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Introduction:

The Original Sloane Ranger

London, 1748. One June day, Frederick, Prince of Wales and his wife the Princess Augusta make the journey from the city to the village of Chelsea, just west along the Thames, to see ‘a most magnificent philosophical entertainment’. Their destination: a former residence of King Henry VIII, Chelsea Manor. On arrival they are greeted by Cromwell Mortimer, secretary of the Royal Society – Britain’s pre-eminent scientific institution. Mortimer professes ‘the honour’ it gives him to kiss the royal couple’s hands as they alight from their coach. ‘Laying aside all ceremony’, the prince pledges that he and the princess shall be ‘entirely under his guidance and directions’. Mortimer leads them upstairs where the current resident of the Manor awaits. Their host is the most famed collector of the day and the royal party has come to see his museum of curiosities from around the globe. The prince sits a while with this ‘good old gentleman’ and conveys ‘the great esteem and value he [has] for him personally, and how much the learned world [is] obliged to him’ for amassing such marvels.1

The tour commences with the spectacle of stones both alluringly beautiful and decidedly curious. The collector’s assistants have arranged tables in three front rooms decked out with open drawers bristling with ‘precious stones in their natural beds’ as well as bezoars or ‘concretions in the stomach’, ‘stones formed in animals, which are so many diseases of the creature that bears them’ and stones from ‘the kidneys and bladder[s]’ of people. Mortimer poetically explains that the more exquisite specimens come from the ‘bosom’ of the earth, and he luxuriates in their chromatic variety: ‘the verdant emerald, the purple amethist, the golden topaz, the azure saphire, the crimson garnet, the scarlet ruby, the brilliant diamond, the glowing opal, and all the painted varieties that Flora herself might wish to be deck’d with’. The royal couple are also shown ‘the most magnificent vessels of cornelian, onyx, sardonyx and jasper’. These ‘[delight] the eye’, Mortimer states, yet do not fail to prompt spiritual reflection as well by raising ‘the mind to praise the great creator of all things’.

The prince and princess stand aside while the displays are changed. As if the stage for a gluttonous banquet, the same tables are made to exhibit ‘a second course with all sorts of jewels’ and ‘gems carv’d or engraved’, now joined by the ‘stately and instructive remains of antiquity’. The royal guests step aside once more while a ‘third course’ of this opulent mineral feast is served up featuring gold and silver ores, to which are added whole new classes of objects including ‘precious and remarkable ornaments us’d in the habits of men, from Siberia to the Cape of Good Hope, from Japan to Peru’, as well as coins and medals stamped with celebrated visages from the ancient world to the present such as Alexander the Great and King William III. The tour moves into a gallery measuring over 100 feet in length, festooned with corals, crystals, fossils and ‘the most brilliant butterflies, and other insects’, painted shells, and feathers ‘vying with [the] gems’ for vibrancy, followed by ‘the remains of the antediluvian world’. They pass through chambers lined with manuscripts, books and albums – among them twenty-five volumes of prints sent by the King of France – accompanied by 334 herbarium volumes containing dried plants from around the world. Moving downstairs, they enter several rooms ‘filled with curious and venerable antiquities’ from Egypt, Greece, Etruria, Rome, Britain ‘and even America’. The ‘great saloon [is] lined on every side with bottles filled with spirits’ that contain numerous animals while the halls are ‘adorned with the horns of divers creatures, [such] as the double-horn’d rhinoceros of Africa’ and ‘deer’s horns from Ireland nine feet wide’. Mocking Britain’s great eighteenth-century rivals, Mortimer observes how the ‘weapons of different countries’ show that the ‘Mayalese’ (Malaysians) ‘and not our most Christian neighbours the French, had the honour of inventing that butcherly weapon the bayonet’. He concludes by paying homage to the prince, acknowledging the ‘many judicious remarks’ Frederick utters in his presence. The prince, meanwhile, declares his ‘great pleasure’ at seeing ‘so magnificent a collection in England’. ‘How great an honour will redound to Britain’, he adds, ‘to have it established for publick use to the latest posterity.’

Remarkably, within five short years, this is exactly what happened. The British Parliament purchased the Chelsea collections in 1753 and created the British Museum to house them. But who was responsible for accumulating such an astonishing array of curiosities in the first place? How had they been brought to London and how did they occasion the founding of the world’s first free national public museum?

The man behind the collections, and the British Museum, was Sir Hans Sloane (1660–1753). It was Sloane who hosted the prince and princess in Chelsea. But who was he and why did he make these collections? Although Sloane Square is one of the most famous addresses in London today, Sloane’s exploits remain little known. Born in Ulster in the year of the Restoration of Charles II, Sloane became one of the leading figures in science and medicine in the seventy years between the Glorious Revolution and the Seven Years’ War. His life spanned several historical transformations that allowed him to assemble a formidable range of collections, as the British Isles evolved from a group of peoples riven by religious and ethnic conflict, deriving their livelihood primarily from agriculture, into a more united and prosperous nation that came to command the most extensive commercial empire in the world. This empire reached from North America and the Caribbean islands to South and East Asia, and thrived on the profits of the Atlantic slave trade and plantation system that generated unprecedented wealth for many, Sloane included. It was through this empire that Sloane made his fortune; constructed a vast network for making collections; and established the unique legacy of a free public museum dedicated to the ideal of universal knowledge. This book tells their story and, in so doing, reveals how encyclopaedic collecting on a global scale shaped the origins of the modern museum.

