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ABSTRACT

THE WORKS OF MARY BIRKETT CARD (1774-1817),
ORIGINALLY COLLECTED BY HER SON NATHANIEL CARD
IN 1834: AN EDITED TRANSCRIPTION WITH AN

INTRODUCTON TO HER LIFE AND WORKS

This thesis makes available the writings of Mary Birkett Card, a Dublin Quaker,
as collected by her son Nathaniel Card in 1834. It provides an annotated
transcription of the manuscript collection, with textual and editorial notes, and
an introduction recovering her life within her cultural community. The writings
consist of a spiritual autobiography, 43 religious letters, other prose pieces and
over 220 poems. Two poems were published in her lifetime: A Poem on the
African Slave Trade (1792) and Lines to the Memory of our Late Esteemed and
Justly Valued Friend Joseph Williams (1807).

The introduction is in three parts. Part 1 offers a biographical outline and sets
Mary Birkett Card’s childhood poems in the context of the Quaker community in
which she grew up. Part 2 explores her autobiography, questioning concepts
of a separate female autobiographical tradition. It then investigates her

encounter with ‘deist’ thought, and later conflicts, after her marriage. These
concern money (seeking to reconcile the spiritual and material) and issues of
language and gender (a desire for ‘a pure language’, linked to constraints upon
women'’s speech). Part 3 contrasts her 1790s verse with her later poems, and
epistles, arguing that embedded within these works as a whole lies a struggle
with her literary imagination.

Throughout, the writings are set within the context of contemporary literary
forms in poetry, Quaker writing and women'’s writing. They are considered in
relation to now current critical debates - on public and private spheres,
autobiography, abolitionist verse, women’s intimate friendships, domesticity,
philanthropy and sensibility. It is shown that Mary Birkett Card’s literary
creativity was intimately connected with her Quakerism, and, moreover, with
attempts to negotiate an ideal of Quaker womanhood. One important aspect is
the challenge her work poses to assumptions, still generally prevalent, about
Quaker women's far greater autonomy within marriage in comparison to
women in society at large.
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NOTE ON THE TEXTS

Mary Birkett Card's writings were collected by her second surviving son, Nathaniel
Card, and copied into two hard backed volumes. The title pages bear the date 1834.
Volume 1, entitled "The Miscellaneous Works of Mary Card', mainly contains prose: a
spiritual autobiography spanning the years 1794-1817, forty-three letters,
miscellaneous ‘'meditations' and prose pieces on events such as the sufferings of
Quakers in the 1798 Irish Rebellion. Volume 2, entitled 'The Poetical Works of Mary
Card', contains over two hundred and twenty poems written from the young Mary
Birkett's arrival in Ireland in 1784 until circa 1809. Two of the poems were published in
her lifetime: A Poem on the African Slave Trade in 1792, and Lines to the memory of
our late esteemed and justly valued Friend Joseph Williams in 1807. (Publication
details are given in the headnotes to these poems, see Vol. 2, Poetry, pp.139 and

400.)

The volumes were handed down from Nathaniel Card to his daughter Lucy Ann, the

wife of a Liverpool tanner named Thomas Beakbane, and then on to her daughters
Edith and Mary Beakbane. These sisters never married and lived together all their
ives. When they died within days of one another in 1955, the items in their house -
Birkdale at Bowness-on-Windemmere in the Lake District - were either sold or shared
amongst the children of their brother, Thomas. One niece, my mother Mary Morris
née Beakbane, found the volumes in her aunts' bedroom and, having a fondness for
poetry, decided, with the agreement of her siblings, that these were two of the items

she wished to keep.

My mother dipped into the manuscripts on occasion, and | too attempted to read them
as a child. But the recovery of their context only began when | looked at them anew
as an undergraduate at the then Cheltenham and Gloucester College of Higher
Education. A selection of the young Mary Birkett's writings from the 1790s formed the
basis of an undergraduate dissertation in 1994. Subsequently, a grant from the
Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust in 1996 allowed me sufficient time to transcribe the
collection in its entirety and to undertake the further research that led to the production
of this edition.

The two volumes are octavo, bound in calf. Their spines have gilt bands, now very
much faded. Each volume has two front and two rear flyleaves, in addition to paste-
downs, though one front flyleaf in Volume 2 is loose. Both contain 280 lined leaves,
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with handwriting on recto and verso pages, but neither is full - 72 leaves are unused

at the end of Volume 1 and 29 leaves at the end of Volume 2. The pages measure
21.2 cmin length by 13 cm in width. They are numbered by hand up to the last page
of poetry (p.499) but only to p.359 of the 414 pages of prose. There are also some
errors in the numbering: the prose volume has 2 x pp. 1569 and 301 but p.299 is

omitted, the poetry volume omits pp.190 and 258 but has 2 x p.204. The leaves are in
good condition but, unfortunately, the covers and spines of both books are worn and

loose. Itis intended to have the volumes rebound professionally.

The handwriting, in brown ink, is generally legible and of good quality, although large
sections are faded. The copying must have been a collaborative effort, probably on
the part of several family members, as there are four different hands. Hand A, in
Mary's brother George Harrison Birkett's account of her death at the beginning of
Volume 1, is large and sloping with big loops on tall consonants. It only lasts until the
middle of the second line on p.7, when the handwriting changes abruptly to Hand B
which is smaller, neater and more rounded. Near the bottom of p.66, in the middle of
a long joumal entry entitled 'Progress of Infidelity', the writing changes again. [t
becomes larger but is still neat and even, and so similar in style that it may be the
same hand. Forthe sake of simplicity, however, we shall call it Hand C. On the ninth
line of p.96, in a letter, a much more sloping and lighter hand appears in very pale ink
(Hand D), which continues, although the ink sometimes gets darker, for the rest of the
book. Volume 2 is written in Hand C until p.65, when Hand D takes over on the
second line and continues thereafter.

The collecting and copying processes raise many questions. Did Nathaniel Card
inherit the collection en masse, or did he draw it together from a number of sources?
Insertion of some material out of his planned chronological sequence indicates that
some writings were passed to him once the copying was well under way. What
happened to Mary's original manuscripts? It is unlikely that they were thrown away.
Does the collection include all the work that survived her death, or were there other
writings that Nathaniel considered unworthy of preservation? In 1994, | thought not. |
cited the fact that even though Nathaniel was a founder member of the United
Kingdom Alliance, an organisation devoted to the suppression of liquor consumption,
he still included some of Mary's writings that show that, as a young woman, she drank
socially along with much of her acquaintance. *

However, | now realise that the collection cannot represent her entire output.



Someone who used the pen as readily as she did, who travelled and enjoyed a wide -
circle of friends, would have written many more letters than the forty-three contained
here, for example. These particular letters were copied mainly for their religious
content. Perhaps Mary herself copied them into her spiritual journal in the first
instance, as they are chronologically interspersed between diary entries in the
manuscripts, or Nathaniel may have decided to keep these only. It is interesting to
note how much Nathaniel was concerned to preserve the memory of his mother as
someone recognised to be of value within the Society of Friends, or having contact
with well-known Friends. For instance, he includes an excerpt concerning her taken
from a letter to her friend, Hannah Wilson Forbes, from the famous Quaker minister
Thomas Scattergood, and a footnote is added to a poem explaining that a prayer

quoted was spoken during a visit by the celebrated minister Deborah Darby and her
companion, Rebecca Young.?

There is evidence that the volumes were read by family members in succeeding years.
At the back of each volume, someone has noted titles or details of a few pieces with
their page references and, above this in Volume 2, the death of Mary's sister-in-law,
Abigail Birkett, in 1837, is recorded.” Between pages containing Mary's childhood
poem, 'A Wish', imagining her ideal future, is the flap of a tiny envelope with the name
of her granddaughter Lucy Ann Card hatched out and the date ' 2.nd, 9.th mo.1868.’
This was when Lucy Ann changed her name to Beakbane on her marriage. Dried
flowers lie between some of the pages. And in blank pages near the end of Volume 1
my mother has pressed a flower from her aunts’ garden at Birkdale, picked on the day
she chose to keep the writings, with a few words and the date written in Quaker
fashion - '4th Mth 21st 1955'.

