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    This volume offers a wide-ranging single-author collection that gathers William Cowper’s principal writings across the full span of his career. It brings together his major poems, extensive correspondence, devotional lyrics, translations, and occasional prose, alongside contemporary biographical materials that illuminate his life and reception. Readers will find the long meditative poem The Task, the earlier series of didactic satires, the celebrated comic narrative of John Gilpin, antislavery pieces, and later reflective lyrics. The aim is to present Cowper’s many registers—moralist, humorist, letter-writer, translator, and hymnist—in one coherent framework, so that the diverse facets of his art may be considered in concert rather than in isolation.

The contents represent a broad array of genres and text types. Verse occupies pride of place, from heroic-couplet dialogues and fables to blank-verse meditation and ballad measure. The correspondence—addressed to friends, family, patrons, and clergy—appears in substantial selection, revealing Cowper’s private voice, literary workshop, and social world. Devotional writing is present both in hymns and in prefatory remarks. Translations range from classical Latin and Greek to Italian and French, joined by versions from English predecessors. The collection also includes memoir and life-writing, prefaces, occasional inscriptions, and a small group of periodical papers, enabling readers to trace a career that crossed poetry, prose, and piety.

Despite its variety, Cowper’s oeuvre is unified by steady moral inquiry, humane sympathy, and attention to ordinary life. Themes of retirement and social responsibility, personal affliction and spiritual consolation, national crisis and domestic repose, recur across poems and letters. Nature, often viewed through the daily cycle and the English seasons, furnishes a theatre for reflection on conscience, community, and faith. The same ethical impulse animates his antislavery verse and his portraits of rural labor, while a gentle humor frequently tempers admonition. The result is a body of work at once intimate in scale and capacious in scope, devoted to the claims of truth and tenderness.

Formally, Cowper is a poet of resourceful simplicity and supple measure. The early satiric pieces, including Table Talk and its companion poems, deploy the couplet for moral debate and social critique. The Task broadens his canvas in blank verse, moving with conversational ease from garden to parish, from history to domestic ritual. Lighter narratives draw on the ballad’s swift clarity, while the hymns cultivate plain diction allied to memorable cadence. Throughout, his style favors idiomatic English, exact observation, and a speaking voice that invites the reader into confidence—an art of candor that never abandons craft.

The letters, addressed to figures such as Lady Hesketh, Joseph Hill, the Rev. John Newton, and the Rev. William Unwin, form a central corridor through the collection. They chronicle reading, friendship, illness, and composition, offering a candid record of the conditions under which the poems were made. Far from incidental documents, these letters refine the public work, test arguments later cast in verse, and register the author’s changing mood and method. Read together with the poetry, they supply a continuous self-portrait of an eighteenth-century writer whose domestic vantage never precludes an alertness to national and international affairs.

Cowper’s translations and devotional writings demonstrate the breadth of his sympathies and studies. Versions from Horace, Virgil, Ovid, and Homer exhibit his classical training and preference for an English line of grave, unforced movement. Renderings from Milton’s Latin and Italian, selections from Vincent Bourne, and numerous Greek epigrams show his affinity for concise moral portraiture and elegant wit. The Olney Hymns, composed in collaboration with John Newton, anchor the religious dimension of his work, where scriptural meditation meets pastoral care. These activities—translation, hymnody, paraphrase—prove reciprocal with the original poems, refining their tone, imagery, and ethical emphasis.

Cowper’s significance endures in the strenuous conscience of his verse, the accessibility of his language, and the originality with which he makes the domestic a site for cultural critique. His humane advocacy, memorable humor, and sustained descriptive power influenced later poets attentive to nature and interior life. Pieces such as Yardley Oak, On the Receipt of My Mother’s Picture, and The Castaway display a late style of distilled intensity, while the comic vigor of John Gilpin remains widely cherished. By assembling all these modes together, this collection invites fresh study of a writer whose quiet voice continues to sound with unmistakable authority.
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    William Cowper (1731–1800) wrote amid the religious, political, and social reorientations of late‑Georgian Britain. Educated at Westminster and trained for the law, he abandoned public life after a breakdown in 1763, settling first at Olney, Buckinghamshire, and later at nearby Weston Underwood. There, within an expanding print culture and a lively epistolary network, he fashioned the intimate letter‑poem, addressing friends such as Lady Hesketh, Joseph Hill, and the ministers John Newton and William Unwin. The collection’s abundance of occasional pieces reflects a society newly hungry for periodical verse, familiar essays, and personal correspondence, while revealing Cowper’s domestic, introspective vantage on national change.

His career coincided with the Evangelical Revival, which pressed for heartfelt religion within the Church of England and beyond. After 1767 Cowper formed a close partnership with the Olney curate John Newton, a former slave‑trader turned minister, producing the Olney Hymns (1779). These lyrics, together with Cowper’s translations of the Quietist Madame Guyon, voice an experimental Protestant spirituality: self‑examination, assurance of grace, and solace in affliction. Though never sectarian polemic, such works stood apart from fashionable latitudinarian ease, encouraging congregational singing and private devotion. The result was a new, affective register that would inform Cowper’s satire, narrative ballads, and reflective nature poetry.

In The Task (1785), launched by Lady Austen’s playful challenge to write about a sofa, Cowper turned blank verse toward contemporary life. Set in and around rural Buckinghamshire, its meditations on gardens, walks, and winter hearths answer the dislocations of enclosure, commercialized agriculture, and London’s frenetic pace. Building on Thomson’s Seasons yet anticipating Wordsworth, Cowper’s conversational manner linked moral reflection with close observation of common things. Domestic scenes involving Mary Unwin anchor the poem’s virtue of “retirement,” while its geographical modesty contrasts Britain’s imperial reach. The work’s popularity signaled a public turning from Augustan urban wit toward reflective, local experience.

Political upheavals threaded Cowper’s occasional verse. The Gordon Riots of 1780, when Lord Mansfield’s house and library were attacked, prompted sober reflections on zealotry and law. The sinking of the Royal George at Spithead in 1782 elicited elegy, while the American war’s aftermath and the impeachment of Warren Hastings framed questions of empire, justice, and corruption. Cowper’s Tirocinium (1784) criticized elite schooling in the context of reform debates, and “Yearly Distress” exposed rural clergy’s precarious finances under the tithe system. His stance resisted party invective, favoring moral suasion and pastoral exempla to assess a nation unsettled by modernization and empire.

Simultaneously, a national abolition movement gathered momentum. In 1787 activists formed a London committee; Newton’s pamphlet of 1788 aided the cause, and Cowper contributed memorable antislavery verse. “The Negro’s Complaint” and “Pity for Poor Africans” were printed as broadsides and sung to familiar tunes, diffusing humanitarian arguments beyond Parliament into taverns, chapels, and workshops. Their plain diction and strategic irony suited petition drives and sugar boycotts, while also revealing Cowper’s belief that poetry could quicken conscience. Though legislative victory would come with the 1807 Slave Trade Act, these poems helped shape public opinion during the campaign’s formative decade.

Yet Cowper’s fame among a widening reading public also rested on light verse and comic narrative. “The Diverting History of John Gilpin” (1782) thrived in newspapers and on the recitation circuit, exemplifying the new commerce between print and performance. Animal pieces, household inscriptions, and playful fables fit the parlor culture of albums and gift books, while “Yardley Oak” and landscape poems register anxieties about deforestation and change. This blend of whimsy and moral clarity matched middle‑class tastes shaped by circulating libraries and periodicals, allowing Cowper to speak both to polite London audiences and to provincial families gathered around the fireside.

His classical and translational labors situated him within eighteenth‑century debates over fidelity and style. Educated in Latin at Westminster, Cowper rendered Horace, Virgil, and Milton’s Latin and Italian poems, and produced a new Homer (1791) in blank verse, deliberately rejecting Pope’s couplets. This “plain” Homer harmonized with his wider preference for accuracy, moral gravity, and unadorned diction. The poems to and about Lord Thurlow, a schoolfellow turned Lord Chancellor, and friendships with George Romney and William Hayley, reveal Cowper’s proximity to the legal, artistic, and biographical worlds that mediated reputation. Translation and patronage thus anchored his standing in the Republic of Letters.

