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  Foote was a fine fellow in his way . . . irresistible . . .


  and the world is really impoverished by his sinking glories:


  I would have his life written with diligence




  Dr Johnson




   




   




   




  I blame Lee Hall.




   




  It was his idea.




   




   




  and Andy Sibbald.
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  A SHORT CURTAIN SPEECH FROM THE AUTHOR AT THE FOOTLIGHTS




  

    

      

        

          ‘I have nothing against your right leg . . . the trouble is, neither have you.’




           




          Peter Cook and Dudley Moore, The Tarzan Sketch


        


      


    


  




  Foote had two legs to begin with. He was born with the full set and may have been buried with both when he was interred, clandestinely and at night as it turned out, in the

  cloisters of Westminster Abbey. Well-to-do amputees of the Georgian era were sometimes reunited with their long-lost limbs, especially embalmed by surgeons for the purpose so that they might meet

  their Maker with full symmetry, if not with grace. It was a similarly literalist view of the afterlife that had inspired Westminster Abbey in the eighteenth century to start reuniting in death the

  celebrated writers and actors of the age. They were shunted together in an area soon dubbed ‘Poets’ Corner’, as if to add to the country’s cavalcade of kings a classical

  pantheon of nation-builders. Or simply for a hellishly convivial afterlife.




  The one-legged comedian Samuel Foote was smuggled as close to Poets’ Corner as his friends dared. But his burial was a hushed and hugger-mugger affair. By 1776 Foote’s name may have

  been one of the most celebrated in the English-speaking world, but by the time of his death in late 1777 he was more notorious than famous. He died only months after the conclusion of two of the

  most scandalous trials of the eighteenth century, in both of which he played major roles and in one of which he faced a charge of ‘sodomitical assault’. This is why you may not have

  heard of him. Like Oscar Wilde a century later – another dandy-wit and epigrammatist-playwright ruined by an accusation of homosexuality – Foote’s posthumous reputation was

  destroyed by slur and prejudice. Unlike Wilde, though, Foote had initially been supported by the establishment, even by the King. All support vanished, however, in the wake of his last, disastrous

  performances at the Haymarket and his sudden death. ‘He sacrific’d friends and foes to a joke,’ David Garrick wrote to Lady Spencer, in explanation of his absence from

  Foote’s funeral, ‘& so has dy’d very little regretted even by his nearest acquaintance.’1 More memorably, Henry Fielding had

  sneered that Foote died ‘pissed upon with Scorn and Contempt’, and Sheridan was pithier yet: ‘He could never show his face again – nor did he.’




  The career that ended in notoriety had in effect begun there too. Long before he wrote comedies, Foote had come to the attention of the Georgian public as a crime-writer, the chronicler of a

  violent murder within his own family. The crime he wrote about connects the ghoulish business of anatomizing criminals in the eighteenth century and the later interest in Foote’s own anatomy,

  and more widely in the bodies of celebrities themselves: such that, bizarre to relate, the sources for this book include volumes still bound in human skin of one the protagonists (a sentence I feel

  unlikely ever to have cause to write again): the skin of a murderer who was hanged and dissected for his crimes.2 Crime and criminal trials being the other

  theatrical sideshow to the birth of modern metropolitan culture, perhaps it was to be expected that Samuel Foote had been a lead player in those too.




  Comedy, as they say, is all about pain.




  Pro’leg/omenon. The first questions asked of authors are regularly the most pertinent.




  Was ‘Foote’ Samuel’s real name, or was this a stage-name in reference to his leg amputation? It was real. He suffered plenty of jokes about it after, as Dr Johnson put it,

  ‘the Depeditation of Mr Foote’.




  Was the Tarzan Sketch, performed by Peter Cook and Dudley Moore, based on the story of Samuel Foote? Probably so. For anyone who has missed this comedy classic, put down this book

  – temporarily – and have your life ‘improved by laughter’, as Foote once put it. There’s always YouTube. Pete and Dud knew the works of Samuel Foote and the singular

  physicality at the core of many of his later stage routines. Foote cast himself a number of times in scenes in which ‘two legs would be considered the minimum requirement’, and the

  sketch, which originated at Cambridge in a 1960 undergraduate Footlights revue when Pete was studying eighteenth-century French drama, indubitably has as its ancestor Samuel Foote. Did Foote really

  escape through the trap-door of the Haymarket after giving his shocked audience a Wilkesian rodomontade on liberty and sexual freedom, then attempt to run away to France but die in Dover, waiting

  for the ferry? (A story that gave me my first laugh at Foote’s expense, as told to me by a fellow actor long into his anecdotage.) No. The real story is rather better, in its way, more tragic

  and more political. The descent of Foote’s myth, though, via the lore of old actors is one triumph of oral history over recondite fact, and is not the less telling of the style and reputation

  of the man for being more darn than sock.




  Why should a man once famous enough to be represented by a simple icon – a foot – be forgotten now? A coiner of comedies for one-legged actors and the original

  celebrity-impressionist, Foote must own some of the authorship of his own obscurity. ‘Few things are as fleeting as a joker’s reputation,’ wrote one early chronicler of Foote,

  ‘the jest may survive, but the jester is usually forgotten’; and an impressionist’s reputation falls faster than any into oblivion because it relies on the celebrity of the

  victims as much as the impersonator. Added to this, Foote’s famous name became a whispered one in the immediate aftermath of his scandal-palled death. Neither, it should be said, are his

  plays very funny any more. His thirty-odd comedy ‘afterpieces’ relied heavily on the inwit of a celebrity-impressionist rather than writerly skills per se and only a few

  remained popular into the nineteenth century. If his ribaldry sings out still in the names of his creations – Sir Archy McSarcasm, the priapic Harry Humper or one-legged Sir Luke Limp –

  their lines, regrettably, now ring hollow. So relax. To trawl through the works of Samuel Foote would do him, me and you poor service: to write about comedy, as Foote allowed, is tougher even than

  making people laugh.




  This is instead a cyclorama of mid-eighteenth-century London viewed from the unique vantage point of a one-legged master of ceremonies, a man of breathtakingly catholic experience and larrikin

  good humour; a tale told by an actor. The masks over the proscenium arch, however, are not so much comedy and tragedy as comedy and crime – the twin fascinators of eighteenth-century

  discourse and intrinsic to the story of Foote. How Samuel Foote lost his leg and thereby gained a royal licence for a theatre – one of only three such Theatres Royal in the whole history of

  the London stage – is one subject of his play. The supporting cast of friends – from Dr Johnson, David Garrick, Henry Fielding, Joshua Reynolds and Benjamin Franklin to John Hunter, the

  Duchess of Kingston and everyone from Peg Woffington to George III – lend a certain metropolitan élan to this panorama of Theatreland: Samuel Foote’s scapegrace London

  on the cusp of modernity. How a man of such singular anatomy could be at the centre of one of the most sensational buggery trials in British history – a subject of hilarious conjecture at the

  time, wiping the American Declaration of Independence off the London papers for many months – turns out to be a story less of perplexing balance than of shocking brutality and prejudice. It

  is also viewed afresh here through the recently discovered and uncomfortably explicit first-hand trial records, and new evidence that, in one instance, justice may have been thwarted by greater

  powers. How Foote came to be on trial in Westminster Hall straight after the errant Duchess of Kingston had been arraigned in the same building in a grand state trial for bigamy is a tale of

  further legal prejudice and sexual intrigue. It has, of course, some resonance with the scandal that ended Oscar Wilde’s career, though Foote’s story turns out to be tellingly

  different, not least in the establishment’s reaction to his trial. Yet in key regards he is indeed ‘the Oscar Wilde of the eighteenth century’, as he is sometimes called: with his

  fame, personality and tragic trajectory illuminating uncomfortable truths about his era and his posthumous allure inextricably linked to his downfall. Instead it is the question of why

  Londoners should turn their attention to scandal, celebrity and laughter through 1776, when they might have paid closer attention to events in America, that begs our attention as well as forging

  both backdrop and cacophonous noises-off to Foote’s tragi-comedy. Appropriately enough then this is the story of the man who coined the phrase ‘Tea Party’ – a rallying cry

  at Boston harbour in 1773 – though Foote used it as an irreverent circumvention of the London censors: he sold tickets for tea, and added a scurrilous satire on the side. So now, finally, he

  is having the last laugh, as the unexpected godfather of an American reactionary movement, which, given his other reputation as sexual deviant and reckless satirist, would surely give him cause to

  smirk.




  This is not, therefore, a literary biography in the usual sense, but an exploration of a myth of personality, Samuel Foote’s, in an age when the idea was born and personal narratives of

  self-invention were first floated on the marketplace of fame as going concerns. It is a story of comedy and criminality, of rakes and revolutions, lowlifes and high art, cottaging and kings, and of

  the brave new world of London: the world’s original anonymous metropolis. Foote used his off-stage dramas, in prescient style, to publicize himself. Consequently his centre-stage role in the

  first perfect media storm has some claim to be the proper prologue to modern celebrity and therefore, in a sense, to modernity. But beyond that, we who please to live and live to please, as Dr

  Johnson remarked, have also the simple benediction of storytelling, and Foote’s is a bloody good story to tell. And it has been lost only for reasons that are indeed themselves worth

  telling.




  Most jokes in this book are not Foote’s, though many are original to the eighteenth century. Any errors or lack of taste are generally mine.




  



  




  SCENES FROM AN ACTOR’S LIFE




  



  




  ACT ONE
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  COFFEE-HOUSE COMEDIAN




  

    

      

        

          It is the faculty of laughter alone that distinguishes Man from all other creatures




           




          

            

              Joseph Addison, coffee-house wit1


            


          


        


      


    


  




  LEICESTER FIELDS, LONDON, 1741. The two feet that emerge from the sedan chair, expensively shod in

  buckled shoes, hit the gravel and sea-coal ash of the square, most likely closely followed by a cane. These feet, and the short legs above them, are those of a young man who does not need to be

  carried the half-mile from the Fleet prison – via Temple Bar and across the pebbles of Covent Garden piazza, up Long Acre towards Panton Street – though perhaps his costly buckled shoes

  do.




  Dandily attired in lace and pea-green silk, the young law student, newly released from his second spell in gaol, was pointed at by those who noted him – the royal servants, hawkers and

  artisans who frequented Leicester Fields. But this was not for reasons of his dress. Samuel Foote, twenty-one-year-old youngest son of a Truro lawyer and a Worcestershire heiress, was notorious in

  London neither for his dress sense, eye-catching though it was, nor his unusual lineage. Rather he was notorious, all but instantly in March 1741, for his writings, his profiting by them and for

  his debts.




