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Childhood: Spitalfields, Essex, Yorkshire

AT the ragged eastern edge of the City of London is a district known as Spitalfields. Today it is very sparsely peopled; wave after wave of immigrants has come and gone, leaving a few sad Indian faces on the streets and a floating population of tramps who build bonfires at the deserted corners on winter Sundays. The buildings are a mixed lot also: Victorian breweries and factories tower over tiny almshouses, whole streets are near derelict and the Georgian church has an even more theatrical and misplaced air than most of its fellows. Such eighteenth-century terraces as still stand are decayed and covered in grime; they have not housed families for many years.

Spitalfields has never been a particularly happy or prosperous place. Very far back, a Priory (or Spital) is supposed to have used the land as a burial ground, but in the seventeenth century it was all open fields. Then, as London drew more and more men and women from their native villages, the rows of houses began to go up, eating away the green to the north and east. Settlers came from far afield: Ireland, the north of England, East Anglia, the continent. The road from Cambridge and the north-eastern seaports ended in Bishopsgate, the busy main street of Spitalfields; behind its shopfronts and merchants’ dwellings spread the warrens, alleys and courtyards of the immigrant poor. Many found work in the silk weaving trade established there, and in the 1680s came the French protestant weavers banished by Louis XIV, bringing some extra skills to the trade.

After this more and more weavers came crowding in, more and more rows of shoddy houses went up over the green lanes and along the lines of ancient meadow boundaries. By the middle of the eighteenth century the streets were dark, dirty and crammed; when the looms were humming in the houses the noise was drearily insistent, when they fell silent it meant hunger, sometimes riots. The trade was always insecure; weavers were generally despised, recognizable by their stunted height and pale faces. Their wives and children usually worked alongside them, and a whole family might be crowded into two rooms, where they laboured and lived the best they could. Outside, the street life of the apprentice boys who slept under the looms or in the cellars was brutal too: dog fights, duck hunts towards the Bethnal Green ponds, the baiting of an ox filched from Smithfield market. Here and there a weaver kept a caged bird high up at a window to whistle for his caged family as they worked, and the Huguenots tried to brighten their lives by tending narrow strips of garden: Vine, Elder and Blossom Streets still commemorate their efforts. But for the most part it was a place of stench, din and ruthless competition.1

As the century went by and still more workers came to the district, a few men from amongst the anonymous mass began to make considerable profits. They did it largely by remodelling the cottage industry: the old, direct dealings between craftsmen and clients were ended, and instead piece-workers were employed by the masters who organized orders and delivered on a large scale.

One of these successful capitalists was a man called Edward Wollstonecraft. Born in 1688, he had arrived in Spitalfields, probably from Lancashire,fn1 early in the century, and settled in Primrose Alley, a turning off Bishopsgate, ‘all mean and poor people’.2 He married a wife, Jane, five years older than himself; it may have been the traditional and sensible match between the journeyman and his master’s daughter. For her it meant a steady series of pregnancies, the deaths of almost all her children and the collapse of her health. Edward brought his mother and sister to live with them, and Jane died after twenty years of marriage, worn out. He took another wife, Elizabeth, continued to work hard, amassed money and invested it cleverly; he outlived his second wife also, eight of his children and several grandchildren.3 He served as a captain in the city militia in the middle of the century4 and acted as an officer of his parish: that of St Botolph Without Bishopsgate. By the time he reached his sixties he felt entitled to call himself not merely a man of substance but also a gentleman, and so he was described in the deeds of the house he built in 1756.5

Of all his sons, the only long-lived one was the youngest, Edward John, who served out his apprenticeship to his father in the days of his prosperity and became a handkerchief weaver, probably without having to apply himself too hard. When Captain Wollstonecraft moved to his splendid new establishment on the other side of Bishopsgate, Edward John remained in a cottage in what had now become Primrose Street, where his father owned half the houses. He continued to rule his family with a firm hand, but the son was chafing to escape from this domination.

He disliked his trade and he disliked London itself. He had married, whilst still an apprentice, a pretty young Irish wife, Elizabeth Dixon, and she too was reluctant to settle in the city. A son was born, followed on 27 April 1759 by a daughter, Mary.

