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 Prologue

‘Very like a marriage of Miss Austen’s.’

 



ON 20 JANUARY 1839, EMMA WEDGWOOD MARRIED HER COUSIN Charles Darwin in St Peter’s Church at Maer on her father’s Staffordshire estate.

It was, as they wished, a quiet wedding, and made not a ripple in the outside world. Although Darwin and Wedgwood were famous names in the Midlands and the world beyond, Charles was only just beginning on the career that was to make him the most famous of them all. It was three years since his return from his epic voyage around the world in the Beagle; another twenty years would pass before his Origin of Species rocked the scientific world.

Most of the members of the congregation who filled the little church had known one another from childhood, linked as they were by friendship and marriage over three generations. Josiah Wedgwood I, the founder of the famous pottery, and the grandfather Charles and Emma shared, had married a distant cousin; their daughter Susannah had married Dr Robert Darwin, the son of the distinguished doctor, poet and scientist Erasmus Darwin. Charles Darwin was their son. Emma’s father, Josiah II (Jos), had married Elizabeth (Bessy) Allen of Cresselly in Pembrokeshire, bringing a new strand to the already complicated family pattern. Emma was their youngest child. Emma’s uncle John Wedgwood married her mother’s sister; Charles’s sister Caroline married Emma’s brother Joe; two of her other brothers had married cousins.  Even Allen Wedgwood, the clergyman who married Charles and Emma, was another cousin. This very closely linked family had been, and would continue to be, the important background to their lives.

On this day, present or absent, all were delighted - especially their fathers Jos Wedgwood and Dr Darwin, who had been close friends since childhood. All three families were beginning to fear that at thirty-one, the much-admired Emma was doomed to spinsterhood. As for Charles, waiting nervously for his bride, his brother Erasmus beside him, he could not believe his good luck. Tall and slim, with a pleasant, good-humoured face, he had nevertheless always thought himself plain. Now, as he greeted the serene, charming young woman in the grey-green silk gown and flowery bonnet whom he had known, yet not known, all his life, he knew how right his father had been: he had ‘drawn a prize’.

The wedding breakfast was brief - ‘not very festive’, Emma later remembered - for there was sadness mixed with joy that day. Emma’s mother, the beautiful and brilliant Bessy Allen of the past, who would so have enjoyed this wedding, lay upstairs as she had for many years, crippled and in a clouded world. She had taken an interest in the preparations for the breakfast and wedding cake, and had been awake when Emma and her father had left for the church. She had admired Emma’s gown and bonnet, glad that, for once, she had taken pains, then slipped away into the mist; she was asleep when Emma and Charles finally left.

The day had been also shadowed by the anguish of Charles’s sister and brother-in-law, Caroline and Joe, who knew that their baby was dying. Their sorrow clouded the day for Charles’s other two sisters, Susan and Catherine, and for their father, Dr Robert Darwin, in whose care the baby had been.

For Elizabeth, Emma’s eldest sister, too, this was a day of mixed pleasure and pain. Though intelligent and sweet-natured, she was crookbacked and never married. She had taken her mother’s place in the household and had come to think of Emma as her own child. In recent years she and Emma had taken care of their ageing parents, running the rambling old Maer Hall and tending the flower gardens. Now, though she would never complain, she must bear the burden alone. ‘The ceremony was got through very stout heartedly,’ she later remembered, 
and then there was not much more time but for Emma to change her clothes and pack her wedding bonnet and sit a little by the dining room fire with Charlotte and me before she set off, and I did not much mind anything but just the last. It is no small happiness to have had such a companion of my life for so long; since the time she could speak, I have never had one moment’s pain for her, and a share of daily pleasure such as few people have it in their power to shed around them. Her sunny face would leave a vacancy.





The carriage drove off through the wintry garden on its way to Birmingham and the new railroad to London. As they waved goodbye, Emma’s friends, the clever Tollet sisters, knew how much they would miss her. ‘She was the only girl of our own age in the country worth caring much for.’ They would remember the day as ‘very like a marriage of Miss Austen’s’.




CHAPTER ONE

The Triple Inheritance

CHARLES AND EMMA BROUGHT TO THEIR MARRIAGE A TRIPLE INHERITANCE bequeathed by three remarkable families: Darwin, Wedgwood and Allen. Financially they would always be secure: Josiah Wedgwood, the grandfather they shared, had created from nothing a fortune that in modern terms would have made him a multi-millionaire; Charles’s father and grandfather were highly successful doctors and the Allens were wealthy country gentry. But they inherited much more than money: there were exceptionally talented men and women among their ancestors, and the union of Emma and Charles would produce a dynasty of unusually gifted descendants. To understand them it is necessary to look to the past; for their characters were partly formed before their births.

Charles and Emma were to some extent aware of their Darwin and Allen inheritance, but until several years after their marriage had little knowledge of their debt to Josiah Wedgwood I or of the magnitude of his genius. This is partly explained by the disappearance for decades after old Josiah’s death of much of the Wedgwood archives, which bring the potter so vividly to life. After the death of Emma’s father Josiah II in 1843, her brother Frank took over the direction of the Wedgwood pottery and inherited Etruria Hall, where he had been living since his marriage in 1832. Finding the cellars there filled with a dusty heap of old papers, with undiscriminating energy he cleared them out and sold tons of documents to a Birmingham scrap merchant. Josiah I’s biographer, Miss Eliza Meteyard, tells the extraordinary tale of their discovery - one of the most astonishing stories in the history of archives.

‘In 1848,’ she wrote,
Mr Mayer, a native of Newcastle-under-Lyme, and already the earliest and greatest collector of Wedgwood’s beautiful productions, on his way to the Continent had occasion to be in Birmingham for a few hours. As he was passing from one part of the town to another, a heavy storm broke over; and looking around for shelter, he saw he was on Snow-hill, the scene of Matthew Boulton’s early labours, but at that date a neglected part of Birmingham. The nearest place was a waste and scrap-shop, and through its open door [he] entered. The outside was old, grimy, and dilapidated enough; the inside was worse. Piles of scrap-iron, copper, and brass, and old waste of every kind littered the floor. The battered oaken counter was grimy too; and as he passed up and down between it and the door - for the sleet-rain descended in a heavy shower - Mr Mayer observed on one part of the counter a pile of ledger-like looking books, their backs still thick as when filled with leaves, their outer edge collapsed - because empty. Opening one of these, in which a few leaves still remained, he saw to his great surprise that the writing thereon related to the wages of workmen in Etruria. Looking through other volumes equally collapsed, he found they were all business ledgers of this renowned manufactory.

‘Why, my man,’ he said to the grimy-looking master of the shop, ‘these old ledgers all concern Wedgwood’s business.’

‘Ay, sir,’ was the reply, ‘they was thrown out of ’Trury a bit ago, after the death of the master - the son of old Josiah - and I wish I’d more of ’em, for the leaves be a useful size, and folks fancy their bits o’ butter and bacon all the better if wrapped in clean writin’. The shops about here will take any amount of this sort o’ thing. They likes big sheets - it’s more convenient.’

‘Had he more?’ Mayer asked.

‘Hundred-weights,’ replied the man and called for a lad to show the gentleman up the ladder.

And there they were sure enough, piled up in mounds, filthy with the accumulated dust of years, and with gaps in their ranks  as they stood, which only showed too well the inroads which had been made upon them, even whilst they stood there.

‘Finding the richness of the prize,’ continued Mr Mayer, ‘on which I had thus unexpectedly laid my hand, I determined, if possible, not to lose it. I quickly descended the ricketty ladder, and under the before-mentioned plea of my interest in old writings and papers, I enquired of the owner if he would part with them.’

‘Right gladly, sir, they’re bits o’ things, and not much use to me, or to anybody I suspect.’

On this being said no further time was lost. The great mass was weighed and sold at so much a hundred-weight. A number of large second-hand deal boxes were readily procured in the neighbourhood, and when they were packed and their contents paid for, they were carted to the Railway-station, nor did Mr Mayer lose sight of them till they were safe on their way to Liverpool.





As they originally stood in the old rooms of Etruria, they must have contained such materials for the history of a great industry as were perhaps never before collected together.

