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She rises, conscious of her worth;


And, at her new-found powers elated,


Thinks them not rous’d, but new created.


Hannah More, ‘The Bas Bleu’, 1783







PROLOGUE


WHEN ELIZABETH MONTAGU first visited Hill Street in 1746, it was barely a street at all. The countryside to the east of Hyde Park was slowly being taken over by the expanding edges of London. As the old rambling farmland was parcelled up into neat plots, and straight roads were laid over meandering tracks, Mayfair began to take shape. This process was repeated across the capital as it swelled from half a million souls at the beginning of the ­century, to three quarters of a million by the midway point. The rising ­population expanded outwards from the old City of London, edging towards Westminster and Marylebone, absorbing rural villages such as Bethnal Green and Knightsbridge into its new sprawl. Old London Bridge, still topped by rows of houses precariously overhanging the river, was the only link connecting the City with Southwark. Traffic jams that lasted for hours finally inspired the frustrated Londoners to build a wooden bridge at Putney in the 1720s, and the sturdy stone bridge at Westminster in 1750. Across the new bridges and throughout the city, carriages clattered over cobblestones and metallic horseshoes struck granite – the city existed always in a din. Wandering street vendors trod the footpaths offering fresh milk and fruit, catch of the day, or breads straight from the oven. Tradesmen set up on street corners, offering repairs and renovations – a sharper knife, a shinier shoe, anything made new. Down at the docks, ships arrived from all over the world, carrying rare or precious cargos – sometimes traded, sometimes looted in the name of empire. They brought news from across Europe – word of new fashions, new ideas, new science, new politics. The expanding city felt vibrant, full of energy. London was becoming a place where anything was possible.


Montagu was in her late twenties when she first saw the plot on Hill Street and began to picture her future life there. The house they would build on that small portion of land would become not just a home for herself and her husband, but the start of something unprecedented. The salons that Montagu would host in that new house – a fine six-storey edifice in what would soon become one of London’s most fashionable streets – were to be the centrepiece of the first women’s liberation movement.


In the Great Room, guests began to assemble. Dusk had fallen many hours ago but candles in silver sconces lit the room almost as bright as noon. The room was resplendent in rococo plasterwork. Its three elegant sash windows overlooked Hill Street, allowing passers-by a glimpse into Montagu’s lavish life. One visitor compared the salons to Paradise – a place where the lion sits down with the lamb.1 The guest list was diverse. It felt as though every nation in Europe was represented: Italians and French mingled with Scottish and Swedish. There were politicians, artists, aristocrats. Montagu moved among them. She had always come alive in the evenings; nothing thrilled her like a roomful of lively company set against a blaze of wax lights.


She appraised her guests and seated them accordingly. The most honoured guests would be seated directly opposite Montagu’s fireplace. At the salon, one did not win these seats of honour according to conventional social standing; rather, it was the guests who displayed wit, wisdom or learning that were most esteemed. Montagu sat beside the brightest wits while the rest of the company took their places along a semicircle of chairs.2


Montagu’s greatest joy was having a woman take pride of place. It might be the classicist Elizabeth Carter whom Samuel Johnson described as ‘my old friend Mrs Carter [who] could make a pudding, as well as translate Epictetus from the Greek’.3 Perhaps it would be the writer Hester Mulso Chapone who had once dared to argue with the revered novelist Samuel Richardson about a woman’s right to refuse an arranged marriage. The playwright and poet Hannah More was another popular guest at the salons, known for her sense of fun and an exceptionally quick mind. Many guests longed to see Hester Thrale at Hill Street – this rival salonnière was one of the few who could equal Montagu in wit, erudition and style.


At the heart of the salon was conversation. Here, it was elevated to an art form. The assembled guests might talk of literature, fine art, history, foreign affairs, science or philosophy. In a world where women were generally discouraged from partaking in intellectual pursuits, this was a rare treat for those who longed for something more cerebral. Hannah More has left us a lively description of the salons in a poem called ‘The Bas Bleu: or, Conversation’. She had despaired at the way card-playing and dancing quadrilles dominated most social events (or at least the ones women were permitted to attend) until the salonnières opened up a whole new world. Then things began to change. A reader can still hear the awe More felt when she tells how, in the salons, ‘Genius prevails, and Conversation/Emerges into Reformation’. Her verses describe the eclectic nature of the salon. She captured the essential oddness of a room filled with people whose paths might never cross in the ordinary course of events:


Here sober duchesses are seen,


Chaste wits, and critics void of spleen,


Physicians, fraught with real science,


And Whigs and Tories in alliance;


Poets, fulfilling Christian duties,


Just lawyers, reasonable beauties;


Bishops who preach, and peers who pray,


And countesses who seldom play;


Learned antiquaries, who, from college,


Reject the rust, and bring the knowledge;


And, hear it, age, believe it, youth, -


Polemics really seeking truth;


And travellers of that rare tribe


Who’ve seen the countries they describe.4


Elizabeth Montagu loved to hear so many different voices chattering away with affable ease on a hundred different subjects. Everywhere she turned she heard something new. The morning after one such entertainment, Montagu penned a letter to a friend telling of the joy she felt at witnessing a philosopher, a fine lady, an officer, a macaroni, a poet, a priest, a beauty and a guest who had travelled all the way from Tahiti gathered together to practise the art of conversation. ‘Witts let off epigrams like minute guns,’ she wrote.5


The salons were fun, but there was more to them than that. They were the only place where women and men could converse on intellectual topics as equals. For women, the salons were a chance to prove (to themselves and others) that they were capable of so much more than anyone believed possible. For many men, the salons were the first place where they began to wonder if women might, like themselves, actually be rational creatures.


It was all very well for a woman to prove she was a rational creature, but the reality of women’s lives in the eighteenth century was often far removed from the glamour of an evening at Hill Street or any of the other great salons. There were many barriers a woman had to overcome before she could participate in this intellectual life. Many women found it near impossible to escape the burden of domesticity placed upon them – running a household and caring for children could easily fill every hour of a woman’s day, leaving no time for anything else. Endless pregnancies could ruin a woman’s health; the loss of a child or even several children could bury her beneath an avalanche of grief. Fathers or husbands had to be appeased before a woman was granted time for herself. It took a concerted effort for a clever woman to find like-minded friends; it took a single-minded tenacity to carve out time for herself to think and to write. Then there was the question of respectability. Reputation was everything to a middle- or upper-class eighteenth-century woman. By stepping outside the social norms, she might risk accusations of indecency: conversing on scholarly topics with men as though she was their equal certainly seemed indecent to many observers.


Despite this, there were women who managed to claim the time and the space to pursue a life of the mind. It might seem like a small thing, but these women who attended the salons were pushing back against the patriarchy. These women who thought so clearly, who spoke so eloquently, who argued so forcefully set something in motion. Their actions would have ramifications across society. Quietly, they would help to create a new world for women.




