
  About the Book


  ‘No people in Europe are as clumsy and awkward with their hands as the Portuguese.’


  Comically insensitive and startlingly opinionated, Mrs Favell Lee Mortimer offers up a wonderfully inappropriate and hilarious account of Victorian prejudices.

  In the middle of the 1800s, Mrs Favell Lee Mortimer set out to write an ambitious guide to all the nations on Earth. There were just three problems.

  – She had never set foot outside Shropshire.

  – She was horribly misinformed about virtually every topic she turned her attention to.

  – And she was prejudiced against foreigners.


  The result was an unintentionally hilarious masterpiece:

  ‘People who are dainty must not come to Norway.’

  ‘If the Siberians’ taste in dress is laughable, their taste in food is horrible.’

  ‘British America [Canada]’s Lake Superior is so immense, that Ireland might be bathed in it; that is, if islands could be bathed.’


  In The Clumsiest People in Europe, Todd Pruzan has gathered together a selection of Mrs Mortimer’s finest moments, celebrating the woman who turned ignorance into an art form.
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  Todd Pruzan is a senior editor at the business magazine Condé Nast Portfolio and has been an editor and writer at several other magazines. He was born in Washington, D.C., and lives in New York with his wife and daughter.
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  ENGLAND.


  In the late 1840s, Queen Victoria’s Britain was ensconced in a painful adolescence, shaking itself awake from centuries of manors, mead, and jousts, and entering a pit of smoke, filth, disease, and seven-year-old garment workers. Progress wasn’t universally unbearable—seven-year-olds were banned from coal mines after 1842, for one thing—and Prime Minister Sir John Peel’s 1846 repeal of the 485-year-old Corn Laws brought some prosperity, allowing grain imports during a failed wheat harvest (and worsening the Irish potato famine). The ten-year-old Chartist movement ground to a halt in 1848, and Karl Marx, a Russian-Jewish dissident, settled in London the next year. William Makepeace Thackeray published Vanity Fair in 1848, and Charles Dickens’s David Copperfield came out in 1850. The Brontë sisters issued a one-two punch in 1847 with Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre. Sir Edward Frankland discovered amyl alcohol in 1849; Arthur Albright invented phosphorous matches in 1852.


  WHAT COUNTRY do you love best? Your own country. I know you do. Every child loves his own country best.


  Let us talk together about England.


  What sort of a land is it? There are green fields, and shady lanes, and white cottages with little gardens.


  There are birds which sing sweetly—nightingales and goldfinches, larks and linnets. But is not the robin your favourite bird; not because it has a pretty red breast, but because it comes in winter to the window to be fed?


  Now let us speak of the people who live in England.


  How do the poor people dress? The men wear cloth coats and beaver hats; the women wear gowns and aprons of cotton, and straw bonnets, and woollen shawls.


  In what sort of cottages do they live?


  Some cottages are made of planks of wood nailed together; they are cold, because the wind blows in through the chinks. Some are made of bricks, and small stones, and they are very comfortable.


  What is the character of the English? What sort of people are they? They are not very pleasant in company, because they do not like strangers, nor taking much trouble. They like best being at home, and this is right. They are very much afraid of being cheated; therefore they are careful and prudent, and slow to trust people till they know them. They are cold in their manners, yet they will often do kind actions. They are too fond of money, as well as of good eating and drinking. They are often in low spirits, and are apt to grumble, and to wish they were richer than they are, and to speak against the rulers of the land. Yet they might be the happiest people in the world, for there is no country in which there are so many Bibles.
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  LONDON.


  THIS IS THE NAME of the chief town of England. There is no city in Europe that has so many people in it.


  The streets are crowded with people looking very busy. There are a great many shops, with beautiful things at the windows to tempt the people to buy.


  London is full of buyers and sellers, and many people in it are very rich.


  But many are very poor.


  The rich people live in wide streets and in large squares. It is pleasant to live in a square, for it has a garden in the middle with iron railings around it.


  Is London a pleasant city? No; because there is so much fog and so much smoke. This makes it dark and black. Yet the streets where rich people live are kept clean, and the maid in each house washes the steps of her master’s house every morning.