On the twentieth of May Mary was carried from Primrose Street along Bishopsgate to St Botolph to be christened.6 For hereditary christening gifts, she had her paternal grandfather’s willpower and ambition and her mother’s Irish fluency of tongue. Otherwise there was not much for her: most of the Wollstonecrafts were short-tempered and liable to fits of depression; they were not noted for intellect or good looks, and displayed no interest in anything outside their purely personal affairs. Mary’s father, having lost his mother young, had been brought up with a mixture of neglect and indulgence; he was sporadically affectionate, occasionally violent, more interested in sport than work, and not to be relied on for anything, least of all for loving attention. Her mother was indolent by nature and made a darling of her first-born, Ned, two years older than Mary; by the time the little girl had learned to walk in jealous pursuit of this loving pair, a third baby was on the way. A sense of grievance may have been her most important endowment.

Another was her sense of rootlessness. She never had a word to say about her grandfather except that he was ‘a respectable manufacturer’;7 and neither he nor her father could provide the anchorage into a place or a social class that a steady, solid line of male relatives might have done. She observed early that people rose by their wits and fell for lack of them; ‘l’esprit seul peut tout changer’, as Figaro sang.8 It was to be the creed of all her contemporaries who, like her, became revolutionaries in the Nineties.

If we are to trust Mary’s own account, nobody was particularly interested in her as a child. She was not a prodigy of learning like some of the bluestockings of the age who read English at two and Greek at ten; she probably spent her time penned into the backyard in Primrose Street with her nurse, teased by her father’s workmen, held back from the dangers of the main street, peeping out at the world when she could from the dark little house. When she was two her mother bore a second son, Henry Woodstock Wollstonecraft.9 He did not live long, and the loss of the baby boy must have made Ned doubly precious to his parents. It may also have helped to persuade old Edward to buy a farm out at Epping for the young family; so many of his infant sons and grandsons had died in Primrose Street. From now on the children lived partly in the country, and Edward John divided his time between business and farming.

Mary claimed that she did not know whether she was born in London or Epping.10 Most mothers talk to their children about these things, but evidently Mrs Wollstonecraft did not; and it may also be that Mary decided very early on to remember only the farm, where she was relatively free, and forget the noisy streets of Spitalfields and the dominating figure of a stern old man whose interests were confined to church affairs and the financial future of his family. But they were still in London a good deal; in the summer of 1764 a fourth baby was born, and christened in St Botolph again: a sister, Eliza, sometimes known as Bess.11

The following winter old Edward settled down to compose his long and carefully considered will.12 First he paid the protestant businessman’s conscience money: extensive bequests to the parish paupers and all the inmates of three debtors’ prisons. Then he made provision for a grandiose funeral. Then he divided his estate into three parts: one third for his daughter by his first marriage (already a middle-aged woman with children nearly grown up), another third to his son Edward John, and the final third to six-year-old Ned. Ned also inherited his grandfather’s portrait, a solemn reminder of the ambitions that were being laid on his shoulders. There was nothing for the little girls, not so much as a silver spoon apiece.

In February 1765, at the age of seventy-six Edward Wollstonecraft died. Mary was nearly six, Ned seven; he had a good opinion of himself already, and now he came into a fortune as big as his father’s. In the years ahead there were to be many wrangles over money, but for the moment Ned was almost everyone’s favourite: ‘the son, who is to carry the empty family-name down to posterity’ as Mary wrote scornfully later.13 The overt preference given to Ned in terms of love and money stung her quite as sharply as any of the injustices of her life.

Now, with nothing to keep them in London, the Wollstonecrafts moved further out to another farm at Barking, beside the river, and kept only a property-owning and business link with Spitalfields. Mary’s aunt and cousins, if they had ever been at all close, were lost to sight; possibly Elizabeth Wollstonecraft was eager to cut their connections with the sources of their income. The satirists of the day, with their mockery of aspiring weavers and their families, encouraged such determined and absolute rejections by those who got away. In any case, Elizabeth was not a Londoner, but came from Ballyshannon on the west coast of Ireland, a pretty little town where her family lived genteelly, doing well out of the wine trade.14 To her it doubtless looked easy enough for a family to move up the social ladder; her brothers’ sons would be able to buy commissions in the army and navy;15 she may have encouraged her daughters to turn up their noses at trade and consider themselves a cut above their origins; certainly Mary was capable of simple snobberies all her life and professed a deep contempt for business. Perhaps her mother told her tales of the delights of life in Ireland. If her father ever recalled the pleasures of his London apprenticeship, they were not calculated to win the admiration of his small curly-haired daughter, who developed an early passion for animals and a detestation of cruelty of all kinds.