Sloane’s is a curious case of fame and amnesia combined. His name has always remained visible in London, etched on to its very streets: Sloane Square, Hans Crescent, Hans Town, Hans Place, Sloane Street and Sloane Avenue, mostly developed in the 1770s by the architect Henry Holland on land originally owned by Sloane in what is now the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea. Sloane’s heirs, the Earls Cadogan, are today the largest landowners in the borough and among Britain’s wealthiest families. In Sloane Square, a restaurant named The Botanist contains an unexpected shrine to its hero: the back wall features specially coloured engravings of Caribbean specimens that Sloane collected on a voyage he made to the colony of Jamaica in 1687. The original plants on which many of these are based survive in the Sloane Herbarium at the nearby Natural History Museum, where the star attraction is the cacao sample Sloane brought back three centuries ago. At the Royal Society, where Sloane became president, the caption accompanying his portrait by Godfrey Kneller states not only that his curiosities ‘formed the foundation collection of the British Museum’ but also claims that he ‘invented milk chocolate’. A historic trade card suggests that the Cadbury brothers used a Sloane recipe for their own famed brand, while the engraving he commissioned of his Jamaican cacao specimen today adorns boxes of Hans Sloane Chocolates. Additional portraits, statues and busts of Sloane can be found off the King’s Road, in Chelsea Physic Garden (the forerunner of Kew Gardens), the British Library, the British Museum and the National Portrait Gallery. Asking people what Sloane did, however, draws a blank. In the 1980s, Sloane Rangers were much derided as the well-heeled denizens of Sloane Square, but such notoriety sparked little awareness of Sloane himself. Because the British Museum does not bear his name, the link between the two is often missed. Indeed, Sloane is frequently confused with Sir John Soane, the architect who redesigned the Bank of England in the nineteenth century and whose house in Lincoln’s Inn Fields remains open to the public. Sloane’s original abode, off Bloomsbury Square, does not, and the house at Chelsea Manor no longer stands.2

Sloane’s story lies buried in layers of later history. Popular memory of the British Empire, for example, focuses on the Victorian and Edwardian eras, and India and Africa, glossing over earlier centuries when it was the West Indies that fired colonial ambitions. Narratives of the history of science have long venerated figures in physical science like Sloane’s contemporary Isaac Newton, spinning tales of solitary genius while ignoring the highly social form of science Sloane practised through a network of correspondents: natural history. Even in natural history, Sloane has been eclipsed by the Swedish taxonomist Carolus Linnaeus, whose transformation of plant and animal classification in the eighteenth century upended botany as Sloane had known it. British histories of science and empire have also neglected Sloane, often beginning instead with Joseph Banks’s journey to the Pacific with Captain Cook in 1768, innocuously framed as a ‘voyage of discovery’ funded by an enlightened state in the pursuit of useful knowledge. And only occasionally have Sloane’s contributions to what early modern Britons called ‘the natural history of man’ been acknowledged as part of the long history of ethnography. Next to heroic tales of figures like Newton, Linnaeus, Banks and later Charles Darwin, Sloane’s scientific odyssey as a curiosity collector who ventured into the disturbing world of Atlantic slavery, where African men and women toiled to profit British merchants and planters, has proven a far harder story to tell.3

Sloane’s neglect is particularly striking given that he became president of both the Royal Society and the Royal College of Physicians, that he published one of his era’s most lavish natural histories, that he was instrumental in creating the British Museum and that many of his objects later became core collections in other major institutions: London’s Natural History Museum, which opened in 1881 and houses his specimens, and the British Library, whose autonomous existence began in 1973 and which houses his library. A large part of these collections survives, including thousands of preserved plants in the Sloane Herbarium; objects and picture albums, numbering in the hundreds, held in the British Museum; thousands of letters, manuscripts, pictures and printed books at the British Library; and forty-four of his original fifty-four handwritten catalogues. These remarkable collections, perhaps the largest assembled by a single individual in the eighteenth century, Sloane assembled using the substantial sums he earned as a society physician, income from Jamaican slave plantations, rent collected on land in London and salaries from public offices.4

Sloane ranged. When the breadth of his activities is confronted, the paradox of his neglect comes into focus: Sloane is nowhere because he was everywhere. He has become invisible to us today because we cannot categorize him, since his career connected domains we now see as unrelated. Imagine the core collections of the British Museum, the British Library and the Natural History Museum all under a single roof – artefacts, books and manuscripts, plant and animal specimens. That was the roof of Sloane’s house. Imagine the person assembling these collections conducting one of the most profitable medical practices in London and one of the most extensive private correspondences in the world, writing to savants around Europe, settlers in Britain’s American colonies and journeymen around India and China. Imagine that same person assembling a globally sourced plant herbarium in search of useful new drugs yet also collecting such curiosities as an enigmatic ‘coral hand’ (below) and a ‘shoe made of human skin’; the head of an Arctic walrus and an array of magical amulets; drawings of specimens commissioned by the King of France and Buddhist shrines smuggled out of Japan; manuscripts ranging from travellers’ journals to handwritten copies of the Qur’ān. Finally, imagine this grand architect of early modern European learned life – the Republic of Letters – trafficking in commercial intelligence of all kinds while watching over his family’s plantations in the West Indies. Sloane did all these things and more.5

Sloane’s neglect is most of all a result of the division of knowledge since the eighteenth century. To our eyes, his brand of natural history seems hopelessly eclectic in its universal reach: how could manuscripts and shells, medals and animals all merit the term ‘curiosities’? His plants look recognizable enough as scientific specimens; but not so his coral hand or shoe made of skin. These varied collections, originally conceived as one, were subsequently divided in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as specialized modern disciplines like biology, geology, anthropology and archaeology became defined and codified, reorganizing museums in the process. Today, researchers must go to the British Library at St Pancras to read Sloane’s manuscripts; to the British Museum on Great Russell Street to examine his objects; and to the Natural History Museum in South Kensington to study his plants. This physical division of the collections into different institutions has proven a stubborn obstacle to understanding the totality of what he did and why. Call it the puzzle of the Piccadilly Line: it should have been easy to take the tube and study Sloane’s manuscripts, objects and specimens together, but scholarly specialization and the division of the arts and the sciences have inhibited the very idea.6

[image: image]

Drawing of Sloane’s ‘coral hand’ in an early guide to the British Museum: Sloane collected curiosities of all kinds, including ones that pointed to patterns of design in nature such as the ‘coral hand’.

