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FOREWORD
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To be born a Murray was something extraordinary and this dawned on me early on. While I was at boarding school my father used to write letters to me giving me news of what was going on at 50 Albemarle Street, the home and later publishing offices of the Murrays since 1812. These letters quickly made clear that publishing to the Murrays was a lifestyle. I heard of my father exploring parish churches with John Piper and John Betjeman in preparation for their county guides, and visiting Dame Felicitas Corrigan, who was in the enclosed order of Benedictine nuns at Stanbrook Abbey. As a rule he was separated from her by a grille, but on this occasion she was in hospital and he received special dispensation as a lay person to sit beside her bed while discussing the proofs of her book, In a Great Tradition, a study of the friendship of her late abbess, Dame Laurentia McLachlan, with Bernard Shaw and Sir Sydney Cockerell. Another letter to me described the excitement when Paddy Leigh Fermor tracked down Byron’s slippers in Missolonghi and sent back a tracing of them for my father to check against Byron’s boots in our collection. Then there was the evening spent in the drawing room at 50 Albemarle Street with Harold Nicolson and Peter Quennell reading through original Byron letters brought up from the archive, trying to discover what Byron was up to on a certain day in May 1815 that was clearly a vital piece of information required by Harold Nicolson for a book he was writing. These and many other fascinating tidbits reached me by letter and revealed to me at a young age the immediacy of correspondence.

I was to discover over the years that the Murrays were much more than publishers. James Hogg, the ‘Ettrick Shepherd’, asked John Murray II to find him a wife and Byron asked him to collect from the London docks the body of his illegitimate daughter Allegra who had died in a convent in Italy, and to arrange for her to be buried in Harrow Church. It can only be imagined the problems he must have faced trying to persuade the rector and churchwardens to agree, as Allegra was illegitimate and Byron notorious. They finally consented to her being interred beside the porch. Murray also supplied Byron with magnesia, gunpowder, tooth powders and was even asked to send two English bulldogs to him in Italy. Byron in return sent Murray relics from the battlefield of Waterloo and bones from the battlefield of Morat where, in the fifteenth century, the Swiss defeated the Burgundians. Joanna Baillie, the Scottish-born dramatist, sent him the skin of a Scottish sea monster and Paul Du Chaillu, the African explorer, asked John Murray III to arrange for a gorilla to be stuffed. John Murray III was also a good friend of David Livingstone and among other things planned for Livingstone’s daughter to receive music lessons in Paris and organised her pocket money. And John Murray IV taught that extraordinary woman traveller Isabella Bird to ride a tricycle up Albemarle Street. These demands on the Murrays continued after the Second World War when Freya Stark asked John Murray VI to send her a hip-bath to the Hadhramaut by diplomatic bag, and Noni Jabavu, the first Bantu author to be published in English, asked John Murray VII to send her in Africa ‘Plush Prune’ nail varnish. In these and many other instances the Murrays went well beyond the usual duties of a publisher.

The Murrays’ close relationship with their authors was underlined by the choice of godparents for their children. Henry Layard, who discovered Nimrud and Nineveh, was the godfather of John Murray III’s younger son, Hallam; Francis Younghusband, who led Lord Curzon’s notorious invasion of Tibet in 1904, was my elder sister Joanna’s godfather; Freya Stark, the Arabian traveller, was my godmother; Osbert Lancaster, the cartoonist, writer and theatre designer, was my younger sister Freydis’s godfather; and the painter John Piper, my brother Hallam’s godfather.
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Over the seven generations the Murrays emerged as a ‘dynasty’ and were careful to preserve their correspondence, and by 2006 it consisted of over 500,000 manuscript letters as well as manuscripts of many of their authors’ works. It was the largest private publishing archive in the world and covered correspondence with many of the most important people of the time – writers, explorers, scientists, politicians and archaeologists. The correspondence of the Murrays was often forthright but always fair and this was why so many authors wished to be published by them. Jane Austen remarked that John Murray II was ‘a rogue of course, but a civil one’ and then chose him to publish Emma. The Murrays were not always seen to be generous to their authors, but they had a reputation for being excellent publishers and for being able to promote their authors’ books through their wide circle of influential contacts. It was John Murray II who persuaded Walter Scott to review Emma in the Quarterly Review and John Murray IV who, at the request of Schliemann, persuaded Gladstone – against his better judgement – to write a preface to his Mycenae.