Late poems register personal and national strains. “On the Receipt of My Mother’s Picture” (1790) melds private memory with a culture avid for sentimental portraiture, while “The Castaway” (1799) converts maritime news into existential allegory during war with Revolutionary France. After 1786 Cowper lived at Weston Underwood, then, from 1795, moved among Norfolk households of his kinsman John Johnson, dying at East Dereham in 1800. The abundance of epistles to Lady Hesketh, Johnson, and clerical friends documents a republic of intimate counsel. Edited in the early nineteenth century, his works influenced Wordsworthian naturalism and Victorian domestic piety alike.
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    Prefaces and Critical Frames
These pieces introduce the collection’s aims, sketch Cowper’s poetic principles, and situate his work within contemporary taste, often with modesty and moral emphasis.
They frame a voice committed to plain style and ethical clarity, preparing readers for the shift from public satire to intimate, reflective verse.
Autobiographical and Family Memoirs
Spanning The Life of Cowper, the early-life memoir, Adelphi, and a sketch of the Rev. John Cowper, these narratives trace formative friendships, crises of conscience, and the shaping power of family ties.
Candid and devotional in tone, they explore providence, melancholy, and the roots of Cowper’s retreat into rural and literary life.
Religious Introductions and Biographical Sketches
A brief account of Madame Guyon, preliminary remarks to the Olney Hymns, and a sketch of John Newton set Cowper’s work within Evangelical spiritual practice and its history.
They emphasize conversion, prayer, and patient endurance, highlighting the theological backdrop that informs his hymns and moral verse.
Verse Letters: Part the First
Early addressed poems to friends and kin (notably Lady Hesketh, Joseph Hill, and the Rev. William Unwin/Newton) blend domestic detail, self-scrutiny, and gentle wit.
They establish Cowper’s epistolary intimacy and conversational cadence, previewing themes of friendship, rural quiet, and moral purpose.
Verse Letters: Part the Second
Mid-period letters widen in scope, folding in songs, occasional fables, and public concerns (including naval loss and the stirrings of anti-slavery feeling).
The voice grows freer and more playful, balancing sociable grace with ethical observation.
Verse Letters: Part the Third
Late letters to Hayley, Lady Hesketh, John Johnson, and others interweave literary self-commentary (Homer, fame, health) with alternating sociability and despondency.
They mark a deepening inwardness and candor, using address-poems as a flexible medium for friendship, gratitude, and anxiety.
Early Moral Satires (Table Talk to Retirement)
In polished couplets, these essays-in-verse argue for national and personal reform, surveying manners, religion, conversation, and civic duty.
Earnest yet ironical, they exemplify Cowper’s plain-spoken moralism and his suspicion of fashionable vice.
The Task and Companion Pieces (An Epistle to Joseph Hill; Tirocinium)
The Task’s six books, in relaxed blank verse, move from a sofa to gardens, seasons, and society, fusing nature-praise with ethical critique and homely observation.
Its companion pieces frame friendly counsel and a sharp review of schooling; together they mark Cowper’s signature shift to expansive, conversational meditation.
Political and Social Commentary Poems
Occasional pieces address riots, tithes, patronage, imperial scandal, and slavery (e.g., The Yearly Distress, On the Burning of Lord Mansfield’s Library, The Negro’s Complaint, Pity for Poor Africans), along with pointed addresses to public figures.
Grave but humane, they mix satire and conscience, urging compassion, restraint, and national self-examination.
Nature Lyrics and Fables
Short emblematic poems about trees, birds, pets, flowers, and garden scenes (such as The Poplar Field, The Shrubbery, The Winter Nosegay, The Pine-Apple and the Bee) distill transience and tenderness into lucid miniatures.
They showcase Cowper’s stewardship ethos and affectionate observation of animals and plants, often turning small incidents into moral insight.
Comic and Narrative Pieces
Lively tales and mock-heroics (notably The Diverting History of John Gilpin, The Needless Alarm, The Distressed Travellers, The Poet, the Oyster, and Sensitive Plant) revel in mishap, surprise, and social foible.
Their buoyant rhythms and genial irony reveal Cowper’s deft timing and popular touch.
Personal and Meditative Poems
Intimate reflections on memory, friendship, faith, and despair (including On the Receipt of My Mother’s Picture, To Mary, The Castaway, Yardley Oak) expose the costs and consolations of secluded life.
Late work grows starker yet more searching, marrying psychological candor to steady moral and spiritual inquiry.
Epitaphs and Inscriptions
Brief memorials and verses for friends, patrons, pets, and places (from Dr. Johnson to a hare, from household stones to a moss-house) compress character and sentiment into pointed closure.
They balance wit and piety, turning private grief and public tribute into moral miniatures.
Olney Hymns
Sixty-eight congregational hymns, shaped with John Newton, teach dependence, grace, and hope amid affliction in clear, scriptural language.
Their steady cadences and devotional focus made enduring contributions to Evangelical song, uniting doctrine with pastoral warmth.
Translations: Madame Guyon
Devotional lyrics by Madame Guyon are rendered into lucid English that preserves mystical ardor while clarifying doctrine and sentiment.
The themes—self-surrender, hiddenness, and love’s purifying trials—align closely with Cowper’s own spiritual preoccupations.
Translations: Milton’s Latin and Italian Poems
Elegies, sonnets, and epigrams by young Milton are English’d with classical poise and unobtrusive fidelity.
Cowper mediates early Milton’s friendships, learning, and wit into a smoother idiom, affirming a lineage of moral and poetic seriousness.
Adaptations from Augustan and Neo-Latin Poets (Bourne, Owen, Gay, Prior, etc.)
Crisp fables, epigrams, and pictorial pieces are adapted or translated with humane wit and domestic grace.
They reveal Cowper’s taste for brevity and moral point, recasting urbane cleverness into a gentler, more homely English key.
Translations: Greek Anthology and Menander
Compact epigrams and fragments become clear, poised English on themes of vanity, friendship, fate, and social type.
Cowper’s restraint and balance suit the material, sharpening his gift for pointed closure.
Translations: Virgil, Ovid, Horace, and Homer
Selections and satires from major Latin poets (and a Homeric epigram) balance fidelity and conversational ease, with Horace’s travel and talk recast for English readers.
They display Cowper’s classical range and his habit of turning ancient form to modern moral use.
Cowper’s Latin Poems
Original Latin pieces (on ice islands, brevity of life, clocks, and more) show learned wit and topical curiosity alongside self-translations of select English lyrics.
They mirror his English themes—transience, nature, moral order—within a concise, scholarly register.
Periodical Essays
Brief papers (including Mr. Village to Mr. Town and numbered essays) sketch manners, parish life, and taste with urbane, observational humor.
They prototype Cowper’s later conversational mode, correcting follies without rancor and favoring measured common sense.
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PREFACE.



THE LIFE OF COWPER . PART THE FIRST.



VERSES,



TO LADY HESKETH.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO LADY HESKETH.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [6]



TO LADY HESKETH.



TO LADY HESKETH.



TO LADY HESKETH.



TO LADY HESKETH.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [9]



TO LADY HESKETH.



TO LADY HESKETH.



TO LADY HESKETH.



TO LADY HESKETH.



TO LADY HESKETH.



TO MAJOR COWPER.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [12]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [13]



TO LADY HESKETH.



TO MRS. COWPER, [15]



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [17]



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [20]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [21]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [22]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [26]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [27]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [28]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [28]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [31]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [31]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [33]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [33]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [35]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [35]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [38]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [38]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN. [40]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN. [40]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [41]



THE PINE APPLE AND THE BEE.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [43]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO MRS. NEWTON. [46]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [47]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO MRS. NEWTON. [53]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [60]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [65]



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [66]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO MRS. NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [69]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [69]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [72]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN. [75]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [77]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [80]



TO MRS. HILL. [80]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [81]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [82]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [83]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [85]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [86]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [89]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [93]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [94]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO MRS. NEWTON. [95]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [96]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [97]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [98]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [99]



TO MRS. NEWTON. [101]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [101]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN. [103]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [104]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [106]



TO MRS. COWPER.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [107]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [108]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN. [110]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [111]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [113]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [115]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [117]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [117]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [119]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN. [121]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [121]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [124]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [127]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [135]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO LORD THURLOW.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [141]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [144]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



PART THE SECOND.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM BULL. [150]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



SONG WRITTEN IN THE SUMMER OF 1783, AT THE REQUEST OF LADY AUSTEN.



SONG.



SONG, ON THE LOSS OF THE ROYAL GEORGE.



