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ENGLISH  ECCENTRICS




Dame Edith Sitwell was born in Scarborough, the

sister of Sir Osbert and Sacheverell Sitwell, and

educated privately. In 1916 she became the editor

of Wheels, an annual anthology of modern verse.

She received honorary degrees for her poetry from

many universities, including Oxford, Sheffield,

and Durham, and she was an honorary associate

of the American Institute of Arts and Letters.

In 1951 she was the Visiting Professor at the Institute

of Contemporary Arts and in 1958 she was

the Vice-President of the Royal Society of Literature.

In 1963 she was made a Companion of

Literature.




Among Dame Edith’s other publications were her

Collected Poems (latest edition 1957), Alexander

Pope (1930), Aspects of Modern Poetry (1934),

Victoria of England (1936), A Poet’s Notebook

(1943), Fanfare for Elizabeth (1946), The Canticle

of the Rose (1949), and The Outcasts (poems,

1962).




Dame Edith, whose greatest pleasures were

listening to music and silence, died in 1964.
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Author’s Note




The author would like to express her indebtedness

to the biographers of her Eccentrics, and to those

other collectors of Eccentricity whose works she has

had an opportunity of consulting. Acknowledgements

to the many titles have been made in the text

wherever possible.




























Pasquier, in his Recherches sur la France, is giving

an account of the Queen of Scotland’s execution;

he says, the night before, knowing her body must

be stripped for her shroud, she would have her feet

washed, because she used ointment to one of them

that was sore. I believe I have told you, that in a

very old trial of her, which I bought from Lord

Oxford’s collection, it is said that she was a large

lame woman. Take sentiments out of their pantoufles,

and reduce them to the infirmities of

mortality, what a falling off there is!




HORACE WALPOLE to GEORGE MONTAGU




18 May 1749











1
 ‘Goose-Weather’







In this strange ‘goose-weather’, when even the snow and the

black-fringed clouds seem like old theatrical properties, dead

players’ cast-off rags, ‘the complexion of a murderer in a

bandbox, consisting of a large piece of burnt cork, and a

coal-black Peruke’, and when the wind is so cold that it

seems like an empty theatre’s ‘Sea, consisting of a dozen

large waves, the tenth a little bigger than ordinary, and a

little damaged’,[1] I thought of those medicines that were advised

for Melancholy, in the Anatomy of this disease, of

mummies made medicine, and of the profits of Dust-sifting.




Each tenth wave of the wind blew old memories like

melting snowflakes in my face. ‘The Battlebridge Dust and

Cinder-Heap’, it is said, existed since the Great Plague and

the Great Fire of London. This mountain of filth and cinders

afforded food for hundreds of pigs. Russia, hearing in some

way of the enormous dust-heap, purchased it for the purpose

of rebuilding Moscow after it had been burned. The side of

the mountain of dust is now covered by thoroughfares whose

names were derived from the popular ministers of that day.

And again: ‘Descending the hill, you will find yourself

at Battlebridge, among a people as characteristic and looking

as local as if the spot had been made for them, and they for

the spot. At a glance you will perceive what are the distinctions

which make the difference between them and the

population you have just passed through . . .’




Here comes another memory, colder still, and melting like

the snow. ‘The ground on which the Battlebridge Dust-Heap

stood, was sold to the Pandemonium Theatre



Company. They built a theatre, where that cloud-kissing

dust-heap had been. Come, I’ll enter. The interior is somewhat

fantastic, but light and pretty too; and filled with

Battlebridge beaux and belles. There was no trace of any

dustman there.’




There have, too, been humbler profits from the dust. An

old woman named Mary Collins, a dust-sifter, giving evidence

before a judge, answered when he expressed surprise

that she should possess so much property: ‘Oh, your worship,

that’s nothing . . . we find them among the dust. It is

dustman’s law. I have raised houses from my profits made

among the dust.’




Whether the inhabitants of those thoroughfares near the

dust-heap, from which those who believe in the destiny of

mankind were to rebuild Moscow, listened, in the early

dawn, to the far-off sounds of what songs the sirens sang, I

know not. Perhaps, instead, they listened to the little hopeful

articulations rising from the dust—the lip-clicks of the

earthworms which are, it may be, amongst the earliest origins

of our language. ‘The clicking noises made by earthworms

recently discovered by the physiologist, O. Mangold, do not

concern us,’ we are told by Herr Georg Schwidetzky, in a

profoundly interesting recent book,[2] ‘for though the ancient

race of earthworms can claim kinship with us, our own

wormlike ancestors were water animals, and at present we

know nothing of their noises. Still, there is a possibility that

certain lip-clicks were derived from the noises made by

worms.’




Shall we find our cure for Melancholy in this thought of

the origin of the kiss between loved one and loved one,

mother and child, or in that other statement made in the

same book: ‘The Latin word “Aurora” (dawn) can without

difficulty be derived from an earlier “ur-ur”, supplemented



in two places by A. The changes are, of course,

always later editions. Now, phonetically “ur-ur” is the remains

of a lemur word, and is a sound characteristic of the

whole genus. When we seek information about the lives of

these lemurs (who live, today, in the tropics, and especially

in Madagascar), we learn to our surprise that they indulge

in a kind of morning worship. They sit with raised hands,

their bodies in the same position as that of the famous Greek

praying boy, warming themselves in the sun. . . . It is therefore

not unwarrantable to assume that Aurora, the Roman

goddess of dawn, has her ultimate origin in the morning

exercise of a lemur.’




We may find some cure for Melancholy in the contemplation

of this, or in the reason given by some scientist for

distinguishing Man from Beast. ‘Man’s anatomical preeminence’,

we are told, ‘mainly consists in degree rather

than in kind, the differences are not absolute. His brain is

larger and more complex, and his teeth resemble those of

animals in number and pattern, but are smaller, and form a

continuous series, and, in some cases, differ in order of succession.’




We have, indeed, many causes for pride and congratulation,

and amongst these is the new and friendly interest

that is shown between nations. ‘Richard L. Garner’ (again

I quote from Herr Schwidetzky) ‘went to the Congo in order

to observe gorillas and chimpanzees in their natural surroundings,

and to investigate their language. He took a

wire cage with him, which he set up in the jungle and

from which he watched the apes.’ Unfortunately, the wire

cage, chosen for its practical invisibility to imaginative and

idealistic minds, always exists during these experiments.