‘Still,’ wrote Miss Meteyard, ‘we must be thankful for what are left. For many years Mr Mayer devoted all the leisure hours of his busy life to the selection and arrangement of these papers. The results of this labour are now cleaned and tastefully mounted; and of these, some thousands in number, I have made a general, as also a chronological, index.’ Mr Mayer, knowing Miss Meteyard’s interest in Josiah, allowed her to use these archives as the basis of her thorough two-volume biography, published in 1865. Sometimes criticized as hagiography, it is an indispensable, detailed account of the potter’s life and times: it is certainly impossible to read it without admiration for a man whose letters show such breadth of intelligence, such energy and humour.
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Josiah Wedgwood I, the grandfather that Charles and Emma shared, came from a family of some substance in the little town of Burslem near  Stoke-on-Trent in Staffordshire. His great-grandfather had been a potter since 1680, producing plain black and mottled ware in a small pottery near the church, known as the Churchyard Works. Josiah’s father, Thomas, inherited the pottery and a small dwelling where Josiah I, the last child of a large family, was born in July 1730.

Josiah’s education was limited, taking place first at a dame school in Burslem, then, when he was seven, at an elementary school in Newcastle, a three-mile walk away across the fields. When he was nine his father died, and he left school to work in the pottery, owned now by his brother Thomas. Three years later smallpox nearly killed him and left him with a permanently damaged right knee. Having recovered, on 11 November 1744 he was officially apprenticed to his brother - pledging that ‘cards dice or any unlawful games he shall not play’. During the five years of his apprenticeship he learned from Thomas the skill of throwing on the wheel. He continued to work for his brother for three more years, then left the Churchyard Works and became the partner of Thomas Whieldon, the best potter in the town. Here he learned the technical skill and managerial ability which were later to be the foundations of his success.

In due course Josiah set up as a master potter in his own premises in Burslem with a dwelling, Ivy House, rented for £10 a year from his well-to-do distant cousins, Thomas and John. Their brother, Richard, was equally prosperous as a cheesemonger, ten miles away in Congleton, Cheshire, and was a frequent visitor at Burslem. Often he brought with him his daughter Sarah, a tall, striking figure with a mass of tawny hair, riding pillion behind her father - and Josiah fell in love.

A competent young woman who had run her father’s house since the death of her mother, Sarah was also better educated than most girls of her period. The Wedgwoods were Unitarians, dissenting from the Anglican creed. Champions of religious liberty, they also believed in the importance of women’s education. Richard Wedgwood made sure that Sally, as she was called, could write and spell well. Moreover, ‘she had a keen and accurate judgement; and there is that in her countenance as preserved to us in the cameos, which indicates, a great natural sense of beauty and form . . . she was one who could rise equal to superior fortune if it come and yet lose sight of no utility necessary to its beginning. She was an admirable housewife, could make wine and confections and spin flax’: so wrote Eliza Meteyard.

Perhaps, then, it is not surprising that her father, reluctant to lose her, insisted that Sally should not marry Josiah until her suitor had made his fortune. The two young lovers, both determined characters, were prepared to wait the long years while Josiah gradually made his reputation as a successful potter. But in 1762, while riding to Liverpool, he had an accident which damaged the leg already weakened by smallpox. For months he remained at Liverpool, disabled, his career in doubt and his marriage yet further delayed. Yet this period was to be the turning point of his life. Josiah used the time to read widely, not only technical books concerning pottery, but literature, poetry, philosophy. In this he was encouraged by his brother-in-law the Reverend William Willett, a scholarly Unitarian preacher, with whom Josiah stayed while recovering from his injury, and to whose extensive library he had constant access. Even more important was a new friend, introduced by his doctor, who would change his life. For eighteen years the Liverpool businessman Thomas Bentley was to be his ‘dearest friend’ and partner, to whom he wrote hundreds of vivid, intelligent and humorous letters. One day perhaps Bentley’s replies may be found to complete one of the most illuminating human correspondences of the century.

Bentley, the son of a gentleman farmer, was socially Wedgwood’s superior, but, kindly and courteous, he never made Wedgwood feel the difference. Classically educated, as William Willett had been, at the Hinden Presbyterian Academy, he had subsequently been apprenticed to a cotton manufacturer for some years, then lived in France and Italy, where he became a good linguist. According to his friend, the theologian and scientist Joseph Priestley, he was ‘a man of excellent taste’ - just the man Josiah needed to deal with his aristocratic customers and also to provide a link to his pottery outlet in Liverpool. But his importance in Josiah’s life reached well beyond the practical and social to the moral and intellectual levels. One of the founders of the Octagon, an unorthodox chapel in Liverpool, Bentley held strong nonconformist, rationalist religious beliefs that coloured his whole way of life. He wrote and spoke out courageously against slavery in Liverpool, a city many of whose businessmen made their fortunes out of the slave trade, and against the British war in America. His pamphlet on female education chimed with Josiah’s own belief in the importance of this. Bentley introduced his friend to the works of the French philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau, whose  ideas would profoundly affect Josiah’s upbringing of his own children. (It was strange that Rousseau, whose liberal and progressive theories would change educational attitudes for generations, was in practice neither liberal nor progressive: he sent his natural children to a foundling home.)

Through Bentley, Josiah was drawn into the circle of some of the most inventive and creative minds of the century; men of the Midlands whose energy and ability fuelled the Industrial Revolution. They met in each other’s houses when the full moon made travel easier, and so called themselves the ‘Lunar Society’. Josiah joined them when he was able. Other distinguished men came as their guests, among them the great American, Benjamin Franklin. In this circle Josiah met again Dr Erasmus Darwin of Lichfield and so began a lifelong friendship and a dynasty.

Returning to Burslem after his recovery, Josiah took up his career again with renewed skill and energy. Notwithstanding his success, however, Richard Wedgwood was still reluctant to release his prized daughter - Josiah had to serve the biblical seven years before Richard gave his permission - and even at the end haggled over the marriage settlement. Finally, as Josiah wrote to Bentley, ‘all things amicably settled betwixt my Pappa elect and myself, I prevailed upon my dear girl to name the day, the blissfull day when she will reward all my faithfull services and take me to her arms to pleasures which I am yet ignorant of.’ Sally and Josiah were married at Astbury near Congleton on 25 January 1764 - after which Richard, hitherto so domineering, became a fond father-in-law: ‘my daddy’, as Josiah affectionately called him. The following year, after the birth of his first child, Josiah wrote to Bentley: ‘Accept the best respects of two married lovers who are as happy as the world can make them.’

Josiah was thirty-four and Sally thirty, an intelligent, capable woman who from the beginning of their marriage was treated as a respected partner. Better educated than her husband, she was able to act as his secretary on occasions and even to help with his experiments. Always wary of industrial espionage, Josiah kept his records of new glazes in secret code, which he taught Sally. ‘I have just begun a course of experiments for a white body and glaze which promiseth well hitherto. Sally is my chief helpmate in this as well as other things, and that she may not be hurried by having too many Irons in the Fire, as the phrase is, I have ordered the spinning wheel into the Lumber room. She hath learnt my characters at least to write them [his code], but can scarcely read them at present.’ He  trusted her taste as well as her practical good sense: ‘I speak from experience in Female taste,’ he wrote to Bentley when experimenting with pyramid flower pots, ‘without which I should have made a poor figure amongst my Potts: not one of which of any consequence is finished without the approbation of my Sally.’ She advised him on the design of flower vases and of ‘bough pots for the hearth’; and if Josiah Wedgwood’s teapots were famous for ‘lids that fitted and spouts that poured’, it was Sally who made sure that they did.

Their first home was Brick House, a small two-storey house in Burslem with kilns at the back, leased from his cousins. Here, the year after the marriage, their first child was born: Sukey, Sally told her brother-in-law, ‘was worth travelling 150 miles to see’. This infant prodigy was to become the mother of Charles Darwin; her brother Josiah, born four years later, was to be Emma’s father. These two and John (1766-1844) were later followed by Thomas (1771-1805), Catherine or Kitty (1774-1823) and Sarah (1776-1856), who was to be Emma’s devoted Aunt Sarah; two other children died in childhood.