IN SUBMERSIONEM NAVIGII, CUI GEORGIUS, REGALE NOMEN, INDITUM.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [154]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM BULL. [156]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [156]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [157]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO MRS. NEWTON. [160]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [161]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [163]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN. [167]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [167]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [172]



THE REV. WILLIAM BULL. [175]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [175]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON, [179]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM BULL. [185]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



To THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [195]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [200]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [204]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [207]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [209]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [212]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [213]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [214]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [218]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO MRS. HILL. [221]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [222]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM BULL. [227]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [232]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN. [233]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN. [238]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [239]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [242]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN. [243]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [250]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [251]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [256]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



THE POPLAR FIELD.



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [261]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [264]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ. [266]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [267]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [269]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [271]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [273]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [277]



TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [281]



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [282]



TO THE REV. WILLIAM UNWIN.



TO THE REV. JOHN NEWTON. [284]
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In presenting to the public this new and complete edition of the Life, Correspondence, and Poems of Cowper, it may be proper for me to state the grounds on which it claims to be the only complete edition that has been, or can be published.

After the decease of this justly admired author, Hayley received from my lamented brother-in-law, Dr. Johnson, (so endeared by his exemplary attention to his afflicted relative,) every facility for his intended biography. Aided also by valuable contributions from other quarters, he was thus furnished with rich materials for the execution of his interesting work. The reception with which his Life of Cowper was honoured, and the successive editions through which it passed, afforded unequivocal testimony to the industry and talents of the biographer and to the epistolary merits of the Poet. Still there were many, intimately acquainted with the character and principles of Cowper, who considered that, on the whole, a very erroneous impression was conveyed to the public. On this subject no one was perhaps more competent to form a just estimate than the late Dr. Johnson. A long and familiar intercourse with his endeared relative had afforded him all the advantages of a daily and minute observation. His possession of documents, and intimate knowledge of facts, enabled him to discover the partial suppression of some letters, and the total omission of others, that, in his judgment, were essential to the development of Cowper's real character. The cause of this procedure may be explained so as fully to exonerate Hayley from any charge injurious to his honour. His mind, however literary and elegant, was not precisely qualified to present a religious character to the view of the British public, without committing some important errors. Hence, in occasional parts of his work, his reflections are misplaced, sometimes injurious, and often injudicious; and in no portion of it is this defect more visible than where he attributes the malady of Cowper to the operation of religious causes.

It would be difficult to express the painful feeling produced by these facts on the minds of Dr. Johnson and of his friends. Hayley indeed seems to be afraid of exhibiting Cowper too much in a religious garb, lest he should either lessen his estimation, alarm the reader, or compromise himself. To these circumstances may be attributed the defects that we have noticed, and which have rendered his otherwise excellent production an imperfect work. The consequence, as regards Cowper, has been unfortunate. "People," observes Dr. Johnson, "read the Letters with 'the Task' in their recollection, (and vice versâ,) and are perplexed. They look for the Cowper of each in the other, and find him not; the correspondency is destroyed. The character of Cowper is thus undetermined; mystery hangs over it, and the opinions formed of him are as various as the minds of the inquirers." It was to dissipate this illusion, that my lamented friend collected the "Private Correspondence," containing letters that had been previously suppressed, with the addition of others, then brought to light for the first time. Still there remains one more important object to be accomplished: viz., to present to the British public the whole Correspondence in its entire and unbroken form, and in its chronological order. Then, and not till then, will the real character of Cowper be fully understood and comprehended; and the consistency of his Christian character be found to harmonize with the Christian spirit of his pure and exalted productions.

Supplemental to such an undertaking is the task of revising Hayley's Life of the Poet, purifying it from the errors that detract from its acknowledged value, and adapting it to the demands and expectations of the religious public. That this desideratum has been long felt, to an extent far beyond what is commonly supposed, the Editor has had ample means of knowing, from his own personal observation, and from repeated assurances of the same import from his lamented friend, the Rev. Legh Richmond.[2]

The time for carrying this object into effect is now arrived. The termination of the copyright of Hayley's Life of Cowper, and access to the Private Correspondence collected by Dr. Johnson, enable the Editor to combine all these objects, and to present, for the first time, a Complete Edition of the Works of Cowper, which it is not in the power of any individual besides himself to accomplish, because all others are debarred access to the Private Correspondence. Upwards of two hundred letters will be thus incorporated with the former work of Hayley, in their due and chronological order.

The merits of "The Private Correspondence" are thus attested in a letter addressed to Dr. Johnson, by a no less distinguished judge than the late Rev. Robert Hall.—"It is quite unnecessary to say that I perused the letters with great admiration and delight. I have always considered the letters of Mr. Cowper as the finest specimen of the epistolary style in our language; and these appear to me of a superior description to the former, possessing as much beauty, with more piety and pathos. To an air of inimitable ease and carelessness they unite a high degree of correctness, such as could result only from the clearest intellect, combined with the most finished taste. I have scarcely found a single word which is capable of being exchanged for a better. Literary errors I can discern none. The selection of words, and the construction of periods, are inimitable; they present as striking a contrast as can well be conceived to the turgid verbosity which passes at present for fine writing, and which bears a great resemblance to the degeneracy which marks the style of Ammianus Marcellinus, as compared to that of Cicero or of Livy. In my humble opinion, the study of Cowper's prose may on this account be as useful in forming the taste of young people as his poetry. That the Letters will afford great delight to all persons of true taste, and that you will confer a most acceptable present on the reading world by publishing them, will not admit of a doubt."

All that now remains is for the Editor to say one word respecting himself. He has been called upon to engage in this undertaking both on public and private grounds. He is not insensible to the honour of such a commission, and yet feels that he is undertaking a delicate and responsible office. May he execute it in humble dependence on the Divine blessing, and in a spirit that accords with the venerated name of Cowper! Had the life of his endeared friend, Dr. Johnson, been prolonged, no man would have been better qualified for such an office. His ample sources of information, his name, and his profound veneration for the memory of Cowper, (whom he tenderly watched while living, and whose eyes he closed in death,) would have awakened an interest to which no other writer could presume to lay claim. It is under the failure of this expectation, which is extinguished by the grave, that the Editor feels himself called upon to endeavour to supply the void; and thus to fulfil what is due to the character of Cowper, and to the known wishes of his departed friend. Peace be to his ashes! They now rest near those of his beloved Bard, while their happy spirits are reunited in a world, where no cloud obscures the mind, and no sorrow depresses the heart: and where the mysterious dispensations of Providence will be found to have been in accordance with his unerring wisdom and mercy.



It is impossible for the Editor to specify the various instances of revision in the narrative of Hayley, because they are sometimes minute or verbal, at other times more enlarged. The object has been to retain the basis of his work, as far as possible. The introduction of new matter is principally where the interests of religion, or a regard to Cowper's character seemed to require it; and for such remarks the Editor is solely responsible.
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The family of Cowper appears to have held, for several centuries, a respectable rank among the merchants and gentry of England. We learn from the life of the first Earl Cowper, in the Biographia Britannica, that his ancestors were inhabitants of Sussex, in the reign of Edward the Fourth. The name is found repeatedly among the sheriffs of London; and William Cowper, who resided as a country gentleman in Kent, was created a baronet by King Charles the First, in 1641.[3] But the family rose to higher distinction in the beginning of the last century, by the remarkable circumstance of producing two brothers, who both obtained a seat in the House of Peers by their eminence in the profession of the law. William, the elder, became Lord High Chancellor in 1707. Spencer Cowper, the younger, was appointed Chief Justice of Chester in 1717, and afterwards a Judge in the Court of Common Pleas, being permitted by the particular favour of the king to hold those two offices to the end of his life. He died in Lincoln's Inn, on the 10th of December, 1728, and has the higher claim to our notice as the immediate ancestor of the poet. By his first wife, Judith Pennington (whose exemplary character is still revered by her descendants), Judge Cowper left several children; among them a daughter, Judith, who at the age of eighteen discovered a striking talent for poetry, in the praise of her contemporary poets Pope and Hughes. This lady, the wife of Colonel Madan, transmitted her own poetical and devout spirit to her daughter Frances Maria, who was married to her cousin Major Cowper; the amiable character of Maria will unfold itself in the course of this work, as the friend and correspondent of her more eminent relation, the second grandchild of the Judge, destined to honour the name of Cowper, by displaying, with peculiar purity and fervour, the double enthusiasm of poetry and devotion. The father of the subject of the following pages was John Cowper, the Judge's second son, who took his degrees in divinity, was chaplain to King George the Second, and resided at his Rectory of Great Berkhamstead, in Hertfordshire, the scene of the poet's infancy, which he has thus commemorated in a singularly beautiful and pathetic composition on the portrait of his mother.


