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I am … going to be the first of a new genus – I tremble at the attempt …

MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT TO HER SISTER EVERINA, 1787
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1

VIOLENCE AT HOME

In December 1792 an Englishwoman of thirty-three crossed the Channel to revolutionary France. She was travelling alone on her way to Paris at a time when Englishmen like Wordsworth were speeding in the opposite direction – back to the safety of their country, in fear of the oncoming Terror. When, at length, Mary Wollstonecraft arrived at a friend’s hôtel, she found it deserted, one folding door opening after another, till she reached her room at the far end. There she sat by her candle, knowing no one and unable to speak the language. The silence, in contrast to London, was eerie. As she looked up from the letter she was writing, eyes glared through a glass door. Looming through the darkness, bloody hands showed themselves and shook at her. She longed for the sound of a footstep; she missed her cat. ‘I want to see something alive,’ her pen scratched, ‘death in so many frightful shapes has taken hold of my fancy.’*

That day she had seen the King carried past her window at nine in the morning, on the way to his trial. She records the stillness and emptiness of the streets, the closed shutters, the drums of the National Guard, her own assent to the ‘majesty of the people’, and the sight of ‘Louis sitting with more dignity than I expected from his character, in a hackney coach going to meet his death’. Violence had always roused her. As a child she had witnessed scenes of violence at home; she had heard ‘the lash resound on the slaves’ naked sides’; and now even Louis XVI called out her tears.

This will be the story of an independent and compassionate woman who devised a blueprint for human change, held to it through the Terror and private trials, and passed it on to her daughters and future generations. ‘I am … going to be the first of a new genus,’ Mary Wollstonecraft told her sister Everina, ‘the peculiar bent of my nature pushes me on.’

She combined a dreamy voluptuousness with quick words, fixing brown eyes on her listener. The eyes didn’t quite match, as though the right eye lingered in thought while the left drew one into intimacy with that thought. I want to dispel the myth of wildness: her voice was rational, deploring a fashion for ‘romantic sentiments’ instead of ‘just opinions’. She wished ‘to see women neither heroines nor brutes, but reasonable creatures’. An early portrait presents a leader, austere in black, with powdered hair. Later portraits show the writer, her locks bound by a scarf, turning from her book to ruminate; and a sensible wife, auburn hair bundled out of sight, in the new, simple look of white muslin caught up under a rounded breast. She was pregnant at the time, but was always a large woman with a warm physical presence, unlike the bluestocking, the narrow female scholar of the eighteenth century.

Her husband, the philosopher and social reformer William Godwin, called her the ‘firmest champion’ and ‘the greatest ornament her sex ever had to boast’. She was famous, then notorious. For most, her freedom to shape her life as she saw fit had to fade. Our society still repeats stories of doom, as though genius in a woman exacts a terrible end; as though it must be unnatural. Here, we test a different story, stripping the interchangeable masks of womanhood – queen of hearts, whore, waif – to seek out the novelty of what a ‘new genus’ implies: a new kind of creature who found her voice in a brief moment of historical optimism when, as Wordsworth put it, ‘Europe was rejoiced,/France standing at the top of golden hours,/And human nature seeming born again.’ Everything in Mary’s unsheltered life prepared her for the impact of the first heady phase of the French Revolution when all traditional forms of existence seemed ripe for change. At that moment, she stood ready to turn revolution towards a future for ‘human creatures, who, in common with men, are placed on this earth to unfold their faculties’.

This pioneer of women’s rights is even more a pioneer of character: in the secret mirror of her mind, the first of her kind. How did she shed, one by one, the stale plots that leach the ‘real life’ out of us? A ‘new genus’ needs a new plot of existence. Mary Wollstonecraft is, in this sense, rewriting her life for lives to come. Though she speaks of ‘improvement’ in the acceptable terms of her day, it’s a grand design and, as such, vulnerable to those with the power to plunge her back into familiar scenes of wasted lives – wasted like her mother, prime victim of violence at home, the person for whom Mary the child felt her earliest, most instinctive and desperate pity. Virginia Woolf pictures a dauntless biographic creator: ‘Every day she made theories by which life should be lived; and every day she came smack against the rock of other people’s prejudices. Every day too – for she was no pedant, no cold-blooded theorist – something was born in her that thrust aside her theories and modelled them afresh.’ She hails the French Revolution; then hates its bloodshed. She shuns marriage; then marries. We are tempted to criticise her inconsistency – and then remember that ‘a foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds’. To see Mary as shifting and rash would be to scale her down. Dimly, through the glare of celebrity and slander, it’s possible to make out the shape of a new genus reading, testing, growing, but still uncategorised.

Each age retells this story; there have been invaluable portraits, from Godwin’s ‘champion’ at the end of the eighteenth century to Mrs Fawcett’s heroine for the suffragist Cause, and from Claire Tomalin’s outstanding image of the wounded lover to Janet Todd’s moody drama queen as seen through the exasperated eyes of her sisters. All present faces we can’t forget. Yet there’s also a face few see: that unnamed thing she feels herself to be. This biography will bring out the full genius of her evolving character as she projects from her generation to the next, unfolding with astonishing fertility from one kind of life to another. Each phase of her life is a new experiment – ‘an experiment from the start’, Woolf insists. There is an unprecedented authenticity in her voice and actions that cannot conform to standard scenarios.

Mary Wollstonecraft’s unguardedness has made her an easy target. Godwin’s Memoirs (set down with admiration for her spirit and pity for her sufferings) exposed her to attacks in the late 1790s, sustained through much of the following century, and renewed in our time. Horace Walpole, the gothic novelist, called her a ‘hyena in petticoats’; John Adams, the second President of the United States, called her ‘this mad woman’, ‘foolish’, ‘licentious’. It was said that the improper private life of the author of the Rights of Woman must discredit the book itself. In the opening year of our present century the Times Literary Supplement judged her ‘little short of monstrous’. The time has come to probe the source of the slurs – promiscuity, folly, self-defeat – as we open up what’s most enduring in this life: nothing less than a proposal to draw on women’s skills in order to realise the full promise of our species – a more comprehensive purpose than feminist campaigns for the vote, opportunities and equal pay.

Part of the appeal of Mary Wollstonecraft is that she’s fallible. She is proud and self-preoccupied, and does not suffer in silence. Does egotism detract from greatness, and is it more fallible in a woman? Is she too prone to collapse when she fears to lose the character she’s bringing into being? What I hope to bring out is how her egotism and despair coexist with a pattern of extraordinary resilience. Ahead is always a new phase of experiment: a single young woman setting up on her own in London, resolved to earn her living by her pen; a journey far north to Norway to confront a captain accused of stealing a cargo of silver; a surprising marriage to a confirmed and cold bachelor. This will not be a story of defeat. She’s struck down, it’s true, by the counter-revolutionary temper of the 1790s (with the onset of the Terror and the Napoleonic Wars), but her honesty and eloquence, sustained by four women in the next generation, continue to re-emerge.

Though the late nineteenth century brought some revival of public interest in Wollstonecraft, the price paid was suppression of what were regarded as improprieties in her life. Another revival came a hundred years later with a new stage of the women’s movement and a spate of biographies that exposed what was seen as sexual recklessness. Her attachments to men remained an embarrassment to late-twentieth-century feminists. Some discovered signs of prudery, and others saw in her domesticity a betrayal of her case for independence. The aim of her critics was not necessarily to kill her cause, but to appropriate it in limited terms. Scholarly fashion has locked her to the conduct books for girls and ephemeral pamphlets tossed out by the scribblers of the day. The effect has been to obscure what it is in her books that transcends her time.

Many of her issues presage the present: women’s need to unfold their faculties as this knocks against the rock-face of their conflicting need for sexual commitment; the problems of communication between the sexes; long-term partnership in place of marriage; economic independence; the freedom to express desires without derision or loss of dignity; and, not least, the problems and triumphs of the single parent in the context of Wollstonecraft’s belief that a child should not be left to the care of strangers. Her views on pregnancy, childbirth, breast-feeding and continuous parental closeness, unusual in her day, are strikingly modern. She speaks differently to us in this century, less on women’s rights and more on both sexes striving to integrate private needs with family responsibilities. What sort of person is a desirable partner? What sort of arrangement should people devise for living together in a permanent partnership? Wollstonecraft is as interesting for her mistakes – her near-collapse into the familiar roles of unrequited lover, discarded mistress and unmarried mother – as for the imaginative solution she eventually finds.

In the course of an eventful life, on the scene of the most far-reaching revolution in history, Mary Wollstonecraft tried out a variety of roles. There was the constant danger that she would lose her way. In the 1770s, 1780s and 1790s she could have acted out a set of familiar scenarios: the uneducated schoolteacher; the humble governess; the scribbling hack; the fallen woman following a predictable course towards suicide; the practical traveller; the pregnant wife – yet each time she reinvents the role. How does she find the strength to transform stale plots of existence against overwhelming odds?

