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PROLOGUE

At the height of the French Revolution, a thirty-three-year-old Englishwoman arrived in the port of Calais. She was a foreign correspondent, commissioned by a famous London publisher to write about all the momentous events since the fall of the Bastille. The watchwords of the Revolution—liberty, fraternity, equality—spoke to her own deepest desires. Since childhood, she’d battled injustice: from her father, who had prepared only his male children for meaningful futures; from her mother, who had clearly favored her older brother, Ned. She was tall and pretty but had no dowry or inheritance; only her courage and tenacity pushed her forward. Everything she knew she had taught herself, and she had fought to succeed in the man’s world of professional writing. She had made herself a philosopher and could hold her own with friends like Thomas Paine. A year before, she had become internationally famous when she had published A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, demanding liberty for the female sex. Now she was eager to see what freedom had brought to the French people. And what would she find for herself?

At Calais, Mary Wollstonecraft stepped into a carriage heading inland to Paris. The winter countryside was bleak, the two-day trip exhausting. She caught a debilitating cough. And for every liberty tree she passed, she saw a sign demanding the head of King Louis XVI, who was now in jail, waiting to be tried for treason. When she arrived at her hosts’ house in Paris, only the servants were home. And though Mary could read and write French, the spoken language completely escaped her. She sensed danger in the Paris streets and may have been tempted to return to the safety of King George’s London. But she was not in the habit of turning back. She climbed down from the carriage. The greatest adventure of her life lay ahead.







PART ONE
The Old Regime








CHAPTER ONE

Almost a century before, in the early 1700s, Mary’s grandfather, Edward Wollstonecraft, came down from Lancashire to make his fortune in London. Perhaps because he knew someone there or perhaps just by chance, Edward settled in Spitalfields, one of the indigent communities pushing the borders of London eastward. Then as now, Spitalfields had winding, narrow streets, spindly buildings, and an exotic air. The roads were cluttered and dirty. In the eighteenth century, Spitalfields was the center of London’s weaving industry. Most of the weavers were French Huguenots who’d fled persecution after the Edict of Nantes was revoked in France. Spitalfields was, and still is, a cynosure for the unwanted: Baptists, Quakers, Jews, and Moslems all have fled there in their time. A mosque stands today on a site formerly occupied by a nineteenth-century synagogue, which began, in Edward’s time, as a Protestant church.

But there’s nothing to indicate that Edward was any sort of an out-cast. He was Anglican and British. He was also clever and deft with his hands. Quickly, he apprenticed himself to a weaver, probably a Frenchman. The average silk weaver earned even less than jewelers or chair makers. So for little pay, Edward worked long days in a Georgian brick building, weaving silk at a garret window built high to capture all the available light. He was a pious man and must have stopped often at Christ Church, which to this day towers over the splaying market like a Chinese carriage with four chunky pillared legs and a soaring spire.

Soon Edward bought a small house on Primrose Street. He married a woman named Jane and had several children, became a master weaver, began acquiring property, and rose in the world. Jane died, and their only surviving child, a girl named Elizabeth Ann, married a man named Isaac Rutson. Edward himself took a second wife. But she died, and again only one child lived into full adulthood. This time it was a boy named Edward John.

By now, the senior Edward was rich. He owned many houses on Primrose Street. He could have moved anywhere he liked; so the fact that he chose to build his new house right in the heart of Spitalfields, on Hanbury Street, says something about his character. At the very least, he felt comfortable in a world dominated by immigrants. Maybe he was also more the nonconformist than he seemed. In the deeds for the new house, Edward describes himself as a “gentleman”: he’d acquired a good name.

When Edward Wollstonecraft died in 1765, he left a large estate, two-thirds of which was to be divided equally between his only son, Edward John, and his seven-year-old grandson, Ned. Thanks to primogeniture, by which the eldest son inherits everything, nothing went to Ned’s younger siblings, five-year-old Mary, three-year-old Henry, and baby Eliza. Besides, under English law girls could not own property; they were property, first of a father and then, if they were lucky, of a spouse.

Yet, for reasons we can only surmise, Edward decided to leave nearly a third of his estate to the daughter of his first marriage, Elizabeth Ann, and nothing to her husband. In fact, Edward was so determined that he went through the elaborate motions of setting up a bank trust jointly in her and her husband’s names. The income from the trust would be received yearly by both partners, but it could be “employed” (Edward’s executors were instructed in no uncertain language) only by Elizabeth Ann: “for her sole distinct peculiar and separate use and benefit exclusive of her said husband and so as that the same shall not be subject to . . . intermeddling control.”1

Edward’s stipulation that the money should be for Elizabeth Ann’s “peculiar” use hints, even in its eighteenth-century context, at something unusual. Indeed, Edward’s will was a peculiar document. It adhered to the letter of English law by bequeathing dividends to both the Rutsons, but attacked the spirit by forbidding his son-in-law to spend a cent. Unfortunately, there are no records to show what became of the Rutsons and their money. Maybe Isaac Rutson was so embittered by his father-in-law’s chicanery that he defied the executors and kept all the dividends himself. After all, according to English law, everything his wife owned was his. Or maybe the will and its executors prevailed. Maybe Elizabeth Ann tasted freedom. But however it turned out, Edward Wollstonecraft had made a statement. And if it’s a bit presumptuous to claim he’d made a feminist statement, he had transgressed a code oppressive to the female sex. It would be pretty to think that he did this in the name of abstract justice. But his motives were probably personal. Most likely, he took all this trouble because he loved his daughter or hated her spouse. But no matter: many enlightenments begin with love and hate. Or so it would seem if one traces the journey of Edward’s granddaughter Mary Wollstonecraft.

Mary Wollstonecraft was born on April 27, 1759, in her grandfather’s Primrose Street house in Spitalfields. She was her family’s second child and the first female. Her father, Edward John Wollstonecraft, was a young weaver. Her Irish mother, Elizabeth Dickson, had come down from Ballyshannon to marry him—which is all we know of her past.2 It was the era of George III, who loved his wife and sang the praises of domestic life. But the Wollstonecrafts did not support his theme.

Mary remembered her parents as unequal warriors, her mother weak and pretty, her father a sentimental tyrant who fawned over his family one moment, then beat them the next because he was drunk or out of sorts. Often Mary threw herself between her parents to protect Elizabeth. But Mary’s mother could be as brutal as Edward John in her more devious ways. She devised a particularly cruel method of punishing talkative young Mary—insisting that she sit still and absolutely silent for three or four hours while her parents conversed.3 Mary could bear any discipline, she later said, provided that the cause was just. But she despised Elizabeth’s unfairness: what her mother let pass one day, she pounced on the next. Worst of all, though Mary’s mother bore seven children—first Ned, then Mary, then Henry, Eliza, Everina, James, and finally Charles, she suckled and indulged only Ned, her firstborn, who, according to the laws of primogeniture, would inherit all the family wealth. From her earliest years, Mary knew she was stronger, smarter, and more trustworthy than her coddled brother. Her first ardent struggle was to convince her mother to love her best.