By 1765 Josiah was highly successful. At his little pottery he had experimented with ‘white body and glaze’ and produced the strong, simple ware which established his reputation. He exported an ‘amazing quantity of white stoneware and some of the finer kinds to the Continent, and much to the islands of N. America’. There were many reasons for his success. He was a highly skilled potter with great manual dexterity - even with a damaged leg that made the treadle work difficult, he could still throw a perfect pot. Some of his later descendants believed they had inherited his ‘clever hands’. He was also a perfectionist and demanded the same high standards from his workmen, refusing to pass imperfect goods. ‘This will not do for Josiah Wedgwood,’ he is reported to have said as he raised his stick to smash an offending vessel. He brought order, discipline and strict timekeeping into the factory, though this was hard going. ‘I am teazed out of my life,’ he wrote in 1765, ‘with dilatory, drunken, idle worthless workmen.’ Drunkenness was an occupational disease in the Potteries. He also introduced division of labour, ‘indispensable for specialised skill’. Tolerant and good-humoured by nature, he was amused to hear that his name struck terror into his workmen. In fact he was a good master, paid well and encouraged talent wherever he saw it, particularly among his artists. He sent a clever woman painter to his  workshop in London, and he would like to have set up a training school for artistic boys and girls.

He was ahead of his time in sales promotion. His famous showplaces in London, first in Newport Street and then in Greek Street, were deliberately planned to encourage distinguished ladies and gentlemen to wander round and admire elegant pottery beautifully displayed, with the exhibits regularly changed. Shrewdly, he realized that if he attracted the ‘great folk’, as he called them, the ‘middling folk’ would follow.

His first real triumph came in that same year of 1765, when Queen Charlotte ordered a ‘complete set of tea things, with a gold ground and raised flowers upon it in green’. He sent his brother John, who handled his London business, to the Court at St James’s, saying, ‘pray put on the best suit of clothes you ever had in your life,’ to discover from Miss Chetwynd, the Staffordshire Semptress to the Queen, exactly what was required. Though such gilding was unfamiliar to him, the result was so successful that he could henceforth call himself the Queen’s Potter, and his cream ware became famous as ‘Queen’s Ware’. When Josiah himself went to Court he was not in the least overawed. The master craftsman now knew his value. As a result of royal patronage, in two years he could write, ‘It is really amazing how rapidly the use of it [i.e. Queen’s Ware] has spread almost over the whole globe and how universally it is liked.’

Josiah was not only a great potter; he was one of the prime promoters of the canal-building campaign. In the summer of 1765 he dined with the local ‘great folk’, such as the Duke of Bridgewater and Earl Gower, who welcomed his advice concerning the plans for a canal that would link the rivers Trent and Mersey and provide a waterway across England. In the long negotiations that preceded the necessary Act of Parliament, Josiah, with Bentley’s advice, played a key role, presenting a persuasive report to a committee of the House of Commons. Neither here nor in any of his meetings with distinguished men did Josiah feel inferior: the class barrier was bridged by mutual respect. The canal would be of immense value to him in providing safer transport, for until 1765 his crates of precious pottery had to be bumped along rutted country lanes to Birmingham, Liverpool or London. On 14 May 1766 Royal Assent was given to the bill providing for the opening of the Trent and Mersey Canal; work on its construction began on 26 July the same year, when Josiah cut the first sod at Burslem, and was completed in 1790.

Shrewdly, in 1766 Josiah bought the tract of land through which the proposed canal would run. Here, on the Ridgehouse Estate, he was to build a great factory with a village of workers’ houses and a handsome house for himself. For by 1766 Josiah was world-famous. New archaeological discoveries in Italy, where excavations had revealed remains of Etruscan civilization and art, had aroused great enthusiasm for all things classical, and Josiah’s vases had become all the rage. Fine ladies crowded his London showroom, blocking the streets with their carriages. The success of the pottery, at home and abroad, meant that Josiah needed larger premises and a house that reflected his growing importance. It was to be called ‘Etruria Hall’ after the Italian excavations which had opened his eyes to the glory of classical art, and inspired so much of his neoclassical work.

However, he decided that before he moved to new premises his leg, now hopelessly damaged, would have to be amputated. The operation was carried out at Burslem on 28 May 1768, ‘the patient witnessing it’, we are told; ‘seated in his chair, [he] bore the unavoidable pain without a shrink or a groan.’ If Josiah took the amputation with customary sangfroid, his clerk, Peter Swift, reported the event with equal lack of fuss. At the end of an invoice sent to the London office for ‘piggins cream pots and salts’ he added as an afterthought, ‘Mr Wedgwood has this day had his leg taken of [sic] and is as well as can be expected after such an execution.’ Sally may have been present; if not, she would not have been far away. She certainly dressed the wound in the following days, as Josiah told an admiring Bentley. By June he had taken ‘two airings in a chaise and had left off the laudanum’; and before long, now with a wooden leg, he was cheerfully stumping around planning the ‘new Etruria’. Sally’s stoicism was equally admirable: their little ten-month-old son Dicky suddenly died at this time. ‘Mrs Wedgwood’, wrote Swift, ‘has had severe trials of late but the great hopes of Mr Wedgwood’s perfect recovery seems to keep her spirits up.’

Josiah planned a handsome, three-storey house for himself, but first he built a small house for Bentley where he hoped his friend would live. In fact it was more convenient for Bentley to live in London to supervise the decoration and display of the ornamental part of the pottery, and he never lived in it. Josiah decided to move into Bentley’s house while his own was being built, and Sally skilfully contrived to surprise him with the  completion of this operation on his return from London. When he reached Etruria, he was
rewarded for all the risque and pains I had undergone in a tedious long and dirty journey. I found my Sally and family at Etruria! Just come there to take possession of the Etruscan plains and sleep upon them for the first night. Was not this very clever now of my own dear girl’s contriving. She expected her Jos on the very evening he arrived; had got the disagreeable business of removing all over and I need not have been another night from home for the Indies. Tonight we are to sup 120 of our workmen in the Town Hall and shall take up our lodgings here at Burslem.





This feast, too, would have been of Sally’s organizing.
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It was during the negotiations for the Trent and Mersey Canal that Josiah’s friendship with Dr Erasmus Darwin was established - though at first he and Bentley referred to their ‘fat friend’ with disrespectful amusement, and with slight annoyance at Darwin’s pompous corrections of their pamphlet on the proposed canal.

Erasmus Darwin also had reasons for supporting the campaign. A huge man, he spent uncomfortable days wedged into the carriage he had invented, travelling to his patients along rutted country lanes; to glide along smooth canals would be a great improvement. Besides, he had a great interest in all advances in the mechanics of transport, and was himself experimenting in wind and steam power. However, his assistance to the canal project had to be anonymous; as a doctor he dared not offend important patients whose interests might be affected.

When Josiah Wedgwood met Erasmus Darwin both men were on the foothills of fame, but they had come by different routes and brought with them different traditions. Josiah, self-educated, a master craftsman, was steeped in Unitarianism and nonconformity; Erasmus, the well-educated professional man, was a rationalist, a sceptic and agnostic. As far as he was concerned, Unitarianism was a ‘feather bed to catch a falling Christian’. He had been brought up in a well-to-do family, described as ‘middling  gentry’, in a substantial mansion, Elston Hall, near Newark. Educated at Chesterfield Grammar School and St John’s College, Cambridge, he studied medicine at Edinburgh and in 1756 settled as a doctor in Lichfield. Here he rapidly established a reputation not only as a skilful doctor but as an accomplished poet. Over six feet tall - a characteristic inherited by his son, Robert, and grandson, Charles - he was a man of boundless energy, with an enormous appetite for food and life, producing three children by his first wife, Mary Howard, two by his mistress, Mary Parker, and seven by his second wife, Elizabeth Pole. Indeed, in spite of his great weight and a pronounced stammer, he seems to have had great success with the ladies.