*

Her cause went back to her improvident and violent father. Mary was born on 27 April 1759 in a tall brick house in London. Master silk weavers, clustering near the Spitalfields market, had developed their skills from French Huguenots expelled a century earlier by Louis XIV. Wollstonecrafts had lived in London from the seventeenth century, though the bulk of the family was based in Lancashire. Mary’s home was in Primrose Street, most of it now long flattened to make way for Liverpool Street Station. What was a residential area in the eighteenth century is now a scene of glassy office blocks and gliding cars. All that remains is a remnant of Primrose Street just north of the station; Spital Square with its market; a modest house that was the birthplace of John Wesley’s mother Susanna in 1669; a more elegant Georgian house on a dingy parking lot, now headquarters of a society for conservation; and the local Church of St Botolph Without Bishopsgate where Keats was christened in 1795. Back in the 1750s, Wollstonecrafts were members of the church, and on 20 May 1759 Mary was christened there in the established Anglican faith. She was the eldest daughter of Edward John Wollstonecraft who fancied himself a gentleman, but was no gentleman at home. His unfortunate wife was Elizabeth Dickson who came of a family in the wine trade and connected with the landed gentry in Ballyshannon, County Donegal, in Ireland. In 1756 she had married Mr Wollstonecraft, at that time nearing the end of his apprenticeship to his father, a wealthy Spitalfields weaver who specialised in silk handkerchiefs.

Mary was not the favourite of either parent. Mrs Wollstonecraft favoured her eldest son, Edward (called Ned). Mary’s first autobiographical novel, Mary, presents a heroine who craves an object to love and whose mother disappoints her: ‘the apparent partiality she shewed to her brother gave her exquisite pain – produced a kind of habitual melancholy’. A second autobiographical novel, Maria, or the Wrongs of Woman, labels the eldest brother of the narrator ‘the deputy tyrant of the house’, the result of his mother’s doting. Mrs Wollstonecraft was ‘harsh’ with her eldest daughter, and determined to exact obedience. Lord Kames, a Scottish judge whose views were popular, said that ‘women, destined by nature to be obedient, ought to be disciplined early to bear wrongs without murmuring’. It was not, then, unusual for Mary’s early training to silence her voice. She was made to sit in silence for three to four hours at a time, when others were in the room. Though, as a child, she did question the point of such an exercise, as well as submission to contradictory orders, Mary accepted her mother’s reproofs as clues to what might win her love. She was avid for instruction and, given a father she could not respect, all the more attentive to her mother. For Mary to own up to her faults made her feel, she said, restored to her better self.

Mrs Wollstonecraft was softer with her younger daughters, the handsome Elizabeth (known as Eliza or Bess) and the robust Everina who lived to the age of eighty-five. There were three other brothers: James who entered the navy; Charles who emigrated to America; and Henry Woodstock who was apprenticed to an apothecary-surgeon. We can assume that Mrs Wollstonecraft practised wholesome methods since, unusually for that time, none of her children died, and the infant care Mary Wollstonecraft would advance in the 1790s may well have derived from her home. Yet, though the seven children had a good start, later on their morale would falter or fail in various ways. The two eldest were more fortunate: Mary with her irrepressible intelligence, and Ned with his better schooling and prospects as the eldest son.

Grandfather Wollstonecraft, the Spitalfields weaver, left £10,000 – a small fortune – when he died in 1765. The family, on that side, came from the enterprising middle class at a time when English manufacturers were about to acquire industrial power with Watt’s invention of the steam engine, in 1765, followed by the appearance of a spinning machine in 1768 and the earliest experiments in electricity by Joseph Priestley, Benjamin Franklin, Humphry Davy, and, eventually, Michael Faraday. It was Mr Wollstonecraft’s misfortune to marry and start a family just before the Industrial Revolution. Instead of pursuing the profitable enterprise of his father, it entered his head to rise in the social scale.

Though the British class system had minute gradations, the big divide came between worker and gentleman. The category of ‘gentleman’ covered a wide range. Elizabeth Bennet, heroine of Pride and Prejudice, contemplating her chances with the hero Mr Darcy, proud master of beautiful grounds at Pemberley (and therefore far above her embarrassingly vulgar mother and younger sisters), can defend herself as ‘a gentleman’s daughter’. What makes her father, Mr Bennet, a gentleman is not only that he has inherited a modest property: he does not work, and has the leisure to spend his days reading in his library.

When Mr Wollstonecraft came into his property he began to cultivate an air of leisure. It was not unknown for members of one class to cross into another, a residue of what was thought of as fine old English ‘liberty’ triumphing in the Glorious Revolution of 1688 when the people drove out the high-handed James II. This ‘liberty’ was not liberal – an oligarchy of nobles continued to rule the country well into the nineteenth century, and neither Dissenters, Jews nor Catholics, nor indeed women, could hold public office or take degrees – but what 1688 did achieve was the rule of law over the divine right of kings, and less rigid demarcations of class than in other European states. A gentleman could engage in making money, while a tradesman could buy land.

It was this social flexibility that encouraged Mr Wollstonecraft to rise out of the manufacturing class by acquiring a gentleman’s blend of land and leisure. But leisure – extended with drink – does not fit the demands of farming. Mary’s earliest memories, from the age of four, were of ‘an old mansion with a court before it’ near Epping Forest in Essex, northeast of London. Possibly, this was New Farm, close to the main Epping road on a contemporary map. There she preferred outdoor games with Ned, aged six, and Henry, aged two, to girls’ games with dolls and baby Bess (born the summer before the family left London in the latter half of 1763).

In 1764, Mr Wollstonecraft moved to another farm close by, near a bend in a road called ‘the Whale Bone’, about three miles beyond Epping village, on the way to Chelmsford further along the route to the north-east. The local stopping-point was the Sun and Whalebone public house – Mr Wollstonecraft would have drunk there. Everina was born the following year, in 1765, and it was at this time that Mr Wollstonecraft, as chief legatee of his father, inherited three big houses, containing thirty apartments, back in Primrose Street. It is likely that income from the rents now paid for Mr Wollstonecraft’s purchase of land eight miles from London, near Barking, an Essex town with a thriving market and wharf on Barking Creek which flowed into the wide Thames at Gallion’s Reach. Between the farm – it may have been Lodge Farm on the local map – and the river was uninhabited ground known as Barking Level, and south of the river lay the Marshes. Later, Mary recalled her ‘reveries’ as a child when she looked up from this flat land at the expanse of the sky and her sight ‘pierced the fleecy clouds that softened the azure brightness’. Her sense of the Creator was born from her sense of creation. She had little religious teaching; it was the unspoilt natural world that woke her spirit.

From the time the family was settled in this part of Essex in the autumn of 1765, their ‘convenient’ house, their land, Mr Wollstonecraft’s ease with his money and his willingness to deal with the crazed and paupers, opened the doors of their nearest neighbour. Mr Joseph Gascoyne had also moved from London trade into country gentility, and his brother Bamber Gascoyne was a Member of Parliament for several boroughs. Mr Wollstonecraft’s increasing taste for the leisure of the landed classes was to bring him, in time, a reputation for idleness. The farm at Barking lasted three years: an eighteenth-century pastoral, outwardly intact but germinating disruption.

With no background or training in agriculture, Mr Wollstonecraft failed repeatedly, and sank lower with each move. He found consolation in the bottle and in the vulnerability of his wife, who took the brunt of her husband’s blows. There were times when Mary, as a child, threw herself in front of her mother or thought to protect her by sleeping whole nights on the landing outside her parents’ door. In her novel Mary, when ‘Mary’s’ father threatens her mother, the daughter tries to distract him; when she is sent out of the room she watches at the door until the rage is over, ‘for unless it was, she could not rest’. This fictional father, like her own, was ‘so very easily irritated’ when he was drunk ‘that Mary was continually in dread lest he should frighten her mother to death’. Her compassion for her mother became ‘the governing propensity of her heart through life’. This was complicated by a disturbing reflection of her father when she looked into her own nature: ‘She was violent in her temper …’

Mr Wollstonecraft could be jolly and extravagantly fond of his children and pets; but his children sat tight at such times, frozen in their knowledge that their father’s exuberance could burst into violence. Mr Wollstonecraft was a common kind of bully, the failure who picks on the vulnerable. Mary, not being weak, was not his prime victim. ‘His passions were seldom directed at me,’ she remembered when she was away from the family at the age of twenty. But his ‘ungovernable temper’ had been a ‘source of misery’; her pity for his victims, her futile attempts to intervene, hovering as witness to abuse, would leave her depressed. This was worse than beatings. When her father beat her, Mary thought how stupid he was and, even as a child, showed her contempt. But this superiority, though it exercised her intelligence at an early age, writhed in the shadow of a mother trapped by marriage. In the supposedly civilised eighteenth century, women’s legal status was, in fact, worse than it had been before the Norman Conquest. Then, the law had permitted married women to own land in their own right. The widow of Ealdorman Brihtnoth, the hero of the Anglo-Saxon poem on the Battle of Maldon, disposed of thirty-six estates, mostly inherited from her family. Such a wife had undisputed control of her ‘morning-gift’, her husband’s present to her the day after the consummation of the marriage. If she wished ‘to depart with her children’, she could claim half the goods of the household, and defend her right in court.