  Sam encouraged his fellow London law-students to introduce him around the West End as ‘the young Gentleman whose uncle has been hanged for the murder of his

  brother’, a presentation that, it was said, ‘had great success and caused much amusement’.2 Crime pays, in terms of urban notoriety. It

  pays especially well if a crime links troubling themes in revolutionary times, offering a story such as Foote’s newly published account of his uncle’s murder. The crimes he wrote about

  in his bestselling Genuine Account (two editions in March and April 1741) describe the first circle of his notoriety. They were crimes of vicious animosity between brothers –

  Sam’s uncles – and across declensions of class: a story of an interminable law case involving altered codicils, entails upon estates and abusive marriages. It was a story about land,

  sex, class, murder, dissections and insanity, and it was set against a naval backdrop, aboard a hulking man-o’-war at sea. Little wonder, then, that young Sam Foote’s account, as nephew

  and heir to murderer and murderee, outsold the sheet-music for the newly composed ‘Rule, Britannia’.3 Foote’s story was similarly rousing

  and sea-salted, and addressed equally contemporary anxieties of what constituted Britishness, manliness, honour and identity. It also paid just well enough to keep him, erratically, out of

  debtors’ prison through his very early twenties. Just.




  The twin nexi of Foote’s London, a city on the cusp of modernity that he came to know in the early 1740s when he, too, was just on the edge of adulthood, were the Fleet prison on what is

  now Farringdon Street, and Leicester Fields, later Square, where he took lodgings when and if he could afford them. The story of his crime bestseller, which rescued him from debt, and of his two

  abodes set the scene for the opening of his bizarre and unique career, which straddled notoriety and celebrity, showbusiness and crime, respectable fashionability and life beyond the Pale. It could

  only have happened in London.




  §




  Foote had first used his lodgings in Panton Street, just off Leicester Fields, when he was an Oxford undergraduate, but he had them full-time from 1741 onwards and lived there

  when he was not in prison, which he was, twice, over the course of that year. One of the most vibrant areas of mid-eighteenth-century London, Leicester Fields was an area in

  almost constant flux. The heir to the throne, Frederick, Prince of Wales, had turned Leicester House, on the north side of what would become the square, into a royal residence, but artists and

  writers could still afford to live in the area around it. John Gay had worked in a drapery yards to the south in New Exchange, by the Royal Mews – now Trafalgar Square – before he hit

  the big time with The Beggar’s Opera, a spectacular commercial success that was still playing in London when Foote arrived. William Hogarth was working on sketches that year for what

  would become his Marriage à la Mode sequence of paintings in studios on the west side of the Fields, in sight of Foote’s lodgings. Five minutes away by sedan chair was Bow

  Street. Here Henry Fielding was busy attacking the government in his Grub Street Journal, presiding later as magistrate from his own front room, arraigning, among other miscreants, the

  itinerant ne’er-do-well Giacomo Casanova while simultaneously working on drafts of Shamela and later Tom Jones. Bow Street was also where the actors Charles Macklin, David

  Garrick and Peg Woffington – the original Polly Peachum in the Dublin production of The Beggar’s Opera – all had lodgings. It was an area for artists and writers of every

  school, for newcomers to London, for those who sought the oxygen of creativity and attention even in the fug of a malodorous city.




  The young Cornishman was very quickly taken up by Covent Garden society. He was instantly conspicuous, soon enough notorious, and he was dazzlingly funny. Even in an age that had yet to discover

  minimalism in men’s fashion, Foote stood out as a miniature peacock. What he lacked in physical grace – he was said to have a formless face and low-slung gait – he made up for

  with his ebullient presence, his many voices and his clothes. He owned, for instance, one suit in ‘birds eye orange’ lined with pea-green satin, one of spotted velvet, another of

  ‘striped strawberry coloured corded silk with spangl’d buttons’ and, eccentrically, a whole suit made entirely of brown beaver.4 So attired, he soon became recognized around Covent Garden, as well one might. Descriptions of the young blade as ‘one of the most distinguished wits who frequented the

  coffee-houses’5 rarely fail to mention that he was also ‘one of the greatest of the beaux even in those days of general overdress’. Those

  who first met him were almost invariably bowled over, even if, as was the case with Samuel Johnson, they had determined beforehand to disapprove because of his fast-acquired reputation as a

  reprobate.




  

    

      The first time I ever was in company with Foote [as Johnson recalled of this period] having no good opinion of the fellow, I was resolved not to be pleased, and it is very

      difficult to please a man against his will. I went on eating my dinner pretty sullenly, affecting for a long time not to mind him, but the dog was so very comical, that I was obliged to lay

      down my knife and fork and throw myself back in my chair and fairly laugh it out. No sir, there was no avoiding it: the fellow was irresistible.6


    


  




  Foote was, according to Dr Johnson, a one-off. Where James Boswell, who knew Foote slightly later, was always equivocal, in awe of Foote’s wit but shocked by his insouciant amorality,

  Johnson merely observed that he was funny: ‘Foote has the greatest range for his wit,’ the doctor remarked simply, ‘he never lets truth stand between him and jest, though he is

  sometimes mighty coarse.’7 Later he claimed, ‘He has no principles and is governed neither by good manners nor discretion and very little by

  affection. But for a broad laugh,’ and here the doctor would smile at recollection of it, ‘I must confess the scoundrel has no fellow.’8




  A great capital is a constellation of friendships as well as ideas, and London, as Foote discovered it, afforded an extraordinary array of both, all within easy access of his occasional

  Leicester Fields home. For a witty and attention-seeking young man, one of mixed fortune and fissured fame, as he would prove to be, it was easy to establish himself in a city that seemed as open

  to new people as it was to new ideas, a city stretched, challenged and enlivened by waves of ambitious new immigrants. The cast list of those who came, and prospered, and knew

  Foote is still recognizable in part. They enter the stage haphazardly over Foote’s first months and years as a young man about town, sometimes walking centre-stage to greet him, sometimes

  merely walking past the stage-cloth, brief early cameos that may or may not lead to further life in Foote’s drama.




  His Panton Street lodgings were between an alley where Jonathan Swift had once cowered from gangs of ruffians and the studios of portraitist Thomas Hudson and his new apprentice, Joshua

  Reynolds. West Country boys both, new to London and to adult life, Reynolds and Foote would become firm friends. Foote was also soon spending time with the half-French jeweller based in Covent

  Garden, Lambert Lacam; he died young and was buried with a large idl of his wife painted by another of Foote’s drinking partners of these years, the Irish miniaturist Nathaniel

  Hone.9 James Boswell would later come from Scotland to lodge in Downing Square – now Street – at that time an unprepossessing backwater of

  Whitehall and a cul-de-sac. His introduction to Foote came via Garrick and Johnson, Lichfield men both, and the Ulsterman Charles Macklin, who met Foote at Tom’s coffee-house on Russell

  Street. Benjamin Franklin took lodgings on his return from America in Craven Street and met up with Boswell and later Foote every other Thursday at Davies’s bookstore, below Tom’s, to

  ‘enjoy literary conversation’.10 Boswell’s fellow Scots, the Hunter brothers, John and William, had anatomy practices in Leicester

  Fields and became known to Foote through Reynolds. The Hunters soon moved their business – a practice combining theatre, freak-show and medical demonstration – to Great Windmill Street

  and a building that serves dankly still as the Lyric Theatre’s dressing rooms. Some came to London to make their fortunes, some arrived with them, but for those with means, and a taste for

  novelty and argument, Leicester Fields and Covent Garden provided a scene of expectation and wonder, a blurring of class delineations and upbringing in a fervent search for

  the new. ‘Wine and punch on the table,’ Boswell describes the convivial scene of Foote’s London, ‘some of us smoking pipes . . . [and] a side-board with Welsh rabbits

  [sic] and apple puffs, porter and beer; our reckoning about eighteen pence a head,’ such that Johnson could make the reasonable assertion, of the same occasion, that ‘when a

  man is tired of London, he is tired of life, for there is in London all that Life can afford’. Or so it seemed to its many new inhabitants in the mid-eighteenth century and certainly to the

  young Cornishman Sam Foote.




  When two enterprising contemporaries took it upon themselves to walk all the way around London, keeping countryside in view at all times, it took them seven hours.11 The largest city in the world, and indisputably its richest, was still small enough to be dominated by personalities who became known by sight and voice, not through media. Most

  Londoners knew exactly what members of the royal family looked like, as well as famous actresses and politicians or physically striking men like Dr Johnson or John Wilkes or, soon enough, Samuel

  Foote, pointed out on the street as the infamous author of the Genuine Account. People saw their ‘personalities’ on the street and in person – it was one of the principal

  pleasures of London, an open, homosocial and surprisingly pedestrian city. They saw them not as we do, in frames and in oils, but in all their human and voluble peculiarity. They saw them often

  through the smirched glass of sedan chairs – three hundred of which were available to hire daily from the chair-ranks at St James’s Palace – but just as likely walking in the

  parks, at church or, of course, at the theatre. The age that gave us, via Dr Johnson, the word ‘clubbable’ was perforce an age when London felt small enough to be just that: a club

  – and one not just for men but for the larger-than-life female personalities of the day: actresses like Kitty Clive and Peg Woffington, singers like Susannah Cibber, courtesans like Kitty

  Fisher, all of whom sat for Reynolds and all of whom would become friends or close enemies of Foote. The famous and infamous of London rubbed shoulders closely and frequently,

  even more so than might be the case for those same coteries today.




  So, it was apt that London should give the world its first ‘celebrity-impressionist’ – a man who initially made his name, those first few years in London, through a singular

  skill honed at his parents’ table in Truro and his school in Worcester: a simple but devastatingly accurate talent for mimicry. Sam Foote was first known about town for his gifts as a

  coffee-house comedian, unabashed and unashamed to be introduced as the nephew of ‘the uncle who has been hanged’12 and able to ‘take

  off’ the great names and famous voices of a famously voluble age. His skill was said to be second to none. He watched people, then reproduced their mannerisms and voices instantly. It was

  said he could fool a tapster after hearing one order of drinks from a new acquaintance. Such a skill has probably always been prized. It found a new audience, and a new possibility as a career of

  sorts, in a city that was self-referential, and to some extent self-parodying; a city suddenly obsessed with personality and fame. His fearlessness was soon legendary, too, as he lampooned and

  caricatured people to their faces. Nearly all the meaning, and certainly most of the hilarity of this, is lost to us. But the moment is signal, historically, in the story of London. Samuel Foote

  was soon celebrated around the West End not just as the overdressed author of a crime bestseller, but as the funniest and wittiest man in town, and the most gifted imitator of the famous – in

  the first city and age when such a thing might be possible. A minor claim to fame, maybe, except that it spoke, too, of the first modern metropolis, its signal and prescient interest in

  ‘personality’ and the importance of satire in understanding the British. Foote, debt-ridden law student and briefly gaolbird, first came to the notice of Georgian Londoners by

  impersonating the London famous in West End coffee-houses.




