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    A portrait of Jonathan Swift emerges here as a drama of intellect and conscience, in which the rigorous clarity of satire contends with the pressures of power, reputation, and a turbulent public life, and Leslie Stephen—writing with measured sympathy and firm critical judgment—pursues the central question of how a writer’s moral temper, social commitments, and artistic methods can sustain, complicate, or imperil one another within the exacting discipline of eighteenth-century prose and the equally exacting gaze of posterity.

Swift by Leslie Stephen is a literary biography and critical study, composed in the late nineteenth century within the English Men of Letters series published by Macmillan, and designed to introduce a broad readership to major figures of English literature. Stephen situates Swift in the Anglo-Irish and English contexts of the early eighteenth century, acknowledging the political and ecclesiastical frameworks that shaped his career. The book attends both to the life and to the writings, presenting a compact, authoritative overview that balances narrative with analysis. Its purpose is explanatory rather than celebratory, making accessible a formidable and often misunderstood author.

The premise is straightforward: to trace the making of a satirist and to interpret how a distinctive temperament interacts with public events, professional duties, and literary form. Readers can expect lucid, economical prose; carefully weighted assessments; and an even tone that resists sensationalism. Stephen proceeds by clarifying the stakes of particular controversies and by relating Swift’s stylistic choices to his ethical concerns. The mood is steady, probing, and unsentimental, aiming to replace caricature with proportion. Rather than catalog every anecdote, the book concentrates on central patterns of thought and recurring strategies in Swift’s arguments, narrative designs, and rhetorical posture.

Stephen’s method is to align biography with criticism: biographical facts provide context, but the test of importance lies in what they reveal about the work and its governing motives. He situates Swift within the Augustan tradition, attentive to classical models, prose exactness, and the period’s appetite for public debate. The analysis proceeds by close attention to tone, structure, and intention, and by comparing Swift’s practices with those of his contemporaries. Throughout, Stephen favors clarity over conjecture, filtering conflicting testimonies through a cautious, document-minded approach that reflects Victorian standards of evidence while remaining alert to the limits of certainty.

Key themes include the tension between civic responsibility and corrosive skepticism; the uses of irony as a moral instrument; and the obligations of plain style in a culture crowded with cant, faction, and evasive rhetoric. Stephen considers how a writer’s authority is negotiated through impersonation, restraint, and strategic indignation, and how satire can both correct and harden the mind that wields it. The study also weighs the distance between public persona and private conviction, asking how a clergyman, political actor, and controversial pamphleteer might reconcile vocation with the relentless demand for intellectual honesty.

For contemporary readers, the book’s questions remain pressing: what is the place of satire in civic life, how should writers handle power, and when does clarity become severity? Stephen’s measured analysis offers a model for reading public rhetoric skeptically without surrendering to cynicism. It invites reflection on institutional accountability, media performance, and the ethics of persuasion. At the same time, it exemplifies a form of literary biography that avoids gossip in favor of principle, showing how disciplined criticism can recover coherence from a legacy often distorted by legend, partisan memory, and the allure of simplifying narratives.

As an introduction, this study promises orientation rather than exhaustive coverage, the pleasure of firm guidance without the pretense of finality. It will suit newcomers seeking a dependable path into Swift’s world and seasoned readers interested in a classic, judicious account shaped by historical awareness and stylistic precision. Stephen offers a coherent map of the terrain—life, works, and milieu—while leaving room for readers to revisit the texts with sharpened questions. The result is a balanced, durable companion: clear-eyed, proportionate, and attentive to both the power and the cost of writing that aims to unsettle comfortable opinion.
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    Leslie Stephen’s Swift is a concise literary biography of Jonathan Swift, combining the narrative of his life with analysis of his writings. Stephen situates Swift within the political and ecclesiastical struggles of late seventeenth and early eighteenth century Britain and Ireland, using letters, pamphlets, and contemporary testimony. He outlines Swift’s temperament, education, ambitions, and professional choices, while tracing how circumstances shaped the satirist’s methods. The book proceeds chronologically but pauses to examine major works when they arise. Its purpose is to show coherence between Swift’s character and his art, explain the public controversies he engaged, and clarify the sources of his enduring authority.