Contrast this level of independence with The Lawes Resolutions of 1632, which allowed a man to beat ‘an outlaw, a traitor, a Pagan, his villein, or his wife because by the Law Common these persons can have no action’. In 1724 Defoe’s heroine Roxana, pursuing a lucrative career in prostitution, declares that ‘the marriage contract was, in short, nothing but giving up of liberty, estate, authority, and everything to the man, and the woman was indeed a mere woman ever after – that is to say, a slave’. Sir William Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765–9) explains that ‘the very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage’; she is turned into a feme-covert, in plain words a ‘covered’ or ‘hidden woman’, obliterated in her legal protector. In the mid-1770s the young novelist Fanny Burney thought of marriage with dread: ‘how short a time does it take to put an eternal end to a Woman’s liberty!’ she exclaimed, watching a wedding party emerge from a church.

A new marriage law, the Hardwicke Act of 1753, designed to clarify the legality of marriage, had the effect of tightening a wife’s bonds. She had no right to her own property or earnings, nor to her children, no grounds for divorce, and no recourse to physical protection in the home. In effect, a woman, when she married, lost the basic right of habeas corpus; since she became the property of her husband, the law allowed him to do with her whatever he wished. Another century had to pass before an Assaults Act in 1853 could convict violent husbands, followed in 1857 by a new matrimonial court recognising women’s right to release from abusive marriages.

Mr Wollstonecraft treated his dogs, as he did his wife, to the same unpredictable switches of mood. Once, hearing a dog’s howls of pain, Mary’s abhorrence became, she said, an agony. ‘Despot’ resonates like a repeated chord in the opening pages of Godwin’s memoir of her childhood. In the second edition he modified that word, almost certainly at the wish of other Wollstonecrafts who were alive at the time. But most of Godwin’s facts came from Mary herself in the last year or two of her life, so it’s reasonable to assume that ‘despot … despot … despot’ had been her mature judgement of her father.

He never learnt from his mistakes: the less of the gentleman he became, the more he clung to that dream. In October 1768 when Mary was nine, the family, increased by a third son, James, travelled to the North of England: to a farm at Walkington, about three miles from Beverley, a trim town in Yorkshire near the sea. Beverley appeared to the Wollstonecrafts still in the light of social possibilities: ‘a very handsome town, surrounded by genteel families, and with a brilliant assembly’. The terraced houses in the centre of town were filled with middle-class professionals and merchants. Here, after three years on the farm, the family moved with a new and last child, Charles. When he was born Mary was eleven, old enough to help with a baby. She would continue to love and help Charles. During the years in Beverley her eldest brother, destined for the law, was sent to a grammar school while Mary went to local day schools until she was fifteen and a half. She wrote later: ‘I cannot recollect without indignation the jokes and hoiden tricks, which knots of young women indulge themselves in, when in my youth accident threw me, an awkward rustic, in their way.’

It was not only that she felt a rustic in town. A victim of domestic violence, especially a child, is isolated, an isolation enforced by the bully in order to preserve secrecy and control. His victims have to keep up appearances, so that the semblance of social life feels inauthentic. Set apart and awkward as Mary felt, there was a certain dignity and a longing to improve herself when, soon after she turned fourteen, she invited the friendship of a serious girl of fifteen called Jane Arden. The two girls took walks together on Westwood Common – Mary’s ‘darling Westwood’ – where she felt at ease with the woods and windmills. Jane’s movements were quick and active; her commands came forth as polite requests. She was the leader of a set who addressed one another with self-conscious civility.

Through Jane, Mary passed messages to other girls, suggesting they too might correspond with her. She laboured over a letter, tossing off quotations like the best-educated girl in the world, and then, with a child’s frankness, ends abruptly: ‘I wish you may not be as tired with reading as I am with writing. –’ She spouted quotations whenever she got a chance, eager to prove herself literate to a friend of superior education: ‘you know, my dear, I have not the advantage of a Master as you have,’ she wrote. Jane’s father John Arden, then in his mid-fifties, had been disinherited by his Catholic family for turning Protestant. As a man of education and wide intellectual interests, including astronomy and geography, he exerted himself as an itinerant lecturer demonstrating electricity, gravitation, magnetism, optics and the expansion of metals. Arden’s civility showed up the furies of Mary’s own father. She said, ‘I shall always think myself under an obligation for his politeness to me.’ When he invited Mary to join his lessons, Jane was first with the answers, but Mary led the way with questions. Arden had educated his daughter himself, and Mary was suitably impressed with Jane’s understanding – but not too impressed to give way.

‘Pray tell the worthy Philosopher, the next time he is so obliging as to give me a lesson on the globes [planets], I hope I shall convince him I am quicker than his daughter at finding out a puzzle, tho’ I can’t equal her at solving a problem.’

At fifteen, this girl already has a voice of her own. Her phrasing is ‘spontaneous’ (as she claimed), following an ideal of language based on the run of the speaking voice. A century earlier, Dryden had created a language that was clear and apparently artless, while John Locke had dismissed the affectation of unintelligible words as ‘the covers of ignorance, and hindrance of true knowledge’. The Enlightenment, which they promoted, offered more direct modes of communication than the learned flourishes of an expensive education or the languid drawl of the pampered; it’s a polished and playful manner with the offhand informality of a modern voice. Mary took to the ‘downright’ Yorkshire idiom: happiness was to feel ‘so lightsome’, sure ‘it will not go badly with me’ – phrases that she used long after she lived there.

In the course of her contact with the Ardens, her reading shifted from trite moralists to literature: Dryden’s Conquest of Granada (1671–2) and Goldsmith’s Letters from a Citizen of the World (1760–1) which she shared with Jane. Such books were above the ephemeral publications usually assigned to women: comedy, conduct books, platitudinous devotional rhymes and sentimental novels. It was through the Ardens that Mary discovered real books as the property of the professional middle class. She was a member of a stratum of the middle class that apprenticed its sons in the lesser professions (surgeon, not physician; attorney, not barrister), for the Wollstonecrafts fell just below the propertied class with access to the higher professions. As a keen-minded girl, alert to the ineffectual landed ambitions of her father, Mary had to find other ways to improve herself. One answer was reading, a conspicuous literacy in her early teens and sustained throughout her life; another answer was friends. Where other girls thought of hunting for husbands, Mary was determined to find a perfect friend.

Jane Arden could not live up to what Mary had in mind, and Mary often felt rejected. ‘I spent part of the night in tears; (I would not meanly make a merit of it). I cannot bear a slight from those I love,’ she blurted to Jane. ‘There is some part of your letter so cutting, I cannot comment upon it.’ She pressed forward with her feelings: ‘I am a little singular in my thoughts of love and friendship; I must have the first place or none,’ she explained. ‘I own your behaviour is more according to the opinion of the world.’

Of course, a girl like this, so demanding, so disconcertingly open, had to be kept in her place. Jane indicated that Mary could not be ‘first’ as she had fondly expected.

It did not occur to her to hide these hurts when she found herself excluded. ‘I should have gone to the play, but none of you seemed to want my company.’ As ranks closed against her, she asked herself where she had erred. ‘I have read some where that vulgar minds will never own they are in the wrong,’ she told Jane, ‘I am determined to be above such a prejudice … and hope my ingenuously owning myself partly in fault to a girl of your good nature will cancel the offence.’ Mary was acting out what she saw herself to be – honest as well as steadfast – and inviting the same in return: ‘I have a heart that scorns disguise, and a countenance which will not dissemble.’

Mr Arden soothed the situation by sending Mary an essay on friendship, which she copied out at once. The essay pictures the possibilities of two people who would be ‘guardian angels to each other’ and enjoy the benefit of a lifelong attachment that ‘corrects our foibles and errors, refines the pleasures of sense and improves the faculties of mind’. To repeat these words to Jane was to restore hope of an ideal tie, a world apart from her degrading home.

‘The good folks of Beverley (like those of most Country towns) were very ready to find out their Neighbours’ faults,’ Mary reminded Jane a few years later. ‘Many people did not scruple to prognosticate the ruin of the whole family, and the way he [her father] went on, justified them.’ So Mr Wollstonecraft’s faults did not go unnoticed by townsmen and schoolmates, and during her teens Mary experienced the shame of her family’s slide from respectability. Since there was no further point in secrecy, she acknowledged the problem to Jane: ‘It is almost needless to tell you that my father’s violent temper and extravagant turn of mind, was the principal cause of my unhappiness and that of the rest of the family.’

It’s not clear why he decided to leave Yorkshire. Was this because of local gossip, failure, or the reason given by Godwin: that sheer restlessness in Mr Wollstonecraft tempted him to commercial speculation? In any case, he moved south with his family. We don’t know whether he took or left behind a son of fourteen, Henry, apprenticed in January 1775 to Marmaduke Hewitt who had been mayor of Beverley. At this point Henry vanishes from record, and a sustained family silence suggests that something went wrong – something unmentionable, like madness or crime. It was out of character for the Wollstonecrafts never to mention him (accustomed as they were to exchange family news and troubles). He slides into one reply from Mary to Everina in the mid-1780s – some news of Henry had the effect of ‘hurrying’ Mary’s heart – but the sentence shuts the door on whatever it was. In the last years of her life she did confide in Godwin, who kept the secret, avoiding Henry’s name in his memoir.