1


A WOMAN’S PLACE


‘I WISH WITH all my heart Lady Ilchester had brought forth a son instead of a daughter, for they are much more convenient things,’ wrote the politician Edward Digby to his uncle Lord Ilchester in 1750. A few years later, Lady Ilchester was pregnant once more and again her husband hoped for a son. It was not to be. Following the birth of the baby, Lord Ilchester wrote sadly to friends to inform them, ‘I have nothing but a little Frances Muriel.’1


It was not an uncommon reaction to the birth of a female child. Women were held in low regard in the eighteenth century. A baby girl was not seen as an asset to a family in the same way that a boy was. A boy might have a distinguished or lucrative career; he might win honour that would reflect well on the family; at the very least he might pass the family name on to a new generation. A girl was unlikely to do any of those things. Instead, she was another mouth to feed. When she grew older, her father would either have to pay a dowry to have her taken off his hands, or accept the cost of maintaining a spinster. In return, she would provide domestic labour – sewing or washing, cooking or childcare – but, though every household needed these chores done, they were deemed trifling and unimportant.


When young, any decisions that might materially affect a girl’s life were taken by her father; after marriage, by her husband. The ancient rules of coverture meant that a married woman did not legally exist as an entity independent of her husband. She could not sign a contract, she could not own property, if she earned money she could not keep it for herself. The legal system treated her as not quite a full person – she could be prosecuted for a crime, but could not sit on a jury. Traditional centres of power or prestige such as parliament, the church and the universities were off limits.


The historian Catharine Macaulay wanted to understand how this inequality had come about. In 1790, she published her theory of how


some degree of inferiority, in point of corporeal strength, seems always to have existed between the two sexes; and this advantage, in the barbarous ages of mankind, was abused to such a degree, as to destroy all the natural rights of the female species, and reduce them to a state of abject slavery.2


Nothing had changed in millennia. Men still used their physical strength as the basis for a system of oppression that permeated almost every human society. In 1786 the milkmaid poetess Ann Yearsley was also thinking about female oppression. She too saw that much of the prejudice faced by women stemmed from the simple fact of men being bigger and stronger: ‘Active strength / The boast of animals, is clearly thine’, she wrote dismissively before arguing that physical strength was not necessarily the pinnacle of human achievement and pointing out that women could possess intellect and spirit to equal a man’s.3


Though women could see the roots of the problem, that did little to alleviate their situation. A woman’s place in the patriarchal society of eighteenth-century Europe was still very much in the home. If married, her chief duty was to produce children. Though essential to society, the arduous (and often dangerous) task of bearing and rearing children was not particularly valued by those whose job it was to value things – men. As one male commentator wrote: ‘I cannot see the Reason why [women] are to be considered on a Level with the Men they bring forth, any more than that the Mould in a Garden is to be equally valued with the Fruits it produces.’4


Alongside this narrow view of a woman’s role in society, sat the belief that educating girls past a basic level was a waste of everyone’s time. Since girls were generally uneducated, they grew into women unable to take any part in public life; therefore, they were best left at home and kept busy in the kitchen or the nursery. It was, of course, a self-fulfilling prophecy.


Centuries of under-education led to a widespread belief that girls were not really capable of being taught much. While boys learned Latin and Greek, rhetoric and logic, mathematics and natural philosophy, girls were told that learning such subjects would frazzle their brains, damage their wombs and destroy their looks. Anything to do with the intellectual realm was considered unsuitable: it was unacceptable for a woman to be clever, to be bookish, to seek out the same kind of education that her brothers would enjoy. While boys learned about male subjects – history and politics, empire and the military – girls made endless needlework samplers, dutifully practised their scales, or attempted to impress their dancing masters. But these girls (girls of the upper and middle classes) were not expected to put their sewing, their music or their dancing to any practical use. Their crafts weren’t intended to be used to earn a living, for that was another thoroughly unwomanly activity. These skills were merely ornamental, intended to give the girls a polished air, to attract a suitable husband, to fill up the girls’ days, to keep them docile. A pretty face, a nice figure and a biddable demeanour counted for more than any educational attainments. As Elizabeth Montagu put it: ‘the world does not mind our intrinsic worth so much as the fashion of us, and will not easily forgive our not pleasing . . . in a woman’s education little but outward accomplishment is regarded.’ Since the education system was controlled by men, Montagu could only conclude that men had a self-serving reason for limiting women’s education: ‘they know that fools make the best slaves.’5


Women were scorned by men for their lack of education and worldly experience. ‘Women, then, are only children of a larger growth,’ wrote the statesman Lord Chesterfield to his son in 1748, ‘they have an entertaining tattle, and sometimes wit; but for solid reasoning, good sense, I never knew in my life one that had it, or who reasoned or acted consequentially for four-and-twenty hours together.’6


If uneducated women were the victims of male scorn, surely educated women were held in high regard by men? A 1739 pamphlet titled Man Superior to Woman; or, a Vindication of Man’s Natural Right of Sovereign Authority over the Woman explained why this was not the case. The anony­mous author described the disdain, bordering on disgust, that he felt for those women who sought out education. These were the dreaded ‘learned ladies’. The author told how these educated women neglected important things (such as their appearance) in favour of their studies:


she neither knows how to set her Cap strait, nor can remember to buckle her Shoes; and is so blinded with poring over Books as not to be capable of discerning the Difference of Shades between a dirty Smock-sleeve and a clean apron . . . It must be owned, that if this Lady is a scholar she is a very sluttish one; and the much she reads is to very little Purpose, since it can make nothing better of her than a bookish Slattern. It is happy for her, and much more for our Sex, that she is unmarried.7


The learned lady – a stereotype that appears again and again in eighteenth-century culture – was not just untidy in her person, not just a bad housekeeper distracted from her domestic duties, she would make a bad wife. And that was the key point for many who disdained female education: a woman’s purpose in life was to be defined by her relationship to a man. She only had value if she was useful to a man. Her own happiness, her personal achievements, her contributions to society amounted to nothing if she did not first tend to her husband’s needs. Women were seen as innately subordinate.


One conduct manual from the 1760s discouraged women from reading overly taxing books; instead, the author wrote, ‘your business chiefly is to read Man, in order to make yourselves agreeable and useful.’8 Occasionally, a conduct manual might suggest that there were times when it was acceptable for a woman to read a book. A 1771 manual titled The Nunnery for Coquettes opined that a small amount of appropriate reading could help a girl remain chaste. That suggestion was followed instantly by this caveat: ‘But then beware after this you do not affect the character of a learned lady, which is of all other affectations the most odious in a woman . . . the only end of female reading is to make you agreeable in conversation.’9 On balance, it was probably better to be thought unchaste than clever. Other manuals advised women not to aspire to anything beyond pleasing their husbands: ‘a Woman is the downy pillar on which a Man should repose from the severer and more exalted duties of life.’10


Learned ladies were rare. This was not just because schooling for girls was rare (nor because women had to spend so much time acting as reposeful downy pillars), but because the few women who were given a little learning, or who managed to educate themselves, then faced a wall of societal prejudice. Elizabeth Montagu once wrote that ‘extraordinary talents may make a Woman admired, but they will never make her happy.’ She knew that men of exceptional talent found themselves praised and exalted but talented women had to beg pardon for their uncommon excellence.11


Worse still, much of the prejudice came from other women, as Montagu knew. Other learned ladies reported the same. Attacked from all sides, Montagu felt that life sometimes resembled continual warfare.12 When the novelist Frances Burney first experienced success as an author, her friend Hester Thrale wrote these words of caution:


you must be more careful than ever of not being thought Bookish, for now you are known for a Wit, & a belle Esprit, you will be watched, &, if you are not upon your Guard, all the misses will rise up against you.13


Hannah More also wrote about the opprobrium learned ladies faced from other women. In the epilogue at the end of an all-female play, she spoke of the negative reactions she had experienced from other women when they learned that she wrote for a living:


‘What! – does she write? A slattern, as I live –


I wish she’d leave her books, and mend her cloaths


I thank my stars I know not verse from prose.’14


Women were so conditioned by the patriarchy to believe themselves incapable of intellectual achievements that they ridiculed any of their sisters who dared step out of line. Just as future centuries would see women rail against university education for their sisters or votes for themselves, some eighteenth-century women could not comprehend why any woman would want to attain a ‘manly’ education or speak in public. For a working-class man, a good education might be a way to raise his status in the world, but for a woman (of any class) it was more likely to be a pathway to a lifetime of derision.