! Teakle, ‘A Feminine Perspective in the 1790s’, unpublished BA Dissertation, 1994, p.10.
2 See Vol. 1, Prose, ‘Extract of a letter from Thomas Scattergood to Hannah Wilson Forbes
dated 12" Mo 24™ 1797, p.168 and Vol. 2, Poetry, end of ‘Elegy’ written on the death of

Hannah Wilson Reynolds née Forbes, 1799, p.258 (p.260).
® The writing is in the same hand as the words ‘Mother aged about 6yrs’ written above the first

manuscript poem in the second volume - see Vol. 2, Poetry, ‘A Farewell to Old England’,
undated, p.3, so it is possible it is that of Nathaniel Card.
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EDITORIAL NOTES

It is still often customary in academic biography to refer to the subject by their surname
only. But this project began as a personal one, and became more so as it progressed.
Not only is Mary Birkett Card my great-great-great-grandmother, but my work on her
and her writings over several years has led to the development of what feels like a
personal relationship between us. Calling her 'Card' or 'Birkett Card' seemed to belie
this relationship, so | abandoned it in favour of, simply, 'Mary'.

It is clear that when putting together his collection of his mother's writings, Nathaniel
Card attempted a chronological order. The prose half of the collection begins in 1794
with the first entry in Mary's journal written at Park Gate on a visit to England, and
continues with journal entries, letters and other prose pieces interspersed but following
more or less sequentially in date order. Most pieces are dated. With the poetry he
was less successful. It does move broadly from childhood to adulthood, but there is
considerable muddle within this overall pattern. It is obvious that some poems must
have come to hand once the copying was well under way, and were therefore added
at that point, when chronologically they belonged much eariier. In addition, many
poems are undated, which must have led to confusion about where they should be
placed. Several poems appear twice, sometimes a hundred pages or more apart, or in
both the prose and poetry sections of the collection. Probably, Nathaniel Card did not
realise that they had been copied once already, presumably because he was dealing
with so much material. Differences between copies of the same poem, however, are
very marginal (mainly in the areas of punctuation and capitalisation), except in the
case of one childhood poem where there are two versions, with different titles.’

Because one of the special, and perhaps unique, features of this collection is the way
in which it represents each stage of a woman's life at the end of the eighteenth and
beginning of the nineteenth centuries, | have kept and sought to improve upon its
chronological order. | did consider amalgamating the whole collection - poems, letters,
diary - into one overall date order, but felt that this would be detrimental to another key
feature of it - the way in which different genres can be seen to develop over the course
of time. So | decided not only to keep Nathaniel's division between poetry and prose
but, within the prose collection, to separate the spiritual autobiography, the letters, and
the other prose pieces and meditations, whilst maintaining the chronological order
within each. | have sorted the poetry into date order under three broad headings:
childhood (1784-1789), adolescence and young single womanhood (the 1790s) and



from courtship and marriage to the seeming abandonment of writing poetry (1800- -
.1809). With undated poems it is usually fairly clear which of these periods they
belong to, either from their style, diction and subject matter or from their site in the
manuscripts. For instance, poetry from the 1790s is more heavily laden with classical
references and heightened, or formal, poetic diction. Undated poems have been
placed at the end of each section. Where more than one copy of a poem exists, |
have reproduced one (choosing a dated copy, for instance, in preference to an
undated one) and shown the differences between the two copies in my footnotes,

indicated by square closing brackets.

| have tried to create a facsimile of the manuscript text as far as is possible within the
constraints of a word-processor in order to enable the reader, again as far as possible,
to experience the text as it was written. Original spelling and punctuation is therefore
retained (with one exception — as the majority of the dates for prose writings carry no
punctuation, or mere dots, barely visible, | decided, for the sake of simplicity, to leave
them unpunctuated). The manuscript punctuation is highly erratic. It tends to be
almost devoid of full stops, and to run on at breakneck speed with a surfeit of commas,
exclamation marks and dashes, and infrequent paragraph breaks. It is often difficult to
distinguish between a comma and a full stop. There are a number of colons and semi-
colons, but their usage does not conform to any standard rules. Sometimes 'and’ is
written in full, sometimes the ampersand (&) is used. Spelling frequently differs from
modern usage, but generally adheres to common eighteenth-century forms. Words
like ‘colour’, for instance, are usually spelt 'color’, as is still the case in Amenca today.

| have replicated these features as exactly as | could, but have necessarily followed
some modern typing conventions, for instance inserting two spaces after a full stop,
exclamation mark or question mark, and a line space between paragraphs and after
headings. Also, as the manuscript pages are considerably smaller than A4 size, no
attempt has been made to reproduce the original page length, or the numbering (which
is, in any case, incomplete).?

To render the text easier on the eye, | have imposed some uniformity with regard to
the layout of headings and indenting of paragraphs. In manuscript, headings can be
single or double underlined, or not underlined at all, sometimes centred and
sometimes not. | have used single underlining throughout. The titles of poems and
prose pieces such as meditations are mostly centred while the dates forming the
headings of journal entries are more frequently aligned with the left margin. This
indicates the original editor's preferred format, possibly taken from that of Mary Birkett
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Card's own manuscripts from which the copies were made. | have decided to make

the most frequently used practice within each genre standard. Again with regard to
indenting, because the first lines of the majority of journal entries in manuscript start at
the left margin while the first lines of letters are mainly indented, | decided to make
these preferred practices uniform.

The use of capital letters in the period was very idiosyncratic. The initial letters of
nouns in the manuscripts are frequently capitalised, even in the middle of a sentence,
and it is often difficult to distinguish between upper and lower case letters at the
beginning of words, particularly with such letters as M, W and N. The letter 'a' is often
written in lower case but in a larger size, like a capital letter. Where a capital ‘A' would
be correct, either at the beginning of a sentence or a line of poetry, | have transcribed
it in upper case. | have also done this where a capital seems to be clearly intended in
manuscript, for example in the word 'Amen'. Otherwise, | have transcribed it as lower
case. Overall, | have used judgement to reproduce the actual text as closely as

possible.

The copyists' hands, once one is familiar with the different scripts, are not difficult to
read, and it appears the copyists had little difficulty in reading Mary's original
manuscripts - there are virtually no deletions or emendations and few gaps. Where a
word in manuscript is difficult to read or is incorrect, but the correct form can be
ascertained with a degree of certainty, my suggestion as to the correct text is placed in
square brackets immediately adjacent, as []. Spellings that differ from those in use
today, words that can only be partially deciphered, or instances where the text is
clearly written but is either an error on the copyist's part or not readily comprehensible

today, are indicated by the use of 'sic' enclosed in square brackets, as [sic]. |f
appropriate, they are subject to an explanatory footnote. Contemporary abbreviations
such as thot. for 'thought' or yr. for 'your' are also footnoted, as are gaps.

In headnotes and footnotes | have generally tried to explain, or place in context, rather
than impose my own interpretation or viewpoint. But occasionally, in order to make a
piece accessible at all, | have had to write a fairly lengthy introduction covering the
background or explaining the nature of the genre to which it belongs. One example is
'The Philosopheri‘]s Death In imitation of old Irish verse', which Mary wrote while still a
young child. | have shown how it fits into the body of poetry known as 'Ossianic’,
popularised by the publication of the supposed verse of an ancient bard named Ossian
by the Scottish writer James MacPherson, and also how it differs from that model.®
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Annotations are used to identify people, places and events mentioned, biblical and

literary or classical references, Quaker terms or other expressions unfamiliar today,
and some forms of poetic diction. In Mary's day, her readers would have been familiar
with the biblical echoes and classical references in her work, and until quite recently
we could assume a shared knowledge to some extent, even if more limited in scope.
This is no longer the case. The objective, however, has been to be indicative of the
relationship of Mary's work to other texts rather than comprehensive - her work, like
much other writing of her time, is heavily permeated with such references and
drawings from other authors. It is anticipated that interest in Mary's work will probably
come, in the main, from two quarters: modern Quakers, particularly women, who want
to know more about their own history, and those interested in eighteenth/nineteenth-
century women's writing. The former may know little about eighteenth-century poetry,
the latter little about Quakerism. The aim, therefore, has been to provide quite
detailed notes without being too abstruse or encumbering the text with a heavy

apparatus.