  §




  Just five minutes east of his Panton Street lodgings, around the piazza of Covent Garden, the young Cornishman soon discovered the most fashionable of

  London’s celebrated coffee-houses. The once grandiose piazza homes of aristocrats had been converted, variously, into taverns, brothels, bagnios and shops, and there were rooms to rent up

  once-grand staircases for the purposes that often befall a neighbourhood heading rapidly downhill. An image of Samuel setting foot in Covent Garden is provided by his later friend and biographer,

  William Cooke:




  

    

      In this early part of his life he was what the world called a fine gentleman: and in his morning rambles from the [Leicester] fields towards Covent Garden he

      exhibited a full dress suit, bag wig . . . sword, muff, rings, &c . . . He was fond of dress to the last; but his taste in this was not so correct: he was seldom wholly uniform;

      and took snuff in such quantities, as often rendered him a very slovenly beau. He lived much in taverns, and at public places, in this early part of his life.13


    


  




  Covent Garden was where Foote saw his first professional actors. Rehearsals at the two Theatres Royal were signalled daily by a drum, beaten around the piazza to round up the two companies from

  their digs or coffee-drinking. He could gawp at the great names of the day as they traipsed over the pebbled market square past fruit and flower stalls, doffing hats or curtsying, as appropriate,

  to the crowds, interrupted from whatever distractions of the piazza they had been enjoying till their knell called them to work.




  Young Foote had only to walk across the piazza from west to east, past this actorly roll-call, to reach the coffee-houses: Bedford’s, Button’s, Tom’s and Will’s were all

  on Russell Street, the thoroughfare from the piazza to Drury Lane that is, in a sense, the heart of Theatreland. In 1741 the coffee-houses, even Lloyd’s and Child’s in the City, were

  still open to anyone who could buy coffee, talk well and read deeply. They were not yet private clubs. William Cooke later wrote that Sam was seen ‘pro forma’14 at the Temple and the Inns of Court at this time and even acquired ‘handsome chambers’ there. But there is no record of him as a lawyer. He spent his days and nights instead in Covent Garden’s more easterly coffee-houses, for it was here that new, more artistic and literary reputations were being made. And it is

  here, consequently, that he first enters the record of London wits.




  Of the three great coffee-houses of Russell Street, Tom’s had Foote’s custom at first. It was a seat of the new English radicalism, but also of literary aspiration. Like

  Will’s, where Dryden wrote, Tom’s was a first-floor suite of rooms above a print- and bookshop. The entrance was at 17 Russell Street. The original Tom – Thomas West – had

  thrown himself from the upper window ‘in a delirium’15 nineteen years earlier, but the name had stuck, along with the association of fervid

  partying, disputation and radicalism. The bookseller that traded downstairs, Lewis’s, published Alexander Pope, which was convenient, as Pope wrote and drank his coffee in Tom’s above.

  Mainly, however, Tom’s came alive at night. One foreign writer observed: ‘The best company generally go to Tom’s and Will’s coffee-houses, where there is the best

  conversation til midnight. Here you will see [aristocrats] sitting familiarly and talking with freedom . . . and a stranger tastes with pleasure the universal liberty . . . of the

  English.’




  At Tom’s, as at all the major coffee-houses, there were also newspapers, ‘not only all the foreign prints but the English ones . . . besides papers of morality and party

  dispute’.16 Eventually Tom’s had to be subdivided into a rambunctious café – alive with debate and argument and laughter –

  and a quieter room for readers and for perusal of a growing lending library of books and periodicals. This latter had a subscription book, which was used well into the nineteenth century and

  provides some insight into the bookishness of Foote’s coffee-addict chums. Arthur Murphy, another lawyer-cum-theatrical, signed next to Foote in the subscription book for newspapers, as did

  David Garrick and Samuel Johnson. There were bankers and even scions of dukedoms signing too; the rakehell Earl Percy, friend of Casanova, along with George Colman, the dramatist, the book-loving

  Polish ambassador and Thomas Paine.17 A young aristocrat called Francis ‘Frank’ Delaval signed there too, borrowing

  play scripts. This fast-living and loud-laughing Northumbrian would become one of Foote’s closest friends.




  It was a convivial meeting place. One extant bar tab from this period covers a generous round of ‘46 dishes of chocolate and coffee’ to a total of £1 3s. to which the

  sweet-toothed literati had added an order of ‘34 jelleys [sic] and biscuits at 2s. 3d. extra’. It is unclear who paid. There was a large snuff box, which

  Dryden had owned, in the middle of the upper room. A pinch of communal snuff was the reward for a tale well told, an argument won or a quip well stropped. This ‘snuff of glory’ soon

  became the regular prize of Sam Foote. It was the only free item. Beyond one’s first cup of coffee – served gratis with the penny entry fee – everything at Tom’s cost.




  But it was the Bedford that soon became Foote’s favoured coffee-house. It was the pre-eminent establishment in a city that boasted at the time at least five hundred

  coffee-houses18 but, as Henry Fielding quipped, the Bedford was best known to ‘those Gentlemen to whom Beds are unknown’.19 Frequenters of this ‘emporia of wit’20 included William Hogarth – it seems he and Foote met there – the

  actors Macklin and Murphy, and writers and poets, like William Collins, Alexander Pope and Thomas Sheridan, when he was not in Dublin. Even the diarist Horace Walpole, not usually a man for crowds,

  was often there. Thomas Arne, Drury Lane’s resident composer, met Foote in Bedford’s too, dressed always in velvet, even in the dog-days of 1741’s sticky summer. Newly famous for

  ‘Rule, Britannia’, Arne was fighting in the courts that summer for his copyrights in a landmark case, convincing other authors, Foote soon included, that they had been sold short in

  publishing deals. The fervid, sociable atmosphere of the coffee-houses became the essential fuel for Samuel Foote’s talents and his fame.




  The Bedford, increasingly, was where Foote was to be found every day, ignoring the law studies that supposedly had brought him to London in the first place, and spending money he could ill

  afford. It was on the piazza itself, on the corner of Russell Street, entered from the eastern side of the market through the arcades. If Lloyd’s, Jonathan’s,

  Child’s, Dolly’s Chop House and the Grecian spawned banks and insurance houses, newspapers and a Royal Society respectively, the Bedford, the Grecian, Tom’s and Button’s

  would also found London institutions. They were art salons, discussion shops of the Enlightenment. They were also the cradle of early book and comedy clubs, and, in the course of Foote’s

  story, the site of the first British drama school.




  The Bedford served food late into the night for the post-theatre crowd. As such it has some claim to infamy as the first critics’ circle, the favoured haunt of professional theatre

  reviewers. One paper noted that the Bedford was ‘every day and night crowded with wits . . . jokes and bons mots are echoed from box to box’21 [the wooden seats]; ‘every branch of literature is examined, every performance of the theatre weighed’.22 It was said

  actors and playwrights at Drury Lane and Covent Garden could ascertain the success or failure of their ventures within five minutes of entering the Bedford’s wainscoted rooms after the

  curtain had fallen on opening night. Only a Broadway opening and first-night party, these days, offers such alacrity of damnation. These men of letters and of the theatre (there were

  ladies too, but they were not respectable) could use the Bedford as their postal address. There were rooms to rent by hour or day. One carrel, or booth, was especially reserved for competitive

  punning, another for debate on natural sciences, a third exclusively for actors. As Foote arrived in London in 1741 the ‘eminent natural philosopher’ J. T. Desaguliers had moved from a

  carrel into an upstairs room to give lectures.23 The atmosphere, therefore, hung as thick with intellectual ambition as with tobacco smoke, and the

  wooden panelling did little to lessen the din of the raucous noise of the over-articulate. By late evening, the Bedford became the spill-on bar from the Green Rooms of both Theatres Royal, and this

  favoured haunt of the actors and actresses of Covent Garden and Drury Lane rang to the sound of singing as well as laughter: the first airings of Thomas Arne’s ‘A-Hunting We Will

  Go’, if not, for form’s sake, his new National Anthem, were heard there. And, intriguing to relate, the wainscoting featured ‘window soil-boxes’ lined

  with lead: they may have been window boxes in the usual sense but seem also to have been placed high above the piazza for gentlemen to relieve themselves, rather than offending the crowd below in

  the manner more usual to the age – a ‘London shower’, as it was termed. Foote’s first view, therefore, of the Fielding brothers, Davy Garrick, Thomas Sheridan or, less

  likely, Horace Walpole – the ‘finest wits and men of letters’ of the age – may well have revealed them, from the perspective of the piazza, availing themselves of the

  Bedford’s unusual facilities while whistling Dr Arne’s new ‘Rule, Britannia’.




  The London Spy described the style of Foote’s new Bedford world:




  

    

      like a swarm of rats in a ruinous cheese-store . . . some were scribbling, others talking; some were drinking coffee, some smoking, and some arguing; the whole place stank

      of tobacco like the cabin of a barge . . . long clay pipes, a little fire on the hearth, and over it a huge coffee-pot . . . and . . . a parliamentary ordinance against drinking and the use of

      bad language. The walls were decorated with gilt frames much as a smithy is decorated with horseshoes. In the frames were rarities; phials of a yellowish elixir, favourite pills and

      hair-tonics, packets of snuff, tooth-powder made of coffee-grounds, caramels and cough lozenges . . . had not my friend told me that he had brought me to a coffee-house, I would have regarded

      the place as cabinet of curiosities or as [a fair ground].24


    


  




  On to this peculiar coffee-spattered stage stepped young Foote. He made it an art form to enter a room well. One Dr Barrowby happened to be there the very first time ‘Sammy’ Foote

  came in. He spoke of Foote always afterwards as a ‘young man of extraordinary talents’, and seems to have been one of those many who wanted to believe that behind Foote’s carapace

  of reckless wit and dandy disdain hid a warmth to be discerned by the elect. As another wrote, Foote was ‘a man who . . . possesses a real fund of feeling’.25 Dr Barrowby’s account of Foote’s début at the Bedford, however, is more of mask than man.

  Foote, already a far more dandified character than his Truro mother might have imagined, thus made his first Bedford entrance up the stairs from the piazza:




  

    

      He came into the room, dressed out in a frock suit of green and silver lace with bag-wig, sword, bouquet, and ruffles, and immediately joined the critical circle of the

      upper end of the room. He soon boldly entered into the conversation, and by the brilliancy of his wit, the justness of his remarks, and the unembarrassed freedom of his manners, attracted the

      general notice. The buzz of the room went round:




      ‘Who is he? Whence comes he?!’




      etc which nobody could answer; until, a carriage stopping at the door to take him to the assembly of a lady of fashion, and they learned from the servants that his name was Foote, that he

      was a young Gentleman of Family and of Fortune.26


    


  




  The style is recognizable from his later stage entrances. The servants, it seems, were all primed to speak their parts and the carriage was hired to go nowhere.




  The comedic young law student who entertained the coffee-house crowd soon left a trail of anecdotes in his wake. Some were recorded eventually by his exegete, Cooke, and published as his

  Bons Mots. Others were chronicled by diarists and letter-writers. Whimsy as much as wit to the modern ear, their renown sprang equally from the speed of Foote’s response as from his

  wordplay and his impersonations. But if Foote has an early claim to be ‘the Oscar Wilde of the eighteenth century’, it is because, long before he wrote a play or, indeed, worked on a

  professional stage, he was already famous, as the funniest man in London. As instance, one late night at the Bedford one of the theatre crowd took issue with Foote on the business of personal

  satire:




  

    

      ‘Why, what would you have?’ exclaimed Foote, ‘of course I take all my friends off, but I use them no worse than myself, I take myself

      off.’




      ‘Gadso! Now that I should like to see,’ said the other, whereupon Foote took up his hat, and left. The room fell about laughing, and the story spread the

      faster as Foote did not return.