Where once we dwelt our name is heard no more;
 Children not thine have trod my nursery floor:
 And where the gard'ner Robin, day by day,
 Drew me to school along the public way,
 Delighted with my bauble coach, and wrapt
 In scarlet mantle warm, and velvet-capt,
 'Tis now become a history little known,
 That once we call'd the past'ral house our own.
 Short-liv'd possession! but the record fair
 That memory keeps of all thy kindness there,
 Still outlives many a storm, that has effac'd
 A thousand other themes less deeply traced.
 Thy nightly visits to my chamber made,
 That thou might'st know me safe and warmly laid;
 Thy morning bounties ere I left my home,
 The biscuit or confectionary plum;
 The fragrant waters on my cheeks bestowed
 By thy own hand, till fresh they shone and glow'd;
 All this, and, more endearing still than all,
 Thy constant flow of love, that knew no fall;
 Ne'er roughen'd by those cataracts and breaks
 That humour interpos'd too often makes:
 All this, still legible in memory's page,
 And still to be so to my latest age,
 Adds joy to duty, makes me glad to pay
 Such honours to thee as my numbers may.




The parent, whose merits are so feelingly recorded by the filial tenderness of the poet, was Ann, daughter of Roger Donne, Esq., of Ludham Hall, in Norfolk. This lady, whose family is said to have been originally from Wales, was married in the bloom of youth to Dr.Cowper: after giving birth to several children, who died in their infancy, and leaving two sons, William, the immediate subject of this memorial, born at Berkhamstead on the 26th of November, 1731, and John (whose accomplishments and pious death will be described in the course of this compilation), she died in childbed, at the early age of thirty-four, in 1737. Those who delight in contemplating the best affections of our nature will ever admire the tender sensibility with which the poet has acknowledged his obligations to this amiable mother, in a poem composed more than fifty years after her decease. Readers of this description may find a pleasure in observing how the praise so liberally bestowed on this tender parent, at so late a period, is confirmed (if praise so unquestionable may be said to receive confirmation) by another poetical record of her merit, which the hand of affinity and affection bestowed upon her tomb—a record written at a time when the poet, who was destined to prove, in his advanced life, her most powerful eulogist, had hardly begun to show the dawn of that genius which, after many years of silent affliction, rose like a star emerging from tempestuous darkness.

The monument of Mrs.Cowper, erected by her husband in the chancel of St.Peter's church at Berkhamstead, contains the following verses, composed by a young lady, her niece, the late Lady Walsingham.


Here lies, in early years bereft of life,
 The best of mothers, and the kindest wife:
 Who neither knew nor practis'd any art,
 Secure in all she wish'd, her husband's heart.
 Her love to him, still prevalent in death,
 Pray'd Heav'n to bless him with her latest breath.
 Still was she studious never to offend,
 And glad of an occasion to commend:
 With ease would pardon injuries receiv'd,
 Nor e'er was cheerful when another griev'd;
 Despising state, with her own lot content,
 Enjoy'd the comforts of a life well spent;
 Resign'd, when Heaven demanded back her breath,
 Her mind heroic 'midst the pangs of death.
 Whoe'er thou art that dost this tomb draw near,
 O stay awhile, and shed a friendly tear;
 These lines, tho' weak, are as herself sincere.




The truth and tenderness of this epitaph will more than compensate with every candid reader the imperfection ascribed to it by its young and modest author. To have lost a parent of a character so virtuous and endearing, at an early period of his childhood, was the prime misfortune of Cowper, and what contributed perhaps in the highest degree to the dark colouring of his subsequent life. The influence of a good mother on the first years of her children, whether nature has given them peculiar strength or peculiar delicacy of frame, is equally inestimable. It is the prerogative and the felicity of such a mother to temper the arrogance of the strong, and to dissipate the timidity of the tender. The infancy of Cowper was delicate in no common degree, and his constitution discovered at a very early season that morbid tendency to diffidence, to melancholy and despair, which darkened as he advanced in years into periodical fits of the most deplorable depression.

The period having arrived for commencing his education, he was sent to a reputable school at Market-street, in Bedfordshire, under the care of Dr.Pitman, and it is probable that he was removed from it in consequence of an ocular complaint. From a circumstance which he relates of himself at that period, in a letter written in 1792, he seems to have been in danger of resembling Milton in the misfortune of blindness, as he resembled him, more happily, in the fervency of a devout and poetical spirit.

"I have been all my life," says Cowper, "subject to inflammations of the eye, and in my boyish days had specks on both, that threatened to cover them. My father, alarmed for the consequences, sent me to a female oculist of great renown at that time, in whose house I abode two years, but to no good purpose. From her I went to Westminster school, where, at the age of fourteen, the small-pox seized me, and proved the better oculist of the two, for it delivered me from them all: not however from great liableness to inflammation, to which I am in a degree still subject, though much less than formerly, since I have been constant in the use of a hot foot-bath every night, the last thing before going to rest."

It appears a strange process in education, to send a tender child, from a long residence in the house of a female oculist, immediately into all the hardships attendant on a public school. But the mother of Cowper was dead, and fathers, however excellent, are, in general, utterly incompetent to the management of their young and tender offspring. The little Cowper was sent to his first school in the year of his mother's death, and how ill-suited the scene was to his peculiar character is evident from the description of his sensations in that season of life, which is often, very erroneously, extolled as the happiest period of human existence. He has been frequently heard to lament the persecution he suffered in his childish years, from the cruelty of his schoolfellows, in the two scenes of his education. His own forcible expressions represented him at Westminster as not daring to raise his eye above the shoe-buckle of the elder boys, who were too apt to tyrannize over his gentle spirit. The acuteness of his feelings in his childhood, rendered those important years (which might have produced, under tender cultivation, a series of lively enjoyments) mournful periods of increasing timidity and depression. In the most cheerful hours of his advanced life, he could never advert to this season without shuddering at the recollection of its wretchedness. Yet to this perhaps the world is indebted for the pathetic and moral eloquence of those forcible admonitions to parents, which give interest and beauty to his admirable poem on public schools. Poets may be said to realize, in some measure, the poetical idea of the nightingale's singing with a thorn at her breast, as their most exquisite songs have often originated in the acuteness of their personal sufferings. Of this obvious truth, the poem just mentioned is a very memorable example; and, if any readers have thought the poet too severe in his strictures on that system of education, to which we owe some of the most accomplished characters that ever gave celebrity to a civilized nation, such readers will be candidly reconciled to that moral severity of reproof, in recollecting that it flowed from severe personal experience, united to the purest spirit of philanthropy and patriotism.

The relative merits of public and private education is a question that has long agitated the world. Each has its partizans, its advantages, and defects; and, like all general principles, its application must greatly depend on the circumstances of rank, future destination, and the peculiarities of character and temper. For the full development of the powers and faculties of the mind—for the acquisition of the various qualifications that fit men to sustain with brilliancy and distinction the duties of active life, whether in the cabinet, the senate, or the forum—for scenes of busy enterprize, where knowledge of the world and the growth of manly spirit seem indispensable; in all such cases, we are disposed to believe, that the palm must be assigned to public education.

But, on the other hand, if we reflect that brilliancy is oftentimes a flame which consumes its object, that knowledge of the world is, for the most part, but a knowledge of the evil that is in the world; and that early habits of extravagance and vice, which are ruinous in their results, are not unfrequently contracted at public schools; if to these facts we add that man is a candidate for immortality, and that "life" (as Sir William Temple observes) "is but the parenthesis of eternity," it then becomes a question of solemn import, whether integrity and principle do not find a soil more congenial for their growth in the shade and retirement of private education? The one is an advancement for time, the other for eternity. The former affords facilities for making men great, but often at the expense of happiness and conscience. The latter diminishes the temptations to vice, and, while it affords a field for useful and honourable exertion, augments the means of being wise and holy.

We leave the reader to decide the great problem for himself. That he may be enabled to form a right estimate, we would urge him to suffer time and eternity to pass in solemn and deliberate review before him.

That the public school was a scene by no means adapted to the sensitive mind of Cowper is evident. Nor can we avoid cherishing the apprehension that his spirit, naturally morbid, experienced a fatal inroad from that period. He nevertheless acquired the reputation of scholarship, with the advantage of being known and esteemed by some of the aspiring characters of his own age, who subsequently became distinguished in the great arena of public life.

With these acquisitions, he left Westminster at the age of eighteen, in 1749; and, as if destiny had determined that all his early situations in life should be peculiarly irksome to his delicate feelings, and tend rather to promote than to counteract his constitutional tendency to melancholy, he was removed from a public school to the office of an attorney. He resided three years in the house of a Mr.Chapman, to whom he was engaged by articles for that time. Here he was placed for the study of a profession which nature seemed resolved that he never should practise.

