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Dedication

For Tom




Author’s Note

I have reconstructed the summer of 1726 from sources that include letters, newspapers, account books, paintings, poems and guidebooks. Though my account of events is always based on the available evidence, the lapse of three hundred years means that sometimes certainty is impossible, and I have settled instead for the plausible. Rather than litter the text with qualifications such as ‘might have’, ‘could have’, ‘probably’ and ‘surely’, I only qualify statements when I feel that the absence of evidence requires it.

Though the summer predates the changes made by the Calendar (New Style) Act of 1750, dates are given in New Style, i.e. they follow a calendar that begins on 1 January rather than 25 March (‘Lady Day’). Quotations are modernised according to the editions from which they are taken, but I have tried where possible to retain the feel of the writing of the period by keeping italics, capital letters and oddities of spelling.
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Introduction


‘To the three Yahoos of Twittenham’

Bolingbroke to Pope, Swift and Gay, 23 July 1726



Almost exactly three hundred years ago, in March 1726, Jonathan Swift travelled from Dublin to London with the manuscript of Gulliver’s Travels in his luggage. He had last been in England twelve years earlier, and was returning to find a publisher for the Travels, and to be reunited with the friends he had made in London in the early 1710s. Of these, the most important to Swift were Alexander Pope, the greatest poet of the age, and the poet and playwright John Gay. The three writers spent the summer together, mostly in Pope’s villa at Twickenham (then also known as ‘Twitnam’ or ‘Twitenham’). Strengthened during the months they spent in such close proximity, the friendship between the three men became for each among the most important of their lives.

Though they were keen to stress that their friendship was not only literary (‘I love and esteem you for reasons that most others have little to do with’, Swift wrote to Pope on the eve of his departure from England in August, ‘and would be the same although you had never touched a pen’), the reunion of the three writers sparked a period of remarkable creative activity.[1] Thirty years earlier, the poet John Dryden had observed that ‘great Contemporaries whet and cultivate each other’.[2] Dryden had been thinking about writers in the age of Augustus, and the artists patronised by Lorenzo de’ Medici, but it is also an apt description of the Twitnam summer. In fact, the meeting between Swift, Gay and Pope in the summer of 1726 was one of the most consequential in English literary history. It was also a pivotal moment in each of the three writers’ careers. So as Swift stood on the brink of the publication of the greatest prose masterpiece of the eighteenth century, Pope turned from the elegant poetry of the early part of his career to the angry, Swiftian, satire of his maturity, while Gay, also influenced by Swift, began writing The Beggar’s Opera.

Together, the great works of the Twitnam summer, Pope’s The Dunciad, Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera and Gulliver’s Travels, contain what E. P. Thompson called ‘page after page of some of the most sustained and savage satire in our history’.[3] The three works collectively constitute the crowning achievement of the golden age of English satire, that is traditionally thought to span the period between 1660 and the 1740s.[4] By the time Swift arrived in London with Gulliver’s Travels in March 1726, the ‘Vein of Ridiculing’ was already considered a peculiarly English habit.[5] ‘Tis the Itch of our Age and Clymat’, the diplomat Sir William Temple had written in 1690, and seventy years later Laurence Sterne was still blaming ‘this strange irregularity in our climate’.[6] As well as writing satire, the English also liked to talk about it, and Swift would not have had to wander long among the coffee-houses of 1720s London before he came across a debate on the morality of satire, the relative merits of the Roman satirists, or the distinction between ridicule, raillery and wit.[7]

Satire thrives in times of factional dispute and public animosities so it is no surprise that the great era of English satire coincided with a period of political turbulence. The divergence of opinion that had erupted in the English Civil War did not disappear with the Restoration, but simmered below the surface of contemporary British life ready to ignite at a moment’s notice. The conversion to Catholicism of James, Duke of York, brother and heir to Charles II in the early 1670s, provided just such an incendiary moment, and the final years of Charles’s reign were overshadowed by a struggle between those seeking to exclude James from the throne, and those who, for all their dislike of a faith that they associated with hostile European powers, clung to the principle of non-resistance to a lawfully appointed monarch.

Though the Exclusionists failed, and James II was crowned King in February 1685, the new monarch’s suspension of laws designed to protect the supremacy of the Church of England quickly alienated the country from his regime. The birth in June 1688 of James Francis Edward Stuart, son to James II and his Catholic second wife Mary of Modena, and the consequent threat of a Catholic succession, proved the final straw. It was in these circumstances that William of Orange and his wife Mary, the Protestant daughter of James II by his first wife Anne Hyde, invaded England in the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688. James fled to France, and William and Mary were crowned as joint monarchs in his place. After the death of Mary in 1694, and William in 1702, Mary’s sister Anne succeeded to the throne, and following her death without living children in August 1714, the crown passed to her second cousin George I, Elector of Hanover.

Despite the peaceful transition from Stuart to Hanoverian rule, a section of the British population remained loyal to the deposed James II, and after his death in 1701, to his son James Stuart (the ‘Old Pretender’), who lived in exile in France and styled himself James III. Known as Jacobites, the supporters of the Pretender plotted to restore him to the throne, aided by European powers who were keen to take advantage of this threat to British security. As well as two full-scale Jacobite rebellions, in 1715 in England and Scotland, and 1745 in Scotland, the first fifty years of the century were punctuated by conspiracies and foiled invasions and revolts that destabilised both domestic politics and foreign relations.

Though political upheaval provided a wealth of material for the contemporary English satirist, it was the emergence of the party system in the late seventeenth century that furnished satire with one of its most enduring and fertile subjects. Party politics dates from the Exclusion Crisis, when parliament divided between those (branded ‘Tories’ by their opponents) who upheld the right of James to succeed to the throne, and those (the ‘Whigs’) who opposed it. By the early 1720s the political tenets of the rival parties had matured. The Tories were now known in particular for their allegiance to the established Church, and their desire for a stable society in which the ownership of land determined political responsibility.[8] The Whigs, on the other hand, supported the rights of religious dissenters, and were associated with the financial interests in the City of London.

Under the terms of the Revolution Settlement imposed on William and Mary in 1689, parliament became the ultimate authority in the political life of the nation. It was in the first years of this new era of parliamentary ascendancy that the party system took hold, and despite the efforts of first William and later Anne to moderate the partisanship of their administrations, the factionalism of politics persisted. The explosion of the newspaper press in the first decades of the eighteenth century, caused in part by parliament’s decision in 1695 not to renew a statutory regime of pre-publication censorship, fanned the flames of party conflict. Exacerbated by the pressures of financing a decade-long European war that drained the public purse, strife between the parties peaked in the early 1710s.