At Barking, the Wollstonecrafts’ neighbours and friends were the Gascoynes, sons of a lord mayor, Sir Crisp, whose money had been made in much the same fashion as theirs, albeit in larger amounts. The Gascoynes were to become members of parliament, see their family fortune increase and channel it into the aristocracy; already they inhabited an elegant country house, Bifrons.16 More modestly, the Wollstonecrafts planned to better themselves by farming in a gentlemanly way, and intended Ned for the law. Perhaps also they hoped one day to be able to give their daughters enough to make good marriages into the country gentry, if they were lucky, and pretty, and docile.

But Mary was none of these things. It was soon observed that whereas Bess was nice-looking and polite, her elder sister was sharp in manner and often angry in appearance: her eyes bulged, the corners of her mouth turned down. From a very early age she nourished the sense that she was unappreciated and denied affection that was her due. In her fictional account of her childhood she described playing in a garden and a wood, making up songs and conversing with angels:17 the picture suggests loneliness and an early taste for the rather one-sided dramatic exchanges she practised all her life. Slighted on grounds of inferior age and sex by her elder brother, and never a candidate for the petting that went to each new baby in turn, she looked elsewhere. A third daughter was born at Barking, Everina – Mary wrote her name Averina, which suggests the family’s pronunciation – and then a third son, James. All the children flourished now and the death of Henry could be forgotten. Ned started school, Mary made toys of dogs and flowers, and ‘an old housekeeper told her stories, read to her, and at last taught her to read. Her mother talked of enquiring for a governess.’18

At Barking, where her parents were enjoying their first freedom to do as they pleased with their money, and emulating the high style of the Gascoynes, her mother might well have thought of a governess for her daughters. But Mr Wollstonecraft had the tastes and vices of a country squire without the acreage or capital; he loved both horse and bottle but proved impatient and incompetent as a farmer. Things went badly, the prospect of a governess receded, capital was already dwindling. Almost before Mary became aware of her position as a lady, the family began to slide back down the social scale.

Her father’s remedy for failure was to move on. So when she was nine they packed, said farewell to neighbours and set off up the Great North Road in a cavalcade of horses and coaches for what must have seemed like a foreign country. They were going to a farm near Beverley in Yorkshire, where the common people spoke an almost incomprehensible tongue and the land was as flat as Holland all the way to the North Sea. In those days it was not drained, and in winter it flooded and sometimes froze for mile on mile. It was good wild country for a child who preferred animals to people and liked to be out roaming in search of angels, and for some years Mary remained a solitary and a tomboy. The birth of her youngest brother, Charles, who became her favourite, reconciled her only a little to the role of eldest daughter and occasional childminder.

As time passed she began to see the attractions of Beverley too. Mr Wollstonecraft took a house in the centre, overlooking the Wednesday Market; on one side stood the huge Gothic minster that dominates the town physically. A new organ was installed soon after the Wollstonecrafts arrived, and a festival of Handel’s music held to celebrate the occasion. There was also a theatre, and a new set of Assembly Rooms for dancing had just been built by public subscription. Beverley society was lively in many ways. To the west of the town a racecourse stand was put up for the crowds who attended the famous races and horse fairs, which may have attracted Mr Wollstonecraft in the first place.19 Other local gentlemen were as interested in poetry as in horseflesh; a literary club flourished at Driffield near by. When Mary was fourteen she wrote to a friend quoting some of the deplorable doggerel turned out by the Driffield Bards, and wishing she were old enough to be celebrated amongst the beauties of Beverley; this is her earliest surviving letter.20

The friend to whom she addressed herself was another fourteen-year-old, a girl called Jane Arden, born in Beverley of a similarly wandering family; Mr Arden had lived in Germany, described himself as a ‘philosopher’ and gave public lectures on science and literary subjects.21 Sensitive about the failings she was beginning to perceive in her own family, and contrasting them with the dignified, sober and well-read Ardens, Mary envied Jane her entire situation and attached herself determinedly to the family of the philosopher. The lessons he gave his daughter formed a striking contrast with Mr Wollstonecraft’s professed scorn for the very idea of female learning. He was becoming notorious for his temper and extravagance in the district. Drinking was the general male habit, but he took his drink badly, and Mary’s stories of sleeping on the landing and shielding her mother from his blows convey her view of him. Her willpower was strengthened in the process no doubt, but at the cost of learning to despise her father and pity her mother.