Everyone in the eighteenth century knew what place a woman occupied. It had been ordained by God that woman was subservient to man. Few gave it much thought. Fewer still contemplated that there might be any other way to arrange society, or any particular merit in doing so. The act of beginning to imagine a different relationship between the sexes demanded enormous vision. Almost nobody took it seriously. But those few who did took it very seriously indeed.




2


THE SALON


IT BEGAN WITH a breakfast. A long table, draped in the finest white linen, heaved with endless cups of gold, silver and delicate porcelain, each filled with exotic treats from faraway lands: coffee, chocolate and exquisite tea. Arranged around the cups were plates bearing the homelier treats of biscuits, cream and freshly buttered toast. But the breakfast table, glinting with hundreds of pounds worth of gold and silver plate, was not the first thing the guests noticed when they were welcomed into Elizabeth Montagu’s opulent Chinese Room.


Though she joked that the style was barbarously gaudy, ­Montagu threw herself into collecting and making pieces in this European ­pastiche of Asian design. The room abounded with bright colours and intricate craftsmanship. Black and gold japanned furniture was specially commissioned, adorned with landscape scenes and precisely rendered plants and pebbles. A flamboyant looking-glass sat above the chimneypiece, decorated with the bustling figures of musicians and gardeners. In the evenings, pier mirrors placed between the ­windows reflected back the light from flickering candles in their ornately branched stands. Montagu’s two sailor brothers brought her gifts from the Far East – lanterns and vases, screens and porcelain ­figurines. Hand-painted wallpaper seemed almost to bloom with flowers. ‘My house looks like an Indian warehouse,’ she exclaimed with some pleasure to her sister Sarah in 1748, shortly after she had begun assembling her objets d’art. Two years later, the room still unfinished, she wrote about the changes she had made since Sarah’s last visit: ‘[it] is like the ­Temple of some Indian god . . . The very ­curtains are Chinese ­pictures on gauze . . . with cushions of Japan satin painted.’1


The breakfast given in this room was a feast for the senses. The guests were enchanted by the delicious food, the richness of the setting, the stunning chinoiserie (which many of them saw in all its glory for the first time here in Hill Street), and the perfection of their hostess. Montagu was now in her thirties; no longer in the first flush of youth but still ‘comely, plump and jolly’.2 She loved clothes as much as she loved interiors, and her gowns were expensively made and festooned with ribbons and bows. But it was not her pretty face or her luxurious silks that held her guests’ attention. The poet and playwright Anne-Marie Fiquet du Boccage, visiting from Paris, declared that Montagu deserved to be served at the table of the gods. Boccage, who hosted a salon herself, was a celebrity in French literary circles and had been called the Sappho of Normandy by Voltaire. She could not have been an easy person to impress. But she was in awe of Montagu – in awe of her learning, her wit, her grace and her hospitality. After the breakfast, Montagu presented Boccage with a new edition of Milton – perhaps a clue as to what the ladies discussed in the Chinese Room that morning.3


Boccage’s account of that breakfast, held in 1750, is the earliest surviving report of one of Montagu’s sumptuous gatherings of literary guests. Montagu chose her guests carefully. She deliberately sought out foreign visitors who could bring word of new books and new ideas, and surrounded herself with writers, critics, wits and, above all, brilliant women.


Montagu longed for brilliance. With Boccage’s praise ringing in her ears, she began to plan her next literary breakfast, and the one after that. Soon the breakfasts grew much more elaborate. By the winter of the following year, Montagu was hosting parties at which, she recorded, ‘the Chinese Room was filled by a succession of people from eleven in the morning till eleven at night.’ A few months later she reported to her husband (who had retreated to their country house with a bad cold) that she had had more than a hundred guests the night before and that the house held them with ease. These larger parties were held in the Great Room, next to the Chinese Room. The evening parties suited Montagu better than the breakfasts – she had never been a morning person. Once, in her youth, sent away from the family home to escape an outbreak of smallpox, she complained bitterly of the revered clock that ruled the lives of the farming family she stayed with: ‘even me it governs, sends me to bed at ten, and makes me rise, oh barbarous! at eight . . . I only wish they could sleep in their beds in the morning, and wake in a chair in the evening.’4


Slowly, Montagu began to combine the serious literary flavour of her breakfasts with the light gaiety of her day-long revelries to create something new in London. Where once she had had fifty guests come and play cards, now she wanted something more substantial. She looked to the centre of the world for inspiration – Paris. Though she had not yet visited the city when she began hosting, its salons were famous. Longingly she listened as friends returning from France told of soirées where exalted men of letters mingled with the greatest thinkers from the worlds of the arts, natural philosophy or politics. With these stories swirling through her mind, Montagu began to shape a salon of her own.


She believed that salons, like oysters, should only be had in months with a letter R in them.5 This meant that her events were held during the London season when the fashionable crowd were in town for the winter. Though she sometimes found women (and men) of fashion to be dull conversationalists, Montagu liked the sparkle they brought to her evenings – and her salon would be as sparkling as any in Paris. But she was not interested in simply imitating Paris; her salons featured several innovations of her own devising. While many of the French salons were hosted by a woman, the guests were predominantly male; Montagu went one step further and invited large numbers of women to her assemblies. She gave those women licence to speak. For the first time, here was a forum where women’s voices had equal billing with men’s.


Men-only clubs were very much in vogue in eighteenth-century London. There were clubs for playing whist or chess, clubs for discussing politics, clubs for gambling and even clubs for blaspheming. It has been said that up to twenty thousand men met in clubs in the capital each night.6 Women were excluded and had no equivalent of their own. For many men, this exclusion of women was key to their enjoyment of a night out. One commentator wrote that


the strange fashion introduced of late years of mixing in company on almost all occasions with Women; will eventually turn out to our destruction, as it must render us effeminate, luxurious, and ignorant; and I am astonished that Government [do not] restrict the liberty of Women and punish in an exemplary way indiscriminate mixtures of Men and Women . . . [and] banish them, as banes to Society, the TABLE and CONVERSATION-ROOM.7


But Montagu was firm that mixing the sexes like this could be a ­positive experience for both men and women. She had to be ­careful, though, to avoid accusations of impropriety. Her salons were set up in such a way as to exclude any hint of debauchery – so often an ­undercurrent in the stories she heard from Paris. She made it clear that her salon was not a place for sexual intrigues. Unlike some other hostesses, she never dreamed of issuing invitations that demanded ‘no husband to bring his wife, or wife her husband, or young lady her ­chaperon’.8 Instead of alcohol, she poured fine teas, concocted orgeats from almonds and orange flower water, or served lemonade – still a rare luxury in those days. The playing of cards (and the losing of fortunes that often went with it) – a popular pastime in this social circle – came to be gently but firmly forbidden, and discussion of politics was always steered back towards the safer ground of literature or art.