The death of Queen Anne in August 1714 precipitated the collapse of the existing Tory ministry, and the Whigs seized power in a ruthless coup d’état that inaugurated an extended period of political dominance. By the time Swift arrived in London in 1726, the Whig ministry had purged Tories from every post of national and local government, and the first minister Robert Walpole[fn1] was consolidating his control of what was effectively a one-party state. In fact, Swift’s return coincided with the launch of the first effective opposition to the ministry, led by Viscount Bolingbroke, a former Tory minister, and the Whig dissident William Pulteney. Swift had worked as a propagandist for the Tory government in the early 1710s, and during the summer of 1726 he was wooed by the new opposition to write on their behalf.

Though he resisted their advances, Swift’s hostility to a government that he considered oppressive, vulgar and corrupt hardened during the course of the summer. Pope and Gay had previously avoided outright opposition to the ministry, but under Swift’s influence they joined him in open disaffection. This is expressed in the great satirical works of the Twitnam summer, which together constitute an indictment of Walpole’s ministry and the first two Hanoverian kings. In the years that followed, Gulliver’s Travels, The Dunciad and The Beggar’s Opera became a staple of the opposition press, used to illustrate whichever corrupt or autocratic practice was currently the subject of their attack.

The close relationship between the literary works of the Twitnam summer and the political opposition to the Walpole government might seem odd to a modern reader. Today literature has little or no connection to party conflict, but in the 1720s the intertwining of culture and politics was considered normal. The great prose writers of the period, Joseph Addison, Richard Steele, Daniel Defoe and Swift himself, all wrote for government or party, or in Addison’s case was actually a minister of state. This was also a generation of writers who looked outward to society, rather than inward to the self, and accordingly viewed political events as a natural subject for their pen.[9]

Swift believed that it was the duty of government to safeguard literary excellence, by supporting talented writers regardless of their politics. But rather than upholding literary standards, he argued, Walpole had debased them by patronising talentless sycophants. In fact, the first minister made no secret of his contempt for literature, and his hostility to men of letters like Swift, Pope and Gay confirmed their opposition to his rule. But rather than being a simple aberration, the Twitnam writers viewed the philistinism of Walpole, and the first two Hanoverian kings, as a symptom of a wider cultural crisis. This was characterised in their view, not just by the unchecked proliferation of second-rate writing, but by the popularity of decadent foreign art forms like opera, overly pedantic scholarship, and the rise of science.

In its attack on the corruption of the contemporary state, and rearguard action against the forces of modernity, the writing of the Twitnam summer illuminates the history of the period. But it is also universal in its reach, and in the case of Gulliver’s Travels in particular  presents a critique of the human condition that is as apt today as it was when Swift set out on his journey to London in March 1726. The Travels has additionally, over the course of the three hundred years that separate 1726 and the present, maintained its hold on the collective imagination of the world to a degree unmatched in literature. Images drawn from the work, for example of Gulliver being tied down by swarms of little people, are instantly recognisable all over the globe, while the vocabulary of the Travels (‘Lilliputian’, ‘Yahoo’) forms part of languages on every continent. In fact it is startling to recall that the ideas and images that have become part of the vernacular of mankind evolved in the brain of a middle-aged clergyman in Ireland in the early 1720s.




March–April
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1

Arrival


‘I am now writing a History of my Travells, which will be a large Volume, and gives Account of Countryes hitherto unknown.’

Swift to Charles Ford, 15 April 1721



In the early evening of 8 March 1726,[1] Jonathan Swift rode across the heathland between Broxton and Hampton Post with the manuscript of Gulliver’s Travels in his luggage.[2] A plump man, about five foot five inches, with a high forehead, blue eyes and a heavy chin, Swift was approaching his sixtieth birthday.[3] Since leaving Chester at five o’clock that morning, he had ridden fifteen laborious miles, picking his way between the cart ruts and pools of muddy water that pitted the surface of the Whitchurch road. The roads were bad even for March, the ground still saturated from torrential storms that had swept the country a few weeks earlier.[4] On some stretches the track was so waterlogged that he had abandoned it, and had made his way instead on the rough ground to its edge. At other times, his horse had laboured knee-deep in mud, panicking and floundering as he tried to pull himself out of a slough.[5]

Not long after stopping for dinner at a hedge[fn1] inn near Hanlen, it began to rain heavily again. His servant had fumbled trying to unbuckle the strap that bound the two greatcoats, Swift’s and his own, rolled up in a bundle on his saddle and in the meantime the rain had penetrated the fibres of Swift’s gown and cassock.[6] He could feel the moisture now, seeped into the layers of fabric, through his waistcoat, and linen shirt, to his skin. Though he had remembered to cover the tops of his boots with his gown while he waited for his greatcoat, and they were tight-fitting, still he could feel a film of wetness at the soles of his feet. His hat, made of felted beaver fur, and newly waterproofed for the journey, had withstood the onslaught. His wig, which fell in curls to his shoulders, had fared less well, and the loosening tendrils made a steady drip down the nape of his neck.

Now with the approach of evening, the rain had settled into a steady fall, and Swift could only see a few feet ahead of him. There were still eight miles to go to the inn at Whitchurch where they would spend the night,[7] and as his horse stumbled on the clods of mud that formed the surface of this section of the road, he tried to make out objects that were familiar to him, such as a cottage or a copse of trees. It was lucky that he knew the road well, in fact he had chosen it, as he always did, in preference to the route recommended by the map book, which led southeasterly through Tarporley to Nantwich.[8] This was the thirteenth time that he had crossed the Irish Sea and travelled by road to London, in a constant back and forth between Ireland and England that delineated his life.[9]

The last time was twelve years earlier, though then Swift had been travelling in the opposite direction, when he had travelled from London to Dublin in August 1714.[10] That was the most difficult journey he had ever made, not on account of the fatigue of riding two hundred miles on a hired horse on bad roads, though that was bad enough, but from the desolation he had felt at leaving England. The four years preceding that grim ride northwards had been the most glorious of his existence, and the realisation that they were over, that the English bishopric that he yearned for had slipped through his fingers, that he had been slighted in the division of the spoils, overlooked, betrayed even, tormented him for the rest of his life.[11]

Swift had arrived in London in September 1710 as a relative outsider, a clergyman of undistinguished birth and means from a rural parish thirty miles northwest of Dublin. He had been sent by the Church of Ireland to negotiate with the English Government for the relief of a tax on the Irish clergy, but he had little hope of success. Previous attempts to lobby the Whig ministry had come to nothing, or, rather, they had foundered on the requirement that relief should be exchanged for toleration of Irish nonconformists.[12] This was unacceptable to Swift, as it was to his principals in Ireland, and negotiations had stalled. Since then, the Tories had returned to power with the backing of a strong parliamentary majority.

