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FOR CHRISTOPHER AND CATHERINE,
who keep me sane and hopeful


PRAISE FOR NIGHTINGALES
“Elegantly written and consistently perceptive.” —The Miami Herald
“Riveting . . . gracefully written . . . [Florence Nightingale] receives the fine care she deserves here.” —The Christian Science Monitor 
“Extraordinary . . . an elegant masterwork . . . Admirers of Anthony Trollope will find similar qualities here: meticulous detail in describing both public and private life, a steady hand when people or events get ugly and a genteelly wicked wit throughout.” —Newsday
“This is a dynamic and absorbing account, written in a lively and captivating manner, of a remarkable family and its even more remarkable scion, Florence Nightingale. Gill has used her sources to maximum effect, engaging the reader in a pacy narrative that brings that far distant ‘other country,’ the Victorian age, so vividly to life. I highly recommend it!” —ALISON WEIR, author of Eleanor of Aquitaine
“Fascinating . . . the depth of detail of Victoriana is absorbing.”  —St. Petersburg Times
“Florence Nightingale would not have liked Nightingales: she saw herself as a solitary warrior, struggling to free herself from the vacuous demands of upper-middle-class family life. With verve and erudition, Gillian Gill re-creates that despised family, insisting that its money, faith, and reformist ethic sustained its hero-daughter more than it oppressed her. Gill’s enormous canvas of colorful Nightingales and their many relations is a fascinating account of the fluid boundaries between domestic and political life in Victorian England. Florence Nightingale might have resisted Gill’s book, but Anthony Trollope would have loved it, and I did, too.” —NINA AUERBACH, author of Woman and the Demon: The Life of a Victorian Myth
“Imaginatively conceived and elegantly written, Nightingales tells the compelling story of a family and an era with great style and flair. Even minor characters are wonderfully drawn, and the tone is both intimate and erudite.” —DIANE JACOBS, author of Her Own Woman: The Life of Mary Wollstonecraft
“Nightingales is a beautifully written and nuanced portrait of Florence Nightingale, one of the most courageous and accomplished women of the nineteenth century. Combining meticulous scholarship with a keen understanding of the individual psyche and family dynamics, Gill infuses her subject with rare vitality and untangles the strands of historical, social, and personal forces that determine the course of female life. This multifaceted approach challenges the myths surrounding Nightingale’s struggle for fulfillment, giving us a fascinating window into the life of one Victorian woman that becomes a lens through which we can view ourselves.” —SUSAN HERTOG, author of Anne Morrow Lindbergh
“Nightingales brilliantly captures the unique intensity both of individuals and an age. Much more than a biography of a remarkable woman, Gill vividly evokes the complex and fascinating interrelations of an exceptional family. She engages her reader at every step as we travel with the fiercely intelligent and charismatic Florence Nightingale on her remarkable life journey.” —ANNA BEER, author of My Just Desire
“This book is expansive, richly detailed, generous to a fault; Gill’s skills may well set a new standard for the novelistic mode of biography. Gill’s knowledge of the era is so profound, her judgment so sound, and her narrative voice so cozy that it transforms this saint’s life into an enveloping treat that serious readers will delight in plumbing.”
—Publishers Weekly (boxed and starred review)
“The Crimean War’s beloved ‘Lady with the Lamp’ appears as the magnetic center of this multigenerational family saga filled with public achievement and private love-hate relationships. An incisive examination of one loving but divided family’s grappling with power, privilege, passion, and philanthropy in Victorian Britian.”
—Kirkus Reviews
“Informing careful scholarship with imaginative insight, a distinguished biographer brings to life the entire gifted but perplexing Nightingale family. Unlike the biographers deafened by the acclaim for Florence’s courageous medical crusade in the military hospitals of Scutari, Gill can still hear the quiet but vexed voice of a father who instilled inconoclastic bravery in his daughter only to recoil in dismay when that bravery steeled her against a favorable marriage so that she could pursue her luminous ambitions.” —Booklist

INTRODUCTION
Europe was still in tumult after the great revolutionary uprisings of ’48 and threadbare radicals were pouring across the English Channel, but it was domestic sedition, not international anarchy, that led William Edward Nightingale to take refuge in London in the autumn of 1849. WEN, as he was often known, was in such a state his friends barely recognized him. On excellent terms with the foreign secretary, Lord Palmerston, WEN could usually be relied on for some juicy political gossip, and as a founding member of the British Association, he was exceptionally well up on such scientific breakthroughs as the recent discovery of the planet Neptune. But on this occasion all WEN could talk about was Florence, his younger daughter, and her refusal to marry Richard Monckton Milnes. The heinous ingratitude of daughters formed the theme of WEN’s remarks, with variations on the fundamental instability of women.
Ever since Monckton Milnes’s long and delicate courtship had terminated with a tortured no from Florence, life at the Nightingales’ had been bedlam. Fanny Smith Nightingale, WEN’s wife, screamed like a cockney fishwife. Parthenope, the elder Nightingale daughter, spent half the day ranting hysterically and the other half prostrate on the red silk damask sofa in the drawing room. And Florence, WEN’s darling, the cause of the clamor, paced silently about the house, white and abstracted, for all the world like a Christian facing the lions. It was quite insufferable, and WEN had been obliged to take flight to sympathetic friends in London and the peace of the Athenaeum.
A prudent and peace-minded man, WEN preferred libraries to drawing rooms, uncouth Derbyshire to fashionable Hampshire, and scientific meetings to family visits. WEN’s marital strategy was to give the energetic, sociable, ambitious Fanny her head, as long as her expenses were reasonable and her guests did not keep him from enjoying his breakfast. The strategy had worked. Temperamentally, WEN and Fanny were much at odds, but their shared social backgrounds, religious heritage, and intellectual interests made for a successful marriage. Until the problems with Florence began coming to a head, the Nightingales had presented an affectionate and united face to the world, and WEN and his daughters were exceptionally close. In a very unconventional move, WEN had taken on the education of his two clever daughters himself, and this had been a pleasure for all parties. One of the great delights of WEN’s life was to find in Florence a mental capacity and a thirst for knowledge that if anything exceeded his own.
But in the fall of 1849 Flo was twenty-nine, and her days of declining Greek nouns and reading political philosophy in her father’s library were long past. Everyone knew that intellect did not count for much in a girl’s life, and everyone agreed it was time Flo put her remarkable mind to marriage, as her mother had done at about the same age. If Parthe had been able to attract a suitable husband, the pressure would have been off Flo, but, sadly, the older sister was plain and no suitors had come forward for her.
Several eligible men had danced attendance on Flo, and around 1844 her first cousin Henry Nicholson, whose adoration had been evident for years, had proposed. Marriage between first cousins was quite common in the Nightingales’ circle—Laura Nicholson, Henry’s younger sister, would eventually marry her first cousin John Bonham Carter, and of course Victoria’s marriage to Albert made the whole thing chic. Henry Nicholson was the eldest son, heir to his father’s fortune and to the sumptuous Waverley Abbey estate, so the marriage was clearly desirable. All the same, when Florence refused Henry, both Fanny and WEN made no fuss even though Flo’s rejection caused a split in Fanny’s extended family. Cousin Marianne Nicholson especially, enraged at Flo’s treatment of her favorite brother, vowed Flo a hatred as passionate as their former friendship. But even Flo’s mother, Fanny, was prepared to weather the Nicholsons’ fury, since Richard Monckton Milnes had become a regular visitor at Embley and Lea Hurst and seemed devoted to Flo. It was obvious to all in the large, booming, opinionated Nightingale-Shore-Smith-Nicholson-Carter clan that if a man could have been designed to satisfy a mother’s fondest hopes and realize a daughter’s secret dreams, Monckton Milnes was the man for Fanny and for Flo.
Richard came from an upper-middle-class Yorkshire family of Dissenter tradition that had been close to the families of WEN and Fanny for several generations. In his youth, Richard had spent several years in Italy, Florence’s country of birth, and his manners were full of Mediterranean brio. The Milneses were not at all as wealthy as the Nightingales, but Richard was supremely well connected, his adored mother and sister were both charming women, and his father, by good management, had regained possession of Fryston, the family home in the West Riding. As Mrs. Monckton Milnes, Flo would make a strategic family alliance much desired by both sides and gain a position and an establishment. Her husband would be an intellectual equal, eager to support the philanthropic interests so dear to her. And Flo liked Monckton Milnes. She admitted so herself. In his company she emerged from her shell, talked, laughed, made music, looked young and pretty again. This made her refusal to marry him even more incomprehensible to her father.
As WEN saw it, even if Richard had not been quite such a good match, Flo needed to accept him, for her financial and therefore social situation was far from assured. As the members of the Milnes family were aware, since they had known Florence’s family on both sides forever, the greater part of the fortune that enabled the Nightingales to lead such an agreeable life was subject to an odious legal entanglement. During his lifetime WEN had the use and benefit of the Nightingale-related assets that had come to him through his mother and maternal grandmother. However, he was unable to leave the Nightingale estate to his wife or to his children, because both were female. The Nightingale portion of WEN’s fortune included the two large estates of Embley Park in Hampshire and Lea Hurst in Derbyshire. On WEN’s death, these would pass to his sister, Mai Smith, and after her death to her son, Shore Smith. Thus while WEN was able to support his family in great style and comfort, if he were to die suddenly his widow and daughters would have only the inheritance derived from his own father. WEN was an affectionate and intelligent man, and he worried about what might happen to his wife and to his elder daughter, who, against her wishes, seemed headed for spinsterhood. If Flo married well, much of the other three Nightingales’ anxiety would be allayed. As Mrs. Monckton Milnes, Florence would be able to offer an agreeable home to her mother and sister, if they stood in need.
But Florence had said no to Monckton Milnes and, apparently, to marriage in general. For more than six years she had entertained the addresses and toyed with the affections of one of the most popular men in England, only to send him away in the end like a whipped dog. If anything, Flo’s refusal left her father even more furious than her mother. It made no sense to him. Flo had always been an especially brilliant young thing, WEN reminded his friends at the club—everyone had been mesmerized by her, men and women, young and old, family and strangers. She had quite put poor Parthe in the shade. WEN had given Flo everything a girl could want, from Parisian frocks to opera tickets to Roman holidays. Even at this moment she was getting ready for a lengthy journey through Greece and Egypt. And all she could do to thank him was act the martyr, chafe at the light domestic duties asked of her, and look down her nose at her father and her home. No wonder Parthe felt hard done by, and Fanny complained that he rewarded Flo for being ungrateful and disagreeable. What would come of the nation, WEN demanded rhetorically, if all loving fathers were held hostage by hard-hearted modern girls like Flo? It was an important question, WEN’s friends agreed as they passed the port, and not just for the Nightingale family.
FLORENCE NIGHTINGALE’S refusal of marriage was not merely a whim. It was an individual act of religious dedication and it was an indicator for general social change. The mystic assurance that she had been directly called by God to His service gave Florence the strength to resist the yearnings of her passionate nature for love and companionship, as well as the claims made on her by society to fulfill her natural role as a woman. A spiritual imperative determined her espousal of celibacy, as it had for many exceptional young women over the centuries, even though the brilliant and fashionable Miss Florence Nightingale of Embley Park was not obviously cut in the mold of the virgin anchorite. She was very much the new woman, archetypally English Victorian in her ambition and restless pragmatism, her determination to channel spiritual energies into social reform, just as her friend Lord Shaftesbury did. Her dream was not just to nurse cholera patients, as medieval saints had once kissed lepers, or even to found the modern equivalent of a leprosarium. Florence’s dreams were large-scale, suited to a woman born into the ruling class of Great Britain, the hegemonic power of the nineteenth century. She dreamed of becoming a nurse, of developing nursing as a profession for educated, dedicated, capable young women like herself, of making Britain a healthier, safer, happier place for all its citizens, of reassessing and rebuilding the whole system of health care in public institutions. As her sister, Parthe, once remarked of her in admiration and envy, Florence was ambitious, very.
To start with, however, Florence Nightingale simply wanted the freedom to leave the shelter of home and go into the public world of factories, mills, mines, hospitals, poorhouses, law courts, prisons, garrisons, and schools. Given freedom, and a modicum of cash, she could find out what could be done to improve things. Florence Nightingale was quite convinced she had the God-given talent to make a difference, and woe betide her and society if she was forced to bury that talent in the earth. Women, she wrote passionately in her private diaries, had the right to be free and the duty to work, just like men. But it was precisely this right that society at large denied. It was this demand that the three other Nightingales rejected, insisting with all their combined strength that Florence’s place was at home, with them. Her first, her essential, her highest duty as a Christian woman, whether or not she married, was to ensure the care of her immediate family.
In its laws, its traditions, its science, its myths, its shibboleths, nineteenth-century society decreed that women were fragile, ethereal beings who belonged in the home, and only there. Women had no place in the public sphere. The most bitter and divisive social crusade was not, in fact, to free the slaves, end discrimination against religious minorities, extend the franchise to the nonpropertied classes, or enact a ten-hour working day. These famous campaigns were very long and hard fought, but by the end of the century they had been largely successful in Great Britain. The longest, toughest fight was for equal legal and political rights, financial independence, and personal liberty for women, and the battleground was not so much Parliament or the law courts as individual homes throughout the land.
Girls born in the first part of the nineteenth century in England had remarkably few legal rights, professional opportunities, and personal freedoms even if they were born to families of wealth and privilege. In the year Florence rejected the proposal of Richard Monckton Milnes, Victoria could be queen of England but no lady in the land could vote like her husband, enter Parliament like her father, join the India Office like her brother, preach from the pulpit like her nephew, or serve as justice of the peace like the gentleman farmer she hunted with. Few girls even from elite families received a secondary education, and none could enter the universities, much less gain access to the professions such as medicine, law, or the Church. In this period many women had to work but few could earn a living wage. Only a handful of exceptional women, such as Fanny Trollope, Margaret Oliphant, or Fanny Kemble, could earn enough to offer a decent standard of living to children or other relatives who were dependent on them.