The law is a kind of soldiership, and, like the profession of arms, it may be said to require for the constitution of its heroes,

"A frame of adamant, a soul of fire."

The soul of Cowper had indeed its fire, but fire so refined and ethereal, that it could not be expected to shine in the gross atmosphere of worldly contention. Perhaps there never existed a mortal, who, possessing, with a good person, intellectual powers naturally strong and highly cultivated, was so utterly unfit to encounter the bustle and perplexities of public life. But the extreme modesty and shyness of his nature, which disqualified him for scenes of business and ambition, endeared him inexpressibly to those who had opportunities to enjoy his society, and discernment to appreciate the ripening excellences of his character.

Reserved as he was, to an extraordinary and painful degree, his heart and mind were yet admirably fashioned by nature for all the refined intercourse and confidential enjoyment both of friendship and love: but, though apparently formed to possess and to communicate an extraordinary portion of moral felicity, the incidents of his life were such, that, conspiring with the peculiarities of his nature, they rendered him, at different times, the victim of sorrow. The variety and depth of his sufferings in early life, from extreme tenderness of feeling, are very forcibly displayed in the following verses, which formed part of a letter to one of his female relatives, at the time they were composed. The letter has perished, and the verses owe their preservation to the affectionate memory of the lady to whom they were addressed.



Doom'd, as I am, in solitude to waste
 The present moments, and regret the past;
 Depriv'd of every joy I valued most,
 My friend torn from me, and my mistress lost;
 Call not this gloom I wear, this anxious mien,
 The dull effect of humour or of spleen!
 Still, still, I mourn, with each returning day,
 Him[4] snatch'd by fate in early youth away;
 And her[5]—thro' tedious years of doubt and pain,
 Fix'd in her choice, and faithful—but in vain!
 O prone to pity, generous, and sincere,
 Whose eye ne'er yet refus'd the wretch a tear;
 Whose heart the real claim of friendship knows,
 Nor thinks a lover's are but fancied woes;
 See me—ere yet my destin'd course half done,
 Cast forth a wand'rer on a world unknown!
 See me neglected on the world's rude coast,
 Each dear companion of my voyage lost!
 Nor ask why clouds of sorrow shade my brow,
 And ready tears wait only leave to flow!
 Why all that soothes a heart from anguish free,
 All that delights the happy—palls with me!




Having concluded the term of his engagement with the solicitor, he settled himself in chambers in the Inner Temple, as a regular student of law; but, although he resided there till the age of thirty-three, he rambled (according to his own colloquial account of his early years) from the thorny road of his austere patroness, Jurisprudence, into the primrose paths of literature and poetry. During this period, he contributed two of the Satires in Duncombe's Horace, which are worthy of his pen, and indications of his rising genius. He also cultivated the friendship of some literary characters, who had been his schoolfellows at Westminster, particularly Colman, Bonnell Thornton, and Lloyd. Of these early associates of Cowper, it may be interesting to learn a brief history. Few men could have entered upon life with brighter prospects than Colman. His father was Envoy at the Court of Florence, and his mother was sister to the Countess of Bath. Possessed of talents that qualified him for exertion, with a classical taste perceptible in his translation of Horace's Art of Poetry, and of the works of Terence, he relinquished the bar, to which he had been called, and became principally known for his devotedness to theatrical pursuits. His private life was not consistent with the rules of morality; and he closed his days, after a protracted malady, by dying in a Lunatic Asylum in Paddington, in the year 1794.

To Bonnell Thornton, jointly with Colman, we owe the Connoisseur, to which Cowper contributed a few numbers. Thornton also united with Colman and Warner in a translation of Plautus. But his talents, instead of being profitably employed, were chiefly marked by a predilection for humour, in the exercise of which he was not very discreet; for the venerated muse of Gray did not escape his ridicule, and the celebrated Ode to St. Cecilia was made the occasion of a public burlesque performance, the relation of which would not accord with the design of this undertaking. He who aims at nothing better than to amuse and divert, and to excite a laugh at the expense of both taste and judgment, proposes to himself no very exalted object. Thornton died in the year 1770, aged forty-seven.

Lloyd was formerly usher at Westminster School, but feeling the irksomeness of the situation, resigned it, and commenced author. His Poems have been repeatedly re-published. His life presented a scene of thoughtless extravagance and dissipation. Overwhelmed with debt, and pursued by his creditors, he was at length confined in the Fleet Prison, where he expired, the victim of his excesses, at the early age of thirty-one years.

We record these facts—1st. That we may adore that mercy which, by a timely interposition, rescued the future author of the Task from such impending ruin:—2ndly, To show that scenes of gaiety and dissipation, however enlivened by flashes of wit, and distinguished by literary superiority, are perilous to character, health, and fortune; and that the talents, which, if beneficially employed, might have led to happiness and honour, when perverted to unworthy ends, often lead prematurely to the grave, or render the past painful in the retrospect, and the future the subject of fearful anticipation and alarm.

Happily, Cowper escaped from this vortex of misery and ruin. His juvenile poems discover a contemplative spirit, and a mind early impressed with sentiments of piety. In proof of this assertion, we select a few stanzas from an ode written, when he was very young, on reading Sir Charles Grandison.


To rescue from the tyrant's sword
 The oppress'd;—unseen, and unimplor'd,
 To cheer the face of woe;
 From lawless insult to defend
 An orphan's right—a fallen friend,
 And a forgiven foe:


These, these, distinguish from the crowd,
 And these alone, the great and good,
 The guardians of mankind.
 Whose bosoms with these virtues heave,
 Oh! with what matchless speed, they leave
 The multitude behind!


Then ask ye from what cause on earth
 Virtues like these derive their birth?
 Derived from Heaven alone,
 Full on that favour'd breast they shine,
 Where faith and resignation join
 To call the blessing down.


Such is that heart:—but while the Muse
 Thy theme, O Richardson, pursues,
 Her feebler spirits faint:
 She cannot reach, and would not wrong,
 That subject for an angel's song,
 The hero, and the saint.




His early turn to moralize on the slightest occasion will appear from the following verses, which he wrote at the age of eighteen; and in which those who love to trace the rise and progress of genius will, I think, be pleased to remark the very promising seeds of those peculiar powers, which unfolded themselves in the richest maturity at a remoter period, and rendered that beautiful and sublime poem, The Task, the most instructive and interesting of modern compositions. Young as the poet was when he produced the following lines, we may observe that he had probably been four years in the habit of writing English verse, as he has said in one of his letters, that he began his poetical career at the age of fourteen, by translating an elegy of Tibullus. I have reason to believe that he wrote many poems in his early life; and the singular merit of this juvenile composition is sufficient to make the friends of genius regret that an excess of diffidence prevented him from preserving the poetry of his youth.

VERSES,
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WRITTEN AT BATH, ON FINDING THE HEEL OF A SHOE, 1748.


Fortune! I thank thee: gentle goddess! thanks!
 Not that my Muse, though bashful, shall deny
 She would have thank'd thee rather hadst thou cast
 A treasure in her way; for neither meed
 Of early breakfast, to dispel the fumes
 And bowel-racking pains of emptiness,
 Nor noon-tide feast, nor evening's cool repast,
 Hopes she from this—presumptuous, tho', perhaps,
 The cobbler, leather-carving artist, might.
 Nathless she thanks thee, and accepts thy boon
 Whatever, not as erst the fabled cock,
 Vain-glorious fool! unknowing what he found,
 Spurn'd the rich gem thou gav'st him. Wherefore ah!
 Why not on me that favour (worthier sure)
 Conferr'dst thou, goddess? Thou art blind, thou say'st;
 Enough—thy blindness shall excuse the deed.
 Nor does my Muse no benefit exhale
 From this thy scant indulgence!—even here,
 Hints, worthy sage philosophy, are found;
 Illustrious hints, to moralize my song!
 This pond'rous heel of perforated hide
 Compact, with pegs indented, many a row,
 Haply—for such its massy form bespeaks—
 The weighty tread of some rude peasant clown
 Upbore: on this supported, oft he stretch'd,
 With uncouth strides along the furrow'd glebe,
 Flatt'ning the stubborn clod, 'till cruel time,
 (What will not cruel time?) on a wry step,
 Sever'd the strict cohesion; when, alas!
 He who could erst with even, equal pace,
 Pursue his destin'd way with symmetry
 And some proportion form'd, now, on one side,
 Curtail'd and maim'd, the sport of vagrant boys,
 Cursing his frail supporter, treacherous prop!
 With toilsome steps, and difficult, moves on.
 Thus fares it oft with other than the feet
 Of humble villager. The statesman thus,
 Up the steep road where proud ambition leads,
 Aspiring, first uninterrupted winds
 His prosp'rous way; nor fears miscarriage foul,
 While policy prevails, and friends prove true:
 But that support soon failing, by him left
 On whom he most depended, basely left,
 Betray'd, deserted: from his airy height
 Headlong he falls, and, through the rest of life,
 Drags the dull load of disappointment on.