When Mary was a year old, the 1760 Complete Guide to . . . the City of London listed her father, Edward John, as a master weaver, but he lacked his father’s zeal for work. The Industrial Revolution, drawing hoards to London, eluded him. He wanted to travel in the opposite direction: to live in the country and rise in the social world. So in 1763, Edward John moved his family to a farm in Epping Forest, on the periphery of London, though he knew nothing about crops or livestock. And when the elder Edward died in February 1765, leaving Edward John a large share of his fortune, the Wollstonecrafts moved to a farm nearby in posher Barking, where Mary’s parents could boast of dining in manors with the upper class.

Mary’s earliest memories are of Barking: Elizabeth’s well-kept garden, the bustling wharf, the acres of fields, where her mother—for once scorning conventional wisdom, which favored dolls and dress-up for female children—urged her to exercise her tall, well-built body and run off angry moods. At six, Mary had fair hair and regular features. She bore a chip on her shoulder because her mother still favored Ned, but she was learning to turn to God for approval. He cared nothing about first sons or rich neighbors; he spoke of righteousness and the struggle to be good. There was an afterlife where justice triumphed, the Anglican Church consoled Mary, and until then there were flowers and birds and clouds and sunsets. If nothing could divert Mary’s parents from their petty squabbles, nature, Mary discovered, could fill her with “sublime ideas.”4

The Wollstonecrafts remained just three years in Barking before either the farm failed or restless Edward John lost patience with staying in one spot. In 1768, they were off again, this time north to a farm in Yorkshire outside Beverley, where they remained just long enough for Charles, the last Wollstonecraft child, to be born. Then, when Mary was ten, in 1769, Edward John left his land for a house in Wednesday’s Market inside the town of Beverley, which Mary always spoke of as her childhood home.

In the mid-eighteenth century, Beverley was an affluent community, filled with doctors and lawyers, living in neat rows of Dutch-style tile-roofed houses on long cobblestone streets. It boasted a lively theater, a grammar school, a handsome Assembly Room for concerts and dances, a circulating library, and a charity school for the poor. Outside town lay a wooded park with a racecourse. And overhead towered a majestic cathedral—the Beverley Minster—which appealed to Mary’s love of Gothic grandeur as well as her longing for a world elsewhere. There was a pretty market cross bearing the arms of Queen Anne on one end of the town in Saturday’s Market and an obelisk at the other end in Wednesday’s Market, which was the smartest section of town.5

Certainly, this fashionable address gratified Edward John’s vanity, but at a high price. Mary remembers her father’s “extravagance,” inciting talk and dire predictions among the neighbors. He must have lost much of his father’s fortune, for no one gossips about a rich man spending his wealth.

By the time they reached Beverley, Edward John was already the blackguard husband, boozing and gambling; Elizabeth was the passive martyr complaining of vague symptoms and spending hours in bed. The children too began falling into niches. Mary was the boss, Eliza (born four years later) the beauty, and their youngest sister, Everina (born two years after Eliza), had the most common sense. Mary describes Ned as aloof and conceited, while Henry, James, and Charles blend together in her account of these early years. It was time for the older children to be educated, so Ned and Henry began studying what all boys learned—literature, classical languages, mathematics—at the Beverley Grammar School, while, at the local girls’ school, Mary and her sisters learned to sew, add simple numbers, and read just enough to please a spouse.

While sought after in French salons, learned females were ridiculed in Great Britain. “If you happen to have any learning, keep it a profound secret,” one father implored his daughters in a popular book of the times.6 And women writers were no less vigilant—insisting that wives parrot their husbands’ opinions (this from the poet-moralist Hester Chapone) and predicting old maidhood for girls who could think. (Lady Mary Wortley Montagu warned her granddaughter, a gifted mathematician, to “conceal whatever learning she attains with as much solicitude as she would hide crookedness or lameness.”)7

Ridiculous, thought Mary, who seems to have been born avid for knowledge and envied her brothers, and even her new Beverley friend Jane Arden, because her father, a lecturer on science and literature, taught his daughters as if they were boys. Mary yearned for a father like Jane’s and also longed for Jane’s friendship. One of the first letters she ever composed was to Jane Arden, and it is so revealing of the ardent and exasperating young Mary that it is worth quoting in full:

Miss Arden.— Before I begin I beg pardon for the freedom of my style.— If I did not love you I should not write so;—I have a heart that scorns disguise, and a countenance which will not dissemble:— I have formed romantic notions of friendship.— I have once been disappointed:— I think if I am a second time I shall only want some infidelity in a love affair, to qualify me for an old maid, as then I shall have no idea of either of them.— I am a little singular in my thoughts of love and friendship; I must have the first place or none.— I own your behavior is more according to the opinion of the world, but I would break such narrow bounds.— I will give you reasons for what I say;—since Miss C—— has been here you have behaved in the coolest manner.— I once hoped our friendship was built on a permanent foundation:— We have all our failings—I have more than usual, but I thought you might mildly have corrected me as I always loved you with true sisterly affection. If I found any faults I should have told you but a lady possessed of so many accomplishments as Miss A—— cannot find any loss in your humble Servant.— I would not have seen it, but your behavior the other night I cannot pass over;—and when I spoke of sitting with you at Church you made an objection, because I and your sisters quarrelled;—I did not think a little raillery would have been taken in such a manner, or that you would have insinuated, that I dared to have prophaned so sacred a place with idle chit-chat. 

I once thought myself worthy of your friendship;—and I thank you for bringing me to a right sense of myself.— When I have been at your house with Miss J—— the greatest respect has been paid to her; every thing handed to her first;—and in short, as if she were a superior being.— Your Mama too behaved with more politeness to her.

I am obliged to your Papa and Mama and desire you will give them my complimentary thanks, and as I have spent many happy hours in your company, shall always have the sincerest esteem for Miss A.——.— There is no accounting for the imbecility of human nature—I might misconstrue your behavior, but what I have written flows spontaneously from my pen and this I am sure. I only desire to be done by as I do;—I shall expect a written answer to this,—

and am yours

M.W.

Don’t tell C—— to you I have told all my failings . . . ;—I would not be so mean as to shew only the bright side of the picture;—I have reason to think you have not been so ingenuous to me.—I cannot bear the recollection that that when Miss R—— comes I should have less of your company.— After seeing you yesterday, I thought not to have sent this—(but you desire it) for to see you and be angry, is not in my power.— I long for a walk in my darling Westwood. Adieu.