The void left by the banning of sex, alcohol and gambling was filled with something that Montagu valued much more highly: wit. The ultimate accolade in her world was to be considered witty. It implied not just a quick brain and a clever turn of phrase, but a deep kind of understanding that drew together different strands of learning. Wit implied not just intellect but sensibility. Now, in the salon, witty conversation was elevated to high art.


‘Her conversational powers were of a truly superior order; strong, just, clear, and often eloquent,’ wrote the novelist Frances Burney after spending an evening with Montagu.9 Burney (a generation younger than Montagu) idolised the older woman who always seemed so knowledgeable and self-assured. ‘Our sex’s Glory’, Burney called her as she had prepared for their first meeting, unable to imagine a more perfect embodiment of womanhood.10 Burney would attend countless salons at Hill Street over the years. As an inveterate people-watcher, she loved to look on as Montagu managed things. Once Montagu had carefully orchestrated the seating arrangements around the fireplace, the evening could unfold before her. It was almost like watching a sport. The subject at hand would be turned inside out and upside down, seen through a hundred different lenses, compared to this or that, carefully examined for deeper meaning. And all in a way that was somehow as pleasing to one’s sense of fun as to one’s intellect. Montagu herself was witty, erudite and enormously well-read, and she often led the conversation, spiralling upwards as she followed ideas wherever they took her, amazing her guests with her effortless performances.


For the women who attended the salon it was a lifeline. In her youth, the courtier and diarist Mary Hamilton had revealed to her (male) guardian that she hoped to learn Greek and Latin. He firmly told her that ‘a Lady’s being learned is commonly looked on as a great fault, even by the learned.’11 He urged her to keep this terrible desire a secret, for fear that it would damage her marriage prospects. Similar sentiments were repeated in every conduct manual for young ladies: ‘if you happen to have any learning, keep it a profound secret, especially from the men, who generally look with a jealous and malignant eye on a woman of great parts, and a cultivated understanding,’ was standard advice.12


As a girl, Hamilton had taken such advice seriously. Though she wanted an intellectual life, the prospect of being known as a learned lady made her uneasy. Her guardian’s words had instilled a deep-seated fear in her. She was afraid of appearing too clever, and afraid for other young women who strived for an education. After meeting a bright young woman at dinner one night, Hamilton confided in her diary:


Miss Boyle is too well educated. It will prevent her enjoying the innocent pleasure of society, for every other female will not only envy her but be afraid of her, and the men in general are so jealous of our being as wise as themselves, they will shun her.13


At Hill Street, the women did not envy, and the men did not shun.


Yet Hamilton’s words show how deeply embedded the dread of the ‘learned lady’ had become. Even the learned ladies themselves were conditioned to believe the stereotypes. Her diary entry continued:


An affected ‘Femme savante’ is, in my opinion, a most disagreeable animal. The reason of this is that they always pretend to more knowledge than they possess, that they are ignorant of what they ought to know, are pert, affected, useless members of society. Mrs Carter, Miss Hannah More, Mrs Chapone, and two or three others I could name, I would except out of the list of what I call ‘Femmes savantes’, for their talents and amiable precepts have been a great ­service to society.14


The three she excused from the dreaded epithet – Elizabeth Carter, Hannah More and Hester Mulso Chapone – were all part of Montagu’s inner circle. To be close to Elizabeth Montagu was to become something new: a socially acceptable intelligent woman. Whatever magic Montagu weaved within the walls of her salon, the old spell was ­broken and the learned lady – so despised elsewhere – suddenly became a desirable person to know, an agreeable visitor to one’s house, even an aspirational figure. But Montagu’s reach only extended so far, and it was only those women who were close to her or who were active participants in her salon or a handful of other salons who managed to escape opprobrium. Elsewhere, clever women remained figures of fun or suspicion. Montagu had created something extraordinary.


For decades, Montagu’s salon thrived. Almost thirty years after her first literary breakfasts, a visitor to London (who had known the famous salon of Madame du Deffand in Paris) described how


the ‘Gens de Lettres,’ or ‘Blue Stockings,’ as they were commonly denominated, formed a very numerous, powerful, compact phalanx, in the midst of London . . . Mrs. Montague [sic] was then the madame du Deffand of the English capital; and her house constituted the central point of union, for all those persons who already were known, or who emulated to become known, by their talents and productions.15


The word ‘Bluestocking’ had begun as a joke. In 1757, ­Montagu used it to poke fun at the botanist Benjamin Stillingfleet. He was a good friend of hers, a learned man who had thrown himself into the new Linnæan botanical system. Coming in from fieldwork to the parlour, he would neglect to change from his rough worsted blue stockings – coloured with cheap woad dye – to the expensive white silk ones usually worn to formal events.16 The word caught on, and came to imply a kind of informality, a way of valuing intellectual endeavours above fashions. James Boswell once lamented when Stillingfleet was absent from a gathering that ‘we can do nothing without the blue stockings.’17 Somehow the word, at first specifically associated with Stillingfleet, evolved to mean the circles Stillingfleet moved in, and especially Montagu’s circle. From the 1750s to the 1770s, the word was applied equally to women and men; later, it was reserved for the women who surrounded Montagu; and, later still, for any clever woman. Until almost 1800, the word was neutral; after that, it became pejorative.


Shortly after Frances Burney was first welcomed into the Bluestocking Circle, she heard that Hester Mulso Chapone had praised her work. ‘There’s for you!’ exclaimed Burney, pleased to have won heartfelt praise from a writer she admired, ‘who would not be a blue-stockinger at this rate?’18


In the fireside glow of Hill Street, each guest replete after Montagu’s lavish hospitality, each guest taking their proper place in the circle, it was clear to them that this salon was more than just a place for an evening’s entertainment. Montagu’s salon could be the beginning of a career, the route to fame, the most satisfying part of a day. Some of those guests even saw it as a sort of informal university for women. At a time when the two English universities were reserved solely for men, Montagu’s salon offered women a way to learn about new literature, about the classics, about writing, and to do so communally – like a genteel and overdressed seminar group. She ‘makes her Drawing Room the Lyceum of the day’, enthused one learned male guest.19 If the Hill Street house was the Lyceum, then Montagu must have been its Aristotle.


The idea of a female Aristotle would have been laughable in Montagu’s time. Even with every advantage that she had had from youth, no one would have expected a mere girl to rise to such heights. Elizabeth Montagu had been born Elizabeth Robinson in York in 1718. Her mother Elizabeth and father Matthew had twelve children, of whom nine survived to adulthood. The family, fairly comfortably off (thanks to an inheritance on mother Elizabeth’s side) and educated, was an unusual environment in which to grow up.