The opening chapters recount Swift’s Dublin birth, precarious family circumstances, and schooling at Kilkenny and Trinity College. Stephen describes a clever but restless student, uneasy with academic discipline yet drawn to classical learning. Early setbacks and the search for patronage lead Swift to England and into the service of Sir William Temple at Moor Park. There he encounters cultivated society, political debate, and a library that deepens his reading. Stephen emphasizes how this apprenticeship defined Swift’s habits of study, pride, and dependence, and how the need for preferment oriented him toward a clerical career while sharpening his judgment of literary fashion and court politics.

Stephen next details the Moor Park years, showing how Temple’s circle exposed Swift to the quarrel of ancients and moderns and furnished material for later satire. He follows Swift’s steps toward ordination in the Church of Ireland and his return to Ireland for modest church duties. The narrative describes the oscillation between Ireland and England as Swift sought advancement, refined his style, and drafted early projects. Stephen marks the genesis of The Battle of the Books and the more ambitious Tale of a Tub, relating them to Swift’s reading and to debates over authority, innovation, and taste that preoccupied the period’s literary world.

When the first major satires appear, Stephen pauses to summarize their subjects, manner, and reception. A Tale of a Tub and The Battle of the Books are presented as bold interventions in contemporary disputes over learning and religion. Stephen records both their brilliance and the cost to Swift’s ecclesiastical prospects, noting how suspicions of irreverence shadowed later applications. The account also introduces the circle around Swift at Laracor and London, including his correspondence with Esther Johnson, which illustrates his daily habits and tone. Attention is given to sermons and administrative work that grounded his public voice in pastoral responsibility and institutional duty.

The middle portion traces Swift’s deepening engagement with party politics. Stephen outlines his initial Whig connections and the subsequent turn to the Tory ministry of Harley and Bolingbroke. As editor of the Examiner and as a political pamphleteer, Swift argues for peace and church privileges, gaining prominence in London. Stephen narrates the tactics, alliances, and pamphlet campaigns that secured influence but did not yield the English bishopric Swift sought. Instead, he received the deanship of St Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin. The biography links these developments to shifts in power at court and to Swift’s growing independence as a public writer.

On returning to Ireland as dean, Swift assumes a local leadership that Stephen presents as both civic and literary. The book details cathedral reforms, urban projects, and the articulation of Irish grievances within the framework of British law. The Drapier’s Letters, opposing a new copper coinage, are explained as a carefully staged appeal to legal rights and national interest, which mobilized readers beyond party lines. Stephen emphasizes the prudence of the arguments, the use of persona, and the practical effects on policy and reputation. Swift’s standing in Dublin, and his relationship with the city’s tradesmen and clergy, are closely described.

Stephen then surveys the later satires and personal entanglements that shaped Swift’s public and private image. Gulliver’s Travels is outlined for its method of imaginative travel used to test institutions and habits of thought, while avoiding narrative particulars. A Modest Proposal is placed in the context of Irish distress and British policy, with attention to its calculated economy and tone. The biography integrates this literary record with letters and friendships, including Swift’s ties to Esther Johnson and Esther Vanhomrigh, presenting their significance through documented exchanges rather than speculation. These materials illuminate the consistency between Swift’s social attachments and his disciplined, impersonal prose.

The closing chapters recount Swift’s decline. Stephen describes recurring vertigo and progressive infirmity, the reduction of public activity, and the arrangements of his will, including a hospital for those with mental illness. He summarizes the final years at St Patrick’s, Swift’s death in 1745, and the epitaph that frames his life as a long resistance to indignation. The book gathers themes evident across sermons, pamphlets, and satire: distrust of cant, concern for institutional honesty, and a preference for plain style joined to controlled irony. Stephen’s account remains factual, noting dates, texts, and circumstances that explain the trajectory without embellishment.