Of a youth, who, in a scene like Bath, could produce such a meditation, it might fairly be expected that he would


"In riper life, exempt from public haunt,
 Find tongues in trees, books in the running brooks,
 Sermons in stones, and good in every thing."




Though extreme diffidence, and a tendency to despond, seemed early to preclude Cowper from the expectation of climbing to the splendid summit of the profession he had chosen; yet, by the interest of his family, he had prospects of emolument in a line of life that appeared better suited to the modesty of his nature and to his moderate ambition.

In his thirty-first year he was nominated to the offices of Reading Clerk and Clerk of the private Committees in the House of Lords—a situation the more desirable, as such an establishment might enable him to marry early in life; a measure to which he was doubly disposed by judgment and inclination. But the peculiarities of his wonderful mind rendered him unable to support the ordinary duties of his new office; for the idea of reading in public proved a source of torture to his tender and apprehensive spirit. An expedient was devised to promote his interest without wounding his feelings. Resigning his situation of Reading Clerk, he was appointed Clerk of the Journals in the same House of Parliament. Of his occupation, in consequence of this new appointment, he speaks in the following letter to a lady, who will become known and endeared to the reader in proportion to the interest he takes in the writings of Cowper.

TO LADY HESKETH.
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The Temple, August 9, 1763.

My dear Cousin—Having promised to write to you, I make haste to be as good as my word. I have a pleasure in writing to you at any time, but especially at the present, when my days are spent in reading the Journals, and my nights in dreaming of them; an employment not very agreeable to a head that has long been habituated to the luxury of choosing its subject, and has been as little employed upon business as if it had grown upon the shoulders of a much wealthier gentleman. But the numscull pays for it now, and will not presently forget the discipline it has undergone lately. If I succeed in this doubtful piece of promotion, I shall have at least this satisfaction to reflect upon, that the volumes I write will be treasured up with the utmost care for ages, and will last as long as the English constitution—a duration which ought to satisfy the vanity of any author, who has a spark of love for his country. Oh, my good Cousin! if I was to open my heart to you, I could show you strange sights; nothing I flatter myself that would shock you, but a great deal that would make you wonder. I am of a very singular temper, and very unlike all the men that I have ever conversed with. Certainly I am not an absolute fool: but I have more weaknesses than the greatest of all the fools I can recollect at present. In short, if I was as fit for the next world as I am unfit for this, and God forbid I should speak it in vanity, I would not change conditions with any saint in Christendom.

My destination is settled at last, and I have obtained a furlough. Margate is the word, and what do you think will ensue, Cousin? I know what you expect, but ever since I was born I have been good at disappointing the most natural expectations. Many years ago, Cousin, there was a possibility that I might prove a very different thing from what I am at present. My character is now fixed, and riveted fast upon me, and, between friends, is not a very splendid one, or likely to be guilty of much fascination.

Adieu, my dear Cousin! so much as I love you, I wonder how it has happened I was never in love with you. Thank Heaven that I never was, for at this time I have had a pleasure in writing to you, which in that case I should have forfeited. Let me hear from you, or I shall reap but half the reward that is due to my noble indifference.

Yours ever, and evermore,

W. C.



It was hoped from the change of his station that his personal appearance in parliament might not be required, but a parliamentary dispute made it necessary for him to appear at the bar of the House of Lords, to entitle himself publicly to the office.

Speaking of this important incident in a sketch, which he once formed himself, of passages in his early life, he expressed what he endured at the time in these remarkable words: "They whose spirits are formed like mine, to whom a public exhibition of themselves is mortal poison, may have some idea of the horrors of my situation—others can have none."

His terrors on this occasion arose to such an astonishing height, that they utterly overwhelmed his reason; for, although he had endeavoured to prepare himself for his public duty, by attending closely at the office for several months, to examine the parliamentary journals, his application was rendered useless by that excess of diffidence, which made him conceive that, whatever knowledge he might previously acquire, it would all forsake him at the bar of the House. This distressing apprehension increased to such a degree, as the time for his appearance approached, that, when the day so anxiously dreaded arrived, he was unable to make the experiment. The very friends who called on him for the purpose of attending him to the House of Lords, acquiesced in the cruel necessity of his relinquishing the prospect of a station so severely formidable to a frame of such singular sensibility.

The conflict between the wishes of honourable ambition and the terrors of diffidence so entirely overwhelmed his health and faculties, that, after two learned and benevolent divines (Mr. John Cowper, his brother, and the celebrated Mr. Martin Madan, his first cousin) had vainly endeavoured to establish a lasting tranquillity in his mind by friendly and religious conversation, it was found necessary to remove him to St. Alban's, where he resided a considerable time, under the care of that eminent physician, Dr. Cotton, a scholar and a poet, who added to many accomplishments a peculiar sweetness of manners, in very advanced life, when I had the pleasure of a personal acquaintance with him.

The misfortune of mental derangement is a topic of such awful delicacy, that I consider it to be the duty of a biographer rather to sink, in tender silence, than to proclaim, with circumstantial and offensive temerity, the minute particulars of a calamity to which all human beings are exposed, and perhaps in proportion as they have received from nature those delightful but dangerous gifts, a heart of exquisite tenderness and a mind of creative energy.


This is a sight for pity to peruse,
 Till she resembles, faintly, what she views;
 Till sympathy contracts a kindred pain,
 Pierc'd with the woes that she laments in vain.
 This, of all maladies, that man infest,
 Claims most compassion, and receives the less.
 …  …  …  … . … 
 But with a soul that ever felt the sting
 Of sorrow, sorrow is a sacred thing.
 …  …  …  …  … 
 …  …  …  … . … 
 'Tis not, as heads that never ache suppose,
 Forgery of fancy, and a dream of woes.
 Man is a harp, whose chords elude the sight,
 Each yielding harmony, disposed aright;
 The screws revers'd, (a task, which, if He please,
 God, in a moment, executes with ease),
 Ten thousand, thousand strings at once go loose;
 Lost, till He tune them, all their power and use.
 …  …  …  … . … 
 No wounds like those a wounded spirit feels;
 No cure for such, till God, who makes them, heals.
 And thou, sad sufferer, under nameless ill,
 That yields not to the touch of human skill,
 Improve the kind occasion, understand
 A Father's frown, and kiss the chast'ning hand!




It is in this solemn and instructive light, that Cowper himself teaches us to consider the calamity of which I am now speaking; and of which, like his illustrious brother of Parnassus, the younger Tasso, he was occasionally a most affecting example. Providence appears to have given a striking lesson to mankind, to guard both virtue and genius against pride of heart and pride of intellect, by thus suspending the affections and the talents of two most tender and sublime poets, who resembled each other, not more in the attribute of poetic genius than in the similarity of the dispensation that quenched its light and ardour.

From December, 1763, to the following July, the sensitive mind of Cowper appears to have laboured under the severest suffering of morbid depression; but the medical skill of Dr. Cotton, and the cheerful, benignant manners of that accomplished physician, gradually succeeded, with the blessing of Heaven, in removing the indescribable load of religious despondency, which had clouded the faculties of this interesting man. His ideas of religion were changed from the gloom of terror and despair to the brightness of inward joy and peace.

This juster and happier view of evangelical truth is said to have arisen in his mind, while he was reading the third chapter of Saint Paul's Epistle to the Romans. The words that rivetted his attention were the following:

"Whom God hath set forth to be a propitiation through faith in his blood, to declare his righteousness for the remission of sins that are past, through the forbearance of God." Rom. iii. 25.

It was to this passage, which contains so lucid an exposition of the Gospel method of salvation, that, under the divine blessing, the poet owed the recovery of a previously disordered intellect and the removal of a load from a deeply oppressed conscience—he saw, by a new and powerful perception, how sin could be pardoned, and the sinner be saved—that the way appointed of God was through the great propitiation and sacrifice upon the cross—that faith lays hold of the promise, and thus becomes the instrument of conveying pardon and peace to the soul.