When Mr Wollstonecraft reached London he took a house in Queen’s Row, Hoxton, a village to the north of the city. Janet Todd speculates that if Henry Wollstonecraft had become mentally disturbed, he could have been placed in one of Hoxton’s three major lunatic asylums, which could possibly have been the reason the family settled there for a year and a half. It was during this spell in Hoxton, when Mary was sixteen to seventeen, that she formed a strange friendship.

Next door to the Wollstonecrafts in Queen’s Row lived a clergyman called Mr Clare who had a taste for poetry. It was said that he looked rather like the frail, disabled poet Alexander Pope, who had died in 1744 and was therefore, thirty years later, still within living memory. Mr Clare seldom went out, and boasted a pair of shoes which had served him for fourteen years. Little is known of Mary’s connection with this recluse, but it seems that he and his wife took to her as surrogate parents. She stayed with them for days, sometimes weeks, and said, ‘I should have lived very happily with them if it had not been for my domestic troubles, and some other painful circumstances, that I wished to bury in oblivion.’ It was impossible to turn her back on her mother’s abuse, but she did benefit in another way. This ‘amiable Couple’, as she called them, ‘took some pains to cultivate my understanding (which had been too much neglected) [;] they not only recommended proper books to me, but made me read to them’. The Revd Mr Clare became a kind of private tutor, and it may have been now that Mary, warmed by his affection and benevolence, learnt a vital lesson for her future: how to teach. At some point along the way she came to understand that thoughts ripen best in a climate of individual care that she later called ‘tenderness’.

One day, Mrs Clare took Mary to Newington Butts, a village just south of London. They came to the door of a house that was small but carefully furnished, neat and fresh. A young woman of eighteen, slender, elegant, was dishing out food to the younger members of the household – the youngest, a boy called George, was fifteen. Mary had never seen such delicacy as the way the young woman took charge of her sisters and brothers. Godwin tells us that 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’.

This was Frances Blood, known as Fanny, who combined domestic responsibility with a remarkable gift for drawing. Like Mrs Wollstonecraft, the Bloods were Irish: they came from Cragonboy, County Clare. There were Bloods who owned land, some given by Charles II to an ancestor, Colonel Thomas Blood, who had served his king as a spy. The London Bloods were well bred and hospitable, but dreadfully poor. Matthew Blood, Fanny’s father, like Mary’s, had been an idle drinker who had squandered the sums he’d gained through no effort of his own – in his case, the substantial dowry of his wife, Caroline Roe. He had fled his creditors, first to Limerick, later to Dublin and London.

The present mainstay of these parents and their seven children was Fanny’s professional work as an artist: her meticulous drawings of wild flowers. They were published by William Curtis in his Flora Londinensis. Curtis was a demonstrator in botany to the Company of Apothecaries, and had founded a garden where he was cultivating five hundred different species to observe each stage of their growth. He employed a number of artists, some of whom, like Fanny, did not sign their work, but the style was uniform: thin black outlines and scientific detail of every part of the flower and fruit, with washes of colour as delicate as nature’s own. The artists drew from ‘living specimens most expressive of the general habitat or appearance of the plant as it grows wild’, foxgloves in Charlton-wood, broom on Hampstead Heath, and violets found in watery ditches ‘on the right hand side of the Field Way leading from Kent-street Road to Peckham’ (the last not far from Fanny’s home). The point of the exercise was to establish each species of indigenous plant in the environs of London. In the first volume, published in 1777, two hundred and sixteen plants were named using the recent classification of botanical species by Linnaeus. Their uses in medicine, agriculture and rural economy were listed beside a full-page illustration. A second volume, on the same lines, was published in 1798.

Fanny’s gifts extended to other arts: she played and sang, read literature, and wrote with the grace and application she brought to all she did. Since Fanny and Mary lived on opposite sides of London, they wrote to each other when they could not meet at the Clares. These letters have not survived, but later Mary told Godwin that those she received were better worded and more correct than her own. In Beverley and under the guidance of Mr Clare, Mary had devoured books with a thirst for knowledge, but until she met Fanny, she had not thought of writing as an art. This struck her now with the excitement of possibility – a passion to excel. Fanny, who was two years older, agreed to become her instructor, and so began a friendship based on learning. Mary’s Linnaean language of ‘genus’ and her metaphor for herself as an ‘opening flower’ may have come from her contact with Fanny’s botanical vocabulary. What Mary called Fanny’s ‘masculine understanding and sound judgment’, set off by ‘every feminine virtue’, bound her friend to her ‘by every tie of gratitude and inclination’. To live with Fanny and hear her ‘improving’ conversation seemed ‘the most rational wish’.

Minimal schooling in Yorkshire can’t account for the level of Mary’s reading and the force of her style. Who taught her to write with such directness and conviction? Was it John Arden who gave her a lesson or two? Was it the Revd Mr Clare in Hoxton who took an interest in her mind? Was it possibly someone obscure like the Master of the Merchant Taylor’s School, the Revd Mr Bishop, whom she and Fanny used to meet at the Clares? Was it the verbal finesse of Fanny Blood? No one can say, but Mary came to believe that ‘a genius will educate itself’.

What education came her way was nothing like the classical training of boys in public schools. The flourish of classical allusion was one of the ways gentlemen signalled their control of power to one another as members of a club closed to women and other lesser orders of society. The counter to this was not the battery of handbooks on girls’ education that continued to stress obedience as the prime quality to be cultivated. Coming into being in the late eighteenth century was an odd new creature whose urgent intelligence transforms miseducation into education. Mary’s curtailed schooling had an advantage: it never occurred to her not to think for herself. Another century had to pass before universities opened their doors to women, but already Mary Wollstonecraft was shaping the quality the best teachers of the future would look for: a searching, not obedient, intelligence. She presents a rare case of an intelligence that did not receive the impress of given moulds. Godwin found her untouched by ‘the prejudices of system and bigotry’ and with a spirit that ‘defended her from artificial rules of judgement’. Here were shoots of a new form of life: a girl who conceived her freedom to grow the fruit she was made to bear – and what else is genius in the making?
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‘SCHOOL OF ADVERSITY’

When Mr Wollstonecraft lost money, his solution was to move, not work. In the spring of 1776 he hauled his family west across England to Wales, where he farmed – or attempted to farm – in Laugharne on the Pembrokeshire coast. Often, he jaunted off to London on the pretext of business. Mary, mindful of Fanny’s efforts to support her family, proposed leaving home to take up a post. Mrs Wollstonecraft wept – a working daughter was a comedown – and begged her not to go. Some financial disaster happened at this time, too shaming to reveal, though Mary did refer, tight-lipped, to her father’s ‘misconduct’ followed by ‘a keen blast of adversity’. She and her sisters were duty-bound to advance him whatever they had. Since the sisters would try to recover this money, their father must have asked for a loan, not a gift, but Mary had no hope that she would ever get it back. ‘I have therefore nothing to expect,’ she said in 1779 at the age of twenty.

Money was to remain a problem for the rest of Mary’s life, as for everyone else in the family except for Ned, who combined his advantage as heir with professional prospects as an articled clerk in a London law firm on Tower Hill. Ned now took over the Primrose Street houses, and passed on the rents. In The Wrongs of Woman the eldest brother of the narrator, articled to an attorney, assumes a ‘right of directing the whole family, not excepting my father. He seemed to take a peculiar pleasure in tormenting and humbling me; and if I ever ventured to complain of this treatment to either my father or mother, I was rudely rebuffed for presuming to judge of the conduct of my eldest brother.’ This was ‘forwardness’ in a girl.

Ned’s status embodied, for Mary, the unfairness of the patriarchal system. Her grandfather had left substantial assets and properties to Mary’s father. He, having squandered his own funds, called on his daughters to surrender what provision had been made for their futures – possibly part of their mother’s marriage settlement or a bequest from their Dickson grandfather. Girls without dowries would be unlikely to marry, and would have to work for a living in a society which barred middle-class women from all kinds of career except teacher, governess or paid companion. Mary Wollstonecraft would try all three.

Soon after the Wollstonecrafts returned to London, Mary obtained a post in Bath as companion to a widow who was known for her temper. A succession of companions had left. Mrs Dawson belonged to the class Mr Wollstonecraft had failed to join: the landed gentry. She was born Sarah Regis, the daughter of the late Balthazar Regis, Chaplain to the King and Canon of Windsor. For the gentry and nobility, Bath was a centre of fashion and the second capital. Mary thought herself as a country girl attached to nature, more ill at ease than charmed as the coach drove through the long course of streets from the Old Bridge, amidst the dash of other carriages, the heavy rumble of carts and drays, the bawling of newsmen, muffin-men and milkmen. Though she admired the buildings of Georgian Bath as ‘the most regular and elegant I have ever seen’, the surrounding landscape could not compare with the ‘romantic’ vistas of Wales.