The biography concludes with an assessment of Swift’s standing and influence. Stephen reviews contemporary criticisms of misanthropy and counters them by emphasizing evidence of civic purpose and moral intent in the major works. Without softening the severity of tone, he places Swift among the chief satirists in English, and as a decisive force in political prose. The legacy is traced through later writers and through the continued utility of Swift’s methods for public argument. Stephen’s central message is that Swift’s life and writings form a coherent response to his age’s pressures, and that understanding the context clarifies both the man and the work.
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    Leslie Stephen’s Swift (first issued in the English Men of Letters series in the early 1880s) reconstructs Jonathan Swift’s career within the political geography of Restoration, late Stuart, and early Georgian Britain and Ireland (1667–1745). The narrative ranges from Dublin—Trinity College, St Patrick’s Cathedral, and the Irish Parliament’s orbit—to London’s court, ministries, and coffeehouse press. It unfolds against the consolidation of Protestant Ascendancy in Ireland after the Williamite settlements, the formation of Great Britain by the 1707 Union, and the rise of party government and a pamphlet-driven public sphere. Financial and imperial transformations—the Bank of England (1694), expanding trade, and war finance—frame the milieu in which Swift wrote and acted.

The Glorious Revolution of 1688 and the Williamite War in Ireland (1689–1691) defined the political order of Swift’s youth. William III and Mary II displaced James II; the Bill of Rights (1689) codified limits on the crown. In Ireland, the Siege of Derry (1689), the Battle of the Boyne (1690), and the Treaty of Limerick (1691) secured Protestant control and curtailed Catholic power. Stephen situates Swift—born in Dublin in 1667—amid these upheavals: an undergraduate at Trinity (BA 1686), he decamped to England during the disturbances, entering Sir William Temple’s household at Moor Park (1689–1699), where he absorbed high politics and diplomacy at close quarters.

The crystallization of Whig and Tory parties (1690s–1710s) and the Sacheverell crisis (1710) reshaped power. Dr. Henry Sacheverell’s impeachment for incendiary sermons defending the Church triggered riots and a dramatic Tory resurgence, collapsing the Godolphin–Marlborough ministry. Robert Harley (later Earl of Oxford) and Henry St John (Viscount Bolingbroke) formed a Tory administration in 1710. Stephen traces Swift’s entry into the political press at this moment: he edited The Examiner (1710–1711) and became a confidential propagandist. The biography shows how Swift’s proximity to ministers, offices, and clubs in London placed him at the center of party realignment and ministerial intrigue.

The War of the Spanish Succession (1701–1714) and the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht anchor Stephen’s account of Swift’s political leverage. After Blenheim (1704), Ramillies (1706), Oudenarde (1708), and Malplaquet (1709), Britain faced war weariness and costs. Utrecht (1713) confirmed Philip V in Spain, ceded Gibraltar and Minorca to Britain, and granted the lucrative asiento. Swift’s pamphlet The Conduct of the Allies (1711) argued the Whigs had mismanaged the war, legitimizing Tory peace policy and influencing public opinion toward settlement. Stephen connects this advocacy to Swift’s ecclesiastical preferment: in 1713 he became Dean of St Patrick’s, Dublin, a vantage point from which to engage Irish affairs.

Queen Anne’s death (1714) and the Hanoverian Succession brought George I and Whig predominance. Oxford was impeached (1715), Bolingbroke fled to France, and Jacobite threats persisted, culminating in the Atterbury Plot (1722). The Act of Union (1707) had already created a wider British polity in which Ireland’s status remained subordinate. Stephen shows Swift’s fortunes reversing with the Tory eclipse: he left the Westminster scene and returned permanently to Dublin, channeling his political energies through ecclesiastical leadership, city corporations, and pamphleteering. The biography presents his disillusionment with metropolitan patronage and his turn to Irish constitutional and economic grievances after 1714.

Irish constitutional dependency and the Penal Laws frame Swift’s mature political interventions. The Dependency of Ireland on Great Britain Act (1719–1720) asserted Westminster’s right to legislate for Ireland and denied the Irish Lords appellate jurisdiction, crystallizing subordination. Penal statutes, intermittently enforced since the 1690s, restricted Catholic property, office-holding, and education, while many Dissenters faced Test Act barriers. Stephen links these structures to Swift’s Anglican yet Irish-patriot posture. In A Short View of the State of Ireland (1728) and A Modest Proposal (1729), Swift indicted absentee landlords, restrictive trade, and governmental indifference to famine and unemployment. Stephen reads these texts as direct responses to governance and social policy rather than literary exercises.