If a woman married well, her chances of financial security significantly improved. This is the reason why the heroine’s marriage makes the happy ending for so many of the novels of the period. But once a woman married, her identity legally merged into her husband’s, and a wife’s civil status as “feme covert” was, as feminist reformer Frances Power Crabbe put it in an 1868 essay, that of a criminal, an idiot, or a child. Unless a father paid to keep his daughter’s assets under the control of her male relatives, an English woman who married could own nothing, purchase nothing, contract for nothing, and bequeath nothing without her husband’s acquiescence. Everything a married woman inherited, everything she earned, was his to do with as he willed. So was her body. So were her children.
The great majority of English people of the period, women as well as men, saw this manifest inequality as natural and ineluctable. Even those who deprecated the suffering of individual women assumed that this was the price to be paid to keep families strong and intact. An editorial in the  Saturday Review of 1857 expressed the common view: “Married life is a woman’s profession, and to this her training—that of dependence—is modelled. Of course by not getting a husband or by losing him, she may find that she is without resources. All that can be said of her is, she has failed in business, and no social reform can prevent such failure.”
For Victorians, the family was the foundation for the whole social edifice. It constituted a refuge from the degrading cares of the marketplace, a still center in the swirling chaos of modern life. Since it was universally agreed that God and nature had made men the superior sex, happy families depended on the successful exercise of power by fathers. The campaign for equal rights for women seemed to strike at the roots of social order, and it was resisted for posing a real and probable threat to the peace of every family in the land.
The seismic shift in social attitudes occasioned by the women’s rights movement was registered with peculiar clarity in the Nightingale-Shore-Smith family. Wealth, prominence, education, a tradition of independent thinking in both religion and politics set this family in the vanguard of social change. The ancestors of Florence Nightingale on both sides were Dissenting Protestants, members of the Christian groups who gave the world John Milton, Oliver Cromwell, Isaac Newton, and John Locke, to name but a few. Their coreligionists, the so-called Puritans, had rejected religious constraints and sailed across to America to found colonies in New England. By the late eighteenth century, Nightingale’s grandparents on both sides had become “Rational Christians,” founding members of the Unitarian movement, which produced Joseph Priestley, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Ralph Waldo Emerson, and whose influence on both English and American culture was quite disproportional to its numbers.
Inclined for generations to question received truths, forced by religious prejudices and legal barriers to excel in the socially scorned areas of commerce, industry, science, technology, and education, the Nightingale ancestors came inevitably to political radicalism, and thus in turn to what we now call feminism. The social advances secured by English women during the nineteenth century can be charted precisely in this clan and illustrated by the stories of specific women over four generations.
Elizabeth Evans, Florence Nightingale’s paternal great-aunt, born in 1759, was a lonely, strange, vehement autodidact living in a bleak Derbyshire village. Florence deeply loved and revered Miss Evans, but she saw clearly how frustration had twisted her great-aunt’s character and caused her endless pain. In the next generation, Martha (Patty) and Julia Smith, Florence’s two spinster aunts, were nourished in that brief feminist dawn at the turn of the nineteenth century that produced Mary Wollstonecraft. Informally educated, well read, intensely curious women with few outlets for their talents and energies, the Smith sisters were dependent all their lives on the charity of relatives. Undeterred by poverty, they devoted themselves to such radical causes as the abolition of slavery, independence for Poland, higher education for girls, and the extension of the franchise to women. Aunts Patty and Ju were actually too extreme in their views for their affectionate but censorious Victorian nieces, Florence Nightingale and Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon, though these two proved to have radical plans of their own. Florence and Barbara received excellent secondary educations but were unable to go on to university or professional school. Each worked, in her different way, to ensure that the next generation of women in the family would at last have the opportunity to train and enter the professions if they wished. By the 1880s, a strong contingent of women from the fourth generation, like Rosalind Nash and Lettice Verney, were able to take their places at Cambridge and Oxford universities alongside their brothers and cousins.
No one on the Nightingale family tree is as famous and achieving as Florence. She was, in all kinds of ways, extraordinary. Nonetheless, the spiritual intensity, the passion for ideas and for facts, the ability to get things done, the concentrated energy for which Florence Nightingale became famous all over the world were all traits waiting for expression in the generations of her mother and grandmothers. Nourished by their wisdom, sheltered by their care, witness to their frustrations, she was motivated to succeed where they had been obliged to fail. In this she is typical of women all over the world today, even as she is quintessentially a Victorian.
HOW, THEN, should we best think about our Nightingales? At first, no doubt, as four strange and compelling individuals. And then perhaps as a rather modern-seeming nuclear family—Fanny, WEN, Parthe, and Flo, two parents and two children, strenuously engaged in the sibling rivalry, intergenerational struggle, and sexual agon now so familiar to us.
The individual strangeness is hard to miss. Florence, of course, virtually ab ovo, was an alien creature, a funny little girl who grew into an oddly intimidating young woman. Who else takes to her bed at the age of thirty-seven for two decades—tortured with pain but working ceaselessly, unable to bear the mere whiff of a close family member on the stairs? Who else reemerges into sociability in her late sixties and finally shuffles off the mortal coil at ninety, after five decades spent fervently waiting for death? Fanny and WEN—charming people, devoted married couple, pillars of society—were both, in different ways, rebels and dreamers. And as for Parthenope, the most fragile of the four, she spent fifty years mixing her own brand of eccentricity—one part artistic sensibility, two parts neurasthenia, three parts chronic ill health—and challenging the other three to love her despite it all.
In some ways, of course, to be odd was to be typically Victorian. Lytton Strachey captures this quality very well in his collection of Eminent Victorians (Henry Manning, Florence Nightingale, Thomas Arnold, Charles George Gordon), but other specimens are in ample supply. The statesmen Melbourne, Palmerston, Gladstone, and Disraeli were all very different, but they were all eccentrics. None of them would ever have cut it at IBM or the CIA. Dickens, Thackeray, George Eliot, Charlotte Brontë were writers whose lives read stranger than their fiction. Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Dante Gabriel Rossetti were famously weird even in their day, while Tennyson, Emily Brontë, and Christina Rossetti kept their oddness under wraps by meeting as few people as possible. Victoria herself, if only by force of being Queen Empress, grew increasingly odd as her reign continued. And this is not to mention more minor figures like “opium eater” essayist Thomas De Quincey, bohemian novelist Wilkie Collins, or poet, painter, and certified lunatic John Clare. In an age when children drank beer for lunch, gin was mother’s milk to many, port flowed by the barrel at gentlemen’s clubs, and people took opium, alcohol, arsenic, antimony, and mercury to regain their health, delusion prospered and dementia lurked. It wasn’t just the madwoman in the attic but the crazy uncle in the asylum, the brother who committed suicide, and the sister who refused to get out of bed.
Yet to see the Nightingales merely as neurotics or candidates for family therapy misses a crucial aspect of their lived experience—the degree to which they identified themselves as members of a group rather than as isolated individuals. Affluent modern Americans like to be monads, human billiard balls cheerfully rebounding off the corners of the world. Upper-middle-class English Victorians were more like threads woven into the warp and woof of society. The Nightingales were part of a stiff, sticky, supportive family matrix that kept them short of the adultery, drug addiction, alcoholism, and suicide they saw all around them. The apparently individualizing traits we see in our four Nightingales—their wit and curiosity and drive, their spiky iconoclasm, their refusal to be bored, especially by bores—also made them charter members of a highly specific social caste. We see in these four remarkable people the expression of an achieving family’s heritage, the mark of an enlightened religious faith, the shaping of a progressive educational philosophy, and the reflection of a financially and intellectually privileged milieu.
Nightingales is the story of one extraordinary woman’s struggle to find an independent role for herself in Victorian England, and of the painful dynamics that her struggle set off in her nuclear and extended family. The struggle took place in Paris, Rome, Frankfurt, Athens, and Cairo, as well as in England’s handsomest drawing rooms and gardens. It was observed by some of the most interesting people of the day—writers Elizabeth Gaskell and Harriet Martineau, mathematicians Charles Babbage and Ada Lovelace, philanthropists Lord Shaftesbury and Julia Ward Howe, philosopher John Stuart Mill, medical pioneer Elizabeth Blackwell, classicist Benjamin Jowett. Queen Victoria and Prince Albert have cameo roles in this story.
Florence Nightingale is one of the most remarkable women known to history. She was a bona fide heroine in her time, a nineteenth-century woman who yearned to become a new Teresa of Avila, mystic, religious reformer, saint. She is also one of the best-documented women who has ever lived. We shall be spending a good deal of time with Florence as a child, girl, and young woman, since these were the years when her life was tightly bound up with her family. And no book on the Nightingales could fail to give some account of Florence’s extraordinary twenty-one months in Turkey and the Crimea, one of the most famous events in women’s history. All the same, this is not a biography of Florence Nightingale. When her health breaks down in 1857 and she moves into seclusion to work all out for health reform, I shall not follow her into the bedroom upstairs or monitor the business she conducts there. Just as she kept beloved family and friends resolutely at bay during her fifteen-odd years of frenzied reform lobbying and continued thereafter to focus her energies on international health care issues, so we too shall hear of Florence’s activities after 1858 only insofar as family and friends are involved.
In thousands of autobiographical fragments—journals and diaries and drafts of letters not sent, comments scribbled in the margins of books and on scraps of paper—Florence Nightingale made sure that posterity knew just how hard it was to be her. The sheer volume and vehemence of this record has made it hard to see how difficult it also was to be Florence Nightingale’s mother, father, aunt, cousin, friend, and sister. Having a would-be saint in the family is not an unalloyed asset, and living down the street, as her sister and brother-in-law Sir Harry Verney did, from an international icon of the female gender is not all beer and skittles—or, perhaps I should say in this case, champagne and croquet. In this book, we shall see how the Nightingale clan adored and criticized Florence, supported and fought her, empathized with and misunderstood her, defined and were defined by her. No longer an isolated woman in a spotlight, Florence becomes in this book the leading actress in a drama full of meaty roles, part comedy, part tragedy, part epic.
Through the collage of viewpoints afforded us by several generations of this remarkable family we gain insight into the Victorian era. But the Nightingale story is not just a lavish period piece, and the problems the Nightingales experienced were not limited to the elite of one country at one time. Nightingales is the story of an influential, functioning, evolving family unit, and how it held strong to meet the challenges of its day.
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Chapter 1
ENTAILS AND ABOLITIONISTS
To get the measure of our four Nightingales, we need to go back to the time before Victoria became Regina and find the source of their wealth, their class identity, their social confidence, their philanthropic energy, their political influence, and their neuroses. Let us see them first as part of an expansive, tumultuous, brilliant clan that in the course of the nineteenth century included, most prominently, Smiths, Shores, Nicholsons, Bonham Carters, Leigh Smiths, Cloughs, and Verneys. This clan in turn formed part of the “intellectual aristocracy” chronicled by Noel Annan,1 members, in Virginia Woolf’s words, of the “very communicative, literate, letter-writing, visiting, articulate, late nineteenth century world.”2 This small, closely knit group provided Britain with many of its scientists, theologians, philosophers, sociologists, journalists, university teachers, and writers. 3
Moving farther out in the circles, both Fanny and WEN’s families were by tradition Unitarian, or “Rationalist Christian,” and thereby hooked into an international network of believers, small in number but of great influence, especially in New England. Long after most clan members had ceased to attend Unitarian services, this Unitarian heritage was to shape the lives of male and female descendants.4 Then the Nightingales and their expanding clan were conspicuous members of that larger rising middle class in Britain that stood beneath the “dignified” classes of monarchy, aristocracy, and gentry and above the agricultural and industrial laborers. This was the “efficient” class, which, according to Walter Bagehot, who belonged to it, in fact ruled England and made it work.5
Finally, this clan, living in the years when all the world accepted that Britannia ruled the waves, was deeply, self-consciously, triumphantly, but not narrowly, English.
So our story begins in the late eighteenth century in the Midlands, the industrial heartland of England, more specifically in the county of Derbyshire, where Nightingales began the move up the social ladder that in three generations brought them from mere local prominence to international fame.
Nightingale, “singer of the night,” began in Middle English as the name of a small, inconspicuous, and not uncommon bird with a singularly sweet song. Greek filomela, Persian bulbul, just plain American thrush, the nightingale has become the bird of poetry par excellence. Across cultures the nightingale is female, a brutally ravished heroine, a caged companion to a lonely Chinese emperor, the Philomel of melody whom Shakespeare summoned to lull Titania in the magic wood. The soldiers who met Florence Nightingale in the Crimea knew her affectionately as “the Bird,” and the romantic associations of her surname had their own small part to play in the legend crafted around the woman.6
Given the traditional femaleness of nightingales, it seems fitting that WEN, Fanny, Parthenope, and Florence, our four protagonists, came to be Nightingales through the distaff side. In fact, Florence would have been plain, unromantic Miss Shore, whose mother was—oh horrors!— a Smith were it not for a piece of legal sleight of hand.7 In 1803, the eight-year-old William Edward Shore inherited the lands and estate of his great-uncle Peter Nightingale, squire of Lea Hall in Derbyshire. Peter Nightingale was the brother of young William Edward’s maternal grandmother, Anne Nightingale Evans, and the uncle of his mother, Mary Evans Shore. William Edward—the man variously known for sixty years to friends and family as Nightingale, Night, Uncle Night, and WEN (as I shall generally refer to him for convenience)—took the name of Nightingale only in 1815, when he turned twenty-one.8
The boy inherited the estate through an entail. Entail provisions were ancient and complex strategies worked into English law whereby the capacity to sell or bequeath real property was restricted so that the family of the original owner kept control. The theory was that a piece of land belonged to a family and that a specific individual might hold it and enjoy its profits during his lifetime but could not sell it or control its disposition after his death. One common entail on the “heirs of the body” sought to ensure that, if an heiress died, her family property would pass to her own children or revert to her own family if she had no children, not to any subsequent wives and children her husband might have.