    


  




  On an actress with a dubious past who was said to have married happily by the expedient of telling her husband beforehand of all her previous lovers, Foote remarked on her

  bravery to his companions at the Bedford:




  

    

      What candour she must have had! What honesty! . . . and what an amazing memory!


    


  




  On another occasion, Foote had become somewhat bored by a doctor who had had a yen to publish poems that he had inflicted, extempore, upon the Bedford group. The doctor complained he

  hadn’t had time to get to a publisher as he had ‘so many irons in the fire’. Foote fired back:




  

    

      Take my advice, dear Doctor, and put your poems where your irons are.27


    


  




  His wit turned often on frank sexual knowingness. Covent Garden Magazine published one Foote retort from this period when the conversation at the Bedford had turned to the vibrating

  effect of being driven in hired carriages over the cobbled streets of London and ‘a Gentleman observed that riding in a hackney coach always gave him an e . . . . . . n [erection]’.

  ‘Egad,’ said Foote, ‘never let your wife know that or she will insist upon your never hiring but keeping a carriage.’28




  And so, again, the Bedford rang with laughter, heard even, it was said, on the far side of the piazza, attracting further drinkers and roisterers to admire the celebrated Mr Foote.




  Coffee-houses have their unique place in the history of what would later be termed the Enlightenment, and the coffee-house comic Samuel Foote has his place in this too. As Dr Johnson noted, the

  coffee-houses ‘had a perceptible influence on ‘the conversation of the time’; they ‘taught the frolic and the gay to unite merriment with decency and

  argument . . . effects which they could never wholly lose’. It was only in coffee-houses in London, as in Paris or Venice, that all classes might find a venue for sociability. To be sure the

  clientele was drawn from what the French called honêtes gens – a literate and genteel class of mainly men – but in London the potential rough edges of different classes

  rubbing together were smoothed, most often, with comedy. Just as the theatre played to all at once, and had done, arguably, since the days of Shakespeare, so the coffee-house came to be a forum,

  too, where ideas from across all society might be aired. The point of the coffee-house was conversation, just as the point of theatre was dialogue. And all voices might be heard. Special privilege,

  however, was given to those who made people laugh. The discussion of the ideas, news and literature of the modern city marked a new stage in the growth of civility, the dawning, over coffee and hot

  chocolate, messy newsprint, lewd cartoons and tobacco, of something both dangerous and exciting: public opinion.




  Coffee fuelled Foote’s first experience of live comedy and performance, but also his earliest foray into writing and his first taste of fame. The largest city in the world, with a

  population by 1740 of more than 650,000 and, according to contemporary statistician Malarchy Postlethwaite,29 as many as one million, may also have been

  the world’s most literate. Fourteen newspapers were published daily or tri-weekly in London and on any given day up to 20,000 papers circulated in the capital, many with serial readers in

  London’s coffee-houses.30 Even while Horace Walpole might rant over the ‘ridiculous rage of buying biographies’31 something about eighteenth-century London seems to have forged a companionate love of reading and gossiping about personalities in public: dramas unfolding in real time,

  often sexual morality tales or crime stories, to be savoured and salivated over. It is therefore reasonable to speculate that as many as a quarter of a million people had heard Samuel Foote’s

  name or read it within days of his account of the infamous 1741 murder of his uncle, before we even tally provincial coffee-houses and the longer-term circulation of

  crime-pamphlets printed to survive the thumbs of many more coffee-drinkers. It was quite a launch.




  For Foote, therefore, the coffee-house was his first constituency, the site of his personal fame in London, and his wider renown in print as a crime writer. This is some of what guys his story

  so strongly in the fug of the Georgian coffee trade while making it conversely so very much a tale of now. Coffee-houses were reading rooms, news rooms and gossip halls all at once. They were the

  water-cooler of Georgian sociability, deciding what was fashionable, interesting or amusing. The rich life of London’s coffee-house Enlightenment – the exchange of ideas and the

  creation of a fervid challenging newspaper culture, uncensored by royal or government decree – has been cited as one reason our Enlightenment led to peculiarly British revolutions in science,

  industry, literature, in acting and sex even, a glorious if etiolated revolution through the long eighteenth century that was more political than is often allowed, but was accompanied by laughter

  and satire. London’s coffee-houses fed directly into the political life of the city, but also notably into its comic and theatrical cultures.




  It was this ‘public sphere’ – the new fused world of political ideas, of coffee-house revolutions – that needed a new sort of comedy, a new sort of satire. Coffee-houses

  became the place where public opinion was formed, but also published. In turn they rejoiced in a sort of critical, satirical comedy that feels akin to modern political satire, to stand-up even,

  enacted live, over coffee, by the likes of young Sam Foote. The age that gave us the most scabrous and irreverent cartoons in the history of the medium – one signifier of new freedoms –

  gave us also a political satirist and impersonator in Foote. Rooted in pain, like the best comedy, fearless, which was his accidental position in life, Samuel Foote rounded his gifts with an

  ability to pen live cartoon sketches of ‘celebrities’ – in the spirit of Hogarth or of Rowlandson – drawn from the new city and brought to life, and ridicule, at the

  Bedford.




  Life as a comedic coffee-house idler should not have been wildly expensive for a gentleman with a modest allowance and great expectations of inheritance, but Foote lived

  constantly beyond his means, falling repeatedly into debt. Eventually, of course, it landed him in prison. It was a pattern that had been set at Oxford in the few years he spent studying there.

  However, he found that debt would be the making of him, for it was because of the Fleet prison that Foote first turned to writing, and to the business of marketing his family’s notoriety in

  an arrestingly modern manner. ‘Iterum, iterum, iterumque’ (again and again and again) ran the legend on his carriage door years later when he would joke about his three terms

  of imprisonment for debt – twice in London and once in Oxford. By the time he was customizing his livery in London, a dazzlingly successful playwright and comedian, he could afford to be

  jocose about debt and his youthful fecklessness. But his spells in gaol, in 1740 and 1741, were as frightening as they were intended to be – wake-up calls to a young wastrel, eventually

  heeded and acted upon. In Sam Foote’s case, debtors’ prison scared him first into matrimony, and then into his first literary endeavours as a crime-writer.
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  STRIP OR PAY: OR SHYLOCK’S ARGUMENT




  

    

      

        

          In Laughter consists the true Essence of Man




           




          

            

              Samuel Foote1


            


          


        


      


    


  




  YOUNG SAMUEL FOOTE always claimed to be an esquire, a gentleman of good family. This was true in the

  strictest genealogical sense. He announced himself in London as being ‘descended from some of most illustrious Families in this kingdom’2 and

  frequently boasted when he was verbally assaulted as a mere comic, a drunken one at that, that he was as good ‘as any Lord’.3 If pushed on

  the subject – which friends knew was not a good idea – he could name connections to the dukes of Rutland, the earls of Westmorland, the dukes of Lancaster, the Duchess of Exeter, who

  was a sister of Edward IV, and all the way back to Edward I, and even the King of Castile.4 It was all true. The genealogy was written in stone, in part,

  on a family vault in Copthorne church, Worcester. But this lordly patrimony was all via his mother’s line. His father, also Samuel, sometime misnamed as John, was minor gentry in the mining

  town of Truro. Three children of Samuel and Eleanor Foote survived into adulthood, all boys. Sam, the youngest, had been baptized on 27 January 1720 at St Mary’s, Truro, with the same name as

  his father and as his deceased elder brother, but the register fails to note the actual date of birth.5 It is likely to have been 10

  January.6




  The Foote family possessed country manors at Lambesso and Pencalenick, both then in the parish of St Clement’s, Truro, and a townhouse on Boscawen Street opposite

  Lemon Street. It was built in 1682 by John Foote, young Sam’s grandfather, with a large oak staircase and ‘three parlours’, one of the grandest houses in Truro, and most likely

  Sam’s birthplace.7 At this time Truro was beginning to find prosperity through the tin and copper trade that took off through the eighteenth

  century, but when it was referred to as ‘the London of Cornwall’ it was not without irony. It was said that one was more likely to find a shod horse than a shod child, and the ancient

  dialect of the area, Cornish, a Brythonic language related to Welsh and Breton, could be heard still in its marketplace.8 From his father, Sam inherited

  a presumption of a career in the law. From his mother, as well as an elaborately escutcheoned connection to medieval aristocracy, he inherited a rich sense of entitlement: Eleanor Foote was one key

  litigant in what became the most infamous inheritance dispute in eighteenth-century law – a case named after her family Dineley-Goodere v. Dineley-Goodere. It rumbled on in the Court of

  Chancery for a generation before and after Sam’s own, but it became the living drama of his first literary success and notoriety, as it led directly to the murder that launched his

  career.




  Samuel Foote’s move to London from Truro where he had been brought up, and from Oxford where he had studied, had been predicated on his family’s ambition that he should be a lawyer.

  His father and grandfather had been in the legal profession but, more urgently, his mother had come to believe that her fortune and that of her three sons depended on their ability to fight the

  Foote corner in the ongoing inheritance battle in the Court of Chancery in Westminster Great Hall. By Sam’s second year at Oxford, in 1738, his mother’s brother, Sir John

  Dineley-Goodere, had given Eleanor Foote to understand his intention to disinherit their brother Captain Samuel Goodere, Sam Foote’s uncle, and to pass large Worcester estates to her son John

  Foote, Sam’s eldest brother. The second Foote son, Edward, was ordained in the expectation that he might take one of the clerical livings in the gift of the

  Dineley-Goodere estates, as vicar of Burghope in Herefordshire. But Edward also had the more immediate anticipation of inheriting his father’s estates in and around Truro. This left Sam. Sir

  John had made clear that his nephew Sam Foote could expect to inherit the Gloucestershire properties – Tockington primarily – which had come to his uncle from a propitious marriage. Yet

  none of this was settled when Samuel Foote found himself falling into debt at Oxford and as a supposed law student in London. The next scene of his life was intended by others to feature him as the

  family lawyer. It was not to be. His law studies and his London life were interrupted by his imprisonment, as a result of his Oxford and London debts, and also by a rash marriage, designed to

  alleviate them. At exactly the same moment, the murder of Sir John by his brother Captain Goodere, which happened within days of Sam’s marriage in early 1741, changed the dynamics of the

  inheritance litigation. More specifically, Sam’s account of it, The Genuine Account, and the updated Genuine Memoirs, written with the intention of paying off his debts,

  hinged the plot of Sam’s life in a completely unforeseen direction.




  Miss Mary Hickes, spinster of the parish of St Clement’s, Truro, had a small dowry. She was ‘pretty enough . . . [could] relish a witticism or a pun, and was educated as young ladies

  then usually were’, but was no love-match for Sam Foote. They courted briefly in Bath when they were both there in 1739 and 1740, but were married in Truro, at St Clement’s, on 10

  January 1741. Their parents did not attend. Both bride and groom appear to have been twenty-one – indeed, their wedding day may well have been Foote’s twenty-first birthday. They must

  have known each other since infancy as they are both recorded as hailing from St Clement’s. So, too, did Mary’s late father, John Hickes.9

  One of the infractions that had led eventually to Foote’s expulsion from Worcester College, Oxford, had been his entertaining ‘a female companion quite unrecognized by the College

  authorities’10 (i.e., not a sister) some time in late 1739. In some subsequent accounts of Foote’s student days in

  Oxford this young woman was painted as a ‘lady of negotiable affections’, a prostitute he had met in Bath. It seems more likely that the college porter had spotted Miss Mary Hickes of

  Truro, being taken on a wildly unaffordable jaunt to Oxford by her flash student beau.