This was the background that inspired the idea for this anthology, Dear Mr Murray: Letters to a Gentleman Publisher, but it is only a taster of what can be found in the vast collection of letters now in the John Murray Archive in the National Library of Scotland, and of the pleasure and immediacy to be gained from reading original correspondence.

John Murray VII

London, June 2018


THE SEVEN GENERATIONS OF JOHN MURRAY
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John Murray I (1737–93)

Born in Edinburgh as a McMurray, he took his friend’s advice to drop the ‘wild Highland Mac’ upon starting his London publishing business. Ambitious and hardworking, he was also, as was typical of the age, hard-drinking. Publishing in many genres and formats, a large number of his successes came from his Edinburgh connections and his medical publications. However, his ambition to publish a book that would appeal to millions remained unfulfilled.

John Murray II (1778–1843)

He moved the family business from London’s Fleet Street to Albemarle Street, becoming, in consequence, a gentleman publisher during the Romantic period. He published many poets, none more famous or controversial than Lord Byron, with whom – as a friend and author – he had a remarkable correspondence. However, Murray was essentially an establishment figure, publisher to the Admiralty and founder of the conservative periodical the Quarterly Review. Further successes with cookery books and children’s history insulated him against the huge losses of the Representative, a failed newspaper venture.

John Murray III (1808–92)

His particular interest in science, travel and exploration created a change in the Murray publishing output. His own early travels led to the launch in 1836 of the famous series of Handbooks for Travellers, for long the benchmark of such books and imitated by many followers including Baedeker. He also published numerous famous explorers of the age, becoming intimate friends with many of them, including David Livingstone and Isabella Bird. The refutation in his own work, Scepticism in Geology (1878), of the scientific and geological theories of two of his most important authors Sir Charles Lyell and Charles Darwin was wisely published anonymously under the pseudonym Verifier.

John Murray IV (1851–1928)

Tensions with his artistic brother, Hallam, led to a family split. A key figure in the publishing profession, he was a founder and afterwards president of the Publishers Association and an important influence behind the Net Book Agreement and the Copyright Act of 1911 which established that copyright arises in the act of creation, not publishing. He began the publishing of the Letters of Queen Victoria (1907–32), for which he received a knighthood, and which led to a publicity and legal battle with The Times newspaper, which Murray won. His greatest publishing success was unexpected: Axel Munthe’s The Story of San Michele (1929) sold over a million copies in Britain and was translated into thirty-seven languages.

John ‘Jack’ Murray V (1884–1967)

A decorated military hero of the First World War, he acquired the publisher Smith, Elder and Company in 1917, which brought to Murray’s many valuable copyrights, including those of polar explorers and notable works of fiction, as well as the literary journal, the Cornhill Magazine. Murray was knighted in 1932 following the successful publication of the ninth and final volume of Letters of Queen Victoria. He was the last editor of the long-running journal, and mainstay of the company, the Quarterly Review.

John ‘Jock’ Murray VI (1909–93)

The nephew of John Murray V reinvigorated the company and reignited the literary and social spark of John Murray II. He was described by his Magdalen College fellow student, bestselling author and friend John Betjeman as ‘Very shy & saintly & high minded & unshockable & shrewd & kind & conscientious & clever’. In 1975 he received a CBE for services to literature. His tenure was particularly associated with extensive collecting, publication and expert promotion relating to the life, letters and poetry of Lord Byron.

