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FOREWORD– KATHLEEN MAHER


History is an endless sea of wonder, with each discovery pulling you deeper into its depths. I will admit, I did not seek out P.T. Barnum… I stumbled onto him… and there was no going back.

Firmly rooted in 19th-century American social and cultural history, I (like so many) overlooked one of the most impactful figures who shaped culture and entertainment as we know it today. A powerhouse of innovation and ambition, Barnum transformed the way we engage with amusement; he opened the doors to all who sought the delights of theatrical enjoyment, popularizing the idea that entertainment was a respectable endeavor and could be both a spectacle and an educational experience. Barnum broke down barriers, making the arts accessible to people from all walks of life, regardless of class or background. Barnum revolutionized the concept of mass entertainment, bringing together diverse audiences to marvel at the extraordinary and the wondrous. His genius lay not only in his ability to promote and captivate, but also in his understanding of human curiosity, and using it to create experiences that transcended mere amusement and speak to deeper cultural narratives. In doing so, he laid the foundation for modern entertainment by blending awe, education, and inclusivity in ways that continue to influence the industry today.

When we think of Barnum, we tend to think of the circus—an image that conjures visions of dazzling performances under the Big Top—but there is so much more to his legacy. In truth, the circus was Barnum’s retirement project. He was over 61 years old when he launched The Greatest Show on Earth in 1872, and he was a well-established international brand. Barnum’s lesser known but equally extraordinary stories of struggle and triumph came with the creation of Barnum’s American Museum on lower Broadway in New York in 1842. And so, begins the remarkable story of By Royal Command…

Using primary source accounts written by Barnum himself, By Royal Command illuminates a pivotal time in history that set the trajectory of modern entertainment…the international introduction of Charles Stratton (aka General Tom Thumb). Born in Bridgeport, Connecticut in 1838, Charles, a young boy just over two feet in height, was a natural-born entertainer and catapulted into stardom at five years old at Barnum’s American Museum. Notably, he was the first “child star” who quickly became an international sensation. What unfolds in By Royal Command is not fiction, but rather the captivating true story of how Barnum, with his natural gift for showmanship and marketing, turned Charles into one of the earliest global entertainment celebrities. The 1844-1847 European tour of General Tom Thumb was one of P.T. Barnum’s most defining achievements, elevating both his career and Stratton’s to unprecedented heights while redefining the nature of popular entertainment.

By Royal Command will take you on an unforgettable journey with Barnum and Charles. From Buckingham Palace to the courts of Europe, General Tom Thumb enchanted all who had the good fortune to see him perform, and the royal endorsements immediately elevated Barnum’s troupe to the heights of European society, garnering international headlines and attracting aristocrats, statesmen, and royalty across the continent. What followed was a whirlwind tour that made Tom Thumb a household name and a towering figure in the public imagination, forever changing the landscape of popular culture and entertainment history.

Many thanks to historian, author and fellow ‘Circademic’ Steve Ward. By Royal Command is a ‘must read’ for all those fascinated by the origins of modern entertainment and the extraordinary figures who shaped it. With rich historical detail and firsthand accounts, By Royal Command offers a captivating glimpse into the world of 19th-century showmanship, celebrity culture, and the power of human curiosity. This book is an essential read for history enthusiasts, entertainment scholars, and anyone who wants to explore the remarkable journey of P.T. Barnum and General Tom Thumb, whose legacy continues to influence the entertainment industry today.

Enjoy!

Kathleen Maher

Executive Director, Barnum Museum

Bridgeport, Connecticut, USA


FOREWORD– STEVE WARD


I was a bit of a prankster when I was young. There was nothing I liked better than playing a practical joke on people. My Grandfather would often say to me ‘You’re a bit of a Barnum, you are!’ I didn’t really know who Barnum was at that time but I understood that he was someone who would easily fool people. That appealed to me—someone who could become famous just by fooling people.

As I grew older, I became fascinated by the stories that I read about the man; how he could persuade people to believe that what they were seeing was what he wanted them to see. Exhibitions of a rather terrifying skeleton with the head of an animal and the body of a fish were supposed to portray a mermaid; a seemingly ancient 160-year-old black woman was promoted as the nursemaid to George Washington. All of these were, of course, hoaxes or ‘humbugs’, as the press termed them. One particular story stuck in my mind, particularly as I am interested in words. It was how Barnum, on seeing the crowds gathered in his American Museum and wanting them to move through quickly, placed a sign saying ‘This way to the egress’. Enthusiastic people flocked to see the ‘egress’, only to find themselves out on the street; egress being another word for exit. But rather than being angered by the experience, many people were amused at the way they had been tricked.