His fame as a doctor spread to London: King George III would have liked Darwin as his personal physician - an honour Darwin declined - and the famous royal banker, Thomas Coutts, sent his neurotic daughter to him for the electric treatment with which he was experimenting. He also prescribed for her a large dose of opium, enough to get her intoxicated. He was a friend of Benjamin Franklin and, like Franklin, an inventive man of many talents. He designed a knitting loom, a weighing machine, a flying bird, a lightning conductor for Lichfield Cathedral, and sprung wheels for the carriage of his own design in which he travelled thousands of miles. In every sense he was larger than life. He spoke his own mind to rich and poor alike; according to his friend and neighbour, the poet Anna Seward, he was capable of ‘jocose but wounding irony’, but ‘diligently . . . attended to the health of the poor’. He was also adept at attracting the wealth of the rich, as the Reverend William Bagshaw Stevens observed during the frequent visits of Darwin to the Derbyshire home of his patient, Sir Robert Burdett, father of the radical Sir Francis Burdett. Even so, it was some years after his establishment at Lichfield before he reached the peak of his fame; and then it was as a poet that he gained national prestige. After the publication of ‘The Botanic Garden’, Horace Walpole wrote to Hannah More, ‘the author is a great poet . . ., the verses which describe the creation of the universe out of chaos are in my opinion the most sublime passage of any author.’ Although Charles Darwin was to deny that his grandfather influenced him in his work on the Origin of Species, Erasmus undoubtedly helped to produce the free-thinking climate in which his grandson formed his theories of evolution.

As for Charles’s grandmother, Mary Howard is one of the forgotten women who helped shape his life. The daughter of a lawyer and proctor at the Ecclesiastical Court at Lichfield Cathedral, she was a neighbour of Darwin in the Cathedral Close. Polly, as she was called, was seventeen when she married Erasmus, and bore him three sons, the first, perhaps significantly, after an eight-month pregnancy. According to Anna Seward, another resident in the Close, Polly was ‘a blooming and lovely young lady’ with a mind of ‘native strength; an awakened taste for the works of imagination; ingenuous sweetness; delicacy animated by sprightliness, and sustained by fortitude! These qualities made her a capable as well as fascinating companion, even to a man of talents so illustrious.’ Sadly, she became painfully ill in the last years of her life and eased the pain with a combination of spirits and the laudanum to which she became addicted. Because she was left alone a great deal - Erasmus was often away for days at a time - she managed to hide her addiction until it was too late. Polly, like many other doctors’ wives, found that the physician failed to see that his own wife needed healing. Much was expected of her in her husband’s long absences; and when he was at home, she was expected to entertain his scientific friends and receive his medical students, for their home had been enlarged to include a small hospital with an operating theatre where he could demonstrate to students.

Erasmus later described the course of Polly’s illness to his son Robert, who was considering marriage and wanted to know about his mother’s death because he was worried that he might inherit a tendency to alcoholism. Polly’s brother, Charles, had been a drunkard, ‘both in public and in private’, Erasmus told his son, ‘and when he went to London he became connected with a woman and lived in a deba[u]ched life in respect to drink, hence he had always the gout of which he died but without any of the least symptom of either insanity or epilepsy, but from debility of digestion and Gout as other drunkards die’. Their friend Richard Edgeworth described how, when he called on Polly one evening, Erasmus arrived with an apparently lifeless man in his carriage. He had found him lying on the road and brought him home, only to discover to his horror that it was Polly’s brother, Charles, dead drunk.

To his son, Erasmus wrote with painful honesty, 
in respect to your mother, the following is the true history, which I shall neither aggravate nor diminish anything. Her mind was truly amiable and her person handsome, which you may perhaps in some measure remember. She was seized with pain on the right side about the lower edge of the liver, this pain was followed in about an hour by violent convulsions, and these sometimes relieved by great doses of opium, and some wine, which induced intoxication. At other times a temporary delirium, or what by some might be termed insanity, came on for half an hour, and then she became herself again, and the paroxysm was terminated. This disease is called hysteria by some people, I think it allied to epilepsy. This kind of disease had several returns in the course of 4 or 6 years and she then took to drinking spirit and water to relieve the pain, and I found (when it was too late) that she had done this in great quantity, the liver became swelled, and she gradually sunk, a few days before her death, she bled at the mouth, and whenever she had a scratch, as some hepatic patients do.





In the same letter Erasmus told his son, ‘When your mother fainted away in these hysteric fits (which she often did) she told me you, who was not then 2 or 2½ years old, ran into the kitchen to call the maid servant to her assistance.’ The experience must have had a searing effect on a young child.

As for the anxiety that had prompted Robert to ask for information, Erasmus reassured his son that although ‘all the drunken diseases are hereditary and epilepsy and insanity were originally produced by drinking’, he considered ‘one sober generation could cure this which one drunken one had created.’ Erasmus himself afterwards became abstemious, taking only water with his meals, until late in life when he added two glasses of home-made wine. Robert never forgot his father’s counsel, drank very little himself, encouraged his sons to do likewise and even fiercely advised his aristocratic patients to curtail excessive drinking. His son Charles positively disliked wine and drank little; only at the end of his life would he take a little brandy.

There is no doubt of the depth of Erasmus’s love for his young  wife. Soon after her death he wrote in anguish in a long letter to a friend,
Many hundred Nights I have watched to console and assist her, and was seldom for an Hour together in my Absence from Home free from Tears on her Account - Yet her Life was valuable to Her for She loved her Family most tenderly! and to me, as her Approbation stampt the Pleasures on all the Conveniences and Amusements of my Situation! the shady walk in my Garden, the Harbour, and the wild Woodbine and Primroses, that she planted and admired seem to have lost their Beauty and their Odour!





Polly, in her turn, remained to the end devoted to her husband. ‘Dr Darwin’, she told Anna Seward, ‘combated and assuaged my disease from time to time, his indulgence to my wishes, his active desire to see me amused and happy proved incessant . . . Married to any other man I do not suppose I could have lived a third part of those years which I have passed with Dr Darwin: he has prolonged my days and he has blessed them.’

However, while Polly’s death clearly caused Erasmus deep and genuine distress, he did not remain celibate long. The new housekeeper he hired to manage his establishment and care for his children, Mary Parker, became his mistress and bore him two daughters who were brought up in their home. Erasmus not only acknowledged and looked after them, he set them up as teachers in their own little school and even wrote a charming book for them on female education.

It is perhaps not surprising, then, that in later years Dr Robert Darwin was noted for a moodiness that sometimes clouded his habitual kindness. There had been terror and grief in his earliest childhood; and though his Aunt Susannah had come to care for her brother and his children after Polly’s death, the advent of Mary Parker would have been a considerable disturbance. Then, when Robert was eleven, his brilliant brother Charles died. A medical student at Edinburgh and his father’s pride and joy, Charles had become infected after cutting his finger dissecting the brain of a dead child. It was yet another twist of the black thread that ran through Robert’s early life.

Further disturbance for the young Robert came with his father’s marriage to a wealthy and beautiful widow, Elizabeth Pole. Erasmus had courted her passionately while she was still married, and on her husband’s death had successfully wooed her. At her insistence they left Lichfield and lived at her house, Radburn Hall, then for nine years in Derby, finally taking Breadsall Priory nearby. Robert was now one of a mixed brood along with his full brother Erasmus, his two half-sisters (the daughters of Mary Parker), and Elizabeth’s children from her first marriage. The family would eventually be augmented by the seven children of Erasmus and Elizabeth. (One of these, Violetta, married Tertius Galton; their son, Francis, would play a role in Charles’s life.)

Later there was yet more tragedy in the family. In 1799 Robert’s elder brother Erasmus, by now an eccentric lawyer, with constant financial problems, ‘fell into the water at the bottom of his garden and drowned’. Or so his father wrote. In fact it became generally accepted that Erasmus Junior had committed suicide. The elder Erasmus was heartbroken; henceforward, all his hopes of seeing one of his sons succeed him as a doctor were concentrated on Robert.

It is not hard to understand why the young Robert delighted in escaping to the stability and freedom of Etruria Hall. In the spring of 1774 he wrote to Josiah, ‘I think every day of the happyness [sic] I enjoyed at Etruria.’ Decades later his son, Charles, would likewise find happiness and relief from the constraints of his Darwin background at another Wedgwood home, Maer Hall.
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In June 1769 the new works at Etruria were opened. Josiah himself threw the first pot while Bentley turned the wheel. His first six vases were perfectly turned, and were later painted with the figures of Hercules and his companions in the Garden of the Hesperides, with the inscription  Artes Etruriae Renascuntur. ‘Etruria’ became the Wedgwood mark.

