector kept a number of these poems and sent them to Boswell the year
         after Johnson’s death. The earliest were composed after Samuel was in his next school at the age of sixteen, but one, ‘On
         a Daffodil’, may well date from towards the end of his time at Lichfield Grammar School. It consists of six quatrains of alternating
         lilting rhymes conventionally full of allusions to stock pastoral forms celebrating the flower with such lines as ‘May the
         morn’s earliest tears on thee be shed,/And thou impearl’d with dew appear more gay.’ The last eight lines about time’s ravages
         and the fleeting joys of beauty in nature, woman and poetry are precociously philosophical for a boy of fifteen, three of
         which read: ‘And ah! behold the shriveling blossoms die,/So late admir’d and prais’d, alas! In vain!’ … Alike must fall the
         poet and his theme.’ Apart from little Sally Ford back in Birmingham and Ann Hector in Lichfield, we know of no other girls
         in this stage of his life who may have inspired such verses.21

      
      
      [4]

      
      By the time Samuel was fifteen the seeds had been sown for many of his ideas about children and how they should be educated
         and treated. Several of them are angry and contentious, in which one may detect bitterness stirring, a distaste for the unquestioned
         authority of a parent. Often in his comments about education he took the side of children, urging that what adults and educational
         institutions think is best for them is not always in their best interests. ‘Mr Johnson was himself exceedingly disposed to
         the general indulgence of children’ without spoiling them, Mrs Thrale observed, ‘and was even scrupulously and ceremoniously attentive not to offend them: he had strongly persuaded himself of the difficulty people always find to erase
         early impressions either of kindness or resentment, and said, “he should never have so loved his mother when a man, had she
         not given him coffee she could ill afford, to gratify his appetite as a boy”.’ The important thing, he felt, was to avoid
         the cold, negative, even neutral approach in bringing up children: ‘“My mother … was always telling me that I did not behave myself properly; that I should endeavour to learn behaviour, and such cant: but when I replied, that she ought to tell me what to do, and what to avoid, her admonitions were commonly
         … at an end.”’ Musing over what he would have done as a parent, he added, ‘I would not have set their future friendship to
         hazard for the sake of thrusting into their heads knowledge of things for which they might not perhaps have either taste or
         necessity.’ ‘You teach your daughters the diameters of the planets,’ he told Mrs Thrale, ‘and wonder when you have done that
         they do not delight in your company.’ With schooling more specifically in mind, he could easily shift into a strident tone.
         He was ‘very solicitous to preserve the felicity of children’ and once persuaded Dr Robert Sumner, Headmaster of Harrow, to
         ease up on the burden of study ‘usually given to fill up boys’ time during the holidays’.22

      
   



      
      
      CHAPTER 4

      
      Two Benefactors

      
      [1]

      
      In the autumn of 1725 Samuel’s mother got it in her mind again to send him (this time apparently without Nathaniel) to spend
         some time with her flamboyant nephew Cornelius Ford, the son of her brother Joseph. She may simply have wanted to get him
         out of the house at a time when serious family financial problems had begun to surface. There were also signs of family strife,
         suggesting that Michael Johnson was undergoing some sort of emotional crisis, aggravated by attacks of melancholia, and that
         all was not well between him and his wife. In any case, if ever young Samuel had a watershed life-changing experience, this
         visit to Cornelius was it, the full effects of which his distracted mother could not have anticipated.
      

      
      One sign that Sarah Johnson was finding things too much at home is that she hired a fifteen-year-old girl, Catherine Chambers,
         known as ‘Kitty’, to live with them as a household maid. Mrs Thrale got it wrong that Samuel had learned to read while sitting
         in Kitty’s lap and hearing her tell the story of George and the Dragon, as he was sixteen by the time Kitty arrived. But he
         quickly conceived a great affection for her and spoke of her over the years with unfailing tenderness. She remained in the
         house long after his mother and father died, keeping the house and his father’s bookshop running as well as taking in lodgers
         until her death in 1767.1
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