As my interest and involvement with circus developed, I was aware of the Barnum and Bailey circus but I didn’t immediately make the connection between Barnum the ‘King of Humbug’ and Barnum the circus proprietor. Understanding came at a later age. In fact, I suppose that my knowledge of Barnum was as much as any other person; he was the ‘king of humbug’, he had a museum in America where he exhibited all things weird and wonderful, and he ran a circus.

It was much later that I learned that Barnum was a very complex individual driven by ambition, a need for approbation, and a desire for wealth. His professional life was phrenetic and his private life somewhat turbulent. He embarked on grand schemes, sought royal approval, and made and lost a fortune—only to rebuild himself. He was a figure of renown and it was his three-year tour of Great Britain and Europe, with his dwarf protégé General Tom Thumb, that catapulted him to international fame.

Whatever your knowledge of Phineas T. Barnum, I hope that By Royal Command will be of interest and offer an insight into how that visit shaped his life for the future.

Steve Ward

Leeds
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P T Barnum c.1855 (Library of Congress)


INTRODUCTION


Barnum—everyone seems to know the name of Phineas Taylor Barnum, no matter what age they are. Much of this is down to popular imagery of the man as portrayed in the film The Greatest Showman1 or the Broadway musical Barnum2. Ask who Barnum was and you will get a variety of responses, such as a con-man, a humbug, a showman, a circus owner. Well, he certainly was a showman and, in much later life, a circus owner. And he was a self-confessed humbug, defining a humbug as;


A genuine humbug consists in making a man feel that he has got the worth of his money, that he has seen wonders such as could not be found elsewhere on the face of the earth– that these wonders must have cost the ‘enterprising & liberal proprietor’ many sleepless nights & oceans of gold– and that in fact in truth the beholder of the humbug is much indebted to the owner thereof for having kindly permitted him (by paying for it) to behold this precious sight whatever it may be (Letter #138 11 September 1845)3


Very few people who fell for Barnum’s humbugs actually felt that they had been unscrupulously ‘conned’ because Barnum always gave them something for their money—even if it was not exactly what they had expected! There is a fine line between being a con-man and a humbug and Barnum always seemed to lean towards the humbug.

Barnum was more than this. He was a very complex character, driven by the need to be a success at whatever he set his mind to, and a need for approbation. He was full of restless ambition. Throughout his life he was many things in addition to the above; a newspaper publisher, a museum owner, an author, a politician, a philanthropist, and an entrepreneur with interests in several and various schemes. In his lifetime he made a fortune and then managed to lose it in a single failed project—only to rebuild himself to become one of the wealthiest men in America. But Barnum also had a darker side. He exhibited people of non-white ethnic backgrounds as ‘curiosities’ for profit. In the same way, he exhibited those who were physically different; people who suffered from dwarfism, giantism, or hirsutism for example. In a speech he made at a time when running for Congress, Barnum exhibited the enslaved and admitted to owning slaves himself—and worse;

I did more– I whipped my slaves. I ought to have been whipped a thousand times for this myself, but by then I was a Democrat– one of those non-descript Democrats who are northern men with southern principles4


These racist attitudes stretched to his American Museum. A report given in the Coleraine Chronicle gives an example;

An English Baronet arrived in New York with a favourite black servant who had been in the family for many years… The next day he mounted the steps of Barnum’s Museum with the design of inspecting the curiosities of that establishment; and here again he was refused admission unless he left his servant at the door. As he could not, of course he had to turn back (Coleraine Chronicle 13 November 1847)

It could also be argued that Barnum’s importation and exhibition of exotic animals, birds, and fish in what we would deem today as being inappropriate and unsuitable conditions, displayed further cruelty driven by the desire for profit. However, nineteenth century attitudes were very different from today and it is easy for us to criticise with hindsight. For many, Barnum’s exhibitions were as educational as they were entertaining, and we should not let our modern-day sensitivities detract from that. We may not like aspects of our history, but history is not necessarily to be liked, but learned from.

Although Barnum was becoming a household name in America by 1843, it was his later tour of Britain and continental Europe from 1844 to 1847 that cemented his name as an international celebrity. It is difficult to write about this tour without also taking into consideration his prize protégé Charles Stratton, otherwise professionally known as General Tom Thumb. Barnum relentlessly exhibited this dwarf child performer throughout the tour and he would not have achieved his international fame without Tom Thumb—and Tom Thumb would not have achieved his success without Barnum. Although their financial contractual arrangements may have changed during the tour, in reality one would not, perhaps even could not, have existed without the other.