John Murray VII (1941–)

Current head of the Murray family, who, in 2002, after 234 years of distinguished independence, made the difficult decision to sell the business. Despite the lack of family involvement, Murray’s has continued, as an imprint of Hodder & Stoughton, to be responsible for many interesting and popular titles. He also arranged, by sale and donation, the transfer of the unparalleled family and business archives to the National Library of Scotland, thereby ensuring that the history of this remarkable publishing house is available for all to discover, research, enjoy and celebrate.
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INTRODUCTION
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For any business to last 250 years is remarkable. For a publishing business to do so, when almost every venture is a risk, is exceptional. In 2018 the publishing house of John Murray celebrates a quarter-millennial history. When Edinburgh-born John Murray set up in London’s Fleet Street in 1768, he would have little expected such longevity to his name and publishing house, and as recently as 2002 the business was still in the founding family’s ownership. It was the seventh John Murray who sold the business that year, allowing it to continue to thrive into another century as a successful imprint of John Murray Press, part of Hodder & Stoughton. 

Longevity certainly added to the status and fame of Murray’s. However, as Sir Bruce Lyttelton Richmond, editor of the Times Literary Supplement, pointed out in a dispute with John Murray IV in 1920: ‘it is true that people who care greatly for literature … do not as a rule notice or care by whom a book is published.’ While Murray’s authors’ names are likely to carry greater resonance than those of the company’s owners, their reputation and recognition have often been high. The explorer Paul Belloni Du Chaillu could write to John Murray III from New York in 1871 that ‘everybody who is not a donkey knows the name of John Murray here, for your father and your publications have gone all over the world where the English language is spoken.’ Such was the fame of the Murrays that Arthur W. Beall could address his 1932 letter from Ontario, Canada, to ‘John Murray, The World-wide famous Book & Publishing House, London, England’ and be confident that it would arrive. 
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Another correspondent from Fukushima, Japan, addressed a 1978 airmail letter ‘To kind English post-office clerks. Messrs John Murray, London, ENGLAND (I do not know the correct address of this company. It is a publishing company that published a lot of books of Sherlock Holmes, such as “The Annotated Sherlock Holmes”, “The Complete Sherlock Holmes, Short Stories”, “The Complete Sherlock Holmes, Long Stories.” Please be kind enough to send this letter there.)’ The letter arrived safely and promptly, unlike other correspondence that barely made it at all. Two singed and blackened letters to Murray’s were stamped ‘SALVAGED MAIL AIRCRAFT CRASH SINGAPORE 13.3.1954’. 
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Other correspondence suffered remarkable postage delay, for example a book catalogue received in 1975 had been sent to Karachi, Pakistan, and returned stamped ‘TRAPPED IN SUEZ SINCE 1967’.

Consistent across the generations has been the continued reliance on correspondence in conducting business. Letters flowed to and from Murray’s authors – including both the prospective and the rejected – customers and readers, as well as people from every part of the publication process, encompassing literary readers, editors, translators, artists, engravers, printers, binders, lawyers, agents, booksellers and film companies. They reveal not only the story of some of the most interesting and influential books in history, but also the remarkable friendships that were built up – as well as occasional animosities. 

When the biographer Samuel Smiles was being encouraged to undertake a biography of John Murray II, his son wrote to Smiles: ‘I may venture to assure you that the materials for it are copious and most interesting; if you undertook it, it would be the pleasure and duty of my son and myself to aid and assist you in every way in our power.’ Even with the help of several Murray family members Smiles found the task of working through such a large collection daunting, spending twelve years on what his granddaughter recalled him describing as ‘a long and tedious business’ from which he ‘caught a bad cold searching through those germy archives’. However, his subsequent biography, A Publisher and his Friends: Memoir and correspondence of the late John Murray, with an account of the origin and progress of the house, 1768–1843 (1891), made extensive use of the archive and showed the importance of letters to Murray’s in telling their publishing story.

The following selection of letters to the first six Murrays, while covering a wide range of authors, genres and themes, is by no means intended to be comprehensive, but it provides a flavour of the rich history and archives of one of the most famous names in publishing.

