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    A restless, self-scrutinising mind seeks a hard-won balance between the clarifying solitude of the countryside and the entangling claims of society, testing its tastes, affections, and judgments against the textures of ordinary life and the pressure of public debate, and finding in the alternation between retreat and encounter not an escape but a means of sharpening conviction, tempering enthusiasm, and measuring the world of books and conversation by the standard of lived experience, so that reflection itself becomes a journey whose stages are marked by weather, memory, temperament, and the stubborn desire to think and feel for oneself.

Winterslow is a collection of essays and character pieces by William Hazlitt, a leading English essayist and critic of the Romantic era. Its title evokes the village of Winterslow in Wiltshire, where periods of rural quiet frame the book’s imaginative vantage point. The work belongs to the nineteenth-century tradition of the personal essay, in which an individual voice addresses literature, art, manners, and the life of the mind with directness and style. Drawn from the milieu of early nineteenth-century British letters and their vigorous periodical culture, it presents reflections composed within, and about, the rhythm of retreat and return.

In place of a storyline, the collection offers a sequence of meditations that move from the immediate to the abstract and back again, inviting the reader into the cadence of thinking as an activity. Hazlitt’s voice is candid, argumentative, and unexpectedly lyrical, combining plainspoken force with a relish for nuance. The essays tend to begin from a concrete impression—an interior, a walk, a social observation—and widen into broader judgments about taste and conduct. The mood ranges from reflective calm to spirited contest, yet always with an insistence on independence of mind and the authority of first-hand perception.

Several themes recur with distinctive clarity. Solitude is explored not as withdrawal but as a workshop where sensibility gathers strength before re-entering conversation. The relation between habit and imagination prompts questions about how we form opinions and how those opinions harden or yield. The essays probe the claims of pleasure and principle, the sway of memory, the education of taste, and the everyday theatre of character. Through these inquiries runs an ethical interest in sincerity: speaking plainly, resisting cant, and accepting the costs of such candour. The result is a portrait of thinking as strenuous, pleasurable, and morally charged.

Formally, Winterslow showcases the supple reach of the familiar essay and the character sketch. Hazlitt builds arguments by juxtaposing anecdote with abstraction, sharpened by images drawn from rooms, roads, weather, and the human face. Paragraphs often pivot on a pressure point—a hesitation, an objection, a remembered scene—so that the page feels like a conversation carried on with oneself and with an imagined reader. The pieces can be read singly or in clusters; they accrue resonance through repetition of concerns rather than through linear design. The prose aims for clarity without smoothness, preferring friction that illuminates motives and ideas.

For contemporary readers, the collection speaks to perennial anxieties about judgment, attention, and belonging. Its account of solitude offers a counterpoint to distraction, while its combative civility models disagreement that does not abandon curiosity. In an age of commentary, Hazlitt’s insistence on experience as a discipline of thought prompts self-scrutiny: what do we truly like, and why do we like it? The book also argues, implicitly, for reading as a lived practice—part of one’s habits, not a separate realm. Its vigor, compression, and humane skepticism make it a reliable companion for anyone testing convictions in public and in private.

Approached on its own terms, Winterslow is best read at a measured pace, allowing its turns of thought to settle and spark. It offers not a system but a sensibility: a way of looking that honours particulars and refuses borrowed certainty. The place named in its title functions as emblem and method—a retreat that enables clearer engagement with books, people, and events when one returns to them. Readers find companionship in its forthrightness and challenge in its expectations. The collection endures because it makes thinking feel like an activity one performs with one’s whole life, not merely on the page.
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    Winterslow is a collection of essays by William Hazlitt, published in 1825, largely written during periods of retreat in the Wiltshire village of Winterslow. The pieces, some revised from earlier periodical work, share a vantage point shaped by solitude, observation, and recollection. Hazlitt uses the quiet of the countryside to consider the conduct of life, the practice of writing, the arts, and the pressures of public opinion. The book does not develop a single argument; instead, it unfolds a sequence of related inquiries. Its unifying purpose is to examine human nature and taste with clarity, independence of mind, and experiential detail.

The collection opens with meditations on retirement, privacy, and the uses of leisure. These essays consider the advantages of withdrawing from social bustle to cultivate attention and preserve consistency of character. They describe how a quiet setting sharpens the senses and steadies judgment, while also acknowledging that isolation has limits and cannot wholly replace conversation or society. Scenes of the countryside frame these reflections, translating rural images into ethical and aesthetic principles. The tone remains descriptive and analytic. Throughout, the essays establish an approach: to derive general truths not by system, but by precise notice of familiar feelings and occasions.