Mary Wollstonecraft8


Mary’s Beverley of the 1770s comes to life in this passage. We see the Minster full of girls torn between piety and the urge to gossip. Who sits next to whom is a matter of great concern, and one’s first loyalty is to one’s siblings: if they’re insulted, you’re insulted too. We read of Mary’s “darling Westwood” park, where the great problems of adolescence can be walked away, and of visits from out-of-towners like the dreaded Miss C—— from Hull. We discover how Miss J—— shows up at the Arden house to further distract Jane’s attention from Mary.

Mary is insecure about her family’s status in the community. Miss J——’s background, she intimates, is wealthier or more respectable, making her the socially “worthier” friend. But “I have a heart that scorns disguise, and a countenance which will not dissemble.” Mary is her own woman and proud of it. She has “romantic notions of friendship.” Her mother’s preference for Ned has not reconciled her to an inferior position: she must be loved best or not at all. In her “romantic ideas” and determination to break “narrow bounds,” we get an early glimpse of the champion of the French Revolution. Mary threatens that she will break with the Ardens and their snobbery. But then again, maybe not. “There is no accounting for the imbecility of human nature,” she writes. Perhaps she has misconstrued Jane’s behavior, and then too it is hard to see a person you love and remain angry for long. Mary makes it clear she doesn’t want to be friendless or an “old maid.” By her last paragraph, she is on the verge of forgiving her tormentor; then she remembers Jane’s friend Miss R—— from York will soon come between them. How much can a person bear?

Jane was not, it seems, intentionally goading Mary. She values her mercurial young friend, but won’t give up everyone else she knows. Reluctantly, Mary accepts the relationship on Jane’s terms. The girls make up, and in her next letter Mary tells Jane she may favor Miss R——, though not, she implores, Miss C——! “Love and jealousy are twins,” Mary concedes. And: “I have a heart too susceptible for my own peace.”

This is not Mary’s first jealous outburst. Mary has fought with Miss R—— and refused to apologize first.9 Mary felt snubbed at Miss J——’s, where Jane’s “behaviour . . . hurt me extremely, and not answering my letter shews that you set little value on my friendship.— If you had sent to ask me, I should have gone to the play, but none of you seemed to want my company.”10 So Mary stayed home and sulked. She cannot be bothered, it seems, to befriend any girl but Jane. Yet her letters reveal an interest in Jane’s scholarly father, who lends her an essay on friendship, and in a clergyman from Derbyshire, a “worthy Philosopher,”11 who teaches Mary some math. All Mary’s letters to Jane abound in literary references—to Pope and Dryden and Gray. She must have been borrowing books from someone and educating herself.

And when Mary wasn’t brooding over her position in Jane’s hierarchy, they spent “many agreeable days together” and “eagerly told every girlish secret of our hearts.”12 There were dances and concerts and beaux to mull over. And deaths and marriages, of course. In one letter to Jane, Mary tells of the lucky Miss N——s, whose uncle passed away and left them a fortune; in another, she herself “expects a great deal of pleasure” from going out to the Beverley theater to see a play.13 “The oddest mortal that ever existed” is courting Miss C——, Jane informs Mary. What’s worse, to please her parents, Miss C—— submits. “The contrast will be very entertaining,” Mary cattily responds to Jane’s description. “Her over-giddiness, and his overgraveness must be superlatively ridiculous;—in short you must allow me to laugh.” She knows Jane would never tolerate “such nonsense.” As for herself, Mary has just attended a “very agreeable” party: “all the world was there.”14

In one letter, Mary prints out a song praising Beverley; in another she sends Jane a satire by a local poet deriding the marriageable women they know. “I am sorry I am not older to have had my name inscribed in such divine poetry,” Mary remarks. And though she mocks the verse, Mary may indeed anticipate the day when she’ll dance at the Beverley Assembly and be courted by eligible men.15

In the fall of 1774, she may even have deluded herself that her family was improving when in fact they were sinking down in the world. Her father could no longer afford his elegant Wednesday’s Market address. Besides, a “commercial speculation”16 beckoned him, he said. The decision to move was probably quick because Mary never wrote to inform Jane Arden; or maybe she was too embarrassed to write, or too sad. For she had a deep love for Beverley and the Yorkshire countryside. “When my heart is warm,” she wrote years later, “pop come the expressions of [Yorkshire] into my head.” These were tuneful expressions like “lightsome” and “go badly with me.” She would hold them vividly in her mind as she would hold the Minster and the Assembly and the theater and Westwood and all the Ardens. Despite Miss C—— and Miss R—— and her distressing family, Mary would remember her days in Beverley as tranquil times.



NOW, IN 1795, Mary’s father was racing after some new business scheme in the London environs. He settled the family in Hoxton, which boasted an esteemed academy founded by religious Dissidents who were barred from Oxford and Cambridge because they rejected the Anglican faith. But Hoxton was also known for its almshouses, insane asylums, and noisy pubs. At dusk, thieves gathered in Hoxton Field to pounce on city workers passing through on their way to the nicer suburbs—Islington or Highbury.

Ned Wollstonecraft, now seventeen, had a job at a London law firm. Fourteen-year-old Henry was apprenticed to a surgeon-apothecary, while Eliza and Everina finished their girls’ education and James and Charles enrolled in primary school. At sixteen, Mary was beyond school age, so she languished at home with her miserable parents. “Reason as well as religion convinces me that all has happened for the best . . . for I am persuaded misfortunes are of the greatest service,” Mary wrote unconvincingly when she resumed her correspondence with Jane Arden.17 Deprived and bored, she threw her energies into defying propriety—letting her shiny, thick hair hang limp, wearing dull, rough clothes, and refusing all but the most meager portion of food and eating almost no meat. She showed early signs of her lifelong tendency to depression, complaining to her sisters about “gloom,” violent headaches, and “nervous” fevers. She was grappling with the great question of adolescence—Who am I?—and had an easier time deciding what she was not—not powerful, not free to choose, not loved or happy or valued at her worth.

Matters improved somewhat when Mary met her new neighbor, an odd, reclusive scholar who was physically deformed and said to have worn the same pair of shoes for fourteen years. His name was Mr. Clare, and he singled her out as intellectually gifted, though ignorant. He and his friendly wife invited Mary to come study and live with them. She accepted and began visiting for as long as a month at a time. And whereas in Beverley she’d chosen books randomly, now she followed Mr. Clare’s regime, reading well- thoughtof works like The Seasons, James Thomson’s tome on nature, and The Complaint; or, Night Thoughts on Life, Death, and Immortality, Edward Young’s elegy for his perished wife, as well as the Bible, Swift, Shakespeare, Milton, and philosophy. Milton’s Satan particularly thrilled her, while Locke’s insistence that the world was ameliorable challenged her sullen conviction that nothing changed.