In July, Josiah and Sally and their children, Sukey, John and the new baby Josiah, moved into Etruria Hall. It was a handsome but unpretentious three-storey brick house, built on rising ground. Green lawns swept down to the canal and, as Meteyard wrote, the landscape gardener gathered ‘the moorland springs into a lake breaking the levels here and there with knolls’. In 1794 the Gentleman’s Magazine described the house and village as ‘a  colony newly raised in a desert where clay-built man subsists on clay’. Inside, it was elegant: ceilings, chimney pieces and door frames were decorated with Wedgwood plaques and embellishments. Josiah’s great-granddaughter Julia Wedgwood recalled it from her childhood in the mid-nineteenth century.


I well remember its green sweeps of lawn and tall trees, some seventy years ago as a delightful sojourn for children, perhaps all the more delightful because even at that date it was mainly a record of the past. The old drawing room, too large for the needs and income of its predecessor at that date, denuded of furniture and thus empty of breakable or spoilable material afforded a capital playground for a party of little cousins . . . At that date the rooks still nestled in green boughs above grass-bordered paths where now all is cinders and oven refuse. But we looked down on the canal . . . as a sort of spirit of the quiet green landscape . . . for Etruria would not have existed without it.



The landscape may well have been planned by Capability Brown; certainly he was an acquaintance of Josiah, who knew exactly how much he charged. But it was Bentley who was called in to help design house and garden, and Sally would certainly have had a hand in the choice of flowers, trees and shrubs. On their visits to London they chose rare shrubs and plants for Etruria, and in time the treeless waste they had bought was transformed into the charming landscape which Stubbs later painted. They grew the flowers that decorated Josiah’s pottery, and handed on to their children and grandchildren their own delight in gardening. As they grew up the children would write to each other of planting and grafting, and even when separated by marriage they continued to exchange cuttings and advice. John, Josiah’s eldest son, went on to found the Royal Horticultural Society.

The house itself was planned, like the factory, for practical use. The three storeys above ground were augmented by extensive cellars; two wings were added towards the end of Josiah’s life. A long schoolroom and nurseries were on the top floor; Josiah’s and Sally’s suite, with a small  kitchen, was on the first floor. Here too was Josiah’s panelled study, looking across the lawns to the canal and beyond, over the flat Staffordshire landscape stretching to the horizon. His library was unusually well stocked, with books on art and architecture, poetry and history as well as on technical and scientific subjects. ‘My wife says’, he wrote to Bentley, ‘I must buy no more books till I build another house, and advises me to first read some of those I have already. What nonsense she sometimes talks.’ Dining room and drawing room on the ground floor were decorated with Wedgwood plaques and vases; there were classical fireplace surrounds and display cases for cameos and jewellery.

Etruria Hall, however, was not only a showplace reflecting its owner’s new prestige; it was also his workplace, where he studied and experimented with new techniques. In the capacious basement he worked on his most secret processes. Constantly aware of the dangers of industrial espionage, he kept certain rooms padlocked; into those only Sally, and later their sons, were allowed to enter. Access was closely guarded: a flight of narrow brick steps led down from Josiah’s study to an outside rear door, while a long secret passage connected the cellars to the factory.

There was plenty of room for company, and Josiah and Sally entertained distinguished visitors, serving them excellent meals on Wedgwood pottery - a different design each day. Earl Gower and his guests frequently visited them, and if Josiah was absent Sally would do the honours and show them round the pottery. Though it was a great transition to Etruria from the little Brick House in Burslem, neither of them was the least fazed by the ‘great folk’. ‘The Duke of Bridgewater very courteously invited me to dine with him and after dinner condescended to show me all his works’, wrote Josiah to Bentley. He dined with Earl Gower at Trentham Hall and at the family mansion at Runcorn, and later ‘spent a jovial evening at Trentham Hall with Lord Gower and the Duke’, not as a tradesman, placed below the salt, but as a respected expert on many subjects, secure in the knowledge that he was a great craftsman, whose opinion was sought not only about pottery but about canals and transport, and in Parliament about industrial relations and even international affairs.

Soon Josiah Wedgwood was famous not only in Britain and Europe, but much further afield, his pottery sought by distinguished customers in Russia, China and North America. For he was not only a great potter, but also a shrewd salesman, aware that if he paid attention to the ‘great folk’  they would set a fashion which the world would follow. He increased his sales abroad by impressing ambassadors and their wives with the beauty of his wares. His most useful contact in this, as in much else, was his friend Sir William Hamilton, the British Ambassador at Naples, who had published four important folios containing engravings of the exciting discoveries of ancient artefacts made during excavations at Herculaneum and elsewhere. Sir William became a valued adviser to Josiah for many years. His sister, Lady Cathcart, also became his friend, and when her husband became the British Ambassador to St Petersburg, they acted almost as agents for Wedgwood’s wares, wearing his cameos, displaying his vases on the Embassy mantelpiece and serving their dinners on his most splendid services. It was the subtlest and most effective of advertisements, attracting the attention of the Empress of Russia herself, Catherine the Great, who was particularly impressed by dinner services decorated with lovely countryside views.

From this outstandingly successful promotion came the greatest coup of Josiah’s life: in March 1773 the Empress ordered a huge dinner service, each piece to be decorated with English scenery; destined for use at her country palace, La Grenouillière, it was to be suitably marked with a green frog on every plate. It was an immense challenge to provide nearly 1,300 paintings of English scenery with dwellings ranging from, as the catalogue described, ‘rural cottages and farms to the most superb palaces, and from the huts of the Hebrides to the masterpieces of the best known London architects’. No servile flatterer, Josiah refrained from using royal palaces. One plate showed a view of Etruria Hall, just as Julia Wedgwood later remembered it in ‘those faint indelible images of childish memory . . . The canal occupies the foreground and a barge is passing; but quiet fields surround the house on all sides and two ladies and a gentleman are stopping on the other side to look at it.’

In June 1774 the service was finished - the speed was astonishing, its beauty breathtaking. All fashionable London, including the Queen, flocked to see an exhibition of part of the service in the Greek Street showrooms; ‘three rooms below and two above are filled with it, laid out on tables’, wrote an admiring Mrs Delaney. The Empress, apparently, was ‘highly satisfied with the execution of this work’. So she should have been. ‘It must have cost about £3000 and there is some doubt as to the margin of profit.’
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In the decade after the move to Etruria, Sally bore four more children: Tom in 1771; Catherine in 1774; Sarah in 1776; and Mary Ann in 1778. Having married at the age of thirty, between 1765 and 1778 she had, with the minimum of fuss, produced eight children, the last when she was forty-four. On that occasion Josiah proudly announced to Bentley,
Mrs Wedgwood yesterday morning presented me with another fine girl and with as little trouble to herself and family as could be expected. She sent for the midwife whilst we were bowling (after making tea for us as usual in the afternoon) without so much as acquainting me with the matter, slipt upstairs just before supper, and we had not risen from the table before the joyfull tiding of a safe delivery and all well was brought to us.





It was not always so easy for Sally. There was at least one dangerous miscarriage when Dr Erasmus Darwin was called in and saved her life.

Indeed, stalwart though Sally was, the strain of these years was beginning to tell. She had been Josiah’s nurse during the amputation crisis, his secretary during his illness convalescence and his adviser on the planning of the new houses and gardens, and he had consulted her on all his major projects at the factory. The moves from Brick House in Burslem to Little Etruria and then to the big house, Etruria Hall, with its large staff, had been entirely her responsibility. In Little Etruria, the house prepared for Bentley, where they spent some months, and in Etruria Hall, the plaster had scarcely dried when they moved in, and in the still damp rooms Sally developed the rheumatism that crippled her for the rest of her life. The deaths of two children added further stress: Richard had died aged ten months in 1768 and Mary Ann, always backward, died in her eighth year. Dr Erasmus had attempted a cure, but his drastic treatment - opium and electric shocks in a bath of cold water - had, not surprisingly, failed.

As the children grew up, Etruria Hall became not only their home but also their school. Like most Unitarians, Josiah gave much thought to the  education of not only his sons but also his daughters. Barred from official positions in Parliament and the universities, Unitarians founded their own schools and academies where intelligent masters broke away from hide-bound attitudes and the rigidities of many old traditions, teaching new subjects like chemistry. Josiah himself gave lectures at Warrington Academy, one of the best in the country.