Mrs Dawson received Mary in the house of her grown-up son William, in the prime position of Milsom Street. Mary’s childhood training in self-effacement and deference was now put to the test. If a companion ‘cannot condescend to mean flattery,’ she soon discovered, ‘she has not a chance of being a favorite; and should any of the visitors take notice of her, and she for a moment forget her subordinate state, she is sure to be reminded of it … She must wear a cheerful face, or be dismissed.’ A companion was paid no more than £10 to £20 a year, and was looked on as little better than an upper servant. Servants resented the drawing-room place of the paid companion, and treated her as a spy. To add to this, Mary missed Fanny, and brooded over her mother, wishing that the recent financial ‘storm’ would persuade her father ‘to see his error, and act more prudently in future, and then my mother may enjoy some comfort’. Vain hope. By this stage Mrs Wollstonecraft had lost interest in her own fate, a state of apathy her daughter took to be indifference.

Throughout her time with Mrs Dawson, Mary longed to ‘haste away’, but managed to hold out and even to head off her outbursts – less alarming than Mr Wollstonecraft’s violence. Now and then, Mrs Dawson owned that no one had managed her better. After three months Mary was able to acknowledge her employer’s ‘very good understanding’, and since she was a woman who had ‘seen a great deal of the World’, Mary thought ‘to improve myself by her conversation, and … endeavor to render a circumstance (that at first was disagreeable,) useful to me’. From the age of eighteen to twenty she had the sense to mop up knowledge in whatever form it came her way: ‘A mind accustomed to observe can never be quite idle, and will catch improvement on all occasions.’ This will to pluck a shoot of improvement from the thorn of ‘adversity’ was often less blatant than her glooms and groans, yet always there.

The main trial proved less Mrs Dawson’s temper than Mary’s own depression during her eighteen months in Bath. It was no place for a middle-class girl with a grandfather who had been in trade, a lost portion, and no friends to see her into society. During the first months, Mrs Dawson took her only twice to the Assembly Rooms, where she sat amongst ‘Strangers’. ‘A young mind looks round for love and friendship,’ she thought, ‘but love and friendship fly from poverty … The mind must then accommodate itself to its new state, or dare to be unhappy.’ To ‘dare’ was a drama never far from Mary’s sights, while the passivity of ‘accommodation’ acted as a blight on her active nature. As necessity forced her along the narrow track of a dependant’s life, unhappiness took hold. Her vivacity seemed to have ‘gone forever’; her present course was leading her to ‘a kind of early old age’.

For such pain, Bath’s warm springs – thought to have healing powers – could offer no cure. The town, climbing gracefully up a hill, is built around the Roman bath where invalids, in brown costumes, hung suspended in the steam like wilting mushrooms, as the ill passed their infections unknowingly to one another and to floating hypochondriacs. Nearby was the Pump Room where ladies took their ‘turns’ about its limited space, parading their finery at the right hour of the morning. There, Mary first came into contact with women of the upper classes. ‘In the fine Lady how few traits do we observe of those affections which dignify human nature!’ she exclaimed. How disheartening to see before her eyes what the eighteenth century whispered in private when the gallantries of mixed company were done, and gentlemen like Lord Chesterfield picked up their pens to advise their sons (‘Women are but children of larger growth … A man of sense only trifles with them, plays with them, humours and flatters them’). Contemplating such specimens of her sex, and longing in vain for a sign of ‘moral beauty’, Mary felt her soul ‘sicken’. It was cold comfort to pride herself on the triumph of reason: ‘I am persuaded misfortunes are of the greatest service, as they set things in the light they ought to be view’d in.’ She would repeat this principle, out-staring her weaker self: ‘In the school of adversity we learn knowledge and control our inconsistent hearts.’ But her weaker self was not so easily subdued.

It can only have been in Bath that she first met a handsome flirt, thirteen years older than herself. Joshua Waterhouse was the son of a yeoman farmer in Derbyshire, who had crossed class divides when he entered as a sizar* at St Catherine’s College, Cambridge, in 1770. He had been ordained as a priest and elected a Fellow of his college in 1774. It was not an age when Fellows took on many pupils or absorbed themselves in research, but idleness attained new heights in Waterhouse, who did the rounds of the watering-places in the company of a titled friend. Well-spoken and stylish, master of the smothered sigh and downcast look, he appealed to women. He amassed piles of love-letters – enough, he liked to boast, to cook a wedding feast – though his fellowship forbade marriage. Mary’s letters to Waterhouse have vanished in a sackful of others, but she did once describe her efforts to reform him: ‘I knew a woman very early in life warmly attached to an agreeable man, yet she saw his faults; his principles were unfixed … She exerted her influence to improve him, but in vain did she for years try to do it.’ In the process, Mary learnt something about herself that was hard to accept: it was driven home that however much she prided herself on good sense, her biological nature was, and would always be, as much prey to passion as that of lighter women. In fact, she acknowledged ruefully, the chaste woman who took a man seriously was ‘most apt to have violent and constant passions, and to be preyed on by them’. She was honest enough to record what reason deplored: the ‘extreme pain’ of unexpressed desire. Next to guilt, she thought, the greatest misery was to love a person whom her reason could not respect.

Played on and lonely, Mary held fast to old ties. It came to her ears that the Ardens were living in Bath, and she hurried to see them in St James’s Street. She found Jane’s father and sisters at home, not Jane herself who had been employed since 1775 – before she was seventeen – as governess to the six daughters of Sir Mordaunt Martin of Burnham in Norfolk. To be a governess had not been Jane’s wish, yet she had found it in her to accommodate. However much she missed her Yorkshire home and sisters, she found, as did her father, sufficient happiness in the exercise of her intellect and the importance she gave to education. So began a teaching career that was to last sixty years. Jane Arden was a born teacher who endeared herself to her pupils in an affectionate and cultured family. Through them she met Captain Nelson – later, Admiral – who gave her a list of paintings she should know, including a Rubens of Mary bathing Christ’s feet with her tears, which the family took Jane to see at Houghton, the seat of the Earl of Orford. This sort of attention meant much to Jane with her longing, like Mary’s, for knowledge. Mary wrote to her in the spring of 1779 ‘by way of a prelude to a correspondence’. She looked to Jane for a counter to sentimental dreams: ‘I should be glad to hear that you had met with a sensible worthy man, tho’ they are hard to be found –.’

It was to Jane that Mary confided the ‘blast of adversity’ resulting from her father’s misconduct. Confessions of gloom (‘Pain and disappointment have constantly attended me since I left Beverley’) alternate with unconvincing efforts to act out the role of compliant paragon. It’s often assumed that Mary Wollstonecraft was a born depressive, though at this time her cause for gloom is patent in her father’s losses and the inferior positions for single women.

Her depression was temporarily relieved by a visit to Southampton that summer. Sea bathing, recommended by a doctor, refreshed her, as did Southampton hospitality: ‘I received so much civility that I left it with regret.’ Depression hadn’t ‘frozen’ her feelings for others, she was relieved to find; attachments sprang up with all her old warmth. No complaint of Mrs Dawson ever crossed her lips; yet away from her, Mary revived. The problem lay in the post itself: the companion who treads the round of another’s life.

In April 1780, Mary moved with Mrs Dawson to her family home on St Leonard’s Hill in Windsor. If anything, she found Windsor more frivolous than Bath: ‘– nothing but dress and amusements are going forward; – I am the only spectator’. Women sported enormous ‘heads’ as much as two feet high. In order to cover the wire and cushions of the structure, hair from the top of the head was pulled upwards, teased or ‘frizzled’, then dressed with plumes for added height, while hair from the back and sides was arranged in tiers of curls like horizontal sausages curving round the neck. The whole structure was then smothered with white powder. As Mary put it, ‘truth is not expected to govern the inhabitant of so artificial a form’.

It took prolonged efforts to look as theatrically artificial as the Quality aimed to be. The main ingredient of face powder was a lethal white lead (which did for two beauties of the age, the Gunning sisters). Mary was aware that ‘white’ was ‘certainly very prejudicial to the health, and can never be made to resemble nature’, since it took away the glow of modesty, affection, or indeed any expression. This chalky mask was set off by spots of rouge, and black ‘patches’, sometimes at the corner of the mouth, meant to be alluring. Mary disagreed with contemporary opinion that bathing was unhealthy: people disguised their smell with pomatum (a fragrant ointment) which she found ‘often disgusting’. The many layers of women’s clothes – the stays, the wide hoop (balancing on either side of the hips so that the feet had to process in a stately way to avoid seesaw sways), the skirts under satin panniers – all fastened at the back, and so required the help of a lady’s maid. Without a maid, Mary dressed with a plainness that made her appear ‘a poor creature’. She added, in the defensive tone she often adopted when she found herself in a weak position, ‘to dress violently neither suits my inclination, nor my power’.