  Is London a pretty city? No; because it is not built by the sea-side or on high hills. Yet it has two beautiful churches—called St. Paul’s and Westminster Abbey—and it has some beautiful parks where ladies and gentlemen drive and walk, and where even poor children play under the shady trees.


  But the poor people live in narrow alleys or streets, and in close places called courts, into which no carriages can drive.


  There are schools also for little ragged children—such as could not go to a neat Sunday-school. These children have been taught at home to steal, and lie, and swear; but some of them listen to their kind teachers while they are telling them about God, and Christ, and heaven and hell. At first these rude children push each other about, and laugh, and make jokes; but soon they learn to sit still and attend.
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  MANCHESTER.


  NEXT TO LONDON this is the largest town in England. There it is that those cotton prints are made which so many women and children wear.


  There are large houses there full of great machines, and men and women making calico and cotton print. These houses are called factories.


  And are there any children in these large houses? Yes; but none younger than eight years old. Once very young children used to work there, but a kind nobleman called Lord Ashley pitied the poor little creatures, and now a law is made to prevent their working. Children of eight years old begin to work in the cotton-mills, but only for six hours in the day.
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  WALES.


  The Welsh language suffered a slow decline throughout the 19th century: By 1841, just two thirds of England’s western principality spoke the local tongue, and the use of English was spreading far more quickly than Welsh. The population almost doubled between 1811 and 1851, to nearly 1.2 million—of whom 808 men and 202 women were cooling their heels in jail. Riots sparked by food shortages and highway tolls unsettled the region in the 1840s, but iron production was booming. By 1848, 207 furnaces were belching out some 722,800 tons of the stuff annually, nearly triple the production of 1825. By mid-century, Wales supported ten religious magazines, a weekly, and a nondenominational quarterly.


  IT LIES CLOSE BY the side of England. The people in it are called the Welsh.


  What sort of people are they?


  Their figures are short and stout—they have broad faces with fresh colours. They are passionate when offended, but very honest and industrious. The women will even knit as they walk along to market. There are not nearly as many thieves in Wales as there are in England.


  The Welsh are fond of music. Their favourite instrument is the harp. You may sometimes see an aged man, with silver hair, singing an old Welsh song while he plays upon his harp.


  Though the Welsh are not very clean, they make their cottages look clean by white-washing them every year, and sometimes they white-wash the pig-sties too.
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  SCOTLAND.


  In 1851, Scotland’s 2,888,742 locals included 161 soap-boilers, 531 cork-cutters, and the proprietors of 167 distilleries (as well as 223 brewers of “strong beer”). Paper production nearly doubled between 1841 and 1851, to 31,723,001 pounds, and the 795 miles of railway in 1849 had stretched to 1,243 miles by the end of 1857.


  THE COUNTRY.—Just at the north of England, there is a country called Scotland. It looks like the head of England. It is a large head certainly, but you can almost see the nose, and the chin, and the bunch of hair on the top; at least you can fancy that you see them.


  Is Scotland like England?


  No—it is more beautiful. It has not as many trees as England has, but then it has very high hills, higher than any hills in England, and larger lakes, and more streams and water-falls.


  One day a traveller said to a Scotchman, “Does it always rain, as it does now?” “No,” replied the man, “it snaws sometimes.”


  He said “snaws,” instead of “snows,” for the poor Scotch speak their words very broad.


  FOOD.—The poor people are content with very coarse food. Instead of eating wheaten bread, they often eat oaten cakes. You must not think these cakes are nicer than bread, for they are hard and bitter.


  There is also a dish called haggis, made of oatmeal, fat, liver, and bacon, all boiled together in a skin; and there is another dish called hotch-potch, in which all sorts of food are boiled together and made into soup. Greens and eggs help to make out the poor Scotchman’s dinner. It would be better if he only drank water with his simple food; but the Scotch are very fond of whiskey.


  The rich people have a great many nice things for breakfast, especially a sort of jam called marmalade. They also eat very rich cakes, which may be kept for six months without spoiling: but such dainties are very unwholesome.