The Wood’s Halfpence controversy (1722–1725) receives Stephen’s most detailed treatment, as it most visibly fused constitutional and economic grievance. In 1722 William Wood obtained a royal patent to mint copper halfpence for Ireland. Irish critics argued that coinage—an incident of sovereignty—had been granted without consent of the Irish Parliament and that an excessive quantity would debase circulation, drain silver, and transfer profits to a private English contractor. Walpole’s ministry defended the patent, and assays in London—invoking the authority of the Royal Mint—claimed adequate weight and quality. In Dublin, however, the issue became a referendum on Ireland’s legal and fiscal autonomy. Swift, as “M. B. Drapier,” addressed tradesmen, guilds, and freeholders in a sequence of letters (1724–1725), transforming technical coinage disputes into a constitutional manifesto: no taxes or tokens without Irish consent. The administration, under Lord Carteret, proclaimed a £300 reward for the author and prosecuted the printer, John Harding, but Dublin grand juries refused to indict, and popular boycott rendered the coins unusable. By 1725 the patent was effectively withdrawn. Stephen shows how the episode consolidated Swift’s authority as a civic leader of Dublin, allied the cathedral chapter with merchants and artisans, and articulated a doctrine of limited imperial governance that resonated beyond coinage. The Drapier’s success also exposed fissures between metropolitan financial rationales in the wake of the South Sea Bubble (1720) and local economic realities in Ireland, where cash scarcity, trade restrictions, and dependence on English markets sharpened insecurity. For Stephen, the controversy exemplifies how Swift’s pamphlets operated as practical politics within an interlocking system of imperial law, finance, and municipal mobilization.

Stephen’s biography functions as a social and political critique by showing how Swift’s ecclesiastical office and pamphleteering confronted structural injustices: party venality, ministerial manipulation of information, colonial-style administration of Ireland, and the burdens of poverty under absentee landlordism. By detailing episodes such as Utrecht diplomacy, the 1719–1720 dependency statute, and the Wood patent, the book exposes how law and finance mediated power between London and Dublin. It underscores class divides—merchants and artisans against patentees and placemen—and the vulnerability of the Irish poor during subsistence crises. In Stephen’s portrait, Swift’s interventions demand accountable government, constitutional restraint, and policies attentive to local welfare.
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The chief materials for a life of Swift are to be found in his writings and correspondence. The best edition is the second of the two edited by Scott (1814 and 1824).

In 1751 Lord Orrery[1] published Remarks upon the Life and Writings of Dr. Jonathan Swift. Orrery, born 1707, had known Swift from about 1732. His remarks give the views of a person of quality of more ambition than capacity, and more anxious to exhibit his own taste than to give full or accurate information.

In 1754, Dr. Delany published Observations upon Lord Orrery’s Remarks, intended to vindicate Swift against some of Orrery’s severe judgments. Delany, born about 1685, became intimate with Swift soon after the dean’s final settlement in Ireland. He was then one of the authorities of Trinity College, Dublin. He is the best contemporary authority, so far as he goes.

In 1756 Deane Swift, grandson of Swift’s uncle Godwin, and son-in-law to Swift’s cousin and faithful guardian, Mrs. Whiteway, published an Essay upon the Life, Writings, and Character of Dr. Jonathan Swift, in which he attacks both his predecessors. Deane Swift, born about 1708, had seen little or nothing of his cousin till the year 1738, when the dean’s faculties were decaying. His book is foolish and discursive. Deane Swift’s son, Theophilus, communicated a good deal of doubtful matter to Scott, on the authority of family tradition.

In 1765 Hawkesworth, who had no personal knowledge, prefixed a life of Swift to an edition of the works which adds nothing to our information. In 1781 Johnson, when publishing a very perfunctory life of Swift as one of the poets, excused its shortcomings on the ground of having already communicated his thoughts to Hawkesworth. The life is not only meagre but injured by one of Johnson’s strong prejudices.