Although privately she defied fashion as a badge of slavery, certain concessions to society were unavoidable: she did powder her hair, and did wear stays (marked with an ‘MW’). It was indecent for any woman to appear without encasing her flesh in a whalebone cage that lifted the breasts and held the frame upright from shoulder to thigh.* Stays limited a woman’s movements: when she read, she could not recline but must hold the book upright; when she curtsied, she sank from the knees with rigid back. The head, rising from the cage on the pliant column of the neck, could turn from side to side, the lowered lids or widened eyes transmitting the coded signals of their class.

‘I am particularly sick of genteel life, as it is called,’ Mary told Jane, ‘– the unmeaning civilities that I see every day practiced don’t agree with my temper; – I long for a little sincerity, and look forward with pleasure to the time when I shall lay aside all restraint.’

Then, too, her continued stagnation in a ‘state of dependance’ weighed on her, and she began to think anything would be better. Later, Mary Wollstonecraft would analyse the effect of dependence on women’s natures; it was now that she herself experienced a creeping indolence. In this state, she could almost wish to delude herself with foolish hopes that might enliven slow hours, but home had taught her that marriage would soon prove a disappointment.

Her chief consolation was St George’s Chapel. Although Wollstonecraft has often been taken for an atheist, she remained all her life in the established faith. ‘I go constantly to the Cathedral,’ she reported from Windsor, ‘I am very fond of the Service.’ Later, when the cathedral was cleaned, she felt it lost something of its sombre grandeur. She would enter with ‘the measured pace of thought’. For her, principles could not be wholly imposed; they had to be affirmed from within by an expansive soul reaching out to the great questions: ‘Life, what art thou? Where goes this breath? This I, so much alive? In what element will it mix, giving or receiving fresh energy?’ Her faith looked to a benevolent deity suggested by the sublimities of nature, a deity of forgiveness, not hell.

In the spring and summer of 1780 the King and royal family were in residence at Windsor Castle. Mary granted that George III was a family man, liking his children about him, but when he ‘killed three horses the other day riding in a hurry to pay a visit’, he too lost her respect.

‘I cannot bear an unfeeling mortal,’ Mary observed of the King. ‘I think it murder to put an end to any living thing unless it be necessary for food, or hurtful to us. – If it has pleased the beneficent creator of all to call them into being, we ought to let them enjoy the common blessings of nature, and I declare no thing gives me so much pleasure as to contribute to the happiness of the most insignificant creature.’

At the other end of the scale of significance was ‘the principal beau’ of Windsor, none other than the youthful Prince of Wales (the future Regent and, later, George IV) who wore makeup and drenched himself in scent. Born in 1762, he was Mary’s contemporary, one for whom she had no time, nor for local girls who hung on his smiles – ‘forward things’ said older women, pecking away at the reputations of those the Prince deigned to notice. These dramas served to keep ‘envy & vanity alive’. Mary was decidedly not one of the Windsor women who dreamt of impossible romance. She planned a future with Fanny Blood. ‘This connexion must give colour to my future days,’ she told herself. She knew her resolve to put Fanny before all others would appear ‘a little extraordinary’, but was prepared to defend it as a reasonable alternative to marriage as well as ‘the bent of my inclination.’

That spring she visited Fanny in Town. In the post coach she enjoyed the ‘entertaining and rational’ conversation of a physician and his well-travelled son.

At the same time she was anxious over Fanny’s weak health and thankful to find her somewhat better. They ‘passed a comfortable week together, which knew no other alloy than what arose from the thoughts of parting so soon’. She clung to the prospect of another and longer reunion: ‘to that period I look as to the most important one of my life’.

Her spirits returned whenever she was freed from being the paid companion. Once, when Mrs Dawson was away and she had ‘the whole house to range in’, her mood lifted as she supped on bread and grapes. She mused on Fanny, drank Jane’s health ‘in pure water’, and relished her solitude. Bent in the poor light of her candle she sits sideways at a chest of drawers, making pale characters on her page with ink so watered that she fears her writing is too faint to read – and so she fades from sight into the late shadows of a summer night.

That summer of 1780, the Wollstonecrafts moved to Enfield. It was then a rural place ten miles to the north of the outlying north London villages of Hoxton, Hackney and Newington Green, an area of scattered country houses. It was typical of Mr Wollstonecraft to incur the expense of a new house while still committed to his rent in the south London village of Walworth. Mary asked why he was paying two rents at once – she ‘cannot divine the reason’ – in the tone of one who knows that sense will never prevail. The disruptive elements in the family are plain: the father a spendthrift; the mother dispirited and cold; the eldest son assuming the role of family ‘despot’; and now the second sister, Bess, taking Mary’s place as the daughter at home, became jealous of a sister who was out in the world. She accused Mary of ‘condescension’ and forgetfulness about her family, offered with ironic compliments.

‘You don’t do me justice in supposing I seldom think of you,’ Mary protested, ‘the happiness of my family is nearer to my heart than you can imagine – perhaps too near for my own health or peace – for my anxiety preys on me.’ She had not heard from her mother, and imagined a further withdrawal into harshness. ‘Some time or the other, in this world or a better she may be convinced of my regard …’ This was nearer the bone than she imagined, for Mrs Wollstonecraft turned out to have dropsy – fluid retention in the legs, a sign of heart failure. In late summer or autumn, Mary went home as nurse. At first her efforts were received with gratitude; then, they were taken for granted as her mother deteriorated slowly over two years.

‘I was so fatigued with nursing her,’ Mary complained to Jane at the end of this period, that she herself had become ‘a stupid creature’, hard to rouse, and barely in the land of the living. Peering in the mirror she detected, at twenty-three, ‘the wrinkles of old age’. Mr Wollstonecraft’s temper did nothing to ease the ordeal, especially when his wife’s lingering led him to suppose her illness was fancied. Mrs Wollstonecraft’s last words were ‘a little patience and all will be over’. Those words would return to haunt Mary during her own trials, and she would repeat them yet again in The Wrongs of Woman:



I shall not dwell on the death-bed scene … or on the emotion produced by the last grasp of my mother’s cold hand; when blessing me, she added, ‘A little patience, and all will be over!’ Ah! … how often have those words rung mournfully in my ears – … My father was violently affected by her death, recollected instances of his unkindness, and wept like a child … My father’s grief, and consequent tenderness to his children, quickly abated, the house grew still more gloomy or riotous… My home every day became more and more disagreeable to me.





Mrs Wollstonecraft died in April 1782. Soon after, Mr Wollstonecraft married the housekeeper, Lydia, whom Mary despised but who probably saved the family a lot of trouble by taking on a ruined man and contriving small economies. He retired to Laugharne in Wales where he remained red-faced, rash and needy – ever on the point of death, but indestructible.

At this point the family scattered. Everina went to stay with Ned and his ‘agreeable’ wife, Elizabeth Munday, at no. 1 St Katherine’s Street behind the Tower of London. Bess became engaged to a shipwright called Meredith Bishop from Bermondsey, across the river from the London Docks – not far from Ned. James, aged fourteen, went to sea, and only Charles, aged twelve, stayed with his father after a short spell at Ned’s home.

Mary moved in with the Bloods. From 1782 until the late autumn of 1783, she lived in their house at 1 King’s Row in the village of Walham Green, two or three miles to the west of Chelsea, near Putney Bridge on the Thames. It’s not clear how she supported herself. She may have lent a hand in a little shop Fanny and Mrs Blood kept for a while; she certainly helped Mrs Blood with needlework, a common way for poor, respectable women to earn a living. It meant, though, punishing hours, strain on the eyes when a gown had to be hemmed by candlelight, and starvation pay. Though her line in chat could not engage Mary’s mind, Mrs Blood was ‘our’ mother. Mary had the emotional benefit of her transfer to Fanny’s family, whose acceptance soothed the scar left by her real mother’s partiality for Ned. She also drank in talk of Ireland. Half-Irish herself, she began to speak of ‘the dear County of Clare’ as though she knew it.

‘The women are all handsome, and the men agreeable; I honor their hospitality and doat on their freedom and ease, in short they are people after my own heart – I like their warmth of Temper, and if I was my own mistress I would spend my life with them.’

Mrs Blood damped down this burst of enthusiasm with motherly warnings: the men were ‘dreadful flirts’; a visiting girl must beware not to leave her heart ‘in one of the Bogs’.

The Bloods sometimes entertained an Irish cousin called Neptune, about nine years older than Mary. His attentions led her to expect a declaration, but nothing definite was said. Neptune Blood was a snob. The poverty of the London Bloods put them beneath him; and so, too, the warm, attractive but penniless young woman who was part of the household. ‘Few men seriously think of marrying an inferior,’ she saw. Such a woman can be deceived ‘until she has anticipated happiness, which, contrasted with her dependant situation, appears delightful. The disappointment is severe; and the heart receives a wound which does not easily admit of compleat cure.’ Mary did not hide her resentment. Later, when she cooled down, she judged that she had been ‘as much to blame in expecting too much as he in doing too little – I looked for what was not to be found.’ Her cure co-opted reason instead of the usual misery of silent brooding. The latter was Fanny’s lot.