The Murrays established and maintained a reputation as gentlemen publishers, whose interest in the books they were publishing was matched by their concern to deal with their authors fairly; however their sound understanding of business and knowledge of the book trade itself must never be overlooked. 

The first John Murray appreciated the importance of a bestseller to balance the books. In 1775 he asked the historian John Whitaker: ‘Commend me … to a saleable work such as Pilgrim’s Progress or Robinson Crusoe that will please the million. What signifies a learned and ingenious book to me when there are not learned and ingenious men enough to buy it.’ In 1783 he suggested to Whitaker that for ‘a saleable work it should be addressed to the mob of readers, to literary amateurs, & to smatterers in taste … to slender as well as profound capacities: if you are able to entertain the ladies your business is done.’ 

The precarious nature of publishing profitably was echoed by John Murray III, who wrote in 1880: ‘A book before it is published is like a lottery ticket, it may turn out a blank or a prize.’ The Murrays enjoyed a number of prizes, bestsellers to please the mob and million, though these were irregular and difficult to predict. They included the poetry of Lord Byron and John Betjeman, works of exploration and travel from the likes of David Livingstone and Patrick Leigh Fermor, as well as self-help, children’s and cookery books, with classical dictionaries, travel guidebooks, school textbooks, periodicals and Navy Lists also bringing essential profits. Early twentieth-century international bestsellers, including P. C. Wren’s Beau Geste (1924) and Axel Munthe’s The Story of San Michele (1929), also brought interest for film adaptation, with American companies desperate to purchase the rights. 

While the Murrays had their fair share of bestsellers, such works were easily outnumbered by those that barely made a profit. Many even made a loss. John Murray II lamented in the 1820s that ‘woeful experience convinces me that not more than one publication in fifty has a sale sufficient to defray its expenses.’ This concern was mirrored by his grandson a century later, when he wrote that ‘It was reckoned that out of all the books published at the time not more than one in fifty paid its expenses.’ John Murray III had a partial explanation for the vagaries of the bookselling market, writing to his friend and author William Gladstone in the late 1840s: ‘It must be borne in mind that books are a luxury. When a time of distress comes, the first expense to be curtailed is the purchase of books. That is done (without any outward display of economy) rather than laying down a carriage or dismissing servants.’

While a publisher might struggle to balance the books, authors, even successful ones, also found it difficult to make a living. The prolific and profitable author Samuel Smiles advised his son Willie, who was proposing to write a social history of England: ‘Literature is not to be pursued as a profession for a good living cannot – except in rare cases – be made out of it; but it is very pleasant as an adjunct and as an amusement. I merely fill in idle moments with it.’

Books did not remain exclusive and expensive items. As the nineteenth century progressed a growing literary class had increasing access to writing of quality. With an improving economy, technological developments in all aspects of book production and the expansion of libraries, published works became more widely affordable and accessible. Each Murray generation not only coped, but thrived, on the demands and expectations of this burgeoning readership. At one time or another, the Murrays published in practically every format and genre, often innovating, but always maintaining their reputation and tradition for producing high-quality and influential works.

One prized Murray author who recognised the inherent financial tension in the publisher–author relationship was Lord Byron. In writing to his financial adviser Douglas Kinnaird, on 14 July 1821, he stated: ‘I believe M. to be a good man with a personal regard for me. But a bargain is in its very essence a hostile transaction … do not all men try to abate the price of all they buy? I contend that a bargain even between brethren – is a declaration of war. Now this must be much more so in a man like M. whose business is nothing but perpetual speculation on what will or will not succeed.’ Despite these natural tensions John Murray II was considered one of the first gentlemen in the trade, with Scottish journalist William Jerdan in his Autobiography (1853) full of praise: ‘Murray was a character, and a character in which the estimable qualities predominated far above the questionable infirmities of our human nature. He was a prince and a gentleman among publishers, and the least of a huckstering tradesman I almost ever knew in that or any other trade.’ Fellow publisher William Blackwood wrote to him admiringly that ‘you have the happiness of making it a liberal profession, and not a mere business of pence.’