Robert Harley, the first minister of the incoming government, proved more receptive to Swift’s lobbying. In fact, to the Irish clergyman’s surprise, he granted the tax relief without any form of trade-off.[13] Even more gratifying, Harley had courted him to work as a party writer, and within a few weeks Swift was installed as editor of the Tory newspaper The Examiner. This might seem a strange employment for a clergyman, but Swift was also the author of several anonymous political works, for example a recently published lampoon called The Virtues of Sid Hamet The Magician’s Rod.[14] For the next three years, Swift worked as the ministry’s chief propagandist, tasked with selling the Tory policy of peace with France after a long war. In a series of brilliant pamphlets, such as The Conduct of the Allies of 1711, Swift condemned the expense of the conflict, the treachery of England’s European allies, the greed of City financiers in whose interest the war was carried on, and the avarice of the country’s war hero, the Duke of Marlborough.

This was a meteoric rise for Swift who, as the new star of the Harley ministry, was admitted to the closest circles of power. Of particular satisfaction to the Irish clergyman was his election as a ‘brother’ of an exclusive society of Tory grandees, while his invitation to Harley’s Saturday night suppers at his lodgings off the Strand was also gratifying. Swift was in fact so in demand as a dinner guest that he could dictate terms, such as who else would be invited, or what they would eat.[15] He was also a favourite with aristocratic women, who competed to give him the perfect present. Lady Orrery, for example, designed a writing desk for the Irish visitor, while the Duchess of Hamilton made him a special belt with pockets to wear in the summer when it was too hot for a waistcoat.[16]

The unpaid services he had rendered the ministry in successfully smoothing the path to peace, and his intimacy with Harley, now Earl of Oxford,[fn2] and Viscount Bolingbroke, the Secretary of State, led Swift to believe, not unreasonably, that he would be rewarded with a post in the Church of England. He had made no secret of his desire for an English bishopric, or at least a comfortable deanery, in fact on one occasion he had even written to Oxford informing him that the dean of Wells had died and that the place was now vacant.[17] The complacency of well-deserving merit that had characterised Swift’s attitude to his prospects in the first years of his residence in London faltered as one by one the tempting deaneries of Wells, Lichfield and Ely became vacant and were filled by other men. By 1713 he was desperate, and his correspondence took on a new note of world-weariness and disillusion.

At noon on 13 April 1713, Swift brought things to a head. Meeting Oxford by chance, he gave the first minister an ultimatum: ‘I told him I had nothing to do but go to Ireland immediately; for I could not, with any reputation, stay longer here, unless I had something honourable immediately given me.’[18] Backed into a corner, Oxford orchestrated the promotion of the current dean of St Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin to an Irish bishopric, leaving the deanery vacant for Swift. It seemed a tawdry end to a brilliant career and Swift carried its scars to his deathbed.[19]

Swift returned to Ireland in June 1713 and soon fell into a debilitating depression. Staying in Dublin only long enough to be installed as dean of St Patrick’s, he retreated to his rural parish of Laracor.[20] To the exhaustion of the long journey across England and the Irish Sea was added the fatigue of three years of frenetic political activity, the anxiety of the last few months, and the overwhelming, deadening, sense of disappointment. It was not just that he had wanted a bishopric and had been given the consolation prize of a deanery. It was not even that he had had to struggle for preferment, rather than being the recipient of graceful, unasked for, favour. The crushing blow, from which he felt unable to recover, was that instead of the English position he had craved, he had been condemned to what he persisted in calling, in spite of having been born in Ireland, exile.

Swift had a complex relationship with his homeland. Though his mother was of Irish birth and his father had moved there as a young man, Swift thought of himself as an Englishman who had had the misfortune to be born on the wrong side of the Irish Sea. Even when he came to terms with life in Ireland, he identified with the Anglo-Irish settler community who conformed to the Church of Ireland, rather than the native Catholic population or the Presbyterian Scots of Ulster. For Swift, London was the centre of the universe, and to be forced to relinquish it for what he viewed as the provincial backwater of Dublin seemed like banishment.

Though he returned briefly to London in 1714, the death of Queen Anne on 1 August and the ensuing collapse of the Tory ministry ended any residual hope of English preferment. Little by little, and apparently in spite of himself, Swift made a life for himself in Ireland. Though he pretended to despise the ‘so many important Nothings’ of cathedral life, he learned to enjoy his sway over St Patrick’s, entering enthusiastically into disputes with members of the choir, defending his dominion against the encroachments of the Archbishop of Dublin, and enjoying his large house and comfortable income.[21]

Swift developed a circle of Irish friends, and in the summer months he rode about Ireland staying in their country houses. Two English women, Esther Johnson and Rebecca Dingley, whom Swift had met while working for the diplomat Sir William Temple, at Moor Park in Surrey in the late 1680s, and who now lived near him in Dublin, provided the dean with something akin to a domestic life. Swift regarded Esther Johnson, for whom he coined the name ‘Stella’, as his most important, and intimate, friend. Following his retreat from politics in 1714, Swift assumed an indifference to worldly affairs, but by 1720 he had taken on a new role as defender of the Irish against what he characterised as the political and economic stranglehold of the English Government.

It was in these years, as he emerged from the listlessness of the early period of his exile, and developed a new political consciousness, that Swift began to write Gulliver’s Travels. The first recorded reference to the work is in a letter to his Irish friend Charles Ford on 15 April 1721: ‘I am now writing a History of my Travells, which will be a large Volume, and gives Account of Countryes hitherto unknown.’[22] In the years that followed, Swift shared tantalising glimpses of his progress with a small circle of friends, that included Ford, Esther Johnson (‘Stella’), her companion Rebecca Dingley, and a young woman called Esther Vanhomrigh. Twenty years his junior, Swift had met Esther (or ‘Vanessa’, a name he coined for her) in London in the late 1700s, and she was now also living in Ireland. By 19 January 1724, Swift had ‘left the Country of Horses’ and was ensconced in ‘the flying Island’.[23] Nineteen months later, the dean could report: ‘I have finished my Travells, and I am now transcribing them.’[24] He was still busy in late September 1725, ‘finishing, correcting, amending, and Transcribing my Travells, in four Parts Compleat’.[25]

The manuscript that Swift was ‘correcting’ and ‘amending’ in the autumn of 1725 tells the story of Lemuel Gulliver, a ship’s surgeon, and his adventures in ‘Several Remote Nations of the World’.[26] Though the story is now so familiar that it seems timeless, in September 1725 it was a recent invention, just sprung from the creative recesses of Swift’s mind, imagined and shaped as he rode about Ireland on horseback, and reshaped on paper as he wrote in his study in the deanery on winter evenings. Even in the autumn of 1725, as he sat in the country house in Quilca[fn3] that he had borrowed from a friend, correcting and transcribing the manuscript, new ideas came to mind, and there were crossings out and reappraisals, and the book that is now set in stone was still infinitely malleable and shifting.