From this foundation, subsequent pieces turn to movement and the open road. They discuss walking and travel as forms of thought, emphasizing how solitary journeys free the mind from routine associations. The essays weigh the pleasures of passing landscapes against the fatigue of company, proposing that pace, distance, and weather influence reflection and prose. The contrast between town and country recurs: streets stimulate argument and performance, fields encourage reverie and proportion. By linking locomotion to imagination, these chapters suggest that physical path and mental path often coincide, and that changing one’s surroundings is a practical method for renewing attention.

A central portion examines reading, conversation, and style. The essays praise the companionship of old books, preferring durable affinity to novelty for its own sake. They argue for a familiar style—plain, pointed, and flexible—capable of conveying thought as it is felt. Differences between speaking and writing are analyzed: conversation rewards quickness and exchange, writing demands solitude, revision, and exactness. Grammatical pedantry and empty eloquence are rejected in favor of idiomatic precision and lived example. The pieces also consider learning’s limits, proposing that knowledge without sensibility produces stiffness, while sentiment without knowledge drifts into enthusiasm untested by fact.

Hazlitt then surveys the arts—especially the stage and painting—to illustrate principles of criticism. Memories of notable performances and actors are used to define expression, timing, and truth to character. The essays describe how the theatre educates feeling by presenting passions in action, and how judgment should value vitality over fashion or mere novelty. Observations on pictures similarly emphasize sincerity of effect, natural gesture, and the power of association. The criteria remain consistent: art should clarify experience rather than display technical vanity. These treatments connect the rural retreat to earlier urban life, showing how recollection and comparison guide critical standards.

Attention next shifts to social life, politics, and opinion. Essays on talkers, clubs, and coffee-house debate consider how ideas circulate, harden into party labels, and influence behavior. The pieces outline pressures exerted by fashion and praise, the hazards of faction, and the limits of public virtue when motives are mixed. Hazlitt distinguishes sympathy grounded in justice from the enthusiasm of coteries, insisting that independence of judgment protects fairness. Obligations—personal, civic, and moral—are examined with care, not to recommend withdrawal, but to show how private conviction and public engagement must be balanced if integrity is to be retained.

The volume also includes character sketches of acquaintances and public figures, treating them as examples of temperament and habit rather than occasions for personal attack. These portraits select significant traits—ways of speaking, modes of reasoning, characteristic gestures—to reveal how disposition shapes conduct. The aim is to exhibit recognizable types: the enthusiast, the humorist, the confident talker, the wary observer. Admiration and reserve appear side by side, allowing the sketches to avoid flattery and invective alike. Together, they demonstrate the method announced earlier: particulars are observed closely, then arranged to illustrate general truths about manners and mind.

Later essays return to philosophical reflection on time, memory, and mortality. The past is weighed against the future, with attention to how recollection refines pleasure and how anticipation alters desire. The pieces consider the love of life as a steady sentiment, distinct from transient excitements, and examine the fear of death without sensationalism. Ordinary habits—reading, walking, conversation—are presented as safeguards of continuity in a changing world. The argument remains descriptive: it records common feelings in exact terms, neither consolatory nor despairing. The result is a composed view of human limits, attached to concrete instances rather than abstract systems.

Taken together, Winterslow forms a coherent miscellany organized by the experience of retreat and the discipline of attention. Its sequence moves from solitude to movement, from reading to art, from public life to character, and finally to the universal conditions of time and loss. Throughout, the essays advance consistent conclusions: clarity in style, sincerity in judgment, and fidelity to experience are the best guides in conduct and taste. The book’s overall purpose is to make familiar things intelligible by exact description. It leaves a general message of independence of mind and measured feeling, grounded in ordinary life.
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    Winterslow gathers essays William Hazlitt wrote in and about his retreats to the village of Winterslow in Wiltshire between roughly 1809 and 1819, during the late Georgian and early Regency years. The locale sits on the edge of Salisbury Plain, east of Salisbury, along coaching roads that linked rural England to London’s political center. The period spans the regency of George, Prince of Wales (from 1811) and the transition to George IV in 1820, framed by post-Napoleonic peace and domestic unrest. Hazlitt’s quiet cottage and the nearby Winterslow Hut inn supplied a vantage point from which he measured the distances—moral, social, and political—between metropolitan power and provincial life.