John Murray II’s growing reputation had been enhanced by moving, in 1812, from Fleet Street to 50 Albemarle Street in London’s fashionable West End. There Murray established himself as a patron of literature. As he boastfully wrote to his half-brother Archie in 1813: ‘I have lately ventured on the bold step of quitting the old establishment to which I have been so long attached, and have moved to one of the best, in every respect, that is known in my business, where I have succeeded in a manner the most complete and flattering. My house is excellent; and I transact all the departments of my business in an elegant library, which my drawing-room becomes during the morning; and there I am in the habit of seeing persons of the highest rank in literature and talent, such as [George] Canning, [John Hookham] Frere, [James] Mackintosh, [Robert] Southey, [Thomas] Campbell, Walter Scott, Madame de Stael, [William] Gifford, [John Wilson] Croker, [John] Barrow, Lord Byron, and others; thus leading the most delightful life, with means of prosecuting my business with the highest honour and emolument.’ 

Novelist Anna Eliza Bray recalled: ‘At Mr Murray’s frequent parties we met several persons of eminence in the world of art and literature. John Murray (King John we used to call him, for his munificence and the manner in which he took the lead of all the publishers in London) showed a great deal of taste and spirit concerning his authors … The wit of Murray, combined with his vivacity and his hospitality, caused his society to be eagerly sought, and many were anxious to be on such terms with him as to be admitted to the delightful dinner-parties he gave to so intellectual a circle.’

Generation by generation the authors changed, but always a Murray remained at the centre of a glittering literary nexus at No. 50. Scientists talked to politicians, poets met critics, cookery writers consulted explorers. The circle of John ‘Jock’ Murray VI (1909–93) was arguably as varied and interesting as that of any previous age, Osbert Lancaster, Freya Stark and John Betjeman mirroring that of Murray II’s Thomas Phillips, Maria Graham and Lord Byron. Admiration for the special nature of the Murray relationship persisted. Travel writer Dervla Murphy could write as recently as 1991 that ‘I reckon the Murray/Murphy relationship is by now an anachronism – sad … It appalled me to hear so many authors talking about their publishers as though they were enemies. How can writers function in such an atmosphere?’

Numerous examples of the Murrays’ gentlemanly behaviour may be found throughout each generation. John Murray I, for instance, was repeatedly praised by his friend, literary adviser and author Gilbert Stuart when recommending him to Sir David Dalrymple, Lord Hailes, as a publisher for his history, Annals of Scotland (1776–9). Stuart wrote in 1775: ‘Mr Murray of Fleet Street … is exceedingly active & intelligent in his profession, & of great integrity. And I am certain would manage your book with address & skill’; then: ‘I cannot but say, to his praise, that I have found him in a multiplicity of transactions, attentive & intelligent beyond what I could have expected from a bookseller.’

Walter Scott, writing on 30 October 1828 to his son-in-law John Gibson Lockhart, who was to produce an abridgement of his Life of Napoleon (1827), played on Murray II’s nickname of the ‘emperor of the west’: ‘By all means do what the Emperor asks. He is what the Emperor Napoleon was not, much a gentleman, and knowing our footing in all things.’ John Murray III was royally praised by Du Chaillu, who in 1862 wrote: ‘How kind Mr Murray the king of publishers has been to me.’ Following John Murray II’s death in 1843 it was widely published that ‘Mr Murray’s career as a publisher is one continued history of princely payments. His copyrights were secured at the most extravagant prices – for he never haggled about the sum if he wanted the work.’

Authors and printers alike admired John Murray III. As editor of the Quarterly Review (1867–93), and compiler of extensively illustrated dictionaries and encyclopedias, Sir William ‘Dictionary’ Smith was a key figure at Murray’s in the late nineteenth century. According to John Murray IV his books, among them his dictionaries of the Bible, Greek and Roman Antiquities, Christian Biography, Christian Antiquities, Latin dictionaries and Ancient Atlas, required an outlay by Murray III of almost £150,000, a colossal sum at the time. They were lucrative and challenging works for the printer to produce, and when problems arose and Murray III threatened to remove Smith’s titles to another printer, Clowes responded with the following letter. 