‘Garner, however, tried to teach human words to a little

chimpanzee. The position of the lips for the word Mamma

was correctly imitated, but no sound came.’ This is interesting,



because a recent psycho-analyst has claimed that the

reason for the present state of unrest in Europe is that every

man wishes to be the only son of a widow. We can see,

therefore, that if imbued with a few of the doctrines and

speeches of civilization, the innocent, pastoral, and backward

nations of the Apes will become as advanced, as ‘civilized’,

as the rest of us. Who knows that they may not even come

to construct cannon?




To go further in our search for some antidote against

Melancholy, we may seek in our dust-heap for some rigid,

and even splendid, attitude of Death, some exaggeration of

the attitudes common to Life. This attitude, rigidity, protest,

or explanation, has been called eccentricity by those whose

bones are too pliant. But these mummies cast shadows that

do not lie in their proper geometrical proportions, and from

these distortions dusty laughter may arise.




Eccentricity exists particularly in the English, and partly,

I think, because of that peculiar and satisfactory knowledge

of infallibility that is the hallmark and birthright of the

British nation.




This eccentricity, this rigidity, takes many forms. It may

even, indeed, be the Ordinary carried to a high degree of

pictorial perfection, as in the case I am about to relate.




On the 26th of May, 1788, Mary Clark, aged twenty-six,

and the mother of six children, was delivered of a child in

Carlisle Dispensary. I will not enter into the medical details,

but it seems that this interesting infant was ‘full grown, and

seemed in perfect health. Her limbs were plump, fine and

well proportioned, and she moved them with apparent

agility. It appeared to the doctors that her head presented a

curious appearance, but this did not trouble them much,

for the child behaved in the usual manner, and it was not

until the evidence of its death became undeniable, at the age

of five days, that these gentlemen discovered that there was



not the least indication of either cerebrum, cerebellum, or

any medullary substance whatever.’




Mr Kirby, from whose pages I have culled this story, and

who seems to have been one of those happy persons who

never look about them, but who, when confronted with an

indubitable fact, are astonished very easily, concludes with

this pregnant sentence: ‘Among the inferences deduced by

Dr Heysham from this extraordinary conformation, but advanced

with modest diffidence, is this: that the living principle,

the nerves of the trunk and extremities, sensation and

motion, may exist independent of a brain.’ This is the

supreme case of Ordinariness, carried to such a high degree

of perfection that it becomes eccentricity. Again, any dumb

but pregnant comment on life, any criticism of the world’s

arrangement, if expressed by only one gesture, and that of

sufficient contortion, becomes eccentricity.




Thus, Miss Beswick, who belongs to the former order of

eccentrics, did not resemble the child who was born without

brains, whose supreme ordinariness and resemblance to

other human beings was proved by the fact that it did not

know that it was alive. Miss Beswick’s ordinariness lay in

the fact that she could not realize that she was dead, and,

as a result, the cold dark shadow of her mummy hung over

Manchester in the middle of the eighteenth century. If she

was buried in the earth, reasoned Miss Beswick, her death

might prove to be only an illusion, a dreamless sleep. . . . She

left, therefore, a large sum of money to Dr Charles White

and his two children, Miss Rosa White and her sister, with

their cousin Captain White, on condition that the doctor

should pay her a visit every morning, after what appeared,

to uninstructed persons, to be her death, in order that he

might be assured of the reality of this. When her last breath

ceased, therefore, this motionless old lady, with her white

staring face, black menacing eyes, and thick black eyebrows,



was embalmed and laid in the dust of the attic, in the house

where she had passed nearly eighty years. Dr White lived

below, and the silence and dust of the house was disturbed,

from time to time, by the scuttling of his ghostlike children,

and every morning by the voice of the Doctor as he examined

his mute and watchful patient.




When the Doctor died, the mummified Miss Beswick,

that candidate for immortality, was removed to the Lying-in

Hospital.




Another eccentric, of quite a different order, was Major

Peter Labellière. Described as a Christian patriot and Citizen

of the World, he expressed his criticism of the conduct of

that planet, by leaving in his will the direction to bury him

head downwards, in order, he explained, that ‘as the world

was turned topsyturvy, it was fit that he should be so buried

that he might be right at last’. He died on June the 6th, 1800,

and was buried at Box Hill.




We have, too, Richard Brothers, the sailor, a courageous

and tragic figure, who did, in reality, become mad in later

life, as a result of the privations he endured for conscience’

sake. This poor humble and bewildered saint resigned his

commission because, according to his own statement, he

‘conceived the military life to be totally repugnant to the

duties of Christianity, and he could not conscientiously receive

the wages of plunder, bloodshed, and murder’. Mr

Timbs remarks that ‘this step reduced him to great poverty,

and he appears to have suffered much in consequence. His

mind was already shaken, and his privations and solitary

reflections seem, at length, to have entirely overthrown it.

The first instance of his madness appears to have been his

belief that he could restore sight to the blind.’ This pitiful

hallucination, on the part of Richard Brothers, was called

madness. But, according to the writer I have just quoted,

the same illusions or hallucinations, in other and more



fortunate minds, have been, even if disregarded by those

minds, held to be a proof of genius. He says, gravely: ‘It

would be easy to mention many examples of illustrious men

who have been subject to hallucinations without them having

in any way influenced their conduct. Thus, Malebranche

declared he heard the voice of God distinctly within him.

Descartes, after long confinement, was followed by an invisible

person, calling upon him to pursue the search of

truth.’




But it is not this unregarded voice alone which, if heeded,

would bring us to paradise. Might I not, indeed, write of

those persons who, beset by the physical wants of this unsatisfactory

world, can, by the force of their belief, satisfy

those wants through the medium of the heaven they have

created for that purpose. In this heaven, anything may happen;

it is a heaven built upon earth, yet subject to no natural

laws. It is true that it is invisible to all but its fortunate inhabitants,

and that all material needs are gratified spiritually;

but this state may be better than to have no heaven at all.

