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Henry
Kirke White

JOHN LUCAS

A SHORT AND, IT SEEMS, A MOSTLY unhappy life. A few years of
posthumous fame which slope away in musty and very occasional dusty
re-prints. Three poems in The Oxford Book of Regency Verse (the same
number as Felicia Hemens and William Cullen Bryant, but what was he
doing there, anyway?). And after that virtual silence. No appearance,
not even the briefest mention, in the indices of the standard literary
histories, no essays in exhumation, no rediscoveries. In Nottingham
itself the very street named after him is knocked down.

Perhaps the question to ask is not why has he been forgotten, but
why was he ever remembered? The blame, credit, responsibility - what
you will - is largely Robert Southey's. It was he who wrote the Life,
by way of an introduction to the Remains (in 1808), he who became
identified with Kirke White's reputation. Why? Before we can answer
that satisfactorily we need to have the facts before us.

Kirke White was born in Nottingham on 21st March, 1785. His
father, John White, was a butcher, his mother, who had clearly married
"beneath" her, came from a respectable family in Staffordshire. What
little we know about her suggests that, like the mother of a later and
much greater Nottingham writer, she wrapped her favourite son in a

jealous and protective love, determined that he shouldn't go into "trade",

especially not his father's. Accordingly, when he was six he was sent
to the then best school in Nottingham, so Southey assures us, kept by
the Rev. John Blanchard, where he learnt "writing, arithmetic, and
French". Two tales of those years "prove the precocity of his talents.
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When about seven, he was accustomed to go secretly into his father's
kitchen and teach the servant to read and write; and he composed a tale
of a Swiss emigrant, which he gave her, being too diffident to show it to
his mother. In his eleventh year he wrote a separate theme for each of
the twelve or fourteen boys in his class; and the excellence of the
various pieces obtained his master's applause.”

Henry is to grow into a scholar and man of letters. That is the
mother's wish. The father's is very different. "Even while he was at
school, one day in every week, and his leisure hours on the others, were
employed in carrying meat to his father's customers.” And the school
career comes suddenly to an end because of a "dispute" between his
father and his master. We are not told what the dispute is about, but it
seems likely that money came into it, because it is at about this time
that Mrs White opens a day school. The boy himself "was placed in a
stocking loom, with a view to bringing him up to the trade of a hosier."
John White no doubt did the placing, but it wasn't a success, and in
May 1799 his son was taken out and "placed" in the office of "Messrs
Coldham and Enfield, Town Clerk and attorneys of Nottingham". From
there he writes to his brother, Neville White, who was then a medical
student in London. (The letter was among the papers that the family
handed over to Southey, and presumably both family and Southey
"edited" all correspondence as they thought fit. But still) :

A man that understands the law is sure to have business; and in case
| have not thoughts, in case, that is, that | do not aspire to hold the
honourable place of a barrister, | shall feel sure of gaining a genteel
livelihood at the business to which | am articled.

As part of his training for genteel livelihood, White taught himself Latin
and Greek, and then began to widen his interests. '"Law, Greek, Latin,
|talian, Spanish and Portuguese, chemistry, astronomy, electricity,
drawing, music, and mechanics, by turns engaged his attention; and
though his acquirements in some of those studies were very superficial,
his proficiency in many of them was far from contemptible."

How far Southey can be sure of all this | don't know. He correspond-
ed with White - a point we'll come to later - but he never met him. On
the other hand, it seems reasonably certain that White was compulsively
drawn to study, and had something of that interest in sciences of the day
(chemistry, astronomy, electricity and mechanics), which, for example,
brought together the marvellous men of the Lunar Society, about whom
White would almost certainly have known. (Their members included
Erasmus Darwin, Matthew Boulton and Joseph Priestley, and they met
regularly in Derby). It was an interest that was also, and more spectac-

ularly, to be shown by Shelley a few years later.
While White was employed at the attorney's office, he applied for
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admission to a literary society in Nottingham and, "after repeated
refusals'" - on the grounds of his youth - he was admitted. It is now that
he begins seriously to write poetry, and by 1803 has enough verse put
together for a volume. He apparently prepared this for the press at the
suggestion of Capel Lofft. This is important. We don't know how he
was brought to Lofft's attention, but we do know that Lofft was the
patron of Robert Bloomfield, and was in the tradition that had been estab-
lished early in the eighteenth century, of gentleman patrons (and for
patron one should read "self-congratulatory discoverer") of poets of
"natural genius'". The tradition begins with Spence's "discovery" of
Stephen Duck, "the thresher poet", and it includes, beside Bloomfield
and White, non-starters such as James Woodhouse, "the poetical shoe-
maker",; Anne Yearsely, "the poetical milkmaid from Bristol"; and a

“trio of great poets, Burns, Crabbe and Clare.