Matthew, who had studied at Cambridge, adored the fashionable coffee-houses of London. There, he would mix freely with the metropolitan literati, exchanging views on the latest books or the political intrigues of the day. He would show off his most recent paintings, or throw himself into animated discussions on science or religion. Mother Elizabeth was an educated woman and also fond of witty conversation. Later, after her children had grown up and most had left home, she got herself a pet squirrel so that she would always have someone to listen to her talk.20


The Robinson family was part of the gentry but they could not afford to keep a house in London, so they moved between family properties in Yorkshire, Cambridge and Kent. To spirited, outgoing Matthew, who craved company and excitement, this rural life seemed irredeemably dull. He daydreamed of London. No doubt a trip to the capital would have raised his spirits but, unable to leave their home at Monk’s Horton, Kent, he tried a different cure: ‘my Pappa has ordered me to put a double quantity of saffron in his tea,’ wrote young Elizabeth to a friend.21 But the saffron, a common folk remedy for low spirits, did little to alleviate his boredom and so he encouraged his children to entertain him. He trained them in the arts of conversation and disputation; he made sure they could read the newest books in several languages. He attempted to recreate the atmosphere of a coffee-house in his own parlour.


The household was a lively place as the children competed for their father’s attention, trying to outdo each other in wit and erudition. Their mother Elizabeth became known as The Speaker, as she attempted to keep the peace between her children as though governing a small flock of Whigs and Tories. Not so much for their own benefit as for Matthew’s, Elizabeth and her younger sister Sarah were educated to a much higher standard than was common for girls of the time.


Each evening in Monk’s Horton, the family would gather around the fireplace to hear Shakespeare or the classics read aloud – something that would shape Elizabeth profoundly. The Robinson children also spent much time at the house of their maternal grandmother in Cambridge. Grandmother Sarah had married the well-known scholar Conyers Middleton and through Middleton, a kindly old man with a great deal of tenderness for his step-grandchildren, the world of the university was opened up to them. The Robinson children, keeping quiet as mice, would sit in the corner of his study while he entertained the fellows and professors of the university. Knowing what was to come, they listened to every word that those black-gowned old gentlemen spoke. When the fellows had gone, Middleton would quiz the children, turning it into a game, making them repeat what they had heard, encouraging them always to pay close attention to the spoken word, and teaching them how to follow complex arguments seemingly far beyond their years. In that sombre Cambridge study, the children began to learn that conversation could be an art form.


Back in rural Kent, the Robinson family gave themselves up to less cerebral entertainments. They travelled all over the county to see plays, to watch horse-racing, or to enjoy tavern suppers with young gentlemen. Fun, pretty Elizabeth, with her animated blue eyes, high arched eyebrows, and dark hair contrasting against her pale skin, was a popular guest. She received constant invitations, and with ­excitement. She and her sister and brothers once travelled eight miles over bad roads on a cold winter’s evening to hear a fiddler play; they danced all night, not coming home until two o’clock in the morning. The letters of her girlhood are scattered with dances and late nights, ‘I am so fond of dancing,’ she wrote, ‘that I cannot help fancying I was at some time bit by a tarantula, and never got cured of it.’* It seems to have been a family trait, for even her father Matthew would cast aside his country gloom at a ball, and dance as nimbly as a man half his age.22


Kentish balls were often held at the full moon to allow the guests to travel more easily. In the sparsely populated countryside, it was common to invite all the neighbourhood to a ball, regardless of social status. Elizabeth and her siblings delighted in the silliness of it all. She described how one hostess invited ‘all the parsons, apprentices, tradesmen, apothecaries, and farmers, milliners, mantua-makers, haberdashers of small wares, and chambermaids. It is the oddest mixture you can imagine – here sails a reverent parson, there skips an airy apprentice, here jumps a farmer.’23 These parties, where unexpected combinations of guests mingled freely, captured the teenage Elizabeth’s imagination.


Then, in her early teens, Elizabeth began a close friendship with Margaret Cavendish Harley. The two girls met through Elizabeth’s family in Cambridge – Margaret’s family home being just a few miles away at Wimpole Hall. Margaret, the daughter of an earl, was a few years older, but Elizabeth’s quick mind, her wit and her endless joyful energy charmed Margaret, and from the very beginning the two girls behaved as equals and revelled in a playful friendship. When they were apart, letters flew from one to the other, sharing snippets from their daily lives, updates on their families, painstakingly copied-out verses, or their musings on art and literature. Elizabeth’s visits to Wimpole made her old Kentish entertainments seem suddenly insipid and provincial as Margaret introduced her to a realm of glamour and wealth, grand houses, fabulous parties and a glittering social life. Margaret nicknamed her lively new friend ‘Fidget’ – a name that stuck for many years. ‘There are long tables in the room that have more feet than [a] caterpillar . . . Why so many legs are needful to stand still, I cannot imagine when I can fidget on two,’ Elizabeth exclaimed as she dashed headlong into her new social world.24


Margaret married in 1734 and became the Duchess of Portland. Her life changed as she took on the responsibilities of her new role. Elizabeth’s life changed too as she became a kind of unofficial companion to her dear friend. The Duchess split her time between her magnificent London residence in Whitehall and the beautiful country estate of Bulstrode in Buckinghamshire. Bulstrode captured Elizabeth’s heart from her very first visit there, becoming almost a second home to her. It was not just the beauty and opulence of the place that moved Elizabeth, she was struck by a quiet female charm that pervaded everything there. The Duchess, a bright woman, was fond of literature and natural history. The Duke was often away on business, or entertaining himself with other friends, so the Duchess could do as she pleased. Her father had always surrounded himself with wits and had spent a fortune collecting books and manuscripts, paintings and objects of curiosity. Now the Duchess was mistress of her own house and she too chose to furnish it with a fine library and all manner of natural history objects but, more importantly than that, she chose to fill it with a coterie of smart, engaging women. Her circle included the celebrated Mary Delany – still famed today for her intricate botanical art; the Irishwoman Anne Donnellan, a friend of Jonathan Swift; Catherine Dashwood, later a lady-in-waiting to Queen Charlotte; and fashionable Mary Catherine Knollys (Lady Wallingford). Elizabeth – Fidget as she was always called at Bulstrode – slipped seamlessly into this world, and Pen (as Delany was nicknamed from her first husband’s name of Pendarves), Don, Dash and Wall became her most treasured friends. It was a respectable group of women, engaged in appropriately female pursuits. If they were intellectual, they were intellectual in private, thus making them seem less threatening to society at large.


At Bulstrode, the women would read and write together, they would sew and spin and knit together, they would take long walks through the grounds gathering plants for the Duchess’s herbal, or feed the birds in the menagerie, they would converse for hours about the arts and sciences, politics or society. When Elizabeth had first arrived, supper was served at nine o’clock in the evening, but that was pushed back to ten o’clock as the women found they needed more time for their writing – a favourite activity of Elizabeth’s. Hunched around candles in the Duchess’s dressing room, the women would write late into the night.25


When they tore themselves away from Bulstrode and bundled into the carriage for the twenty-mile drive to Whitehall, another new world unfolded. The Duchess introduced teenage Elizabeth to the joys of the London season. Like her father before her, Elizabeth found the capital thrilling: the gay company, the worldly gentlemen and sophisticated women, the easy luxury of it all gladdened her heart. In London, she could hear the words of Shakespeare drop from the lips of the greatest actors, while she watched from a plush velvet-lined box, surrounded by the bon ton, as the fashionable elite were called. She could attend balls, promenade in the new squares and parks, accept invitations to tea parties and card parties. She could see how the aristocracy lived, and begin to imagine herself immersed in such a life.