  APPEARANCE.—The Scotch are tall, and strong, with large bones. Their faces are broad, and their cheek-bones high, their eyes and hair are light. They look grave and thoughtful.


  CHARACTER.—The Scotch are very wise and sensible. They love reading. A traveller stopped at an inn, where there was only one bed for him, and that a very poor one, in a hole in the wall; yet he found that the innkeeper had a great many books, and amongst them several Bibles, also an Encyclopedia, a book which explains how everything is made; and this book had cost three guineas. The blacksmith, too, in the village, had two hundred books, some of them about religion, and some about animals and plants. Yet it is sad to say, this clever smith liked drinking, and asked the traveller for some money to buy whiskey.


  One of the chief faults of the Scotch, is the love of whiskey. Another fault is the love of money. They often ask more than they ought, and are very slow to give.


  They are industrious, but disobliging. They will not take much trouble to please strangers. They are not as clean as English people, and they let their books be covered with dust, and even black with soot.


  They are very grave, and not fond of jokes; however, they like music, and can sing some very pretty songs; but you would not like the sound of their bag-pipes. The noise is almost as ugly as the creaking of a door, or the squalling of cats.
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  EDINBURGH.


  THE CHIEF TOWN of Scotland. This is the most beautiful city in the world. What makes it so beautiful? Its green hill with the castle at the top. As you walk in the fine broad streets of Edinburgh, whenever you look up, you see this hill and its castle, and you admire them, and say, “How grand, how beautiful!”


  All the streets are not broad. There are streets so narrow that two people can scarcely pass along, and friends might easily shake hands out of the opposite windows. How dark and dismal the houses must be! A right name is given to these narrow streets. They are called “closes.” They are close indeed. The houses are twelve or fourteen stories high, and are crowded with very dirty poor people.
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  THIS IS THE MOST BEAUTIFUL CITY IN THE WORLD.
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  GLASGOW.


  THIS CITY is larger than Edinburgh, yet it is not so famous, because kings have never lived here, as they once did in Edinburgh. There are a great many places in Glasgow, where cotton is made into calico, and muslin, and they are called manufactories; and there are a great many rich people who live in fine houses. But the smoke from the manufactories, makes the city unpleasant. The cottages all round, where the poor people live, are very dirty and miserable. Unlike the tall houses of Edinburgh, these have no rooms up stairs, and they look more like pig-sties than cottages. Ragged children come out of them, and beg of the travellers who pass by.
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  IRELAND.


  Not surprisingly, 1850s statistics paint a bleak picture of life on the island. A sustained potato crop failure (accompanied by outbreaks of typhoid fever, cholera and dysentery) starved a million Irish and began driving millions of refugees to Britain and North America for the rest of the century and beyond. Ireland blamed the non-interventionist British, supplying little aid or financial relief during the blight, for the sustained famine, which slashed the 1841 population of 8.2 million to 6.5 million a decade later. Queens Colleges of Belfast, Cork, and Galway opened in 1849; the country’s seventy-nine newspapers in 1843 had grown to 140 papers by 1863.


  COUNTRY.—Ireland, you know, has been called the Emerald Island, because the emerald is a green stone, and the fields of Ireland are very green. And why are they so green? Because it rains so much.


  COTTAGES.—There are no huts in the world so miserable as the Irish cabins or cottages.


  Where is the window? Where is the chimney? There are none. Only one square hole serves for the door, and through it the smoke goes out and the light comes in. Inside there is no floor—only the damp earth. The rain comes down upon pig and all through the holes in the roof. In one corner there is a heap of straw with a blanket over it: it is a bed; in the other the pig lies on another heap of straw still more dirty.


  All the cottages are not so miserable as this; some have a window and a chimney, and some have inside one or two chairs, two or three plates, and a bedstead.


  FOOD.—Potatoes are the food. Potatoes for breakfast, potatoes for dinner, and potatoes for supper. There are very poor Irish who only taste meat once a year, that is on Christmas day. They drink milk when they can get it, and often they drink whiskey.