Among these heaven-inhabitants were the Shakers, and the

foundress of this particular heaven was Ann Lee, who

was born at Manchester in 1736. Eventually, the Shakers

settled in America, where their fervour, and particularly

their tenets, caused a good deal of astonishment, and, in

some cases, resentment. The reason for both astonishment

and resentment was this: Mrs Lee had received the intimation,

straight from heaven, that the outward manifestation

of love between the sexes was at the root of this world’s

downfall; and, according to some rebels against this theory,

matters had come to a pretty pass; since the choice lay between

the downfall of the world, and the complete discontinuation

of life on that planet. They preferred the downfall,

they said—every time! Even Mr Lee, who had at first been

frightened by Mrs Lee into respecting the results of this



message from heaven, and who for some time followed her

about hoping that she might receive counter-orders of some

sort, in the end plumped for the downfall, and disappeared,

when the Shakers reached America, in the company of a

female Shaker whom he had converted to his heresy. Mrs

Ray Strachey, in her delightful book Religious Fanaticism

(Faber & Faber), gives a pleasing picture of the fervour

and practices of these virtuous persons, quoted from the writings

of a contemporary member. ‘Heaven’, he writes, ‘is a

Shaker Community on a very large scale. Everything in it is

spiritual. Jesus Christ is the Head Elder, and Mother Ann

the Head Eldress. The buildings are large and splendid,

being all of white marble. There are large orchards with all

kinds of fruit . . . but all is spiritual’ (the italics are mine).

Mother Ann, when not in heaven, worked hard as a

laundress, so that those large and splendid mansions, those

large orchards with all kinds of fruit, must have been a comfort

to that worn body, that kind heart. ‘At one of the meetings’,

the narrative continues, ‘it was revealed to us that

Mother Ann was present, and that she had brought a dozen

baskets of spiritual fruit for her children, upon which the

Elder invited us all to go forth to the baskets in the centre

of the floor, and help ourselves. Accordingly, all stepped

forth and went through the motions of taking fruit and

eating it. You will wonder if I helped myself to fruit like

the rest. No; I had not faith enough to see the baskets or

the fruit; and you may think perhaps that I laughed at the

scene; but in truth I was so much affected by the general

gravity and the solemn faces I saw around me that it was

impossible to laugh.’




Other things as well as fruit were sometimes sent as

presents, such as spiritual golden spectacles. These heavenly

ornaments came in the same way as the fruit, and just as



much could be seen of them. We are told that ‘On the

second Sunday I spent with the Shakers there was a curious

exhibition. After dinner, all the members assembled in the

hall and sang two songs. Then the Elder informed them that

it was a “gift” for them to march in procession, with their

golden instruments playing as they marched to the holy

fountain, and wash away all the stains they had contracted

by sinful thoughts and feelings; for Mother Ann was pleased

to see her children pure and holy. I looked for musical instruments,

but as they were spiritual I could not see them.

The procession marched two and two into the yard, and

round the square, and came to a halt in the centre. During

the march, each one made a sound with the mouth, to please

him or herself, and at the same time went through the

motions of playing on some particular instrument, such as

the clarinet, French horn, bass drum, etc.; and such a noise

was made that I felt as if I had got among a band of lunatics.

Most of the brethren then commenced going through the

motions of washing face and hands, but finally some of them

tumbled themselves in all over; that is, they rolled on the

grass, and went through comical and fantastic capers.




‘During my whole time with the Shakers a revival was

going on among the spirits in the invisible world, and much

of the members’ time was spent in such performances. It

appeared to me that whenever any of the brethren or sisters

wanted some fun they “got possessed of spirits”.’




This, indeed, was a less concrete heaven than that modern

paradise, that cloud-high world of paper erected by Ivar

Kreuger, a heaven which, though it was made of paper, he

succeeded in making untransparent, so that none of the

financiers who were its saints could catch any glimpse,

through those glistening walls, of the rotting physical and

spiritual slums beyond it. Indeed, in the little shallow hell



which was its foundation, he built the most modern and

convenient of all heavens, wherein, instead of Mother Ann’s

unheard voice, he had his dummy telephone.




Let us leave the thought of that shallow hell, and turn,

for a medicine for our Melancholy, to one case where no

heaven, but a complete world whose glory enters, usually,

through the medium of five senses, was received through

the medium of four senses alone. This conqueror of the

material world was named Margaret McAvoy, and she was

born at Liverpool on the 28th June, 1800. After she had become

totally blind at the age of sixteen, she could distinguish

colours by the touch of her fingers. This power of touch, it

seemed, varied very materially with circumstances. When

her hands were cold, she declared that the faculty was altogether

lost, and that it was exhausted, also, by long and

unremitting efforts. In these days of the triumph of that

great and noble woman Helen Keller, the minor and rather

elementary triumphs of Margaret McAvoy may not seem

significant: but I append some notes about her experiences,

taken down by a committee of doctors and other scientists

who examined her, for the reason that education—the mind—played

no part in these triumphs. They are due to physical

sensibility alone. As against this, we must acknowledge that

the description given to the doctors must have been less

difficult in her case than in the case of one who was born

blind.




‘The red rays of the solar spectrum being thrown upon

her hand, she said it appeared as gold. All the colours being

thrown on the back of her hand, she distinctly described the

different parts of her hand. She marked the moments when

the colours became faint, and again vivid, by the occasional

passing of a cloud, without being desired to do so. The prismatic

colours afforded her the greatest pleasure that she had

experienced since her blindness. She never saw a prism in



her life. She felt the spectrum warm—the violet rays were

the least pleasant. She observed that the red rays appeared

warmer and more pleasant than the violet, which opinion

coincides with that of Herschel, who proved the great differences

of heat-content among the different prismatic rays.




Question: “What sensation did you feel when you first

were asked and told the colour of my coat?”




Answer: “At first it was a sensation of astonishment and

then of pleasure.”




Question: “Do you prefer any colour?”




Answer: “I prefer the lightest colours, as they give a

pleasurable feeling; a sort of glow to my fingers, indeed, all

through me. Black gives me rather a shuddering feel.”




Question: “Is the feeling similar when they are enclosed

in a phial bottle, or when you feel them through the plain

glass?”




Answer: “It is similar, but not exactly so, if the bottle is

cold.”




Question: “Do you feel the colour equally well if the

glasses are placed before an object?”




Answer: “If the glasses are very close to each other, as if

there were only one glass, I feel the colour, but it appears

more faint; but if they are placed at a distance from each

other, I do not feel the object.”




Question: “If coloured glasses are given to you, what

sensation do you feel?”




Answer: “Much the same as when silks are put into my

hand.”




Question: “How do you tell glass from stones?”




Answer: “The stones feel harder and more solid, and the

glass softer.”




Question: “Did you not recently feel a seal which you

declared was neither stone nor glass?”




Answer: “Yes, I did say so, and it felt softer than glass.”