Elizabeth had been formally introduced into society some years before, but her parents had never been able to afford a full London season for her, packed as it was with extravagant balls and outings, each requiring just the right dress, a coach, extra servants. The Duchess knew about the Robinson family finances, and she knew how much Elizabeth wanted a life in London. Then a solution presented itself: the Duchess was pregnant with her third child and she needed a companion to be with her through the months before her confinement. The Duchess realised that an act of charity would have offended the Robinsons; instead, she asked Elizabeth to help her. Elizabeth had made herself indispensable to the Duchess – a wise move, and one which shows Elizabeth’s understanding of the games that had to be played if she were to advance in the world.


The Duchess had already borne two daughters: Elizabeth in 1735 and Henrietta in 1737. Now she wanted a friend to be with her for the final dull, heavy months before her third baby arrived, and to stay with her during her lying-in after the birth. This was common practice in the eighteenth century: a new mother would rest for a period of about a month after the birth while female relatives and friends tended to her. For a woman of the Duchess’s status, lying-in was as much a social activity as a medical one; it was expected that all her aristocratic friends would call on her in that month to congratulate her and see the infant.


Here was a chance for Elizabeth to shine. But shining was expensive. She wrote to her father and explained the situation to him: she would be meeting all the bon ton of London, but she had nothing suitable to wear. ‘I must be in full dress,’ she explained to him, ‘I shall never so much want a handsome suit as upon this occasion of first appearing with my Lady Duchess.’26 Elizabeth loved fine clothes and jewels – she was well aware that vanity was one of her weaknesses. She knew that she could not compete with the Duchess’s friends but she still wanted to look her best. Matthew, who was not much given to spending money on his children, sent her £20 – a considerable sum for him. He was a sharp man and he saw this as a good opportunity for Elizabeth to catch the eye of a wealthy nobleman. He had not budgeted for large dowries for his two daughters; instead, he was hoping that Elizabeth’s looks and charming manner would attract a man, so that minimal financial input from himself would be required. The sum of £20, though a lot, was nothing compared to what a proper dowry would cost him.


Together, Elizabeth and the Duchess began to visit cloth merchants, examining bolts of silks, beautifully patterned with new designs from the East. They eventually found one that suited Elizabeth’s purposes. There was a small fault in the silk due to an error made by the loom, but Elizabeth knew she could hide the damaged parts within the cut of the dress. She bought the silk at a discount, and well within her father’s tight budget.27 Canny Elizabeth would always be good with money. To go with the silk for her new mantua gown, Elizabeth also bought a new hoop which, she proudly told her mother, was ‘of the first magnitude’. In an age when dress hoops regularly caused women to become entangled in doorways, a hoop of the first magnitude must have been quite something.


Elizabeth and the Duchess passed the winter pleasantly together in London, and, in the spring of 1738, a boy was born. William Henry, a tiny mewling creature, would go on to become the third Duke of Portland, would twice be Prime Minister, and would be the great-great-great-grandfather of Queen Elizabeth II.


When the month was up, Elizabeth’s family summoned their daughter back to Kent. ‘You must get your Papa to stay [in London] next year: it is really insufferable going out of town at the most pleasant time of the year,’ admonished the Duchess as she tauntingly filled Elizabeth in on all the excitements she had enjoyed since her friend’s departure – operas, parks, assemblies and Vauxhall pleasure gardens. Elizabeth, meanwhile, was thoroughly bored.28


But the two would be together again before too long. In London once more, the pair would dance at lavish balls, have their portraits painted (Elizabeth incongruously dressed as Anne Boleyn), frolic at Vauxhall, or even try out new-fangled medical fads such as cold plunge baths, the terrified Duchess watching as Elizabeth disappeared beneath the water. But the thing that touched Elizabeth most profoundly was their visits to the theatre. ‘I have been to the play As you Like it,’ she wrote to her sister Sarah after seeing the famous actor James Quin perform at Drury Lane, ‘I have never heard anything spoke with such command of voice and action as the “seven stages of man” . . . it was really prodigious, the alteration of the voice, he spoke the slippered pantaloon just like my Uncle Clark.’29 She had heard the words of Shakespeare read aloud at Monk’s Horton, but this night marked the beginning of a new relationship between Elizabeth and the Bard – it would be one of the most satisfying relationships of her life.


There were other relationships to consider too. Elizabeth may not have met a suitable husband during the Duchess’s lying-in, but her family still had high hopes of her making a good match. She was ambivalent about the prospect of marriage. Elizabeth enjoyed a ­modicum of independence and was afraid of losing it if she married a controlling husband. It was not socially acceptable for a woman to voice such thoughts aloud. Instead, Elizabeth joked that perhaps she was not suited to marriage. To a (male) cousin, she wrote that


I should make a very silly wife, and an extremely foolish Mother, and so have as far resolved as is consistent with deference to reason and advice, never to trouble any man, or spoil any children. I already love too many people in this world to enjoy a perfect tranquility, and I don’t care to have any more strings to pull my heart; it is very tender, and a small matter hurts it.30


Those last words would prove to be painfully prophetic.


The idea of a beautiful, healthy young woman of good family choosing not to marry was absurd and her somewhat alarmed cousin could not help but nag at her, asking ‘when you set sail, i.e. when you are to be manned, and who is to be your Captain’. She patiently explained that she was in no rush:


I am not going to set sail yet; the ocean of fortune is rough, the bark of fortune light, the prosperous gale uncertain, but the Pilot must be smooth, steady and content, patient in storms, moderate and careful in sunshine, and easy in the turns of the wind, and changes of the times. Guess if these things be easily found? . . . So I wait on the shore, scarce looking towards this land of promise, so few I find with whom I would risk the voyage.


Moreover, she was extremely open about what financial incentives might induce her to consent to a proposal: ‘gold is the chief ingredient in the composition of worldly happiness. Living in a cottage on love is certainly the worst diet and the worst habitation one can find out.’31 Elizabeth was no dreamy romantic.


She was aware that a woman’s whole life was shaped by her husband. He would decide where the family should live and what kind of life they would have, he would control the family’s finances, be his wife’s legal guardian and decide where to send any sons for their education. A lucky woman might enjoy many day-to-day freedoms but higher level decision-making was almost always considered a role for the man of the house.


Elizabeth’s vivacious spirit might have made people think she was passionate in affairs of the heart but it was not so. Elizabeth knew how society worked, she understood the lowly place occupied by women; and she was willing to play the game. ‘Love has a good right over the marriages of men, but not of women,’ she wrote once to her mother, ‘for men raise their wives to their ranks, women stoop to their husbands, if they choose below themselves.’32 She could not overturn the patriarchy – indeed such a thought never crossed her mind – but she could improve her lot in life by marrying well. Having spent several years in the intimate company of the Duchess of Portland, Elizabeth craved her fine lifestyle; but perhaps more than that, she craved the ability to surround herself with clever and interesting women, to build a good library, to have time to write – things that could be achieved more easily if she had money and an understanding husband.