The primary purpose of land tenure law was to keep a property intact across the generations, and the time-honored way to do this was to give preference to a single male heir. If a man had six daughters and then a son, his real property must by law pass intact to the youngest child. If a man had several sons, the eldest inherited the property. In the worst-case scenario of a man with only daughters, however, his property was equally divided among the daughters. Entails on an heir-male prevented such divisions by dispossessing all the daughters in favor of some distant male relative. In Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen dramatized the dark shadow cast over the lives of Mrs. Bennet and her daughters by an entail on the heir-male that governed the Bennet estate. In the event of Mr. Bennet’s death, his wife and children would be cast into penury since his house and fortune would inexorably pass to his male cousin.
Entail provisions were often eccentric, and according to one contemporary witness, this was true of the Nightingale entail. That redoubtable lady Frances Coape Smith, together with her husband William Smith, M.P., visited her old friends the Shores in their Tapton home in 1804 and recorded the following entry in her travel journal: “William Shore, a lad of about ten years of age, has had 100,000 pounds left him by a Mr. Nightingale, with the whimsical prohibition of neither benefiting himself when under age, nor suffering his daughters to inherit. Should he not have a son, it goes to his sister.” 9 Mrs. Smith had no way of knowing it in 1804, but the Nightingale entail would turn out to be of immediate importance to her own family. Not only would her daughter Fanny eventually marry the lucky William (Shore) Nightingale, but her son Sam would marry William’s sister and heir presumptive, Mary (Mai) Shore.
The medieval law of entail was one of the most arcane of legal specialties, and the further one ventures into the question of the Nightingale entail, the murkier things become. Frances Smith obviously did not understand it since she says the boy WEN inherited a hundred thousand pounds. An entail governs real property, not personal property, so presumably what Frances meant was that WEN inherited real property worth some one hundred thousand pounds. She says that WEN would be unable to benefit from the Nightingale money during his minority, but thereafter she implies that he could do anything he liked with it except leave it to his female children. But things were much more complicated than this. Much of the land surrounding the new house of Lea Hurst and all the Embley Park property were purchased by WEN, and yet they were subject to the Nightingale entail, and so passed on his death to his sister, Mai, and his brother-in-law, Sam Smith. On the other hand, the Nightingale land in Derbyshire proved to have valuable coal deposits, generating revenue that WEN was able to invest. Such investments were not real property, and it was increasingly unclear whether their profits fell under the terms of the Nightingale entail or formed part of WEN’s personal estate and could thus pass to his daughters. And so, because he failed to produce a son, WEN was throughout his life accountable to Sam Smith, as husband to Mai, heir under the entail but not a legal entity under the doctrine of “feme covert,” and father and trustee to Shore, who, as the only male child, would inherit from his mother.
One thing is clear. Fanny Nightingale and her two daughters were in rather the same position as Jane Austen’s fictional Bennet women. They lived in the shadow of an entail, and this created stresses. Most specifically, they all three knew that on WEN’s death they would lose their home. The large, expensive, and greatly beloved estates of Embley and Lea Hurst would pass to the Sam Smiths. Property issues smaller than this have been the bane of families throughout history. As we shall see, the Shore-Smith-Nightingale family showed some greatness of spirit in the considerate and civilized way they handled the problems of the Nightingale entail.
WHEN WILLIAM EDWARD inherited from great-uncle Peter Nightingale in 1803, his grandmother Anne Nightingale Evans was still alive— she died only in 1815—as was his mother, Mary Evans Shore. If my own small son were to inherit a fortune from my uncle, I should probably harbor some bitterness at being passed over. But married women in England around 1800 were obliged to accept the fact that the law hated to trust women with money, so Mrs. Shore is unlikely to have felt any resentment about her son’s windfall. In fact, she had the satisfaction of knowing that the Nightingale money would come to her son if she should die young and her husband start a new family. Furthermore, with his only son rich in his own right, William Shore the elder, himself a wealthy man from a wealthy family, would be able to leave his widow more than comfortably off and find a large dowry for his daughter. Mai, as she was always called to distinguish her from her mother, would have excellent marriage prospects. That was about as much as a woman could rationally hope for in England at the turn of the nineteenth century.
The Shores, the family of WEN’s father, and the Evanses, the family of his maternal grandfather, made their homes and their livings in the Midlands. This region is only a couple of hundred miles from London and yet, in the view of England’s oligarchy from the days of Chaucer well into the nineteenth century, a barbarous place, though not, of course, quite as bad as Scotland. Like many northerners, the Shores and their kin engaged in what the Victorians liked to disparage as “trade”—that is to say, commerce, industrial production, and finance. Their moral tone was high, their thrift and diligence exemplary; they made and mined and banked and became rich. But in custom, and in that crucial class marker in England, language, to an educated English southerner, they were at best provincial, at worst uncouth.
Originally, the Nightingales came out of the same class as the Shores since the origin of the Nightingale fortune was lead. In Derbyshire, the mining of that traditionally ignoble metal goes back many centuries, and a certain Peter Nightingale first came to local prominence as the owner of a lead mine in Wirksworth, Derbyshire. Records of the Nightingales’ commercial transactions apparently go back to the seventeenth century, and in the early eighteenth century, they managed to move up the social ladder when the first Peter purchased the Manor of Lea, across the valley from Wirksworth, and became master of Lea Hall. Peter Nightingale had only two children, a daughter, Anne, and a son, Peter, and the son of course inherited all the real property. The second Peter, who never married and thus produced no children who could inherit his real property, moved the family up several more notches. He was born in 1736 and earned the epithet “Mad Peter.” Local legend has it that the second Peter was a squire straight out of the novels of Fielding and Sterne, a hard-riding, hard-drinking bachelor.
Peter Nightingale Jr.’s madness did not extend to money. When he was not taking stone walls head-on or falling down dead drunk, Mad Peter seems to have had his wits about him.10 Far from dissipating his father’s fortune, he established a lead-smelting plant on his Lea property, built a mill for cotton spinning on the Lea Brook, and found the money to acquire the adjacent manors of Cromford and Wakebridge. He also modernized Lea Hall, giving it a pillared façade in the new Georgian style. 11 This was more in keeping with the social status of a man who served for a time as high sheriff of Derbyshire. The cotton mill in Lea did not prosper and so, in what proved to be a canny decision, Nightingale turned it over to John Smedley, who changed the Lea mill from cotton to wool and soon began to make a profit. Smedley’s factory is still in business today, the oldest mill in continuous production in England. The imposing mill buildings still crowd the narrow sidewalks of Lea. A bridge bearing the company’s arms extends over the road like an industrial Bridge of Sighs.
In 1776 Peter Nightingale sold his Cromford property to Richard Arkwright, and this was to prove a most significant deal, not only for the fortunes of the Nightingale family but for the history of Derbyshire. Arkwright, a pioneer in the installation and exploitation of machines for spinning thread, harnessed the Bonsall Brook and the Cromford Sough, a local lead mine drain, and started spinning. Cotton imported from America’s slave South was spun and woven into cloth, priced to appeal to ordinary citizens all over the world, then shipped by Britain’s merchant navy, and marketed by British merchants. England became rich and slavery, far from withering away as the American founding fathers had piously assumed, brought the slave-owning states not only prosperity but also international legitimacy.12 All of this intense industrial activity was occurring in what amounted to Peter Nightingale’s backyard.
Arkwright was a competent engineer, but his real claim to fame was as an industrial organizer. He pioneered the factory system that not only revolutionized textile manufacture all over the world well into the twentieth century but offered a general model for concentrated, large-scale mass production units. In Cromford, Arkwright and his son built accommodation for their growing workforce on the site and houses for weavers in the village, with a third story to accommodate the looms. Cromford, hitherto a small community of sheep-farming and lead-mining families strung out along a rocky, narrow mountain valley, developed into the prototype of the factory complex. Versions of Cromford were established in Germany and the United States, and Americans from small textile towns in the South would feel at home in the village even today. By 1800 the Lea Brook was harnessed and polluted, the air in the deep valleys was thick with particulates from the lead smelting, and lead had made the ground bare in patches—“bellanded,” in the local term.13
The Arkwright mills still dominate Cromford today. They are at the heart of the Peak District, one of the wildest and most beautiful parts of England, a mecca for hikers, rock climbers, and mountain bikers.14 But when Parthe and Flo Nightingale spent their summers at their father’s new house, Lea Hurst, the local industry was not tourism. “Dark satanic mills,” in the words of William Blake’s famous diatribe “Jerusalem,” had in all truth spread over the “green and pleasant land” of Derbyshire. The lead mines and smelters, the coal mines, Smedley’s woolen mill at Lea, and Arkwright’s great cotton mills in Cromford were the source of the Nightingales’ wealth and social prominence.
The price of industrialization was clearly visible to the Victorians themselves.15 The horrors of life in the mills, the mines, and the clay pits, the unparalleled disease and squalor of the slums in England’s great cities, were studied and recorded in chilling detail in a series of great governmental reports in the mid-nineteenth century. They were also a major theme for the leading writers of the time. Hood’s The Song of a Shirt, Elizabeth Barrett’s Cry of the Children, Carlyle’s  Chartism, Dickens’s Oliver Twist, Hard Times, and Bleak House, Gaskell’s Sylvia and North and South, and Disraeli’s  Sybil all in different ways raised the national consciousness and fueled the engine of social reform. But these writers were in the main not opposed to industry and commerce per se. They saw that industrialization was a powerful force for equality and democracy, that factories offered opportunities for the talented few and a path to a better life, however stony and uphill, for the many.
One of the most revolutionary features of the textile mill system was that it brought together thousands of female workers, gave them communal housing, and paid them something at least approaching a living wage. This led to a new level of sexual equality among working-class young people that some called female emancipation and others female corruption. Everyone agreed it was subversive. Many prominent Victorian women, especially those who had connections with the Midlands and North of England, were fascinated by the phenomenon of the mill girl. In Adam Bede George Eliot set up a contrast between her heroine Dinah Morris’s industrial village, Snowfield—which was based directly on Cromford—and Hayslope, her hero Adam’s rich, warm, traditional agricultural home. At the end of the book Eliot “saves” Dinah by marrying her to Adam and retiring her into traditional domesticity.
Harriet Martineau, though a generation older than George Eliot, was more radical in her views on women workers. Martineau argued that industrialization offered ordinary women opportunities they had never had before. The daughter of a manufacturer, Martineau was not nostalgic for the old England of landlord and tenant. In Martineau’s view, where the life of agricultural workers was degraded and stagnant, industrial workers were a dynamic force in society. What the oppressed women of England needed was cheaper bread, better schools, and public libraries, not a move out of the industrial sector into domesticity. Martineau wrote to Richard Monckton Milnes: “I have seen the women and girls at Lowell and Waltham [the textile mills in Massachusetts]—fresh and brisk—dancing in the winter evenings, and walking in the summer—playing on the piano, attending Emerson’s lectures, reading and writing while working in the mills 70 hours a week.”16
Florence Nightingale, on her father’s side, was a child of the industrial Midlands, and her favorite home, Lea Hurst, was just down the road from Cromford, where the industrial revolution can be said to have started. Her parents and the Martineau family had long been friends and allies. Even as a very small child, Nightingale was outraged by the social chasm between rich and poor that opened up at the end of the Lea Hurst driveway. As she grew up she became deeply involved in her Derbyshire community and for a number of years organized evening classes for the young mill women who lived near her home. In the lives of her students, Florence Nightingale saw poverty and toil, but she also saw strength, self-respect, and independence, qualities singularly lacking in most women of her own class.
DURING WILLIAM EDWARD (SHORE) NIGHTINGALE’S minority, the Nightingale inheritance was in trust and the Derbyshire estates grew notably in value. By his early twenties WEN had an annual income of some seven thousand to eight thousand pounds, perhaps half a million in today’s dollars. In an age when men and women tried to feed their families on a few shillings a week, this income made WEN a rich man.
How large a part William Shore Sr. played in the management of his son’s inheritance during his minority is not known since Shore is a rather shadowy figure in Nightingale history. Whereas his wife lived to be ninety-five and played an active role in the lives of her grandchildren, William Shore died in 1822, before any of the new generation could know him. Shore was not a man in the public eye and in their adult letters WEN and Mai say little of their father. Nonetheless, the slim evidence we have points to the fact that William was not only intelligent, well educated, and able but a man of high principles, strong religious faith, radical political sympathies, and deep devotion to his family. No one was better suited to the task of serving as his son’s trustee and also of educating young William to take on the new opportunities and responsibilities that the Nightingale fortune would entail.
William Shore was a member of an old, respected, and affluent clan of Yorkshire Dissenters or Nonconformists, minority Protestants who refused allegiance to the established Church of England. Dissenters had suffered social, political, and financial discrimination because of their religious views ever since the late seventeenth century. Under the Test and Corporation Acts, Dissenters had no right of public assembly, were barred from holding public office, and could take degrees at Oxford and Cambridge only by abjuring their faith. As a result of the years of discrimination and even persecution they had known, English Dissenters formed a closely knit national community. The Shores intermarried with local coreligionists, and they also maintained strong cultural, commercial, and familial ties with Dissenting families in other parts of the country.