Question: “In what way was the impression made upon

the fingers, when you felt the figures reflected from the

mirror through the plain glass?”




Answer: “I feel the figures as an image upon each finger.”




Question: “How do figures or letters feel through the

glass?”




Answer: “As if they were raised up to the finger.”




Question: “What is the feeling you have of different

fluids?”




Answer: “Similar to my feeling of silks.”




Question: “How do you know the difference between

water and spirits of wine?”




Answer: “By the spirits of wine feeling warmer than

water.”




Question: “How do you know that a person is putting

out his hand or nodding to you?”




Answer: “If anyone puts out his hand on entering, or

going out of the room, I feel as if air, or wind, was wafted

towards me, and I put out mine. If a nod is made pretty

near to my face, a similar sensation is felt, but if a finger is

pointed at me, or a hand held before me in a gentle manner,

I do not feel it unless I am about to read or tell colours, and

then I very soon tell if there be any obstruction between

the mouth, the nostrils, and the object.”




Question: “How do you calculate the height of persons

entering the room?”




Answer: “By feeling, as if less or more wind were wafted

towards me, according to the height of the person.”




Question: “If a person passes you quickly, do you feel any

additional sensation?”




Answer: “Yes, I feel a greater sense of heat, according to

the quickness with which a person passes me, or comes into

the room.” ’











From reflecting on this triumph over the material world,

we may turn to the thoughts of that heaven of love that

survives material death, and of the angels of that heaven.

Such an angel appeared in the painted, half-mad guise of

poor Sarah Whitehead, known as the Bank Nun.




This solitary and destitute creature, once so happy and

rich, not in material comforts only, but in love, was a girl

of seventeen when her brother, who was employed at the

Bank, took her to live with him. His house was luxurious,

for he was living far beyond his means, and Sarah had

carriages, and as many dresses as she could want. Nobody

knew where he procured his money, but the truth was that

he had been speculating like a madman, for, having begun

the life of luxury, he did not know how to withdraw from

it. Indeed, his most valued friendships, excepting that of one

family, who come into the story later, depended upon that

luxury; for nothing, as we know, causes a deeper pain

(and a greater shrinking from pain) than the sight of a

friend suffering from need. When the Bank knew of his

speculations, the governors warned him kindly and delicately

that gambling on the part of those employed was against

the rules of the Bank, and that in the end, if he did not stop

speculating, he must be dismissed. Whereupon he lost his

temper and, in spite of all that could be said to dissuade

him, resigned his situation.




His sister never knew that he had left the Bank, and

the luxuries in the house continued; but she did notice that

many of the guests who came to their daily dinner-parties

were not of the same kind as those who came in former

days. They were noisier and were dressed more flashily. Her

brother, too, seemed changed. His face was dulled and pale,

as if he were starved with cold, although it was burning

summer weather; and it seemed, too, as if he were listening,

not to what was being said to him, but for some knock upon



the door. After a while the dinner-parties ceased. The

carriages disappeared. ‘Want’, Messrs Wilson and Caulfield

tell us, ‘planted a withering finger where, before,

luxury had revelled. Despair seized him and, harried on by

his friends, he associated himself with the notorious Roberts,

who raised heavy sums of money among the Hebrew tribes

of London by representing himself as the heir of the Duke of

Northumberland, and he absolutely effected a mortgage on

the Duke’s estate, with many other expert forgeries, which,

however, could not be proved in a legal way.’ But though

he could not be punished by the law, the poor foolish

creature whom he had used as a cat’s-paw must die.




Young Whitehead left the house, for the last time, one

dawn, before his sister was awake, and without leaving one

word of farewell for her, since he hoped to spare her the

knowledge of his fate. She waited for him all day, and then,

as the evening fell and he did not come, a feeling of mortal

illness stole over her, and she crouched near the door, listening

for his footstep. But time went by, and still he did not

come. . . . At last, just as the light was fading, some friends

came to the house; but they did not seem surprised to find

her crouching near the door. They spoke in a queer muttering

voice, and their faces were sickly and pale, but they

explained that they had not been well. Besides, the light was

strange, and this might explain their look. Her brother, they

said, had sent a message asking her to go with them to

their house in Wine Court, for he could not return home

that evening or the next.




Three mornings afterwards, Sarah Whitehead, in that

distant street, did not hear the bell of St Sepulchre’s Church

tolling for the death of the man who had been hanged for

forgery, only three days after he was condemned to death,

whilst the man who was guilty went free.




The days passed, and Sarah Whitehead’s friends begged



her to stay with them still, for her brother could not return

home yet, they said. But his long absence, so strange, so

unexplained, with not a word, not a sign to her, preyed upon

her spirits. Perhaps, she thought, he had married and forgotten

his sister. So at last, unknown to her friends, she left

their house and made her way to the Bank, and a young

and foolish clerk, taken aback at her appearance, blurted out

the whole story of that day which she had spent alone, and

the three days that followed. She neither spoke nor wept,

but stood looking at the man, whose voice, before that look,

died away till it was nothing but a whisper. She stood there,

for a very long time, looking at that silent white-faced young

man. Then, very slowly, walking on such heavy feet as the

dead might use if, after many years of waiting, of numbed,

dumb and anguished pain, they might return to us to watch

the little details of our life, Sarah Whitehead, aged in this

life less than twenty years, gathered up her broken dust, her

blood that had turned to stone and, in the space of some

hours, those remains of ruin found themselves once more in

the home of her friends.




In the days and nights that followed, those wrecked and

jagged pieces left by ruin, were drawn together until they

formed some kind of despairing prison for a huge world of

primitive chaos wherein no form existed, only a period of

huge clots of darkness followed by an universe of mad and

chattering light that had once been empty waiting sunlight.

Then, slowly, her whole being would be invaded by some

huge and formless bulk, growing vaster as it loomed out

of the blackness and the light, until both blackness and light

were blotted out. Then after an aeon that existed not in time,

that huge bulk would shrink until it was nothing but a small

helpless creature, emitting a terrible broken crying, a hopeless,

helpless whimpering as it was torn to pieces. But no

sound from that crying reached the world beyond, for the



prison that entombed it was too strong, and that prison

longed to break, but could not. Yet I have heard that

sound raising itself, amid the little tumults of the dust, the

lip-clicks of worms that are soon to transform themselves

into the speech, and the kiss of mankind; although the busy

dusty world is too deafened by the sound of the machines

that it has made for the trapping and murdering of time to

listen to those sounds that are clear as the songs of angels.