The letters to Jane hinted at dissatisfactions at home but did not dwell on them. At first they were mainly given up to chat about poetry and the theatre, references to macaronis, arch and spiteful remarks about the failings of other girls. Then suddenly all this was swept aside in a storm of emotion. The same tone that Mary would use in her letters when she was twenty-five, thirty, thirty-five, appeared now, when she was a schoolgirl of fourteen; the voice is already unmistakable.

There was a quarrel. Mary accused Jane of neglect and of having hurt her feelings and demanded her own letters back. She then said nothing could ever be the same again but asked Jane to call as usual so that their friends should not gossip. When Jane ignored this letter, a still more frantic one followed in which Mary confessed to jealousy of another girl; the torture was the worse because the Arden parents also favoured the rival. Perhaps they thought Mary was not a suitable friend? She explained herself further:


If I did not love you I should not write so; – I have a heart that scorns disguise, and a countenance which will not dissemble: I have formed romantic notions of friendship. – I have been once disappointed: – I think if I am a second time I shall only want some infidelity in a love affair, to qualify me for an old maid, as then I shall have no idea of either of them. I am a little singular in my thoughts of love and friendship; I must have the first place or none. – I own your behaviour is more according to the opinion of the world, but I would break such narrow bounds.



This seems to have produced some satisfaction, for the next letter started more warmly and admitted she might have been partly in the wrong in the first place; but


Love and Jealousy are twins… I spent part of the night in tears; (I would not meanly make a merit of it.) I have not time to write fully on the subject, but this I am sure of, if I did not love you, I should not be angry. – I cannot bear a slight from those I love.



And to round off the emotional battering she went on:


I shall take it as a particular favour if you will call this morning, and be assured that however more deserving Miss R… may be of your favour, she cannot love you better than your humble servant Mary Wollstonecraft. P.S. I keep your letters as a Memorial that you once loved me, but it will be of no consequence to keep mine as you have no regard for the writer.



However it was Jane who preserved the letters, not Mary.

She had set up an emotional pattern she was never to break. Long before she had read Rousseau she arrived at her own conclusions about the supreme power of feelings and the divine right of the intense to cut a swathe through everything that was insipid, inadequate, conventional or disappointing; and where most of her female contemporaries insisted on the prime importance of protecting oneself by concealing emotion, Mary rejected the idea totally. She blazoned her hopes and her disappointments. She could never wear a mask or keep a weapon in reserve.

Jane’s failure to respond to her affection was not the first disappointment she had suffered, as she was at pains to point out. Perhaps she had her parents in mind. How much they were really to blame for making her unhappy is hard to say; apart from the drunken episodes they seem to have been cool rather than cruel, too preoccupied with their own interests and troubles to give Mary what she wanted of them, unable to fill the roles she wished to see them in, and unappreciative of her efforts to impress them. Some of the motive power of her personality was certainly derived from resentment of their attitude. She was not able to divert her feelings into the traditionally consoling path of prayer, and she was too vehement to sustain an ironical distancing from disappointment. Both Fanny Burney and Jane Austen (and no doubt thousands of other girls) compensated for other lacks in their lives by making sisters into their chief allies and supports. Mary could not. There may have been a little jealousy of Eliza; she had moments of tenderness towards her too, and more towards Everina, but regarded them persistently as children rather than equals, and both fostered and resented their dependence on her. She could never make friends of them; they were always her albatrosses, burdensome, irritating and inescapable.

What formal education Mary received was in a day school, in Beverley or a neighbouring village: there was a grammar school with a good library for Ned, but not for the girls. She was spared being set to master the dubious accomplishments of the boarding school miss. In fact she learned little more than reading and writing, but had enough wit to flourish under this sort of neglect; she wrote of village schools later with a glow of enthusiasm that suggests she enjoyed hers. Her religious indoctrination was mercifully deficient too, product of the sleepy Anglicanism of the times: a scolding, an hour or two indoors and some perfunctory talk of hellfire was Mrs Wollstonecraft’s not very rigorous way of dealing with sin.