Fanny had long been in love with an Irishman called Hugh Skeys. His hesitation left her disappointed (in the old sense of rejected); and since he continued to court her in his on-off way, disappointment was renewed over some eight years. Her favourite song was ‘In a Vacant Rainy Day You Shall Be Wholly Mine’. This ‘canker-worm’, Mary saw, was ‘lodged in her heart, and preyed on her health’. All Fanny’s earnings went to her family; she could offer a man nothing beyond her grace, artistic gifts and selfless character. It was considered foolish – even culpable, by a man’s family – to take a bride without a dowry.* Could Skeys bring himself to ignore public opinion, another drawback lay in the fluctuations of Fanny’s lungs: her troubled health was no good prospect for the sapping effects of yearly childbirth, the lot of almost all married women. Childbirth was full of dangers, and for ailing women like Fanny the chance of dying, very much higher. Fanny’s longing for Skeys put friendship second. Mary, running to Fanny with eagerness, stopped short in the face of Fanny’s pain. She hated to obtrude her affection, or receive a love warmed by the poor fuel of gratitude – she still longed to be first.

Bess married in October 1782; so did one of the Arden sisters. In confidence to Jane, Mary painted a bride’s prospects. One month after the honeymoon ‘the raptures have certainly subsided’, together with ‘the dear hurry’ of wedding preparations and ‘the rest of the delights of matrimony’ – all are ‘past and gone and have left no traces behind them, except disgust: – I hope I am mistaken, but this is the fate of most married pairs.’ Her own resolve was unshaken: ‘I will not marry, for I dont want to be tied to this nasty world.’ As a single woman she looked forward to pursuing her ‘own whims where they lead, without having a husband and half a hundred children at hand to teaze and controul a woman who wishes to be free’.

Bess Wollstonecraft’s marriage turned out more disastrous than anything Mary predicted. It had been approved by her eldest brother as effectively head of the family. Bess had been married in Ned’s parish church near the Tower. She had needed a home and protection, and her bridegroom’s ‘situation in life was truly eligible’, as the family put it to one another. He and his father built lighters (flat-bottomed barges) to unload cargo ships. The Bishops were well supplied with money.

Bess’s baby, called Mary, was born ten months after the wedding, on 10 August 1783 – a difficult birth followed by melancholia alternating with ‘fits of phrensy’.* Late that year Meredith called in Mary to nurse her sister. At first, Mary tried practical remedies: she held Bess in her arms; she took her for a drive in a coach, and sent the baby across the river to Everina (with an instruction to ‘Send the child home before it is dark’). Nothing Mary tried seemed to help. If anything, she found Bess’s wandering mind more of a worry than her previous ‘raving’. ‘Her ideas are all disjointed,’ Mary reported to Everina, ‘and a number of wild whims float on her imagination and unconnected fall from her – something like strange dreams when judgement sleeps and fancy sports at a fine rate –.’ This fits the report of the ‘lovely maniac’ in The Wrongs of Woman: ‘a torrent of unconnected exclamations and questions burst from her’. When she’s put in a madhouse, it’s said that she had been married against her inclination to a rich man, ‘and in consequence of his treatment, or something which hung on her mind, she had, during her first lying-in, lost her senses’.

Mary had to watch Bess every moment until she herself felt the infection of mental illness: ‘Poor Eliza’s situation almost turns my brain – I can’t stay and see all this misery – and to leave her to bear it by herself without anyone to comfort her is still more distressing.’

This was the mounting crisis as autumn died into winter: was Bess falling into permanent madness? Was her sister to believe Bess when she said that her husband was the cause? ‘She seems to think she has been very ill used.’ Whatever the exact meaning of ‘ill-use’, Mary certainly believed that Bishop thought only of ‘present gratification’ – coded words for clumsy sex with no pleasure in pleasing his wife. No word exists in manmade language for marital sex that verges on rape, but it’s possible that Bess, tenser and more refined than Mary, shared her sister’s homegrown shudder at the prostitution of wives in marriage. Mary listened with her usual attentiveness to what her sister was saying: ‘she declare[s] she had rather be a teacher than stay here’.

Mary listened also to her brother-in-law. At first, these sessions left her unsure what to do. She could pity Bishop his disturbed wife, but attempts to explore the crisis soon revealed an uncomprehending boor, one of those people at ease with money – he lent £20 to rescue the bankrupt Bloods ‘very properly without any parade’ – but blocked off when it came to intimacy. At length Mary lost hope of getting through to a made-up mind: ‘it will ever press forward to what it wishes regardless of impediments and with a selfish eagerness believe what it desires practicable tho’ the contrary is as clear as the noon day … My heart is almost broken with listening to B. while he reasons the case – I cannot insult him with advise – which he would never have wanted if he was capable of attending to it.’ Instead of hearing his wife’s needs, Bishop rationalised ‘fixed conclusions from general rules’. Mary’s witness of her father’s violence and the deterioration of her mother into an unloving and unlovable victim alerted her to other forms of unseen abuse in the situation of the apparent patient. Had Bishop been violent, had his abuse been visible, we can assume that Mary would have acted sooner. Her hesitations suggest a situation in which abuse was invisible – sexual roughness or the kind of covert tyranny that twists a wife’s character. These are so close to contemporary notions of wifely compliance that words, again, did not exist – and silence still reigns a century later when novels like Daniel Deronda and The Portrait of a Lady open up the psychic torments of a tyrannical marriage. Protest, in such cases, could only take the forms of passivity, breakdown or, in the worst cases, what would appear as inexplicable derangement. When Mary came to nurse Bess she was sliding into derangement, and craving rescue. Bess managed to convey that her sole hope of sanity was to leave her husband.

Though Mr Bishop looked like a normal young man, Mary became increasing alarmed by an impregnable thickness. ‘Only a miracle can alter the minds of some people,’ she saw. ‘To the end of the chapter will this misery last.’ Her brother-in-law guarded his fortress against the damage in his vicinity. His friend John Skeys, a brother of Fanny’s suitor, was convinced by Bishop’s air of baffled innocence. Mary, who herself was ‘confused’ at times by Bishop’s version, could not blame Skeys: ‘For I that know and am fixed in my opinion cannot unwaveringly adhere to it.’ She had no illusions as to whose version would be believed if Bess could neither get well nor stay with her husband. Socially, as well as legally, right was on his side.

As the frenzies gave way to more settled disturbance, Mary asked what she should do in urgent letters to Everina (still living in her brother’s house and therefore best placed to plead their sister’s case). ‘In this case,’ Mary wrote, ‘something desperate must be determined on – do you think Edward [Ned] will receive her – do speak to him – or if you imagine I should have more influence on his mind I will contrive to see you … To be with Edward is not desirable but of the two evils she must chuse the least.’

That could have been a respectable solution: Bess could have appeared to be making a family visit, and would have been able to take her baby with her. For whatever reason, Ned failed to come up with an offer of temporary refuge. Any different refuge meant open defiance, and it would compound the defiance to take the baby who legally belonged to her father. Though Mary is usually pictured acting alone, in fact the three sisters faced the problem together. On the one hand, there was Bess deteriorating to the brink of madness, there was her sisters’ fear of permanent damage, and daily evidence of her husband’s intractability. On the other hand, there was the law of the land that bound wife to husband as property. The law allowed a husband to lock his wife at home for life.

Given the degree of mental illness, Mr Bishop might obtain a doctor’s order to shut his wife in a lunatic asylum. The historian of marriage Lawrence Stone sets out this possibility: ‘One of the most terrible fates that could be inflicted on a wife by a husband was to be confined … in a private madhouse … where she might linger for months, or even years. The mere threat of such confinement, which was frequently used by angry husbands in the eighteenth century, was enough to strike terror. In eighteenth-century England, this fear hung over every wife …’

At twenty-four, Mary was under this pressure ‘to snatch Bess from extreme wretchedness’. The time had come to act, not talk. If Bishop got wind of it he would dismiss Mary and forbid her further contact with his wife. If they got away, he was likely to pursue them. The law allowed him to kidnap his wife against her will. Discreetly, Mary questioned a man called Wood, a friend of Bishop, about his responses: he was either a ‘lion, or a spannial’ was the answer. News of the lion was disquieting, but did not deter Mary and Everina from planning their sister’s escape.

Late in December Mary sent a message to Everina asking her to be secret and warning Ned not to ‘expostulate’ on Bess’s behalf in case Bishop scent the level resistance to him had reached. While Bishop took to bed with a passing fever, almost all his wife’s clothes were smuggled out of the house with assistance from Everina and Ned’s wife. Fanny was invited to stay for a few days in Bermondsey: as a guest going about her own affairs, she conveyed parcels to a brush-maker called Lear in the Strand; there, Everina would collect them. She found a place to store the bundles – not, presumably, Ned’s house. Its location was not written down, for obvious reasons. Mary also had the forethought to have some ‘shirts’ made – washable undergarments – since fresh things would be beyond their means once Bess was on her own. As the plan advanced Mary noted that Bess grew better ‘and of course more sad –’.