  APPEARANCE.—Though they live on potatoes, the Irish are a fine strong people. Their complexions are fair and rosy, for the sun is never very hot nor the wind very cold, and the damp mild weather is good for the skin.


  DRESS.—Rags. This is the dress of the poor Irish. They do not mend their clothes, so the holes get larger and larger. Their coats are made of a gray woollen cloth called “frieze,” and they are worn till they drop off the back: first one tail of the coat comes off, then the other, and then the sleeves disappear, till at length nothing but a heap of rags remains.


  SCHOOLS.—The Irish children are rosy, merry little creatures. They like potato dinners, and care not to run barefoot with their rags fluttering about them, while they call out “Halfpenny, halfpenny,” to the passers by. Sometimes they go to school; but an Irish school is a curious sight. There are some schools where poor children are taught under the hedges or a haystack, but as it is always raining it is unpleasant to have no roof.


  The Irish have a language of their own, but they learn English in school. In some parts of Ireland the people have forgotten their own language, and speak nothing but English.


  CHARACTER.—What sort of people are the Irish? The merriest, drollest people in the world. They are very kind and good-natured when pleased, but if affronted, are filled with rage. The poor men are fond of drinking and keeping company with friends; but they often quarrel with them, and then they call them names and throw things at them, and cover them with bruises. You see they are passionate; though they wish to be kind, they forget themselves and act in a wicked manner.


  There are not many rich people in Ireland. Those who are rich like best going over to England and living there, and this is one reason why the poor people are so very poor. But there are some ladies and gentlemen who try to make poor people happy, and who have schools for the children.


  RELIGION.—The Irish say they are Christians, yet most of them will not read the Bible. Is not that strange? Why do they not read it, if they are Christians? Because their ministers tell them not to read it. Why? Because these ministers or priests tell them a great many wrong things, which are not written in the Bible, and they do not want the people to find out the truth.


  The religion they teach is called the Roman Catholic religion. It is a kind of Christian religion, but it is a very bad kind.
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  ALL THE COTTAGES ARE NOT SO MISERABLE AS THIS.


  If you were to go to a Roman Catholic church, you would see a basin of water near the door. What is it for? It is called “holy water,” because the priest has blessed it. Everybody dips his hand in this water, and sprinkles himself with it, and thinks that doing this will keep him from Satan. O how foolish!
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  DUBLIN.


  DUBLIN, the chief city, is very beautiful.


  There are very handsome streets in Dublin; they are broad, and straight, and pleasant to walk in. In London, there are many pretty squares with iron railings round them, and trees, and grass in the middle, where children play by the side of their nurses. But there are much larger squares in Dublin. But Dublin is not beautiful all over. There are parts where the poor people live crowded together in rags, and dirt, and misery. In some houses a dozen people live in every room. How unpleasant that must be!
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  FRANCE.


  In February 1848, the latest national revolution kicked the pan-European revolts into high gear. February riots relieved King Louis Philippe of his regal duties and extended suffrage to all Frenchmen, who elected Louis Napoleon Bonaparte, nephew of the insecure emperor, to a four-year term as president—which he transitioned into dictatorship in an 1851 coup d’état. Vintners produced 51.6 million hectares of wine in 1848. Composer Héctor Berlioz debuted Damnation of Faust in 1846, and Prosper Merimée’s Carmen, a novel of passion, appeared the following year. In 1851, Jean Foucault proved that Earth spins on an axis, and Henri Giffard introduced balloon flight in 1852. Le Figaro hit the streets in 1854.


  COUNTRY AND PEOPLE.—From England you need only cross the water in a steam boat, and in three hours you will be in France. You will see the same kind of trees and hills that you saw in England, but not the same sort of people. The poor women wear no bonnets nor shawls, but high white caps, long ear-rings, and handkerchiefs very neatly put on. Very few have rosy cheeks, or light hair; they have dark complexions, and dark eyes and hair; they hold up their heads, walk briskly, and look gay and smiling.


  The French people are very fond of talking, and they are very fond of company.