George Clowes to John Murray III, Stamford Street, London, 29 January 1866

My Dear Sir

Before sending the plates of Dr Smith’s Smaller Latin Dictionary to Albemarle S. I am requested by my brother, son & nephew to ask you kindly to reconsider your decision and to offer either to deduct from our Christmas account the amount for printing it viz £127, or to print the next edition of 5,000 copies without charge, producing the very best impression from the plates which with strict vigilance & care is possible.

In addition to the engagement of an extra overseer at a high salary to watch the impressions, as I emphasised to you, and for whose ability as the best judge of work in the trade Mr Cooper, the wood engraver, can vouch, we have just incurred an expenditure of more than £2,000 in 3 new machines and additional presses to meet your requirements, and place us above any temporary pressure, although in the general way they may not be necessary.

I can assure you that I have for more than 30 years attended to your interests as a labour of love, in addition to my full acknowledgement of the very valuable assistance your house renders to the great difficulty of working a large establishment and keeping it in active operation. At the same time I would add without presumption or any vain boasting, that I feel confident no other firm in the world could or would strive more earnestly or zealously, or make a more profuse expenditure in time and machinery, to enable you to carry on your important undertakings with that great facility which these extensive resources place at your command. 

I am, My Dear Sir 

Always yours sincerely and obliged 

George Clowes

Smith’s letter of condolence to the Murray family on the death of Murray III told of the admiration and friendship they shared: ‘I have known most of the distinguished men during the last two generations, but I know no one who was so universally liked and looked up to and respected in all classes of society, and whose death will be more sincerely regretted. Of my own personal loss I dare hardly think. I have lost my oldest and best friend. I have lived with him in the most intimate friendship for nearly fifty years without one jarring note; and the longer I have known him, the more I have respected, loved and admired him. I have always received from him the most signal marks of confidence, kindness and generosity, and I feel that his death will darken my declining years.’ Smith died the following year.

When trying to track down a copy of a book he had published years earlier, the traveller William Edwards was repeating the, often forlorn, wishes of countless authors before and after him. In this case he was fortunate that his sixty-year-old book had been published by Murray’s.

William Henry Edwards to John Murray IV, Coalburgh, West Virginia, USA, 16 September 1907

Dear Sir

I wish to get twenty or less copies of my ‘Voyage up the River Amazon’, published by your house in 1847, if the book is still to be had. Please kindly inform me as to this last, and what the cost of the twenty or less copies will be, and I will send a Postal Order forthwith.

I was in London in 1848, and saw the then Mr Murray several times. He did me the honor of inviting me to dinner on one occasion.

Yours very respectfully

Wm H. Edwards

On 30 October 1909 Murray replied: ‘It was a surprise and pleasure to me to receive your letter … for your name has been familiar to me during the 35 years of my business life here … yes your book is still kept in stock … I hope you will accept the 20 copies I send today as a present from my father and myself … [we’re] glad to hear of the author after so long an interval.’ To which Edwards replied: ‘Your letter of 30th ult. reached me on the 11th and the four packages of books followed next day, all in good condition. I am exceedingly obliged to your brother and yourself for this handsome gift. It enables me to provide each of my children a copy of the book I wrote at 24 years of age. One immediate result of that book was to send Wallace and Bates to the Amazon.’

Despite the Murrays’ natural inclinations towards generosity and gentlemanly behaviour, misunderstandings and disputes inevitably occurred. As John Murray IV noted in his essay ‘Darwin and his Publisher’ in Science Progress (1909): ‘The relations between authors and publishers have long formed the subject of satire and ridicule in prose and verse.’ 