Had Swift been asked to summarise the plot of the Travels in the autumn of 1725, he might have begun with the structure, which comprises four parts each describing one of Gulliver’s adventures. Of the hero himself, it would be enough to say that he was a ship’s surgeon, of moderate birth and means, whose insatiable quest for adventure led him on an increasingly ill-advised series of foreign travels. During the first of these, on which he embarks on 4 May 1699, Gulliver is marooned on Lilliput, an island inhabited by tiny people, about six inches high, who pin him down with guy ropes, but later release him and cater to his gargantuan appetites with baskets of meat and barrels of wine.[27] Notwithstanding Gulliver’s sterling efforts to preserve the Lilliputians from the attacks of the neighbouring Blefuscudians, he is impeached for urinating on the Empress’s apartments.

Gulliver escapes, and aided by the goodwill of the Blefuscudians, returns home to London where he is welcomed by his wife and children. Two months later, the intrepid traveller embarks on another voyage, this time on the Adventure bound for Surat. Gulliver again courts disaster, for when a storm drives the ship off course, he is stranded in Brobdingnag, a land inhabited by giants. The Brobdingnag farmer who discovers the diminutive surgeon soon realises his economic potential and the adventurer is exhibited up and down the country as a remunerative freak. Salvation is at hand however, for the Queen of Brobdingnag is captivated by Gulliver, and he thereafter enjoys a pampered life at court, engaging in political discourse with the King. But the mariner’s comfortable existence at the Brobdingnagian court reaches an untimely end, when he is stolen by a giant eagle and dropped into the ocean.

It is fortunate for Gulliver that help arrives in the form of a passing ship, and he is rescued and carried back to England. Contrary to expectation, the rigours of this second voyage appear to have left no mark on the stalwart sailor, for within a few months he has set sail again, this time for the East Indies aboard the Hopewell. But ill fate continues to dog Gulliver and before long his ship is overrun by pirates, who set the surgeon adrift in a small canoe, with paddles, a sail, and ‘four Days Provisions’.[28] His visit to the floating island of Laputa sets in chain a series of adventures that includes a tour of the Academy of Projectors in Lagado, where scientists attempt to extract sunbeams from cucumbers, a sojourn on an island of necromancers, and an unnerving brush with immortality in a land called Luggnagg where certain of the inhabitants, the ‘Struldbrugs’, never die.

There is another return to England, but by now it is expected that, rather than stay at home in Rotherhithe with his wife and children, Gulliver embarks on what is to be the last of his fateful adventures. Neither is it a surprise that Houyhnhnmland, where the unlucky Gulliver is deposited after mutineers take over his ship, is not an ordinary place. Before long the surgeon discovers that the Houyhnhnms are a race of intelligent horses, who hold dominion over the Yahoos, a brutish race of creatures that bear a distinct resemblance to man. The disgust that Gulliver feels for the Yahoos, and the realisation that he is in fact one of them, throws the surgeon into a despair from which he recovers only by aspiring to the gentle rationalism of his hosts.[29] Having hoped to live forever with these perfect quadrupeds, Gulliver is devastated when he is expelled from Houyhnhnmland. Returning to England, Gulliver finds that he is unable to adjust to life with that ‘odious Animal’ called man.[30] Repelled by the touch of his wife, he retreats to the stable where he spends his days conversing with his horses.

Towards the end of 1725, as he finished amending and transcribing the Travels, Swift shared its secret with a wider group of friends. On 11 September, for example, he wrote to Dr Thomas Sheridan:[fn4] ‘expect no more from Man than such an Animal is capable of and you will every day find my Description of Yaho[o]s more resembling.’[31] At the same time, Swift began to drop hints about the meaning of the Travels. In August, while still at Quilca, he wrote to Charles Ford that they would ‘wonderfully mend the World’.[32] Six weeks later, in a famous letter to the poet Alexander Pope, Swift declared: ‘the chief end I propose to my self in all my labors is to vex the world rather than divert it.’[33]

Vexation was important to Swift, not only because he often felt vexed himself, but because he found it a useful tool to provoke his reader into a certain way of thinking.[34] It is no surprise then that the experience of reading Gulliver’s Travels involves a fair amount of vexation, both in the milder sense of disquiet or perplexity and in its more combative meanings of riling and agitation. Take Gulliver himself, who persistently flouts expectations as to how a character, and a narrator, should behave. It soon becomes clear that the authenticating details of birth, education and profession with which the hero is introduced are false leads. So, too, are Gulliver’s repeated assertions that he has learned from his experiences. Rather than tracing an arc from innocence to enlightenment that we might expect of a character faced with such unusual, and repeated, peril, Gulliver’s interactions with his fast-changing environments are inconsistent and irrational.[35]

To the difficulty of an unstable protagonist is added the confusion of not knowing whether the narrator is Swift, or is not Swift, or is somewhere in between. In fact, these causes of confusion are related, because the reason why Gulliver is such an unsatisfactory presence in the book is that he is not really a character at all. Instead, he is like a ventriloquist’s dummy through which the author presents his viewpoint, expressly, or by satiric implication, according to his purpose at any given moment. Just as Gulliver’s responses seem maddeningly inconsistent, so the reader is never quite sure, from one sentence to the next, whether Swift means what he says, or partly means it, or whether he is just being ironic.

Disorientation comes in other forms, too, for example in the befuddling nomenclature (Houyhnhnm, Glubbdubdrib, Luggnagg) that the reader struggles equally to read, spell, and pronounce.[36] Vertiginous shifts in scale are also used to discombobulate the reader, as he is upended from Lilliput, where cows are four inches high, to Brobdingnag, where men are as tall as cathedral steeples.[37] Vexations of this milder sort are soon joined by those of a more stringent character. Over the four books of the Travels, the author subjects humans, and the societies and institutions they create, to a relentless critique. By the time he arrives in Houyhnhnmland, the reader has been so battered by evidence of his depravity that he is almost ready to identify with the brutish Yahoo. Swift’s imaginary worlds, it turns out, are really vehicles for what Orwell called the ‘terrible intensity’ of the author’s vision.[38] It is like visiting a hall of mirrors, except, rather than distorting the human condition, the sequential episodes of Gulliver’s adventures bring it into ever sharper focus.

Critics often claim that Swift overdid his misanthropy. In response, the dean might have said that he only spoke the truth, and besides none of his needling is gratuitous. Rather, it is a strategy that provokes his reader into an awareness of their true selves. Without such recognition, after all, there can be no improvement, and Swift will have failed to ‘mend the World’. And even if he did want to ‘vex the world’ rather than ‘divert it’, there is still plenty of diversion to soften the sharpness of the satire. In fact, it is the intricacy and charm of Swift’s description of Lilliput, Brobdingnag, Houyhnhnmland and Laputa that make the misanthropy palatable, and has ensured the Travels a place among the great artistic creations of the world.