Early in 1742 her father took her north to look over one of the family properties. Matthew Robinson tempted Elizabeth on the journey with a promise of a trip to the York races. Whether or not the visit to the racetrack ever occurred is unrecorded but on the trip she met Edward Montagu. Edward had an estate not far from some Robinson lands at Rokeby; perhaps it was there that they met. Elizabeth’s letters, usually so voluble on all manner of topics, barely mention this new acquaintance. One brother teasingly wrote that he had heard about his sister ‘converting a Mr. M- to dancing’. While Anne Donnellan, replying to a letter of ­Elizabeth’s (now lost), advised that


if you meet with a person who you think would be proper to make you happy in the married state, and they show a desire to please you, and a solidity in their liking, give it the proper encouragement that the decency of our sex will allow of, for it is the settlement in the world that we should aim at, and the only way we females have of making ourselves of use to Society and raising ourselves in this world.33


Donnellan, herself an extremely useful member of society and a great supporter of the arts and of women, never married.


With Donnellan’s advice in mind, Elizabeth began to consider this new man’s qualities. Edward was the grandson of an earl. He was a nice, sensible, quiet and extremely wealthy man. Much of his family money came from coal mines in the North of England. He was just what Elizabeth had been looking for. She was in her early twenties and he in his fifties, but Elizabeth hadn’t been searching for a romantic hero and had no need of a whirlwind love affair. She did not mind that Edward, soon to be elected a fellow of the prestigious Royal Society, would rather devote himself to mathematics in his study than accompany her to fashionable assemblies. With appropriate modesty and decency, Elizabeth began to show an interest in Edward, and soon the couple had come to an understanding. She was so modest that news of this new relationship spread slowly. Her sister Sarah, to whom Elizabeth had always been close, and who was one of her most frequent correspondents, was left to rely on rumours to find out about the engagement. Sarah was a little hurt to be kept from her sister’s confidence: she wrote, ‘I hear that you are going to be married . . . you are very private in it to us.’34 Once word was out, approval rained down upon the pair. Elizabeth’s step-grandfather Conyers Middleton knew that it would be a happy match because, as he wrote to her: ‘[Edward] values you, not so much for the charms of your person, as the beauties of your mind.’35


Their wedding was announced in the Gentleman’s Magazine of August 1742. The announcement did not name Elizabeth, an omission which neatly summed up the position of women in marriage: ‘August 5th. Edward Montagu, Esqr., Member for Huntingdon, to the eldest daughter of Matthew Robinson, of Horton in Kent, Esqr.’ The wedding took place in London on a bright summer’s day; it was a simple ceremony with just a few family members present. The bride wore her best dress and carried a modest bouquet. ‘My mind was in no mirthful mood,’ she wrote the next day to the Duchess, confessing that though she hoped for happiness, she was beset by ‘a thousand anxious thoughts’.36 She had no way of knowing what kind of husband Edward would be, or what her life as a married woman might bring.


Elizabeth Robinson was now Elizabeth Montagu. Her anxieties soon passed as Edward proved himself to be everything she had wished for in a husband. The family was delighted to see their eldest daughter so well married, and happy too.


Now Elizabeth Montagu had everything she needed: her privil­eged childhood had given her a rare education for a girl, allowing her to cultivate her fine mind; her years with the Duchess had taught her the social graces she needed to live in high society; and her devoted, wealthy husband gave her the freedom and the funds to begin to imagine a new world for herself, and for other women. More important than any of these, Montagu was possessed of a deep and abiding belief that women were capable of great intellectual feats. She wanted to give herself and her sisters a chance to shine. She understood, however, that she would have to go about it carefully. She knew the pitfalls faced by clever women; she knew that everything they did would have to rest on a foundation of the most unimpeachable respectability; and she knew that male egos would need soothing. She wrote once that women who wanted power had to ‘command while seeming to submit, and win their way by yielding to the tyde’.37 It was a fine balancing act; nevertheless, Montagu was certain she could pull it off. Everything was in place. But it would take a tragedy to drive Montagu to create her salon.


* There is an old folk belief that the cure for a spider bite is to dance.
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THE STREATHAMITES


ELIZABETH MONTAGU APPEARED always the consummate hostess. On first meeting her, the poet Hannah More gushed that Montagu was ‘not only the finest genius, but the finest lady I ever saw’. Hester Thrale declared that she was ‘brilliant in diamonds, solid in judgement, critical in talk’. Thrale was perfectly poised to appraise Montagu and her salons, for she herself hosted a literary assembly to rival that of Hill Street. North of the River Thames, Montagu reigned over her chic Mayfair salon with stately aplomb; a few miles due south, Thrale presided over a different kind of literary mêlée in the rural idyll of Streatham.


The land on which Streatham Park was built was said to have been bought in exchange for a ten-year supply of ale from the famous Thrale brewery. To escort them on the six-mile journey from London down to Streatham the Thrales’s guests could hire armed guards to ward off the highwaymen who roamed the roads in the bandit country that surrounded the capital. But the dangerous journey was worth it once the delights of Streatham Park were revealed. In the hundred acres of the park were woodlands and meadows, a ha-ha, a large lake complete with its own island and drawbridge, formal gardens, kitchen gardens and greenhouses that could supply everything from cabbages to pineapples, an ice-house for added luxury, orchards, stables, a dairy, an extensive collection of rare poultry, a quaint summer-house and a two-mile circular gravel walk. The house itself was a three-storey brick mansion, covered in stucco and painted a gleaming white. Henry Thrale was a man possessed by a mania for building and he frequently re-invented the house, adding new wings, a pedimented front and a magnificent library.1


But the beauty of the place was not the reason that everyone longed for an invitation to Streatham. Hester Thrale, mistress of the house, was known for her wit which flashed brilliantly, for her spirit, her intellect, her sweet good humour, her merriment and her common sense. The diminutive Welshwoman was charming to look at with her chestnut hair, a clear complexion (‘the Red very bright, & the White eminently good and clean’, as she once described it) and large, light grey eyes.2 More than that, she was known to be extremely well-read, as comfortable with the classics as with modern literature. She liberally scattered her many diaries and notebooks with original poetry, often copying the best verses out for friends or sending them anonymously to journals for publication. As a hostess, she was famed for her easy generosity, designing elaborate menus for her guests who would swoon over dinners they described as ‘most splendid and magnificent – two courses of 21 Dishes each, besides Removes;[*] and after that a dessert of a piece with the Dinner – Pines and Fruits of all sorts, Ices, Creams &c., &c. without end – everything in [gold] plate, of which such a profusion’.3 At Streatham, these feasts were held not in a dining room, but in the library at a table that could expand to seat more than thirty guests. There, surrounded by her books, Thrale would bask in the witty conversation that flowed so effortlessly around her.


Besides Thrale, there was another star at Streatham. It was not her husband Henry, but that giant of eighteenth-century letters – Samuel Johnson – who added lustre to the many soirées she hosted. His Dictionary of the English Language was an astonishing book that had propelled him to fame when it appeared in 1755. This meticulous work of scholarship had taken Johnson only a decade to complete, working with just a few assistants. In contrast, the French equivalent had taken forty years and dozens of scholars. Johnson’s dictionary, which in someone else’s hands might have been a staid affair, managed to be functional yet elegant. He included hundreds of examples from a wealth of books to illustrate his definitions, and the finished work overflowed with his erudition. In the years that he was working on his dictionary, Johnson also managed to find time to write multiple essays, plays and poems. He was a charitable and pious man, but could be blunt to the point of rudeness at times. He was unusually tall, bore the marks of scrofula, had many tics and often grunted involuntarily. This unusual physical appearance led many to underestimate him at first glance, but as soon as he began to speak, his eloquence, wit and learning shone through.