Disputes over copyright payments, share of profits and production expenses might easily cause tensions in the author–publisher relationship and quarrels might arise from misunderstandings of the complexities of the publishing process since almost every stage of book production can be problematic. As the American writer and essayist Mary Abigail Dodge wrote in A Battle of the Books (1870): ‘The elder John Murray, one of the most honorable and generous of publishers, used to say, that an author who thoroughly understood all the intricacies and expenses of issuing a book from the press, and properly launching it into the hands of the public, was as rare a prize to find as a phoenix or a unicorn.’ 
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The selection process for this anthology has been a considerable challenge, such is the number and quality of letters available. Preference has been given to those that contain a mixture of publishing and personal content. This may be the case with even the briefest, such as the following letter from the future Prime Minister William Gladstone.
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William Ewart Gladstone to John Murray III, Carlton Gardens, London, 2 July 1850

¼ to 12 PM.

 

My dear Sir

I send herewith some MS of the speech for the printer to begin upon.

You will grieve to learn that Sir Robert Peel is dead – within the last half hour – i.e. at a quarter past eleven. A great man is gone from among us, & a broad & deep void, not easily to be filled, remains.

I am always

Sincerely yours

W. Gladstone

Some letters were simply too long to justify inclusion. A few had handwriting that was nearly unreadable. This isn’t just a challenge to the modern editor: John Murray IV in an article for the popular monthly magazine Good Words noted that: ‘Dean Stanley’s bad handwriting is a matter of common notoriety … Once he wrote to my father a letter on an important matter, but there were some passages in it which, in spite of every effort, proved indecipherable. My father was consequently compelled to underline these sentences and to return the letter, with a request that they might be re-written. In due course the Dean replied: “If you cannot read my writing, I am sure I cannot do so; but I think I meant to say,” so and so, and the sentence was rewritten in a form scarcely more legible than before.’

Murray’s published important and influential works on politics, philosophy, religion and science. Other titles – travel, biography, history, drama, poetry or novels – primarily aimed to entertain. But whatever the genre of literature involved, all these works required the involvement of a publisher to bring the book before an audience. As the following selection of letters makes clear, this was rarely done without a lot of hard work, the occasional quarrel, and a network of people besides the author and publisher who left behind a remarkable body of correspondence.
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Wherever possible, original abbreviations, punctuation, variant spellings and errors have been retained. However, as this book is intended for the general reader, minor adjustments have been made where necessary to ensure that the original letters make sense.
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On 7 April 1815 the two greatest writers of the age, Sir Walter Scott and Lord Byron (shown on the right), met at John Murray’s premises at 50 Albemarle Street. This later reconstruction also includes (from left to right) Isaac D’Israeli, John Murray II, Sir John Barrow, George Canning and William Gifford.


1

‘Your goodness and readiness to oblige your friends’ Entertaining
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John Murray I published An Essay on Nothing. A discourse delivered in a society (1776) by his friend Hugo Arnot, the lawyer, historian and campaigner, and co-published, with William Creech, his History of Edinburgh (1779). Arnot took advantage of Murray’s wide-ranging network of suppliers of fine alcoholic drinks.

Hugo Arnot to John Murray I, Edinburgh, 26 January 1775

Dear Sir

Since I am so far lucky as to have you in my debt for a letter, I shall not say that I never write you except to plague you with commissions, yet I will freely confess that I would not have written you just now, was it not to beg the favour of you to buy me a hogshead of the best porter & send it down by the first ship. I am so confident of your goodness & readiness to oblige your friends, that I presume you will not think an apologie necessary for giving you the trouble. I assure you nothing will make me happier than your drinking a mug of it with me, & taking a slice of beef rump some evening next summer. I had the pleasure of dining lately Miss Macmurray with her & Mrs Finlay, who were then very well as was your niece Katie who also honoured us with her company – I had a letter a few weeks since from our friend David Ross who is very fond of Dublin. He declares it to be the best & cheapest place for good living he ever saw & talks of fixing his standard there; if that were the case and I had some cash to spare, I should like much to accompany you in a trip to Dublin – Wattie Ross has been rearing a fairy land near the Water of Leith, and the consequence of that or of something else, is that his house in Lady Stairs Close & some other houses belonging to him are advertised for sale –