In 1785 Thomas Sheridan produced a pompous and dull life of Swift. He was the son of Swift’s most intimate companion during the whole period subsequent to the final settlement in Ireland. The elder Sheridan, however, died in 1738; and the younger, born in 1721, was still a boy when Swift was becoming imbecile.

Contemporary writers, except Delany, have thus little authority; and a number of more or less palpably fictitious anecdotes accumulated round their hero. Scott’s life, originally published in 1814, is defective in point of accuracy. Scott did not investigate the evidence minutely, and liked a good story too well to be very particular about its authenticity. The book, however, shows his strong sense and genial appreciation of character; and remains, till this day, by far the best account of Swift’s career.

A life which supplies Scott’s defects in great measure was given by William Monck Mason, in 1819, in his History and Antiquities of the Church of St. Patrick. Monck Mason was an indiscriminate admirer, and has a provoking method of expanding undigested information into monstrous notes, after the precedent of Bayle. But he examined facts with the utmost care, and every biographer must respect his authority.

In 1875 Mr. Forster published the first instalment of a Life of Swift. This book, which contains the results of patient and thorough inquiry, was unfortunately interrupted by Mr. Forster’s death, and ends at the beginning of 1711. A complete Life by Mr. Henry Craik is announced as about to appear.

Besides these books, I ought to mention an Essay upon the Earlier Part of the Life of Swift, by the Rev. John Barrett, B.D. and Vice-Provost of Trin. Coll. Dublin (London, 1808); and The Closing Years of Dean Swift’s Life, by W. R. Wilde, M.R.I.A., F.R.C.S. (Dublin, 1849). This last is a very interesting study of the medical aspects of Swift’s life. An essay by Dr. Bucknill, in Brain for Jan. 1882, is a remarkable contribution to the same subject.
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EARLY YEARS.

Jonathan Swift, the famous Dean of St. Patrick’s, was the descendant of an old Yorkshire family. One branch had migrated southwards, and in the time of Charles I., Thomas Swift, Jonathan’s grandfather, was Vicar of Goodrich, near Ross, in Herefordshire, a fact commemorated by the sweetest singer of Queen Ann’s reign in the remarkable lines—

Jonathan Swift

Had the gift

By fatherige, motherige,

And by brotherige,

To come from Gotheridge.

Thomas Swift married Elizabeth Dryden, niece of Sir Erasmus, the grandfather of the poet Dryden. By her he became the father of ten sons and four daughters. In the great rebellion[2] he distinguished himself by a loyalty which was the cause of obvious complacency to his descendant. On one occasion he came to the governor of a town held for the king, and being asked what he could do for his Majesty, laid down his coat as an offering. The governor remarked that his coat was worth little. “Then,” said Swift, “take my waistcoat.” The waistcoat was lined with three hundred broad pieces—a handsome offering from a poor and plundered clergyman. On another occasion he armed a ford, through which rebel cavalry were to pass, by certain pieces of iron with four spikes, so contrived that one spike must always be uppermost (caltrops[3], in short). Two hundred of the enemy were destroyed by this stratagem. The success of the rebels naturally led to the ruin of this cavalier clergyman; and the record of his calamities forms a conspicuous article in Walker’s Sufferings of the Clergy. He died in 1658, before the advent of the better times in which he might have been rewarded for his loyal services. His numerous family had to struggle for a living. The eldest son, Godwin Swift, was a barrister of Gray’s Inn at the time of the Restoration: he was married four times, and three times to women of fortune; his first wife had been related to the Ormond family; and this connexion induced him to seek his fortune in Ireland—a kingdom which at that time suffered, amongst other less endurable grievances, from a deficient supply of lawyers.[1] Godwin Swift was made Attorney-General in the palatinate of Tipperary by the Duke of Ormond. He prospered in his profession, in the subtle parts of which, says his nephew, he was “perhaps a little too dexterous;” and he engaged in various speculations, having at one time what was then the very large income of 3000l. a year. Four brothers accompanied this successful Godwin, and shared to some extent in his prosperity. In January, 1666, one of these, Jonathan, married to Abigail Erick, of Leicester, was appointed to the stewardship of the King’s Inns, Dublin, partly in consideration of the loyalty and suffering of his family. Some fifteen months later, in April, 1667, he died, leaving his widow with an infant daughter, and seven months after her husband’s death, November 30, 1667, she gave birth to Jonathan, the younger, at 7, Hoey’s Court, Dublin.