More tedious was the machinery of becoming a woman; the necessity for controlling the hair with pins and the body with whalebone, the mysteries and limitations, discreet laundering, pins, ribbons, cumbersome and vulnerable clothes. Twelve to fourteen was thought the correct age for putting girls on their guard against the opposite sex.22 Then the easy shifts and petticoats of childhood were supplemented by stays reaching from breast to thigh. If Mary would have preferred her brother’s breeches she certainly never said so, but equally she never mentioned so much as a ribbon, a cap or a piece of lace.

Instead, she began to ask for a room of her own, somewhere in which to be herself alone; she would not quite belong to the family even if she could not leave it, as she began to dream of doing; she would think for herself, by herself. She declared that she would never marry for money. She would find something nobler and more absorbing than the way of life her father and mother had attained. She began to notice the condition in which servants and the poor lived, the workhouse children and institutionalized widows who were to be seen in Beverley, where many charitable establishments clustered in the shade of the minster. There are scenes in both her novels that suggest she came into conflict with her parents over the treatment meted out to dependents. The story in Mary is dramatic:


A little girl who attended in the nursery fell sick. Mary paid her great attention; contrary to her wish, she was sent out of the house to her mother, a poor woman, whom necessity obliged to leave her sick child while she earned her daily bread. The poor wretch, in a fit of delirium stabbed herself, and Mary saw her dead body… and so strongly did it impress itself to her imagination, that every night of her life the bleeding corpse presented itself to her when she first began to slumber… The impression that this accident made was indelible.23



‘Contrary to her wish’: she was to be reckoned with even if she did not prevail within the family. Of course the episode may be pure invention, but it sounds true, particularly the touch about the nightmares. The pattern was one she came to know well: poverty, motherhood and death juxtaposed, the vulnerable destroyed by those who should most have helped them.

At fifteen, Mary was already a harsh judge of her parents for their social attitudes as well as their personal inadequacies; but they did not altogether destroy her faith in the possibility of domestic happiness: the ideal stayed at the back of her mind, masked for the moment by scorn. And there is no doubt that her family felt something unusual in her. So did Jane: why else keep her letters? But Mary did not know what to do with herself, and no one knew what to do with her. She was avid for life, as her grandfather and father had been, but she did not want to be settled in any way they could imagine for her; and the role of grown-up daughter at home was clearly not going to proceed smoothly.




[2]

Two Sorts of Education

IN 1774, when Mary was fifteen, her father’s financial situation forced him to move again. As she wrote to Jane later,


the good folks of Beverley (like those of most Country towns) were ready to find out their Neighbours’ faults, and to animadvert on them; – Many people did not scruple to prognosticate the ruin of the whole family, and the way he went on, justified them for so doing.1



Despairing of success as a farmer for the time being at any rate, Mr Wollstonecraft settled the family at Hoxton, just north of his old Primrose Street home; but it was not felt as a homecoming for Mary or her younger sisters and brothers, who did not remember any London acquaintance or family and found themselves suddenly confined to a small suburban terrace house. Ned was better off; he was articled to a lawyer and came home at weekends only, to rule the roost: ‘taking particular pleasure in tormenting and humbling me’ wrote Mary.2

Somehow she had gained the impression that she was entitled to a share in her grandfather’s fortune. Her father may have led her to believe this in an endeavour to lay his hands on some of Ned’s money; it would explain the later quarrel between the two men. But for the moment it simply meant that she undertook to resign what she imagined was her share of the money to her father in his need, an act of supposed martyrdom that was to rankle.

With nothing congenial in her family, she looked about for new friends. Neighbours welcomed her, in particular an elderly couple called Clare who had no children of their own; he was a retired clergyman with a taste for poetry, so delicate that he almost never left the house, and mildly proud that his physical deformity was supposed to make him resemble Pope. Mrs Clare was active and hospitable, and they were both fond of the companionship of girls. They encouraged Mary to spend her time with them and gave her books to read: probably Milton and Shakespeare, Thomson and Pope, perhaps Johnson’s Rasselas, with its message of quiet fortitude.