Biblical references were located with the aid of a CD Rom entitled Bibleworks

containing the full text of the Bible together with a search engine.* The text quoted in
footnotes is taken from the King James version, as it would have been the one
available to Mary.®> Unless Mary's text is an exact quotation, | have reproduced the full
text of relevant verses, as well as citing the biblical reference, so that the reader is
able to compare Mary's text with the biblical one without having to look up the text

concerned.

I See Vol. 2, Poetry, ‘On the Power & Goodness of God’, 1787, p.26.

2 See ‘Note on the Texts' above, p.xi.
3 See Vol. 2, Poetry, ‘The Philosopher{']s Death’, undated, p.120.
‘ Bibleworks for Windows, 1995 Databases (Hermeneutika Complete Bible Research

Software).
5| have reproduced spelling and punctuation as in my own copy of the King James version of

the Bible (London: Collins, 1909), but have omitted its frequent italicisation and use of upper
case letters for the words 'God' and 'Lord'.



BIBLICAL ABBREVIATIONS

The following abbreviations are used for the books of the Bible.

The Old Testament

Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy
Joshua
Judges
Ruth

1 Samuel

2 Samuel

1 Kings

2 Kings

1 Chronicles
2 Chronicles
Ezra
Nehemiah
Esther

Job

Psalms
Proverbs
Ecclesiastes
Song of Songs
Isaiah
Jeremiah
Lamentations
Ezekiel
Daniel
Hosea

Joel

AMoSs
Obadiah
Jonah
Micah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah
Malachi

Gen
EX
Lev
Num
Deut
Josh
Judg
Ruth

1 Sam
2 Sam
1 Kgs
2 Kgs
1 Chr
2 Chr
Ezra
Neh
Esth
Job

Prov
Ecc
Song
IS
Jer
Lam
Ezek
Dan
Hos
Joel
Amos
Obad
Jon
Mic
Nah
Hab
Zeph
Hag
Zech
Mal

XVii

The New Testament

Matthew
Mark

Luke

John

Acts
Romans

1 Corinthians
2 Corinthians
Galatians
Ephesians
Philippians
Colossians

1 Thessalonians
2 Thessalonians
1 Timothy

2 Timothy
Titus
Philemon
Hebrews
James

1 Peter

2 Peter

1 John

2 John

3 John

Jude
Revelation

Mt
Mk
Lk

Jn
Acts
Rom
1Cor
2 Cor
Gal
Eph
Phil
Col

1 Thes
2 Thes
1 Tim
2 Tim
Tit
Phim
Heb
Jas

1 Pet
2 Pet
1.Jn
2 Jn
3Jn
Jude
Rev
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MARY BIRKETT CARD - A CHRONOLOGY

1774 Born on 28 December in Liverpool.

1784 Moved with family to Dublin.

1787 Deaths of siblings Hannah, Edward and Sarah, and friend Mary
Haughton. First poem addressed to friend, Hannah Wilson Forbes.

1789 Vistt to relatives in the North of England.

1790s Intimate friendships with Hannah Wilson Forbes, and Debby Watson
from 1793.

1792 Publication of A Poem on the African Slave Trade.

Wrote poem on the death of Richard Shackleton.
Death of sister, Susannah Birkett.

1793 Wrote ‘Soliloquy supposed to be written by Marie Antoniette [sic] just
before her separation from the Dauphin’.

1794 Commenced spiritual journal in May on joumney to visit uncle, anti-slave
trade campaigner George Harrison, and family in London. Then visit to
other relatives in Kendal, Warrington and Liverpool.

1795 Visit to Mount Prospect at Rathangan, probably at the home of
Joshua and Hannah Wilson.
1796 Appears to have recommenced spiritual journal in July, though
intervening entries relating to ‘deism’ may have been lost or destroyed.
1796/7 Struggle with ‘deism’.
1797 Visit to Hampstead — journal entry written there in August.
1798 June - Friend Susanna Hill attended Enniscorthy Quarterly Meeting in

the group led by evangelical American travelling minister David Sands
immediately after the Battle of Vinegar Hill during the !rish Rebellion -

Mary may have attended with her.
August — Formal recantation of ‘deism’ in narrative entitled ‘Progress of

Infidelity’.
(Later wrote account of the ‘Deliverances’ of Friends in the Rebellion.)

1799 Commenced courtship with future husband Nathaniel Card this year, or

shortly before.
May — death of friend Hannah Wilson Forbes, now Reynolds, in London

after childbirth.

1801 Married Nathaniel Card on 13 March at Sycamore Alley Meeting House.
Death of sister Jane Henrietta Birkett in October.

1802 Birth of first child, William, on 10 January.

1803 Birth of second child, Nathaniel, on 21 July.
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1804 January/February - visit to Castle Hall, home of American Quaker

whaling magnate Benjamin Rotch and family at Milford Haven.

April - death of second child, Nathaniel, in Dublin.

36 to 40 poems written this year, nearly 30 of them at Milford Haven,

but very little prose (two diary entries and two letters).

October — commencement of letters remonstrating with ‘giddy’ cousin

Catherine (Kitty) Birkett and other letters of encouragement and

exhortation to individuals.

1805 Family plagued with acute business worries and fear of bankruptcy.
First child William acutely ill in March.
1 February - birth of third child, the second to be named Nathaniel
(collector of his mother’s writings).
Most prolific year for spiritual journal - 51 dated entries, and six letters,
but very few poems — only three are definitely dated 1805.
Met Sarah Hoare, Dublin schoolmistress and campaigner against
cruelty to animals, later of Bristol and Bath — also poet and author of

works on conchology and botany.
Commenced annual appeals to Elizabeth Dawson on behalf of the

General Daily Free School.
1806 Wrote poetic address to Hans Hamilton MP in anti-slave trade cause.

1807 Wrote poetic ‘epistle’ to poet and author Mary Leadbeater of the
Shackleton schoolteaching family at Ballitore.
Published poem on the death of Quaker elder Joseph Williams.
24 August - birth of fourth child and first daughter Sarah.
December - first record found of work in Dublin Women'’s Monthly
Meeting.

1808 Friendship with the Knott family of Ballinclay.
Produced advertisement for an ‘asylum’ for female servants.

Wrote thoughts on a plan for a circulating library.
14 September -~ death of daughter Sarah and, in November,

composition of poem on her loss entitled “To Hope'.
Appears to virtually cease writing poetry.

1809 20 February - birth of fifth child and second daughter Mary.
Wrote appeal to Elizabeth Dawson on behalf of female servant scheme

(last two dated poems).

1810 19 March — birth of sixth child and third daughter, the second to be

named Sarah.
April = appointed to Committee for Appointment of Overseers, Dublin

Monthly Meeting.
1811 23 April - death of third daughter Sarah.
1812 31 March - birth of seventh child and fourth daughter Hannah.

24 August - wrote address to her children concerning their spiritual
welfare, fearing her own death imminent through a ‘disease of the liver’.
December - appointed to Committee for the Poor, Dublin Women's
Monthly Meeting.

1813 Appointed Writing Clerk to Dublin Women’s Monthly Meeting. Also
appointed to Committee for Provincial School.



1814

1815

1816

1817

XX

Disownment of cousin Catherine (Kitty) Birkett for marriage outside
the Society, by a priest.

Threat of failure of speculative venture in family business.

3 February - birth of eighth child and fourth son George.

March — appointed to Select Meeting of Elders and Overseers, Dublin
Monthly Meeting.

Death of close friend, the minister Susanna Hill — letter to Quaker
minister David Sands in America to inform him.

6 January — death of last child George.

February — released from position as Clerk to Dublin Women’s Monthly
Meeting. Appointed representative to Quarterly Meeting.

March — drafted will.

June ~ re-appointed as representative to Quarterly Meeting.
August — addressed last letter to her husband.