At eight o’clock every morning, Sarah Whitehead would

make her way to the Bank, to wait for her brother. She had

been left as destitute as any scarecrow in the fields, but she

never knew this; for Alderman Birch, we are told, ‘was a

true friend to her, and allowed her a small annuity, which

was regularly paid to her every week by a lady in the city,

who kindly undertook the office to save her the trouble of

going out of the city to the house of her benefactor. Her existence

depended entirely on the bounty of friends. In a dress of

sable, with painted face, and head enveloped with a sort of

coronet fancifully decked out with streamers of black crape,

and a reticule hung on her arm, she daily attended at the

Bank, where she continued loitering about for hours, waiting

for her brother, under the belief that he was still employed

in the establishment.’




The Governors of the Bank, overcome with pity for her

misery, and knowing her condition would have been destitute

were it not for the compassion of Alderman Birch and

one or two other friends, very frequently gave her money;

and so did everyone else who worked at the Bank; but at

last, owing to this kindness on their part, her unhappy mad

brain conceived the idea that they were trying to keep her out

of immense sums of money. She began to make scenes at the

Bank, and these, taking place in business hours, became in

the end so painful that the authorities were obliged to forbid

her to come to the Bank for a time. They did this very



unwillingly, since they were full of pity for her; and, as soon

as she had promised to be quieter in her behaviour, she was

allowed to come again, and could be seen haunting the Bank

as before. Only once did she forget her promise, and that

was when, walking up to the Lord Rothschild of that time,

in the Stock Exchange, she accused him violently of trying

to rob one so forlorn as herself and, declaring that he had

defrauded her of her whole fortune, she demanded the

£2,000 which he had stolen from her. Looking at her with

compassion, Lord Rothschild took a half-crown from his

pocket, and said, gently, ‘There, then, take that, and don’t

bother me now; I’ll give you the other half tomorrow.’ She

thanked him quietly and gratefully, and went away without

another word.




Every day, for twenty-five years, this ghost might have

been seen waiting for that other and beloved ghost, at one

or another of the chop-houses near the Bank, for, although

he was long in returning, he must come to her soon, she

thought. If one, richer than herself, offered her a glass of

brandy, she would accept it with a grateful look, but silently;

then, having drunk the brandy she would creep out again

into Threadneedle Street, to wait for her brother there. For

twenty-five years this life of hope continued, but then the appearance

of the Bank Nun began to change. Perhaps some

ray of dreadful piercing light had pierced the inner darkness

of her mind. In any case, though she was now only between

fifty-five and sixty years of age, she broke very fast. One

day, some time before her death, she did not go to the Bank

as usual; and from that time, until she was laid in her grave,

her brother, had he come to the Bank to meet her, would

have found no faithful loving ghost awaiting him. Something

in that ghost had broken, was lost.




This was one of the tales of heaven, hidden in the guise

of despair, that I heard rising from the dust, and broken or



muffled by that deadness. Who knows, that some strange

gesture, some remembered look, may not recall the soul to

these mummies lying under the ruins of time, though the

dust mutters: ‘Egyptian ingenuity was more unsatisfied,

continuing their bodies in sweet consistencies to assist the

return of their souls. But all was vanity, feeding the wind,

and folly. Egyptian mummies, which Cambyses or time hath

spared, avarice now consumeth. Mummy is become merchandise,

Mizraim cureth wounds, and Pharaoh is sold for

balsam.’













[1]



‘List of Theatrical Properties’, Tatler, No 42.













[2]



Do You Speak Chimpanzee? published by Messrs Routledge.











2
 Ancients and Ornamental Hermits







‘Mummies were of several kinds,’ we learn, ‘and all were of

great use in magnetic medicines. Paracelsus enumerates six

kinds of mummies: the first four, only differing in the composition

used by different peoples for preserving their dead,

are the Egyptian, Arabian, Hirasphatos, and Libyan. The

fifth mummy of peculiar power was made from criminals

that had been hanged, for from such there is a gentle siccedion,

that expungeth the watery humours without destroying

the oil and spirituall which is cherished by the heavenly

luminaries, and strengthened continually by the affluence

and impulses of the celestial spirits, whence it may be called

by the name of constellated or celestial mummy. The sixth

kind of mummy was made of corpuscles or spiritual effluences

radiated from the living body; though we cannot get

very clear ideas on this head, respecting the manner in which

they were caught.’ (Medicine, Disuetatica, or Sympathetica,

from Paracelsus.) Our first spiritual effluences, our first

mummy-made medicine, shall be physic made from those

who showed their eccentricity by their unnatural persistence

in retaining the appearance of life, and from those who,

whilst in this life, mimic’d mortality.




Of these two strongly opposed races of the Dead, the first

was deeply affected by the moon. At every waxing or waning

of the moon over the countryside, a faint whispering as of

drowsy complaining nightingales might be heard, for the

ancients were dying under the strange influence of the moonlight.

Some were brightening into eternal glory with the full

moon, others were waning and being born again with the

new moon, whilst their ancient dust sank into a mossy green



fresh grave. For the planet has a strange influence. Ambrose

Paré believed that the danger of contagion from the plague

is nearer to all men at the time of the full moon, whilst,

according to Pliny, the fourth day of the moon determines

the wind of the month. The growth of the moon, if we may

believe Gellius, enlarges the eyes of cats, and onions bud at

the decrease of the moon, and wither whilst she grows—a

sinister and unnatural vegetation which induced the people

of Pelusium to avoid their use. Ants, we are told by Pliny,

never perform their work whilst the moon is about to

change. Aristotle is convinced that the time for earthquakes

is when the new moon is born, and that under the strange

and drowsy influence of this light (which is nourished by

the sound and the ripples of rivers, as the sun draws its

strength from the sea), those sleepers who lie beneath its

beams grow drowsier still, whilst the moon corrupts all slain

carcasses she shines upon. He is confirmed in this matter by

Van Helmont, who assures us that a wound inflicted by

moonlight is most difficult to heal. Shepherds must pray to

the moon, for according to Galen ‘all animals that are born

when the moon is falciform, or at the half-quarter, are weak,

feeble, and short-lived, whereas those that are dropped at the

full moon are healthy and vigorous’.