Not only have Sloane’s collections been divided, they have often been scorned. While his European manuscripts remain intact and frequently used in the British Library, and his herbarium is still working material for botanists, other parts of the collections have been destroyed, thrown out, put into storage or simply ignored. By the early nineteenth century, the majority of his animal specimens lay ‘mouldering or blackening in the crypts of Montagu House, the tombe or charnel-house of unknown treasures’, prompting the curator William Leach, who ‘despise[d] the taxidermy of Sir Hans Sloane’s age’, to organize ‘cremations’ that sent ‘the pungent odour of burning snakes’ wafting down the museum’s terraces. Those animals, numbering in the thousands, are now all but gone. The nineteenth century saw a series of astonishing antiquities enter the museum, from Athens’s Parthenon Marbles to the Assyrian sculptures of Nineveh and Nimrud, eclipsing Sloane’s curios in the process. By 1852, one guidebook described Sloane’s objects as forming ‘a very insignificant part’ of the museum, while the following year antiquities curator Augustus Franks came upon a medieval English astrolabe of Sloane’s ‘in the cellars among refuse, covered with rust’. An article in 1935, in that well-known museological record the Daily Mail, recounted the rescue of one of Sloane’s pharmacopoeia drawers filled with ‘scientific and superstitious remedies’ from the basement of the Natural History Museum under the heading ‘ “Magic” Chest [Found] among Rubbish’. Over time, Sloane became the curiosity at the heart of his own museum and the fortune he spent on his collections the measure of his folly. The ‘fanatical’ Sloane ‘paid the surprisingly large sum of 10 shillings (50p) for this specimen’, reads the twentieth-century caption for ‘the vertebre of an ox through the hollow of wch passed an oak twigg wch grew above and below it swelling out’ (Plate 39). Curators and scholars have differed over whether Sloane was a harbinger of the Enlightenment or the kind of figure the Enlightenment, in its dedication to systematic rational classification, had to sweep away. The great historian of medicine Roy Porter cheerfully listed Sloane as a member of ‘any Enlightenment first team’ but wrote virtually nothing about him. As recently as 1974, histories of the British Museum spoke of its ‘confused beginnings’ and of Sloane as a ‘flamboyant eccentric’. Was Sloane one of the heroes of modernity or a pre-modern embarrassment? Only in 2003 did the museum restore its founder to a measure of visibility in its new ‘Enlightenment Gallery’. But to a large extent Sloane’s story remains untold, both in that gallery and beyond.7

To understand how and why Sloane collected requires two voyages: one into his collections and one out into the world from which he gathered them. The first involves setting aside triumphalist narratives of scientific progress that distort the past by judging it according to present concerns and focusing only on those elements that lead to the present as we see it. Treating Sloane as a fully historical figure, on the other hand, necessitates reconstructing past structures of thought and practice as much as possible on their own terms: rather than try to pull Sloane into our world, we must enter his. The point is obvious but essential because Sloane has often been marginalized by narratives of the seventeenth-century Scientific Revolution that focus narrowly on the physical sciences and the actions of a small cast of characters in metropolitan Europe alone. Sloane, by contrast, reorients our entire conception of early modern science by forcing us to open our gaze to the pursuit of natural history on a global stage through the many exchanges of knowledge that took place across cultures in this era. Though traditionally overlooked by scholars because he invented neither new theories nor new classification systems, Sloane’s career demonstrates the scale on which knowledge was already globalized by the eighteenth century and how its accumulation was actually carried out. Here was a man with both the inclination and the resources to sample and survey every single thing in God’s creation – to collect and catalogue the variety of the world, or so he dreamed. But how?

Even histories of collecting have paid scant attention to this question. They have used Sloane to mark the emergence of the modern public museum as his great posthumous legacy but gloss over his vision and how he tried to realize it during his own lifetime. The marvels and rarities of the curiosity cabinets or Wunderkammern (wonder-cabinets) of the Renaissance – the tradition out of which Sloane’s collecting emerged – were long excluded from histories of science because they were deemed unscientific by later standards. This dismissal was decisively challenged, however, by Michel Foucault in The Order of Things, published in 1966. The futile bloody carnage of the First World War had moved artists and thinkers early in the twentieth century to question celebratory narratives of modernity and the progress of civilization based on reason, science and technology. The Surrealists, as they became known, chief among them André Breton, became fascinated by curiosities precisely because they defied rational classification. Half a century later, Foucault found inspiration in the writings of Jorge Luis Borges, specifically his essay ‘The Analytical Language of John Wilkins’ (1942). In this work, Borges recounted how Wilkins, one of the founders of the Royal Society, sought to devise a universal or natural language for classifying every thing in the world, in his 1668 Essay towards a Real Character and a Philosophical Language (one of the first books Sloane acquired for his library). Borges, however, countered that the kinds of classifications Wilkins proposed were not in fact natural or rational but arbitrary. He compared them to an imaginary ‘Chinese encyclopaedia entitled the “Celestial Empire of Benevolent Knowledge” ’, which sorted animals into comically asymmetrical categories: animals ‘(a) belonging to the emperor, (b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) sucking pigs … (h) included in the present classification … (k) drawn with a very fine camelhair brush, (l) et cetera’. The lesson Foucault drew from Borges’s fantastical list was not so much that the past was a foreign country as that foreign countries pointed to Europe’s own past. Borges’s Chinese encyclopaedia suggested the possibility of finding exotic yet discernible principles of order in early European classification systems, whose histories Foucault and subsequent scholars then proceeded to reconstruct. The key to this historical recovery was the realization that what was considered scientific or rational was not static or fixed but varied according to time and place.8

Borges’s association of curious classification systems with exotic societies points to the second voyage required to make sense of Sloane’s collections: one out into the British Empire and the early modern world. Sloane’s engagement with that world has been interpreted very differently over time. His last biographies, published in 1953–4, treated his story essentially as a European one, despite his voyage to Jamaica and his many colonial connections. One of those biographers was the evolutionary biologist, veteran of military intelligence and director of London’s Natural History Museum Gavin de Beer, who lionized Sloane as a model of disinterested truth-seeking and international cooperation during wartime. This was a Cold War view of Sloane: writing in years fraught with the dread of nuclear war, de Beer in his aptly titled book The Sciences were Never at War (1960) held Sloane up as exemplary of how scientists should be ‘above the battle’ in political affairs. But half a century later a rather different Sloane emerged from feminist historian of science Londa Schiebinger’s groundbreaking Plants and Empire (2004), which showed how Sloane’s work in natural history was part of the militarized expansion of European capitalism, in which rival empires fought rapaciously to seize natural resources from indigenous peoples through violent means such as slavery. From Cold War diplomat to neo-liberal bioprospector, accounts of Sloane’s engagement with his world have inevitably shifted with changing preoccupations.9