Barnum chose the epithet ‘Tom Thumb’ for his miniature exhibit with good reason. The character was well known in British folklore. The earliest record of the name “Tom Thumb” was in a published work of 1621 by Richard Johnson, The History of Tom Thumb5, although the name and story may have existed before this date in oral history. The name appears in the folk cultures of many other European countries, such as in France as Le Petit Poucet6 and in Germany as Der Kleine Däumling7. Tom Thumb also appears in dramatic works such as Henry Fielding’s 1730 play of the same name and in the work Hop o’My Thumb, later adapted by Albert Smith specifically for General Tom Thumb.


The story of Tom Thumb follows the pattern of a ‘swallow’ cycle, where the main character is swallowed by a succession of animals and people, situations from which Tom always emerges triumphant. In Johnson’s story, Tom Thumb, a fairy child no larger than his father’s thumb, is swallowed in succession by a cow, a raven, a giant, a fish, and a miller (after an exploit at the court of the legendary King Arthur). In between, he made his appearance from a bag of cherry stones, a pudding, a fish dish presented to King Arthur, a walnut shell, a bowl of frumenty,8 a snail shell, and a mouse trap. Barnum must have been aware of the story because several of the above devices—particularly the appearances—were adapted for use in General Tom Thumb’s performances.
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Tom Thumb coming out of a salt box (Illustrated London News 21 March 1846)

Charles Stratton was, by his own admission, ‘one of nature’s freaks’9, though we should be careful as to how we interpret his use of the term. It is not necessarily a negative or pejorative word; that very much depends upon its usage. Sherman10 makes a case that the term freak is a slur when applied to a person with disabilities and that the associated term of ‘freak show’ merely propagates that slur. But historically, the term implied a difference or ‘otherness’, and that embraced those with genetically physical differences such as dwarfism, giantism, conjoined twins, etc—or even the self-created different, such as the tattooed man—or even the ethnically different.


The freak show was billed as entertaining and educational, offering the opportunity to learn about the mysteries of the body and the ‘realities’ of people from foreign lands. No surprise, then, that men of medicine and science, along with ethnologists and anthropologists, flocked to the shows: a potpourri of the peculiar served up as respectable, theatrical, titillating and spectacular.11


In dealing with historical records and materials they are very often written in the language of the time. Throughout this work, the terms freak and dwarf are used in their historical context and no offense is intended by the author. Barnum tapped into this nineteenth century fascination with the different and his exhibitions were the forerunner of his later travelling shows that accompanied the Barnum & Bailey circus12.


This book is not a definitive history of the life of P. T. Barnum. It is intended as a celebration of his life, particularly of the time he spent in Europe and of his contribution to the cultural fabric of British society. I hope it will be of value to those with a specific interest in the man as well as to the curiosity of the general reader. Whatever you know, or think you may know, about P. T. Barnum this book will be revealing.
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Advertising for Barnum’s American Museum c.1860 (Library of Congress)
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CHAPTER 1– BECOMING A SHOWMAN


Phineas Taylor Barnum was born on the 5th of July 1810 in the small township of Bethel, Connecticut, some 30 kilometres northwest of Bridgeport. It was a time of great turmoil, for although America and Britain were not officially ‘at war’ there had been acts of aggression on both sides from as early as 1807. The British naval vessel off the coast of Virginia, HMS Leopard, demanded that the American ship the Chesapeake return some deserters who had signed on that vessel. The demand was refused, and the British ship opened fire on the Chesapeake, causing so much damage that she had to be brought to a stop. The British boarded her and the men were taken. This caused President Thomas Jefferson to create the embargo of 1807, ceasing trade with Britain and France, and to calling up 100,000 militia in the event of a full-scale war. Small scale naval conflicts continued, notably with the American warship President severely damaging the smaller British vessel The Little Belt and killing several of the crew. The Americans also believed that the British were secretly supplying weapons to the indigenous native population of Canada. Thereby gaining their support with the promise to restore all lands in the American Midwest to them. Tensions between America and Britain grew to the point where war was officially declared on June 18th, 1812, when Barnum was almost two years old. The war would rage backwards and forwards across America for the next three years, from Niagara in the north to Florida in the south, where America was in conflict with Spain. Battles were won and lost on both sides, the British even marched into Washington and set fire to the White House, destroying many public buildings. Such was the outrage at the British being in the capital that President James Madison issued a proclamation to the nation, leading with this opening paragraph;