At first he sent his sons, John, Jos and Tom, to a boarding school in Bolton run by Philip Holland, a distant relative and a good Unitarian headmaster, and his daughter, Sukey, to a dame school in Lancashire. But their health suffered, and he decided that they should be taught at home where he could oversee their education himself. He and Bentley discussed the matter at length with Erasmus Darwin. Were his children to become craftsmen, or gentlemen? If the latter, then they must study the classics; but if the former, then modern languages and accounts would be of more use. The syllabus he designed for them covered most options, and also made time for fresh air and exercise.


My boys [he tells Bentley in 1779] are quite stout & well & we have formed a pretty regular school, which I have at present some notion of improving & continuing instead of sending them from home again, unless by way of finish for some particular parts of their education. Before breakfast we read English together in the newspaper, or any book we happen to have in the course of reading. We are now reading Ferber’s Travels with the globes & maps before us. After breakfast they go & write an hour with Mr Swift [his clerk] & with his small portion of time & writing their French exercises, & entering some experiments which they make along with me, all which I insist upon being written in a plain legible hand, they have improved more in writing these few weeks than they did in the last twelve months at Bolton - After writing if the weather permits, they ride or drive their hoop, or jump a cord, or use any exercise they please for an hour & the remainder of the day is filled up with the French lessons & Mr Swift attends them here an hour in the evening for accounts in which their sister (Sukey) joins with them; & we have agreed to add four Latin lessons a week to the  above business for which Mr Byerley & Mr Lomas have kindly offered their assistance. This last is only introduced to prevent their losing what they have already learnt, till I have decided upon this part of their learning.



As time went by, the curriculum broadened further. Joseph Wright and Stubbs gave them lessons in painting; Erasmus’s son, Robert Darwin, who frequently studied with them, especially enjoyed the lessons on chemistry given by a distinguished lecturer, Alexander Chisholm, brought by Josiah to give a series of lectures in Stoke.

The girls could join their brothers when they wished, but also had their own governesses, among them Everina, the sister of the bluestocking Mary Wollstonecraft. She must have made her mark, because later in life Robert Darwin wrote that Kitty Wedgwood had the most independent mind of any woman he knew. The lessons in accounting were not wasted on the girls, who in later life managed their great fortunes with admirable efficiency.

Josiah gave particular care to the education of his eldest daughter, Sukey. The Liverpool dame school he sent her to first was unsatisfactory - she became unwell and came out in ‘pukes and boils’ - so they sent her to stay with Bentley and his new wife in London, where she attended a Chelsea school, Blacklands. It was a great sacrifice, for Josiah adored Sukey, a lively and intelligent girl; but no one was better qualified to direct her studies than his friend Bentley, who had written pamphlets on women’s education. He had no children, had lately remarried and loved Sukey as though she were his own daughter. He introduced her to the cultural life of London, taking her to plays, concerts and art galleries. She would also have been taken on Sundays to the Unitarian church in London which Bentley financed with some help from Josiah, and kept her Unitarian faith for some years after her marriage to Robert Darwin. Charles Darwin’s mother had a privileged education.

When Sukey was back at Etruria Hall she shared her brothers’ French lessons, given by a young émigré, M. Potet, whom Dr Darwin had discovered and employed to teach his son Robert and the Wedgwood boys at Lichfield. M. Potet was a success, so Josiah took him on for a year as tutor to his family, and Robert came to Etruria in his turn to join their lessons. The arrival of the lively Sukey could not have made life easier for  poor M. Potet, who had been obliged to ‘thrash the boys’ until Josiah strictly forbade it. However, their French improved: ‘we have begun that language at table,’ Josiah had reported, ‘and shall introduce it in a few days at school. We already market in French.’ Sukey became sufficiently proficient to be able later to act as Josiah’s ‘French clerk’.

As the boys grew up, Robert Darwin became a part of the Wedgwood family. The same age as John, he would later keep him out of many a financial difficulty; and Jos became a close friend. When in later years Robert called Jos ‘the wisest man I ever knew’, it was a judgement based on a lifelong friendship.

In spite of all his other concerns, Josiah spent time with the children and made sure that learning and pleasure went hand in hand. There was fun at Etruria. In 1775 Bentley sent up from London ‘a large play house which spread out upon the lawn was their unfailing rendezvous’. Robert Darwin came over from Lichfield to join the merriment. In 1772 Josiah searched in London for a barrel-organ to amuse the children; finally he hired one, and in March wrote to Bentley: ‘The organ arrived safe and a most joyful opening of it we have had. About twenty young sprigs were made as happy as mortals can be and danced and lilted away.’ No doubt Josiah too, wooden leg and all, stomped around with enthusiasm.

Sukey had been ill towards the end of her time in London and had returned to join her brothers at the Etruria school, where fresh air and exercise soon cured her. ‘Sukey is now very well, & is pretty strong which I attribute very much to rideing on horseback,’ Josiah told Bentley.


We sally forth half a dozen of us by 6 or 7 o’clock in a morning, & return to breakfast with appetites scarcely to be satisfied. Then we are very busy in our hay & have just made a new garden. Sometimes we try experiments, then read, & draw a little, that altogether we are very busy folks, & the holidays will be over much sooner than we could wish them to be. Poor Sukey is quite out of patience with her old spinet & often asks me when her new one will come . . . my girl is quite tired out with her present miserable hum strum, & it takes half her masters time to put it into tune.



Sukey was an excellent musician, and her indulgent father took pleasure in obliging her in her impatient demands for a new instrument. He listened with fond pride as she accompanied her sister Kitty, the music drifting down through open windows to the canal on summer evenings. Later on, Sukey was able to give the great Erasmus Darwin piano lessons, though it would seem that, like his grandson Charles, he had no ear for music. Sarah too would become an accomplished pianist, drawing praise from no less a personage than Coleridge, who would later report that she played ‘divinely’. The love of music and skill in performance were to be Emma’s most cherished legacies from her Wedgwood forebears.

In 1779 Josiah decided to commission a family portrait. He had first considered his friend Joseph Wright of Derby, but then decided to give the work to Stubbs. He had originally wanted two paintings of the children, one, as he told Bentley, with ‘Sukey playing upon her harpsicord, with Kitty singing to her as she often does, and Sally and Mary Ann upon the carpet in some employment suitable to their ages’, the other to show ‘Jack standing at a table making fixable air with the glass apparatus etc., and his two brothers accompanying him, Tom jumping up and clapping his hands with joy and surprised at seeing the stream of bubbles rise up just as Jack has put a little chalk into the acid. Jos with the chemical dictionary before him in a thoughtful mood; which actions will be exactly descriptive of their respective characters.’ Josiah should have used Wright. One can imagine how he would have caught the expressive little faces in the candlelight. As it was, Stubbs was more interested in horses than humans, and neither Sally nor the children were well done. But it is significant that Stubbs chose to paint the Wedgwoods in the open air. He must have seen the family returning like this from their morning ride; unfortunately their vitality is lost.

The painting shows the extensive, still rural grounds of Etruria, though in the background a plume of smoke rises from the potteries. The infant in the cart was poor little backward Mary Ann, who died at the age of eight, in spite of, or perhaps because of, the drastic electric treatment given by Dr Erasmus Darwin. Beside her, the sturdy little Sarah would outlive them all, devoted to the last to her niece, Emma. Kitty, here in control of the cart, developed an unusually clear, masculine mind and would become the manager of the household. Although Josiah complained that Stubbs had not caught likenesses, there is something indicative of  character in the body language of his eldest daughter and her three brothers. The stylish fifteen-year-old Sukey sits atop her horse with ease and self-confidence. Did Charles Darwin ever look with curiosity and regret at this portrait of the mother he only remembered in her black velvet dress? Jos turns to the artist his intelligent, enquiring face; John has already something of the sense of self-importance of the man who would turn his back on the pottery; and Tom sits upright, thoughtful as he would always be. As for their parents, Sally’s maternal love reaches out in her outstretched arms; Josiah sits with the ease of a successful man of substance, at his elbow - improbable in that setting - one of his much-admired classical vases. Stubbs had stayed long enough at Etruria Hall to get the measure of the family. He had taught the children to paint and given them lessons on perspective. But they were all ‘heartily tired’ of the sittings for the portraits. ‘Methinks’, wrote Josiah to Bentley, ‘I would not be a portrait painter upon any condition whatever.’ The sittings had been an intolerable waste of his valuable time.
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At the end of 1780 the Wedgwoods were stricken by the sudden death of their beloved friend Thomas Bentley. He had been unwell for some time, but his death at the early age of fifty had been unexpected. Josiah rushed to his bedside, but arrived too late. It was the end of an exceptionally close and fruitful friendship. For Josiah it was like the loss of his right arm; although he was to live another fifteen years, he never completely recovered from his grief. Bentley had been not only a friend and business partner but a critic and adviser, who stimulated his imagination and was a sounding board for his new ideas, not only on technique and design at the pottery but on the education of his children. He had certainly helped to shape the character of Josiah’s beloved Sukey. Perhaps it was his voice we hear in one of her letters, thanking Josiah for his birthday greetings and hoping ‘to make a return for it in my improvements as I know that is the best way & now is the only time for if I do not do it while I am young, I am sensible I never shall when I am old’. After a year with Bentley, she spent a holiday with the educational expert Richard Edgeworth, who wrote that Sukey possessed ‘an extremely good solid understanding and is capable of anything we may please to teach her . . . her obliging behaviour and good disposition give much pleasure to himself and Mrs Edgeworth.’