The Dean “hath often been heard to say” (I quote his fragment of autobiography) “that he felt the consequences of that (his parents’) marriage, not only through the whole course of his education, but during the greater part of his life.” This quaint assumption that a man’s parentage is a kind of removable accident to which may be attributed a limited part of his subsequent career, betrays a characteristic sentiment. Swift cherished a vague resentment against the fates which had mixed bitter ingredients in his lot. He felt the place as well as the circumstances of his birth to be a grievance. It gave a plausibility to the offensive imputation that he was of Irish blood. “I happened,” he said, with a bitterness born of later sufferings, “by a perfect accident to be born here, and thus I am a Teague, or an Irishman, or what people please.” Elsewhere he claims England as properly his own country; “although I happened to be dropped here, and was a year old before I left it (Ireland), and to my sorrow did not die before I came back to it.” His infancy brought fresh grievances. He was, it seems, a precocious and delicate child, and his nurse became so much attached to him, that having to return to her native Whitehaven, she kidnapped the year-old infant out of pure affection. When his mother knew her loss, she was afraid to hazard a return voyage until the child was stronger; and he thus remained nearly three years at Whitehaven, where the nurse took such care of his education, that he could read any chapter in the Bible before he was three years old. His return must have been speedily followed by his mother’s departure for her native Leicester. Her sole dependence, it seems, was an annuity of 20l. a year, which had been bought for her by her husband upon their marriage. Some of the Swift family seem also to have helped her; but for reasons not now discoverable, she found Leicester preferable to Dublin, even at the price of parting from the little Jonathan. Godwin took him off her hands and sent him to Kilkenny School at the age of six, and from that early period the child had to grow up as virtually an orphan. His mother through several years to come can have been little more than a name to him. Kilkenny School, called the “Eton of Ireland[4],” enjoyed a high reputation. Two of Swift’s most famous contemporaries were educated there. Congreve, two years his junior, was one of his schoolfellows, and a warm friendship remained when both had become famous. Fourteen years after Swift had left the school it was entered by George Berkeley, destined to win a fame of the purest and highest kind, and to come into a strange relationship to Swift. It would be vain to ask what credit may be claimed by Kilkenny School for thus “producing” (it is the word used on such occasions) the greatest satirist, the most brilliant writer of comedies, and the subtlest metaphysician in the English language. Our knowledge of Swift’s experiences at this period is almost confined to a single anecdote. “I remember,” he says incidentally in a letter to Lord Bolingbroke, “when I was a little boy, I felt a great fish at the end of my line, which I drew up almost on the ground; but it dropped in, and the disappointment vexes me to this very day, and I believe it was the type of all my future disappointments.”[2]

Swift, indeed, was still in the schoolboy stage, according to modern ideas, when he was entered at Trinity College, Dublin, on the same day, April 24, 1682, with a cousin, Thomas Swift. Swift clearly found Dublin uncongenial; though there is still a wide margin for uncertainty as to precise facts. His own account gives a short summary of his academic history:—