Still, Mary was unprepared for her own transformation when one day Mr. Clare took her to meet another girl he tutored—Fanny Blood. It was love at first sight, Mary later said. Fanny was slightly older than Mary and not just pretty and smart, but delicate and talented: superior to anyone Mary had ever met. Even her poverty seemed romantic. When Mr. Blood lost jobs, he had no inheritance to fall back on; and Mrs. Blood exhausted herself struggling to support her hungry brood. All summer long, she hunched over her needlework from four in the morning until it was too dark to see at night, and Fanny worked loyally beside her, though the long hours were disastrous for her health. Fanny was an artist. She played piano and drew so well that people bought her paintings. In addition, while Mary still strained to tame her wild sentences, Fanny knew grammar and could organize her ideas.

Those ideas seemed at first to ideally coincide with Mary’s. Fanny too was sad and solitary. Her mother, while kind, exasperated everyone with her endless chatter, and Mr. Blood thought of nothing but his ambition to go home to Ireland, which was highly impractical considering he could barely afford food. Fanny seemed dreamy and reflective. She was in the early stages of tuberculosis and unhappy because her fiancé kept putting off their wedding date since his family looked down on hers. The fiancé was Hugh Skeys, whom Fanny had met studying at the Clares’ house. Now he was planning to start a business in Portugal, to which he promised to take Fanny—but not soon.

Meanwhile, Mary ignored Skeys and began planning for eternal friendship with Fanny. “I could dwell for ever on [Fanny’s] praises,” Mary wrote Jane Arden, “and you wod not wonder at it, if you knew the many favors she has conferred on me, and the many valuable qualifications she possesses.”18

At fourteen, Mary had confided in Jane her “romantic notions of friendship.” Now she loved Fanny “better than all the world besides.”19 Suddenly, Mary had a goal: to forge what the eighteenth century called a “romantic friendship”—a relationship between two women that could be as tempestuous as any love affair, but only rarely involved sex. The most famous romantic friendship of the day was between two genteel women named Sarah Ponsonby and Eleanor Butler, the “ladies of Llangollen.” But there was also the clergyman’s daughter Miss Carter, who called a female friend “almost my passion”; the writer Henrietta Bowdler, who worshiped the poet Elizabeth Smith; and the famous bluestocking Mrs. Montagu, who consoled herself for a dreary marriage by loving a succession of women friends.

For men, the term “romantic friendship” conjured images of pale females reading Richardson out loud while watching the sun set; but the aggressiveness of these relationships was unsettling, contradicting the comforting notion that women were passive beings. Mary hoped for a friendship as consuming as any heterosexual relationship and with the advantage that, unlike married couples, she and Fanny held equal power under the law, though their goals were not identical. Fanny loved Mary, but still wanted a husband, while Mary claimed she would never marry. “I know this resolution [not to marry] may appear a little extraordinary,” she told Jane Arden, “but in forming it I follow the dictates of reason as well as the bent of my inclination.”20 Perhaps. But since Mary had neither a respectable dowry nor dazzling beauty, bachelors as interesting as Fanny were unlikely to ask for her hand. Better to reject them than give them the chance to snub her. Besides, “Like a true woman,” Mary later admitted, “[I] rail at what I don’t possess.”21

That Mary did not possess any semblance of stability was driven home once again when, soon after she met Fanny, her father whisked her and all the younger children off to a farm he’d gotten it into his head to buy in Laugharne, Wales. Laugharne was ravishingly beautiful,22 Mary told Jane Arden, and she wrote constantly to Fanny, who instructed her about nouns and verbs as well as sending news from home and love. Their separation was short because Edward John’s latest pipe dream failed quickly, and, a year after they left, the Wollstonecrafts trudged back to outer London, taking a house in Wolworth near Fanny’s family in Walham Green.

So Mary and Fanny now walked and read and talked together whenever they liked. Fanny became a sister to Eliza and Everina, and Fanny’s parents and their money woes were now Mary’s as well. “Our mother,” Mary called Mrs. Blood, and she sat through so many meals listening to Mr. Blood pining to return to Ireland that she began singing that country’s praises herself. Fanny’s brother George became Mary’s pet. “The Princess,” he dubbed her, raising her above their ignoble fathers and the less remarkable younger Wollstonecrafts and Bloods.

Even Fanny, George knew, lacked Mary’s originality and penetrating intellect. His sister loved stories with a comforting moral, but couldn’t fathom the theories of Locke or Rousseau, which Mary was always quoting. And Fanny was content to bear life as she found it, while Mary was determined to assert her will. And she followed through on her impulses. For instance, in the spring of 1778, just before her nineteenth birthday, Mary announced that she was going to find a way to earn money so she and Fanny could afford to live on their own—even if this meant leaving Fanny in the short run. Teaching, governessing, and playing companion to demanding old women were the few jobs women without fortunes could hope to procure. Since a lady’s companion seemed less horrible than the two other options, Mary accepted a job with a widow named Mrs. Dawson, who lived most of the year in Bath.

Mary took off for Bath in high spirits, which were soon deflated by her gruff and imperious boss. “My health is ruined, my spirits broken, and I have a constant pain in my side that is daily gaining ground,” Mary, in a letter to Jane, enumerates the effects of her first job. Still, she stuck it out, accompanying ungrateful Mrs. Dawson on a holiday to Southampton during the summer of 1779 and to visit her class-conscious sister in Windsor the following fall. Here Mary rode in the forest, went “constantly” to the Cathedral, and gossiped to Jane about offensive high society and all the “poor girls” mooning after the prince.

Mary was twenty-one and still in Windsor with Mrs. Dawson in August of 1780 when a puzzling letter from her sister Eliza arrived. Eliza’s letter is lost, but Mary’s reply gives the first hint of the complicated relationship between them. “There is an irony through your whole epistle that hurts me exceedingly,” writes Mary, and she alludes to her sister’s false compliments and cutting wit. Clearly, Eliza has had complaints to air, for Mary is on the defensive, protesting that she has written her father and is sorry that Everina was sick. “You don’t say a word of my mother. I take it for granted she is well,” Mary adds.23 But their mother was not well. She was slowly dying of what the doctors called dropsy, or edema, a painful engorgement of body tissues caused by liver or kidney disease. Dropsy patients require constant care, and with Edward John so feckless and Mary in Windsor, the burden fell on Eliza and Everina. It was usual for Eliza to make Mary guess at the cause of her resentment. But Mary soon grasped the predicament and abruptly left her outraged employer to hurry home to her mother’s side.