The French Revolution of 1789 and its British repercussions formed the generational backdrop to Hazlitt’s politics. In Britain, fear of Jacobinism produced measures such as the Treasonable Practices and Seditious Meetings Acts (1795) and a tightening of surveillance of dissenting societies. Hazlitt, raised in a Unitarian milieu hospitable to reform, embraced the Revolution’s civic ideals while deploring its excesses, and he never forgave Britain’s governing elite for exploiting anti-Jacobin panic. In Winterslow’s essays, he repeatedly tests public virtue against private conscience, and his portraits of everyday talk—especially about "politics" in coffee-houses and inns—mirror the way 1790s arguments about rights and authority still structured opinion in the 1810s.

The Napoleonic Wars (1803–1815) dominated British life: Trafalgar (21 October 1805) confirmed naval supremacy; Austerlitz (2 December 1805) showcased French ascendancy on land; the Peninsular War (1808–1814) drained resources; and Waterloo (18 June 1815) ended the epic struggle. At home, successive ministries—Pitt to 1806, Grenville (1806–1807), Portland (1807–1809), Perceval (assassinated 11 May 1812), and Liverpool (1812–1827)—managed wartime taxation, including the income tax first introduced in 1799, and a ballooning national debt. Hazlitt’s fascination with Napoleon, later culminating in his multi-volume biography, pervades Winterslow through meditations on glory, power, and the fate of great men. Waterloo’s aftermath, in particular, inflects his skepticism toward triumphalism and the moral costs of permanent mobilization.

Postwar distress and state repression shaped the years in which Hazlitt wrote at Winterslow. The Corn Law of 1815 protected grain prices, aggravating bread costs for the poor; protests erupted at Spa Fields (1816), and Parliament suspended habeas corpus (1817). On 16 August 1819, at St Peter’s Field in Manchester, a crowd of some 60,000 gathered for reform; cavalry charges left around 15 dead and hundreds injured in the Peterloo Massacre. The Six Acts (December 1819) followed, curbing meetings and the press. Hazlitt, writing for radical periodicals, attacks the logic of coercion that runs from ministerial fear to sabre-law. Winterslow’s calm cadence becomes a foil for exposing the dissonance of civic life under intimidation.

Industrial and rural dislocations frame Hazlitt’s social observations. The Luddite agitations (1811–1816) in Nottinghamshire, Yorkshire, and Lancashire—met by the Frame Breaking Act (1812), making machine-breaking a capital crime—reflected wage collapse and unregulated mechanization. In the countryside, enclosure accelerated and the Speenhamland system (initiated 1795, Berkshire) tied relief to bread prices, entrenching dependency and depressing wages. Wiltshire’s farm laborers and the economies of coaching inns near Salisbury felt these tides directly. In Winterslow, reflections on walking the road, encountering ostlers and wayfarers, and measuring the price of a meal or a bed stand as social documents: they register the granular pressures of a nation where fiscal policy, parish relief, and new machines rearranged customary life.

The contentious culture of the press and courtroom was another defining context. The Examiner, founded in 1808 by Leigh and John Hunt, championed reform and drew prosecutions; Leigh Hunt was jailed in 1813 for libelling the Prince Regent. In 1817 William Hone’s three celebrated trials for blasphemous libel ended in acquittal, curbing ministerial overreach and energizing public opinion. Hazlitt contributed to radical papers and delivered public lectures in 1818, extending the reach of political criticism beyond Parliament. Winterslow’s essays anatomize the "public" as it forms in coffee-houses, subscription rooms, and print shops, insisting that judgment belongs to citizens and that conversation—however partisan—constitutes a counter-power to official narratives.

Crises around constitutional inclusion culminated later in the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts (1828) and the Catholic Relief Act (1829), after Daniel O’Connell’s 1828 Clare by-election forced the issue on the Wellington ministry. The debates were long prepared by earlier campaigns for civil equality and parliamentary reform, which agitated through the 1810s. Hazlitt, a Dissenter’s son, repeatedly condemns religious tests and inherited privilege in his essays, arguing from first principles of conscience and capacity rather than birth or creed. From Winterslow, he models a scrutiny of office-holding and patronage that anticipates the direction of 1828–1829, pressing the case that the moral legitimacy of the state depends on removing sectarian barriers.