24 October — died at father's country house at Killester; interred at
Friends Burial Ground, Cork Street in Dublin, on 28 October.
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Membership

Disownment

Reinstatement

Meeting House

Meetings for Worship

Business Meetings/
Meetings for Discipline
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GLOSSARY OF QUAKER TERMS

In the eighteenth century, ‘birthright’ Friends
(children born to Quaker parents) predominated,
though a number of individuals still joined the
Society from other denominations. Those wishing
to be received into membership apply to a local
Monthly Meeting which appoints two Friends to
visit them. These Friends then report to the
Monthly Meeting on the individual's readiness to

join.

Individuals were disowned (expelled) from
membership for immoral behaviour or major
infringements of the Quaker discipline. Common
causes were recognition of the established clergy
by paying tithes or marrying in church (‘marrying
out’), and financial irregulanity.

Those disowned could still attend meetings and
later apply to be reinstated.

The building in which Friends meet for worship and
other meetings. In traditional meeting houses,
seating took the form of rows or benches and until
the later nineteenth century men and women sat
separately. One or two rows of seating were
raised. The recorded ministers sat on these, also

the elders.

Held on First Days (Sundays) and often mid-week,
Quaker gatherings for worship are based on
silence. Individuals engage in silent prayer,
meditation or communion with God. Any individual
may then rise to minister if moved by the spirit: to
offer prayer, or share an insight or concern, that
they feel will be of service to those present.

Meetings to conduct administrative affairs. No
votes are taken. The object is to reach consensus
through listening to the spirit or being attentive to
God’s will for the group. A clerk is appointed to
draw together ‘the sense of the meeting’ on each
item and incorporate it into a written minute with
which all those present are in unity.



XX1V
The structure of Preparative, Monthly, Quarterly and Yearly Meetings (for
business) was set up by George Fox, the founder of Quakerism, in the 1660s:

Preparative Meeting An individual local Meeting based at a particular
- meeting house. It dealt with narrowly local matters,
and had little power in decision-making.

Monthly Meeting Friends were, and are, registered with their local
Monthly Meeting which encompasses a number of
Preparative Meetings. It undertakes most formal
functions: registration of births, deaths and
marriages, collecting subscriptions, administering
funds, membership and expulsions.

Quarterly Meeting Monthly Meetings belonged in turn to this next
level which functioned in the main as a link to
Yearly Meeting. (Today, General Meetings operate
on a regional basis.)

Yearly Meeting London Yearly Meeting was established in 1678.
In effect the governing and policy-making body of
the Society, Yearly Meeting is an annual assembly
of Friends from all over the country held over
several days. An executive committee operates
between Yearly Meetings called the Meeting for
Sufferings (originally it aided Friends suffering
persecution for their beliefs in the seventeenth
century). Ireland has its own Yearly Meeting — see

below.

Women'’s Meetings  Established by George Fox to allow women to
contribute to the life of the Society, particularly in

the traditionally feminine spheres of marriage,
children and poor relief. Paralleling the
preparative, monthly and quarterly meetings, their
structure only mirrored the men'’s at all levels in
England by the end of the eighteenth century when
a Woman'’s Yearly Meeting was finally established
in 1784. Ireland, however, had a Women's
National Meeting from 1678. Women’s meetings
continued to be held separately until near the end
of the nineteenth century. Though their
contribution was significant, they had no power to
make or alter the rules, or discipline, of the Society.

Men and women sat together on Meetings for

Ministers and Elders (see below) and some other
committees.



Meeting Structure
in Ireland

Ministers

Elders

Overseers

Meetings of Ministers
And Elders, or Select
Meetings
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Ireland had, and still has, its own Yearly Meeting
held in Dublin. This national meeting was at first a
half-yearly meeting and the structure beneath was
of province and monthly meetings. In 1797, the
Half-Yearly Meeting became the Yearly Meeting of
Friends in Ireland (or Dublin Yearly Meeting), with
a committee to administer affairs in the course of
the year, and the Province Meetings became
Quarterly Meetings.

Women had their own Yearly Meeting in Ireland
from 1678.

Although any individual may offer ministry, from
1723 to 1924 those perceived to have a special gift
in this direction were recorded as ministers by their
Monthly Meeting. Such Friends often became
‘Public Friends’, travelling to speak to other
Meetings or in public places. Their Meeting would
endorse them by providing them with a certificate,
and ailthough the ministry was unpaid, they could
receive funding for travel. Ministers were recorded
for life, though they could be disowned if their
ministry or behaviour became incompatible with the

ethos of Friends.

Respected Friends appointed for a period to be
responsible for the spiritual welfare of the Meeting,

including supporting the ministry. In the
eighteenth/nineteenth centuries, elders identified

those members whose ministry indicated their
suitability to become recorded ministers.

Responsible for the more general aspects of caring
for the membership, including encouragement and
advice or practical assistance to those in need. In
the later eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,
overseers were also most involved in matters of
discipline, and were appointed to visit offending
members. Like elders, overseers were unpaid and
appointed for a period of time.

Ministers and elders conducted their own meetings
from 1727, usually prior to monthly, quarterly or
yearly meetings. Overseers sometimes joined
them and in 1876, they became known as Select
Meetings on Ministry and Oversight. Women and
men sat together on these groups.



Advices and Queries

Light (The), or
The Inward Light

Seed (The)

Truth

Experientially/
Experimentally
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Queries were first devised by Yearly Meeting to
obtain information about the condition of the
Society and its members in 1682. In the
eighteenth century, formal systems for monthly and
quarterly meetings to read and answer the queries
in writing were instituted. Queries became
focussed primarily on discipline, but also
functioned as a means of self-examination. The
1791 Yearly Meeting, when revising the queries,
drafted the first advices. Originally supplementary,
advices offered guidance mainly on the conduct of
everyday life. A considerable proportion of time in
Meetings for Discipline was taken up with advices
and queries.

In Ireland, they were kept mainly in manuscript
form until the 1811 publication of Advices and
Rules agreed to by the Yearly Meeting of Fnends
in Ireland.

The light of Christ experienced as a source of
strength, leading or guidance or as a spiritual
reality within the individual. Other terms
encompassing the concept of guidance included
The Inward Teacher or Monitor. This is considered
to be present and therefore accessible in all
people, regardless of their knowledge of the
historical Jesus.

A term in use from the time of the earliest Friends,
but much evident in the theology of Robert Barclay
(1648-1690). Synonymous to some extent with the
concept of the Inward Light, that of God in
everyone, it denoted specifically the element of the
divine implanted within through grace and capable

of growth.

According to Quaker Faith and Practice (19.33):
‘sometimes the word is used for God, sometimes
for the conviction that arises from worship,
sometimes for the way of life’. Often it is the
experience of the reality of Christ or the Gospel,
the teaching of Christ received through the Inward
Light. Early Friends called themselves ‘Children of
the Light’ or ‘Friends in the Truth'.

To know through one’s own personal experience.
The emphasis is on the Inward Light as the primary

source of verification, rather than the authority of
Church or scripture.
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Favoured/Engaged/ Expressions for giving ministry when moved by

An Opportunity the Spirit.

Weighty Friend A Friend whose spiritual stature, ministry and
iInfluence carried weight.

Discipline Religious teaching, and regulations for church

government. The first compilation of guidance
(Book of Discipline) was made in 1738, in
manuscript, revised and printed in 1782. (Revised
many times since, it is now Quaker Faith and
Practice: The Book of Christian Discipline of the
Yearly Meeting of the Religious Society of Friends
(Quakers) in Great Britain.)

Plain Language This was based on the egalitarian practice of
seventeenth-century early Friends whereby
grammatical forms such as ‘thee’ and ‘thou’,
conventionally used to address social inferiors or
those with whom one was familiar, were used for
everyone. Friends retained these archaic forms as
a testimony to their faith long after they had fallen
into general disuse. Plain language also
encompassed the rejection of names for months
and days of the week, because these originated In
paganism, in favour of First Day, First Month and
so on. The plain language, in its widest
connotation, meant sincere, direct speech.