For two years, Mary (with help from her sisters) devoted herself to caring for Elizabeth Wollstonecraft, while her father was off seducing a younger woman named Lydia and Ned, now a married lawyer, rarely came around. Still, Elizabeth experienced no deathbed revelation: to the end she preferred Ned. And her last words were typically submissive: “A little patience and all will be over.” These words had a profound effect on her far more courageous daughter. Mary too would seek freedom from pain in death.



ONCE HIS WIFE was buried, Edward John lost no time proposing to his new lover, Lydia. The Wollstonecraft children snubbed her. She married their prospectless father nonetheless and cheerfully endured his black moods in the velvety green town he chose from all the places he’d passed through—Laugharne, Wales. Of the children, only Charles accompanied Edward John and Lydia to Wales after Elizabeth’s death. Henry was now out of the picture: in A Different Face, biographer Emily Sunstein persuasively hypothesizes that he had an emotional breakdown in adolescence and was committed to a madhouse for the rest of his life.24 Meanwhile, James was at sea. Ned grudgingly took Eliza and Everina into his household on St. Katherine Street, while Mary went to Fanny at Walham Green near Putney Bridge. Often, Mary strolled across that bridge, staring down at the gray water and feeling as if she were already wrinkled and old. 25 What troubled twenty-three-year-old Mary was not just her mother’s death, but the fact that she had not found perfect happiness with Fanny. Was it that Fanny was less wonderful than she’d imagined at first, or was there some deficiency in herself?

Still, Mary did not yearn for a husband, even when six months after her mother’s death, on October 20, Eliza married a man named Meredith Bishop, a shipbuilder from Bermondsey, across the Tower Bridge from Ned. Mary exalted him a bit in a letter announcing the news to Jane Arden. Bishop was “a worthy man whose position in life is truly enviable,”26 she said. This was Mary’s last letter to Jane Arden. The obsessions of adolescence—love, family, the neighborhood—no longer bound them as strongly as they were pulled apart by different fates, and they went their separate ways. For years, Jane was an exemplary teacher. She did not marry until 1797, the year Mary died. After her death, Jane became the subject of an adoring book by her daughter, Recollections of a Beloved Mother—a celebration of the conventional woman, which was everything the first, radical biography of Mary was not. Although Mary emerges as the needier girl throughout their correspondence, it was Jane, not Mary, who saved her friend’s letters for twenty years. They are unusual letters, a first outlet for Mary Wollstonecraft’s frustrations and bold ideas. Awkward at times, always emotional, the letters to Jane are filled with observations that will be refined in her early books.


.   .   .


DURING THE FALL of 1782, Eliza and her new husband settled into married life. Bishop got to know Mary, Everina, Ned, and their companions; when the Bloods were penniless at Christmas, Bishop lent them the handsome sum of twenty pounds.27 Eliza was pregnant in November and in August gave birth to a healthy girl. They named her Elizabeth Mary Francis Bishop. The Bishops seemed well on their way to a complacent married future when, shortly after the birth, Bishop urgently summoned Mary to their Bermondsey home. Her sister, he said, had gone mad.

Mary rushed to Bermondsey, where she indeed found Eliza raving and delirious. At first, Mary pitied Bishop, who must have had strong feelings for Eliza to have married her in the first place without a dowry, and now to call in her sister rather than march Eliza out of the house. (Brief or permanent stays at insane asylums were the common treatment for mental breakdowns in the eighteenth century; the writer Mary Lamb, for example, was frequently escorted to mad-houses by her loving brother Charles.)

But as Eliza grew more cogent, she insisted that her husband had mistreated her. Exactly what wrong he’d done her, and when, can only be inferred from Mary’s cryptic letters to Everina, which suggest that Bishop wanted sex and Eliza did not. Eliza’s aversion may have emerged out of the blue, as Bishop seemed to believe, after the birth of the baby, in which case there was an obvious catalyst. Or, as Eliza insisted, the disgust may have started much earlier. Maybe Bishop was a clumsy, rough, or even brutal lover. Perhaps he was rough and volatile out of bed. A friend of Bishop’s told Mary that Bishop was either a “lion or a spannial,” which is much the way Mary describes her father. Mary could see that Bishop had a “weak mind”; Eliza was sharp and curious. So her disgust for Bishop’s body may have begun with scorn for his intellect. Or maybe her alarm was at the marital state itself.

Mary moved into the Bishops’ house, and in her second letter to Everina confessed: “I don’t know what to do— Poor Eliza’s situation almost turns my brain—I can’t stay and see this continual misery— and to leave her to bear it by herself without any one to comfort her is still more distressing.”28 So Mary soldiered on, sighing all the while, growing attached to the baby, whom they were calling Mary, and struggling to be fair. One minute she was swayed by Bishop. “My heart is almost broken with listening to B. while he reasons the case,”29 she lamented to Everina. But no sooner did “B.” leave the room than Eliza would appear and do something outrageous or just look tragically sad, and Mary would be convinced that her sister could never recover her sanity until she was bodily removed from her house. Which, of course, wasn’t her house, as, under eighteenth-century law, the baby wasn’t her baby: there was the real problem. For, if Eliza left, Elizabeth Mary Francis would have to stay behind since the British father had absolute rights to his child.

Along with Everina and Mary, Fanny was now involved in Eliza’s affairs, as was Fanny’s fiancé, Hugh Skeys, who was speaking seriously about marriage again, and Ned, of course. At first, it seemed as if everything rested on Ned, the only solvent Wollstonecraft. Mary hoped to prevail upon him to take Eliza under his roof. Ned didn’t absolutely refuse. But—being stingy, conservative, and having a wife already resentful of Everina’s presence— he did not encourage the plan either. Skeys, meanwhile, sided with Bishop, who, in Mary’s words, was drawing “fixed conclutions from general rules.” Presumably, he argued that like any sensible woman Eliza would regain her commitment to their marriage once her fits of madness passed.

But as Mary saw it, the saner Eliza felt the more she despised Bishop. She blamed him for her breakdown and declared she’d lose her mind entirely if she stayed his wife. By this time, Eliza must have been thinking practically because she informed Mary she’d do anything, even teach, rather than stay in Bermondsey. And Mary believed her and prepared an escape. Action was a relief after all this waiting, but while Mary was not intimidated by men individually, she feared their collective power under British law.