Sheffield, the home of the Shores, was an old Yorkshire industrial city, famous above all for cutlery and silver plate. William Shore and his brothers Samuel and John established the first bank in Sheffield. By the 1780s, William Shore of Sheffield was a wealthy man, but the extraordinary political vicissitudes of the period 1789 to 1815 left him little peace of mind. The political tides had once again turned against the Dissenters, and local yahoos roamed in search of mayhem and loot. The Shores had reason to fear for their homes and businesses. In 1792, anti-Jacobin rioters in Manchester, inflamed by the Anglican clergy and encouraged by local magistrates, attacked the house of Thomas Walker, William Shore’s brother-in-law. Walker courageously defended himself against the mob, but then a trumped-up charge of conspiring to overthrow the government was brought against him. Walker’s acquittal cost him three thousand pounds, and his business never recovered from the slander. Abuse of this kind led a number of notable Dissenters to emigrate to the United States.17
William Shore and his wife and children lived on the moors on the outskirts of Sheffield, in Tapton near the Derbyshire border. The house was about twenty-five miles, or a day’s ride on horseback, from Peter Nightingale at Lea Hall. Florence recalled in 1890 that her paternal grandfather, Mr. Shore, “was most charming—he was so kind but he could be very stern—utterly disinterested & his wife too, caring nothing for money—of a racy independent Northern stock, living their lives away from all neighbours.” Of her grandmother, whom she had known very well, Nightingale told Lady Margaret Verney that she was “very clever, very original and a thorough lady” but not educated, unable to spell and reading only her Bible and prayer book. “She never did anything because anyone was looking at her, or abstained from doing anything because anyone was looking at her . . . She dressed once for all in the morning said her prayers & came down to breakfast—after her midday dinner she went upstairs knelt down by her bed & prayed aloud, there was no concealment about it . . . we children knew that grandmother went up to say her prayers & we could hear her voice in the passage, speaking to God with such passion & earnestness—as if He were in the room—which He certainly was.”18
The wild, antisocial attitude that characterized both Mary Evans Shore and her sister, Elizabeth Evans, mirrored the bleak moors and crags of their native country as well as the rough, uncompromising humor of the poorer country people. Anyone who has read Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights or Juliet Barker’s superb biography of the Brontës will have a good sense of this. Florence Nightingale felt at home at Lea Hurst, liking Derbyshire because it was considered wild and unfashionable. Even as a teenager she found her father’s tenants and the workers from the nearby Cromford cotton mills more interesting than the wealthy families who left cards for her mother at Embley. As Nightingale would recall later: “The greatest delight of those child days was our visits to my dear old Aunt in the valley . . . She lived in the most perfect of the Derbyshire old houses, with its paved terrace and its flight of stone steps overlooking the dashing River—with a Virginia creeper over its roof, which in Autumn was a perfect sheet of fire twisting with a broad-leaved Vine in & out of the old mullioned windows.”19
Through the Nightingale inheritance William Edward became a country squire. By adopting the name of Nightingale and marrying the charismatic Fanny Smith, WEN became in many ways more of a Smith-Nightingale than a Shore. For the Shores and their Midlands clan, this was no cause for rejoicing. Especially after Parthe and Flo were born, WEN’s mother, living in Tapton, and his aunt, in Cromford, would have liked him less wealthy and cosmopolitan, settled year round at Lea, close to them.
Florence noted the disjunction between her father and his past and believed that William Edward would have been happier as a manufacturer or banker Shore than as a gentleman Nightingale. Florence wrote: “My father is a man who has never known what struggle is . . . Effleurez, n’appuyez pas [keep it light, don’t bear down hard] has been not the rule but the habit of his life, liberal by instinct not by reflection. But not happy. Why not? He has not enough to do. I see him eating his breakfast as if the destinies of a nation depended upon his getting done, carrying his plate about the room, delighting in being in a hurry, pretending to himself week after week that he is going to Buxton [a market town near Lea Hurst] or elsewhere in order to be in legitimate haste. I say to myself how happy that man would be with a factory under his superintendence with the interests of 2 or 300 men to look after.”20
This is Florence The Censor, scribbling her most intimate thoughts on a scrap of paper—for herself and for us—and giving vent to harsh judgments of her family that she could not voice otherwise. If he was neither as industrious nor as productive as she would have liked—who was?—Florence knew as well as anyone else that her father was a singularly lovable man, a singularly good man, and a singularly effective man to boot. Probity and acumen, idealism and efficiency characterized WEN’s financial affairs throughout his long life. Unlike virtually every other Victorian of note, in reality and fiction, he seems never to have been seriously indebted or to have incurred losses that endangered his lifestyle. 21
I NOW TURN to the other side of the Nightingale family, Fanny’s side, the more distinguished side—the Smiths.22 The distinction came from the public service of Fanny’s father. If Florence Nightingale inherited her talent for mathematics, taste for accounting, and managerial expertise from her Shore-Nightingale ancestors, from the Smith side she took her ambition, her charisma, and her political acumen. As a woman, Florence Nightingale could not be elected to the House of Commons, but to an astonishing extent she followed her grandfather Smith’s example by devoting decades of her life to lobbying Parliament and the British government to enact and implement social reforms.
If his name was common, William Smith (1756–1835) was not. First elected to Parliament in 1784, William Smith sat in the House of Commons for forty-six years, an independent voice of principle and reason. An urban, Dissenter, Whig merchant in a parliamentary sea of landowning, Anglican, Tory aristocrats, Smith was often ostracized and jeered by his fellow members. They circulated a piece of partisan doggerel about him that the Dictionary of National Biography has chosen to repeat in its entry on Smith. This I see as the English establishment’s enduring snub to a man who refused to toe the line.
At length, when the candles burn low in their sockets,
 Up gets William Smith with his hands in his pockets,
On a course of morality fearlessly enters,
With all the opinions of all the dissenters.

A short extract from his published writings gives a sense of what William Smith said in his hundreds of speeches: “Whatever right over man may be legitimately exercised by the society to which he belongs; to whatever privation of liberty he may subject himself, by crime legally proved; though he may forfeit even life itself, yet as long as he remains a rational, moral, accountable creature, it arises out of the essence of his nature that he cannot be the proper object of barter and sale, and be indiscriminately transferred as property from hand to hand—far less that such a right can by any possibility be acquired over his certainly innocent offspring.”23
The standard biography of William Smith culled from obituaries and nineteenth-century memoirs paint him as a jolly, unexceptional man, a good father and friend, a good clubman and committeeman, an able lieutenant in the abolitionist fight. The most telling thing Sir James Stephen gives us about William Smith was that he never had a day’s ill health in his life: a classic put-down. Such accounts are deliberately misleading, good examples of Victorian revisionist historiography.24 They smooth the radical edges off an unconventional, idiosyncratic life. They make a live wire into a bore, a risk-taker into a middle-of-the-roader, a rebel into a pilaster of the establishment.
William Smith was a survivor, and by the time he died in 1835, many of the political causes he fought for over decades, though not his religious and philosophical ideas, had become middle of the road. The slave trade was abolished in 1806 and slavery itself in British territories in 1833. The Unitarian Act of 1812 (known as William Smith’s Bill) made it legal for the first time to preach and advocate non-Trinitarian doctrine. The Test and Corporation Acts were repealed in 1828 and the Catholic Emancipation Act was passed in 1829, placing Dissenting Protestants and Catholics on the same legal and political footing as their Anglican brethren. The first Reform Act was passed in 1832, drafted in large part by William’s son-in-law John Bonham Carter, the first small step toward extending the franchise to all citizens. Blood sports like bullbaiting and cockfighting were banned.
But when Smith entered Parliament in 1784, any man who was a public advocate for such measures was considered a dangerous extremist. After 1789, as the revolution in France took its increasingly bloody course, such a man risked arrest, trial on a count of high treason, imprisonment, fines, or even transportation to Botany Bay, the equivalent of a death sentence.25  William Smith survived the storm of reaction that came over Britain following the revolutions in the American colonies and France, but many men he knew fared less well. The radical fringe of the intelligentsia, men like William Godwin, Joseph Priestley, Richard Price, and Horne Took, suffered for their beliefs.26 These men dared to question the very foundations of British society—government by monarchy and oligarchy, the unequal distribution of wealth and civil rights, a father’s despotic power over his wife and children, the sexual double standard, the inerrancy of the Bible.
William Smith also knew women like Mary Wollstonecraft, Amelia Opie, Anna Barbauld, and Helen Maria Williams, whose very existence seemed to many the ultimate threat to nation and family. They dared to assert that liberty and equality applied to both sexes. They lived independent lives, remained single or chose their own mates, published novels, poems, and essays, and sometimes even got paid for them. This was revolution, and the reaction to it would be merciless.
In his library William Smith had a notable collection of subversive literature by contemporaries like Rousseau, Voltaire, Tom Paine, Adam Smith, John Locke, Jeremy Bentham, William Godwin, and Mary Wollstonecraft. He not only read these books but allowed his wife and children, daughters as well as sons, to read them. Worst of all, in the eyes of his contemporaries, William Smith, his wife, Frances, and many of their closest friends were Socinians, Rational Christians, founding members of the new Unitarian sect. This was the smallest and most reviled sect within the small, reviled community of English Protestant Dissenters. In Parliament, William Smith was the principal spokesman for the Dissenting community and the lone voice of Unitarianism.
It is a savage historical irony that the Unitarian background of people like Erasmus Darwin (Charles’s grandfather), Joseph Priestley, Richard Price, Ada Lovelace, Charles Babbage, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Josiah Wedgwood has so often been either misunderstood or ignored. Unitarians should not be dismissed as tyrannical bigots straight out of the pages of Nathaniel Hawthorne, or more recently the screen-plays of Ingmar Bergman. In fact, in the late eighteenth century, religious convictions led a small group of men and women into the intellectual avant-garde and inspired a dogged commitment to improve social conditions for all. For William Smith and his Unitarian friends on both sides of the Atlantic, faith was a spur, not a hobble.
WILLIAM SMITH was intelligent, cultured, energetic—a man of parts, as they liked to say in the eighteenth century—but none of this would have got him into politics if his family had not been wealthy. In the eighteenth century a great deal of money was necessary to succeed if one had not been born Lord This or the Honourable Mr. That.
The Smiths came originally from Newport, Isle of Wight, and they were Presbyterians. The family began its move up the social ladder when Samuel Smith, a young ironmonger and our William Smith’s grandfather (Florence Nightingale’s great-great-grandfather), saved Elizabeth Leigh from death or injury in a carriage accident. To the chagrin of her rich and prominent family, Miss Leigh fell in love with her rescuer and eloped with him. Samuel and Elizabeth had eleven children. After the early death of their father, three of the sons, William, Benjamin, and Samuel II, left the Isle of Wight and went to London to seek their fortunes in the grocery business.
Their bachelor uncle Joseph Smith was a wholesale grocer who owned the Sugar Loaf in Cannon Street, a shop in the heart of the city specializing in sugar, tea, and spices. These luxury products came to England from her colonial possessions, notably the slave plantations in the West Indies. Our William Smith’s youthful uncle (Florence’s great-great-uncle), also called William, went out to Antigua, did well, and acquired property but died at twenty-six. In a 1738 letter to his sister Elizabeth Travers, William wrote of his horror at the social conditions he found in Antigua. “I must say I think they [the slaves] are the Most Miserable People on Earth, and that to be a Freeborn Subject is the Greatest Blessing in this Life.” 27 William Smith of Antigua’s deep revulsion against slavery was to inspire three generations of Smiths to fight for abolition.
After William’s tragic death, his uncle Joseph and his brothers Benjamin and Samuel continued the business, soon building up extensive property holdings, not only in the West Indies but in the southern states of what would soon become the United States of America. The Sugar Loaf prospered. The firm was worth some forty-six thousand pounds by 1757 and seventy thousand pounds by 1761, and the partners were making about four thousand pounds a year in income.28 Even during the American War of Independence, a very difficult time for English merchants, the Smiths managed to stay afloat and even cheered on the colonists. When the United States became a sovereign nation, the Smiths could afford, as a gesture of solidarity with the new republic, not to pursue their right to legal compensation from the British government for the valuable property rights they owned in Savannah, Georgia. This choice of principle over interest was a matter of pride in the family.29
The Smiths’ rise to affluence is a nice example of Weber’s Protestant ethic at work, but it was not easy, much less inevitable. The Smiths’ Presbyterian faith and increasingly radical ideas on religion, economics, and politics set them against the grain of society. In eighteenth-century England governmental legislation rigged the rules of the social and economic game against anyone who was not a member of the established Church of England. To give one example of the abuses possible under the various acts of Parliament directed against Dissenters, the City of London in the mid-eighteenth century had a policy of electing Dissenters to offices that they were barred by law from accepting. The City then fined the Dissenters for refusing to serve or for neglecting their duties, and used the fines to build a magnificent home for its lord mayor.30 To be an Anglican was, in essence, to hold the key to the door of the professions, the officer class, the universities, and national, local, and colonial government. Even in trade and industry, where Jews and Dissenters were permitted to operate, the path of least resistance for a man intent on success was to be seen regularly at his local church, take communion at Christmas and Easter, put money in the plate, and keep any religious doubts and doctrinal disagreements to himself.