  Gardens in France are not as pretty as those in England, because the walks are straight, between high smooth hedges of box, or rows of trees, while in England they have winding shrubberies, and green lawns with flower-beds scattered about.


  THE POOR PEOPLE.—Though France is such a sweet country, yet there are many very poor people there.


  Some have a little piece of land of their own, and they plant it with vines, but if the sun does not ripen their grapes (and sometimes it does not), they almost starve.


  They do not drink tea and sugar, as they do in England; they have not money enough to buy them. Now and then, when they are sick, they put a little sugar in some water and drink it, but they cannot have it every day.


  They very seldom drink too much. In England, it is a common thing for a poor man to get drunk, but it is very uncommon in France. People sometimes whisper to each other, and say, “That man once got drunk.”


  The poor women work very hard. They are glad to help their husbands in their own little fields, or to earn money by working out. They may often be seen ploughing or digging, or carrying baskets of manure on their heads.


  FOOD.—The rich people are fond of messes of nice things. Their cooks are considered very clever, and even English people who wish to have very fine dinners send for French cooks to live with them. There is no plum-pudding, but cake and fruits instead. A great many sweetmeats and sugarplums are made in France. Boxes of “bonbons” that look very pretty are sent to England; but children who eat many soon spoil their teeth and hurt their health.


  CHILDREN.—The parents like to make them little men and women. They take them where they go, keep them up late, and let them eat unwholesome food, and even allow them to talk away before grownup people, and show how clever they are. Children of five or six years old often dine with company, when they ought to be alone with their papa and mamma, or else in the nursery.


  RELIGION.—There is the same religion in France that there is in Ireland—the Roman Catholic.


  There are no pews in the churches, but there are chairs heaped up in one corner; and if people want to sit down they hire a chair for a halfpenny. They may sit down in what part of the church they like, and go out and come in when they please, so there is a great deal of confusion and bustle in the churches.


  On Sunday evening the French play at all kinds of games, and go to see sights and to hear music, and they meet together to dance.


  There are houses in France called Convents. In some of these women live called nuns. They think they please God by shutting themselves up in a home together. But what can the nuns teach? They teach their little scholars to work, and to sing, and to draw; and also they teach them to worship the Virgin Mary. Protestant parents ought never to send their children to convents to be taught.


  GOVERNMENT.—Is there a King of France? The last King left his palace in great haste. There were crowds under his windows, and he was afraid they would burst in. So he left his dinner unfinished on the table; he did not stop to pack up his clothes, but, with his queen on his arm, he hurried through the streets, and got into a carriage and drove off. Where did he go? To England. That is a safe place for French kings.
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  THE PARENTS KEEP CHILDREN UP LATE, AND LET THEM EAT UNWHOLESOME FOOD.


  CHARACTER.—There are no people so gay and so polite as the French. They do not drink much, nor eat much either. They like being smart, but are not very clean. It is too common in France not to speak truth, for the French pay a great many compliments to please their company, and these compliments are often not true. The French are called witty, for they say things which make people laugh. The French are brave in war. They have fought many battles with the English; but I hope they will fight no more.
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  PARIS.


  IT IS A VERY GAY CITY. There are a great many pretty shops and finely dressed people. There are large gardens where anybody may walk. But I do not think you would call them pretty, because the walks are straight, with rows of trees on each side.


  What they care for most is fine dress. Every week there are new fashions, new shapes for bonnets, and new colours. Pictures are drawn of the fashions and sent to other countries, and English people like to dress as the people do at Paris.


  Each family in Paris does not have a whole house to itself. On each floor of a house there is a different family. The rooms are not as comfortable as in England.
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  SPAIN.


  As the kingdom continued to lose colonies to independence throughout Latin America, Queen Isabella II’s reign was beset in the 1830s and 1840s by revolts and a bloody civil war at home. In 1839 Isabella, aided by the British, defeated the Carlists, who demanded the rule of her uncle Don Carlos; she survived attempts on her life in 1847 and 1852. The national economy was starting to bloom—its 1849 imports would quadruple by 1862, and the cotton industry was growing rapidly. An eighteen-mile railway, the country’s first, connected Barcelona to Mataro in October 1848, and by 1861, fifteen hundred miles of track would be complete. The habanera, a dance in moderate double-time, was the rage of 1850.