It is remarkable how God, in every age, from the first promulgation of the Gospel to the present time, and under all the various modifications of society, barbarian, Scythian, bond or free, has put his seal to this fundamental doctrine of the Gospel.

Whether we contemplate man amid the polished scenes of civilized and enlightened Europe, or the rude ferocity of savage tribes—whether it be the refined Hindoo, or the unlettered Hottentot, whose mind becomes accessible to the power and influences of religion, the cause and the effect are the same. It is the doctrine of the cross that works the mighty change. The worldly wise may reject this doctrine—the spiritually wise comprehend and receive it. But, whether it be rejected, with all its tremendous responsibilities, or received with its inestimable blessings, the truth itself still remains unchanged and unchangeable, attested by the records of every church and the experience of every believing heart—"the cross is to them that perish foolishness, but unto us which are saved it is the power of God." 1 Cor. i. 18.

It is impossible not to admire the power, and adore the mercy, that thus wrought a double deliverance in the mind of Cowper by a process so remarkable. Devout contemplation became more and more dear to his reviving spirit. Resolving to relinquish all thoughts of a laborious profession, and all intercourse with the busy world, he acquiesced in a plan of settling at Huntingdon, by the advice of his brother, who, as a minister of the Gospel, and a fellow of Bene't College, Cambridge, resided in that University; a situation so near to the place chosen for Cowper's retirement, that it afforded to these affectionate brothers opportunities of easy and frequent intercourse. I regret that all the letters which passed between them have perished, and the more so as they sometimes corresponded in verse. John Cowper was also a poet. He had engaged to execute a translation of Voltaire's Henriade, and in the course of the work requested, and obtained, the assistance of William, who translated, as he informed me himself, two entire cantos of the poem. This fraternal production is said to have appeared in a magazine of the year 1759. I have discovered a rival, and probably an inferior translation, so published, but the joint work of the poetical brothers has hitherto eluded all my researches.

In June, 1765, the reviving invalid removed to a private lodging in the town of Huntingdon, but Providence soon introduced him into a family, which afforded him one of the most singular and valuable friends that ever watched an afflicted mortal in seasons of overwhelming adversity; that friend, to whom the poet exclaims in the commencement of the Task,


And witness, dear companion of my walks,
 Whose arm, this twentieth winter, I perceive
 Fast locked in mine, with pleasure, such as love,
 Confirmed by long experience of thy worth,
 And well tried virtues, could alone inspire;
 Witness a joy, that thou hast doubted long!
 Thou knowest my praise of Nature most sincere;
 And that my raptures are not conjured up
 To serve occasions of poetic pomp,
 But genuine, and art partner of them all.




These verses would be alone sufficient to make every poetical reader take a lively interest in the lady they describe; but these are far from being the only tribute which the gratitude of Cowper has paid to the endearing virtues of his female companion. More poetical memorials of her merit will be found in these volumes, and in verse so exquisite, that it may be questioned if the most passionate lover ever gave rise to poetry more tender or more sublime.

Yet, in this place, it appears proper to apprize the reader, that it was not love, in the common acceptation of the word, which inspired these admirable eulogies. The attachment of Cowper to Mrs. Unwin, the Mary of the poet, was an attachment perhaps unparalleled. Their domestic union, though not sanctioned by the common forms of life, was supported with perfect innocence, and endeared to them both, by their having struggled together through a series of sorrow. A spectator of sensibility, who had contemplated the uncommon tenderness of their attention to the wants and infirmities of each other in the decline of life, might have said of their singular attachment,


L'Amour n'a rien de si tendre,
 Ni l'Amitié de si doux.




As a connexion so extraordinary forms a striking feature in the history of the poet, the reader will probably be anxious to investigate its origin and progress.—It arose from the following little incident.

The countenance and deportment of Cowper, though they indicated his native shyness, had yet very singular powers of attraction. On his first appearance in one of the churches of Huntingdon, he engaged the notice and respect of an amiable young man, William Cawthorne Unwin, then a student at Cambridge, who, having observed, after divine service, that the interesting stranger was taking a solitary turn under a row of trees, was irresistibly led to share his walk, and to solicit his acquaintance.

They were soon pleased with each other, and the intelligent youth, charmed with the acquisition of such a friend, was eager to communicate the treasure to his parents, who had long resided in Huntingdon.

Mr. Unwin, the father, had for some years been master of a free school in the town; but, as he advanced in life, he quitted the laborious situation, and, settling in a large convenient house in the High-street, contented himself with a few domestic pupils, whom he instructed in classical literature.

This worthy divine, who was now far advanced in years, had been lecturer to the two churches at Huntingdon, before he obtained from his college at Cambridge the living of Grimston. While he lived in expectation of this preferment, he had attached himself to a young lady of lively talents, and remarkably fond of reading. This lady, who, in the process of time, and by a series of singular events, became the friend and guardian of Cowper, was the daughter of Mr. Cawthorne, a draper in Ely. She was married to Mr. Unwin, on his succeeding to the preferment that he expected from his college, and settled with him on his living of Grimston; but, not liking the situation and society of that sequestered scene, she prevailed on her husband to establish himself in Huntingdon, where he was known and respected.

They had resided there many years, and, with their two only children, a son and a daughter, they formed a cheerful and social family, when the younger Unwin, described by Cowper as


"A friend,
 Whose worth deserves the warmest lay
 That ever Friendship penn'd,"




presented to his parents the solitary stranger, on whose retirement he had benevolently intruded, and whose welfare he became more and more anxious to promote. An event highly pleasing and comfortable to Cowper soon followed this introduction; he was affectionately solicited by all the Unwins to relinquish his lonely lodging, and to become a part of their family.

We are now arrived at that period in the personal history of Cowper, when we are fortunately enabled to employ his own descriptive powers in recording the events and characters that particularly interested him, and in displaying the state of his mind at a remarkable season of his chequered life. The following are among the earliest letters of this affectionate writer, which the kindness of his friends and relatives has supplied towards the execution and embellishment of this work.

Among his juvenile intimates and correspondents, he particularly regarded two gentlemen, who devoted themselves to different branches of the law, the first Lord Thurlow, and Joseph Hill, Esq., whose name appears in Cowper's Poems, prefixed to a few verses of exquisite beauty, a brief epistle, that seems to have more of the genuine ease, spirit, and moral gaiety of Horace, than any original epistle in the English language. From these two confidential associates of the poet, in his unclouded years, we might have expected materials for the display of his early genius; but, in the torrent of busy and splendid life, which bore the first of them to a mighty distance from his less ambitious fellow-student of the Temple, the private letters and verses that arose from their youthful intimacy have perished.

The letters to Mr. Hill are copious, and extend through a long period of time, and although many of them were of a nature not suited to publication, yet many others will illustrate and embellish this volume. The steadiness and integrity of Mr. Hill's regard for a person so much sequestered from his sight gives him a particular title to be distinguished among those whom Cowper has honoured, by addressing to them his highly interesting and affectionate letters. Many of these, which we shall occasionally introduce in the parts of the narrative to which they belong, may tend to confirm a truth, not unpleasing to the majority of readers, that the temperate zone of moderate fortune, equally removed from high and low life, is most favourable to the permanence of friendship.

TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.
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Huntingdon, June 24, 1765.

Dear Joe—The only recompence I can make you for your kind attention to my affairs, during my illness, is to tell you that, by the mercy of God, I am restored to perfect health, both of mind and body. This, I believe, will give you pleasure, and I would gladly do anything from which you could receive it.

I left St. Alban's on the 17th, and arrived that day at Cambridge, spent some time there with my brother, and came hither on the 22nd. I have a lodging that puts me continually in mind of our summer excursions; we have had many worse, and except the size of it (which however is sufficient for a single man) but few better. I am not quite alone, having brought a servant with me from St. Alban's, who is the very mirror of fidelity and affection for his master. And, whereas the Turkish Spy says, he kept no servant because he would not have an enemy in his house, I hired mine because I would have a friend. Men do not usually bestow these encomiums on their lackeys, nor do they usually deserve them, but I have had experience of mine, both in sickness and in health, and never saw his fellow.

The river Ouse, I forget how they spell it, is the most agreeable circumstance in this part of the world; at this town it is, I believe, as wide as the Thames at Windsor; nor does the silver Thames better deserve that epithet, nor has it more flowers upon its banks, these being attributes which, in strict truth, belong to neither. Fluellin would say, they are as like as my fingers to my fingers, and there is salmon in both. It is a noble stream to bathe in, and I shall make that use of it three times a week, having introduced myself to it for the first time this morning.