Plain Dress Seventeenth-century Friends testified to simplicity
by adopting simple contemporary forms of dress,
without decoration or bright colours. When these
forms were retained into the next century andg
beyond, they became the distinctive Quaker dress.
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PREFACE

This edition makes available for the first time a corpus of writing in a variety of genres
by Mary Birkett Card (1774-1817), a Quaker and a poet. It aims to make her work
accessible to scholarship and other interested readers through annotation and an
introduction recovering her life and the cultural community in which that life took place.
This objective is furthered by setting the form and content of her writings within the
context of contemporary literary forms in poetry, Quaker writing and women'’s writing.

Mary’s son considered her writings sufficiently 'valuable’ to warrant a family project

that occupied several people, perhaps for months or more, in making copies some
seventeen years after her death. And nearly 170 years later | find myself re-enacting

this initial amanuensis on a word-processor and, furthermore, contextualising her
work. This preface considers why such a project is valid.

In the archives of the Historical Library of Friends (or Quakers as they are more

usually known) in Dublin is a scrapbook containing the funeral cards of a considerable
number of Friends from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Some carry
additional handwritten remarks, seemingly added by one individual, giving
genealogical information. Very occasionally there are also other comments about the
deceased Friend. The printed card for the funeral of Mary Card (née Birkett), dated
'26th of 10th Month, 1817', tells us that her funeral was to proceed from the house of

her father, William Birkett, at Killester on 'third day, 28th Inst. at One 0'Clock, to
Friends' Burial Ground, Cork-street' in Dublin. At the bottom is a pencilled note which,

beside giving her relationship to others as mother, daughter, or sister, pronounces her
'a valuable woman'. No one else is described in this way. Why did the pencil writer
consider her valuable and why did he or she record this estimation of her?

The writer would almost certainly have been a Quaker and readers of the funeral cards
would, initially, have been drawn almost exclusively from the Society of Friends. First,
then, we can be sure that Mary Birkett Card exemplified what was admired in a
Quaker woman in such a way as to have gained some form of recognition. To do so
she must have played a visible role within the Society and lived her outward life
according to values accepted by her Quaker community. And in her life and work she
did indeed fulfil the highest expectations of her family and the Society to which it
belonged. Showing early promise when she published an anti-slavery poem at the
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tender age of seventeen, she went on to work devotedly in a number of

philanthropic causes beside abolition, such as schools for Dublin's poor. She spoke in
the ministry and held a number of responsible positions within her Quaker Monthly
Meeting, becoming clerk to the Women's Meeting from 1813-1816. She wrote poems
on the deaths of people much respected in the Society: the famous Quaker
schoolmaster Richard Shackleton in 1792 and the revered Elder Joseph Williams in
1807, the latter poem being published. As a mother, she sought to imbue her children
with the same values and commitment to the Society - goals in which she achieved
some success. As far as is known, all of them maintained their Quaker witness and
her son Nathaniel Card, collector of her writings, became a noted philanthropist in
Manchester and founded a temperance organisation called the United Kingdom
Alliance.! Even in the press cutting announcing his death in 1856, his special qualities
are explained by reference to his mother's — ‘from his mother, of whom he was
deprived when young, and who was a woman of great piety, superior attainments, and
ceaseless benevolence, he inherited many of [. . .] [his] traits'.?

The word 'valuable' would also have held deeper connotations for Friends,
connotations associated with the inner life from which these visible achievements
sprang. More than any other church, the Society of Friends fosters the development
of an inner spiritual life without aid of external ritual or formal creed. George Gorman,
writing of the seventeenth-century founder of Quakerism, George Fox, said that he
'fearlessly proclaimed his understanding that authentic religion was not primarily
concerned with accepted religious observances enshrined in church order and dogma,
but with a living response to an awareness of spiritual values to be discovered deep in
the human personality'.” The ‘principles [Friends] discovered’ through this experience

were, and still are, expressed 'in terms such as Truth, Equality, Simplicity, and Peace™
that are then given visible expression in life as actually lived. An oft-quoted Quaker
injunction is 'Let your lives speak’, in other words - express, communicate, even
embody these internal spiritual values and principles iq all aspects of your life. It
follows that a 'valuable' person might be one who, it was felt, 'spoke' to others in this
way. Mary's writings provide ample evidence of such witness, particularly in their
record of her friendships and her spiritual nurturing of others.

Yet the term 'a valuable woman' has other dimensions. It still has on first hearing a
'natural ring’, even today when there is an increasing awareness of gender issues. On
reflection, we realise that, in the case of a man, it would have been felt necessary to
qualify the notion of value by reference to his work or role — the young Quaker Dinah
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Goff, for instance, speaks of American evangelical David Sands as ‘a valued

minister’.> Only for a woman could her worth be somehow iInextricably linked with her
gender so that she is valued insofar as she attains some undefined but nevertheless
all-encompassing ideal, an image or concept, clearly present yet not explicit, of what a
woman should be. And, as the pencil-writer clearly felt no need to clarify or explain, it
Is implicit that his or her readers will also share this concept. The word ‘valuable’ also
has, of course, connotations connected with ownership. Today, when we describe
someone as 'valuable' to us, we can mean that they are of great significance to us
personally, or that they are useful to us. Both these senses of the word could be
present in Mary being 'a valuable woman' - being dear to others and being 'of service'.
Yet both carry a resonance of possession, of belonging in some way to other people.
And there is a sense in which the affixing of such a label to Mary is also a form of
‘'ownership’ — it lays claim to her as an exemplar of her community's construction of
'woman'.

The Society of Friends during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was, in many
ways, a group separated from the 'world' with its own values but, being part of its time,
it necessarily reflected some values found in the world outside too. This resulted in
tensions in the ideal of the Quaker woman. Quakers had always regarded women as
spiritually equal, and were the only Christian sect to allow women to become ministers
(other than some offshoots of Methodism in the early 1800s) and to travel widely in the
ministry. Women were also able to conduct their own affairs in separate business
meetings. Thomas Clarkson, the anti-slave trade campaigner, remarked on how these
elements gave Quaker women ‘a public character’ denied to others.® However, these
opportunities were in fact more limited than they first appear. In the words of historian
Elizabeth Isichel, ‘the powers open to women were so large compared with their
restricted role in other religious — or, for that matter, secular - organisations [. . .] that
they deserve to be regarded as one of the most striking elements in Quaker
organisation’, but this ‘equality [. . .] was more apparent than real’.” All major
decisions were made at Men’s Yearly Meeting, the governing body of the Society, and
Women'’s Meetings held a subordinate position. Tasks allotted to them were
connected with women's caring role: poor relief, education, supervision of servants,
regulation of marriages. The very separateness of these activities and meeting
structures is indicative of a keen awareness of gender roles and a construction of
'woman’ that shared much with that of contemporary éociety. As Leonore Davidoff
and Catherine Hall point out:



XXXi
The Quaker belief in the seed of God residing in all spirits, regardless of

their sex, did not lead them to believe in social equality. Quakers had a strong
sense of sexual difference, reflected in their forms of organisation, down to the
separate seating for men and women. |. . ]

Their [i.e. women's] power to preach and pray was a special dispensation,
which could, with increasing difficulty, be allowed to coexist with notions of
feminine propriety.®

The Quaker woman, then, to become ‘valuable’ or highly regarded, had to negotiate a
complex path encompassing the public and the private. Activities of a public nature
(duties in Quaker Business Meetings, philanthropy), while not compulsory, were
enjoined upon her by virtue of her membership of the Society, and the call to ministry,
if it came, was to be obeyed. Yet she had to be careful what activity she engaged in -
it was acceptable to become involved in public philanthropic campaigns but only in
certain causes considered suitable for female concern, such as anti-slavery and
charity schools. It was laudable to attend Quarterly Meetings away from home, but a
woman could be criticised for paying insufficient attention to her family.® She had also
to fulfil her private role of wife and mother to the same standards, and a similar
ideology of femininity, as that pertaining in the households of devout non-Quaker
Christians. Yes, she had more opportunities than other women, but not only was she
subject to some of the same limitations, she was also subject to more pressures in
some respects. Part of the value of Mary’s writings is the insights they provide into
these complexities and contradictions - the struggle to be the ‘ideal Quaker woman’ -
and particularly the challenges they present to notions still generally prevalent that

women Friends enjoyed a much more autonomous sense of self, and a much less
subordinate subject position within Quaker familial structures than women in society

generally.