“Miracles don’t occur now,”30 she cautioned Everina. Still, Mary was obviously hoping God would make an exception and transform Bishop or at least resign Eliza to her fate. For England’s marriage laws were so one-sided that, while men could leave their wives on the flimsiest pretext, it literally required an act of Parliament for a woman to obtain a divorce and a miracle indeed for her to see her child without the father’s consent. Mary’s correspondence with Everina shows she had few illusions about Eliza’s future prospects. Eliza would merely be free. And indeed Mary often sounds as if she’s liberating a slave rather than seeking a better life for an intelligent woman.

Escape plans were held up because Bishop got sick. Days passed, and he hung around the house. Eliza grew “so harrassed with the fear of being discovered and the thought of leaving the child that she could not have stood it long.”31 Finally, Bishop went out. Eliza and Mary threw their clothes into suitcases, which they gave Fanny to deliver to Everina at Ned’s. Eliza filled a last traveling bag with some dresses but forgot the linen, while Mary ran out for a coach. Eliza grew increasingly agitated as the time approached when she would have to part with the baby. She lingered, but in the end joined Mary, who, agitated herself and familiar with Gothic novels, got the idea that they should change coaches midway to their destination— Hackney, near London Fields—to throw Bishop off the trail. Meanwhile, Eliza “bit her wedding ring to pieces”32 —a fitting farewell to domesticity. There were other portents of a breakdown, but it did not come.

At last, Mary and Eliza pulled up at a Mrs. Dodd’s rooming house on Church Street in Hackney, where, assuming the name “Miss Johnson,” Mary had booked them a room. Both sisters were trembling and weak. Eliza fell into bed, but Mary sat wide awake, imagining that every carriage rolling by was Bishop’s, expecting him to stride through the door and demand his wife back. Mary began a letter to Everina. Could Bishop force Eliza to return? she wondered, and she went on to report the surprising news that she, Mary Wollstonecraft, almost wished for a husband, so desperate was she for support.33

The day after their carriage ride, both sisters slept. The following day, they ached in every muscle, and Mary’s stomach roiled. Once, Eliza went deaf for hours, which was exactly how her earlier insanity had begun—so Mary was terrified. There were endless worries about money, and there was the great sorrow for Eliza that her child was elsewhere. Bishop did not, as Mary had predicted, pursue or harass Eliza; he went immediately to her elder brother and tried honorably to woo her back. And he assured Hugh Skeys that he would now “endeavor to make Mrs. B. happy.”34 But rather than accept that offer, Eliza chose permanent separation, whereby Bishop forbade her to see her daughter and refused to give her a cent.

Eliza improved steadily as the weeks passed. She never broke down again, though she also never found a way to speak of Elizabeth Mary Frances, who died, probably of neglect, before her first birthday, in August of 1784. Eliza’s lifetime correspondence is filled with sardonic references to marriage in general, but she refers to her own just once in the middle of a letter to Everina four years after the escape to Hackney: “I can not make myself understood here,” she complains of her current teaching situation. “Had I an inclination to do so, praying is their only amusement, not forgetting eating and [marrying] . . . , and so on— The idea of parting from a husband one could never make them comprehend, I could much sooner persuade them that a stone might speak. . . .”35 So she did not repudiate her decision to leave home.

For Mary, this incident with Eliza was crucial. By taking action, she discovered the un-Christian joy of asserting her will. Against the male sex, no less, and not just in a will like her grandfather the weaver, but out in the streets of London. Mary had to leap to many conclusions in order to assist Eliza to leave her husband: that patriarchy was pregnable, that you could defy a social covenant, that things could improve. Over the next eight years, events in the greater world would make clear to Mary Wollstonecraft the need for a whole new theory about women and happiness. But the idea for her great work, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, was born the day Eliza fled. 






CHAPTER TWO

But in the winter of 1784, Vindication lay nearly a decade in the future. For now, Mary and Eliza were two high-strung young women living on top of each other in a cold, dreary Hackney boardinghouse. Mary had caught Bishop’s cold and fever, and Eliza’s head ached perpetually. They had only three guineas between them and few visitors. Eliza’s momentous decision appalled (and doubtless threatened) many of their friends like “new married” Mrs. Brooks, who “with grief of heart gave up my friendship,” Mary scoffed in a letter to Everina, though plainly the rejection hurt. Worse, none of the Wollstonecraft girls had future prospects. And while Mary’s old champions the Clares sent them wine and pie from Hoxton, it took a bolder new friend to find them work.

That friend (whom Mary probably met through the Clares) was bustling Mrs. Burgh, widow of a well-known Dissident educator. A champion of personal freedom, James Burgh called marriage “that most perfect of all friendships” and depicted the ideal wife as intelligent, cheerful, and convinced of the superiority of men.1 Teaching was an honorable career, in Mrs. Burgh’s opinion, and she persuaded Mary, Eliza, Everina, and even reticent Fanny that the answer to their troubles was to open a school. Of course, intellectual courses were out of the question; they’d have to pinch their curriculum to suit parents like their own. Jane Austen claimed she could think of “nothing worse” than being a schoolteacher, but Mary started out hoping for the best, especially when Mrs. Burgh quickly rustled up twenty-odd students and found them a house near her in Newington Green.

Just outside of London, Newington Green was a pastoral community filled with orchards, cornfields, and splendid seventeenth-century mansions surrounding a pretty green. On the north corner of the green stood the Unitarian Church, defiant in its plainness. Like Hoxton, Newington Green abounded in religious Dissenters, ranging from fervid Millennialists, preoccupied with the literal scripture, to Unitarians, who rejected miracles and demanded social change. They gave up sugar, for instance, to protest slavery. Though they scorned pleasure for its own sake, Dissenters—as much as Anglicans—valued success and affluence. The Dissident academies were England’s finest. Dissident scholars became lawyers or businessmen or doctors, or they opened newspapers to spread their ardor for change.

So Mary began meeting people bent on social improvement, from Mrs. Burgh and her outgoing nephew Mr. Church (whom Mary dubbed “Friendly Church”)2 to the neighborhood celebrities: Unitarian clergyman and philosopher Richard Price; Quaker doctor and philanthropist John Coakley Lettsome; Anglican clergyman and author John Hewlett. Everyone welcomed the bright new teachers, particularly Mary, who made a point of distinguishing herself from the rest.

Mary’s most famous early admirer was Dr. Price, a modest, kindly man in his mid-sixties who was revered throughout Britain as a disciple of John Locke. He mumbled his sermons, but wrote eloquently.3 For Price, love of God meant attacking injustice. He was among the first to speak up for American independence and would soon further infuriate the English government by endorsing the rebellious French. Scorning male exclusivity, he joined one of the few London clubs that admitted female intellectuals. And while he did not convert Mary from her Anglican resignation, he did impel her, some Sundays, to miss her own church service and come sit on a stiff wooden pew in his stark Unitarian chapel, listening to him expound about happiness on earth.