  Sam seems to have married almost exactly upon attaining his majority. This coincidence of dates, as much as the apparent absence of all parents (Mary’s mother was still alive) is unlikely

  to be other than a signal that he was acting without parental consent and in somewhat desperate circumstances. Mary Hickes had married a twenty-one-year-old law student with little to recommend

  him. He was a man of middling height and, to judge by portraits from slightly later years, of unremarkable features. He was pale and put on weight easily. He had a talent for making people laugh

  and a habit of overdressing, but in a long career that spanned many of the greatest Restoration comedies and the romances of Shakespeare he never once played the Lover, except to parody old-age

  lusting after young flesh, or to have the audience laugh at the preposterousness of the Lame Lover being in love at all.




  His marriage went awry quite quickly. If it had looked expedient for both parties – she writing off his debts, he providing an escape from rural obscurity and a ride to racy London –

  on all counts lay disappointment. She brought with her £140 a year. Ninety pounds of this, regrettably as it turned out, came ‘only after the decease of John Hicke’s Widow’,

  her mother, who obdurately lived on. We know this because Foote tried to use the dowry immediately upon his honeymoon to appease his creditors – and because in his first year of married life

  he found himself in prison for debt in London and attempted to use Mary’s dowry as collateral.




  Sam Foote’s first imprisonment was the direct consequence of high living in Oxford and around Covent Garden and the continuing lack of cash in the litigious Dineley-Goodere-Foote family.

  His mother, too, fell foul of the courts in 1740 as she also awaited a verdict in the Court of Chancery: ‘Dear Sam,’ she wrote to her son from Truro, ‘I am

  in prison for debt. Come and assist your loving mother.’




  ‘Dear Mother,’ Sam replied, in the wry style that would become his own, ‘so am I; which prevents his duty being paid to his loving mother by her affectionate son.’




  It was this, his first ‘bankruptcy’, in late 1740, and the absence from Worcester College, Oxford, that directly resulted in Foote’s rustication from Oxford and also in his

  marriage. His semi-clandestine nuptials had been undertaken with the express intention of acquiring access to funds to pay his college debts. But wedlock kept him from debtors’ prison by

  months only. ‘Even this [first period in London] was sufficient to exhaust a fortune,’ wrote William Cooke. Mary’s dowry might, ‘with a genteel economy’, Cooke wrote,

  ‘have given Foote the otium com dignitate independent of any profession. But he was and remained incapable of the ordinary restraints of life: he dashed into all the prevailing

  dissipations of the time; and what the extravagance of dress, living, &c. had not done, the gaming table finally accomplished.’11




  Foote’s mismanagement of money might be seen as a familial trait, but began in earnest at Oxford. He had arrived at Worcester College on 8 June 1737, ‘one Samuel Foote of Worcester

  School,’12 after five years of boarding at the school that bore, by coincidence, the same name as his new college. He was entered as a Foundationer

  Scholar, which obliged him to study hard, unlike many of his contemporaries, and put him fairly low on the strictly stratified social pecking order of Oxford life. He wore accordingly a plain black

  gown – £1 12s. 6d. – and a seven-shilling mortar board,13 bought for him as he arrived and was en route to meet the

  most important person in his new life, his tutor Dr William Gower, Provost of Worcester. Like many before and since, Foote had set his sights on the Oxford high life. This was exemplified by the

  Gentleman Commoners and sons of peers, with their elaborately tasselled gowns, their love of ‘frolic and juvenile debauchery’14 and their

  readiness, according to Gentleman’s Magazine, to ‘be idle, spendthrift and vicious’, in exact proportion to their rank and fortune.




  Foote, however, was on the very modest budget afforded by his scholarship. But this did not account for the lines of credit open to students and pressed upon them. Ticking, debt and duns came

  soon to feature in his life, as it did in the lives of all those around him. Eighteenth-century Oxford ran on debt. Its privileged students had credit extended to them by Oxford’s tailors,

  tradesmen, pubs and the colleges themselves. Foote is unlikely to have paid outright for his gown: the bookseller Collicot on Broad Street published advice to students not to pay upfront for,

  although ‘a Cap and Gown you must have . . . it is the Taylor’s business to supply you with them’.15 It was a recipe for

  disaster and, in Foote’s case, soon led to it.




  Young and impressionable scions of wealthy families offered easy pickings to the tradesfolk of Oxford and the colleges. Parents, then as now, tended eventually to pay up. Foote was cursed by

  great expectations: he was rumoured to be one of the likely beneficiaries of a case in Chancery, and he did nothing to discourage the impression that great wealth and good fortune awaited him.




  The Worcester College barber was the first to become aware of the looming disaster of Foote’s finances. At Oxford in 1737 he had taken to wearing his hair elaborately coiffed and powdered,

  though this was far from the egregious expense and vanity it might have appeared to his Truro parents. The central part of the Oxford afternoon was focused on dressing for ‘dinner’,

  which was served at high table and on the trestles at around three p.m. Foote was obliged to recite grace, on rotation, with the other Worcester Scholars. An Oxford-college barber attended to

  ‘young shavers . . . three times [a week]’16 or less frequently in the case of a seventeen-year-old like Foote, because students had to

  attend college dinners with their hair fully curled and powdered with a mixture of wheat starch and chalk and ‘a bit of black ribbon to make a pigtail’.17 It was a time-consuming and expensive business. The college barber curled and set hair and ‘fluxed’ the wigs, putting them into the Worcester

  College ovens to ‘curl and bake’,18 and charged the students accordingly. But the barbers were ‘of the greatest use’ in quite

  separate ways. They had evolved into valet-cum-fixers, and Foote’s peruke-dressing valet both orchestrated and chronicled his first descent into debt.




  As Foote became too poor to pay the regular tips for wig and hairdressing (he wore his own dark hair long and curled), his barber-valet, knowing him to be a conspicuously adept scholar, offered

  to pimp his essays to richer students. A barber could ‘get someone else to crib work . . . for five shillings . . . get all impositions done’ just as easily as knowing ‘where the

  best horse and the prettiest girl are in Oxford’.19 It was part of their trade. Sam’s Worcester barber became his first literary agent,

  negotiating terms with idler students and establishing for the first time Foote’s recognizably nefarious relationships with deadlines, debt and writing.




  Perversely, as Foote’s funds had decreased at Oxford from 1737 to 1739, his academic and social confidence had grown. The expectation of privilege that had been bred in him by his mother

  combined with his enviable academic gifts to play out on Oxford’s stage as intellectual and social arrogance. There is a shared manner of the born aristocrat and the intellectually precocious

  that is routinely misnamed as eccentricity and arrogance because it takes no heed of the crowd while seeking the attention of the masses. Such was Samuel Foote’s fledgling genius – a

  young man who thought himself an aristocrat, knew himself an intellectual and poked fun at erudition. Some laughed. Others thought him a fopdoodle. Pedantry, one contemporary observed, ‘was

  to Foote irresistible bait’, and Provost Gower became at Oxford what Foote’s headmaster Dr Miles had been at Worcester School: the butt of Foote’s mercilessly arrogant schoolboy

  humour.




  On one occasion he had been summoned to the Provost’s study to answer for his ‘idleness’ and arrived armed with a large folio dictionary. He was admonished by the Provost

  ‘describing the figure he [Foote] might make in the world if he [studied hard] and the contempt and misery which must follow a life of inattention and . . . of following

  the ebullitions of fancy’. At this Foote ‘immediately interrupted him and after begging his pardon, with great formality would take his dictionary from under his arm, and, pretending to

  find the meaning of the word would say, “Very well, sir, now please go on.” ’20




  ‘He liked Lords,’ one Oxford contemporary wrote, because he believed himself to be ‘one of them, though cleverer . . . so he gave himself airs of treating them contemptuously

  and cavalierly’, and Oxford emboldened a temperament that was spendthrift and risk-seeking by nature, at a time of life when most men are inconsiderate of the future. He was further described

  as ‘a sensual man, and a libertine [with] no sense of Religion or Morality’, and consequently became the life and soul of Oxford’s small but hard-drinking fast set with his

  ‘flashes of wit and humour’, those ‘gemstones in conversation that may give momentary pleasure’, as one contemporary allowed, but afford ‘no solid basis for

  friendship’. At the same time, the contemporary continued, Foote ‘was ridiculously fond of buying snuff boxes, Rings and Baubles, which were a great expense to him – and I think

  his life and character would furnish matter for a good Farce with an instructive moral’21 had things not ended so badly for him at Oxford.

  Exhausting the patience of Provost, college and creditors over two years, he eventually found himself unable to meet any of their demands.




  Foote’s Worcester bills reveal a pattern of repeated absences during his final year at Oxford.22 Because the college finally expelled him on the

  ground of his having spent ‘many . . . nights lying out’ it is possible that, by his third year at Oxford, he was already plotting a route out of debt and penury, familiar from the

  plots of several of his later plays, by recourse to marriage. That the college archives, rather explicit in some cases about crimes such as ‘frequenting the company of [women] of

  ill-fame’,23 make no specific mention of his misdemeanours, apart from deliberate absence after a warning, suggests that the college had against

  him a combination of long-standing grievances and a desire to rid themselves of a troublesome debtor. On 28 January 1741 Provost Gower formally records that ‘Samuel

  Foote, after a course of many irregularities and lying out of college upon the 30th December was [warned by the college] but lay out of College again on the 16th January and went the next day out

  of town without leave for which reason a citation was ordered to be put up [at the college entrance] in the following form:24




  

    

      Whereas Samuel Foote, Scholar of Worcester College, by a long course of ill-behaviour has rendered himself obnoxious to frequent censures of the society publick and private,

      and having whilst he was under censure for lying out of College insolently and presumptuously withdrawn himself and refused to answer to several heinous crimes objected to him . . . his

      scholarship is declared void, and he is hereby deprived of all benefit and advantage of his said scholarship.


    


  




  It is signed by three college authorities.25




  His last bill in the college battels or buttery accounts was not paid until late March.26 He did not graduate or take his final examinations.




  In later life Foote referred to himself as an Oxford man, as if he were properly an alumnus, and he was right to do so. Thomas De Quincey, another Worcester man, made the same claim on a similar

  basis. Quite what young Mr Foote’s ‘obnoxious’ and ‘heinous’ crimes were we cannot know. They refer in part to a prank Foote boasted of involving cows he had persuaded

  to pull the college alarums at night by attaching hay to the bellropes.27 And there was also the arrival ‘from Bath of a young lady, two footmen

  and a hired coach’28 – scandalous issues for a Foundationer who was meant to set a scholarly example and who also owed the college money. It

  may have been that Foote was ‘reckless, impudent, careless of his own interests’, as later written, in the timeless tradition of feckless students, notably of the over-privileged stamp.