As it happened, it was not only her formal education the Clares took in hand, but also her sentimental education. Another protégé of theirs, Frances Blood – Fanny – had lived in their house for some time and learnt from them some of the accomplishments proper to a young lady: sewing, drawing, a little music, poetry reading and the art of writing a pretty letter. The Clares held up Fanny as a model; but she had left them lately to return to her parents in South London. Mrs Clare offered to take Mary to visit her:

She was conducted to the door of a small house, but furnished with peculiar neatness and propriety. The first object that caught her sight, was a young woman of slender and elegant form… busily employed in feeding and managing some children, born of the same parents, but considerably her inferior in age. The impression Mary received from this spectacle was indelible; and, before the interview was concluded, she had taken, in her heart, the vows of eternal friendship.3

Thus, according to Godwin, the encounter ‘bore a resemblance to the first interview of Werther and Charlotte’. Fanny was eighteen to Mary’s sixteen, slim and pretty and set apart from the rest of her family by her manners and talents. Mary could see in her a mirror-image of herself: an eldest daughter, superior to her surroundings, often in charge of a brood of little ones, with an improvident and drunken father (as it turned out) and a mother charming and gentle but quite broken in spirit.

Fanny was a kindred being, but she was also superior, a creature of angelic appearance and goodness. She danced before Mary’s eyes with a promise of happiness, exactly as Jane had done before. Fanny’s love would make up for the injustices of life at home, and she might even teach Mary to become as perfect as she was. Mary’s determination to experience the ideal friendship rushed her into immediate commitment, and at first Fanny seemed eager to fill the role Mary assigned to her: there was a long initial period of discovery and enjoyment, shared enthusiasms, plans to meet whenever they could and teasing by their families over their urgent need to spend time together. What such a friendship meant to Mary we already know; to Fanny it was something much less exclusive and demanding. The fictional account Mary wrote of their relationship telescoped several years into a much shorter time, but it made clear that fairly soon she began to think she was offering her feelings at an unresponsive shrine once again; and while on the one hand she persisted in maintaining that she had found her ideal, on the other she began to complain that her hopes had ‘led her to new sorrows, and, as usual, paved the way for disappointment’.4 Fanny was no more able than Jane to sustain a passionate sentimental relationship of the kind Mary wanted; she found her eagerness greeted with an increasingly cool response. Everina and Eliza became as dear to Fanny as their sister; and there was a further barrier.

Fanny’s time with the Clares had underlined the painfulness of her position at home; with them, she had appeared as a young lady, whereas in fact the Bloods were really much poorer than the Wollstonecrafts, often in desperate straits for money. Mr Blood was incapable of finding or at any rate keeping a job; he could not even raise the money to get home to Ireland where he came from. (The idea of Ireland as a refuge from trouble that presented itself to the Wollstonecraft girls on several occasions later seems to have originated with the Blood family’s enthusiastic belief that everything would be all right for them once they could get back there.) Dependence on the thoroughly undependable Mr Blood was a nightmare situation for Fanny, and to escape from such a family she knew only one way: she had to attract a man enough to make him overlook her family’s deficiencies.

At the Clares’ she had met and fallen in love with a young businessman, Hugh Skeys, who had engaged himself to her on impulse; but now he was frightened of what his parents would think if he married a penniless girl with improvident parents. Fanny’s anxieties about the situation left her little to give Mary in return for her devotion.

Mary was often hurt by the involuntary indifference which these consequences produced. When her friend was all the world to her, she found she was not as necessary to her happiness; and her delicate mind could not bear to obtrude her affection, or receive love as an alms, the offspring of pity.5

She coped with the situation by assuming her natural dominance; if she could not be beloved, at least she would be the lover. She told herself that the very strength of her feelings gave her the edge over milder, more conventional people. And since Fanny was one of these mild, conventional people, Mary assumed the position of a chivalrous suitor: she worshipped, but presently she began to condescend too, like a Victorian bridegroom. She realized, for instance, that although she lacked accomplishments she was much cleverer than Fanny. She continued to idealize her; she said she cherished her better than anyone in the world; and she began to make plans for living with her – ‘the height of my ambition’.6 But it was clear that the dream rested on Mary’s needs rather than Fanny’s real qualities.