As social and political critique, the book exposes the moral psychology of a society governed by deference, war-habit, and legal intimidation. It indicts the oligarchic culture of borough patronage, the court’s appetite for flattery, and the policing of assembly and print that followed Peterloo. By staging encounters with laborers, innkeepers, and coach passengers, the essays rebuke class insularity and insist on common experience as a standard of justice. Hazlitt’s portraits of power—military, ministerial, and media—show how opinion is manufactured and how autonomy can be defended. Winterslow’s disciplined solitude is a political act: a refusal of servility that calls readers to exercise independent judgment against the era’s inequities.
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My father was a Dissenting Minister, at Wem, in Shropshire; and in the year 1798 (the figures that compose the date are to me like the ‘dreaded name of Demogorgon’) Mr. Coleridge came to Shrewsbury, to succeed Mr. Rowe in the spiritual charge of a Unitarian Congregation there. He did not come till late on the Saturday afternoon before he was to preach; and Mr. Rowe, who himself went down to the coach, in a state of anxiety and expectation, to look for the arrival of his successor, could find no one at all answering the description but a round-faced man, in a short black coat (like a shooting-jacket) which hardly seemed to have been made for him, but who seemed to be talking at a great rate to his fellow passengers. Mr. Rowe had scarce returned to give an account of his disappointment when the round-faced man in black entered, and dissipated all doubts on the subject by beginning to talk. He did not cease while he stayed; nor has he since, that I know of. He held the good town of Shrewsbury in delightful suspense for three weeks that he remained there, ‘fluttering the proud Salopians, like an eagle in a dove-cote’; and the Welch mountains that skirt the horizon with their tempestuous confusion, agree to have heard no such mystic sounds since the days of



‘High-born Hoel’s harp or soft Llewellyn’s lay.’






As we passed along between Wem and Shrewsbury,  and I eyed their blue tops seen through the wintry branches, or the red rustling leaves of the sturdy oak-trees by the road-side, a sound was in my ears as of a Syren’s song; I was stunned, startled with it, as from deep sleep; but I had no notion then that I should ever be able to express my admiration to others in motley imagery or quaint allusion, till the light of his genius shone into my soul, like the sun’s rays glittering in the puddles of the road. I was at that time dumb, inarticulate, helpless, like a worm by the way-side, crushed, bleeding, lifeless; but now, bursting the deadly bands that bound them,



‘With Styx nine times round them,’






my ideas float on winged words, and as they expand their plumes, catch the golden light of other years. My soul has indeed remained in its original bondage, dark, obscure, with longings infinite and unsatisfied; my heart, shut up in the prison-house of this rude clay, has never found, nor will it ever find, a heart to speak to; but that my understanding also did not remain dumb and brutish, or at length found a language to express itself, I owe to Coleridge. But this is not to my purpose.

My father lived ten miles from Shrewsbury, and was in the habit of exchanging visits with Mr. Rowe, and with Mr. Jenkins of Whitchurch (nine miles farther on), according to the custom of Dissenting Ministers in each other’s neighbourhood. A line of communication is thus established, by which the flame of civil and religious liberty is kept alive, and nourishes its smouldering fire unquenchable, like the fires in the Agamemnon of Æschylus, placed at different stations, that waited for ten long years to announce with their blazing pyramids the destruction of Troy. Coleridge had agreed to come over and see my father, according to the courtesy of the country, as Mr. Rowe’s probable successor; but in the meantime, I had gone to hear him preach the Sunday after his arrival. A poet and a philosopher getting up into  a Unitarian pulpit to preach the gospel, was a romance in these degenerate days, a sort of revival of the primitive spirit of Christianity, which was not to be resisted.

It was in January of 1798, that I rose one morning before daylight, to walk ten miles in the mud, to hear this celebrated person preach. Never, the longest day I have to live, shall I have such another walk as this cold, raw, comfortless one, in the winter of the year 1798. Il y a des impressions que ni le tems ni les circonstances peuvent effacer. Dussé-je vivre des siècles entiers, le doux tems de ma jeunesse ne peut renaître pour moi, ni s’effacer jamais dans ma mémoire. When I got there, the organ was playing the 100th Psalm, and when it was done, Mr. Coleridge rose and gave out his text, ‘And he went up into the mountain to pray, himself, alone.’ As he gave out this text, his voice ‘rose like a steam of rich distilled perfumes,’ and when he came to the two last words, which he pronounced loud, deep, and distinct, it seemed to me, who was then young, as if the sounds had echoed from the bottom of the human heart, and as if that prayer might have floated in solemn silence through the universe. The idea of St. John came into my mind, ‘of one crying in the wilderness, who had his loins girt about, and whose food was locusts and wild honey.’ The preacher then launched into his subject, like an eagle dallying with the wind. The sermon was upon peace and war; upon church and state—not their alliance but their separation—on the spirit of the world and the spirit of Christianity, not as the same, but as opposed to one another. He talked of those who had ‘inscribed the cross of Christ on banners dripping with human gore.’ He made a poetical and pastoral excursion—and to show the fatal effects of war, drew a striking contrast between the simple shepherd-boy, driving his team afield, or sitting under the hawthorn, piping to his flock, ‘as though he should never be old.’ and the same poor country lad, crimped, kidnapped, brought into town,  made drunk at an alehouse, turned into a wretched drummer-boy, with his hair sticking on end with powder and pomatum, a long cue at his back, and tricked out in the loathsome finery of the profession of blood:



‘Such were the notes our once-loved poet sung.’






And for myself, I could not have been more delighted if I had heard the music of the spheres. Poetry and Philosophy had met together. Truth and Genius had embraced, under the eye and with the sanction of Religion.[1q] This was even beyond my hopes. I returned home well satisfied. The sun that was still labouring pale and wan through the sky, obscured by thick mists, seemed an emblem of the good cause; and the cold dank drops of dew, that hung half melted on the beard of the thistle, had something genial and refreshing in them; for there was a spirit of hope and youth in all nature, that turned everything into good. The face of nature had not then the brand of Jus Divinum on it:



‘Like to that sanguine flower inscrib’d with woe.’






On the Tuesday following, the half-inspired speaker came. I was called down into the room where he was, and went half-hoping, half-afraid. He received me very graciously, and I listened for a long time without uttering a word. I did not suffer in his opinion by my silence. ‘For those two hours,’ he afterwards was pleased to say, ‘he was conversing with William Hazlitt’s forehead!’ His appearance was different from what I had anticipated from seeing him before. At a distance, and in the dim light of the chapel, there was to me a strange wildness in his aspect, a dusky obscurity, and I thought him pitted with the small-pox. His complexion was at that time clear, and even bright—



‘As are the children of yon azure sheen.’






His forehead was broad and high, light as if built of ivory, with large projecting eyebrows, and his eyes  rolling beneath them, like a sea with darkened lustre. ‘A certain tender bloom his face o’erspread,’ a purple tinge as we see it in the pale thoughtful complexions of the Spanish portrait-painters, Murillo and Valasquez. His mouth was gross, voluptuous, open, eloquent; his chin good-humoured and round; but his nose, the rudder of the face, the index of the will, was small, feeble, nothing—like what he has done. It might seem that the genius of his face as from a height surveyed and projected him (with sufficient capacity and huge aspiration) into the world unknown of thought and imagination, with nothing to support or guide his veering purpose, as if Columbus had launched his adventurous course for the New World in a scallop, without oars or compass. So, at least, I comment on it after the event. Coleridge, in his person, was rather above the common size, inclining to the corpulent, or like Lord Hamlet, ‘somewhat fat and pursy.’ His hair (now, alas! grey) was then black and glossy as the raven’s, and fell in smooth masses over his forehead. This long pendulous hair is peculiar to enthusiasts, to those whose minds tend heavenward; and is traditionally inseparable (though of a different colour) from the pictures of Christ. It ought to belong, as a character, to all who preach Christ crucified, and Coleridge was at that time one of those!

It was curious to observe the contrast between him and my father, who was a veteran in the cause, and then declining into the vale of years. He had been a poor Irish lad, carefully brought up by his parents, and sent to the University of Glasgow (where he studied under Adam Smith) to prepare him for his future destination. It was his mother’s proudest wish to see her son a Dissenting Minister. So, if we look back to past generations (as far as eye can reach), we see the same hopes, fears, wishes, followed by the same disappointments, throbbing in the human heart; and so we may see them (if we look forward) rising up for ever, and disappearing, like vapourish  bubbles, in the human breast! After being tossed about from congregation to congregation in the heats of the Unitarian controversy, and squabbles about the American war, he had been relegated to an obscure village, where he was to spend the last thirty years of his life, far from the only converse that he loved, the talk about disputed texts of Scripture, and the cause of civil and religious liberty. Here he passed his days, repining, but resigned, in the study of the Bible, and the perusal of the Commentators—huge folios, not easily got through, one of which would outlast a winter! Why did he pore on these from morn to night (with the exception of a walk in the fields or a turn in the garden to gather broccoli-plants or kidney beans of his own rearing, with no small degree of pride and pleasure)? Here were ‘no figures nor no fantasies’—neither poetry nor philosophy—nothing to dazzle, nothing to excite modern curiosity; but to his lack-lustre eyes there appeared within the pages of the ponderous, unwieldy, neglected tomes, the sacred name of JEHOVAH in Hebrew capitals: pressed down by the weight of the style, worn to the last fading thinness of the understanding, there were glimpses, glimmering notions of the patriarchal wanderings, with palm-trees hovering in the horizon, and processions of camels at the distance of three thousand years; there was Moses with the Burning Bush, the number of the Twelve Tribes, types, shadows, glosses on the law and the prophets; there were discussions (dull enough) on the age of Methuselah, a mighty speculation! there were outlines, rude guesses at the shape of Noah’s Ark and of the riches of Solomon’s Temple; questions as to the date of the creation, predictions of the end of all things; the great lapses of time, the strange mutations of the globe were unfolded with the voluminous leaf, as it turned over; and though the soul might slumber with an hieroglyphic veil of inscrutable mysteries drawn over it, yet it was in a slumber ill-exchanged for all the sharpened realities of sense,  wit, fancy, or reason. My father’s life was comparatively a dream; but it was a dream of infinity and eternity, of death, the resurrection, and a judgment to come!