“By the ill-treatment of his nearest relations” (he says) “he was so discouraged and sunk in his spirits that he too much neglected his academic studies, for some parts of which he had no great relish by nature, and turned himself to reading history and poetry, so that when the time came for taking his degree of Bachelor of Arts, although he had lived with great regularity and due observance of the statutes, he was stopped of his degree for dulness and insufficiency; and at last hardly admitted in a manner little to his credit, which is called in that college speciali gratia.” In a report of one of the college examinations[5], discovered by Mr. Forster, he receives a bene for his Greek and Latin, a male for his “philosophy,” and a negligenter for his theology. The “philosophy” was still based upon the old scholasticism, and proficiency was tested by skill in the arts of syllogistic argumentation. Sheridan, son of Swift’s intimate friend, was a student at Dublin shortly before the Dean’s loss of intellectual power; the old gentleman would naturally talk to the lad about his university recollections; and, according to his hearer, remembered with singular accuracy the questions upon which he had disputed, and repeated the arguments which had been used, “in syllogistic form.” Swift at the same time declared, if the report be accurate, that he never had the patience to read the pages of Smiglecius, Burgersdicius, and the other old-fashioned logical treatises. When told that they taught the art of reasoning, he declared that he could reason very well without it. He acted upon this principle in his exercises, and left the Proctor to reduce his argument to the proper form. In this there is probably a substratum of truth. Swift can hardly be credited, as Berkeley might have been, with a precocious perception of the weakness of the accepted system. When young gentlemen are plucked for their degree, it is not generally because they are in advance of their age. But the aversion to metaphysics was characteristic of Swift through life. Like many other people who have no turn for such speculations, he felt for them a contempt which may perhaps be not the less justified because it does not arise from familiarity. The bent of his mind was already sufficiently marked to make him revolt against the kind of mental food which was most in favour at Dublin; though he seems to have obtained a fair knowledge of the classics.

Swift cherished through life a resentment against most of his relations. His uncle Godwin had undertaken his education, and had sent him, as we see, to the best places of education in Ireland. If the supplies became scanty, it must be admitted that poor Godwin had a sufficient excuse. Each of his four wives had brought him a family—the last leaving him seven sons; his fortunes had been dissipated, chiefly, it seems, by means of a speculation in iron-works; and the poor man himself seems to have been failing, for he “fell into a lethargy” in 1688, surviving some five years, like his famous nephew, in a state of imbecility. Decay of mind and fortune coinciding with the demands of a rising family might certainly be some apology for the neglect of one amongst many nephews. Swift did not consider it sufficient. “Was it not your uncle Godwin,” he was asked “who educated you?” “Yes,” said Swift, after a pause; “he gave me the education of a dog.” “Then,” answered the intrepid inquirer, “you have not the gratitude of a dog.” And perhaps that is our natural impression. Yet we do not know enough of the facts to judge with confidence. Swift, whatever his faults, was always a warm and faithful friend; and perhaps it is the most probable conjecture that Godwin Swift bestowed his charity coldly and in such a way as to hurt the pride of the recipient. In any case, it appears that Swift showed his resentment in a manner more natural than reasonable. The child is tempted to revenge himself by knocking his head against the rock which has broken his shins; and with equal wisdom the youth who fancies that the world is not his friend, tries to get satisfaction by defying its laws. Till the time of his degree (February, 1686), Swift had been at least regular in his conduct, and if the neglect of his relations had discouraged his industry, it had not provoked him to rebellion. During the three years which followed he became more reckless. He was still a mere lad, just eighteen at the time of his degree, when he fell into more or less irregular courses. In rather less than two years he was under censure for seventy weeks. The offences consisted chiefly in neglect to attend chapel and in “town-haunting” or absence from the nightly roll-call. Such offences perhaps appear to be more flagrant than they really are in the eyes of college authorities. Twice he got into more serious scrapes. He was censured (March 16, 1687) along with his cousin, Thomas Swift, and several others for “notorious neglect of duties and frequenting ‘the town.’” And on his twenty-first birthday (Nov. 30, 1688) he[3] was punished, along with several others, for exciting domestic dissensions, despising the warnings of the junior dean, and insulting that official by contemptuous words. The offenders were suspended from their degrees, and inasmuch as Swift and another were the worst offenders (adhuc intolerabilius se gesserant), they were sentenced to ask pardon of the dean upon their knees publicly in the hall. Twenty years later[4] Swift revenged himself upon Owen Lloyd, the junior dean, by accusing him of infamous servility. For the present Swift was probably reckoned amongst the black sheep of the academic flock.[5]