As the years went by, Etruria Hall emptied. John left to study at the Unitarian Academy in Warrington, then took a course at Edinburgh University and finally travelled through France and Italy, making the Grand Tour in the style of the gentleman he expected to be. Jos and Tom also studied at Edinburgh University, later returning to help their father at the pottery.

Robert Darwin, too, was now away. At seventeen he went to study medicine at Edinburgh, afterwards in 1784 spending two terms at the famous medical college at Leyden in Holland, where he received his doctor’s degree on 2 February 1785. His dissertation on ‘Ocular Spectra’ would later be published in the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society, earning him his fellowship. He also spent some months in Paris, where he was kindly received by his father’s old friend Benjamin Franklin. By the summer of 1786 Robert was established as a doctor in Shrewsbury, where he rapidly became so successful that by the time he was twenty-two ‘his income was £520, equivalent to about £40,000 today. Soon he was earning more than his father and in 1813 he received £3610 in fees.’

Sukey would certainly have watched with interest the progress of her neighbour and schoolfellow from a lonely, awkward little boy to the young man who returned from his continental studies, according to Anna Seward, ‘grown to an uncommon height, gay and blooming as a morn of summer’. Anna was generally only too ready to swoon over handsome young men, but certainly he was six feet two in height and, in his father’s opinion, had ‘grown too thin’. That would not last. The successful Shrewsbury doctor rapidly became as stout as his father and was, his son Charles observed, ‘the largest man whom I ever saw’. For her part, Sukey at this time was often in Derby, enjoying such social life as the little town offered, for there was little at the Potteries to amuse a young lady used to London life. When Erasmus Darwin and his new wife Elizabeth moved to Derby, Sukey was a frequent and welcome, though somewhat unwilling, guest at their home. ‘Mrs Darwin is often very indifferent, seldom gets up till ten or 11 o’clock and sometimes goes to bed between eight or nine . . . as I am not used to these hours it would be very unpleasant to me, so I got myself excused in as genteel a manner as I was able.’ Doubtless Robert Darwin came home for the town’s great annual event - the visit of the judges to the Assizes - and saw lovely Sukey in all her finery. Erasmus and Josiah watched their growing attachment, and hoped.

London had its season; for country towns, the Assizes provided the focus for balls and card parties, banquets and receptions, beginning with a ceremonial procession of dignitaries through the streets. ‘You would not at any time expect either a studied or well digested letter from me,’ Sukey wrote to her father, ‘but more particularly now, when I tell you I am surrounded by gauze Ribbon &cc: which naturally lead young ladies to think of balls, dancing &cc - which are very flighty things & as uninteresting to you, as canals, & improvements upon the River Trent are to me.’ Though we do not have Josiah’s letters to her at this time, we can assume that he wrote in the same affectionate bantering tone as she did. Sukey now was taking the place of Bentley as her father’s correspondent - and not only in frivolous vein. She could write intelligently to Josiah of the paintings of his old friend Joseph Wright of Derby. She managed to persuade Wright’s guarding servant to let her in to see his latest works in his studio, and wrote about them with discernment to her father. She was also a guest at one of the meetings of the Derby Philosophical Society, founded by Dr Erasmus on the model of the Birmingham Lunar Society. (At this time, and for many years to come, scientists were called ‘philosophers’.) ‘The Philosophical Club goes on with great spirit, all the ingenious gentlemen in the town belong to it, they meet every Saturday night at each others houses. The last meeting was at Mr Streets. Miss S—s keep their brothers house, & consequently were obliged to make tea & preside at the supper table, they did not like this at all, but Doctor D. with his usual politeness made it very agreeable to them by shewing several entertaining experiments adapted to the capacities of young women, one was roasting a tube, which turned round itself.’ Sukey might well feel superior; she had watched many such experiments with her brothers at Etruria Hall. She was an informed reporter on scientific affairs, describing the progress Erasmus Darwin was making with his pump for powering a windmill: ‘he knows it is possible to raise water 30 feet high without a valve.’ In another letter she explained why the pedometer she had sent to her father did not work. ‘The little gold chain’, she told him, ‘ought to be part of the way out when the pedometer rests at the bottom of your pocket, and then every motion of your leg must make it tick.’

In these years, too, Sukey acted as her father’s translator and secretary. ‘Business is at a very low ebb,’ she informed him in 1786, ‘and your french clerk has very little to do, so that instead of having her salary  increased as you mention she has only to petition it may not be taken away and she discarded.’ She must have been well paid, for when, in 1794, he asked how her finances were, she replied, ‘I am much obliged by your enquiries after my finances which are very good insomuch that I hope to be able to treat myself with a grand pianoforte as nothing else is now played upon & peoples ears are become so refined that I could not think of shocking them by the jarring sounds of a harpsichord.’

She was not afraid to report to Josiah the attacks made on him. In 1787 her London hostess Lady Clive complained that Josiah’s ‘religious principles cannot be right or you would not be acquainted with such a man as - as Dr Darwin - as for Her Ladyship, she would rather die than have his advice if there was not another physician in the world.’ This was Sukey’s gentle warning to her father of the growing political hysteria in London, a mood that could hold dangers for him. Josiah had always been a moderate Whig - or Liberal, as he would now be called - advocating peaceful change, favouring the reform of Parliament and supporting humanitarian causes. Now, in the disturbed last years of the century, he became more actively involved in politics. Both he and Erasmus were on the side of the American colonists in the War of Independence, and had long been friends and admirers of Benjamin Franklin - that ‘evil genius’, as King George III called him. Since 1788 Josiah had been prominent in Wilberforce’s campaign for the abolition of the slave trade, which made him unpopular with those, like many of the businessmen of Liverpool, who were dependent on it for their wealth. His factory produced the cameo depicting, in the words of Erasmus:

The poor fetter’d slave on bended knee  
From Britain’s sons imploring to be free.






His support for the abolitionist campaign was taken up with enthusiasm by his children and grandchildren long after his death.

Most dangerous of all was Josiah’s enthusiasm for the French Revolution, which earned him grave suspicion in governing circles. His open backing for his good friend Joseph Priestley, the ‘philosopher’ and Unitarian minister, now put him among the ranks of the dangerous radicals. In 1791 Priestley’s house was ransacked and burned by a drunken mob  because of his support for the celebration of the second anniversary of the fall of the Bastille. Having advised him to tone down the appeal which Priestley addressed to the government, Josiah now offered him a home; and neither he nor his eldest children, Jos and Sukey, hid their support for their friend. While staying with her brother John in London, Sukey saw Priestley and his wife just before they emigrated to America, and reported to her father that they were in good heart.

After the execution of the French king in February 1793 and the consequent war with France, Josiah and Erasmus and many of their friends were in danger of arrest, and worse; some, indeed, were transported to Botany Bay. Erasmus had become more radical and was a secret member of the Derby Society for Political Reformation, whose manifesto had been deemed a seditious libel by the government. The case came to court but Darwin escaped arrest, though he and Wedgwood were watched by some of the hundreds of government spies active at this time. In 1795 Erasmus wrote: ‘I have a profess’d spy shoulders on the right, and another on the opposite side of the street, both attornies, and every name supposed to think differently from the minister is put in Mr Reeve’s Doomsday book and if the French should land these recorded gentlemen are all to be imprison’d . . . Poor Wedgwood told me he heard his name stood high on the list.’ But by this time ‘poor Wedgwood’ was beyond the reach of the King’s spies.