In the house in the wood, where the moonlight shines

green through the leaves, and there is no sound excepting for

the little drowsy household noises dying away into silence,

the cook will warn you that meat hung in the moonlight

soon becomes rotten. Far away, amongst other and very

different trees, wild races, the Arabs and the Egyptians and

the Negroes in the West Indies, fear sleeping in the moonlight.

Many a careless Negro, if we may believe Lieutenant

Burton, after sleeping under the light of the full moon, has

risen to find that one half of his face is by no means the

same colour as the other half of his face; nor does this strange



metamorphosis fade with the moon; on the contrary, many

months must pass before both sides of that dark face are of

the same colour once more. With these records of the moon’s

evil influence in our mind, we cannot be surprised that the

researches of a certain Dr Moseley led him to the conclusion

that persons in extreme old age wane into death at the time

of the full or the new moon.




Amongst other aged quivering nightingale-like voices

complaining from the white nodding cottages on this drowsy

night of the full moon, we may hear the ghosts of the bones

of old Mr John de la Smet, who died, aged one hundred and

thirty years, in 1766; of Mr George King, aged also one

hundred and thirty years, who died at the same time; of Mr

John Taylor, whose age was the same, and who died in

1767; of Mr William Beattie whose death took place in 1774;

Mr John Watson who died in 1778; Mr Robert MacCride,

who died in 1780; and Mr William Ellis who trembled into

dust in 1780. All these ancient persons reached the age of

one hundred and thirty years, and then sank into a greenish

dust under the light of the full moon, whilst Mr Peter

Garden lived to the age of one hundred and thirty-one, and

died in 1775. Mrs Elizabeth Merchant died at the age of one

hundred and thirty-three, in 1761; Mrs Catherine Noon,

white and ghostlike, faded in 1763, at the age of one hundred

and thirty-six. Mr William Leland, and the ancient Countess

of Desmond, died in 1732, aged one hundred and forty, and

old Mrs Louisa Trusco beat the lot by crumbling into dust

at the age of one hundred and seventy-five, in the year

1780.




I am told that the eighteenth century was remarkable for

the age and darkness of the full-leaved shady mulberry trees

and fig trees, and it may be that this century was fortunate

also in bringing its ancients into a sleepy plenitude of time.

But there was an earlier shady old person named Thomas



Parr, who was, I believe, painted by Rubens when he was a

hundred and forty years old, whose age and prowess was

celebrated in verse by John Taylor, the water poet, and who

died on the 15th of November, 1635, at the age of one hundred

and fifty-two. In spite of the unsuitable sprightliness of

his later years, he was buried in Westminster Abbey.




John Taylor tells us that ‘the Right Hon. Thomas Earl

of Arundel and Surrey, Earl Marshal of England, etc., being

lately in Shropshire to visit some lands and manors which

his lordship holds in that country, or for some other occasions

of importance, the report of this aged man was certified to

his honour, who, hearing of so remarkable a Piece of Antiquity,

his lordship was pleased to see him, and in his

innate, noble and Christian piety, he took him into his

charitable tuition and protection; commanding a litter and

two horses (for the more easy carriage of a man so enfeebled

and worn with age) to be provided for him; also, that a

daughter-in-law of his (named Lucy) should likewise attend

him, and have a horse of her own riding with him; and to

cheer up the old man, and make him merry, there was an

antique-faced fellow, called Jack, or John the Fool, with a

high and mighty no-beard, that had also a horse for his

carriage. These were all to be brought out of the country to

London by easie journeys, the charges being allowed by his

lordship; and likewise one of his honour’s own servants,

named Brian Kelly, to ride on horseback with them, and to

attend and defray all manner of reckoning and expenses; all

which was done accordingly.’




The journey was not by any means devoid of incident,

for the ‘rabble’ was so intent on seeing the Piece of Antiquity

that he was nearly smothered. We hear that ‘at Coventry he

was most opprest; for they came in such multitudes to see the

old man, that those who defended him were almost quite

tyred and spent, and the aged man in danger to have been



stifled’. However, after several excitements of this kind, the

cortège reached London.




Mr Parr married for the first time when he was eighty; and

marriage after that became a habit with him, though there

was an occasion when, owing no doubt to an oversight, he

was made to do public penance, at the age of one hundred

and five, for omitting this ceremony. The ghostlike Piece of

Antiquity, fading like the moon in summer daylight stood,

on this occasion, wrapped in a white sheet at the church

door. But I am afraid the ancient and rattling-boned gallant

rather gloried in this fall from grace, for he certainly boasted

about it to King Charles I. Afterwards, he married again,

this time at the age of a hundred and twenty, and his wife,

whose maiden name was Catherine Milton, presented him

with a child. He was, at that time of his life, ‘employed in

threshing and other husbandry work’, and his portrait shows

a rather noble windformed head and beard—the face,

indeed, of a sylvan Jupiter, wrinkled and brown like the

trunk of a fig tree.




Two other remarkable ancients were the Countess of

Desmond, whose death, at the age of one hundred and forty

years, seems to have been less the result of age, or even of the

full moon, than the result of climbing an apple tree—and

falling from this, amidst a shower of glistening apples; and

Mr Henry Jenkins, who died in 1670, at the age of one

hundred and sixty-nine.




In spite of his remarkable career, Mr Jenkins had, perhaps

from fatigue, elected to die, humbly on the day of the new

moon, instead of surrounded by the splendours of the full

moon. Mrs Anne Saville, of Bolton, Yorkshire, who knew

him well, remembered that one day when this venerable

person came to beg from her, he confided in her that he

remembered the Battle of Flodden Field with great distinctness.

King Henry VIII was not there, he informed the



tongue-tied Mrs Saville, for he was in France; the Earl of

Surrey was General. When Mrs Saville recovered from the

not unnatural astonishment into which she was thrown by

this confidence on the part of Mr Jenkins, she asked for more

details about Flodden Field and Mr Jenkins’ age at the time

of the battle. ‘I was between ten and twelve,’ that remarkable

old gentleman assured her, ‘for I was sent to Northallerton

with a horse-load of arrows, but they sent a bigger boy from

thence to the army with them.’