All the while the Wollstonecraft family fortunes continued to deteriorate. After two years at Hoxton Mr Wollstonecraft carried his family off once again, this time to Laugharne in Wales, where they were consigned to a farm whilst he spent most of his time in London, ‘on business or pleasure’ as Mary put it. The separation sharpened her feelings for Fanny – it is easier to idealize by post – and when he decided to bring them back she persuaded her father to take a house at Walworth, near the Bloods, instead of the more familiar northern suburbs. On their return Eliza and Everina were sent to a boarding school in Chelsea, perhaps in the hope of making them more marriageable than Mary. At about that time Ned married, set up house in St Katharine’s Dock, began to practise law and detached himself firmly from his family’s fortunes. Mary was now eighteen. Her plan to set up similarly with Fanny was not very likely of realization but was at least a distraction from envy of Ned and the prospect of her father’s repeated cycle of failures. Once Mary threatened to leave home and was dissuaded by Mrs Wollstonecraft’s tears, but then she announced decidedly that she was going to work as a companion to a Mrs Dawson, a widowed lady chiefly resident in Bath and Windsor. She had found the job for herself, probably by consulting the Clares, and she was not going to give up the prospect.

It was an adventure, a way of earning and saving some money for her future with Fanny, and an escape from the oppression of semi-idleness at home; but it was also a brave move for a girl not absolutely obliged to leave home and earn her living. Fanny Burney called the work of a companion ‘toad-eating’ and painted a horrifying picture of the degradation involved in selling oneself to the bidding of a bad-tempered and ill-mannered rich woman.7 It meant the loss of freedom and dignity – a paid companion had to swallow her pride before she took up her post; she had to be entertaining on demand and efface herself when not wanted; she was likely to receive insults from servants and be the butt of gentlemanly witticisms, if indeed she ever came across any gentlemen. But Mary was evidently quite prepared; Mrs Dawson had the reputation of a formidable employer, and she regarded this as a challenge to her own temper.

And she made a success of it. When she wrote to Jane, with whom she still corresponded intermittently, she mentioned her earlier sufferings at home but sounded cheerful enough about her current life. She described some of the things that amused her: a coach journey with talkative companions, sea bathing at Southampton, the crowds at Bath, and her own sense of superiority over Mrs Dawson’s nieces, who thought of nothing but fashion, a preoccupation Mary despised with the confidence of the deliberately dowdy intellectual woman. She was too discreet to comment in writing on her employer, but aimed her satirical touches where she felt free to do so; for instance, at the old maids of Windsor keeping a sharp eye on the Prince of Wales’s taste in girls:


… all the damsels set their caps at him, and you would smile to hear how the poor girls he condescends to take notice of are pulled to pieces: – the withered old maids sagaciously hint their fears, and kindly remark that they always thought them forward things: you would suppose a smile or a look of his had something fatal in it, and that maid could not look at him, and remain pure.8



To Jane, Mary also wrote lyrically about her feelings for Fanny and plans for the future with her. ‘The roses will bloom when there’s peace in the breast, and the prospect of living with my Fanny gladdens my heart: – You know not how I love her’: perhaps Jane was meant to feel a little jealous. But Fanny herself was pining. Hugh Skeys was now away in Lisbon, increasingly negligent, and her health was beginning to deteriorate. Mary blamed and despised Skeys but profited by his neglect of Fanny to busy herself with her alternative ideas; sometimes these were transformed into accompanying her to Lisbon, but more often she seems to have expected to have her to herself:


I have now given up every expectation and dependance that would interfere with my determination of spending my time with her. – I know my resolution may appear a little extraordinary, but in forming it I follow the dictates of reason as well as the bent of my inclination; for tho’ I am willing to do what good I can in my generation, yet on many accounts I am averse to any matrimonial tie.9



Not all these accounts were to do with Fanny. Mary brooded over what it meant to be the wife as well as the daughter of men such as her father and Mr Blood, and she also seems to have doubted her own ability to attract a husband. There was a good deal of talk in her letters about wrinkles and prematurely aged appearance, as though she had decided to make a virtue out of her ugliness as well as her plain clothes, proudly disclaiming any wish for what she feared she would not be offered.

There were also mysterious references to something that had happened to shock her: ‘painful circumstances, which I wish to bury in oblivion’.10 An anecdote taken from her autobiographical novel, Maria, may possibly offer a clue to this remark: a young girl asks a middle-aged lawyer, ‘a man of the world, with rosy face and simpering features’, to assist her in a charitable exercise, and finds herself being kissed and fondled in return for his help, without understanding what he is about. If something of the sort had happened to Mary it doubtless took on a disproportionate importance in her imagination for a while, and confirmed her suspicion that men were more likely to be predators than supports.