Moving on to consider her writings in their entirety, much of their significance for us
lies in the way they lead us to question our contemporary values by presenting us with
an ideology, a blend of late eighteenth/early nineteenth-century and Quaker values, so
much at variance with our own. The majority of her work is in some sense didactic.
Her childhood poems serve to express and internalise the values she has been taught,
while her adult work re-inforces them, or promotes them in others. Some of this
ideology can make us, in the early twenty-first century, feel distinctly uncomfortable.
For instance, this life is seen merely as a ‘testing ground’ for the next, a site of
constant warfare between virtue, sometimes synonymous with Truth, and vice.

Although salvation is offered through Christ, we must co-operate by making virtue our
choice, not just once but by continual struggle. The rewards, and aims, are peace and
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contentment in this life, and eternal peace in the hereafter. The difficulty for

moderm readers is not these objectives in themselves, but the virtues to be cultivated
to attain them and the view of life as a transitory ‘vale of tears’ where suffering is
visited on individuals deliberately in order to prepare them for Heaven. From the
perspective of a culture that stresses personal assertiveness, human rights rather than
responsibilities, and free expression of the self, many of the virtues Mary extols appear
negative and restrictive. Most involve the subjugation of the self and its desires (duty,
obedience, controlling the passions, self-denial, submissiveness, humility, resignation)
and they often have a passive quality (mildness, gentleness, detachment, serenity,
docility). Children, for instance, are told they must ‘bend the will' and are praised when
they are as 'docile as wax'. A real problem for us is what seems like excessive self-
denigration — Mary’s frequent casting of herself before God as a helpless and
worthless worm, for instance, even though we may be aware that this was a much-
used cliché at the time. Coupled with this are images of suffering as God’s ‘chastising
rod’ or a purification process similar to refining metal. Whatever we feel about pain
and suffering today, most of us will recoil from a view that treasures pain and grief as
tokens of God'’s tender care of us:

And every pain whose piercing dart
Hath serv'd to purify the heart

And every grief whose stern controul
Refin’d and Angeliz’d the soul

More precious than fine gold will prove
The pledge of pure paternal love.'°

We may know that these ideas reflect views generally accepted at the time by many
convinced Christians or, particularly with regard to the upbringing of children, society

at large. Yet engagement with Mary's texts can lead us, by the very process of asking
why we find some of the attitudes expressed repellent or experience them as
obstacles, to query values we accept today as ‘given’.

This is true not only of the content of Mary’s texts but of the forms chosen to convey it.
Today, originality is frequently our primary criterion when evaluating art. Literature is
considered ‘good’ insofar as it contains the author's own ideas, and offers new insights
or experience to the reader. So embedded is this approach that we forget it only came
about as a result of the literary movement in literature at the end of the eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries known as Romanticism. Prior to, and even during much of,
that period, what many people looked for when reading was not ‘newness’ so much as

imitation. Literary productions, particularly poems, were expected to follow set forms



and draw on well-known texts by respected authors, even to incorporate some of o
their phrases. This both proved, as it were, their literary credentials and provided a
keen pleasure to the reader through familiarity and the fulfillment of expectation.
Mary's writings, both poetry and prose, are very much eighteenth-century productions
in terms of the adoption of models available to her through her culture and community,
and in their relationship to other texts. Part of their fascination is their intertextuality,
and they cannot be appreciated without abandoning our preconceived ideas about
originality. Yet she was writing at the juncture between the eighteenth century and
Romanticism, along with many other women writers who have until recently been
ignored. No attempt is made in this thesis to locate her writing within traditions
labellied ‘eighteenth- century’, pre-Romantic or Romantic, mainly because it is
concerned to explore how Mary herself engaged with (then) contemporary literary
traditions in creating her texts. Yet it is not just that these terms - imposed
subsequently by literary criticism - would have meant nothing to her. Women'’s poetry,
particularly, does not sit easily in these categories, produced within an academic
tradition largely based until recently on the works of relatively few male poets. Our
conceptions of the literature of this period are currently being revised as a result of the
recuperation of lost women writers, and Mary’s work, irrespective of its originality or
‘quality’ (whatever we perceive that to be), can make a contribution to that process and
to our understanding of late eighteenth/early nineteenth-century literary forms and
reading experience, particularly within women’s cultural networks.

Finally, Mary’s writings form a unique record of one woman'’s experience in a specific
religious and cultural milieu at the turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that
is valuable in itself. It is hoped that this edition will prove a valuable source, and
resource, for those interested or involved in the fields of literature, history, religious

and women'’s studies.

Mary Birkett Card’s life and work is examined in three parts. Part 1 offers, first, a
biographical outline, highlighting key aspects that will be looked at in the course of the
study, while its second chapter is contextual, creating a picture of the Dublin Quaker
community in which Mary grew up and exploring her childhood poems as productions
reflecting and internalising the values of that community. Part 2 explores her
autobiography in three chapters. The first, the main introductory chapter theoretically,
questions concepts of form and tradition in women'’s autobiography. Much scholarship
in the field of women’s spiritual autobiography has rested on the concept of a separate
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female tradition that assumes a shared female perspective across periods and

cultures. This concept is problematised in this chapter. The approach arrived at here
to tradition, form, community and subjectivity (an approach which calls for specificity
when defining literary traditions and particularity in uncovering ‘female traditions'
located within specific periods and cultural milieux, linked to mainstream paradigms) is
central, and informs the rest of the thesis. Chapter 4 investigates a crucial episode in
Mary’s life as a young woman - her flirtation with deist thought, considering her
experience against the community experience, and arguing that her ‘deist’ account is,
essentially, a conversion narrative witnessing to tensions that are resolved by
realignment with her community’s prevailing orthodoxy. it also argues that one aspect
- her negotiation between a desire for self-promotion and the requirement to sublimate
the self - represented a formative strategy for her future. Chapter 5, with two sections,
Is concerned with Mary’s later journal, which is expressive of anxieties and conflicts on
several levels. Financially, these lie in efforts to reconcile the spiritual and material,
necessity and desire, the emergence of modern capitalism in the form of speculation
and Quaker probity. The chapter then moves, in its second section, to focus on issues
of language and gender, on Mary’s concern for a purity of language, a punty shown to
be linked to restraint and subjection particularly in relation to women speaking, and
looks at connections between visibility and voice. Essentially, the conflict here is
between what she wants to be and what she must resign herself to being - the dutiful
wife and mother. One disturbing strategy is her repeated covenant with God that
seeks to purchase her children’s welfare through binding herself to purity of speech
and wifely obedience.

Part 3 concentrates on Mary as a poet, looking at her poetry, and letters (in some
degree also outlets for poetic expression), as documents of sensibility inflected by
Quaker ideals and values, artefacts produced within female cultural networks mainly
(but by no means solely) for consumption by other women. It is concerned primarily
with issues of form, tradition and function, engaging with current critical debates and
highlighting the contrasts between Mary’s writing as a young single woman in the
1790s and her post-1800 material. Overall, it argues that, embedded within these
works as a whole, lies a struggle with her literary imagination, linked to a Quaker
distrust of the creative imagination but also bound up with contemporary boundaries of
acceptable femininity and, in all likelihood, the effects of the tragic loss of children.
Part 3 is divided into three chapters. The first, Chapter 6, entitled ‘The Voice of
Friendship and the Muse’s Song', is, in essence, introductory. It emphasises
particularly the ways in which Mary’s poetry and letters, in contrast to her
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autobiography, ‘reach out’ to others. Chapter 7 is concerned with the eatrlier,

1790s poetry. It examines, first, A Poem on the African Slave Trade (1792),
considering its adherence to, and new departures from, abolitionist poetic convention,
its intertextuality, most notably its relationship to an anti-slave trade poem by the
Quaker Thomas Wilkinson, and the ways in which it forges connections with a varied
audience beside the primary one — her fellow women. A second section explores the
proportion of Mary’'s verse originating in relationships, during the 1790s, with Hannah
Wilson Forbes and Debby Watson, showing how her participation in the literary
traditions of women'’s intimate friendship verse was empowering, particularly in
enabling her to assume subject positions not readily allowed to women. Chapter 8
looks at the output of Mary's later years. It traces the changes in her writing while
problematising any simplistic interpretation of these in terms of withdrawal from life or
art, much less into any ‘private sphere’. It centres, first, on poems of domesticity and
philanthropy, while the final section points to ways in which her religious letters,
seemingly representing a containment of art within sanctioned parameters, are also
inescapably a means of artistic and self-expression.