*

How precisely Swift carried the manuscript of Gulliver’s Travels to England in March 1726 is an open question. Travelling on horseback had many drawbacks, not least fatigue, bad roads and being caught in a downpour, but there was also the problem of how you carried your luggage. Swift, like other travellers of the period, boxed up most of the clothes, books and other items that he would need in England and sent them to London by carrier. As the carrier’s waggon travelled at an average speed of two miles an hour, it was important to give him a head start. It was partly for this reason that Swift usually planned a stopover on his journeys to London. As a young man he had visited his mother in Leicester, but after her death in 1710 he sometimes stayed in Oxford for a couple of days, and this is what he did in March 1726.

Swift also had to pack for the journey. Space was limited so he took with him only a handful of items, perhaps a few clean shirts, an extra pair of stockings, a spare handkerchief, slippers, a book to read by candlelight in his chamber in the inn, a toothbrush, his quill and shaving equipment. Since the rest of his clothes would be making their slow way to London on the carrier’s cart, Swift also had to be careful in what he wore.[39] Given the inclement weather, he was probably dressed for the journey south in a linen shirt, knitted breeches and stockings, a fustian waistcoat, a long cassock buttoned up the middle, a gown with gathered shoulders and bell sleeves, a full-bottom wig and a large-brimmed beaver hat.[10] His breeches, which were full and baggy at the seat, were finished at the knee with a row of buttons.[41] He kept his stockings up by folding them over the knee band of his breeches, and his long linen shirt was tucked in at the waist.[42] His waistcoat extended almost to his knees, but like the cassock that covered it, was partially unbuttoned to allow for ease of riding. When it was not in use, the dean’s greatcoat, made from kersey or a similar weatherproof material, was rolled up with the servant’s coat and strapped to the saddle. With the exception of the shirt and stockings, everything that Swift wore was black.

Boxed up and making its slow progress to London was the rest of Swift’s wardrobe. This included, as well as extra shirts and stockings, seconds and thirds of the clothes that Swift wore for travelling. For example, the dean owned three hats, of which he wore the least good for the journey while a newer model was kept for London society.[43] A similar strategy was adopted for the wig, of which Swift also owned several. Wigs were not only expensive but temperamental, especially the more costly human hair variety that uncurled at the slightest hint of rain.[44] Horsehair, rougher but more resilient, was better suited to the traveller, while a human-haired model, newly purchased, or at least newly shaped and mended, was reserved for best. Rolled up and slotted into the spaces between books, and wig and hat boxes, were Swift’s best gown and cassock, and a pair or two of heavy, black, square-toed, buckled shoes.

The shirts, toothbrush, book and other items that Swift needed for the journey were packed into a cylindrical leather suitcase called a portmanteau. These were generally on the small side, but Swift seems to have had an outsized model because on a previous journey it was reported that his portmanteau was ‘big enough to contain his library as well as his equipage’.[45] Swift had strong views on how a portmanteau should be packed. In a manual called The Duty of Servants at Inns, Swift laid down certain rules on the subject, for example that ‘hard Things’ must be ‘wrapped up in Paper or Towels’, and that shoes and slippers should be stuffed ‘at the Toes with a small Lock of Hay’.[46] Packed accordingly, and buckled with a strap, the portmanteau was carried, along with the two greatcoats, on the back of the servant’s saddle.

Swift kept his most precious items in the pockets of his breeches, cassock and waistcoat. An idea of the contents of Swift’s pockets in March 1726 can be deduced from his description of what Gulliver had in his. In fact, pockets have a special significance in the Travels, as they are the means by which the ill-fated traveller preserves his belongings in the face of crises such as shipwreck and mutiny. The rebellious mariners that set Gulliver adrift in a longboat in Part Four ‘were so civil’, he reports, ‘as not to search my Pockets, into which I conveyed what Money I had, with some other little Necessaries’.[47] By contrast, the Lilliputians in Part One carry out a detailed search of the giant pockets of the ‘Great Man Mountain’. To assist them in their task, Gulliver places the tiny ‘Searchers’ in each of his pockets in turn.

Having completed their inspection, the Searchers compile an inventory of the contents of Gulliver’s pockets that includes a watch, a purse, a knife, a razor, a comb, a snuffbox, a handkerchief and a notebook. Of course, not everything that Gulliver has in pockets would be equally useful to Swift. The comb is a case in point, as Swift shaved his head and, except when in the privacy of his own home, wore a wig. More difficult is the knife, which though more obviously useful to an intrepid mariner than a peaceable dean, was in fact a multi-purpose tool. Gulliver tells the Searchers that he uses the knife to ‘cut his Meat’, and it is true that travellers in this period often carried their own set of cutlery.[48] As Swift was fastidious, and almost certainly preferred his own utensils to those provided by an inn, he probably did carry a knife.

Aside from the comb, then, the contents of Swift’s pockets in March 1726 were more or less the same as those of Gulliver’s. The snuffbox that he kept in a pocket of his waistcoat raised the dean’s spirits during the long journey, but it was also a link with the past. As a society favourite in the early 1710s, Swift had often been given presents, and in August 1712 he received one that he particularly prized. This was a tortoiseshell snuffbox from John Hill, the Governor of Dunkirk, whom he knew as the brother of the Queen’s favourite, Abigail Masham. The box was so elegant that all Swift’s acquaintance coveted it. ‘You that sit at your ease’, he wrote drily to Hill, ‘and have nothing to do but keep Dunkirk, never consider the difficulties you have brought upon me: Twenty ladies have threatened to seize or surprise my box; and what are twenty thousand French or Dutch in comparison of those?’[49]

Swift cherished the Hill snuffbox, and he was able to leave it to a cousin in his will, but an earlier box fared less well. In a letter to Lord Harley, son of the Harley for whom Swift had worked in government, Swift described its loss: ‘Pray tell my Lady that I have broke my Heart with breaking her Snuffbox. I put it in a close Pocket, when I was on Horseback, and forgot to remove it when I alighted, and so overlayd it as a Mother does a Child she is too fond of.’[50] However, the Harleys not only replaced the broken box, but added to it the gift of an etui.[fn5][51] ‘I think in Conscience your Family ought to give me some Annuity for repairing my Pockets worn out in carrying Your Presents’, Swift wrote in thanks: ‘There is my Lord Oxford’s Table-book, My Lady Harriette’s former Snuff-box (of melancholy Memory) besides these new Acquisitions.’[52]