Mary got a touch of literary glamour when someone from the Green took her to visit the great Dr. Samuel Johnson on his deathbed, while her young author friend John Hewlett insisted that she had so many ideas, she should write herself. After all, England had a history of literary females: from philosopher Mary Astell and playwright Aphra Behn during the Restoration to historian Catharine Macaulay and essayist-poet Anna Laetitia Barbauld in Mary’s day. But what Hewlett imagined for Mary was a far more audacious step than Mrs. Barbauld’s writing on the side while her husband supported her. He wanted Mary to defy the tabu against professional female writers and pursue a literary career.

For the moment, though, Mary was preoccupied balancing school accounts. Emboldened by Mrs. Burgh’s initial success with enrollments, she had rushed to rent a larger schoolhouse and now had to take in boarders to make ends meet. Every child who quit the school created a financial crisis. And Eliza, now that she was freed of Bishop, had lost all humility and was mocking the very parents who paid their bills. “Eliza still turns up her nose and ridicules,” Mary complained to Fanny’s brother, George Blood.4 Meanwhile, Fanny herself grew sicker. Doctors said her only hope was a warmer climate, so when Hugh Skeys, off in Portugal, at last proposed marriage in the fall of 1784, even Mary urged Fanny to go ahead. Fanny was married in Lisbon on February 24, 1785.

And then Mary suffered. Recently, she’d taken Fanny for granted. Now her old passion returned, and she missed all Fanny’s endearing habits—the sad songs she sang, her soothing encouragements. Mary’s charm might win her new friends, but only Fanny loved her as much when she was spiteful as when she was clever. Lonesome for Fanny, Mary grew depressed, physically ill, and morbid. “My harrassed mind will in time wear out my body,”5 she informed Fanny’s brother. And: “I have no creature to be unreserved to, Eliza and [Everina] are so different that I could as soon fly as open my heart to them.”6

Twenty-eight-year-old Fanny, on the other hand, was apparently thriving. Her health improved. By summer, she was pregnant. Though Fanny makes light of her happiness, there’s no mistaking it in her single remaining letter (addressed to Eliza and Everina), where she describes Skeys as “a good sort of creature. He has been a dreadful flirt . . . but I have completely metamorphosed [sic] him into a plain man—and I am sorry to add that he is much too inclined to pay more attention to his wife than any other woman—but ’tis a fault that a little time, no doubt, will cure.”7

But how much time was there left for Fanny? Not much, perhaps, given the difficulty of childbearing for a consumptive mother, which was all the more reason for Mary to hurry to Lisbon to be with her friend when the baby came. This meant abandoning the schoolhouse for at least three months around the Christmas holidays. A neighbor named Mrs. Cockburn threatened to scare away Mary’s boarders if she left affairs to her sisters, insisting Eliza was unstable and Everina immature. Dr. Price urged Mary to go anyway, and Mrs. Burgh was so adamant that Fanny’s needs came first that in November she anonymously put up the money for Mary’s trip.

When Mary landed in Lisbon in early December (after a thirteen-day boat trip), Fanny was already in labor. Four hours later, Fanny delivered a small but seemingly healthy boy. The mother, though, was “so worn out her recovery would be almost a ressurection,”8 Mary wrote her sisters. A week later, both Fanny and the child were dead.

“The grave has closed over a dear friend, the friend of my youth,” Mary wrote of Fanny years later; “still she is present with me, and I hear her soft voice warbling as I stray over the heath.”9



AFTER THE FUNERAL, Mary stayed on a few weeks, walking around the ruins of the earthquake that had devastated Lisbon thirty years earlier and finding little solace in Hugh Skeys’s company. She was relieved, though, when he offered to send money to Fanny’s parents, who were as usual in desperate straits. Just before Christmas, she set out on what turned into a harrowing, month-long journey home through turbulent winter waters: “We were several times in imminent danger—I did not expect ever to have reached land,”10 Mary wrote George. At one point, they spotted a French ship depleted of provisions and on the verge of sinking. Its captain begged Mary’s English captain to take them on board. And when the English captain refused, complaining that he had barely enough food for his own passengers, Mary inveighed against his inhumanity and, when this failed, threatened to take him to court—at which point he relented, and the French lives were saved.

When Mary at last arrived home at Newington Green, her affairs were as chaotic as Mrs. Cockburn had prophesied. Many students had not returned after the holidays. Mary’s last boarder had fought with Eliza and Everina and was packing to move her sons next door—to Mrs. Cockburn’s. Mary found a letter from Hugh Skeys, withdrawing his offer to help the Bloods financially. She resolved somehow to scrounge money for them, while her own debts mounted at an alarming speed. Encouraged by her friend John Hewlett, she decided to boost her income by writing a manual on female education. She gave it the long, edifying title: Thoughts on the Education of Daughters; with Reflections on Female Conduct, in the More Important Du ties of Life.

About forty-nine pages long, Mary’s first book abounds in enlightened maxims and grim depictions of the lives of women like herself. Despite Fanny Blood’s lessons, Mary’s grammar remains unruly. She frequently repeats her points and lets her sentences run on—as was the mode for educational primers in the era. Most of her “thoughts” are plucked from philosophers she admires.

Like Rousseau, Mary sings the praise of mothers who suckle their own children. Like Locke and Mrs. Barbauld, she warns parents to practice what they preach. Servants are vilified as ignorant and corrupt influences on impressionable children. Reason, Mary writes, must triumph over vanity, and religion over sensual pleasure, in the education of a young girl.

“Whatever tends to make a person in some measure independent of the senses, is a prop to virtue,”11 Mary primly avers, and she insists that candor is more appealing than fashion to both God and worthy men. Opinions conceived during her contact with high society in Bath and Windsor are trotted out: an early marriage stunts a girl’s improvement; playing music and dancing are admirable outlets for feelings, but contemptible when used to show off. And while Mary insists that reading is “the most rational employment, if people seek food for the understanding,” she takes the view of her era that “no employment of mind is sufficient excuse for neglecting domestic duties.”12 A married woman must be a wife and mother before all else.