I Letter from Samuel Pole, Honorary Secretary, United Kingdom Alliance for the Total and
Immediate Legislative Suppression of the Liquor Traffic, John Dalton Street, Manchester, also
Notice, for general circulation notifying death of its Treasurer, Nathaniel Card. Attached minute
of Special Executive Committee adopted 24 March 1856 states:

Owing its origin to his philanthropy, and much of its progress to his devoted and self-
denying zeal, the ALLIANCE is itself a monument to Nathaniel Card.

His name will be historically associated with the great cause which he loved, while his true
goodness and private worth, have embalmed his memory among his friends.

In 1853, after its foundation, the Alliance had 56 subscribers (all male), by 1864 this had risen
to 1,338 (including 98 women) and by 1900, 2,410 (308 women) — see F. K. Prochaska,
Women and Philanthropy in Nineteenth-Century England (Oxford. Oxford University Press,
. 1980), p.235. For discussion of Friends and the temperance movement see Elizabeth Isichel,
Victorian Quakers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), pp.235-43, particularly pp.235-36,
and pp.241-42 on the Alliance. The organisation still operates today and, interestingly, raises
its funds partly through poetry competitions. A brief account of Nathaniel Card’s life is given in
The Temperance Movement and its Workers, ed. by P. T. Winskill, 4 vols (London: Blackie,
1891), ll, 283, reproduced in this thesis as Appendix 1.
% Press cutting (without newspaper publication details) in the possession of James Clarke.
° George H. Gorman, Introducing Quakers (London: Quaker Home Service, 1969; revised repr.
1981), pp.8-9.
* Quaker Faith and Practice (London: The Yearly Meeting of the Religious Society of Friends
gQuakers) in Britain, 1995), headnote before 19.33.

Dinah Goff, ‘Divine Protection’ in Jane Marion Wakefield, Six Generations in Ireland 1655-
1890 (London: Edward Hicks Junior, 1893), p.89.
® Thomas Clarkson, A Portraiture of Quakerism, as taken from a view of the moral education,
discipline, peculiar customs, religious principles, political and civil economy, and character, of
the Society of Friends, 3 vols, 2™ edn (London: Longman, 1807), IlI, 288-89 (see also p.293).
" t1sichei, Victorian Quakers, p.107. Isichei is speaking of Victorian Quaker women, but the
point is just as relevant to the eighteenth and earlier nineteenth centuries.
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° Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and women of the English middle
class 1780-1850 (London: Routledge, 1992 [Hutchinson Education, 1987]), pp.139-40.

° Elizabeth Fry, the prison reformer, was often criticised in this way. See, for instance, Janet
Whitney, Elizabeth Fry: Quaker Heroine (London: G. Harrap, 1937; repr. 1938), p.259 which
refers to criticism she received from Quaker elders and the press for supposed ‘neglect of her
family’.

¥Vol. 2, Poetry, ‘To Sarah Hoare', 1806, p.394 (p.395).
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CHAPTER 1
BIOGRAPHICAL OUTLINE

Mary Birkett was born on 28 December 1774, the daughter of William and Sarah
Birkett of Liverpool, members of Hardshaw Monthly Quaker Meeting. She was their
first child, born nine months after their marriage at Warrington on 17 March that year.
Her father, William, was the son of Joseph and Catherine Birkett of Liverpool,
deceased at the time of his marriage to Sarah Harrison, daughter of Edward Harrison
and his wife, Sarah, of Kendal in Westmorland.! The Birketts and the Harrisons were
families with long Quaker pedigrees, and the northern English name Birkett appears
frequently in the registers for births, marriages and deaths covering Quaker monthly
meetings at Lancaster, Swarthmore and Kendal from the seventeenth century on.?
Some of these Birketts were farmers and yeomen. William Birkett's occupation is
variously given in the registers as a 'soap boiler’ or ‘tallow chandler'.” Tallow
chandling, or the making of candies from tallow (melted fat, usually from animals), was
often linked with the production of soap which also used tallow as a base in its
manufacturing process.*

The family backgrounds on both sides were modest. Mary's maternal grandfather,
Edward Harrison, was a shoemaker in Kendal. But one relative of hers, George
Harrison, discovered in the course of this study to have been her uncle, was already
making his mark in the world. George Harrison was her mother's brother, born in
1747. Sent away to Gilbert Thompson's school at Penketh, his potential had been
spotted by brothers Dr John Fothergill, a well-known London physician and scientist on
friendly terms with many leading figures of the day including Benjamin Franklin, and
Samuel Fothergill, a Quaker minister of outstanding reputation. They paid for his
further education at their old school, Sedbergh Grammar, and the prestigious
dissenting academy at Warrington. After three years spent as tutor to the son of
Richard Reynolds, son-in-law of Abraham Darby Il (the famous iron-master at
Coalbrookdale in Shropshire), George had joined the merchant house of David
Barclay in London.’ Marriage in 1777 to Susannah Cookworthy, daughter of the
Quaker chemist, William Cookworthy, who discovered china clay in Cornwall and thus
founded the porcelain industry in England, had helped him make many new business
contacts and the couple inherited a considerable sum of money on Cookworthy's
death in 1780. By the early 1780s, George Harrison was an affluent businessman of
high standing in London, very active within the Quaker community, and a persuasive
speaker. In 1783 he commenced work in the cause he was to remain devoted to for



the rest of his life - the abolition of slavery - as one of the members of the Quaker
committee asked to consider the issue. Some weeks later he and five others set up
their own group to work, perhaps more freely outside of the main Quaker organisation,
against the slave trade. It was this latter group that joined with Thomas Clarkson and
others in 1787 to form the London Abolition Committee, the main organisation that
worked with William Wilberforce to abolish the trade.® This family link with abolition
would surely have exerted a powerful influence over the young Mary Birkett. We can
imagine the family's pride in George Harrison's achievements and it is inconceivable
that his anti-slavery work would not have been a regular topic of conversation in the
Birkett household.

While they continued in Liverpool, several more children were born to William and
Sarah. A daughter named Catherine died in 1777 aged fourteen months, Edward was
born in 1779, Sarah in 1781 and Elizabeth in 1783.” Then in 1784 the family moved to
Dublin.® Mary's mixed emotions about the move prompted her to write the first verse
included in this collection. It expresses her apprehension about living in what she
conceived to be a foreign, and more barbarous, country, but says nothing about the
reasons for the family's removal.? Perhaps Dublin offered better business prospects,

or William had heard good reports from his brother, Henry, who had moved to the city
a few years earlier and married a Dublin girl, Mary Sharp, in 1780.'° Henry had first
been employed in the houses of two Dublin merchants, but then set up his own small
earthenware business, while his wife was trained as a mantua-maker, or

dressmaker.'?

Once settled in Dublin, William and Sarah continued to have another child every one
to two years: Hannah (1785), Susanna (1786), Jane Henrietta (1788), William (1790),
George Harrison, named after his uncle (1792), a second Sarah (1793), and a second
Edward (1795).% Even given the high mortality rates at the time, when parents could
expect several of their children to die in infancy, the Birketts were unfortunate in losing
so many of their children. Hannah, the first Sarah and the first Edward all died within a
fortnight in March 1787, probably from scarlet fever. The poems their eldest sister
wrote as each death occurred, when still only aged twelve herself, make particularly
harrowing reading.”™ Other siblings followed. We discover from Mary's poem on her
death that Susanna died of a wasting illness lasting seven months in 1792."* The
second Sarah died in 1795, Jane Henrietta in 1801 (there is a monody on her death
too) and the second Edward in 1803."