But religious compromise on the basis of materialist self-interest was precisely what Presbyterian intellectuals like the eighteenth-century Smiths could not make. In this they were the direct heirs of the men and women who had sailed on the Mayflower. They stubbornly followed the dictates of conscience, attended the religious community of their choice, educated their children in their own beliefs, and accepted that this made their financial aspirations more difficult. Like their Jewish counterparts, they knew that they had to be more amiable, efficient, prudent, and law-abiding than the next man, since a disgruntled competitor, an unhappy client, or a sadistic official could take revenge within a legal system that was unapologetically biased.31
THE BENJAMIN AND WILLIAM SMITH who came from the Isle of Wight to join their bachelor uncle Joseph’s grocery business never married and had no children. But in 1754 their youngest brother, Samuel, married Martha Adams, daughter of a wealthy London Dissenting family. The Adamses were more distinguished than the Smiths. One member of Miss Adams’s family had managed to be both Lord Mayor of London and a zealous Protestant who “founded the Arabic Professorship at Cambridge for the conversion of the Arabs.”32  As his father had with Miss Leigh, Samuel managed to marry for love and for money since his darling Patty (as Martha was always called) brought him a dowry of six thousand pounds, double his stake in the grocery business at that time. More important, she stood to inherit not only from her father but from her wealthy uncle Thomas Halsey, M.P. At the age of twenty-five, Martha Adams Smith died in childbirth along with her baby, and at about the same time an infant daughter was carried off by smallpox. This left the grieving Samuel with one child, his three-year-old son, William. As it turned out, William would inherit not only from his father and his father’s bachelor brother, Benjamin, but from his maternal grandfather Adams and great-uncle Halsey. Samuel Smith married again, but he had no other children and the second Mrs. Samuel Smith defied stereotype by proving to be a loving stepmother.
Letters show that Samuel entered with unusual sensitivity into his son’s tastes and pleasures. As he wrote to his son at school, from the time of Martha’s death William was “the first object of [his] affection.” “I think I have always treated you as the Friend as well as Parent.” This was an exceptional remark in a century when the philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau consigned his newborn children to an orphanage, where they were pretty sure to die, and great ladies, from the queen down, rarely even saw their children. Just as abusive parents tend to produce children who abuse in their turn, so loving fathers tend to produce sons who become loving fathers. By the mid-eighteenth century there was already in the Smith family a tradition of love and loyal commitment between husband and wife and between parent and child, which was to continue, as we shall see, through the nineteenth century and beyond.
Samuel wanted nothing better than that his only son should succeed him at the Sugar Loaf, but he considered the best education to be the best preparation for business and life. Such an attitude was rare in its day, though common within the proto-Unitarian community. The Dissenters had established and financed a number of remarkable academies, and the young William Smith was sent first to Mr. French’s school at Ware and then to Daventry, the school that educated many of the most famous and accomplished men of the time, Anglicans as well as Dissenters. Daventry was perennially short of money and it had no towering chapel like Eton, but its teaching was outstanding and its students committed. Daventry, under the benign guidance of the Reverend Caleb Ashworth, encouraged discussion on any issue, political, religious or cultural, the masters did not rely upon the birch to maintain order, and the elder boys were not permitted to prey on the younger. In comparison with the Eton, Winchester, or Charterhouse of the time, Daventry was a beacon of enlightenment.
When William Smith left Daventry, at age sixteen or seventeen, he went into his father’s business and worked there for nine years. Though a rich young man with even richer prospects, at this point in his life he did not have a great deal of choice of career. For a Dissenter of his generation, to attend university meant going abroad to Switzerland or the Netherlands, or at least to Edinburgh, and family needs probably made that impossible. Lady Stephen, the most intuitive of the biographical sources, comments that William Smith “was perhaps inclined to take prosperity too much for granted; but with a cultivated mind, quick sympathies and that power of enjoyment which is such a priceless treasure— he was well equipped for the battle of life.”33
IN 1770 SAMUEL SMITH decided to put two thousand pounds into a new home five miles outside the city of London in the green suburb of Clapham. Samuel continued to spend almost all his time in Cannon Street, but nonetheless the family was now brought into a more distinguished and varied social circle that was to have great consequences for William. In Clapham lived a number of very wealthy London merchants and bankers, in particular several branches of the prominent Thornton family. Several Thornton men were members of Parliament and directors of the East India Company and the Bank of England.
In terms of lifestyle and commercial interests, Samuel Smith and his son, William, had much in common with Clapham neighbors, but they were at different ends of the spectrum of Protestant religious doctrine. The Claphamites were Anglicans but in their theology they were closer to Calvinism or Scottish Presbyterianism than to standard Anglicanism. They were the spiritual fathers of a powerful movement within the Church of England, usually known as Evangelicalism, that would so shape the Victorian era. From the reminiscences of Julia Smith, William’s youngest daughter, we get an interesting little vignette that tells us something of what Clapham was like. Of Mr. and Mrs. Henry Thornton, whom she knew as a child, Julia writes: “Something foreboding in Mr. and Mrs. HT something the reverse of indulgent. Marianne [Thornton, Julia’s friend] was writing a letter for her mother when somebody came in saying such and such a vessel is sd [said] to be gone down. A family of their friends were in the vessel. M[arianne] dropped her pen Mrs. T[hornton] sd If you can’t write that letter M I must do it myself.”34
In 1781 the twenty-five-year-old William Smith married Frances Coape, and after returning from the honeymoon, his wife pregnant with their first child, William was increasingly intent on leaving the grocery business and going into Parliament. This was an ambitious plan since, as Lady Stephen notes, “A middle class Dissenter, owing his fortune to trade, bearing the plebeian name of Smith, and, worst of all, a Unitarian, needed some courage to enter the House at all.”35
William Smith’s parliamentary career began in April 1784, when he was elected member for Sudbury, perhaps the most notorious of the rotten boroughs.36 A rotten borough was a community that in ancient times had been given the right to return a member to Parliament and continued to do so even after it had lost most (or in the famous case of Old Sarum, all) of its inhabitants. Even in nonrotten boroughs, voters in Smith’s day and for forty years after were few and far between, and easily bought. In fact, until the Reform Act of 1832, only 4.4 percent of the British population could go to the polls and raise their hands or voices in public support of a candidate.
So in 1784 William Smith bought the election at Sudbury for three thousand pounds. Then, as was common at that time, once he had entered Parliament he changed constituency, and soon changed again. First he moved to Camelford, a constituency with seventeen voters, all in the pocket of the local landowner, who accepted a modest two thousand pounds for the seat. At last, in 1802, after he had made a name for himself in the Commons and moved into the reformist circles of Charles James Fox, William Smith became the member for Norwich, “one of the main provincial centres of the reform movement with its own thriving Revolution Society and radical periodical, The Cabinet.”37 Smith continued to represent Norwich until 1830. In 1812, he was eulogized in the Norwich Chronicle for his “strength of understanding, simplicity of manners, gentleness of disposition, and uprightness of conduct.”
Nonetheless, William Smith owed to Norwich perhaps the greatest disappointment of his political career. In the election of 1806 Norwich voters rejected him, preferring to send in a man who had given unqualified support for a purely local issue—the rejection of a plan to modernize the town’s roads.38 Thus when the great parliamentary debate of 1806 ended with a successful vote to abolish the slave trade, William Smith was forced to watch the historic debate from the gallery, though afterward he hurried over to Wilberforce’s house for the celebration party.
NO ACCOUNT OF the political life of William Smith would be complete without a discussion of his part in the late-eighteenth-century campaign to prohibit the trade in slaves throughout the British Empire, and ultimately to abolish slavery.
Abolitionism, as it came to be called, was an extremely rare and unpopular stand in the eighteenth century, especially for members of the merchant class, like the Smiths. Though there were relatively few slaves living in England, trade with the West Indies and the American colonies was lucrative. In many cases, slave labor, mainly in the sugar plantations, even the actual trade in human cargo, was the basis of English merchants’ fortunes. Most families who made money in the West Indies—the ancestors of both Elizabeth Barrett and Robert Browning, for example— vehemently opposed any government intervention in the way they ran their plantations. James Boswell was typical of his generation in arguing that the slave trade was a good thing. Was it not sanctioned by God in the Bible? Was it not a mainstay of British prosperity and thus a force for progress? Slaves, Boswell and most Englishmen liked to believe, were treated humanely in transit, if for no other reason than that they constituted such valuable merchandise. On the plantations, people liked to say, British slaves lived far better than they had in Africa.
Fortunately, in England and France the economic and cultural forces supporting slavery, though strong, were not as deeply rooted as in the United States. English Quakers in the 1670s were the first to insist that no Christian could in conscience own other human beings, trade in human life, or even acquiesce in a social order where slavery was tolerated. In the eighteenth century, the abolitionist position was strengthened by writers of the French and English Enlightenment who questioned the whole idea of racial inferiority and the legal right of any man to enslave another.
The Smiths signed on to the abolitionist cause at a relatively early period even though abolition posed special concerns for them. The sugar and spices sold in the Sugar Loaf were grown by slaves, and William Smith and his partners stood to incur significant losses if the racial and thus economic balance in the West Indies was disturbed. But the direct contact with slave societies the Smiths had had through their commercial activities reinforced rather than weakened the ethical imperatives they received from their religious communities and their enlightened education.39
The acknowledged leader of the English abolitionists, both in the Commons and without, was William Wilberforce, and William Smith was known to be Wilberforce’s chief lieutenant in Parliament. A small, slight, ugly man, crooked of body but of great charisma, Wilberforce was born into a family of very wealthy merchants who had abandoned the Dissenting faith of their ancestors for socially acceptable Anglicanism.40 At Cambridge University Wilberforce’s golden tongue and singular charm and tact won him acceptance into a powerful set. A drinker, gambler, and general dilettante, he was the model of the young Regency rake, and he became a close friend of the young William Pitt, a commoner destined to be one of England’s greatest prime ministers. Like Pitt, Wilberforce could afford to buy his way into Parliament, and he entered the House of Commons soon after coming down from the university.
Then, at twenty-five, Wilberforce’s Dissenter heritage asserted itself. Out of the blue, it seemed, he experienced a religious conversion and changed from prodigal son to crusader. Henceforward Wilberforce devoted his life to making England a more truly Christian, Bible-reading, and moral nation. Wilberforce was convinced that the way to reform society was to persuade and convert the ruling elite, whose moral corrupt-ness and irreligious ways easily equaled their power. Wilberforce aimed to effect reform from the top down. Continuing friendship with men like Pitt was crucial.
The key issue upon which Wilberforce concentrated at the outset of his career, and the rock upon which he built his immense moral ascendancy, was slavery. Year after year William Wilberforce rose in the House of Commons to propose the abolition of the slave trade. Ultimately Wilberforce’s eloquence, persistence, hard work, organizational skills, and moral authority prevailed. 41
Wilberforce’s antislavery campaign was a model for subsequent reformers. Lord Shaftesbury was to apply Wilberforcian principles of strategy and organization when he began his campaign for reform of factory working conditions, the Ten Hour Work Day Bill, and so on. Florence Nightingale, in her turn, sought to secure national sanitation and health care reforms by lobbying Parliament to enact legislation, using personal connections to gain the support of the politically powerful, and judiciously mobilizing public opinion through the press.
As the men who funded and led the campaign to abolish slavery, William Wilberforce and the Clapham Saints earned an important place in British history, and they also gave rise to a distinguished mandarin caste in British society. Charles Darwin, Lord Macauley, Lord Eldon, Octavia Hill, Virginia Woolf, Vanessa Bell, the Stracheys (Lytton, James, Alix, and Ray), E. M. Forster, G. M. Trevelyan, John Maynard Keynes, J. S. Haldane, and Naomi Mitchison are among the famous descendants of the Venns, the Thorntons, the Babingtons, the Macauleys, the Trevelyans, and the Stephens of Clapham.42 By contrast, William Smith’s lifelong contribution to the abolitionist campaign has received little notice.
This neglect is rooted in both politics and religion. William Smith worked tirelessly for abolition, but on almost every issue but slavery he and Wilberforce were on opposite ends of the political spectrum. A wily politician, Wilberforce balanced his radical stand on slavery with a conservative, even reactionary stand on other matters. In the Commons he was a loyal Tory and supporter of his old friend Pitt. Furthermore, in the eyes of Evangelicals, the Unitarian Smith was not a Christian. Wilberforce to the end longed to convert his heretical friend and save him from hell, but in vain. There is no evidence that William Smith ever tried to convert William Wilberforce to Unitarianism.
Smith remained in the House of Commons until 1825 and had the joy of seeing the wisdom of his ideas confirmed and many political hopes realized at last in the great swell of reform legislation of the early 1800s.
Slavery did not die out in the world when the English Parliament voted to abolish it, and so in 1835 William Smith defied his anxious wife and children by getting out of bed to attend a meeting of the antislavery society. Within days of that meeting he was dead at his son Benjamin’s house at Blandford Square. His grieving family had the comfort of knowing that it was because men like their father bothered to get out of their sickbeds to attend meetings that the carapace of greed, ignorance, and indifference that protected the English slave owners was slowly being chipped away.

Chapter 2
ONE BIG HAPPY FAMILY
William Smith and Frances Coape were head over heels in love when they married, and they were very well suited: both were Dissenting Protestants, both had inherited money, both were very handsome. For at least twenty years they were most happy when in each other’s company and sharing a bed. Florence Nightingale several times remarked on how beautiful her grandmother was in the last years of her life, so I presume that when she was young Frances Coape Smith was stunning. A little, plump, quick, decisive woman whose smooth, dark hair and small regular features would be passed on to her Nightingale granddaughters, Frances had a vitality and a curiosity that matched William’s own. And Frances was healthy as well as beautiful, giving birth to thirteen live children, of whom ten lived to see sixty and beyond. This was a time when many children died young and many women died in childbirth. How relieved Samuel Smith must have been, after the tragedies of his own married life, to see his daughter-in-law so effortlessly fertile.
Miss Coape and her two sisters, Joanna and Maria, lost their parents early on but were tenderly reared by relatives and received by the standards of the day an excellent education.1 Frances was indeed a “blue”— to use the far from complimentary term her contemporaries had for a learned young woman—but she was also a prig. She accepted William Smith’s proposal of marriage only when she had got him to agree that their family would have prayers every day. The learning would get deeper and broader as Frances aged since she had a good mind, but the priggishness too would deepen, to the discomfort of her growing family and even of her husband. As he took on the role of M.P., man about town, and member of the intellectual elite, William moved steadily away from the intellectually narrow circles of Nonconformism, where his wife remained most comfortable. Frances’s extant letters to her children—so pious, so self-righteous, so lacking in humor and tenderness, so very different from William’s—make it easy to caricature her. But in essentials, Frances was at one with her highly unconventional husband, and the legacy she passed on to her children, especially her daughters, was of trained intellect as well as fierce Protestant morality.