As the battle of Flodden Field was fought on September

the ninth, 1513, and Mr Jenkins was now approaching his

death, which took place on December the eighth, 1670, Mrs

Saville felt she would like to inquire into the truth of Mr

Jenkins’ memories. Might they not, indeed, have been born

from some trance of age, some sleep like death? But, in the

course of her inquiries, she discovered that four or five

ancient men of the same period, all of whom were over a

hundred years of age, remembered Mr Jenkins when they

were boys of a bird’s-nesting age; and he was already an

extremely aged person when they knew him first. Mr

Jenkins’ activities, it seemed, were many: he was, for instance,

an extremely lively and garrulous witness in a law

case between Messrs. Smithson and Anthony Clark at Kettering

in the year 1665, when he, Mr Jenkins, was a labourer of

the age of one hundred and fifty-seven years. And his biographer

tells us, in an ecstasy of admiration, that this vivacious

old person spent the last century of his life as a fisherman,

and might frequently have been seen swimming in the

rivers, with his beard spreading like weeds among the

ripples.




These, then, are our ‘mummies made medicine’, who now

are dying, nodding away into nothingness, in the calm light

of the full moon. No longer can they be soothed into sleep,

or lulled into an ever more peaceful dream, by medicines



more ancient than themselves—such as the thousand-year-old

Arabian draught,[1] made of ‘Cinnamon, common pepper,

juice of poppies, dried roses, water germander, rape seed,

Illyrian iris, agaric, opobalsam, myrrh, saffron, ginger, rhaponticum,

cinquefoil, calamint, horehound, stone parsley,

cassidary, costus, white and long pepper, dittany,

flowers of sweet rush, male frankincense, turpentine,

mastrich, black cassia, spikenard, flowers of poley, storax,

parsley seed, shepherd’s pouch, bishopsweed, ground pine,

juice of hypocristus, Indian leaf, spignel, gentian, anise,

Jenvel seed, Lemmian earth, roasted calchetis, amomum,

sweet flag, balsamum, Pontic valerian, St John’s wort,

acacia, carrot seed, galbanum, sagapen, bitumen, aposonax,

castor, centaury, clematis, attic honey, and Falernian wine’.

Even this recipe, nearly as long as the years they had passed,

could not save them, nor could they be cured of the Melancholy

and the Falling Evil by the use of figs, so strongly

recommended by Dr Boleyn, that relative of the late Queen

Anne Boleyn, who practised in the reign of Queen Mary and

advocated the use of these fruits in his Book of Simples. For

the ancients were as mummy-like as the sweet, overripe, and

shrunken figs, and their sinews, shrunken by age, could not

have their strength renewed by this prescription, given in the

Book of Knowledge (1687): ‘Take young swallows out of

their nests, by number twelve, rosemary tops, bay leaves,

lavender tops, strawberry leaves, of each a handful: cut off

the long feathers of the swallows’ wings and tails, put them

into a stone mortar, and lay the herbs upon them, and beat

them into pieces, guts, feathers, bones and all; then mix them

with three pounds of hogs’ grease, and set it in the sun a

month together, then boil it up and strain it and keep the

ointment, and anoint the place grieved.’ In vain, too, had

these ancient persons eaten swallows, which according to the



Pharmacopoeia of 1654 clear the sight like fresh dew falling

upon the eyes.




These remedies were useless to them, and so were the

remedies administered to their Saxon grandfathers a

thousand years ago, for such disabilities as ‘wens at a man’s

heart’, which were cured by cucumbers and radish, and the

small rape, and garlic and southernweed, and cinquefoil

and pepper, and honey unsodden; or ‘warty eruptions’,

which were cured by the following recipes: according to the

first prescription you must ‘make several little wafers, such

as a man offereth with, and write these names on each

wafer: “Maximanus, Malchus, Johannes, Martianus, Dionysius,

Constantinus, Serefian”; then again, one must sing to

charm, which is hereinafter mentioned, first into the left ear,

then into the right ear, then above the man’s poll; then let

one who is a maiden go to him and hang it upon his neck, do

so for three days, it will soon be well with him.’ If you were

unconvinced by the efficacy of this prescription, you might

‘wring the nethermost part of cowslip and of hollow fumitory

into the nostrils, and make the man lie on his back for

a good while’.




These remedies were of no use to Mr Jenkins and Mr

Parr and those other ancients who had passed a century of

life. But still, in dark caves in the forests, and small white

cottages amidst a world of orchard leaves, simple-gatherers

are compounding remedies for those rare cases where women

grow dumb from any cause but death—taking pennyroyal

and rubbing it into dust, winding it into wool and laying it

under the woman; whilst, for dim eyes, they took green rue,

pounded it small, washed it with ‘dumbledores’ ’ (humble-bees’)

honey, and lay it on the eyes. As for those unfortunate

persons who suffered from ‘ill humours on the neck’, the

wise women took halswort and woodmarch, the wild chervil



and strawberry plants, and stitchwort and tree holly, and

broad bishopsweed and brown wort, all these were gathered

for three nights ‘before summer came to town; of each one

equally much’, then, according to the directions, the patient

must ‘work them to a drink in foreign ale’, and then, on the

night when summer comes to town, he ‘having stayed awake

all night’ (for reasons known to the inventor of this recipe

alone) ‘may drink the first draught, and the second, as he

heard the first cock crow’. He must then remain in a state

of suspense, and, I presume, wakefulness, for a day and a

half, and ‘on the blessed rising of the sun’ take a third dose.

After that, we are told, ‘let him rest himself’.




It was, as we may see, a strenuous matter to preserve

health and life to the age of a hundred and fifty years in the

midst of such prescriptions as these, and such country

dangers as those brought about by birds, who, at any

moment, might fly into your window, seize a golden or a

silver hair from your head, and build a nest from this. Anything

might happen as a consequence of this theft, for ill

fortune was the inevitable result and death a frequent result.




Nor were birds, or wens, or humours on the neck, and

unaccountable dumbness in women, the only dangers which

must be avoided, the only disorders which must be cured,

for groundsel, is seems, would put the gout to flight, even if

it raged like a fire, whilst peony was an infallible cure for

lunacy. Wood chervil, again, proved very useful if an evil

man, through spite, had enchanted another; whilst the herb

heraclea, should one wish to make a long journey through

dark woods, averted any danger of an attack of robbers.




In the lonely houses on the edge of the forests, the housekeeper

and the chattering maids were chanting the following

spell against thieves, whilst the household noises died down,

and there was no light but one fluttering candle:








          

           



Tho sains the house the night,


They that sains it ilk or might.


Saint Bryde and her brate,


Saint Colne and his hat,


Saint Michael and his spear,


Keep the house from the weir;


From running thief,


And burning thief;


And from a’ ill rea


That be the gate can gae.