I beg you will remember me to all my friends, which is a task will cost you no great pains to execute—particularly remember me to those of your own house, and believe me

Your very affectionate

W. C.

TO LADY HESKETH.
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Huntingdon, July 1, 1765.


My dear Lady Hesketh—Since the visit you were so kind to pay me in the Temple (the only time I ever saw you without pleasure), what have I not suffered? And, since it has pleased God to restore me to the use of my reason, what have I not enjoyed? You know, by experience, how pleasant it is to feel the first approaches of health after a fever; but, oh! the fever of the brain! To feel the quenching of that fire is indeed a blessing which I think it impossible to receive without the most consummate gratitude. Terrible as this chastisement is, I acknowledge in it the hand of an infinite justice; nor is it at all more difficult for me to perceive in it the hand of an infinite mercy likewise: when I consider the effect it has had upon me, I am exceedingly thankful for it, and, without hypocrisy, esteem it the greatest blessing, next to life itself, I ever received from the divine bounty. I pray God that I may ever retain this sense of it, and then I am sure I shall continue to be, as I am at present, really happy.

I write thus to you, that you may not think me a forlorn and wretched creature; which you might be apt to do, considering my very distant removal from every friend I have in the world—a circumstance which, before this event befell me, would undoubtedly have made me so; but my affliction has taught me a road to happiness, which, without it, I should never have found; and I know, and have experience of it every day, that the mercy of God, to him who believes himself the object of it, is more than sufficient to compensate for the loss of every other blessing.

You may now inform all those whom you think really interested in my welfare, that they have no need to be apprehensive on the score of my happiness at present. And you yourself will believe that my happiness is no dream, because I have told you the foundation on which it is built. What I have written would appear like enthusiasm to many, for we are apt to give that name to every warm affection of the mind in others which we have not experienced in ourselves; but to you, who have so much to be thankful for, and a temper inclined to gratitude, it will not appear so.

I beg you will give my love to Sir Thomas, and believe that I am obliged to you both for inquiring after me at St. Alban's.

Yours ever,

W. C.

TO JOSEPH HILL, ESQ.[6]
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Huntingdon, July 3, 1765.

Dear Joe—Whatever you may think of the matter, it is no such easy thing to keep house for two people. A man cannot always live like the lions in the Tower; and a joint of meat, in so small a family, is an endless incumbrance. In short, I never knew how to pity poor housekeepers before; but now I cease to wonder at that politic cast which their occupation usually gives to their countenance, for it is really a matter full of perplexity.

I have received but one visit since here I came. I don't mean that I have refused any, but that only one has been offered. This was from my woollen-draper; a very healthy, wealthy, sensible, sponsible man, and extremely civil. He has a cold bath, and has promised me a key of it, which I shall probably make use of in the winter. He has undertaken, too, to get me the St. James's Chronicle three times a-week, and to show me Hinchinbrook House, and to do every service for me in his power; so that I did not exceed the truth, you see, when I spoke of his civility. Here is a card-assembly, and a dancing-assembly, and a horse-race, and a club, and a bowling-green; so that I am well off, you perceive, in point of diversions; especially as I shall go to 'em, just as much as I should if I lived a thousand miles off. But no matter for that; the spectator at a play is more entertained than the actor; and in real life it is much the same. You will say, perhaps, that if I never frequent these places, I shall not come within the description of a spectator; and you will say right. I have made a blunder, which shall be corrected in the next edition.

You are old dog at a bad tenant; witness all my uncle's and your mother's geese and gridirons. There is something so extremely impertinent in entering upon a man's premises, and using them without paying for 'em, that I could easily resent it if I would. But I rather choose to entertain myself with thinking how you will scour the man about, and worry him to death, if once you begin with him. Poor wretch! I leave him entirely to your mercy.

My dear Joe, you desire me to write long letters. I have neither matter enough nor perseverance enough for the purpose. However, if you can but contrive to be tired of reading as soon as I am tired of writing, we shall find that short ones answer just as well; and, in my opinion, this is a very practicable measure.

My friend Colman has had good fortune: I wish him better fortune still; which is, that he may make a right use of it. The tragedies of Lloyd and Bensley are both very deep. If they are not of use to the surviving part of the society, it is their own fault.

I was debtor to Bensley seven pounds, or nine, I forget which. If you can find out his brother, you will do me a great favour if you will pay him for me; but do it at your leisure.

Yours and theirs,[7]

W. C.

TO LADY HESKETH.
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Huntingdon, July 4, 1765.

Being just emerged from the Ouse, I sit down to thank you, my dear cousin, for your friendly and comfortable letter. What could you think of my unaccountable behaviour to you in that visit I mentioned in my last? I remember I neither spoke to you nor looked at you. The solution of the mystery indeed followed soon after, but at the same time it must have been inexplicable. The uproar within was even then begun, and my silence was only the sulkiness of a thunder-storm before it opens. I am glad, however, that the only instance in which I knew not how to value your company was when I was not in my senses. It was the first of the kind, and I trust in God it will be the last.

How naturally does affliction make us Christians! and how impossible it is, when all human help is vain, and the whole earth too poor and trifling to furnish us with one moment's peace—how impossible is it then to avoid looking at the Gospel! It gives me some concern, though at the same time it increases my gratitude, to reflect, that a convert made in Bedlam is more likely to be a stumbling-block to others than to advance their faith. But, if it has that effect upon any, it is owing to their reasoning amiss, and drawing their conclusions from false premises. He who can ascribe an amendment of life and manners and a reformation of the heart itself to madness, is guilty of an absurdity that in any other case would fasten the imputation of madness upon himself; for, by so doing, he ascribes a reasonable effect to an unreasonable cause, and a positive effect to a negative. But, when Christianity only is to be sacrificed, he that stabs deepest is always the wisest man. You, my dear cousin, yourself, will be apt to think I carry the matter too far, and that, in the present warmth of my heart, I make too ample a concession in saying, that I am only now a convert. You think I always believed, and I thought so too, but you were deceived, and so was I. I called myself indeed a Christian, but He who knows my heart, knows that I never did a right thing, nor abstained from a wrong one, because I was so. But, if I did either, it was under the influence of some other motive. And it is such seeming Christians, such pretending believers, that do most mischief to the cause, and furnish the strongest arguments to support the infidelity of its enemies: unless profession and conduct go together, the man's life is a lie, and the validity of what he professes itself is called in question. The difference between a Christian and an unbeliever would be so striking, if the treacherous allies of the church would go over at once to the other side, that I am satisfied religion would be no loser by the bargain.

I reckon it one instance of the providence that has attended me throughout this whole event, that, instead of being delivered into the hands of one of the London physicians—who were so much nearer, that I wonder I was not—I was carried to Dr. Cotton. I was not only treated by him with the greatest tenderness while I was ill, and attended with the utmost diligence, but when my reason was restored to me, and I had so much need of a religious friend to converse with, to whom I could open my mind upon the subject without reserve, I could hardly have found a fitter person for the purpose. My eagerness and anxiety to settle my opinions upon that long-neglected point made it necessary, that while my mind was yet weak, and my spirits uncertain, I should have some assistance. The doctor was as ready to administer relief to me in this article likewise, and as well qualified to do it as in that which was more immediately his province. How many physicians would have thought this an irregular appetite and a symptom of remaining madness! But if it were so, my friend was as mad as myself, and it is well for me that he was so.

My dear cousin, you know not half the deliverances I have received; my brother is the only one in the family who does. My recovery is indeed a signal one, but a greater, if possible, went before it. My future life must express my thankfulness, for by words I cannot do it.

I pray God to bless you, and my friend Sir Thomas.

Yours ever,

W. C.

TO LADY HESKETH.
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Huntingdon, July 5, 1765.

My dear Lady Hesketh—My pen runs so fast you will begin to wish you had not put it in motion, but you must consider we have not met, even by letter, almost these two years, which will account, in some measure, for my pestering you in this manner; besides my last was no answer to yours, and therefore I consider myself as still in your debt. To say truth, I have this long time promised myself a correspondence with you as one of my principal pleasures.

I should have written to you from St. Alban's long since, but was willing to perform quarantine first, both for my own sake, and because I thought my letters would be more satisfactory to you from any other quarter. You will perceive I allowed myself a very sufficient time for the purpose, for I date my recovery from the 25th of last July, having been ill seven months, and well twelve months. It was on that day my brother came to see me; I was far from well
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