Scholarly accounts of collecting, especially art, often emphasize the ‘passion’ and individual psychology of the collector. But this approach gives individuals too much credit and their contexts too little. Collecting the World argues above all that for Sloane collecting a world of things meant collecting a world of people. Universal knowledge demanded universal acquaintance, up and down the social hierarchy and reaching across different cultures. As the sociologist and philosopher Bruno Latour has pointed out, the word assemble means both to construct something and to bring people together. What Sloane assembled was a function of whom he assembled. The origins of the British Museum lie in the many relationships he cultivated in Britain and around the world, as well as the contacts his correspondents cultivated among the peoples of Asia, the Americas and beyond. These networks were not the context for Sloane’s work, they were his work, and required constant management and negotiation. But what sort of creature was the man at the heart of this web? That the identity of a collector may be discovered in his or her possessions is a renowned cliché. Books and films have often explored this notion, most famously Orson Welles in Citizen Kane (1941), where journalists investigating the death of the eponymous newspaper magnate (based on William Randolph Hearst) scour his enormous collections for clues to the meaning of his dying words and thus his life. Yet, it seems, the more someone collects, the harder they become to find in their collections – Kane dies an enigma.10

In the pages that follow what is striking is not how much Sloane revealed himself through his collections but, rather, how little. There were different Sloanes to different people: friends praised his conviviality and good company but at least one contemporary judged him reticent and a poor speaker, and he made his share of enemies. The collector who amasses such a varied museum haunts posterity: it beggars belief that one person could make so many judgements about so many different things. In Sloane’s case, the key to the puzzle is that he did not make such judgements alone, often relying on others. Yet there is a personal story in his collections that has never been told. This is the tale of Sloane the outsider, the Ulsterman in London, the consummate tactician who eschewed conflict in favour of discretion, connection and advancement in Britain’s imperial capital, turning himself into one of its shrewdest resident gentlemen and a pillar of the establishment. It is also the story of Sloane the doctor, the professional identity that shaped his judgements about what counted as science rather than superstition, and about who was enlightened and who was not – judgements that animated his collecting and informed his vision of his museum. This story, hitherto invisible in institutional histories of the British Museum, is explored in the chapters that follow. They describe how Sloane realized his dream of universal knowledge through a brilliant alignment of institutions of state, trade and colonization to serve his personal ambition.11

Sloane’s story is told here through his manuscripts, correspondence and published writings but also, and for the first time, through his surviving specimens, objects and their voluminous catalogues. Part One charts his colonial origins and travels. Chapter 1 traces Sloane’s Irish background in the years after the Restoration, his relocation to London and his training as a physician, including a tour of France, set in the context of early modern science, collecting and colonization. Chapters 2 and 3 show how slavery provided an essential foundation for Sloane’s scientific career, medical reputation and personal fortune. They focus on his voyage to Jamaica as physician to the governor and the fifteen months he spent there, doctoring and making collections through extensive interactions with the island’s planters and also its African slaves. The specimens he collected enabled the production of an encyclopaedic two-volume Natural History of Jamaica (1707–25), which established him as a leading naturalist on topics ranging from botany to race. The process by which Sloane turned specimens into scientific art for his lavishly illustrated book, cataloguing the resources of England’s rising slave colony as an exemplary work of colonial science, is described in detail.

Part Two traces Sloane’s rise in London after the Glorious Revolution as one of Britain’s elite physicians with a central role in public medicine, and as a fixture of the Whig establishment and ambitious collector. Chapter 4 shows how Sloane set himself up in private practice while securing a key position at the Royal Society, acquiring numerous offices and completing his Natural History. But it also argues that from early on Sloane’s natural history collections, associated as they were with new professional fortunes and the profiteering of global trade, were vexed by accusations of intellectual shallowness and social climbing. Not everyone saw the beauty or utility of all those curious bezoar stones Sloane delighted in showing off. Global trade enabled the pursuit of universal natural history, aimed at gathering as much of the world’s variety as possible, yet troubled its status in an era of ambivalence about Britain’s interactions with the wider world. Chapter 5 reveals how Sloane’s collections were the fruit not of individual genius but of collective labour, exploring the processes by which numerous colonial travellers in foreign cultures generated the contents of his ever-expanding museum and how he negotiated with them to obtain their curiosities. Chapter 6 shows how managing the collections through cataloguing, labelling and annotating also required collective endeavour through a team of curators, to realize Sloane’s dream of total information architecture, even as he began to display his museum to friends, scholars and dignitaries. It examines how Sloane envisioned his collections as a providential exhibition of natural resources to be exploited by enlightened savants while mocking those who saw nature as a magical entity to be coaxed with spells and charms. Critics, however, continued to doubt the pretensions of the parvenu physician, deriding his growing museum as the expression of a corrupt materialism.

Finally, Chapter 7 describes how the British Museum came into being as a result of the terms Sloane laid down in his will. As people collect objects, objects collect people, drawing communities to them that preserve, study and venerate them. The idea of some form of public museum was not new in Sloane’s day but a legacy of the ancient world. The library at Alexandria in fourth-century Egypt, for example, was part of its Musaeum, a term originally denoting a temple devoted to the Muses (the mythical goddesses who inspired literature, culture and the arts), designed for a community of scholars and modelled on Aristotle’s school at Athens. Sloane’s vision was original, however, in calling for a universal museum in both senses: a gathering of all the things of the world open to all the citizens of the world. The result was the creation of the world’s first free national public museum, although the terms of public access were to be bitterly contested and even resisted by the museum’s early managers. The establishment of the British Museum thus produced both a great historical irony and an enduring cultural debate. It created the conditions for Sloane’s subsequent disappearance within the walls of his own museum and, more importantly, posed an urgent question still with us today. What – and who – are public museums for?12
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Part One



EMPIRE OF CURIOSITIES




1

Transplantation

THE NATURE OF OTHER COUNTRIES

The few memories Sloane recorded of his youth tell of a life lived hunting after nature’s treasures. He had always been ‘very much pleas’d with the study of plants, and other parts of nature’, he recalled in the introduction to his Natural History of Jamaica in 1707, and had seen many curiosities ‘either in the fields, or in the gardens or cabinets of the curious’ in his native land. In 1710, thanking the Earl of Cromertie for a description of the curiosities buried in the bogs of Scotland occasioned a comparison with his home soil. ‘I have seen many such,’ Sloane told the earl, ‘and know your Lordship’s account of them to be very exact and true.’ Sloane remembered watching labourers cut up turf to harvest peat for fuel and how they discovered fir trees’ roots and stumps, the roots’ branches matted together under the sod. This wood was sometimes turned into candles or rope, and used for windmill posts and masts for ships. There were skeletons of giant elk, golden chains, ‘pieces of money’, and bark that locals used to fashion vessels for storing butter. Years later in 1725, thanking the Yorkshire botanist Richard Richardson for some specimen woodcock birds, Sloane recounted how he used to visit ‘many small uninhabited islands’ as a boy ‘where the ordinary sea-mews, &c. have laid their eggs often on the ground, without any or with at least very small nests, so thick, that it was difficult to pass along without treading on them; while the birds made a terrible noise over our heads’. The scene is brief but suggestive of the career that followed: Sloane and his companions coolly invade a natural preserve to gather precious specimens, unfazed by the uproar around them.1