  THE COUNTRY.—Is Spain a beautiful country? Yes, it is very beautiful. There are high mountains, and very wide plains, and fine trees, and a clear blue sky.


  There are some men in Spain who act like wolves: there are robbers and murderers there. They hide themselves among the caves in the mountains, and among the thickets in the forests. As you travelled through Spain you would often see black crosses set up by the roadside with some writing upon them. What are these crosses for? Read what is written upon one—“A man named Charles was murdered here in May, 1840.” Read what is written upon the next—“A woman, named Julia, and her children, were murdered here in January, 1736.” Whenever a person has been murdered by the roadside, a cross is set up to mark the place.


  Sometimes, as you went along, you would hear the tinkling of bells, with the deep sound of men’s voices singing. You need not fear lest robbers are coming, for they make no noise.


  Two Spaniards were once walking along the hills, when they saw a whole troop of wolves coming along; one large fierce gray wolf led the way, and the rest followed. The poor men tried to get out of the way, as well as they could. But the first wolf turned that very way, and the rest came after it. The wolf passed by one of the men without noticing him, though it came so near him, that its bristly hair brushed the man’s legs. When it came to the other man, it passed by—almost—then turned half round, and snapped at him, without biting him. That was a sign to the pack of wolves to eat him. They understood the sign, and in a few moments tore the man limb from limb, howling all the while most dreadfully, and leaving nothing but bones.


  FOOD.—The Spaniards take a late supper when they come in from their evening walk, just before they go to bed, which is about eleven. The supper is of stewed beef, and tomatoes, or love-apples, dressed in oil. No wonder they cannot eat much breakfast next morning, for this late supper must hurt their health.


  There are a great many olive-trees in Spain, fine spreading trees, and the olive is a little dark round fruit, about the size of a plum. The Spaniards eat it with salt, but the taste is so bitter, I am sure you would not like it.


  COTTAGES.—Some of the cottages are very miserable indeed. A gentleman travelling amongst the mountains with his guide, came to a village where there were a few black huts. He knocked at the door of one. A man opened it, holding a burning piece of wood in his hand instead of a candle. The gentleman asked to be allowed to sleep in the hut that night. The poor man let him in, and led him first through a room full of straw, then through a stable into the room where the family lived. After providing bacon and eggs for supper, he pointed to a small door in the roof, and told the gentleman he might sleep there upon some clean straw.


  “Is there no bed in the cottage?” asked the gentleman.


  “No,” replied the poor man, “I never slept in a bed in all my life, nor did my children, nor did my father and mother before me. We sleep on the hearth by the fire, or else among the cattle in the stable.”


  AMUSEMENTS.—The favourite amusement of the young people is dancing. They are very fond of playing on the guitar, and singing songs as they play. Very few people like reading or any useful employment.


  But the Spaniards are not only idle, they are very cruel. They delight in bull-fights. There is a large building in every town for fighting bulls. The people are glad when they see the bull driven in.


  When the bull has been tormented for a long while, a man on horseback enters with a sword to kill him. While the bull puts down its head, in order to try to hurt with its horns, the man pierces its neck with his sword. As soon as he has done it, the people give a shout of joy. The bull does not die immediately, but runs backwards and forwards, in an agony, till he drops down dead.


  And can women like to see such bloody sights? Yes, they do,—and priests, who ought to show the people what is right, are pleased to view these wicked deeds.
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  MADRID.


  THIS CITY IS BUILT just in the middle of Spain.


  The king, who chose Madrid for his chief city, made a foolish choice; for it is far from the sea, and there is no great river near, only a little stream, so that ships cannot come near it. It is built also on a high plain, where very cold winds blow. It would not be well to go to Madrid in winter, it is so very windy, and there are no good plans for keeping the houses warm. In summer it is very hot.


  HOUSES.—The window of the lowest room has iron bars, to hinder thieves from getting in, and this makes it look like
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