[image: 006]

Emma may not have realized how much she had absorbed of Wedgwood attitudes and beliefs, but she certainly knew how much she owed to her Allen relations. From earliest childhood her aunts, especially the three youngest - Jessie, Emma and Fanny - lavished on their favourite niece an all-embracing love.

Emma’s mother, Bessy Allen, was the eldest child of eleven, two boys - John, the heir, and Baugh - and nine girls. Brought up in a remote country house in Wales, Cresselly, near Tenby in Pembrokeshire, this remarkable family had a long, if not entirely uncontested, history. The Cresselly Allens were a branch of a line that claimed descent from the Cecils. Some asserted that the Allen family had come from Ireland in the fifteenth century; others that they came from Cornwall ‘long before the Conquest’, with the motto ‘I scorn envie’. Certainly the ancestor of John Allen of Goodhooke,  Emma’s great-grandfather, was said to have been of ‘the first gentry that did join Henry VII, and venture his throat to put the crown on the right head’. In recompense Henry VII gave to his family ‘ye place of constable of the Castle of Haverford West in Pembrokeshire’. John Allen himself first acquired the Cresselly estate through marriage to Joan Bartlett, the sole heiress of a yeoman family. She brought with her a comparatively simple house near Cresselly quay and a headland beneath which ran rich seams of anthracite. Their collier boats sailed laden from the quay - and the black gold made a handsome fortune.

John Allen of Goodhooke was remembered as a ‘truly honest, sincere and religious man, affectionate and kind’. Like old Josiah Wedgwood, he was unassuming, always remaining close to his works; like him, his energy and attention to detail brought him wealth; like him, he was a straightforward practical man. However, in the complicated social rating of the day, he was ‘gentry’ and ranked higher than Josiah, who was always stamped as a man of trade or business. With his wife Joan, John Allen lived, as he wrote, ‘till her death, Sunday ye 16th 1728/9 without one minute’s penitence . . . she was sweet and beautiful, but above all a most prudent discreete sensible virtuous religious and good woman’. Was it from Joan Allen that Bessy Allen inherited her charm? Certainly this might well have been her epitaph too.

John and Joan had eleven children, of whom two concern us: John, the heir, Emma’s grandfather, and his youngest brother, Roger, whose family was to play a minor role in Emma’s upbringing. The eldest daughter, Margaret (Peggy), also deserves some notice as one of the many examples in Emma’s family of the role senior daughters often played. Bessy herself, and Caroline Darwin, and Elizabeth Wedgwood, all took on great responsibility for the education and upbringing of their families, when death or illness removed the mother. Bessy remembered her Aunt Margaret as a formidable lady. John Allen relied on her a great deal after Joan’s death. He sent her on a long journey from Wales to King’s Lynn and London, and back through Bath, Bristol and across the Severn to Cresselly. She rode part of the way on horseback, part by post chaise, guided every step of the way by her father’s instructions. He told her what clothes to buy, to leave good turn-up ‘to last seven years’, how to behave to relations and how to reward servants. At the end of his life, when he was travelling to Lewes in search of a cure,  it was to ‘my dear Peggy’ that he wrote concerning his business affairs.

John Bartlett Allen, the heir, was trained for a higher calling, sent to Westminster School in London while for four years Peggy, it would seem, minded the colliery and the business. After school John Bartlett Allen joined the army, spent a year in Germany and fought in the Seven Years War. He has gone down in family history as a bullying disciplinarian - but his father had loved him dearly and was broken-hearted when his ‘dear dear John’ left home. After his father’s death, John retired from the army as a captain on half pay. Like his father, he married an heiress: Elizabeth Hensleigh, the only daughter of John Hensleigh of Panteague, a successful attorney and burgess of Carmarthen. Like his father, he was to have eleven children, of whom the first three - Elizabeth (Bessy, 1764- 1846), Catherine (Kitty, 1765-1830) and Caroline (1768-1835) - were born at their mother’s family home, Panteague. Their Aunt Peggy remained at Cresselly Quay, presumably to take care of the business, until her marriage to Abraham Leach. Captain Allen was now a man of considerable wealth and wanted a dwelling to reflect his position. He built himself a handsome house
on a very elevated spot, and though in the midst of a colliery, yet is so judicially skreened by plantations from the sight of those dingy volcanoes . . . that the front in which are the principal sitting rooms takes in nothing that can remind you of them, but looks down Cresswell River . . . a prospect, even when the tide is out, is not disagreeable . . . but when full in exhibiting a scene remarkably pleasing and lively from the small craft . . .

Within the mansion you find a most desirable change of apartments and every accommodation that the most polished hospitality can supply, nor are there wanting in those pleasure grounds, good gardens, hot houses, or any of the fashionable appendages of modern society.





Cresselly was, and is, a plain, solid, grey stone house, undistinguished outside, but with surprisingly elegant, well-proportioned rooms. The delicate plasterwork of the baroque drawing-room ceiling suggests John Nash - who, as it happens, was working in Tenby at this time. Certainly  he knew the Allens; many years later, in June 1816, Bessy’s sister Kitty Allen wrote to him reminding him of their ‘old acquaintance’ in Tenby. The library, hung with paintings and well stocked with books, was warm and comfortable. The Captain was now established as a country gentleman; and here at Cresselly he and Elizabeth raised their two sons and nine daughters. After the three girls came John (1769-1843), then Louisa Jane (Jenny, 1771-1836), Baugh (1774-1845), Harriet (1776-1847), Jessie (1777-1853), Octavia (1776-1800), Emma (1780-1866) and Frances (Fanny, 1781-1873). Bessy’s exceptional charm was universally acknowledged; Kitty, dark-eyed and serious, had something of her father’s moodiness; Jenny was the beauty of the family; little Harriet the shy one; Jessie lively, warm and affectionate; Octavia sadly died young; ‘good little Emma’ was the only plain girl; Fanny had the sharpest mind of all the sisters.

The sons, John and Baugh, were sent to Westminster, their father’s old school, and were later trained as barristers. Baugh, who grew up a jolly man and a passionate sailor, eventually became Master of Dulwich College, thanks to an eccentric legacy from its founder, the Elizabethan actor Edward Alleyn, insisting that its high master must always be an Allen. Bessy and her sisters were educated most probably at home, or possibly in a dame school in the village. Certainly someone taught them well, for they all wrote vividly and fluently and were obviously well read; perhaps it is Bessy herself who can take some of the credit for her cultured and articulate sisters. But there were other influences at work too. The girls may have inherited their good looks from their father, whose portrait by Sir Thomas Lawrence shows him as handsome, but their charm certainly did not come from him. His daughters remembered him to the end of their days with sharp fear. According to Emma Darwin’s daughter Etty, ‘he had a peculiarly odious disposition - jealous, ill-tempered and narrow.’ He ruled the family with rough military discipline, demanding intelligent conversation and, if he did not get it, roaring and thumping the table. So, the family said, ‘the brilliant conversation for which they were reputed’ was ascribed to ‘paternal castigations administered when they failed to shine in company’.

The Captain’s wife, Elizabeth Hensleigh Allen, Emma’s grandmother, died in 1790, aged fifty-two. As so often happens in history, the mother of this remarkable family disappears into the mists and is rarely mentioned  in the extensive family correspondence. This may possibly be because great grief had kept them dumb. Charles Darwin’s mother disappeared in the same way. Yet Bessy was twenty-six when her mother died and must have known her well, while even Fanny, the youngest, was nine and could not have completely forgotten her mother’s death. Captain Allen did refer to ‘my dear Elizabeth’ when he left a bequest to her ‘woman’ in his will. Did Elizabeth have a hand in the design of the new house and the pretty ceiling in the drawing room? We do not know. Her story is a blank. Only once is her voice heard: her second daughter, Kitty, refused to marry on a Monday because her mother had told her it was bad luck; her own wedding, she said, had been on a Monday. Maybe it was not only the table that had been thumped.
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