No two individuals were ever more unlike than were the host and his guest. A poet was to my father a sort of nondescript; yet whatever added grace to the Unitarian cause was to him welcome. He could hardly have been more surprised or pleased, if our visitor had worn wings. Indeed, his thoughts had wings: and as the silken sounds rustled round our little wainscoted parlour, my father threw back his spectacles over his forehead, his white hairs mixing with its sanguine hue; and a smile of delight beamed across his rugged, cordial face, to think that Truth had found a new ally in Fancy![1] Besides, Coleridge seemed to take considerable notice of me, and that of itself was enough. He talked very familiarly, but agreeably, and glanced over a variety of subjects. At dinner-time he grew more animated, and dilated in a very edifying manner on Mary Wolstonecraft and Mackintosh. The last, he said, he considered (on my father’s speaking of his Vindiciæ Gallicæ as a capital performance) as a clever, scholastic man—a master of the topics—or, as the ready warehouseman of letters, who knew exactly where to lay his hand on what he wanted, though the goods were not his own. He thought him no match for Burke, either in style or matter. Burke was a metaphysician, Mackintosh a mere logician. Burke was an orator (almost a poet) who reasoned in figures, because he had an eye for nature: Mackintosh, on the other hand, was a rhetorician, who had only an eye to commonplaces. On this I ventured to say that I had always entertained  a great opinion of Burke, and that (as far as I could find) the speaking of him with contempt might be made the test of a vulgar, democratical mind. This was the first observation I ever made to Coleridge, and he said it was a very just and striking one. I remember the leg of Welsh mutton and the turnips on the table that day had the finest flavour imaginable. Coleridge added that Mackintosh and Tom Wedgwood (of whom, however, he spoke highly) had expressed a very indifferent opinion of his friend Mr. Wordsworth, on which he remarked to them—‘He strides on so far before you, that he dwindles in the distance!’ Godwin had once boasted to him of having carried on an argument with Mackintosh for three hours with dubious success; Coleridge told him—‘If there had been a man of genius in the room he would have settled the question in five minutes.’ He asked me if I had ever seen Mary Wolstonecraft, and I said, I had once for a few moments, and that she seemed to me to turn off Godwin’s objections to something she advanced with quite a playful, easy air. He replied, that ‘this was only one instance of the ascendency which people of imagination exercised over those of mere intellect.’ He did not rate Godwin very high[2] (this was caprice or prejudice, real or affected), but he had a great idea of Mrs. Wolstonecraft’s powers of conversation; none at all of her talent for bookmaking. We talked a little about Holcroft. He had been asked if he was not much struck with him, and he said, he thought himself in more danger of being struck by him. I complained that he would not let me get on at all, for he required a definition of every the commonest word, exclaiming, ‘What do you mean by a sensation, Sir? What do you mean by an idea?’ This, Coleridge said, was barricadoing the road to  truth; it was setting up a turnpike-gate at every step we took. I forget a great number of things, many more than I remember; but the day passed off pleasantly, and the next morning Mr. Coleridge was to return to Shrewsbury. When I came down to breakfast, I found that he had just received a letter from his friend, T. Wedgwood, making him an offer of 150l. a year if he chose to waive his present pursuit, and devote himself entirely to the study of poetry and philosophy. Coleridge seemed to make up his mind to close with this proposal in the act of tying on one of his shoes. It threw an additional damp on his departure. It took the wayward enthusiast quite from us to cast him into Deva’s winding vales, or by the shores of old romance. Instead of living at ten miles’ distance, of being the pastor of a Dissenting congregation at Shrewsbury, he was henceforth to inhabit the Hill of Parnassus, to be a Shepherd on the Delectable Mountains. Alas! I knew not the way thither, and felt very little gratitude for Mr. Wedgwood’s bounty. I was presently relieved from this dilemma; for Mr. Coleridge, asking for a pen and ink, and going to a table to write something on a bit of card, advanced towards me with undulating step, and giving me the precious document, said that that was his address, Mr. Coleridge, Nether-Stowey, Somersetshire; and that he should be glad to see me there in a few weeks’ time, and, if I chose, would come half-way to meet me. I was not less surprised than the shepherd-boy (this simile is to be found in Cassandra), when he sees a thunderbolt fall close at his feet. I stammered out my acknowledgments and acceptance of this offer (I thought Mr. Wedgwood’s annuity a trifle to it) as well as I could; and this mighty business being settled, the poet preacher took leave, and I accompanied him six miles on the road. It was a fine morning in the middle of winter, and he talked the whole way. The scholar in Chaucer is described as going