These scenes took place not in England or Scotland, or on some remote tropical isle, but in Ulster in the north of Ireland where Sloane was born and grew up. The world of his youth was one remade by the Protestant Reformation, the conflicts it fostered in the British Isles, the union of the Crowns that created the nation of Great Britain and England’s colonization of Ireland. Ireland was invaded by its eastern neighbour as early as the twelfth century, when Norman barons attempted to subjugate Ulster’s ruling Gaelic lords, the O’Neills and O’Donnells. It was a drive that intensified with the threat posed to Protestant England in the sixteenth century by Spain, which had acquired immense wealth and power through the extraction of silver from mines in American colonies like Peru. English colonists claimed it was necessary to hold Ireland in self-defence against the possibility of Spanish attack and chopped down its woods for the purpose of fuel and building. In 1603, James VI linked England, Wales and Ireland with his native Scotland, becoming King James I. After the O’Neills and O’Donnells fled to mainland Europe in 1607, the English moved to consolidate their dominion over property and politics, while transplanting Protestants from England and south-west Scotland, many of them Presbyterians, to take possession of the land. As the invaders gained the upper hand, a series of fifty-five London companies organized themselves into a joint-stock venture or corporation known as the Irish Society, aiming to take control of Ulster from its Catholic inhabitants and overcome the resistance of wood-dwelling rebels called ‘woodkernes’, facilitating colonization. According to King James’s attorney general Sir John Davies, Ulster was ‘the most rude and unreformed part of Ireland’; settling it, said His Majesty, would ‘establish the true religion of Christ among men … almost lost in superstition’. To many like Thomas Blennerhasset, however, who arrived from Norfolk in 1610, what counted about ‘goodly Ulster’ was the profitable cultivation invited by its ‘pleasant fields and rich groundes’.2

The Sloane family came to Ulster as servants of the aristocracy. Among the new Protestant arrivals was James Hamilton from Ayrshire in Scotland in 1603. Hamilton acquired land and title, becoming the first Viscount Clandeboye in 1622 in reward for working as an agent for King James. When Clandeboye died in 1644, his son, also named James Hamilton, inherited his land and became the first Earl of Clanbrassil. Clanbrassil married Anne Carey, daughter of the Earl of Monmouth, in 1641, but his affairs floundered after he supported Charles I’s losing cause in the Civil Wars of the 1640s against Oliver Cromwell. The Hamilton–Carey marriage, meanwhile, indirectly brought about the wedding of two of their servants: Alexander Sloane, a cousin of the Hamiltons, who had also come from Ayrshire to manage their estates, and Sarah Hickes, who had come with Anne Carey. Alexander and Sarah Sloane went on to have seven children, although only three survived to adulthood. James became a barrister and MP; William became a merchant. Their youngest son, Hans, was born in the market town of Killyleagh, County Down, on 16 April 1660. His name, not uncommon in Scotland at the time, was evidently given in honour of the first James Hamilton’s father back in Ayrshire, the Reverend John (Hans) Hamilton of Dunlop. The significance of the name Hans is thus two-fold: it reflects the closeness between the aristocratic Hamiltons and their faithful servants the Sloanes, and speaks to the Reformation heritage of Sloane’s family, since Hans Hamilton had been the first Protestant vicar of Dunlop. Sloane’s father Alexander did well for himself. After Charles II’s Restoration in 1660, he mustered troops on behalf of the king as a commissioner of array and became a landowning member of the gentry, employing tenant farmers to work his land. On his death, he left behind estates at Rowreagh and Ballygarvan in County Down. These, however, went to his first-born James, according to the conventions of primogeniture. Hans, his youngest, would have to make his own way in the world.3

Even though Hans’s most youthful years were a time of relative peace, uncertainty stalked the Hamiltons’ fortunes. The Civil Wars had spawned bloody Irish rebellions during 1641, when Catholic gentry and Gaelic peasants took retribution against the Protestants, although the uprising was fiercely put down by Cromwell’s New Model Army. After the Restoration, Charles extended greater toleration to Catholics, Ulster developed economically and the Protestants consolidated their ascendancy. Division nevertheless remained a hazard of new Irish fortunes. While the Hamiltons backed Hans’s brother James as Whig MP for Killyleagh, his father Alexander became involved in disputes over the will of the Earl of Clanbrassil. The will stated that Clanbrassil’s land must pass to his son Henry, but should Henry and his wife the Countess Alice lack an heir, the property would be shared among Henry’s uncles. One story has it that the countess persuaded Henry to make his legacy over to her, before Henry suddenly died – some allege poison – leaving the dowager Alice to claim everything for herself. Servants then recovered an original copy of the will, prompting legal suits to reinstate the uncles. Ultimately, the estates were divided among several bickering relatives, with much of the property passing to Sophia Hamilton, daughter of yet another James Hamilton, a County Down squire.4

Such were the quandaries of Hans Sloane’s early existence. Born into a land remade by conquest and colonization, he grew up the child of servants of the aristocracy and an Ulster Protestant of Scottish descent, one of the so-called New English settlers of Ireland. He was, therefore, strictly speaking neither English nor Irish (nor Scottish) but a member of the minority ruling elite, who were heavily outnumbered by the disenfranchised Catholic majority, and tended to identify themselves as ‘the English of Ireland’. The political identity of the Ulster elite was ambiguous. They simultaneously asserted loyalty to Ireland while expressing desire for close ties to England. Archbishop James Ussher of Armagh, the leading defender of the Protestant Church of Ireland in the early seventeenth century, advanced the argument that Protestantism was in fact much closer to the original form of Irish Christianity than Roman Catholicism. ‘The religion professed by the ancient bishops’, Ussher controversially wrote in his Discourse of the Religion Anciently Professed by the Irish and the British (1631), was ‘the very same with that which now by public authority is maintained therein, against the foreign doctrine brought in thither in later times by the Bishop of Rome’s followers’. Ussher’s improbable contention was that Catholicism had been imposed while Protestantism was indigenous. On the other hand, the directors of the Irish Society were based in London and many colonists kept up close links to the capital, entertaining hopes of greater political union and looking to the British monarchy and their fellow Protestants for direction. How Sloane understood his own ethnic and national identity is not entirely clear, as he left no written statements on the subject. But the shape of his life was very much a British one rather than an Irish or, for that matter, English one in any narrower sense. While he always maintained family ties and allegiances to Ulster, Sloane would later move to London, never to return to his native soil.5