[image: Image No. 4]
The Capture of the City of Washington (Library of Congress)

Whereas the enemy by a sudden incursion have succeeded in invading the capital of the nation, defended at the moment by troops less numerous than their own, and almost entirely of the militia; during their possession of which, though for a single day only, they wantonly destroyed the public edifices, having no relation in their structure to operations of war, nor used at the time for military annoyance; some of these edifices being also monuments of taste and of the arts, and others repositories of the public archives, not only precious to the nation as the memorials of its ORIGIN and its early transactions, but interesting to ALL nations, as contributions to the general stock of historical instruction and political science. [Dated 1st September 1814] (The Times 20 October 1814)

The President then went on to exhort all Americans to come together ‘in a manful and universal determination to chastise and expel the invader’. And all this was happening at a time when Britain and America were in negotiations for a peaceful end to the war! Indeed, a treaty was signed by both parties in the Belgian town of Ghent on Christmas Eve 1814. Unfortunately, it took some time before word of this treaty actually arrived in America. Several further battles took place, with a notable defeat for the British at the battle of New Orleans in January, and the Treaty was finally ratified by Congress on February the 16th 1815. The war officially came to an end.

Initially the Federalist governments in the New England states, of which Barnum’s native Connecticut was one, were generally opposed to the war feeling that beneficial trade routes were becoming a war zone and would impact on their economies. At the outbreak of war, Connecticut refused to mobilise its militia for the campaign. The Connecticut General Assembly condemned the war and stated that ‘It must not be forgotten that… Connecticut is a FREE, SOVEREIGN and INDEPENDENT State; and that the United States is a confederacy of states…’1 Although opposed to the war, Connecticut did see some localised action. The British blockaded the port of New London in December 1813 and in April 1814 a British force landed in Essex and torched or captured several ships. In the summer of 1814, the British decided to blockade the entire New England coast in an effort to extinguish any commercial trade from those states. An attempted assault on Stonington that August was repulsed by the local populace supported by some of the state militia. Although these actions may have softened public attitudes towards the war, Federalist representatives from Connecticut, Rhode Island, Vermont, and New Hampshire held secret discussions at the Old State House in Hartford, Connecticut. The Hartford Convention, as it became known, considered secession from the United States. They called upon the central government to protect [the states of] New England and to provide financial aid to their battered economy. Unfortunately, the timing was wrong. By the time that the Convention had issued its declaration on January 5th, 1815, Britain and America had signed the peace treaty and the war had officially ended.


Growing up in this unsettled atmosphere, I feel sure that Barnum must have been aware of some of the tensions of the time, although in his autobiography (Barnum, 1855) he makes no mention of it whatsoever;

I must pass by the first seven years of my life… I commenced going to school at the age of about six years. The first date which I recollect inscribing upon my writing book was 1818.

His paternal grandfather Phineas Taylor, after whom he was named, was a landowner and a justice of the peace and would have been more than interested in the problems of that time. Barnum was very close to his grandfather. Did he shield him from all of this, or did he tell him tales of war and peace? Being as close to his grandfather as he was, I feel sure that Phineas Taylor would have taken time to explain the ways of the troubled world to his first grandchild. I find it interesting that Barnum never mentions this, as it may have held some significance in his later considerations of a visit to Britain.

By all accounts Phineas Taylor was a consummate practical joker and a lover of money; for a while he ran his own lottery. Both of these traits seem to have been passed on to Barnum from an early age, especially the thrill of making money.

Before I was five years of age I began to accumulate pennies and sixpennies. At the age of six years my grandfather informed me that all my little pieces of coin amounted to one dollar, and if I would go with him and take my money, he would show me something worth having. Placing all my wealth in a pocket handkerchief which was closely wound up and firmly grasped, I started with my grandfather. He took me to the village tavern… The landlord took my deposits and presently handed me a silver dollar. Never have I seen the time (nor shall I ever again) when I felt so rich…

Clearly this had a huge effect upon the young child and the acquisition of money was something that underpinned most of Barnum’s ventures throughout his life. As a young boy he continued to save his pennies and then began making money on ‘holidays’ by producing and selling candy. He was never a child who liked working on his father’s farm, preferring to dream up his own money-making schemes. By the age of 12, he had saved enough money to buy a sheep and
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