Lord Oxford’s ‘Table-book’ was long used up by the time Swift rode to London in March 1726, but he certainly had a replacement in his pocket. A man of strict economy, Swift kept careful accounts of his expenditure, that included everything from the cost of mending a pair of breeches to losses playing cards, boxes of gingerbread and plovers’ eggs to boat rides and sealing wax, and tavern bills to the ‘scouring’ of a night gown.[53] Swift also expected his servants to carry a pocketbook, for jotting down memoranda such as the items to be packed in the portmanteau after an overnight stay. While Gulliver uses his ‘Journal Book’ for writing down Houyhnhnm vocabulary, Swift also filled his pocketbook with examples of banal conversation that later served as the material for a satirical manual.[54]

Of the remaining items in the Gulliverian inventory, a handkerchief was a necessity for a dedicated snuff-taker like Swift.[55] A razor was another vital piece of equipment, used for shaving the head as well as the chin. So, what with the pocketbook, watch, razor, money, snuffbox and etui, Swift would have been fairly laden down as he made his way along the Whitchurch road. Which leads finally to the question of where, among the various candidates of pockets, portmanteau and carrier’s boxes, Swift chose to carry his precious manuscript. The last of these can be discounted, as it is hardly likely that he trusted five years of work to the slow-moving carter. Whether there was space in the roomy, but jam-packed, portmanteau, and whether he would trust the manuscript to the servant upon whose horse the leather bag was slung, is another question. Perhaps after all there was room in one of the capacious pockets of his cassock, or the deep recesses of his waistcoat, in which he could feel the thick wad of paper pressed comfortingly against his body.

*

Pity the poor servant who rode behind Swift on the Whitchurch road on 8 March 1726. For a start, he had to be constantly on guard to ensure that his horse did not stray too close to that of his master. Then there was the portmanteau, that hung precariously across his horse’s back and looked like it might burst open at any moment. As the rain fell, and they ploughed through the interminable mud, half-remembered orders ran through his head: ‘Ride forty Yards behind your Master, but be mounted before him’, ‘See that your Master’s Boots be dried and well liquored over Night’, ‘Taste the Ale, and tell your Master whether it be good or bad’.[56]And all the while Swift’s displeasure hung over him like a great black storm cloud that threatened to break at the slightest provocation.

The hapless servant who accompanied Swift to England in March 1726 is unlikely to have stayed long in his service. In fact it is hard to keep track of the various Toms, Johns, Hughs and Wills who appear as walk-on parts in the dean’s life, usually because of their failure to meet his exacting standards.[57] This is recorded succinctly in Swift’s account books, for example in 1703 when someone described as ‘Rogue’ (in fact a servant called Jonathan) receives his last wages.[58] His replacement, also called Jonathan (‘t’other Rogue’ in the accounts), is dismissed after only ten days’ service.[59] A more vivid depiction of the misdeeds of Swift’s servants is found in the letters that he wrote from London in the early 1710s. Here a valet called Patrick takes centre stage with a catalogue of drunken antics that drove Swift to the limits of his patience. Dubbed variously ‘extravagant whelp’, ‘puppy’, ‘dog’ and ‘intolerable rascal’, Patrick’s transgressions included being unable to shave his master after a night of carousing, because ‘his hand shook’ uncontrollably.[60]

Sometimes Swift’s scrutiny of his employees reached the level of mania. John Boyle, Lord Orrery, his friend and early biographer, recorded how after dining at Orrery’s house in Dublin, Swift became pensive. ‘I am thinking’, the dean remarked, ‘how often, if your servant had been mine, I should have chid him for faults.’ Swift proceeded to identify twenty-two errors made by Orrery’s servant in the course of the dinner, which included ‘not giving a plate with the right hand’, ‘[n]ot taking off a dish with both hands’; and ‘[p]utting the plates too near, or too far from the fire’.[61] As Orrery concludes ‘such kind of trifles’ gave Swift ‘constant causes of fretfullness’, while making his servants ‘very fearfull, and uneasy’.[62]

In part, Swift’s preoccupation with the behaviour of his servants was simply the strongly articulated symptom of a universal malady. Since all but the poorest of households in the period had at least one servant, the tensions of the master-servant relationship extended to every level of society. While the employer was theoretically the master of his servants, he was also dependent on them, so that the balance of power tilted precariously. After all, Swift’s blustering did him no good when, as he complained in a letter in October 1710: ‘Patrick is abroad, and drinking, and I can’t get my nightgown.’[63] The intimacy of the services provided by a personal servant, such as shaving, dressing and emptying chamber pots, added another layer of complexity. And given the humiliating working conditions, long hours and poor rewards, it is hardly surprising if servants constituted an unreliable workforce.[64]

But Swift also expected too much of his servants. In a letter to Vanessa dated 13 July 1722, Swift confided: ‘The worst thing in you and me is that we are too hard to please, and whether we have not made our selves so, is the Question.’[65] This fastidiousness is the reason why Swift was so often irritated by the world. ‘I will tell you a grievous unhappyness under the Sun’, he wrote to another Irish friend, ‘when Time brings a man to be hard to please, he finds the World less carefull to please him.’[66] Disappointment born of unrealistic expectations not only tarnished the dean’s relationship with servants, it also distorted his perception of mankind generally. Hence the misanthropy of the Travels, which takes as its theme the failure of humanity to live up to the Swiftian ideal.[67]

As well as drunkenness, and lack of hygiene, the fault that Swift most deplored in a servant was telling lies. In his Laws for the Dean’s Servants (1733), another manual written for the benefit of his employees, a servant ‘taken in a manifest lie’ forfeits a shilling from his wages.[68] The irritant for Swift seems to have been not so much the falsehood itself, but the presumption that he would fall for it. ‘They pretend to impose their nonsensical Lies upon me who have conversed with the best Lyars of Europe’, the dean raged to Lord Orrery.[69] In fact the dean seems to have prided himself on his expertise in detecting lies, which is why it rankled so much when he realised that he had been kept in the dark about certain aspects of ministerial policy in the early 1710s.[70]

Despite his closeness to the centre of power, Swift was not privy to Oxford’s early peace negotiations with France, nor was he aware of feelers put out to the Pretender. The deception hurt Swift, not only because it dented his pride, but because it shook his belief in a man whom he loved and admired. Brooded over by Swift during the first years of his exile, the betrayal found its way into the pages of Gulliver’s Travels. While discoursing on the British state with his Houyhnhnm master, the traveller explains that the first minister of a government ‘never tells a Truth, but with an Intent that you should take it for a Lye; nor a Lye, but with a Design that you should take it for a Truth’.[71] And with reference to the painful subject of Swift’s hopes for an English bishopric: ‘The worst Mark you can receive is a Promise, especially when it is confirmed with an Oath; after which every wise Man retires, and gives over all Hopes.’[72]

As well as being a connoisseur of falsehood, Swift also felt compelled to tell the truth. Not just in the everyday sense of not telling lies, but by an active process of uncovering truth from obfuscation and distortion. It explains in part his efforts in early 1714 to be appointed Historiographer Royal, a post that offered access to public records as well as a generous salary.[73] By now Swift had started his History of the Four Last Years of the Queen, an apologia for the Tory ministry, and he thought that the records might help him refute what he viewed as Whig falsifications.[74] In the end, Swift failed to become Historiographer, and the perceived slight became one of the grievances that he nursed during his Irish exile. However, he persisted in writing his History, and the bulky manuscript accompanied him into exile in August 1714, in the portmanteau ‘big enough to contain his library as well as his equipage’.[75] Given his involvement in the events he describes, it comes as no surprise that the History does not give an objective account of the Oxford ministry.