  The college may or may not have been aware that he had run away to Bath, then Cornwall, and hastily married.29 It seems entirely

  possible that what the college authorities objected to was his ‘lying out’ of college in the arms of his supposedly wealthy young bride, while still not paying his debts to them. His

  ‘graduation’ was not as intended by his parents, but rather a graduation from the bailiffs in Oxford to debtors’ prison in London, via a brief attempt to evade both by eloping

  with a rich bride. It was all the stuff of his later dramas. Youngsters gulling the pompous and elderly. Confused dates and identities. Alarums at night. Elopements. Life, as they say, does not

  always imitate art but, rather, bad comedy.




  §




  Sam Foote was first arraigned in Oxford for debts of a ‘mere’ £30. By early 1741, however, it was clear he owed at least £900 – perhaps

  £90,000 in today’s money. When Mrs Eleanor Foote and her son Sam wrote to each other from ‘prison’ late in 1740 or in early 1741, they were not imprisoned in the modern

  sense but rather were restricted to the close confines of the bailiff’s ‘sponging’ house, in Truro and Oxford respectively. It was the first stop en route to debtors’

  prison. The bailiff’s house in Oxford was a regular haunt of prodigal students, like Foote. The equivalent in Truro was a major embarrassment to the chatelaine of Pencalenick House. But they

  were far from alone in their misery: twenty thousand debtors were in prison by 1759, which Gentleman’s Magazine estimated as three per cent of the London population.




  Imprisonment for debt was one of the hazards of eighteenth-century life. Until the overturn of the law in 1759, anyone denounced for debt by a creditor and ‘taken in execution’ or

  arrested for debt by a bailiff could be kept in salva et stricta custodia, that is, confined, ‘until the satisfaction of the debt’.30 Such a situation was a particular hazard for families such as the Foote’s, known to have great expectations but little ready cash. Any creditor could swear an affidavit

  before a court claiming that he or she was owed money. A sum as small as two pounds could deprive a person of their liberty. There was a further incentive for a creditor to

  get in early if it was suspected that there were various debts: only the first denouncer had rights to full repayment. The court next issued a writ. This was called a capias ad

  satisfaciendum, known as a ‘ca.sa’, or ‘casa’.




  The apparently illogical concept of imprisoning people and thus depriving them of their ability to work off their debts had a different meaning in Foote’s era, in legal and financial

  terms. Imprisonment – which was in the Crown’s prerogative – was meant to coerce the debtor to discharge his commitments. It supposed that he or she could call on familial

  networks of financial aid. It also supposed that wealth was rarely related to work, but to entitlements of one sort or another, which was very much the case with Foote’s family.




  Debtors offered up their freedom in lieu of debts, and it could be restored to them only after the financial satisfaction of creditors – or after the whimsical clemency of the Crown in

  Parliament through Acts of Insolvency. There was no restriction on the time one might be imprisoned for debt. One contemporary of Foote’s suffered nine years at the Fleet for a sum originally

  amounting to ninety shillings.31 The action was against the debtor’s body, not his goods or estate, which, oddly, had greater protection under law.

  From time to time, as the century progressed and ideas flourished that prioritized personal freedom over the rights of property, Acts of Parliament cleared out the debtors’ prisons, providing

  little comfort to creditors but appeasing the masses. Those who knew the Fleet and argued for reform claimed that only ‘sheer ignorance or unmixed malignity’ could inspire anyone to

  ‘seek redress for their losses [in such manner] . . . Who, that knows the real states of these prisons, would confine a man here to correct him?’32 ‘If the creditor can get nothing else,’ as another contemporary argued, ‘the law gives him the satisfaction, not to be grudged . . . of revenge . . . and he

  has a right to it.’ That, in any event, and as said at the time, ‘was Shylock’s argument’.33




  The Genuine Account and later Memoirs were credited on publication to one ‘Samuel Foote of Worcester College, Oxford’. A more accurate though

  less impressive address would have been ‘The Fleet Prison, London’. Samuel Foote became a child of debt and of debtors’ prison. It was both inspiration and instigation to his

  writing, but also one of the undertows to the tide of his later creativity. Debt placed him very near to the furthest edges of respectability but thereby gave him an audience – his fellow

  inmates at the Fleet – broader than any he would experience again until he was on stage.




  §




  Foote entered the Fleet in late January 1741, faced down by an alarming cadre of creditors. His youth and conspicuous overspending, as well as the strength of his expectations,

  had made him a rather easy target. Alexander Wood of Brownlow Street, St Giles-in-the-Fields, Soho, had advanced him £500 during his last year in Oxford, having been assured of his notional

  riches, followed by a further £400 a little later.34 It had not taken Foote long to get through these sums, and he became obliged to ‘render

  himself into the Custody of the Marshall of the Fleet Prison’, John Eyles, at the behest, first, of Wood. The other names signing for his detention were Charles Pearce and Abraham Heath, but,

  as was often the case, more creditors soon realized that they would do well to put their case against him. One, according to the Guildhall Debtors’ Records, was the Dowager Viscountess

  Castlecomer, a sister of the Duke of Newcastle.




  While writing essays for lordly students and briefly wooing Mary Hickes in Bath, Foote had been able to borrow money from an illustrious cross-section of Oxford and Bath society. Evidently he

  was a very plausible young man. He was obliged to declare his interest in the Gloucestershire portion of the Dineley-Goodere estates at ‘about a thousand pounds per annum . . . as he had

  heard and believes . . . [plus] a remote chance of other properties worth . . . about fifteen hundred pounds per annum in Worcestershire and . . . a figure about hundred pounds per annum in

  Herefordshire, that is at Burghope’.35 Cruellest of all, but maybe typical of the litigious family, the next tranche of

  creditors who added their names to the list for payment before habeas corpus might be restored to the prisoner by the Crown was Eleanor Foote, Sam’s mother. She attested

  ‘against all concerned in any way with the will of Sir John Dineley’ but specifically ‘Samuel Foote the Younger’.36 The

  Dineley-Goodere inheritance was not to be mortgaged, Eleanor insisted, by her youngest son to the disadvantage of her elder sons or, more importantly, herself and her own creditors. Sam, it seemed,

  would have to work his own passage to freedom, or rest in the Fleet until the inheritance might be assured.




  Foote entered the prison by voluntary consent, having been proceeded against by these creditors on the writ habeas corpus ad satisfaciendum. Presenting oneself at the Fleet was a dark

  little drama designed to intimidate and humiliate. ‘On arriving,’ one debtor wrote, ‘we found ourselves opposite . . . a high wall with revolving spikes at the top. This wall,

  being unbroken by windows or other openings, had a gloomy, forbidding appearance, and the more so, perhaps from the very circumstance of our being conscious that beyond them was . . . solitude and

  . . . a mighty sepulchre of buried griefs.’37As a new prisoner, Foote was escorted from the main gate in this high wall on Fleet Market, Farringdon

  Street, and taken onto the steps by the Painted Ground, an open area, to be exhibited. This was an intended humiliation, but also served to allow the prison staff to get to know his face. There

  were few locked gates or doors at the Fleet – some prisoners lived outside the main prison, but all had to observe a curfew and the constant monitoring by the warden’s staff. Peregrine

  Pickle, the eponymous debtor in Tobias Smollett’s 1751 novel, ‘was obliged to expose himself a full half hour’ when he, like Foote, first arrived at the Fleet. ‘The eyes of

  the all the turnkeys and doorkeepers’ were upon him, along with those of the several hundred other inmates, all taking ‘an accurate survey of his person, that they might know him again

  at first sight’. Foote was next offered the choice between the two sides of the prison – one more expensive than the other. He chose the more expensive: a room two

  flights up overlooking the racquets yard.




  It is clear from the account of Dr Nash, Foote’s Worcester schoolmaster, who visited him at the behest of his father, that he had arranged to have one of the 102 private or

  ‘Master’s’ rooms. Next he was obliged to pay ‘garnish’ to his fellow prisoners: a fee towards the food and wine of one shilling and sixpence a week.38 Those who hadn’t the money to pay were expected to contribute with the clothes off their backs. A well-known ditty of the period contains this stanza:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Welcome, Welcome, brother debtor




              To the poor but merry place




              Where no bailiff, dun or setter




              Dare to show their frightful face




              But, kind sir, as you’re a stranger




              Down your garnish you must lay




              Or your coat will be in danger




              You must either strip or pay.39


            


          


        


      


    


  




  His new world was scarring and life-altering, as it was designed to be. But it was not as dreadful, perhaps, as the Marshalsea appeared to Dickens a generation later. For many Londoners the

  Fleet was a fact of life of which many had direct familial experience, an institution described as only ‘a little on the debit side of living’.40 The Fleet prisoners who had access to the area around Ludgate Circus were a regular sight for Londoners as they traversed back and forth along the Strand from the West End via

  Temple Bar into the City. Indeed, it was said the dip into the old valley of the Fleet river was marked also by the dank prospect of debt that lay between the City and the pleasure grounds to the

  west: a fact of life as of geography; a reminder to all Londoners of what flows beneath.




  It was not, of course, a pleasant place to live. The Fleet was a dilapidated old building, flung up in the years after the 1666 fire. It was set in a high, walled triangle of sloping land, a

  kitchen block at one end, a privy block at the other. Foote’s cell had a ‘bedstead, feather mattress, two blankets, a quilt, grate, two tables and shovel and

  tongs’.41 The records of the prison suggest there were nearly five hundred inmates when Foote was there, though it is unclear how many lived within

  the prison walls as opposed to within the crowded local alleys known as the ‘Rules and Liberties of the Fleet’, a sort of open-prison overspill. Judging by the clearer figures for the

  coming decades, at least three hundred would have been interned nightly, like Foote, behind the high walls of the Fleet.42 The din, it was said, could be

  deafening. Foote was left to await whatever profits he might make from his writings in the most unsympathetic environment for an author, while his debts were only compounded by the need to borrow

  more for the basic requirements of the prison: food, cell-rent and ‘garnish’. Shylock’s argument all but obliged him to strip himself of his respectability by publishing, but it

  paid him dividends in intriguing ways as a novice writer.




  The prison directly informed Foote’s writing style, as well as his hunger to profit by his work. All life and all classes were there. Foote had as company in the reading–dining room,

  known as Bartholomew’s Fair, ten knights, one earl, a German baron, a Spanish marquis and a Prussian dwarf, ‘the Chevalier Dessesau, well known in London Society’, all fallen on

  hard times.43 The prisoners were mainly men, but some widows and businesswomen – often madams – ended up there too. Teresa Cornelys,

  Casanova’s lover and Soho hostess, ended her days there, as did one of the proprietresses of the hummums, or steam baths, a near neighbour in Foote’s later life. The navy detained

  captains accused of ‘neglect or cowardice’ at the prison, smugglers, like James Brown of Galway, and even bona fide ‘pirates’,44 Gabriel Tompkin and Bob Blackman, who had secured their release by turning King’s evidence on others. Nor was his audience in ‘Bartholemews Fair’ entirely

  fellow debtors. ‘Butchers and others from [Smithfield] market’ were ‘admitted [to the Fleet] as at a public-house’ because the company there was so mixed, and so amusing.

