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Chapter 1: A London Child, an Orphan of Leek (1701–1713)


Margaret Lucas begins her story at the very beginning: born in Fleet Street, London, in 1701, the youngest of fourteen children, and orphaned before she was seven. Sent north to live with an uncle and aunt in Leek, Staffordshire, she was raised with great tenderness in the Church of England. Watch, in these opening pages, the “flexibility” she says was in her temper “like softened wax” — a soul unusually open to impression, being prepared, though no one yet knew it, for a very different kind of shaping.





	Margaret is born in 1701 to James Brindley, a London shopkeeper, and is orphaned young.

	Her uncle at Leek is made guardian; three children are raised by their father’s housekeeper in the Protestant faith.

	In 1713 Margaret travels north to live with her uncle and aunt.

	She is boarded at school and later with a Presbyterian widow at Manchester, but keeps her liberty to attend the church.

	She grows contented in her new home, indulged and beloved by her uncle and aunt.






I was born in the year 1701, in Fleet Street, London. My father, whose name was James Brindley, kept a china shop at the corner of Fetter Lane. I was the youngest of fourteen children. My mother died when I was a year and a half old, after which my father moved to Vauxhall, where he built a pottery for making Dutch or stoneware, and married a second wife. She died before him and left two children.

When I was about seven years old, my father died, leaving six orphans, two of them younger than myself. We had no other relation that we knew of except my aunt, who was my father’s sister and had married the man I speak of hereafter as my uncle. My father died without a will and left things in disorder. Elias Turner, who was one of the three directors of the South Sea Company and the greatest creditor, sent for my uncle from Leek to London and advised him to act as our guardian.

Three of us, at my father’s death, were placed under the care of his housekeeper, the wife of one of his clerks. She was very careful over us and brought us up strictly in the Protestant religion. My eldest sister, being weakly, lived mostly with my aunt in the country, except during her schooling. My little brother and sister were taken down to Leek by my aunt when she returned from visiting us after my father’s death, but the little boy did not live long.

My uncle had a mind at this time to bring me down as well, saying that he had a particular affection for me from seeing my innocent amusements. But Elias Turner would not consent to it, and so my brother, my sister, and I stayed under the care of the housekeeper some years longer. My uncle repeated his wish from time to time, and at last it was left to my own choice. In the year 1713 I went down to Leek.

I had imagined the country to be a more delightful place than I at first found it, and I told the maid who came with me how dissatisfied and disappointed I was. She stayed with me until the coach returned, and left me a little sad. Yet my uncle and aunt were full of love toward me, and I was careful of what I said about the difference of my situation.

What added to my grief just then was the behavior of my eldest sister, whom I did not remember to have seen before I came down. She gave my uncle so much uneasiness that he sent her out of the town; and though he tried to prevent it, she married his apprentice, and was never re-admitted to his house while I lived there. Because of this, and the irksomeness of my situation, my uncle thought it best to board me at school — not only for my learning, for I was already thought quick beyond most of my years. Indeed, from a child there was a flexibility in my temper which, like softened wax, seemed fit for impression and improvement. My uncle concluded I might find something at school to occupy and divert my mind, though I hid my sorrow as well as I could.

He took me to Governess Hyde’s to board me there. But at Smithy Door in Manchester there lived a widow whose husband had died owing my father some money. When my uncle called for the debt and told her whose daughter I was, she offered, if he pleased, to board me herself, and let me go to a day school. My uncle inquired into her character and consulted one Nichols, a yarn merchant in the Deansgate. He advised my uncle to accept the offer, and told me that his own house should be my home if I did not like the other. There I always met with a kind welcome.

My uncle stayed with me a few days, then left me with the widow and her only child, a daughter. I liked my new situation very well; it was far more agreeable to me than Leek. The widow and her daughter were Presbyterians, but my uncle had ordered that I should have my liberty and go to church, which the widow never forbade, though she was very strict in her own way of worship. She kept good order in the house, with family prayer night and morning, from which I never absented myself. I still remember the pleasure I took then in the books I read, in the repetition of my catechism, and in those forms of prayer suited to my years; and I always esteemed those I believed to be religious.

I stayed at Manchester until the end of the year, and spent the winter agreeably to my uncle and to myself. In the spring he took a journey to London, and since my younger sister had been brought from there while still small, he thought fit to take her with him for her improvement, and there she stayed four years. Though I was left at my uncle’s almost by myself, I did not regret the loss of these two sisters, who were indeed but strangers to me. The lack was fully made up by my uncle bringing down my other sister, with whom I had lived under the care of our housekeeper. This gave me, as it were, new life for the month that she stayed; but her leaving went very hard with me. My uncle, who always sought to make me happy in his own way, proposed to take me to Manchester again. This pleased me, and the widow received me kindly. She never asked me to go to chapel, yet many times I went of my own accord, and have since found reason to remember what I met with there. I stayed with her until the town fell into confusion over Tory and Whig; and as she feared the consequences, she asked my uncle to take me home.

I was now past thirteen and quite reconciled to my station, growing in my uncle and aunt’s favor and in love toward them. They faithfully kept their promise that I should want for nothing fit for me to have. Though I had learned to dance in London, when a dancing master came to the town my uncle sent me to him. It was a diversion which, being very agile, I was said to be fit for; and indeed I was very fond of it.
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