Perhaps Swift knew in his heart that he was not suited to the plain telling of history, because having brooded over the contents of the Four Last Years in the early period of his Irish exile, he turned his attention to Gulliver’s Travels. Not that this was a straight change from fact to fiction, because Swift viewed the Travels as truth telling by other means. This is why the book is not only reflective of Swift’s experiences in the reign of Queen Anne, but takes as its remit the truth of that ‘odious Animal’ called man.[76] It may be significant that, like its fictional counterpart, the Four Last Years is divided into four parts. There is certainly a neatness in the fact that Swift travelled into exile in 1714 with one work of truth telling in his portmanteau, and returned twelve years later with another squeezed into the same suitcase, or perhaps the roomy pocket of his cassock.

As well as exposing the truth of human nature, and the societies and institutions that mirror it, the Travels plays games with truth telling. Gulliver is at pains to emphasise the reliability of his narration, for example when he assures the reader at the end of Part Four: ‘I have given thee a faithful History of my Travels … wherein I have not been so studious of Ornament as of Truth. I could perhaps like others have astonished thee with strange improbable Tales; but I rather chose to relate plain Matter of Fact.’[77] Similarly, in a preface to the Travels, Swift, this time masquerading as its ‘Publisher’, assures his readers that ‘There is an Air of Truth apparent through the whole; and indeed the Author was so distinguished for his Veracity, that it became a Sort of Proverb among his Neighbours at Redriff,[fn6] when any one affirmed a Thing, to say, it was as true as if Mr Gulliver had spoke it.’[78] Set alongside giants and tiny people, immortals and necromancers, protestations of truth are another way in which Swift tries to disorientate his reader.

In the utopia of intelligent horses described in Part Four, there is no such thing as a lie. So, when Gulliver attempts to explain ‘that Faculty of Lying, so perfectly well understood, and so universally practised among human Creatures’, his Houyhnhnm master is uncomprehending.[79] Surely, the horse argues, the ‘Use of Speech was to make us understand one another, and to receive Information of Facts’, so that ‘if any one said the Thing which was not, these Ends were defeated’.[80] It will not have escaped Swift’s notice, that in a land in which ‘the Thing which was not’ is incomprehensible, fiction is impossible, and so is Gulliver’s Travels. And irony, the means by which Swift tells much of the truth of this work of fiction, and which is also the medium for all his most powerful writing, is redundant.

*

Meanwhile, on the Whitchurch road, in the early evening of 8 March 1726, the dean of St Patrick’s continued on his laborious way to the inn where they would spend the night. For a man who liked to ride, and walk, quickly, who boasted of being able to travel thirty miles in a day, the tired horse, the relentless rain, the gaping ruts, and the endless mud must have seemed like an inauspicious start to this long-awaited journey. And then there were his doubts, that a brisk trot might have dispelled, but which instead dulled him, like the mire through which his plodding horse made such heavy progress.[81]

Why had he come was the question that most troubled him, along with the obvious irritations of the journey, memories of Dublin farewells, and the sight of long-forgotten places. It was not that he did not want to come to England, after all he had planned this visit for years, had even ridden miles across Ireland to prepare himself for the rigours of the journey, and had long dreamed of a return. But with the longing had also come prevarication, as year after year he had steeled himself for the journey, only to back out when the moment came. Partly it was his health that stalled him, and the spells of dizziness and deafness that had plagued him since his youth.[82] He had also, at least in the early years, believed that he might be at risk of Whig reprisals. But mainly it was fear that held him back, plaguing him not so much with the thought of what he might find, but how he would live on his return.

This idea, that a taste of England might upset the fragile tranquillity of his life in Ireland, crops up repeatedly in his correspondence. Sometimes it is just a letter from an English friend that disturbs the dean’s composure. ‘[L]et me alone’, he wrote to the poet and playwright John Gay in early 1723, ‘I shall not be able to relish my Wine, my Parsons, my Horses nor my Garden for three Months, till the Spirit you have raised shall be dispossessed.’[83] But if a letter had the power to stoke discontent, how much more potent would be a protracted stay in England, with its rekindling of memories that he had only with difficulty suppressed. So, Swift shrank from venturing out, for fear of the return. He was, as he said, like ‘a prudent Prisoner’ who would not choose ‘to be a day out of Jayl, if he must certainly go back at night’.[84]

In the end it was that thick wad of paper that he felt in his pocket, or which lay somewhere between a spare shirt and a toothbrush in the portmanteau, that made the difference. It was, then, for the Travels that he was here, conscious that it was his masterpiece, insistent that in spite of his reluctant accommodation with his birthplace, that his great work should not be published in ‘so obscure and wretched a country’ as Ireland.[85] And so, with the lines of the manuscript running through his head, and the rain dripping down the back of his neck, the dean makes his way along the Whitchurch road in the evening of 8 March 1726. It is dark now, and as the two figures on horseback emerge from a track enclosed by overhanging branches, they see the lights of the Whitchurch inn ahead of them. And finally, with the thought of a manger of hay to raise his flagging spirits, Swift’s horse lurches into a weary trot.
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London


‘As I was on the Road, observing the Littleness of the Houses, the Trees, the Cattle and the People, I began to think my self in Lilliput.’