As an Ulster Protestant, Sloane benefited from the suppression of Ireland’s Catholics, the seizure of their land and the wealth this brought the colonizers. He likely enjoyed highly cordial if not familial relations with the aristocratic Hamiltons, whose company appears to have lent him an easy sociability around persons of different rank, which was later to become one of the hallmarks of his own extensive social circles. Writing to Sloane to describe his qualifications as a scholar in 1728, Thomas Stack, who became his librarian, flattered his patron with a paean to the easygoing character of the Irish nobility, which he insisted Sloane had inherited. ‘In this blest isle the supercilious frown / Marks not the greatest lord from meanest clown. / Easy access and affability / Are Characters to know the nobles by … / Then all a free and friendly ear may claim, / And peer and peasant are to them the same.’ But Sloane’s youth offered vivid lessons of the perils of discord, too, from the bloody struggle over Ireland to the acrimonious dispute over the Hamilton will in what was virtually his second family. He witnessed his father’s example of how professional service and property ownership could confer genteel standing yet also how such property required resolute management to avoid division and conflict.6

Most importantly, Ulster was where Sloane discovered the natural world and was first captivated by the prospect of its possession. He marvelled at the flora and fauna around Killyleagh, at the western edge of Strangford Lough, not far from the Irish Sea. The eggs he and his companions took from the seagulls probably came from the nearby Copeland Isles. The Hamiltons likely gave him his first intellectual exposure by granting access to their library at Killyleagh Castle, and although no record survives of what he read there, the young Protestant Sloane surely read his Bible. This heritage would have rooted him in a tradition of Christian reverence for the natural world but it would also have given him a sense of duty to use it for human advantage. For early modern Christians, the Book of Genesis taught that the laborious conversion of ‘wilderness’ into gardens was a pious act that redeemed the original sin of Adam and Eve, the Fall from grace and the loss of Eden. ‘The world is a great library, and fruit trees are some of his bookes wherein we may read & see plainly the attributes of God his power, wisdom [and] goodness,’ the Staffordshire Puritan and gardener Ralph Austen wrote in one of many such statements in his Spiritual Use of an Orchard (1653). English Protestants often understood their possession of others’ land in the terms of a providential capitalism: as a means of ‘improving’ both the soil and themselves through mastering botany, cultivating gardens and profiting from agriculture. Sloane would adopt such views and later wrote that it was ‘a great contentment’ to him ‘to see many things cultivated in English gardens which I had seen grow wild in other countries’. When he gazed at nature as a boy in Ulster, he saw a landscape under colonial occupation. So the first of those ‘other countries’ was, paradoxically, his own native land.7

CURIOSITY AND CONNECTION

Sloane’s youth was no jaunt, however, but one almost terminated by severe illness at the age of sixteen. In 1676, Sloane was afflicted by a ‘violent hæmorrhage’ and started spitting blood. According to the historian and secretary of the Royal Society Thomas Birch, whom Sloane later made one of his trustees and to whom he granted a lengthy interview late in life – our main source for his youth – Sloane spent the next three years largely confined to his room in Killyleagh. He slowly recovered his strength, although the problem was to recur throughout his life. The illness marked him and proved formative in more ways than one. From this moment on, Sloane took care always to monitor his diet and, unlike many of his contemporaries, moderate his drinking. He made himself a study in sobriety and became expert, as Birch put it in a resonant phrase, in ‘the prudent management of himself’. While the fight over Hamilton’s Ulster estates suggested the wisdom of efficiently managing one’s affairs and relationships, the severity of Sloane’s illness taught him the necessity of managing his body with scrupulous care. Likely as a consequence of this illness, at least in part, he determined to seek his professional fortune by embarking upon a career as a doctor.8

Three years later in 1679, like many of his fellow Ulstermen, Sloane crossed the Irish Sea and made his way to London. Transferring to the English capital, with its beckoning opportunities, was a sign of his ambition. ‘Most of our young gentlemen are gone or going to London,’ Viscount Rosse later complained of his Protestant countrymen early in the eighteenth century; ‘what is to be done’, reflected another Irish observer more resignedly, ‘will be done in London.’ London was the centre of the British world but it was roiled by Protestant–Catholic tensions. The year before Sloane arrived, the Anglican priest Titus Oates divulged details of a fictitious Popish Plot in which he alleged the existence of a Catholic conspiracy to assassinate Charles II. The ensuing Exclusion Crisis of 1679–81 revealed that Charles’s brother James, Duke of York, was in fact a practising Catholic. Alarmed at this turn of events, the Whig Party moved to bar James by law from becoming king, although Charles, with the support of the Tories, succeeded in blocking them by repeatedly dissolving Parliament. Charles, meanwhile, was seeking greater toleration for Catholics because of a secret pledge he had made to convert to Catholicism in return for assistance from his cousin Louis XIV, the King of France, against England’s leading commercial and military rivals, the Dutch. As the Oxford anatomist William Gould told Sloane in January 1681 – in the oldest letter extant in the Sloane correspondence – it was a time of ‘troublesome, jealousyes, fears, plot & counterplots’ that left England an ‘unsettled and tottering nation’.9