——‘Sounding on his way.’






 So Coleridge went on his. In digressing, in dilating, in passing from subject to subject, he appeared to me to float in air, to slide on ice. He told me in confidence (going along) that he should have preached two sermons before he accepted the situation at Shrewsbury, one on Infant Baptism, the other on the Lord’s Supper, showing that he could not administer either, which would have effectually disqualified him for the object in view. I observed that he continually crossed me on the way by shifting from one side of the footpath to the other. This struck me as an odd movement; but I did not at that time connect it with any instability of purpose or involuntary change of principle, as I have done since. He seemed unable to keep on in a straight line. He spoke slightingly of Hume (whose Essay on Miracles he said was stolen from an objection started in one of South’s sermons—Credat Judæus Appella!) I was not very much pleased at this account of Hume, for I had just been reading, with infinite relish, that completest of all metaphysical chokepears, his Treatise on Human Nature, to which the Essays in point of scholastic subtility and close reasoning, are mere elegant trifling, light summer reading. Coleridge even denied the excellence of Hume’s general style, which I think betrayed a want of taste or candour. He however made me amends by the manner in which he spoke of Berkeley. He dwelt particularly on his Essay on Vision as a masterpiece of analytical reasoning. So it undoubtedly is. He was exceedingly angry with Dr. Johnson for striking the stone with his foot, in allusion to this author’s Theory of Matter and Spirit, and saying, ‘Thus I confute him, Sir.’ Coleridge drew a parallel (I don’t know how he brought about the connection) between Bishop Berkeley and Tom Paine. He said the one was an instance of a subtle, the other of an acute mind, than which no two things could be more distinct. The one was a shop-boy’s quality, the other the characteristic of a philosopher. He considered Bishop Butler as a true philosopher,  a profound and conscientious thinker, a genuine reader of nature and his own mind. He did not speak of his Analogy, but of his Sermons at the Rolls’ Chapel, of which I had never heard. Coleridge somehow always contrived to prefer the unknown to the known. In this instance he was right. The Analogy is a tissue of sophistry, of wire-drawn, theological special-pleading; the Sermons (with the preface to them) are in a fine vein of deep, matured reflection, a candid appeal to our observation of human nature, without pedantry and without bias. I told Coleridge I had written a few remarks, and was sometimes foolish enough to believe that I had made a discovery on the same subject (the Natural disinterestedness of the Human Mind)—and I tried to explain my view of it to Coleridge, who listened with great willingness, but I did not succeed in making myself understood. I sat down to the task shortly afterwards for the twentieth time, got new pens and paper, determined to make clear work of it, wrote a few meagre sentences in the skeleton style of a mathematical demonstration, stopped half-way down the second page; and, after trying in vain to pump up any words, images, notions, apprehensions, facts, or observations, from that gulf of abstraction in which I had plunged myself for four or five years preceding, gave up the attempt as labour in vain, and shed tears of helpless despondency on the blank, unfinished paper. I can write fast enough now. Am I better than I was then? Oh no! One truth discovered, one pang of regret at not being able to express it, is better than all the fluency and flippancy in the world. Would that I could go back to what I then was! Why can we not revive past times as we can revisit old places? If I had the quaint Muse of Sir Philip Sidney to assist me, I would write a Sonnet to the Road between Wem and Shrewsbury, and immortalise every step of it by some fond enigmatical conceit. I would swear that the very milestones had ears, and that Harmer hill stooped with all its pines, to listen to a poet, as he passed! I remember but one  other topic of discourse in this walk. He mentioned Paley, praised the naturalness and clearness of his style, but condemned his sentiments, thought him a mere time-serving casuist, and said that ‘the fact of his work on Moral and Political Philosophy being made a text-book in our Universities was a disgrace to the national character.’ We parted at the six-mile stone; and I returned homeward, pensive, but much pleased. I had met with unexpected notice from a person whom I believed to have been prejudiced against me. ‘Kind and affable to me had been his condescension, and should be honoured ever with suitable regard.’ He was the first poet I had known, and he certainly answered to that inspired name. I had heard a great deal of his powers of conversation and was not disappointed. In fact, I never met with anything at all like them, either before or since. I could easily credit the accounts which were circulated of his holding forth to a large party of ladies and gentlemen, an evening or two before, on the Berkeleian Theory, when he made the whole material universe look like a transparency of fine words; and another story (which I believe he has somewhere told himself) of his being asked to a party at Birmingham, of his smoking tobacco and going to sleep after dinner on a sofa, where the company found him, to their no small surprise, which was increased to wonder when he started up of a sudden, and rubbing his eyes, looked about him, and launched into a three hours’ description of the third heaven, of which he had had a dream, very different from Mr. Southey’s Vision of Judgment, and also from that other Vision of Judgment, which Mr. Murray, the Secretary of the Bridge-street Junta, took into his especial keeping.