Gulliver’s Travels, II (viii)



On 19 March 1726, Swift arrived in London and took lodgings in Bury Street,[1] St James’s, next door to the Royal Chair Coffee House.[2] His entry into London was considered sufficiently momentous to be reported in the newspapers, much to Swift’s satisfaction. The Daily Journal, for example, noted in its 22 March edition that ‘The Reverend Dr Jonathan Swift, Dean of St Patrick’s near Dublin, arrived here last Saturday from Ireland.’ There was an exuberant quality to these first few days in London, as Swift was reunited with the friends he had made in the early 1710s. The poet Alexander Pope, who rushed up to London to see Swift on the day after his arrival, reported that he was ‘in perfect health & spirits, the joy of all here who know him’.[3] Also present at these reunions was Dr John Arbuthnot, formerly physician to Queen Anne, and a fellow member, with Swift and Pope, of a literary club that had met briefly in early 1714. Arbuthnot led Swift on ‘a course thro’ the town’, Pope reported, accompanied by Lord Chesterfield and William Pulteney.[fn1][4]

Swift knew Bury Street well, in fact he had lived there briefly in the autumn of 1710, before departing precipitously to new lodgings in St Albans Street near Haymarket, apparently on account of the ‘stink’ of the Bury Street drains.[5] Perhaps the drainage system had been overhauled in his absence; in any event Swift felt sufficiently confident to return to the thoroughfare, this time to lodgings owned by a Mrs Rice.[6] John Strype[fn2] described Bury Street in 1720 as a ‘handsome open Street’, and an advertisement in the Daily Courant of 10 May 1723 described the amenities of a house there as: ‘two Rooms and a large Closet on a Floor, with a Wash-house, Wood-house, and other Conveniences.’[7] The owners of London town houses often let out rooms to several lodgers at a time, with the cost graduating from the most expensive first-floor apartment to the cheapest in the garret or cellar. In 1710 Swift paid eight shillings a week for a bedchamber and dining room ‘up a pair of stairs’ in Bury Street, a price he considered ‘plaguy deep’.[8]

Lodgings could be more or less serviced, with a landlady offering breakfast, dinner, laundry and other services as required by her tenant. The property market was fluid, with a lodger generally free to come and go as he pleased on the payment of a weekly rent, without being obligated to a particular term. This suited Swift who, true to form, had high standards where lodgings were concerned. So much so that during his previous residence in London he had moved ten times in two years, from his first rooms in Pall Mall in September 1710, to lodgings in Rider Street in the autumn of 1712.[9] As well as smelliness, Swift disliked ground-floor apartments because of their proximity to the noisy street, and cost was also a factor. Sometimes this meant depriving himself of the luxury of a suite of rooms, such as the dining room and bedroom arrangement he enjoyed in Bury Street in 1710, and limiting himself to a single bedchamber, like the ‘silly room’ he rented in Chelsea in the summer of 1711.[10]

London lodgings were not large, comprising typically half of one floor of a narrow London terraced house, with space for little more than a bed with curtains, a chair or two, a mirror and a put-up table for eating and writing. What singled out Mrs Rice’s lodgings in Bury Street from a crowd of others of similar proportions and amenities was their location in the heart of the fashionable district of St James’s. Since Henry Jermyn, the Earl of St Albans, had laid out a grid of streets between Pall Mall and Piccadilly in the late 1660s, St James’s had been favoured by nobility, courtiers, government ministers and foreign visitors. The cachet of the area received a considerable boost when the court relocated to St James’s Palace following the destruction of Whitehall Palace by fire in 1698, and the proximity of the park, the theatres on Haymarket, and the upmarket shops on Pall Mall all contributed to the desirability of the location.

From the start, Henry Jermyn had conceived of his scheme as self-contained development, and in addition to the central piazza of St James’s Square and surrounding streets, he built a light and airy church, St James’s Piccadilly, designed by Sir Christopher Wren, and a food market between Haymarket and what is now Regent Street. In common with other early developers in the West End, Jermyn leased most of his plots to speculative builders, but he retained a degree of control over the design. Influenced by schemes that he had seen on the Continent, such as the Place Royale in Paris, St James’s Square consisted of elevations of largely uniform housefronts.[11] Though leaseholders were required to pave the area of piazza bordering their plot, this had not been done, and by the time of Swift’s visit to London in 1726 the open area was in a state of neglect. Between a few odd trees that survived from the days when the square had been a field, piles of offal, cinders, dead dogs and other miscellaneous refuse lay rotting. In February 1726, a few weeks before Swift’s arrival, the residents petitioned parliament for leave to make a rate on themselves to ‘cleanse, adorn and beautify’ the piazza, which received royal assent in late April.[12]

The square, even in the sorry state in which Swift found it in early 1726, was the grandest part of the Jermyn scheme, and its inhabitants were resolutely aristocratic. The householders appointed to oversee the improvements to the piazza in 1726, for example, included four dukes and eight earls. Graduating downwards from the splendours of St James’s Square, the next smartest residences were found in the broad avenues that opened onto the square from east and west, Charles Street and King Street, and St Albans Street that ran between Pall Mall and St James’s Market. Next in order of grandeur came Jermyn Street, which ranged east to west just south of Piccadilly, and then the grid of streets, of which Bury Street was one, that lay between St James’s Street and St James’s Square. At the bottom of the scale came the maze of courts and alleys that were built in the interstices of the grander thoroughfares, such as Angell Court and Crown Court between King Street and Pall Mall, which housed servants, tradespeople, stall-holders and prostitutes.

To the south of the square ran Pall Mall, a street of smart shops, taverns and coffee-houses, which was lined on its southern border by the formal gardens of St James’s Palace. Beyond these lay St James’s Park, a triangular green space between St James’s, Whitehall and the streets of Westminster, where residents came to walk between avenues of lime trees, or on hot days sit under a shady elm tree on a bench by Rosamond’s Pond. Forming the western boundary of the Jermyn scheme, St James’s Street extended northwards from St James’s Palace to Piccadilly, and was lined like Pall Mall with taverns and chocolate houses, such as White’s[fn3] and the Thatched House Tavern, and Turkish baths known as bagnios. Haymarket, which ran southwards from the other end of Piccadilly to form the eastern boundary of St James’s, provided cultural diversion, with plays at the Little Theatre, and Handel operas at the newly built King’s Theatre. Every Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday, however, the serenity of the St James’s residents was disrupted with the arrival of scores of lumbering hay waggons, as the street refashioned itself as the market from which it took its name.

*

In Parts Two and Four of the Travels, Swift describes the challenges that face Gulliver when he returns to London after a long absence. Returning home after his adventures in Brobdingnag, Gulliver wonders at the ‘Littleness of the Houses, the Trees, the Cattle and the People’, and when his wife runs to embrace him he stoops to a level with her knees ‘thinking she could otherwise never be able to reach my Mouth’.[13] Gulliver quickly adapts to the proportions of his homeland, but the difficulties he encounters on his return from Houyhnhnmland prove more intractable. The disgust he now feels at his wife’s touch, and his revulsion at the thought of ‘copulating with one of the Yahoo-Species’ does not augur well for marital felicity, and the traveller finds the ‘very Smell’ of his children intolerable.[14] By the time Gulliver writes the last chapter of his memoirs, he is able to report some improvement in his relations with his family: ‘I began last Week to permit my Wife to sit at Dinner with me
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