Sloane must have been concerned by this state of affairs but he focused on learning the craft of medicine and grounding himself in the study of botany. He took lodging in a house in Water Lane, Blackfriars, next to the chemical laboratory situated at Apothecaries Hall, headquarters of the Society of Apothecaries, which had been set up early in the seventeenth century to organize the apothecaries’ challenge to learned physicians for the right to prescribe and sell medicines. Here Sloane met Nicolaus Staphorst, a German chemist who instructed him in the art of decocting, fermenting and distilling plants for ‘the preparations & uses of most chemical medicines’. He thus began on the most practical rung of the medical ladder. He started frequenting anatomy lectures, too, still controversial at the time because of their associations with grave-robbing and commercial entertainment, though just whose lessons Sloane attended or what they emphasized is not known. Sloane did not obtain a university education so his reading at this time likely had something of an autodidactic quality. His tendency was, in any case, to things as much as words and to gardens as much as libraries. To Sloane, rather, gardens were libraries; as Christian botanists like Austen insisted, the ‘book of nature’ was written by God to be read by the pious, species by species. To this end, he made trips out west to Chelsea Physic Garden, maintained by the Society of Apothecaries since 1673, training his eye to distinguish between different species and commit them to memory, as well as learning their virtues as ingredients for herbal medicine. One could only judge whether the price of a medicament was fair, Sloane later told a friend, if one knew its ingredients – the judgement of one schooled in the art of pharmacy. Chelsea also boasted the latest botanical technology, which Sloane observed with keen interest by permission of Mr Watts, the head gardener. ‘He makes under the floor of his greenhouse a great fire-place … and conveys the warmth through the whole house by tunnels,’ he excitedly told a friend. This system for transplanting and acclimatizing exotic species to produce new fruits was among the first of its kind in England and seized Sloane’s imagination with its potential to domesticate foreign plants via artificial climate control. Watts ‘thinks to make, by this means’, he continued, ‘an artificial spring, summer, winter, &c.’.10

Beyond his apprenticeship, Sloane enjoyed advantageous social connections that bridged the Irish Sea, and he soon began insinuating himself into genteel and learned society. The Anglo-Irish were a close-knit diaspora, with especially tight links between Ulster and London, where the Irish Society was headquartered. In his memoir of Sloane, Birch indicates that the key to his early London progress was his fellow countryman the noted experimental philosopher and pre-eminent Fellow of the Royal Society Robert Boyle, a native of County Waterford on Ireland’s south coast and heir to the fortune of the Earl of Cork. There is some evidence to suggest that Boyle may even have maintained ties with a former romantic interest who was the sister-in-law of the Earl of Clanbrassil, the employer of Sloane’s father; and that Clanbrassil had courted Boyle’s sister Mary. Sloane’s close family friends the Hamiltons may thus have furthered his career from back in Ulster. Boyle’s wealth, reputation for Christian morals and standing as a founding member of the Royal Society meant that his friendship could open doors to both learned and polite acquaintance for the young Sloane, and his patrician character surely disposed him to do so. Boyle’s youthful compatriot left nothing to chance, however, and Birch teasingly records that Sloane ‘cultivated [Boyle] by communicating to him whatever occurr’d to himself, which seem’d curious & important’, although what these things were he does not say. Reports of rare objects, perhaps, unusual phenomena or novel apparatus, such as Watts’s furnaces or Staphorst’s laboratory (Boyle owned his own experimental laboratory), or some of the plants Sloane started collecting around London about this time. Whatever he offered, it worked, and Boyle received him with ‘every mark of civility and esteem’. Curiosity was the currency of learned exchange and favour, as Sloane quickly grasped. His oldest-surviving plants are specimens he gathered in 1682, not for himself but for the gentleman collector William Courten, who also became Sloane’s ‘very particular and intimate friend’ at this time.11

Sloane trained as a physician at a moment when philosophical accounts of the natural world were very much in flux. The original writings of ancient Greek and Roman philosophers on topics ranging from natural philosophy (the physical sciences) to medicine and natural history had been lost with the decline of Greece and the fall of the Roman Empire. But many Greeks and Romans had been translated into Arabic (and Aramaic) by scholars under the Islamic Caliphates that extended from the Middle East and North Africa to the Iberian Peninsula (al-Andalus) after the seventh century CE. This translation work was supported by the House of Wisdom (Bayt al Hikma) in early ninth-century Baghdad, founded by the Abbasid Caliph al-Ma’mūn, and included intensive commentaries on such key writings as Galen’s treatises on medicine by the tenth-century Persian Muslim polymath Ibn Sīnā (known in Europe as Avicenna). Innovative mathematics and experimental sciences also flourished under the Caliphates, such as the tradition of al-kīmiyā’ (alchemy) which derived from Greek, Egyptian and other sources and was described in manuscripts like the Corpus Jabirianum, attributed to the Muslim Arab polymath Jābir ibn Hayyān (later called Geber in Europe). After the Ottoman Empire conquered Constantinople (Istanbul) in 1453, bringing down the Eastern Roman Empire of Byzantium, numerous scholars and manuscripts travelled west, especially to the Italian peninsula, prompting new Latin translations by Renaissance Humanists. Although most European university scholars would adhere to ancient philosophical teachings until well into the eighteenth century, the retranslation of this Arabicized scientific corpus stimulated considerable ferment. The sixteenth-century Polish astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus adopted techniques used by Muslim astronomers of the Marāgha school (in Iran) and posited a mathematical explanation for a cosmos in which the earth revolved around the sun, rather than the sun around the earth as the Almagest of Ptolemy of Alexandria had insisted, even though Copernicus’ objective was not revolutionary scientific change but reconciling his views with Aristotle’s model of a geometrically perfect cosmos, which he still supported.12

The Pisan natural philosopher Galileo Galilei’s observation of ungeometrical spots on the surface of the sun using powerful new telescopes during the early years of the seventeenth century, and his support for Copernicus’ hypothesis that the sun was indeed the centre of the universe, further undermined the scientific orthodoxy of Aristotelianism. Some began to question both the ancient teachings that dominated university curricula and esoteric or so-called occult philosophies that, like Aristotelian theories of causation, characterized nature as an entity imbued with its own soul or inherent purpose. These traditions included Hermetic magic (after the fabled pagan deity Hermes Trismegistus), varieties of Neo-Platonic thought and practices such as alchemy and astrology. In writings published during the second quarter of the century, René Descartes and Pierre Gassendi in France, and Boyle in England, articulated a ‘mechanical philosophy’ that rejected the idea that nature behaved purposefully. Instead, ‘corpuscularianism’, as it also became known, focused on what Descartes termed ‘matter in motion’ and accounting for the behaviour of ‘corpuscles’ (atoms) without reference to innate principles of activity. Experimental programmes dedicated to reassessing physical causation in mechanical terms became established in new scientific institutions such as the Accademia del Cimento, founded by Galileo’s students in Florence in 1657, and the Royal Society, founded in London in 1660.13