Thrale and Johnson had first met on a gloomy Thursday in January 1765. She had heard so much about the lexicographer that she longed to know him. She was spending the winter in Southwark, at the townhouse next to the brewery. Baby Queeney, her first child, was four months old and Thrale, dutifully nursing this adored infant herself (rather than employing a wet nurse as many of her contemporaries would have done), was tied to the nursery. She was bored and tried to entice visitors to see her, but few would come. The new bridge would not be built from Blackfriars for another few years, making the area hard to reach from the West End and, besides, Southwark was an unfashionable area, filthy and poor, filled with foul smells from the tanneries and noise from the manufactories. The riverbank echoed with the coarse shouts of the lightermen as they ferried passengers and cargo along the Thames. The notorious Clink prison was the area’s most notable building. Street names such as ‘Dirty Lane’ did little to inspire confidence. The Thrale brewery was itself nestled at the end of Deadman’s Place – a name derived from the old pesthouses built there during the plague. The brewery was spread over several acres; its malt-houses, storehouses, brewhouse with its gleaming copper vats, the coopers’ workshops, and stables for a hundred horses added much to the noises and odours of Southwark. Another brewer once told Hester that other women had rejected Henry’s marriage proposals because they would not countenance living for any part of the year in ‘the Borough’. Hester would not learn about these other women, and the discomforts of the brewery, until she was already wed. ‘God help me,’ she wrote in her diary when she did.4


Samuel Johnson was not a man to be put off by the unpleasant odours of this lively corner of London. Knowing that Johnson kept an eclectic circle of friends, Thrale tempted him to Southwark with the promise of an introduction to ‘the poetical shoemaker’ James Woodhouse. This Staffordshire man had trained as a cordwainer before discovering that he had a talent for verse. He had come to London hoping to raise his profile and further his career. Excited to receive Thrale’s invitation, Woodhouse arrived at Deadman’s Place promptly at four o’clock that Thursday afternoon, just as Johnson appeared. The dinner was a great success, with Thrale and Johnson taking to each other immediately. Woodhouse seems to have been less of a hit with Thrale: ‘the next Thursday was appointed for the same company to meet – exclusive of the Shoemaker,’ she wrote dismissively (Woodhouse would later find a patron in Elizabeth Montagu). This was the beginning of an intense friendship between Thrale and Johnson. In the summer, when the brewery was quiet and the Thrales had decamped from the banks of the murky Thames to the open space of Streatham, they invited Johnson to visit. His trip to Streatham was a success – such a success that he decided to move in with the Thrales. He would spend the next decade and a half living much of the year with them.


The Thrales frequently had guests stay for weeks or months and seemed barely to bat an eyelid at Johnson taking up habitation with them. They had no problem seeing their house as a sort of residential salon. Unlike the Hill Street salon (which came to life only as Montagu directed, her evenings carefully planned in advance), at Streatham, any moment, any meal, any chance encounter in the library could become an event.


After a few years, the Thrales built a special room for Johnson, directly above the library. Johnson’s room looked out over the gardens and park from bow windows. It was a far cry from the house he kept in London, overlooked on all sides and crammed always with his friends and charity cases. When he was not in his bright and airy room at Streatham, he could often be found in the wooden summer-house where he would read and write for hours. The summer-house was also where Johnson and little Queeney Thrale would cele­brate their birthdays – fifty-five years and a day apart – together. Ink pot and papers would give way to elaborate dishes, the usual contemplative silence was broken by fiddle music and the servants spilling into the garden to enjoy this high day.5 Years later, Frances Burney would sit in that same ‘sweet cool summer House’ to read Johnson’s play Irene – which ‘though not a good play, is a beautiful poem’, she concluded.6


Johnson made himself at home at Streatham and the Thrales looked upon him with mingled awe and affection. Growing used to his eccentricities, they took to keeping spare wigs for Johnson, knowing that his practice of holding a candle between his weak eyes and the pages of a book often led to his hair going up in smoke. His idea of building a chemistry laboratory next to the pump in the kitchen garden seemed a good one and Thrale and the children spent much of the summer of 1771 happily distilling essences and experimenting with colouring liquors. But Henry Thrale, not normally a cautious man, put an end to all furnace-based experiments when he found Johnson, closely surrounded by children and servants, bending over a particularly fierce flame – his poor eyesight had left him unable to see just how close they all were to that dangerous blaze.7 Dismantling the brick furnace, Henry advised Johnson to take up something safe, such as natural history, but it never caught his imagin­ation in quite the same way.


When not endangering her children and servants, Johnson was a sort of muse to Thrale, encouraging her to write. Knowing that she was a bright woman, clever and sensitive, and seeing that she had no real creative outlet of her own, he advised her to set her thoughts down on paper. He had been encouraging her to write since their earliest days of friendship. But from the time of her marriage in 1763, Thrale had rarely had a break from pregnancy, nursing and the care of small (and often sickly) children. It was 1776 before she managed to carve out time to write. On 15 September that year, just a few days before the annual joint festivities for Johnson and Queeney’s birthdays, she sat down in front of a brand new notebook. On the cover, a red label was stamped in gold with a single word: ‘Thraliana’. The blank pages, bound in undressed calf-skin, called out to her.8 The notebooks, six in all, had been a present from Henry – partly a gift for their upcoming thirteenth wedding anniversary, and partly a silent and shame-faced thank you to her for tending to his hideously swollen testicles after he had contracted another bout of venereal disease.9


‘It is many Years since Doctor Samuel Johnson advised me to get a little Book,’ she began, ‘and write in it all the little Anecdotes which might come to my Knowledge, all the Observations I might make or hear; all the Verses never likely to be published, and in fine ev’ry thing which struck me at the Time.’ The Thraliana (the name derived from the -ana genre popular in France) was part personal diary, part literary musings, part biography of Johnson. It was an extraordinary record of Thrale’s days and her circle at Streatham. She veered from comments on society and politics, to incredibly intimate details of her daily life. At certain times, she seemed to think of publishing it; at others, of burning it. Though it gave her solace to write in it, she felt guilty about every minute it took her away from her domestic duties, thinking that it was not really the best use of a woman’s time. After a despairing entry of 1781, touching on the Dutch war, recent hurricanes in the Caribbean, the aftermath of the Gordon Riots and Henry’s ill health, she chided herself: ‘& I! writing in the Thraliana! I do not do it often tho’, & am always ashamed when I do.’10


Thrale felt that the notebooks were taking up too much of her time, yet her friends felt that she didn’t write enough, and especially that she did not write enough about Johnson. Every sentence he uttered was so perfectly formed, so witty and erudite, that his admirers longed to have a record of all he said. Thrale felt uneasy about writing down each of Johnson’s words. She had seen James Boswell do it and disapproved, calling it ‘ill-bred’ and ‘inclining to treachery’.11 Even if Thrale had approved of the practice, she would have the problem of carving out writing time at the expense of family time. Ever since she had first known Johnson, she had been a mother,
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