William and Frances were married in style on January 6, 1781, and set up house across the common in Clapham from William’s father, Samuel Smith, in a property called Eagle House. An independent establishment for newlyweds was somewhat unusual at that time, but William was well able to afford a good wedding and a new house. In 1779 he had inherited a large estate from his dead mother’s family. This inheritance also enabled him to retire from participating actively in the Cannon Street business, leaving its direction to his cousins Kemble and Nash. Old Samuel had after all given his son too liberal an education, and though trade made William Smith rich and he certainly enjoyed having money, his heart was not in the countinghouse. The Smith family, especially the unmarried daughters, would finally pay a very heavy price for William’s hands-off attitude to moneymaking. Fortunately, two of William’s sons, Benjamin and Octavius, inherited grandfather Samuel’s taste for business as well as father William’s radical politics. They became independently wealthy as young men and kept their parents and sisters from destitution.
After their wedding, William and Frances set off on an exhausting tour of the south and west of England, which of course included a visit to the Smith relatives on the Isle of Wight, notably old Uncle Benjamin, who had retired there after selling his share in the grocery business. The Smith couple traveled in a phaeton, a dashing, light, open carriage perched on four high wheels and drawn by two horses. It was named for the rash charioteer who drove too close to the sun, and was not for the faint of heart. Readers of Georgette Heyer’s Regency novels will recall her heroes tooling around in phaetons. With the Smiths, on this as on many future trips, went Frances’s sister Maria Coape. Maria, who was eight years younger, remained a spinster and spent the rest of her life living with her married sisters. Maria Coape had a valuable role in her sister Smith’s large family, and she was a familiar presence to great-nieces like Florence Nightingale and Hilary Bonham Carter. In her youth, Miss Maria Coape was an accomplished singer and keyboardist who loved opera, notably the fashionable Handel. She taught her nieces, especially Patty, who was only sixteen years her junior, to play and sing. Florence Nightingale’s beautiful singing voice and the passion for opera she developed as an adolescent can be traced back through her aunt Patty to her Coape great-aunt.
LARGE FAMILIES like the Smiths were not rare in any class at this period. What was rare was for fathers to have much to do with their children when they were little. In the affluent classes even mothers often left the care of small children to servants. Women of the high bourgeoisie spent more time at home and were more involved in child rearing than the women of the aristocracy, but a rich merchant or industrialist was probably as distant from his children as a duke or a baronet. William Smith was an exception here, and the tenderness he showed toward his children when they were little earned their lifelong love and respect.
In his domestic life William was in fact more Victorian than Regency, a devoted family man who delighted in the company of his wife and children. With the births of Martha (Patty) in 1782, Benjamin in 1783, Anne in 1785, Frances (Fanny) in 1788, William Adams (Adams) in 1789, Joanna Maria in 1791, Samuel in 1794, Octavius in 1796, Frederic in 1798, and Julia in 1799, William Smith found himself the father of a swarm of children whose talents and exuberance impressed all comers.2
The Smiths’ unusually hands-on style of parenting can best be seen in their summer activities. From the time of their wedding in 1781 until 1804, when Napoleon kept them closer to home, William and Frances adopted the pattern of touring for several months of every summer and taking the children along. This was exceptional. Eighteenth-century men of means were often away from home, and even women of the period paid frequent visits when they could, but they left the children at home with servants or relatives. But the Smiths wanted to share the excitement of travel and were eager for their children to learn as much of the world as possible at first hand. Usually the Smiths explored different areas of England, Wales, or Scotland but on two occasions they crossed the Channel. In true “blue” fashion, Frances Smith wrote up their tours in extensive travel journals, some accompanied with little sketches. This tradition was handed down to her children and thence to her grandchildren.
The Smiths seem to have had four main aims as tourists—to visit as many cultural sites and beauty spots as possible, to be outdoors most of the day, to visit friends and family, and to go to bed as tired as possible. Simply to get from point A to point B in England in the last quarter of the eighteenth century took time and energy. The roads were bad to terrible, sometimes impassable, and there was also danger from highway-men. The Coape sisters, in fact, though cultured young ladies of high moral tone, were no sissies. They routinely suffered discomforts and dangers that our young people today can get only from enrolling in organized and expensive extreme sports ventures.
It rained a great deal in those days, and with the rain came mud, deep on the roads and thick on the clothes, a particular problem for women who were expected to be clean and neat but whose clothes and, in particular, shoes, were flimsier than men’s. Patty Smith says in her reminiscences that on her mother’s four-month trip to Scotland in 1786, Frances Smith had no maid, and, whatever the weather, rode sidesaddle, walked, or drove with William in the famous open phaeton: “My mother’s sole dresses were two habits and two hats, with plumes of feathers, one tipped with blue and yellow & one with blue,” Patty notes in admiration.3 Since Frances was pregnant or just recovering from childbirth for the first twenty years of her married life, those riding habits must have had a great deal of room to expand around the abdomen.
Insufficiently exercised by the journey, if there was a mountain, the Smiths climbed up; if a cave, they climbed down.4 They zealously toured mines or manufacturies or mills, and could also be tempted by castles or stately homes. On a visit to the Midlands in 1783 when they stayed with their friends the Shores and the Milneses, Frances climbed Langdale Pike, the first lady known to have done so. Naturally it rained. In Scotland in 1786 they took a five-mile row across Loch Lomond and then went up Ben Lomond. In 1794, on another tour of the Midlands and Lake District, the Smith family stayed with Lord Muncaster, William’s friend and abolitionist ally in the Commons. The Muncaster family dated back to the Norman Conquest, and a tower at the castle was reputedly built at the time of Tacitus’s Agricola. For Ben and Patty, who were well advanced in Latin, this visit was an exciting live history lesson. At Whitehaven, Mr. Smith and Ben went down a coal mine, walking a mile underground “by the light of a pitched rope.” At Keswick, another beauty spot in the Lake District, it was raining as usual and the steep roads were slippery. The groom fell into a stream with his horse, eleven-year-old Benjamin was thrown over the head of his, and Maria Coape fell off three times. But everyone arrived in one piece, so it was a pretty good day. The family party reached Parndon after three months on the road. On December 13, 1794, Samuel Smith was born, Frances’s tenth baby in some thirteen years. As Lady Stephen remarks: “If there were giantesses in those days, Mrs. William Smith was certainly among them.”5
When the Smiths toured the Continent, they devoted more time to culture than to nature, but the pace was no less exhausting. During their three-month tour in 1788, they covered nearly sixteen hundred miles. Frances, in a Catholic country for the first time, experienced culture shock at Calais when she saw “a crucifix exposed to public view.” The statue of the Virgin Mary in Strasbourg, “dressed extremely fine . . . in yellow painted taffety,” amazed her. Such religious images were quite foreign to her religious tradition. In Paris, the Smiths drove out to Versailles to attend what would prove to be the last “Fête de Saint Louis,” the day when members of the French royal family showed themselves to their subjects. They were able to observe the King and Queen of France at close quarters, first in the chapel and then at the ceremonial lunch—“le grand couvert.” Marie Antoinette, Frances noted, ate not a bite.
At the end of her first Continental tour, Frances was a very different woman, a cosmopolitan and a confirmed art lover like her husband, seeing beauty, not sacrilege, in great religious painting. Comparing her journey to the more extended tour that had been recorded by the celebrated Hester Thrale Piozzi, Samuel Johnson’s dear friend, Frances wrote: “How I wished to visit the Gallery at Dresden, and see those far famed pictures—the Notte of Correggio, Rembrandt’s daughter painted by himself, and inimitable pictures by Ferdinand Bol—and how much do I desire too to see Rome and above all the Pictures in the world, the Transfiguration of Raphael—and above all the Churches in the world, Michael Angelo’s Saint Peter’s.”6 The love of art, the thirst to see great works for oneself, was one of the many things Frances and William Smith passed on to their children. Their daughter Fanny Smith Nightingale developed a lifelong passion for the plastic arts. On her honeymoon in 1818–20, Fanny realized her mother’s dream as well as her own by going to Italy. In 1837–39 she and WEN took their two teenage daughters on a great tour of the Continent to complete their education. Later, when Florence Nightingale visited Rome in 1847–48 with her friends the Bracebridges, she sent back to her family detailed accounts of what she had seen there, notably the Sistine Chapel. On her way home from Egypt in 1850, Florence visited the galleries in Dresden and was not the woman to miss Hester Thrale Piozzi’s Rembrandts and Correggios. We can imagine Fanny saying to Parthe as the family at Embley pored over Flo’s marvelous letters from abroad, “Oh, how my mother longed to see Dresden and Rome!”
IN 1785, already the father of two with another on the way, William Smith bought a house in the country. Upper House in Little Parndon near Harlow in Essex was a two-hundred-acre property situated about twenty miles from London, and thus an easy day’s ride for a vigorous man like William Smith. The estate was very old but the red brick house was new, built in the 1760s. It stood on a small rise and, since Essex is not known for its mountainous terrain, the Smith family humorously called their home the Mount. The large garden at Parndon gave ample scope for the small children’s games, and as time went on the growing boys were able to develop their skills in field sports, a passion for them as for most men of the period. The girls, who were not permitted to walk or ride out alone, and only exceptionally took part in field sports, probably preferred London or Clapham. At Parndon they were under their redoubtable mother’s thumb and had to rely more for stimulation on their parents’ guests.
Though pleasantly rural, Parndon had some cultural amenities, notably the nearby East India Company College of Haileybury. A number of eminent men taught at Haileybury, including the demographer the Reverend Thomas Robert Malthus, who often walked over to the Mount with his family. Malthus aroused great controversy among his contemporaries by arguing that growth in population would always outpace production and that efforts to keep poor people alive were therefore futile. Malthus was a provocative guest at the Mount especially since he was at the opposite end of the political spectrum from William Smith, who was committed to social reform. According to Julia Smith, Patty Smith was the first member of the family to become friendly with the Malthuses. An enthusiastic horsewoman, Patty was able to get farther afield than the other Smith women and to make independent contact with local families.
For all its amenities, Parndon was quickly too small for the Smith family. William and Frances, who so often took advantage of the hospitality of friends when traveling, were embarrassed to be unable to reciprocate. Therefore, between 1797 and 1803, Parndon underwent extensive renovations. The house doubled in size, from twenty to forty rooms, and its style changed from old-fashioned Georgian to newfangled “Italian.” William built a magnificent new library to accommodate his impressive collection of books, prints, and maps. Julia Smith remembered what a magical place that library had been for her as a child, and the wonderful talk she had there once with the already legendary William Wilberforce.
By buying Parndon, Smith also bought the right to make appointments to the living at the local Anglican church, a somewhat delicate task for a man who by 1790 was a declared Unitarian and thus an infidel of the blackest dye in the eyes of the Anglican faithful. Fortunately, William Smith was a tolerant as well as a generous man, and so relations with the Anglicans were relatively smooth. When in Parndon, the Smith family worshipped in their designated pew in the village church, though they attended the evening services, which, according to Julia, had less doctrine. William Smith made a point of going through his children’s copies of the Prayer Book and excising those portions that they need not subscribe to. When the vicar of the neighboring parish of Great Parndon made a fuss about a little Sunday school for girls that the Smith women started at the Mount, the idea was dropped.7 Sunday schools for the poor were a very controversial issue at that time and for the vicar at Parndon a Unitarian Sunday school must have seemed a terrifying prospect. He did not understand for a moment that Frances and Patty wanted to teach the local children to read, not undermine their belief in the Holy Trinity.8
In 1794 William Smith bought a London townhouse at 6 Park Street (now 16 Queen Anne’s Gate). The house still stands and is only a five-minute walk from the House of Commons. For Frances Coape Smith it was a wrench to leave Clapham, where she had many friends, but the new house’s proximity to the Commons would allow her to enter more into her husband’s professional life, and it was much safer for William. When engaged in one of the regular late-night sessions at the House, the considerate William was inclined to dismiss his servant and horse and walk back to Clapham alone—a risky procedure at a time when travelers were often assaulted and robbed, and one that greatly alarmed his wife.9 Park Street soon became a center for the Whig elite. Some seventy years later Florence Nightingale would settle upon another house in reasonable proximity to the Houses of Parliament for just the same reasons.
One indication of Smith’s rising reputation was that in 1802 he was elected to the exclusive King of Clubs—a group of notable wits, scholars, and men about town. The club was limited to thirty and met once a month for dinner at an inn, mainly to discuss literary and cultural topics. Lord Holland, the Honourable William Lamb (later Lord Melbourne), the poet William Cowper, the scientist Thomas Malthus, and Henry Hallam (father of Tennyson’s beloved friend) were among the members of the King of Clubs. 10 In 1806, William Smith was elected a fellow of the Royal Society, and he also became a member of the Linnaean Society and of the Society of Antiquaries. In the next generation, William Edward Nightingale was unable to follow his father-in-law into politics, but he did emulate William Smith in the catholicity of his intellectual tastes. Both men were in touch with the most up-to-date ideas and were eager to pass on what they knew to their families. For intelligent, curious daughters, barred from higher education, such fathers were more precious than gold.