Scholars have often labelled these events the Scientific Revolution, associating them with a momentous shift towards truly empirical scientific methods. At their most emphatic, as expressed in works like Herbert Butterfield’s Origins of Modern Science (1949), such narratives have identified this shift with the birth of a modern secular worldview that embodied the triumph of human reason and the supremacy of western civilization. The phrase ‘Scientific Revolution’ was coined only in 1939, however, by the French historian of science Alexandre Koyré, while teaching in Cairo, and tends to distort how seventeenth-century sciences were in reality marked by important continuities with the past as well as significant change. By contrast with the classic narratives of revolutionary change, virtually all natural philosophers, including Descartes and Boyle, were committed Christians who saw their mechanical account of nature not as a replacement for the biblical story of the creation but as a complementary account of the workings of God’s universe. The devout Boyle, architect of the Royal Society’s experimental programme, was also a practising alchemist with an extensive interest in the supernatural. Experimentation had been carried out in many other cultures in previous periods, for example by the alchemists who maintained laboratories in the medieval Islamic Caliphates. The mechanical philosophy, meanwhile, was neither novel nor particularly empirical, since it drew on ancient Greek sources like Democritus and Epicurus and no one could actually see the atoms it posited as the basic building blocks of matter. Isaac Newton’s epochal Principia mathematica (1687) reduced the movements of both heavenly and terrestrial bodies to mathematically computable laws of motion and gravitation, leading eighteenth-century disciples to celebrate a Newtonian universe that ran like a machine, a vision reviled by Romantic-era critics such as William Blake, whose famous 1795 print Newton depicted the great natural philosopher as a soulless geometer indifferent to the sublimities of nature. Both of these views, however, were distortions of Newton’s work and of how he saw the world. In secret, Newton too was a practising alchemist, a zealously unorthodox Christian who denied the Holy Trinity and a prophetic millenarian who spent more time calculating biblical chronology than on the mathematics of the Principia. He estimated that the Day of Judgement would come in the year 2060. Rather than describing a randomly mechanical universe, Newton’s discussions of the ‘active powers’ at work in matter such as electricity and magnetism in his Opticks (1704) were taken by some to reintroduce the controversial possibility that matter behaved according to innate principles of activity, resembling the ‘occult’ conceptions of Aristotelians and magicians.14

Sloane’s exposure to doctrines of mechanical matter appears to have come primarily through chemistry. ‘Chymistry’, as it was then known, referred to a range of practices that ran the gamut from rigorous technical experimentation to mystical visions of its role in charitable Christian living. In its medical application, chemistry provided an alternative to Galenical healing, which focused on balancing the four humours (blood, phlegm, black and yellow bile) to promote bodily health through interventions such as bloodletting and purges. The sixteenth-century Swiss-German healer known as Paracelsus (Philippus Aureolus Theophrastus Bombastus von Hohenheim) was accused of engaging in demonic magic, but his adaptation of alchemical techniques for the medical preparation of minerals was nonetheless highly influential, as he espoused a vision of the body as a microcosm of the material universe (the macrocosm). His followers coined the term iatrochemistry for chemical healing. The Flemish chemist Johannes Baptista van Helmont subsequently rejected Paracelsus’ microcosm/macrocosm model, but his own spiritual quest to discover a liquid subtler than fire that would dissolve material bodies (the alkahest) still derived from Paracelsian principles. The ideas of both Paracelsus and van Helmont appealed strongly to English dissenters and reformers during the Civil Wars and the Republic, but after Puritanism had been repudiated during the Restoration mechanical theories of matter as a passive rather than active entity gained currency.15

We have no direct record of Sloane’s reading during his medical training, but the French chemist Nicolas Lémery, whose lectures Sloane later attended in Paris, likely played an important role in shaping his attitudes. Sloane probably first met Lémery in London in 1681 on a trip the Frenchman made to England to seek patronage from Charles II, and they would meet again in France two









BURIED TREASURE AND THE PILLARS OF HERCULES
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Curiosity cabinets and universal knowledge as depicted by the Danish collector Olaus Wormius in Museum Wormianum (1655): Sloane’s collecting was shaped by Renaissance dreams of assembling the world in microcosm as a theatrum mundi, including natural specimens and artificial objects of all kinds.
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Coral-encrusted spar and coins with jellyfish as curious hybrids of art and nature: treasure hunting brought Sloane to Jamaica in 1687 when he sailed as physician to the Duke of Albemarle, who hoped to make a fortune from salvage dives on sunken Spanish galleons.







PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia

India | New Zealand | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]

First published by Allen Lane 2017

Published in Penguin Books 2018

Copyright © James Delbourgo, 2017

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover image: Rear of Montagu House, later the British Museum; c.1715, engraving by James Simon © The Trustees of the British Museum.

Plant detail by Maria Sibyll Merian © The Trustees of the British Museum.

ISBN: 978-0-718-19444-4


OPS/images/penguinLogo_large.gif





OPS/images/9781846146572_CollectingTheWorld_003_IMGX.png
i

& Numimnus asgenténs | < Siig 4. Utica marina foluta, preprivea oblonga, circhis
2. e . . 1, o & =
panicus Cuj Lapis astroites [ 3 longilsimis.p. 7. A Carvrell.
imafcitur,ab codem naufragio T B L7 2. .
S £(s & Z

b

'/4 = 7. Nummus arge: %
ifpanicus, fabftantia Lapidea
ncruﬂah(ﬁ,\}al‘;;;od'i'h\nnuhngio

oo i
o2 Navvis,propeHispaniolam annDom . (I /050 Naufragium pafiw,afiex.a clavo ferreo

tran(fixus corallioafpero candicante 1B, Obfitus, % a fundo Maris anno 7687, expilcatus.

VY Guche Seuty





OPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Magnificent, an enthralling read’
Sunday Times






OPS/images/penguinLogo_small.gif





OPS/images/PCHI_1.gif





OPS/images/prhuklogo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





OPS/images/9781846146572_CollectingTheWorld_002_IMGX.png





OPS/images/9781846146572_CollectingTheWorld_001_IMGX.png