Ask me not about the law, I had a fever in the beginning of winter which prevented my attendance. Blessed is he that expecteth nothing, for he will not be mortified by his disappointment. I thank God I can live at present tho it should not bring salt to my children’s porridge – but when they are grown up, the affair will be more serious –

If you will send me a pound or two of currie powder (an East Indian powder for dressing fish, chickens &c) it will be adding to other favours – You will draw on me the amount payable to your sister or anybody you please. My wife is nursing & drinks a devilish quantity of porter, we are quite run out, & drouth is very impatient – 

We are all very well, Mrs Arnot joins me in best wishes & compliments to you & Mrs Murray.

I am, Dear Sir

Yours very sincerely

Hugo Arnot

Untoward events might sometimes occur at social occasions in the literary world, and following an embarrassing dinner with Murray, William Makepeace Thackeray felt the need to apologise.

William Makepeace Thackeray to John Murray II, Great Coram Street, London, 24 January 1840

Sir

I am sorry to recall to your memory a certain dinner at which I met you about a fortnight since, but I have only heard this evening the particulars of this unfortunate affair. I am bound to offer you the best apologies I can make for my conduct upon the occasion.

My friend Fraser told me (in the strongest possible terms) his opinion of my behaviour at his house, but he gave no particulars, and I confess to you, so entirely had I forgotten every circumstance that had taken place, that I did not until tonight know, how or to whom I had acted wrongly. Mr Jerden, whom I have just seen, informed me of the circumstances and I am obliged – with a very great deal of shame and contrition I assure you – to express my sorrow for what took place. I do not know that I was ever the actor in such a scene before, & can only attribute my behaviour to sickness under which I was then labouring, and by which a not extraordinary quantity of wine was made to act violently upon a disordered stomach.

It must pain you I am sure to be obliged to recur to a subject so disagreeable, but my duty was clear: to apologize to you for what had happened, & to beg you to believe that I never would, in my sober senses, have offered an insult or addressed a slighting word to a gentleman of your age and character.

I am, Sir, your very humble servant

W. M. Thackeray

Author George Borrow acquired an appreciation of different alcoholic drinks during his travels in Spain. He wrote to Murray on 22 February 1842: ‘I spent a day last week with our friend Dawson Turner at Yarmouth – what capital port he keeps. He gave me some twenty years old and of nearly the finest flavour that I ever tasted. There are few better things than old books, old pictures and old port, and he seems to have plenty of all three.’ A subsequent letter complained of printing delays and offered a toast to his health.

George Borrow to John Murray II, Dulton Hall, Lowestoft, Suffolk, 4 July 1842

My Dear Sir

As I suppose that by this time you have received the balance which I can see to be remitted to London a week ago, I herewith send the account which I will promise you to receipt and then return.

I have received a letter from Mr Woodfall in which he informs me that the work is at a standstill for want of paper, giving me at the same time to understand that it is intentionally delayed – you are aware that when I had last the pleasure of seeing you it was agreed that the book should be brought out on the first of October, which as everyone is aware is the best time in the year for publishing and at which time a great many of my friends expect to see it – Now I do not wish them to be disappointed, more especially as I have frequently assured them since my return from London that there was no doubt of its appearance at that time. I therefore must beg an immediate answer to the question – why this delay? I have been expecting to hear from you for some days past – Mr W. tells me that the state of the trade is wretched. Well and good! But you yourself told me so two months ago, when you wrote requesting that I would give you the preference, provided I had not made arrangements with other publishers. Between ourselves, my dear friend, I wish the state of the trade were ten times worse than it is, and then things would find their true level, and an original work would be properly appreciated, and a set of people who have no pretensions to write, having nothing to communicate but tea-table twaddle, could no longer be palmed off upon the public as mighty lions and lionesses – but to the question, what are your intentions with respect to The Bible in Spain? I am a frank man, and frankness never offends me. Has anybody put you out of conceit with the book? There is no lack of critics, especially in your neighbourhood. Tell me frankly, and I will drink your health in Rommany –
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