Apart from these tragedies, the Birketts prospered in Dublin. Their address at

34 Jervis Street in the centre of the city, north of the River Liffey, although not
prestigious, placed them firmly in the middle class.'® Deeds in Dublin Land Registry
show that William came to own other property both in and outside Dublin.'” Certainly
by 1817 he had acquired that much desired status symbol of a gentleman, a country
house (the account of Mary Birkett Card's death by her brother, George Harrison
Birkett, states that she died at her father's country house at Killester).'®* Dublin
continued to develop, even after its fashionable heyday in the late eighteenth century
was over, and William took advantage of this. In 1821, he made the vast sum of
seven hundred pounds when he sold a relatively small house to the Wide Street
Commissioners, an organisation set up by Act of Parliament to co-ordinate the
widening of a number of main streets in the capital and to purchase land for this
purpose.’®

William Birkett was active in Dublin Quaker Meeting, and in its philanthropic work. His
name crops up frequently in the minutes of Dublin Monthly Meeting's Committee of the
Poor, which organised Quaker poor relief.® So do those of his eldest son, William
Birkett Junior, and his sons-in-law, Robert Hudson and Nathaniel Card. One indication

of a family's social and financial standing, as well as its values, is the amount
members feel they can donate to charity. In 1823, the Birketts subscribed seventeen
pounds towards a fund to aid Greek refugees, a substantial amount comparable to

sums given by some leading, and wealthy, English Friends.*!

Quakers generally placed a high value on education and a middie-class family like the
Birketts, with a growing income, would have ensured all their children were educated

well. There is no specific mention in Mary's writings of her schooling, but it is clear
from her poems that she had a wide classical knowledge and was well read beyond
the scriptural base usual for Quaker girls of her class. She may have attended a
Quaker boarding school as did her younger cousins, Sarah and Catherine Birkett.*
However, as most of the major Quaker schools were not founded until after 1779, and
were therefore still very new at the time Mary could have attended, it is more likely that
she was educated at home or at a small day-school.” Certainly, she was encouraged
to write poetry from a very young age - many of her early poems appear to be
exercises; acrostics, 'enigmas’, odes to innocence and truth - but the large number
that survive from her childhood (almost seventy in all before the age of sixteen)
indicates that she turned to poetry frequently, and perhaps easily, as a form of artistic
expression. She does seem to have been somewhat precocious, but writing verse
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was by no means unusual. Poems written to close friends such as Hannah Forbes

and, later, Debby Watson refer to lines they had written, which Mary modestly casts as
superior to her own. The intimate friendships between these three as young women,
in fact, not only provided an arena in which verse was produced, but also formed a
basis for many of its themes. Her love for these friends was one of Mary's greatest
sources of joy and empowerment, in life and text, and the impact of these relationships
- how they constituted a female space that facilitated identity formation, literary

expression and the sharing of mystical experience — thus forms the focus of a
separate section in this study.

The years of Mary's youth spanned the 1790s - a decade of ferment and change. The
French revolution of 1789 and its aftermath gave rise to increasing instability and
tensions, particularly in Ireland where France was looked to as a revolutionary
example by many radical Protestants as well as Catholics seeking Ireland's
independence from Britain. Irish dissaffection culminated in the Irish Rebellion of 1798
which was put down with great ferocity by the British. New and challenging ideas were
circulating in the work of such thinkers as Thomas Paine and Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, and traditional beliefs were being questioned. Within Quakerism, this
questioning took the form of a leaning towards deism, whereby a belief in God was
maintained whilst scriptural revelation and the miraculous were rejected. Many
Friends left the Society or were disowned owing to their supposedly deistical beliefs. It
was in this decade, too, that the anti-slavery movement founded in the 1780s really
captured the public imagination. Not surprisingly, then, these were the years in which
Mary engaged most with issues and ideas that impinged on her and her Quaker

community from without. Four very different pieces of writing either record, or show
her response to, these events.

In 1792, at the age of 17, she published A Poem on the Afncan Slave Trade in two
parts, the second being, according to her preface, written in response to the good
reception of the first.>* (They appear to have coincided with the passage of William
Wilberforce's abolition bill of that year through, first, the House of Commons in April

and, second, the House of Lords in May/June.®®) Such precocity was not that
uncommon - a number of teenage girls succeeded in getting their work into print
towards the end of the eighteenth century.®® However, it should also be noted that
publications by women were still very few - in 1792 Mary's poem was one of only 18

new editions of poetry running to eight pages or more in length published by English-
speaking women that year.’ A Poem on the African Slave Trade was published in



Dublin, but some of the impetus for publication might have come either personally
from Mary's uncle, George Harrison, in London - he was by this time experienced in
the preparation, production and distribution of anti-slavery literature and so could have
offered advice or direction, even assistance with publication - or through contact with
him which kept Mary and her family aware of each stage of the anti-slave trade
campaign.”® There was certainly contact between the two families. Two years later, in
May/June 1794, Mary stayed with the Harrisons in London for at least a couple of
weeks, forming a friendship with George Harrison's teenage daughter, Lydia, but,
disappointingly, the few poems surviving from this visit make no mention either of the
abolition movement or of Mary's publication.” Mary's interest in the abolition cause
was certainly not short-lived, however. Fourteen years later, in 1806, she was to make
a poetic address to the Dublin County M.P., Hans Hamilton, requesting that he vote in
favour of that year's abolition bill put forward by Wilberforce.*

In 1793 Mary responded to events in France through a poem entitled 'Soliloquy
supposed to be written by Marie Antoniette [manuscript spelling] just before her
separation from the Dauphin’, visualising the condemned Queen incarcerated with the
young Dauphin, fearing possible death by unknown means at any moment.” 1794

saw her commence her spiritual journal, on the visit to England that was to include her
stay with the Harrisons. From 1796 to 1797 the journal charts a spiritual crisis that
almost resulted in the loss of her faith. The nature of this crisis does not become clear
until, in a narrative named 'Progress of Infidelity’ (1798), she formally recants 'the
odium of Deism' in favour of more traditional beliefs.* Although she produced no
personal account of the Rebellion in Ireland, she wrote up '‘Some Account of
Remarkable deliverances experienced by friends during the disturbances of 1796 and
1798' which corroborates, and adds little snippets of information to, other existing

accounts.®

In 1801 Mary married Nathaniel Card, a Dublin merchant.** She had probably known
him from childhood as he was her second cousin - for this reason, they had to have a
special dispensation from the Dublin Quaker Meeting to marry.* Nathaniel and Mary
lost no time once they had the desired permission. They were married one month
later, on 13 March 1801, at Sycamore Alley Meeting House.® The situation must have
been complicated by the fact that Nathaniel Card was not born a Quaker. Quakers
were required to marry within the Society - those who 'married out' were 'disowned’
from membership, though many continued to attend Meeting. Nathaniel's parents,
Nathaniel and Eleanor Card, lived in Dublin and the Family Bible shows that Cards



had lived there since at least the 1670s and possibly earlier. It is not known where
they originated but Nathaniel and Eleanor were married at Witton in Cheshire, where
her family, the Becketts, lived, and the Family Bible also mentions an earlier link with
Chester — the birth there of a daughter to Samuel and Mary Card in 1689.3” These
links are not surprising as Chester was a maritime city and imports from Ireland,
chiefly of linen, wood, feathers, butter and provisions, but also, perhaps significantly, of
hides and tallow, formed a large part of its trade.® The family may have had Quaker
leanings as some dates in the Family Bible are written in the Quaker fashion (‘7%
Month’ etc). Nevertheless, all family members listed in the Bible during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, until Mary’s husband Nathaniel, were members
of the established church (at least officially) as the majority are recorded as being
baptised by local priests and buried in the family vault at St Michael's Church in
Dublin.®

It may well have been Nathaniel's love for Mary, then, and their courtship and desire to
marry, that prompted his joining the Society. A note in the Family Bible says 'About
the 23rd year of his age he was convinced of the religious principles of the Society of
Friends, and was united to that body - in which profession he continued the remainder
of his life'.* The first of her poems addressed to him is dated 19 January 1799 when
he was twenty-two years old (he was born on 13 October 1776).*' Monthly Meeting
Minutes for 14 January 1800 first<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>