This censure came at the end of Swift’s university career. The three last years had doubtless been years of discouragement and recklessness. That they were also years of vice in the usual sense of the word is not proved; nor, from all that we know of Swift’s later history, does it seem to be probable. There is no trace of anything like licentious behaviour in his whole career. It is easier to believe with Scott that Swift’s conduct at this period might be fairly described in the words of Johnson when speaking of his own university experience: “Ah, sir, I was mad and violent. It was bitterness that they mistook for frolic. I was miserably poor, and I thought to fight my way by my literature and my wit; so I disregarded all power and all authority.” Swift learnt another and a more profitable lesson in these years. It is indicated in an anecdote which rests upon tolerable authority. One day, as he was gazing in melancholy mood from his window, his pockets at their lowest ebb, he saw a sailor staring about in the college courts. How happy should I be, he thought, if that man was inquiring for me with a present from my cousin Willoughby! The dream came true. The sailor came to his rooms and produced a leather bag, sent by his cousin from Lisbon, with more money than poor Jonathan had ever possessed in his life. The sailor refused to take a part of it for his trouble, and Jonathan hastily crammed the money into his pocket, lest the man should repent of his generosity. From that time forward, he added, he became a better economist.

The Willoughby Swift here mentioned was the eldest son of Godwin, and now settled in the English factory at Lisbon. Swift speaks warmly of his “goodness and generosity” in a letter written to another cousin in 1694. Some help, too, was given by his uncle William, who was settled at Dublin, and whom he calls the “best of his relations.” In one way or another he was able to keep his head above water; and he was receiving an impression which grew with his growth. The misery of dependence was burnt into his soul.[1q] To secure independence became his most cherished wish; and the first condition of independence was a rigid practice of economy. We shall see hereafter how deeply this principle became rooted in his mind; here I need only notice that it is the lesson which poverty teaches to none but men of strong character.

A catastrophe meanwhile was approaching, which involved the fortunes of Swift along with those of nations. James II. had been on the throne for a year when Swift took his degree. At the time when Swift was ordered to kneel to the junior dean, William was in England, and James preparing to fly from Whitehall. The revolution of 1688 meant a breaking up of the very foundations of political and social order in Ireland. At the end of 1688 a stream of fugitives was pouring into England, whilst the English in Ireland were gathering into strong places, abandoning their property to the bands of insurgent peasants.

Swift fled with his fellows. Any prospects which he may have had in Ireland were ruined with the ruin of his race. The loyalty of his grandfather to a king who protected the national church was no precedent for loyalty to a king who was its deadliest enemy. Swift, a Churchman to the backbone, never shared the leaning of many Anglicans to the exiled Stuarts; and his early experience was a pretty strong dissuasive from Jacobitism. He took refuge with his mother at Leicester. Of that mother we hear less than we could wish; for all that we hear suggests a brisk, wholesome, motherly body. She lived cheerfully and frugally on her pittance; rose early, worked with her needle, read her book, and deemed herself to be “rich and happy”—on twenty pounds a year. A touch of her son’s humour appears in the only anecdote about her. She came, it seems, to visit her son in Ireland shortly after he had taken possession of Laracor, and amused herself by persuading the woman with whom she lodged that Jonathan was not her son but her lover. Her son, though separated from her through the years in which filial affection is generally nourished, loved her with the whole strength of his nature; he wrote to her frequently, took pains to pay her visits “rarely less than once a year;” and was deeply affected by her death in 1710. “I have now lost,” he wrote in his pocket-book, “the last barrier between me and death. God grant I may be as well prepared for it as I confidently believe her to have been! If the way to Heaven be through piety, truth, justice, and charity, she is there.[2q]”

The good lady had, it would seem, some little anxieties of the common kind about her son. She thought him in danger of falling in love with a certain Betty Jones, who, however, escaped the perils of being wife to a man of genius, and married an innkeeper. Some forty years later, Betty Jones, now Perkins, appealed to Swift to help her in some family difficulties, and Swift was ready to “sacrifice five pounds” for old acquaintance’ sake. Other vague reports of Swift’s attentions to women seem to have been flying about in Leicester. Swift, in noticing them, tells his correspondent that he values “his own entertainment beyond the obloquy of a parcel of wretched fools,” which he “solemnly pronounces” to be a fit description of the inhabitants of Leicester. He had, he admits, amused himself with flirtation; but he has learnt enough, “without going half a mile beyond the University,” to refrain from thoughts of matrimony. A “cold temper” and the absence of any settled outlook are sufficient dissuasives
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