  The Fleet prison therefore gave Foote more than just the time and incentive to write: it gave him his first broad-ranging audience but also provided him with the perfect

  research fellowship – a high table of lowlifes, all of Georgian society briefly on its uppers. He later joked that the Inns of Court had been reconfigured in his personal narrative as the

  ‘court he was in’.




  If the Fleet represented a loss of freedom and respectability for Foote it was also a continuation of his collegiate lifestyle and experience and, like college, provided him with a wide

  education and a useful one. He had easy and immediate access to the likely readership of his sensational crime report, and its members were a useful resource for what he would write: experts on

  naval matters, crime, courts, inheritance and, of course, debt. And if there was one key element of Foote’s later success it was the broadness of his attack – democratic or blunderbuss,

  depending on your point of view – that allowed him to amuse the footmen in the gallery along with the aristocrats and politicians in the boxes. It was an audience he first entertained and

  wrote for in prison, almost certainly reading aloud passages of the Genuine Account exactly as he would read aloud previewed excerpts from his plays.




  The Fleet also put him within hacking distance of Fleet Street, its print shops and publishers. Within the ‘Rules of the Fleet’, where he was allowed to walk, an area that extended

  down Fleet Lane up Old Bailey and back along Ludgate Hill, past Cock Lane and Dolphin Court, was Mr Goreham’s. Young Mr Foote became a regular presence there, settling on terms with Mr

  Goreham, once he had made the momentous decision to throw family discretion to the wind, and profit by writing about his uncles. As the differing versions of the manuscript progressed, in

  accordance with the trials and hangings, the Last Words and Confessions, Mr Goreham grew more and more confident that young Mr Foote of the Fleet would soon secure both their fortunes and his own

  freedom.




  The circumstances that led Sam Foote to write about the murder of his uncle Sir John by his uncle Captain Samuel are therefore simple enough. He was arraigned for debt first in Oxford and then in London. He had run up insurmountable borrowings over nearly three years as a spendthrift student. He had married, rashly and without sufficient regard to the financial

  details, seemingly in a bid to outflank his creditors, but his bride, poor in every sense, could not rescue him from the Fleet. Foote rescued himself with the power of his quill, and without regard

  to respectability, while, typically, grandiloquently claiming for himself the social and moral high ground. ‘There was a vein of eccentricity, coupled with a lack of feeling’ in Sam

  Foote, William Cooke wrote, ‘a certain coolness and indifference that approached effrontery.’45 But his publishing coup can be more

  sympathetically explained by expediency. Little else was open to Foote to spring the plot of the first act of his life, once the legal profession, marriage and inheritance had failed –

  temporarily – as devices. He made rather practical use of John Gay’s dictum in The Beggar’s Opera that many a bad marriage has been saved by a good hanging: making money

  out of the latter to evade entrapment in the former.




  As for his young wife, her retreat into the wings, as so often with Foote’s stage ingénues, was rapid and unexplained. Her first and only marital home was the Fleet when he

  was first there. She did her uxorious best for some few weeks, living in the prison in a manner that would have been shocking to any young bride but was particularly so to a Cornish gentlewoman

  whose fiancé had boasted of a far easier future. Soon enough her funds ran out and she returned to Cornwall. Though she did not die until 1763, it seems they never lived again as man and

  wife.46 Dr Nash, who visited Foote, put a different slant on things. He had found Foote bullish about the Fleet – ‘Is this not better than

  gout or fever or smallpox . . . this . . . mere temporary confinement’ – but then noticed someone in the corner of the room. ‘My foot,’ punned Samuel, before going over to

  the bed and revealing his ‘poor shrinking lady’.47 Perhaps she was ashamed of their situation. There is one notably ugly anecdote that she

  visited him once and reappeared badly bruised. The story, as told by Foote, was that she had suffered a fall from a carriage, a not uncommon hazard of the eighteenth-century

  road, to judge by the theatre plots that rely on such. With all the insouciant cruelty of youth and cleverness, Foote made a joke at the expense of his young wife’s injuries, describing her

  face as ‘a map where you can see the Blue Mountains, the Black Forest’ and, touching his forehead in telling the story, ‘the Scilly Isles’.48 From a man later arraigned for sexual assault, this ranks in retrospect even lower as a jest.




  Those who have asserted Foote was homosexual naturally read the brevity and dysfunctionality of his youthful marriage in the light of their understanding. It may be that he was sexually

  disinterested in Mary, and women generally, though he later claimed two ‘natural’ children. Cooke wrote that Foote and Mary’s ‘tempers not agreeing, a perfect harmony did

  not long subsist between them’ and, more pointedly perhaps, it was also said that Foote ‘made her his wife but never treated her as such’.49 It could as easily have been the sort of early mismatch that blighted the lives of many contemporaries, one that Foote, later a peripatetic member of the theatre community, was

  better able to escape. It was not, of course, an ideal or happy start to married life, and Foote was immediately in thrall to another drama altogether, the murder that would make his name.

  Foote’s bride followed him only as far as a Fleet prison room up a ‘dirty two-pair-of-stairs back room’ and thereafter disappeared from his life. Foote later joked to his rakish

  friend Frank Delaval that such were his laundry requirements at the Fleet he had been forced to marry ‘his washerwoman’.50 It was a cheap

  joke at her expense, as well, perhaps, as at his own: he was by then a famously fastidious dandy.




  The withering of love is more rarely the stuff of stage or page than the beginning of romance. There may have been many reasons that Mary and Sam Foote decided so quickly that they were unsuited

  to each other. Certainly Mary found herself competing for the time and affection of a young husband perhaps with tendencies he was only beginning to acknowledge but also with a mistress who would

  turn out to have enduring allure. The murder of Foote’s uncle took place on the first day of their honeymoon. Almost immediately, it would seem, Foote considered writing

  about it and his arrival within the Fleet spurred him to action. His dedication to the business of being an author may well have been a contributory factor in the fast demise of his marriage. It

  did, however, prove a much more dramatic opener to the first act of his life, trumping jejune romance with blood-soaked violence.




  His crime story is the back-story, as it were, to his fame and notoriety, but it is also the story of his family. It remains, in his telling of it, a thrilling tale of internecine jealousy,

  fraternal bitterness and the vengeful machinations of eighteenth-century law and, like the story of Foote himself, it beggars belief. But it is all, so far as we may trust the sources of the

  period, Foote included, true. Samuel Foote’s 1741 Genuine Account of the Murder of Sir John Dineley Goodere by Captain Samuel Goodere, and updated Genuine Memoirs, became

  the original crime bestseller a mere year after The Trial of the Notorious Richard Turpin51 had proved a mass readership for true-life crime

  narratives and dashing anti-heroes. A writer should write about what he knows, and Foote’s first literary success, though in a relatively new genre, was a story he knew well and was uniquely

  placed to tell. It sealed his interest in law and presaged his lifelong relationship with show-trials. But it also set the tone for his later career: beyond respectability but floated on the open

  marketplace of celebrity notoriety. More than this, the story is also the choral underscore of Foote’s subsequent drama; an off-stage murmuring, ever present, haunting and melancholic, about

  ruination, crime and our peculiar fascination with the bodies of the famous and the dead.
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  THE FATAL TREE




  

    

      

        

          ‘There is no more agreeable study than the lives of those who suffer under the hands of the executioner’




           




          

            

              The Life, Travels, Expoits, . . . and Robberies, of C. Speckman, alias Browne, 17631


            


          


        


      


    


  




  ON THE NIGHT OF 18 JANUARY 1741, when Sam Foote first took his young bride to bed in Lambesso House in Cornwall, another

  coupling, equally infelicitous though for different reasons, was taking place aboard a naval ship at anchor a hundred and sixty miles north up the Bristol Channel. Margaret-Anne Jones should not

  have been aboard HMS Ruby. She was not registered as part of the ship’s community and there were no other women on the fifty-gun man-o’-war moored at the mouth of the river

  Avon.2 But Edward Jones, the Ruby’s cooper-carpenter, had planned a night with his wife on board ship. Whatever happened between Sam and

  Mary Foote that night at Lambesso, we do not know. What Foote informs us about instead, in detail and in sensationally published form, was what kept the Joneses up aboard the Ruby.




  Jones’s usual sleeping place was his allotted ‘fourteen inches in which to hang a hammock’ near the mizzen mast. Fourteen inches was hardly space enough for what he and

  Maggie-Anne had in mind, so instead they spent that night together, attempting to make love, despite various interruptions, in the ‘slop-room’ between the galley and purser’s

  cabin. They pressed into service there, Mrs Jones explained, the flock bed that was set by the cabin partition. When she made to leave her husband on the morning of Monday, 19

  January 1741, she checked, as was the habit of the crew and interlopers in such circumstances, the whereabouts of the Ruby’s captain. This was understood as routine. Wives were

  tolerated in port, so long as they were discreet.




  Maggie-Anne had every reason to assume the captain, Foote’s fifty-three-year-old uncle, would be sleeping off a hangover in the cabin hard by. Heavy drinking was endemic on board, and it

  had been a raucous night, more notably so as she and Jones had been disturbed by loud noises and arguments from the purser’s and captain’s cabins all through the evening, by cries of

  ‘Madman!’ and worse, and by the apparently drunken arrivals off the yawl that ferried crew back and forth to Bristol till as late as three a.m. They had chosen to ignore the brouhaha

  for reasons of their own, but she knew the captain was in the purser’s cabin as she had heard him there. She pulled back the little scuttle-pane spy-hole into the purser’s room, a

  sliding panel of wood only half an inch thick,3 used by the crew at mealtimes, expecting to see Foote’s uncle asleep. But what she saw was not as

  she had hoped. She saw a corpse.




  In and around the dead man’s mouth and nose, and on the floor that she and Jones had scrubbed with a holystone only the day before, there was a large quantity of congealing blood –

  so much that some had dripped into the deck below. Around the contorted neck and face of the corpse there was some sort of rope or rigging, three-quarter-inch deck-rope, as it turned out, about ten

  foot long.4 One end of the rope was tied in a noose, which had cut into the man’s neck. The other end was held tight in his greying hand, but he

  was indubitably dead. His bloodshot eyes stared at the plank ceiling. One lifeless leg was arched behind him in a position ‘against nature’. And in his mouth Maggie-Anne Jones could see

  what she took to be a handkerchief, stiff with his blood. The small room, she said, was thick with the brackish smell of long-unwashed men and tallow, the hard fat harvested by the ship’s butcher from animal kidneys and used for lighting.5 The men in the purser’s cabin had clearly been up all night. The

  captain was also there. He was pacing back and forth in a distressed manner and brandishing a sword. Mrs Jones ran for her husband.