Lofft was a dilettante, who wrote two hopelessly bad sonnets on
White's death ("IMaster so early of the various lyre/Energic, pure,
sublime!"), but who seems to have shown him some genuine kindness.
At all events, he helped White to get the Duchess of Devonshire's
permission to have the volume dedicated to her, although when it appear-
ed "no notice whatever was taken'".

By the Duchess, that is. White had, however, sent copies to most
of the reviews, and one at least noticed it. The Monthly Review was
perhaps irritated by White's prefatory note, in which he said that his
inducement to publish was '"the facilitation through its means of those
studies which, from his earliest infancy, have been the principal objects
of his ambition" (the tone is reminiscent of Burns' preface to the great
Kilmarnock edition of his poems but doesn't have the tongue-in-cheek
element which saves that earlier piece of bootlicking from being at best
embarrassing). At all events, the Review savaged the volume. It not
only took delight in quoting especially bad lines, and there were plenty
to choose from, but it ended with the remark that the volume as a whole
did not "justify any sanguine expectations". :

White was hard hit by the criticism. Writing to a friend, he said,
"this review goes before me wherever | turn my steps; it haunts me
incessantly, and | am persuaded it is an instrument in the hand of Satan
to drive me to distraction, | must leave Nottingham."

It is at this point that Southey comes on the scene. He had read the
Monthly Review 's attack, and he had also read White's volume. He

wrote White a letter in which he said that most of the criticism was
unjust, that he, Southey, had a high opinion of White's merits, and that

he was quite ready to give him encouragement and advice, should he
stand in need of either.

Not surprisingly, White was bowled over by the letter. "l dare not
say all | feel respecting your opinion of my little volume," he wrote to
4

Southey, and went on to tell him his feelings, at great length. He also
informed the poet that "Tomorrow morning | depart for Cambridge." Not
to enter the University, but to find some means of support whereby he
might seek entry. He found it, and he was enabled to become a sizer at
St John's College. But by this time, symptoms of consumption had
begun to show themselves. When he finally became a resident member
of St John's, in October 1805, he was already an ill man. He probably
did work himself to death, as Southey afterwards claimed. Here, in
White's own words, is his plan of study for the day.

Rise at half-past five; devotions and walk till seven; chapel and
breakfast till eight; study and lectures till one; four and a half hours
clear reading; walk, &c. and dinner, and Wollaston, and Chapel to
six; six to nine reading, three hours; nine to ten, devotions; bed at
ten.

Not surprisingly, such a plan, which he appears to have kept to, produc-
ed two results: one, that he was pronounced an outstanding student; two,
that his disease took rapid hold of him. By July he was haemorrhaging
regularly and violently. "My laundress found me bleeding in four differ-
ent places in my face and head, and insensible", he wrote to one of his
Nottingham friends in the late summer. He died on Sunday, 19th Octo-
ber, 1806.

Soon after his death the family and Southey began to communicate
about the possibilities of Southey's writing a Life. Southey agreed to do
this, and proposed that it should be placed at the front of a full volume
of Remains, prose as well as verse, and that the Life should be "as full
and minute as possible". For such a life, Southey tells Neville White,
"will be a lasting encouragement to others who have the same uphill path
to tread; - and he will be to them what Chatterton was to him, and he
will be a purer and better example." The Life was written, the Remains
published, and the volume was, for a while at least, popular enough to
go through several re-prints.

At which point we need to ask an obvious question. Why was
Southey so interested in White? Did he really think him a natural
genius, or ought we to suspect other motives behind his championing of
the young poet? My strong feeling is that there were several factors at
work when Southey sent White the initial letter, and that they were still
active when he came to write the Life. In the first place, Southey had
himself recently been savagely attacked in print. In 1802, Francis
Jeffrey had published an extraordinarily vitriolic review of Southey's
Thalaba, in the Edinburgh Review, and there is no doubt that Southey
saw White as a fellow-sufferer from the blind fury of critics. In the
second place, Southey was interested in the idea of the natural genius.
Like his fellow poets, Wordsworth and Coleridge, he was obsessed by
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