As he became known in the Commons, William Smith was appointed to several governmental bodies. He was deputy chairman of the British Fisheries and in 1803 was one of the three royal commissioners appointed by Parliament to supervise the construction of roads, canals, harbors, and bridges in Scotland and thus open that country to trade and industry. Smith was probably given this job because he was one of the rare members of Parliament who had actually visited Scotland and liked nothing better than a wet day’s ride through the heather. William Smith was zealous in his work for the commission and formed surprisingly good relations with the Scottish noblemen who owned most of the land and who stood to gain financially from the new infrastructure. William was given the freedom of six Scottish cities, and the Duchess of Argyll was forced to accept that Mrs. Smith could not be persuaded to break the Sabbath by making a fourth at whist.11
PARK STREET AND PARNDON, especially the renovation of Parndon, were delightful but expensive. Patty Smith recorded in her diary that her father’s friend Lord Muncaster warned him that buying 6 Park Street had been the ruin of both Lord Apsley and Lord Malmsbury. William Smith, who had never lacked for money in his life, laughed off the warning, sure that he could find the way to meet all his mounting expenses, but Muncaster was on the mark. In 1798 Smith asserted his right to take his father’s place as head of the Cannon Street business. This initially brought him another three thousand pounds a year in income but also involved him in business dealings for which he had neither taste nor talent. The fortunes of the Smith parents were beginning to take a decided downturn, and there was a growing pack of young lads to set up in life and young girls to find husbands for.
One reason William Smith was short of money was that he had developed a passion for paintings. William was possessed of both money and taste and lived at a time when impoverished French aristocrats were selling their treasures in England. The three tours of the Continent that Smith took in 1788, 1790, and 1803 were opportunities to visit galleries and art dealers. This was a period when you could get a Poussin for thirty-four pounds, two shillings, and sixpence and a “spirited sketch” by Rubens for five guineas. 12 By about 1810, Smith had put together a personal collection that today would make anyone’s mouth water. In his heyday he owned three Rembrandts—“The Mill,” “Portrait of a Rabbi,” and the now famous “Rembrandt’s Mother.”13
Smith did not just collect Continental old masters. He was one of the founders of the National Gallery, and of the British Institute in Pall Mall that was set up to promote the work of English artists. He was a personal friend of Joshua Reynolds and owned some of his portraits as well as works by Gainsborough and Stubbs. He collected the work of regional artists both in Derbyshire and in his longtime parliamentary constituency of Norwich. Joshua Reynolds was one of the people who visited the Smiths at Park Street. On one occasion Frances, rather incongruously, was anxious for Reynolds to use her two-year-old daughter, Anne, as a model for the infant Hercules. Anne was an unusually stout child and slow to walk. Patty Smith remembered that Sir Joshua “set the poor child down on her feet not knowing she couldn’t stand, she was so heavy, she fell back on her head & for a moment we thought she was killed though no one would make much of the alarm before Sir Joshua.”14
In the eyes of his English contemporaries, William Smith’s most important acquisition was the portrait of the great actress Sarah Siddons that Reynolds painted for the Royal Academy. Smith bought this picture for seven hundred pounds, an act of some extravagance given the cheapness of a Rembrandt or Rubens, and it hung over the front drawing room chimneypiece in Park Street after 1794. Patty Smith thought it “the finest female portrait in the world,” and apparently Mrs. Siddons thought so too. When the family was away, she would ask the housekeeper to let her into the house and then stand gazing at her own likeness.15
WILLIAM AND FRANCES SMITH were excellent parents, intelligently committed to the health, happiness, and prosperity of their children. Well versed in the scientific advances of his time, William decided to have all his children vaccinated against smallpox while they were infants. At this time in England outbreaks of smallpox regularly took thousands of lives and horribly scarred many more. On the other hand, the vaccination then used live cowpox, and some vaccinated patients died. In fact, one Smith daughter, born in 1787, died of cowpox. But ten Smith children lived long and healthy lives and were never a source of infection to others.
In education for their children as in health, the Smiths were in the vanguard. William Smith had received an excellent education, and he determined his sons should have the same. Ben was sent first to Dr. Knox’s school near Tunbridge and then to Hackney, where Thomas Belsham, his father’s great friend, was principal. Robert and Rodes Milnes (father and uncle of Richard Monckton Milnes) were also at Dr. Knox’s. Adams went to a school in Cheam, and the younger boys attended the establishment of Dr. Cogan, a former tutor at Daventry and a notable scholar. Benjamin Disraeli was also a pupil at Dr. Cogan’s school. Unlike their father, Benjamin, Octavius, and Samuel were able to go on from school to Trinity College, Cambridge, though their religious affiliation prevented them from taking a degree.
The Smith girls were educated mainly at home, by their parents, older siblings, governesses, and private tutors. Their greatest advantage was that they were given unusually wide access to books. Julia says that one of her first memories is of reading the inscriptions over the shops in Clapham and of someone remarking on how forward she was. Julia was three at the time and not particularly used to praise.16 The Smith girls, notably Patty, read widely in their father’s library, which had over a thousand volumes. It included not only the great Latin, Greek, and English classics and works on religion but the latest, and often most controversial, poetry, philosophy, science, economics, and political theory, in English and French, which both William and Frances read fluently.17 Their mother probably exercised as much censorship over the girls’ reading as she could, but according to Lady Stephen, Frances Smith herself read not only travel journals, history, memoirs, and religious books with her children, but Mary Wollstonecraft’s  A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Tom Paine’s The Rights of Man, and Rousseau’s Emile. These were the kinds of books that Frances’s Victorian granddaughters would feel obliged to keep out of the sight of conventional young lady visitors.
The Smith parents were insistent that their children master several languages. William had his daughters tutored in French and Italian by native-speaking émigrés who were common in London at that time. At the Dissenting academies they attended, the Smith sons would have learned Greek and Latin and perhaps Hebrew, and Patty taught herself Latin, using her father’s books. As adults, both Patty and Julia became fluent in German and learned enough ancient Greek to be able to tutor their more boneheaded nephews in the vacations. At that time, Greek and German were the keys to high culture, both ancient and modern.
The Smith parents visited their sons at school—a less common practice among parents at the time than one might imagine—and followed their progress closely, too closely perhaps for the second son, Adams. He was the first child born to William and Frances who found it hard to keep up, not only with his parents but with his almost equally formidable elder sister and brother, Patty and Ben. Even as a lad of ten, Ben kept pace with his father, but Adams could not. This was obvious on a typically strenuous visit to North Wales that the Smiths took in 1800. The tale of one day, when the family was trying to reach Llanwrst via Capel Curig in Snowdonia, illustrates how much was demanded of the Smiths as young children.
On this occasion, it was decided that William, Ben, and Adams would go cross-country, making the twenty-odd miles of fairly rugged terrain on foot. While the older males were walking, eighteen-year-old Patty, who was as competent a whip as she was a rider, was entrusted with driving the young children around on the high road in the “sociable.” This was an open four-wheeled carriage, with two seats facing each other, and a box seat for the driver. At the same time Frances, at the reins with Anne and Fanny alongside her, tried to get the high, open carriage to Capel Curig along a rough steep road. At some narrow places Frances’s party was forced to pull stones out of the gates in order to squeeze through, and finally they met an obstacle they could not get past. Fortunately, the walkers came up at this point and escorted the women the last three miles to the village on foot, leaving the carriage at a farm to be recovered later. Ben, seventeen, strode ahead to Capel Curig to secure provisions for the six of them. The two chickens and a piece of bacon he scrounged were enough to fuel the Smith party for the final five-mile walk to Llanwrst, where they were to spend the night. The women on this day walked eight miles, the men and boys twenty. In the following days, Adams failed to make it up Pengwern with Ben and William, though he did manage Cader Idris.
Should we protest Frances and William’s unkindness in insisting that their son Adams take walks of this kind? Today the walk to Llanwrst would be considered a challenge for a ten-year-old, and unthinkable if he was weak and ill-coordinated. But nineteenth-century English people, especially men, habitually walked great distances. The longevity of all the Smiths impressed their contemporaries (even the perennially ailing Patty lived to be eighty-seven) and makes a strong case for the benefits of a youthful regimen of strenuous physical exercise.
The problems Adams had keeping up with the others on mountain paths were indicative of a more general inadequacy. In a family of dynamic achievers, female as well as male, Adams fell into the role of black sheep. In school, he was already slow and indolent, to judge from a letter his mother wrote to him: “My Dear Adams[,] I did indeed very much wonder at not receiving a letter from you sooner as I think I said ‘Adams will write to us once or twice a week’ when we parted; but I fear that you sleep so long in the morning that the substance of your brain is quite melted, and you have no ideas to communicate to me . . . It is such a mean and low enjoyment to be passing that time in bed which might be improved to the noblest purposes. Are there not books to be had, are there not a thousand things of which you are entirely ignorant to be read about, are not the mornings fine? Have I not earnestly desired you always to walk before breakfast? I hope, Adams, I shall not have occasion to say that you are negligent of what I request you to do: you should get up at the latest at seven, and run up to the Castle every morning.”18
If Adams had problems with his mother and was cowed by the all-round superiority of his big brother, at least he was at school, away from Frances Smith’s eagle eye and sharp tongue. The Smith girls had to deal with their mother day in and day out, but fortunately all five were resourceful and energetic, to say nothing of beautiful. Anne, Fanny, and Joanna seem to have figured out fairly early how to cope with their mother, whom indeed they were to remarkably resemble when mothers themselves. The girls had a successful policy of basic compliance and minor rebellion, and decided at an early age that what their mother did not know would not hurt her.
The middle sisters were close in age, attitudes, and goals. They looked up to Patty, their marvelous older sister, but unlike Julia, the littlest daughter, they did not seek to emulate her. To judge by an 1804 letter that Anne and Fanny wrote to their sister Patty, the four older girls supported rather than competed with one another. Anne, nineteen, Fanny, seventeen, and Joanna, thirteen, had been to a ball given by the Montague Burgoynes of Mark Hall, about three miles from Parndon. Patty, who was in Brighton with friends, had demanded a full account of the ball. Fanny calls the twenty-two-year-old Patty “the bookworm” and expresses mock surprise that she should be interested in such a frivolous event. Patty, I gather, had already been recognized in the family as the nonmarrying sister, the “blue.” 19
One maternal strategy that the three middle Smith daughters learned from their mother, Frances, was that if you were having problems with a daughter, you packed her off for an extended stay away. Both Joanna and Julia had a term at one of the new schools for girls that were beginning to spring up within the Dissenter community, but more usually the girls were sent to relatives or friends like the Tolletts of Betley Hall, a family that had close relations with the Darwins, the Wedgwoods, the Milnes, and the Gaskells. The friendships between families woven by these extended visits were long-lived.
The Smith girls’ married Coape aunt, Mrs. Cure, had only three children, a boy named Capel, like his father, and two girls, Caroline and Freeman. In 1807 Joanna spent some months with the Cures. Frances Smith’s parenting style is again revealed in a letter she wrote to Joanna in 1807, giving her permission to stay on for a few more weeks with the Cures: “I am quite pleased with the manner in which I am told you spend your time, strictly conforming to Freeman’s hours and lessons . . . if you do as she does, you will when we meet, have been in the habit for three weeks of a more ready compliance with any request that may be made to you than you are accustomed in general to practice. I cannot but mention and urge this to you, as dear Freeman has such an advantage over you in this part of her conduct, and it forms a beautiful trait in the character of a Female. Females are born to practice obedience, first to their Parents, and afterwards to their husbands, or should they not be called on so to exercise it, they have by the practice in early life, acquired an invaluable command over themselves.” 20 Perhaps it is not just chance that we have almost no information on how Florence Nightingale interacted with her grandmother Smith!
EDUCATION FOR THE Smith children did not come only from books. In Park Street, at Parndon, and on the tours they made with their parents, the older Smith children in particular met some of the most remarkable men of the age. Patty tells a funny little story in her diary about one occasion when the family was at Park Street and Charles James Fox was meeting with William Smith and other gentlemen in the drawing room. Patty, Benjamin, and the younger children were eating a makeshift dinner in the front parlor when someone knocked on the door demanding to come in. As a joke, the children set their weight against the door. Only when they were finally persuaded that it was the great Fox who needed to come in to wash his hands did they open up the door. They were sadly conscious of the crumbs and orange peels littering the table, as well as of the open copy of Germaine de Staël’s recently published and highly touted novel Delphine. Madame de Staël was a controversial woman, personally as well as politically, and it is a sign of the Smith parents’ exceptionally liberal philosophy of education that they allowed their daughter Patty to read her work. 21
Some of the notable people whom the Smith children grew to know lived in Clapham. At least until the death of William’s stepmother in 1804, the Smiths continued on very familiar terms with the Thorntons, the Wilberforces, and other Clapham families whose abolitionist activities had already earned them some renown. Their connections in the Dissenter community offered the Smith children even more prestigious mentors and role models. The Priestleys, the Darwins, the Wedgwoods, and the Galtons were family friends, and Patty is being daring when she says that personally she did not care for Mr. Priestley. She and all the family followed Unitarian minister and scientist Joseph Priestley’s remarkable career closely and were there to listen to his last sermon and shake his hand before he departed for the United States. Erasmus Darwin, a friend of the family, was a man of great intellect, a scholar and scientist whose ideas on how there came to be different species of plants and animals anticipated Lamarckism and would have some influence on his even more remarkable and famous grandsons, Sir Francis Galton and Charles Darwin.22
The Smiths met other notable contemporaries on their summer tours. When in north Wales in 1792 the Smiths dropped in on Sarah Ponsonby and Anna Seward in Llangollen. These two well-bred and well-connected women, already famous in their day, led irreproachable lives once they had eloped together to the wilds of Wales, refusing all suggestions of conventional marriage. The “ladies of Llangollen” are now celebrated in the annals of lesbianism, and one wonders what Patty Smith, then age ten, made of them. 23 When in Shropshire the Smiths naturally stayed in Etruria with the Wedgwoods. The great pottery baron Josiah and his son Richard held radical political views and supported writers like William Godwin, who had run afoul of the legal system in the repressive years around 1800.24
When touring the Lake District, the Smiths spent several days near Wordsworth, who was then living at Dove Cottage. The poet had become a kind of walking tourist attraction but the Smiths, who knew his work, did not take to him. Patty Smith described Wordsworth as “a dirty, slouching personage, too learned to be clean, too sincere to be civil.”25  On the other hand, during this same tour of the Lake District, the Smiths were charmed by the poets Southey and Coleridge. This meeting resulted in an invitation to stay, and Julia Smith remembered the occasion when Samuel Taylor Coleridge came to Parndon. To the envy of the other girls, Coleridge gave Patty a copy of his poem “Christabel.” Later, little Julia watched in fascination as Coleridge strode up and down the hall, rapt in thought, while a carriage full of guests impatiently awaited him. Here was a great poet writing a poem before her very eyes. Sadly, Coleridge’s eccentric behavior and his request to be served brandy in his room, “to bathe his ankles,” was too much for Frances Smith, who never invited him again.