And from an ill wight


That be the gate can light,


Nine reeds about the house


Keep it all the night.


What is that what I see


So red, so bright, beyond the sea?


’Tis He was piercèd through the hands,


Through the feet, through the throat,


Through the tongue,


Through the liver and the lung;


Well is them that may


Fast on Good Friday.[2]











 



Strangely enough, whilst the virtuous inhabitants of the

houses in the wood were quaking and saying their prayers,

the very robbers, against whose depredations they were interceding,

were holding a prayer-meeting of their own on the

moors, for they believed that they, too, were created for

their own purpose, and had as much right to a well-fed life,

as have wolves, or company-promoters, or any other living

beings who are dependent upon their own efforts and the

sweet trustfulness of sheep.




The prayer they chanted was this:








          

           



He that ordains us to be born


Send us more meat for the morn;


Part of t’ right and part of t’ wrong,


God never let us fast over long.


God be thanked, and our Lady,


All is done that we had ready.











 



Whilst these persons of varying respectability were trying,

in their several ways, to preserve their lives, others, equally,

or more, praiseworthy, were trying to escape the consequences

of being alive. And, in aid of this praiseworthy

desire, certain noblemen and country squires were advertising

for Ornamental Hermits. Nothing, it was felt, could give

such delight to the eye, as the spectacle of an aged person

with a long grey beard, and a goatish rough robe, doddering

about amongst the discomforts and pleasures of Nature.




The Honble Charles Hamilton, whose estate was at Pains’

Hall, near Cobham, Surrey, and who lived in the reign of

King George II, was one of these admirers of singularity and

silence, and, having advertised for a hermit, he built a

retreat for this ornamental but retiring person on a steep

mound in his estate.




This hermitage annoyed Mr Horace Walpole, who

announced that it was ridiculous to set aside a quarter of

one’s garden to be melancholy in: and, indeed, the retreat

seems to have been remarkable more for its discomfort than

for its beauty, for we learn that there was ‘an upper apartment,

supported in part by contorted legs and roots of trees,

which formed the entrance to the cell’. Still, Mr Hamilton

seems to have found no difficulty in procuring the hermit;

and in any case, a professional discomfort was only to be

expected by the hermit, who, according to the terms of the

agreement, must ‘continue in the hermitage seven years,

where he should be provided with a Bible, optical glasses, a

mat for his feet, a hassock for his pillow, an hourglass for



his timepiece, water for his beverage, and food from the

house. He must wear a camlet robe, and never, under any

circumstances, must he cut his hair, beard, or nails, stray

beyond the limits of Mr Hamilton’s grounds, or exchange

one word with the servant.’ If he remained without breaking

one of these conditions, in the grounds of Mr Hamilton for

seven years, he was to receive, as a proof of Mr Hamilton’s

admiration and satisfaction, the sum of seven hundred

pounds. But if, driven to madness by the intolerable tickling

of the beard, or the scratching of the camlet robe, he broke

any of the conditions laid down, he was not to receive a

penny! It is a melancholy fact that the Ornamental Hermit

stayed in his retreat for exactly three weeks!




But a gentleman living near Preston, Lancashire, had

better luck with his hermit. He had advertised in the papers,

offering a salary of £50 a year for life, to any man who

would live for seven years underground, without seeing

any human being, and without cutting his hair, beard, toe-nails,

or finger-nails. The advertisement was answered

immediately, and the happy advertiser prepared an apartment

underground which, as Mr Timbs assures us, was

‘very commodious, with a cold bath, a chamber organ, as

many books as the occupier pleases, and provisions served

from the gentleman’s own table’. The ornamental occupant

bloomed, unseen, in this retreat for the space of four years.

But, unseen as he was, it is a little difficult to guess what

pleasure his employer can have got out of the matter.




The aged were not alone in answering these advertisements,

or inserting advertisements of their own; for the

following notice appeared in the Courier for January the

eleventh, 1810: ‘A young man, who wishes to retire from

the world and live as a hermit, in some convenient spot in

England, is willing to engage with any nobleman or gentleman

who may be desirous of having one. Any letter directed



to S. Laurence (post paid), to be left at Mr Otton’s, No. 6

Coleman Lane, Plymouth, mentioning what gratuity will

be given, and all other particulars, will be duly attended.’




The mention of the gratuity sounds a little mercenary, and

I do not know what answers Mr S. Laurence received. Nor

do I know what was the social position of an Ornamental

Hermit. But I do know that in Blackwood’s Magazine for

April, 1830, Mr Christopher North, in the ‘Noctes Ambrosianae’,

informs us (I dare not think in what spirit or for

what reasons) that the editor of a certain other magazine had

been ‘for fourteen years hermit to Lord Hill’s father, and

sat in a cave in that worthy baronet’s grounds with an hourglass

in his hand, and a beard belonging to an old goat,

from sunrise to sunset, with orders to accept no half-crowns

from visitors, but to behave like Giordano Bruno’.




It is not, I am sorry to say, impossible that this inspiration

on the part of Mr North arose from reading the correspondence

in Notes and Queries for 1810, wherein a gentleman

relates that, on visiting Sir Richard Hill’s country seat at

Hawkstone, he had been shown the hermitage there, inhabited

by a stuffed figure dressed in the proper professional

robe of an Ornamental Hermit, the whole scene being illuminated

by the dimmest of lights.




But this is a painful subject, and it is pleasant to turn to a

certain unpaid Ornamental Hermit, an aged person whose

name is unknown, but who might have been seen tottering

about his garden, in the village of Newton Burgsland, near

Ashby de la Zouch, Leicestershire, any day during the year

1863, and for fifteen years previously. This Ornamental

Hermit was not a professional, but an amateur; he was his

own master, and, I regret to say, lived comfortably, enjoyed

a good dinner, a glass of beer, and a pipe; yet, in spite of

these blots on his character as a hermit, he claimed that he

was entitled to the name, as ‘True Hermits, throughout the



ages, have been the abettors of freedom’; and it must be said

that he conformed to the hermit ideal in sporting a very

venerable appearance, and a long white beard. This ancient

body was incurably interested in symbolization, and carried

this interest so far that he possessed twenty hats, and twelve

suits of clothes, in order that each might ‘bear a strange

device’.




These suits and hats were all addressed, with proper

respect, by names bestowed upon them by their owner, and I

cannot do better than give the reader a few examples of both

names and emblems.