  A death on a ship at anchor was not necessarily the concern of the local authorities. On the high seas or on board one of the Royal Navy’s ships at anchor, a reported death was in the

  jurisdiction of the High Court of the Admiralty, to be investigated by naval authorities as coroner and judge. Usually details would be taken by the captain, and reported back to the Admiralty

  after a court martial on board. One immediate problem for Edward Jones, therefore, was that the captain appeared not to be reporting the death, and to be behaving in a suspicious manner. Moreover,

  the Ruby was at anchor and half crewed within earshot of Portishead battery in the ‘King’s Road’, which, though open water in the Bristol Channel, was used for mooring

  ships to ease congestion in Bristol docks. Consequently it was deemed part of the ‘City and Freedom of Bristol’. Bristol in turn had its own special privileges as Europe’s primary

  westerly port: it was a self-governing county in its own right with special jurisdiction over its waters. Jones suspected, correctly as it turned out, that the dead man would be the concern of

  Bristol’s water bailiff. This, he reasoned, would be the quandary facing his captain, and freezing him into his otherwise suspicious inaction. Things were further complicated, Samuel Foote

  wrote, for Edward and Maggie-Anne. They both knew they should not have been having sex, conjugal or otherwise, in the slop-room of His Majesty’s warship, and that they had ignored shouts and

  alarums the night before as much to preserve their own compromised privacy as their captain’s. So, Edward delayed before he acted. First, he verified what his wife had witnessed through the

  scuttle-pane. He, too, could clearly see the dead man, but by this time, about nine fifteen in the morning, the captain was himself slumped against the door to the cabin, blocking entry and partly

  blocking the view. Jones went to the first lieutenant. Mr Berry refused to believe that the captain could be harbouring a dead man and acting so strangely, until he, too, had

  the evidence of his own eyes via the sliding panel. Berry consulted with James Dudgeon, the surgeon’s mate, and Marsh, a midshipman and the most senior crew member. They all agreed to a

  stratagem devised by Edward Jones to gain entry to the captain’s quarters. Jones went down to the lazaretto, deep in the bowels of the timber-built ship, where stricken seamen were

  quarantined and where the crew were allowed to stow trunks of valuables. Here, Edward hurriedly emptied his own trunk, and hid his belongings in a hammock nearby. He then went to the

  captain’s door to report a theft on board. Giving evidence later in open court, as reported by the captain’s nephew, Sam Foote, Edward explained what was said and done.




  First he had knocked on the door.




  ‘Who is there?’ shouted Captain Goodere.




  ‘Tis I, the cooper,’ replied Jones, ‘and please your honour, I was robbed and my chest was broke open and I want your honour to do me Justice.’




  ‘Upon which,’ Jones later testified, ‘Captain Goodere opened the door and told me that I should have Justice.’ Then the cooper and the first lieutenant did something

  quite outside navy rules. With their actions justified, they reasoned, as British citizens and seamen at anchor in Bristol, they seized and arrested their own captain. Once Lieutenant Berry had

  seen inside the bloodied cabin, he was instantly suspicious that the captain was complicit in a crime. Berry was intent on reporting everything to the Admiralty, which meant communicating with

  London, a four-day round trip via Bath, and keeping Captain Goodere under arrest on board until jurisdiction was ascertained. Fortunately, for Berry and Jones, the powers of justice of the city,

  port and county of Bristol were already racing to the scene.




  Heading as fast as tide and wind allowed, the Bristol water bailiff, Thomas Chamberlayne, was forging downriver with a hastily arranged detail of twelve men. He carried with him also an

  order from the Bristol magistrates to search HMS Ruby. He and his crew were lashed with heavy westerly rains. One bargeman nevertheless carried aloft the insignia of

  the bailiff’s office, a silverplated oar, used only when the barge was about official business. Bailiff Chamberlayne, from a prominent mercantile family in Bristol, strongly suspected he

  would be dealing with a violent dispute between two aristocratic brothers. At worst, he suspected a fracas over money or a case amounting to forcible restraint of one deemed feeble-minded. He had

  been forewarned by a Bristol lawyer that one brother was likely to be forcing another to alter important codicils in a will. He had not expected to find himself investigating a murder.




  §




  Unconventionally, Captain Goodere was under arrest of the ship’s cooper and his own first lieutenant when the water bailiff came aboard. A sturdy gentleman-officer in

  command of the Ruby only since the previous November, Goodere remained calm, according to his nephew, in the face of his apparently mutinous crew and his own arrest. After greeting the

  water bailiff, he forcibly articulated the first of many assertions that no crime had been committed. The body, he said, was that of his elder brother, the baronet Sir John Dineley-Goodere, a known

  epileptic, madman and depressive. This much, Foote was not ashamed to allow, was true. The situation was not as it appeared. The captain had had the ‘horror and surprize

  [sic]’, he would later testify, of witnessing his own brother’s self-strangulation during an epileptic fit. The ship’s surgeon’s mate had been consulted about Sir

  John’s ‘lunacy’. Others testified that the baronet was called a ‘madman’ publicly, had been restrained by his family before,6 and had been bundled aboard the Ruby ‘for his own safety’ while raving like a lunatic and ‘fitting’ all the long row from Bristol to the naval

  moorings at King’s Road. The true story, Foote soon declared in print and personal protest, was even more bizarre than that.




  Bristol’s water bailiff had been alerted the day before that there might be trouble brewing between the Dineley-Goodere brothers – indeed, the dockside in

  Bristol and the tight-packed taverns and businesses around the cathedral and College Green were alive that rain-lashed Sunday to rumours that something altogether more intriguing than the usual

  haggling over sugar, tobacco and sherry prices was afoot. In a city used to the rough practices of naval press-gangs, nothing had been seen quite like the kidnap of Sir John Dineley-Goodere in

  broad daylight within the precincts of the cathedral. Sam Trevett, a midshipman drinking on the Rope Walk by the river, had seen a group of men manhandling a ‘gentleman in a long dark

  cloak’. A small girl had been alarmed by a tall stranger crying out to her that he was about to be murdered. A man at Hotwells, where the river turns towards the Avon gorge and the open sea,

  had heard a man shouting, ‘Kidnap!’ and a Mrs Darby, who lived by the lime kilns near the hot wells and knew Sir John Dineley by sight, saw him being pushed along towards the quayside

  by the Kings Head public house, seemingly, she said, against his will. But within minutes, the Avon being at three-quarter flood and the man-o’-war yawl oared by eight men, the shouting was

  subsiding, out of earshot and concern of most Bristolians.




  As the winter light finally began to fade, around five o’clock, and hail set in from the west, the yawl rounded under Hotwells cliffs and into the Avon gorge, luring boats then as now west

  from Bristol with the emotive promise of the open sea and America beyond – and Sir John, beyond sight or hearing of Bristol, pleaded ‘like a man possessed, like a lunatic’ without

  hope of anyone hearing.




  Those who had witnessed the brief despatch did not with ease resume their business. The dockside and College Green were crowded with drinkers, and word spread fast that something oddly troubling

  had occurred. It took some while for anyone to act, despite, or indeed because of, the fact that both brothers were well known in Bristol. The question that exercised Bristolians was whether the

  kidnap, at the hands of ‘ship ruffians’ of the Ruby – witnessed by so many – was in truth the kidnap of an innocent or the restraint of a

  lunatic by his embarrassed noble family. The question had been apparent to those along the dockside, and for them it was an important question, one with elusive answers. In the balance hung issues

  not just for the bystanders and the Dineley-Goodere brothers but also for a city and century that traded on trust and on the appearance of wealth and status. It was a question that allowed

  some men to be press-ganged into naval servitude, with the compliance of the local community, and others, the well-connected and well-to-do, to escape. It was a question also of distinguishing the

  delusional or mentally enfeebled from truly ‘distressed gentlefolk’ – of establishing the difference between the restraint of a madman and a mugging. And it was a question, too,

  of the rank and unassailability of a naval captain in a port like Bristol. Captain Goodere had been able to kidnap his brother in ‘full face of the sun’ because he was a man of the sea

  while the baronet was a mere man of Bath. But soon troubling rumours grew into the need for action.




  In such a question of identity, and when faced with the recognizable urban dilemma of when and how to step into a violent dispute between people who seem to know each other, one Bristol man

  decided to act for reasons of his own. Drinking a pint of ale at the Kings Head by the river that Sunday afternoon, William Dupree had been disturbed by a young woman at the window alerting all the

  men inside to ‘a great outcry’ as sailors ‘forced a Gentleman along’ and up the gangplank to a waiting man-o’-war yawl. Specifically, the ‘tall man in a dark

  cloak’ shouted to Dupree and the other drinkers to find ‘the lawyer Jarrit Smith’ and tell them that ‘Sir John Dineley-Goodere’ was being ‘abducted’.

  William Dupree ran for Smith – he knew the notary as ‘a man of pith, an able advocate’,7 and also knew his house, the second in the

  alleyway that cut between College Green and the quayside. Smith was at dinner, he was told, in nearby Queen’s Square. Dupree managed to solicit help from a passing uniformed soldier and

  together they located the man in a carriage with his wife on the way home from their meal. By now it was past eight o’clock. Dupree reported to Smith the words shouted

  by the tall stranger in the dark cloak: that he was ‘one Sir John Dineley-Goodere’ and he was being abducted. Jarrit Smith, like others embroiled in the long-standing and bitter

  litigation between the brothers, feared he knew why.




  At the bottom of Bristol’s Park Street, which linked the old city of Bristol with the new development of Georgian Clifton, lay College Green and the outbuildings of the cathedral. This

  lower end of Park Street, around the old abbey church of St Augustine, was within stumbling distance of Bristol’s docks and quaysides and was the centre of a little warren of small houses

  occupied by ‘bookbinders, watchmakers, French staymakers’,8 soapboilers and taverns. Some of the inns survive. One, long gone, was the White

  Hart – a relatively upmarket tavern for the area and also a chophouse. Sam Foote knew it well: it was a staging post between his Truro home, his school and college. It had rooms to rent for

  pleasure or business. It was run by the redoubtable Mrs Morris Hobbs.




  On the Tuesday prior to the kidnap of Sir John, a meal had been served in the inn, with both Dineley-Goodere brothers in attendance; it was hosted by one of the many lawyers in the employ of the

  infamously litigious family, the notary Jarrit Smith.9 He lived two houses along from St Augustine’s and drank often at the White Hart –

  sometimes claret, more often, according to Mrs Hobbs’s barmaid’s testimony, ‘Bristol milk’, or sherry. The baronet often spent the winter taking the Bath spa waters in an

  attempt both unsuccessful and expensive to alleviate the symptoms of a neurological disorder. His younger brother, the ship’s captain, had asked Smith for a meeting with Sir John via an

  intermediary called Chamberlayne, another lawyer and a cousin of Bristol’s water bailiff. The brothers – the baronet visiting from his water cure in Bath and the ship’s captain

  rowed in from Portishead by his Irish sailors – met at the White Hart. They had shaken hands, Smith and other later witnesses recalled, and talked pleasantly enough. They had all eaten turtle soup, Sir John being gouty as well as irascible and turtles being a much-trusted cure in Georgian England for both conditions. They had made toasts to love

  and friendship, and then, according to Smith, the brothers had parted on the doorstep of the White Hart amiably enough, ‘exchanging kisses – the fashion then’.10
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