She may have been impressed too, as so many women were, by the elopement of Lady Eleanor Butler with Sarah Ponsonby, in 1779; their behaviour caused a furore of admiration. The strong-minded Lady Eleanor saved her friend from the unwelcome attentions of a male guardian, and the escaping pair set up a temple of friendship for themselves in a Welsh valley, Llangollen Vale; here they received selected visitors in an exquisitely arranged house and garden, and became the envy of many women with no taste for the ordinary arrangements of society. Nobody thought of characterizing their friendship as perverse, in writing at any rate, until the twentieth century. Women of the world knew perfectly well what lesbianism was, but regarded it as a dirty little vice of servant girls, boarding schools and actresses, and did not think of applying it to cultivated women of decent unbringing.fn1 Mothers were warned against allowing their daughters to form such relationships, but they did not associate them with the emotional bonds of friendship; they came into the category of gross behaviour.

So Mary was perfectly easy about her feeling for Fanny, which ‘resembled a passion’ as she said, and was almost (but
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Appendix I

Eighteenth-century References to Votes for Women

A reference to votes in local government (i.e., parish council meetings) occurs, by pleasant coincidence, in the register of Mary Wollstonecraft’s native parish of St Botolph Without Bishopsgate, in the minutes of a meeting held in December 1765, when she was six:


NB There was several Disputes concerning whether women who kept House and paid to the Poor, has a Right to Vote for Parish Officers.

It was agreed to be unprecedented, therefore their Votes were not Counted in ye Division.



This suggests that women were actually present at the parish council meeting, though their names are not entered. Perhaps they were weavers’ widows, used to working and earning in their own right; but the weaving industry was going into a decline, and no more seems to have been heard of their claim.

In 1776 Josiah Tucker, the Dean of Gloucester, raised the question of female suffrage in what was intended as a heavily satirical passage (in his Series of Answers to Certain Popular Objections, against Separating from the Rebellious Colonies, being the Concluding Tract of the Dean of Gloucester, R. Raikes & Cadell):


… were Taxation and Representation so essentially connected, and so absolutely inseparable, as Mr Lock and his followers would make us believe; – then most certainly every Man’s Consent (the Consent of every moral Agent of every Sex and Condition) ought to be previously obtained for divesting him, her or them of any Part of his, her, or their natural Rights and Liberties in any Respect whatever. For indeed our personal Rights are nearer and dearer to us, and are more essentially our own (our own Property) than any adventitious Accession of Lands or tenements, Goods or Chattels.



John Cartwright responded to this joke in his Legislative Rights of the Commonwealth Vindicated; or, Take Your Choice! published in the same year.


For want of arguments against an equality of representation, some authors have been driven to the sad expedient of attempting to be witty on the subject. A dignitary of our church, and a writer also who takes upon him to assert the rights of Great Britain, have in particular been pleased to advance that provided this equality be due to men, it must equally appertain to women; and that then of course all the women, as well as all the men, must be free to vote at elections.

It might be want of politeness to ask these gentlemen if they seriously meant what they say; but, as I am serious myself, I will beg leave to refer the Dean to the Scriptures, and the other gentleman to the law of nature and the common law of England, and both of them to the fair sex, in order to settle this point. Man and wife are called in scripture one flesh, in law one person; and by both, the temporal dominion is given to the man. With regard to God and his salvation, the sexes are equal in dignity. Now the matron is the highest of her sex in temporal dignity; and yet, as a wife, she is commanded ‘to submit herself to her husband in everything’; and he, both in scripture and in law, is considered as her representative, her lord, her head. If this be the condition of the matron, it will be difficult, even for a Dean, to show that her inferiors should enjoy a privilege denied to her. But, were the Rev Dean and the bold assertor to receive no greater thanks from the ministry than they are likely to obtain from the fair sex for such attempts to serve them, poor indeed would be their reward. Women know too well what God and nature requires of them to put in so absurd a claim for a share in the rights of election. Their privilege and power are of another kind; they know their sphere.



Who the women consulted by Cartwright were he does not say, though it is possible that one was Ann Jebb. I have not been able to trace the other writer mentioned.

Bentham’s notes on female suffrage are discussed in the text, p. 134.




Appendix II

Family Tree of the Wollstonecrafts
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