Their plan, set for mid-January 1784, was to switch coaches so as to throw Mr Bishop off their trail as they made for Hackney, a village to the north of London, beyond Hoxton – an area known to Mary from earlier days. In the eighteenth century Hackney was a centre for market gardening, with a nursery for ferns, camellias and roses. Coaches rolled along the narrow curve of Church Street and stopped at the Mermaid, pre-eminent amongst the hostelries, and scene of political and parish meetings or the annual feasts of London tradesmen. The Mermaid itself was too public for runaways. Mary had chosen a lodging-house opposite, looking out on rural quiet at the back. In the dimness of swaying coaches as the sisters crossed the river and rumbled north, Bess’s knuckles were in her mouth. Mary feared she would go into ‘one of her flights, for she bit her wedding ring to pieces’. She sighed over her baby, five months old, in a way that filled Mary with love and pity.

‘The poor brat it had got a little hold on my affections,’ Mary granted, ‘some time or other I hope we shall get it.’

Leaving Bishop was less questionable than leaving the child behind. It’s thought Mary never mentioned this episode to Godwin out of shame for her actions; more likely Godwin himself suppressed the facts in view of the illegality of the escape. Nor must we forget that when Godwin wrote his memoir, Elizabeth Bishop was still in her mid-thirties, needing as a teacher to preserve an impeccable reputation and therefore opposed to any memoir at all. As for the baby, we must remember, too, that according to law a wife who abandoned a marriage would have to relinquish her offspring. This tied most mothers to marriage, however disastrous. Another consideration was that when Mary and Bess left the Bishop house in January 1784, they had but £3 between them. Bess was not the only loving mother who convinced herself her child was better off with a wealthy father to provide for her.

Their hideaway was the house of a Mrs Dodd, who looked forbiddingly ‘wild’ when she opened her door.

‘Heaven protect us,’ Mary thought.

She introduced herself as Miss Johnson. Bess, less alert to danger, quietened down once the journey was over, while Mary’s heart ‘beat time’ with every carriage that rolled by, and a knock at the door threw her ‘into a fit’.

‘I hope B[ishop] will not discover us,’ she wrote immediately in a shaky hand to Everina, ‘for I could sooner face a Lion.’ Whenever the door opened she expected to feel his panting breath. ‘Ask Ned how we are to behave if he should find us out[,] for Bess is determined not to return[–]can he force her – but I’ll not suppose it – yet I can think of nothing else – She is sleepy and going to bed[;]my agitated mind will not permit me – Don’t tell Charles or any creature – Oh! – let me entreat you to be careful – for Bess does not dread him now as much as I do –.’

Oddly, it was Bess who was composed. She wrote a ‘proper’ letter to her husband, sent via Everina, their intermediary in matters great and small from the problem of clean linen to the question of whether Mr Bishop could be induced to agree to a separation.

In the meantime, they stayed in hiding. The day after the escape they lay about drained – nursing assorted aches, Mary joked, like languid ladies. She joked, too, that in her fear she had almost wished for a husband to protect her. At night, she was hot with a fever caught from Bishop; Bess too, though increasingly rational, was suffering from headaches which Mary put down to lack of exercise. They did not dare go out, but took heart from small mercies: their room was comfortable, and Mrs Dodd turned civil, reassured by lodgers with genteel aches and languor who directed letters to their attorney at a respectable address in Town.

The sisters continued to keep their heads down as the news spread. Mr Bishop reacted with angry ‘malice’, according to Mary; had he been hurt or repentant, she could have felt for him, but as it was, he relieved her of compassion. Reports reached Mary that people blamed her as ‘the shameful incendiary in this shocking affair of a woman’s leaving her bed-fellow – they “thought the strong affection of a sister might apologize for my conduct, but that the scheme was by no means a good one” – In short ’tis contrary to all the rules of conduct … for the benefit of new married Ladies.’ One Mrs Brook let it be known that ‘with grief of heart’ she gave up Mary’s friendship.

They were not entirely bereft of sympathy. Good Mrs Clare came in the rain from Hoxton as soon as she heard, offered a loan and cautious advice – she was too responsible not to raise the question of reconciliation – and, returning home, sent the runaways a pie and some wine. Fanny entered into Bess’s grief at leaving her child, and sent a note to John Skeys, through her brother George, begging Skeys to find out how the child did. Bishop was making the baby the centre of his outrage, and Mary had to concede this point. He sent Bess no word of the child, and his answer, through Skeys, was cool and unsatisfactory, with no perception of his own part in his wife’s breakdown. The message was that ‘poor’, ill-done-by Bishop was puzzling his head as to how to effect a reconciliation, and hoped, if so, to make his wife happy.

Bess refused to return. Her voice sounds through Mary’s reports with a force – frenzied, determined – of her own. Since Mary was blamed, then and since, for her ‘monstrous intervention’, it’s important to note that it’s Bess who willed this end to her marriage, not Mary, who at times was unsure what to believe or do. Mary’s part was to carry through her sister’s decision, glad to see a Bess no longer in Bishop’s power. For the look of ‘extreme wretchedness’ hanging over her sister’s face started to clear within days of leaving her husband. Her recovery vindicates this decision; so does the fact that Bess never regrets it – however vehemently she complains of everything else. The alternative would have been to compel her to bear with Bishop, a man so forceful, Mary remarked, that he would make even Ned ‘flinch’.

The next question was what two destitute young women were to do for their support. Their concerned doctor, Saunders, had given the sisters ten guineas to tide them over their crisis but could not undertake to support them further. Mr Blood invited them to live in his house, and this, of course, they could not accept.

A more appealing suggestion came from Fanny: she, Bess and Mary could live together and earn their living from painting and needlework. Mary seized on this plan with dreams of helping Fanny with her commissions. Such amateur enthusiasm stopped Fanny short: Mary had no conception of the professionalism required. Fanny explained this to Everina with a firmness that shows her to have been different from the weak figure who has come down to us. Fanny had her feet on the ground (apart from indulging Mary’s tendency to hypochondria). Her letter documents the economic plight of young middle-class women who had self-respect and consideration for one another, but no money or means of support:



Walham Green
Feb 7, 8th 1784

My dear Everina,

The situation of our two poor girls grows more and more desperate – My mind is tortured about them, because I cannot see any possible resource they have for a maintenance, now that Dr S[aunders] begins to waver from his friendly professions. The letter I last night received from Mary disturbed me so much that I never since closed my eyes, and my head is this morning almost distracted. – I find she wrote to her brother informing him that it was our intention to live all together, and earn our bread by painting and needle-work, which gives me great uneasiness, as I am convinced that he will be displeased at his sisters being connected[?] with me; and their forfeiting his favour at this time is of the utmost consequence. – I believe it was I that first proposed the plan – and in my eagerness to enjoy the society of two so dear to me, I did not give myself time to consider that it is utterly impracticable. The very utmost I could earn, one week with another, supposing I had uninterrupted health, is half a guinea a week, which would just pay for furnished lodgings for three persons to pig together. As for needle-work, it is utterly impossible they could earn more than half a guinea a week between them, supposing they had constant employment, which is of all things most uncertain. This I can assert from experience, for my mother used to sit at work, in summer, from four in the morning ’till she could not see at night, which with the assistance of one of her daughters did not bring her more than half a guinea a week, and often not quite that; and she was generally at least one third of the year without work, tho’ her friends in that line were numerous. Mary’s sight and health are so bad that I am sure she never could endure such drudgery; and you may recollect that she was almost blinded and sick to death after a job we did for Mrs Blensley when you were there. As for what assistance they could give me at the prints, we might be ruined before they could arrive at any proficiency in the art. – I own, with sincere sorrow, that I was greatly to blame for ever mentioning such a plan before I had maturely considered it; but as those who know me will give me credit for a good intention, I trust they will pardon my folly, and inconsideration. As I believe you will readily perceive that Mary and Eliza can never prudently embark in the above-mentioned plan, I will venture to mention to you one plan Mrs Clare lately proposed, which, if practicable, might provide a refuge from poverty, provided B[ishop] cannot be brought to allow his wife a separate maintenance. You will probably be shocked when I tell you this plan is no other than keeping a little shop of haberdashery and perfumery, in the neighbourhood of Hoxton, where they may be certain of meeting encouragement. Such a shop may be entirely furnished for fifty pounds, a sum which I should suppose might be raised for them, if it was mentioned to your brother …

I beseech you to let me hear from you as soon as possible – for I am impatient to know whether there is the least prospect of comfort for our dear girls. – Believe me to be, dear Everina

Yours sincerely

      F. Blood





This was an indirect plea to Ned on his sisters’ behalf. It failed to produce any help for a shop, though it’s likely Ned did exert himself to bring about a legal separation for Bess. Divorce was out of the question: only four women had succeeded in the last two hundred years. It required an Act of Parliament costing seven to eight hundred pounds and proof of incest, sodomy, bigamy or the invalidity of the marriage. When Milton had argued for divorce on the grounds of incompatibility, he had seen it as a man’s problem: there was no conception that a woman might suffer in the same way. Mr Bishop declined to maintain an absentee wife. So again the runaways faced the question – how were virtuous single women to survive?
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