One of the book’s more compelling sections is devoted to the love between men and women, and its urgency suggests that Mary may have secretly loved a man. “I think there is not a subject that admits so little of reasoning on as love,” Mary begins. “. . . It is difficult to write on a subject when our own passions are likely to blind us. Hurried away by our feelings, we are apt to set those things down as general maxims, which only our partial experience gives rise to.”13

But her pedantic voice returns as she chastises women like her mother who cling to ne’er-do-wells: “A delicate mind is not susceptible of a greater degree of misery . . . than what must arise from the consciousness of loving a person whom their reason does not approve.” Such a passion must be “rooted out,” declares Mary, who is “very far from thinking love irresistible and not to be conquered.” Women who can’t control their sentiments are weak, while those who claim they can be content with platonic friendships delude themselves. It is telling that she continues on this last subject so long that she winds up contradicting her earlier point:

Not that I mean to insinuate that there is no such thing as friendship between persons of different sexes; I am convinced of the contrary. I only mean to observe, that if a woman’s heart is disengaged, she should not give way to a pleasing delusion, and imagine she will be satisfied with the friendship of a man she admires, and prefers to the rest of the world. The heart is very treacherous, and if we do not guard its first emotions, we shall not afterwards be able to prevent its sighing for impossibilities. If there are any insuperable bars to an union in the common way, try to dismiss the dangerous tenderness, or it will undermine your comfort, and betray you into many errors. To attempt to raise ourselves above human beings is ridiculous; we cannot extirpate our passions, nor is it necessary that we should, though it may be wise sometimes not to stray too near a precipice, lest we fall over before we are aware.14


So on one page of Thoughts, an unworthy love must be “rooted out,” while two pages farther on, “we cannot extirpate our passions.” Love is perplexing since it defies virtue and reason, cornerstones of moral life. Only faith, Mary finds, is stronger than passion. And she ends her chapter unconvincingly advocating piety, fealty to duty, and “that calm satisfaction which resignation [to God] produces.”15

It was apparent that the author of Thoughts on the Education of Daughters had strong feelings, but not so strong as to dislodge her staunch ideas. Mary’s thoughts on love are mostly speculative, while her life is clearly the template for a chapter dourly entitled “Unfortunate Situation of Females, Fashionably Educated, and Left Without a Fortune.” Here Mary laments the few and “humiliating” opportunities open to an intelligent woman without money. She can marry a fool, become a companion or governess, or teach. Mary offers no comforting words about any of these professions, two of which she has practiced and one that she soon will pursue. “A young mind looks round for love and friendship; but love and friendship fly from poverty: expect them not if you are poor.”16

And yet, “Nothing, I am sure, calls forth the faculties so much as the being obliged to struggle with the world,”17 she announces with a touch of well-earned satisfaction. This is a key remark in Thoughts on the Education of Daughters. It speaks to all Mary has suffered—her father’s gambling away his fortune, Mrs. Dawson’s condescensions, Eliza’s madness, Fanny’s death. It embraces valiant gestures like standing up to your sister’s husband or to an English captain who wants to desert a floundering foreign ship. And it applauds pipe dreams, like the Bloods’ determination to return to Ireland. Mary has experienced life as a battle and concluded ça vaut l’effort, as the French say. Yet, whether admonishing against vanity or insisting we accept God’s will, she cannot yet endorse the Dissident view that society is meliorable. There is no banishing injustice. The message of Mary Wollstonecraft’s first book is that the best you can do is to improve yourself.


.   .   . 


JOHN HEWLETT proved true to his word and hurried this book off to his publisher—who was not just any publisher, but Joseph Johnson of St. Paul’s Churchyard. Johnson published some of the most important authors in England: Joseph Priestley, Mrs. Barbauld, and William Blake, to name a few. He had been bold enough to bring out an obscure book on women’s legal rights in the 1770s and to publish Benjamin Franklin at the height of America’s war against England’s king. Johnson was a Dissident by birth and intellectually radical, though he was even-tempered. His face was stern and homely like Dr. Price’s, and he shared the minister’s honorable, upright ways and kind heart. The worst anyone ever said of Johnson was that he was intractable and sardonic. Most of his large acquaintanceship revered him. He would publish 2,700 works in a career spanning nearly five decades. Johnson was forty-eight and in the middle of his career when John Hewlett brought him Mary’s book on education. He accepted it at once.

“You never saw a creature happier than [Mr. Hewlett] was when he returned to tell me the success of his commission,” Mary reported to George Blood on the sale of her book.18 For herself, Mary spoke of no great epiphany. She had not labored out of a need to express herself or from an ambition to see her name in print. She wrote Thoughts quickly and to pay the bills. But then she changed her mind and didn’t pay the bills; she passed on the precious ten pounds she received from Joseph Johnson to her dead friend’s parents, who used it, of course, to return to Ireland. Surely, their joy surpassed even Mr. Hewlett’s. And though Ireland did not miraculously solve their problems (Mary was soon again alluding to Mr. Blood as Mrs. Blood’s “torment”),19 they would never regret the move.

And Mary would never regret giving the Bloods her first literary earnings, though it meant having no money left to pay her own growing debts, “which worry me beyond measure.”20 She left the large schoolhouse and continued to teach whomever she could round up at Mrs. Blackburn’s home nearby. Grudgingly, Ned took Everina back. Mrs. Burgh found Eliza another teaching job in Leicestershire. Now that Eliza was gone, Mary felt a perverse “glow of tenderness which I cannot describe” when she read her sister’s letter: “I could have clasped you to my breast as I did in days of yore, when I was your nurse.”21

With summer came new threats from the long list of Mary’s creditors. Desperate now, Mary confided her predicament to an acquaintance named Mrs. Prior, the wife of an Eton master, who proceeded to sing Mary’s praises to parents of the Eton boys. Lord Robert and Lady Caroline Kingsborough, parents of twelve and the denizens of an Irish castle, were intrigued when Mrs. Prior spoke of Mary’s commitment to serious learning for females, and invited her to come home with them to teach their daughters. There would be almost no expenses, and the pay was forty pounds a year, half of which would cancel her debts, Mary—too optimistically—figured. The offer “appears so advantageous duty impels me to consider about it—and yet only duty would influence me if I accept it,” Mary told George Blood—for had she not just expounded on the “disagreeable” lot of the governess in Thoughts?

Still, once she accepted the offer, Mary threw herself into learning French, which was de rigueur for upper-class pupils. “I have made a great proficiency [in French] and have a most excellent master,” Mary jauntily informed George Blood at the end of August.22 George sent Mary yards of fabric for a gown. A former assistant from her school helped her make a “great coat.” And while Ned “behaved very rude to me—and has not assisted me in the smallest degree,” Dr. Price was “uncommonly friendly,” and Mrs. Burgh surpassed even her usual magnanimity by reimbursing all Mary’s creditors so Mary would have only her to repay. “Mrs. Burgh has been as anxious about me as if I had been her daughter,”23 Mary enthused to Eliza, and even prickly Mrs. Cockburn sent Mary off with a blue hat to dazzle the Irish.24
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