On my way back I had a sound in my ears—it was the voice of Fancy; I had a light before me—it was the face of Poetry. The one still lingers there, the other has not quitted my side![2q] Coleridge, in truth, met me half-way on the ground of philosophy, or I should not have been won over to his imaginative creed. I had  an uneasy, pleasurable sensation all the time, till I was to visit him. During those months the chill breath of winter gave me a welcoming; the vernal air was balm and inspiration to me. The golden sunsets, the silver star of evening, lighted me on my way to new hopes and prospects. I was to visit Coleridge in the spring. This circumstance was never absent from my thoughts, and mingled with all my feelings. I wrote to him at the time proposed, and received an answer postponing my intended visit for a week or two, but very cordially urging me to complete my promise then. This delay did not damp, but rather increased my ardour. In the meantime, I went to Llangollen Vale, by way of initiating myself in the mysteries of natural scenery; and I must say I was enchanted with it. I had been reading Coleridge’s description of England in his fine Ode on the Departing Year, and I applied it, con amore, to the objects before me. That valley was to me (in a manner) the cradle of a new existence: in the river that winds through it, my spirit was baptized in the waters of Helicon!

I returned home, and soon after set out on my journey with unworn heart, and untired feet. My way lay through Worcester and Gloucester, and by Upton, where I thought of Tom Jones and the adventure of the muff. I remember getting completely wet through one day, and stopping at an inn (I think it was at Tewkesbury) where I sat up all night to read Paul and Virginia. Sweet were the showers in early youth that drenched my body, and sweet the drops of pity that fell upon the books I read! I recollect a remark of Coleridge’s upon this very book that nothing could show the gross indelicacy of French manners and the entire corruption of their imagination more strongly than the behaviour of the heroine in the last fatal scene, who turns away from a person on board the sinking vessel, that offers to save her life, because he has thrown off his clothes to assist him in swimming. Was this a time to think of such  a circumstance? I once hinted to Wordsworth, as we were sailing in his boat on Grasmere lake, that I thought he had borrowed the idea of his Poems on the Naming of Places from the local inscriptions of the same kind in Paul and Virginia. He did not own the obligation, and stated some distinction without a difference in defence of his claim to originality. Any, the slightest variation, would be sufficient for this purpose in his mind; for whatever he added or altered would inevitably be worth all that any one else had done, and contain the marrow of the sentiment. I was still two days before the time fixed for my arrival, for I had taken care to set out early enough. I stopped these two days at Bridgewater; and when I was tired of sauntering on the banks of its muddy river, returned to the inn and read Camilla. So have I loitered my life away, reading books, looking at pictures, going to plays, hearing, thinking, writing on what pleased me best. I have wanted only one thing to make me happy; but wanting that have wanted everything!

I arrived, and was well received. The country about Nether Stowey is beautiful, green and hilly, and near the sea-shore. I saw it but the other day, after an interval of twenty years, from a hill near Taunton. How was the map of my life spread out before me, as the map of the country
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