Of all the notable members of the Abolition Society, the Smiths were closest to William Clarkson and his wife. Both were frequent and much-loved guests at Parndon. Mr. Clarkson was often closeted with Mr. Smith at Park Street and did much of his vast correspondence and journalism there. A chronic invalid who yet ran the household and business affairs, Mrs. Clarkson was a charming and cultivated lady. It was she who introduced the young Smiths to the work of Wordsworth and Coleridge, who were then part of the extreme literary avant-garde. Clarkson’s main contribution to the abolitionist cause was to collect as much firsthand data as he could about conditions on the plantations and slave ships. Patty describes him often sitting long in silence at dinner and then suddenly breaking out into a story of cruelty and oppression that would reduce the company to tears.
AS AN ELDERLY WOMAN, Patty Smith was a joke in the reformist political circles she frequented as well as an embarrassment to her family. Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon, a radical of the new stripe, was fond of entertaining friends like George Eliot with her comic impersonations of her aunt Pat. But to an astonishing degree, Patty Smith as a girl was a prototype of the young Florence Nightingale, and the story of her rapid decline into hypochondria and truculence is a tragic one. Patty in her teens impressed the often very impressive people she met with her intellect, her breadth of reading, her prowess as a horsewoman, her talent as a musician and artist, and above all her radical spirit. She was a passionate abolitionist and was also willing to applaud revolution in France or in Haiti if it meant an end to tyranny.26 Patty reached adulthood as the campaign to abolish the slave trade was finally nearing success, and since she did not have the heavy business cares of her brother Ben, she was close to her father and to the Wilberforce group during this fascinating period. In her late teens and early twenties Patty served as her father’s amanuensis and even as his hostess in London when her mother was at Parndon or on visits to friends. This was Patty Smith’s heyday, and she never ceased to mourn its passing. But even at this stage in her life, Patty, like the young Florence Nightingale, was moody, difficult, and plagued by mysterious ailments.27 By the time Patty was twenty-five the era of revolution was over and she herself had become an anachronism. Forever ill and expecting death, Patty Smith lived to be eighty-seven. It is striking, and tragic, how closely Florence would in certain aspects recapitulate her aunt’s life.
Patty Smith never married. If I had to guess, I would say that Patty might have married—her father was at the zenith of his fortunes in her late teens, her mother surely introduced her to eligible young men—but could not bring herself to it. As the oldest girl in a large family, Patty had seen her mother go through a dozen pregnancies. As the family grew and her mother’s interest in child care waned, Patty became surrogate mother to the younger children. Books, travel, and the friendship of unconventional women like Anna Barbauld, Amelia Opie, Mary Clarke, and the Princess Belgioioso did nothing to convince Patty that her happiness lay in marriage.
Instead, Patty developed intimate relationships with female friends, most notably, when she was in her late thirties, with Marianne Thornton, one of the Clapham Thorntons, then a teenage girl, two years younger than Patty’s sister Julia. When Marianne lost her parents, she and Patty became very close, and the friendship, mainly conducted in letters, lasted all their lives. Sadly, their extensive extant correspondence was destroyed by zealous relatives after Marianne and Patty died. Where Patty was the oldest of ten, Marianne was the oldest of nine, so they had much in common. The difference between the two friends was that Marianne’s adored father died young and left her comfortably set for life, while Patty’s father lived to be old and lost almost everything. As her great-nephew E. M. Forster tells it in his graceful biography, Marianne Thornton was a lively, attractive woman of wit and culture, eminently suited to marriage, it seemed, who yet preferred to leave marriage and children to younger sisters.28 Julia Smith deeply admired Marianne Thornton and wished that she had been admitted into the exclusive friendship that bound Patty and Marianne. Julia writes: “I envied MT’s education under her father . . . She was about my age I admired & loved her but did not even then want to be Evangelical & Biblical I wanted to be useful & responsible to have something as she did to live for & I coveted her friendship wh she never gave me as she did Patty tho she was intensely kind & feeling.”29
By temperament and education, Patty and Julia Smith were very different. Where Patty emerges from her letters and memoirs as cool, factual, caustic, Julia is passionate, judgmental, sensual. Patty was shaped by the Enlightenment, Julia by the Romantic movement. Patty, though she played and sang and painted as a young woman, was above all an intellectual. Julia, though she learned Greek and read the latest in German philosophy, was an artist. While Patty as an adult took to her bed and obsessed about her ailments, Julia, nicknamed the “inspired apple-dumpling” as a child, grew into a tiny, slim, attractive woman who was incapable of sitting still. Patty in her reminiscences shows us Parndon and Park Street at their apogee, while Julia paints them in decline.
Julia, like her nieces Florence and Barbara, comes alive with almost every sentence she puts on the page. Of all the Smiths, she was the real artist, and her memories are of color and pattern, as well as of feelings and images.
I loved our old Nurse dearly . . . She was a great woman for air and water, when air and water were not so much the fashion as now . . . She had a beautiful cotton gown covered with a running pattern of strawberry plants. I can see the dark and light green leaves and the red berries with the seeds in them still. I think that gown gave me my first pleasure in painting, and the decided preference I have for a running pattern over stripes, stars and spots. Her cap borders too were a perpetual feast to me, they were made of hand worked lace, every division of the pattern done in a different stitch. I think she was never cross to us, always affectionate and kind . . . Every Friday evening a wagon laden with flowers, fruit, and vegetables, eggs, chickens etc was sent to London. Every Sunday morning it returned, having traveled in the night, and when I got down to the housekeeper’s room, there were letters and sometimes big parcels for me on the dresser . . . The delight of that first hour of Sunday will never be forgotten while I remember anything. My sisters and brothers . . . wrote fond letters in text hand that I could read, and there were little pictures and storybooks—The sun always shone upon the dresser at that time.30
On another occasion when Julia was little, she and Fred were sent over to Clapham to the house of their father’s stepmother. Frances Smith would come on Mondays with the bigger girls and play with Julia and Fred, but still Julia felt the separation keenly. At Clapham Grandmama allowed Julia and Fred to play among the furze bushes on the common, but the old lady was still a disciplinarian of the old school. Once, Julia remembered, she was whipped by her grandmother for telling a story— when she had not—and after Fred came back from a walk and remarked that a lady had complimented him on his pretty curls, old Mrs. Smith immediately took out her scissors and cut them off. Sometimes at Clapham when they were naughty, Julia and Fred were punished by being put in a large cupboard.
Despite the cupboard and the unmerited whipping, Julia was deeply attached to her grandmother and was inconsolable when the old lady died in 1805. Overall, Julia was an exceptionally affectionate child. She was in awe of Patty, who gave her most of the scraps of formal education that came her way when she was little, and Fanny seems to have been her favorite sister. But Julia above all idolized her biggest and grandest brother, Ben, and craved his attention and approval. Once while he was at Cambridge Ben came to Parndon when only the little ones were there. Julia, no doubt proud of her reading skills, disturbed him by persistently reading aloud from her book while he was trying to study. Benjamin lifted Julia up bodily and put her and the book outside the room. The next evening, however, Ben, who would always be wonderful with children, made amends to his deeply aggrieved little sister. He asked the nurse to bring Julia into the dining room to keep him company after dinner—she no doubt ate her evening meal in the nursery. Ceremonially Benjamin set two candles beside Julia on the floor so she could see her book. Julia says: “I was so very fond of him, the touch of his little finger as I walked beside him was happiness, and that small estrangement was misery while it lasted.”31 As adults, Benjamin and Julia Smith would disagree on many issues—sexual morality, and the ineluctable inferiority of the female sex, most notably—but Julia’s passionate devotion to Ben never faltered and was transferred to his five Leigh Smith children.
FEMINISM WAS PART of Florence Nightingale’s intellectual birthright in large part because Patty and Julia Smith were her aunts. Many of the proto-feminist writers who were active in London during the last quarter of the eighteenth century—Mary Wollstonecraft, her husband William Godwin, Amelia Alderson and her husband, John Opie, Helen Maria Williams, Anna Barbauld—were personal friends of Florence’s grandparents William and Frances Smith and of their eldest children, Patty and Ben.32 Patty Smith was admired and emulated by Julia, the youngest Smith child, and Julia can rightly be called a feminist. All her life, Julia was an active part of the London intelligentsia and the political avant-garde, writing letters, raising funds, volunteering in hospitals, making nourishing soup with the great Soyer during the Irish potato famine, learning to sign so she could communicate with pupils in the new schools for the deaf, taking classes at the new Bedford College. Julia Smith was one of the older generation of women associated with the influential Langham Place group, headed by Barbara Leigh Smith and her friend Bessie Parkes, which was active between 1855 and 1865. Actually or symbolically, Julia passed the family copy of Wollstonecraft to her niece, friend, and ally Barbara, Benjamin’s oldest child. Barbara’s whole life echoed with Wollstonecraftian and Shelleyan themes. She was born rich but illegitimate and suffered from social prejudice all her life, yet managed to make an independent and unorthodox life, full of friendship and art and achievement. As a political lobbyist for equal legal rights for women, contributor to an important women’s periodical, and founding mother of Girton College, Barbara carried on the fight for many of Aunt Julia’s most cherished causes.33
Florence Nightingale and her sister, Parthenope Verney, were not feminist like Julia or Barbara, but the ambivalence they expressed as adults on the issues of women’s rights was in part, I think, a defense mechanism against the zeal of their female relatives. As a child and young woman Florence was often cared for and chaperoned by her aunt Ju and found that lady’s passionate idealism tiresome. “This noon Ju & I have had an immense talk,” wrote Florence to Parthenope in the mid-1840s, “she is positively-raving-German-mad & more excited than I ever saw her . . . She is enough to set a whole family by the ears.” In a letter to her mother, Fanny, Florence refers to “the tempestuous Ju” and notes that “she cannot stand under the tempest of her feelings & no more can I. I told her truth & she was very much hurt.”34
Young Flo was determined not to be like old Ju and older Patty, and they loved her too much to want her to share their fate. When Flo was in her early thirties, Aunt Patty wrote a sad little note to Fanny, begging her younger sister to give Flo the freedom and encouragement she craved. With the clarity of intellect and quickness of feeling that were characteristic of the Smiths, Patty saw that Flo risked becoming like herself—an impoverished, lonely, frustrated, snubbed old Cassandra. And in fact, in the letters written in her old age, the famous philanthropist and lobbyist Miss Nightingale, with her yards of information, crusty opinions, coruscating wit, and dogged idealism, reads astonishingly like her Smith aunts thirty years earlier.
In some ways it is hard to imagine two more different women than Mary Wollstonecraft and Florence Nightingale, yet a slim but direct and personal thread reaches from Mary to Patty to Julia to Flo. And in the 1851 “Cassandra” fragment, which has become a part of today’s feminist canon, Florence Nightingale reechoes Mary Wollstonecraft’s demands that women be afforded the same moral agency, the same education, the same opportunities, the same work as men.
The link between Mary and Florence has been obscured because it has seemed to run through Fanny, and Fanny Smith Nightingale has come down to us as a superficial, hidebound, conventional Victorian. As we come to consider the famously combative relationship between Florence Nightingale and her mother, we must keep in mind that many prominent Victorians chose to forget that their parents had been fiery radicals, just as a media-savvy conservative matron in the 1990s might forget that in the ’60s her mother had hung out in a lesbian commune. Fanny’s conservatism and conventionality were a part of the general Victorian mentalité, but they were also a specific reaction against her memories of living dangerously close to the cutting edge of social change and intellectual ferment during her childhood. Fanny had been fed on advanced ideas from infancy. She had seen something of revolution. For her daughters, she wanted something different.
Family traits and traditions do not die, even if they go unexpressed for a generation. The radicalism of the Smith grandparents, of the crazy aunties Patty and Julia and the reprobate uncle Ben, resurfaced in the next generation in inflected but recognizable ways. When Florence Nightingale refused to conform, she was both innovating and reverting to type.
AS THE NAPOLEONIC WARS finally ended in 1815, the Smiths were full of confidence in the life that lay ahead in the new century. If the abolition of slavery for which their father had fought so hard and long meant that the Smiths could not live from the sale of sugar, well, the new generation would need to learn new trades, make new investments, form new alliances, as their forefathers had done. The family was confident in its traditions and its talents. Six of the Smiths who went on to have children of their own—Benjamin, Anne, Joanna, Fanny, Sam, and Octavius—all strove, in different ways, to create their own versions of Parndon and pass on the legacy they had received from their parents.35
Small wonder, then, that when the shy, gawky, studious William Edward Nightingale was invited home by his school and university friends Samuel and Octavius Smith, he was enchanted by the whole family and fell deeply in love with one of the daughters, Fanny.
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