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abstract In this essay, Timothy Whelan links Mary Scott, author of the early
feminist poem The Female Advocate (1774), to a circle of West Country women
writers led by the poet Mary Steele. A copy of The Female Advocate in the Huntington Library once belonged to a member of the Steele circle, Sarah Froud, whose
identity has remained hidden and whose annotations have been largely misinterpreted. An examination of the correspondence of Steele and Scott presents a
detailed picture of how these women viewed love and marriage in the 1770s and
the difficult legacy such views posed for them by the 1790s. keywords: networks
of West Country women writers; views of marriage in the eighteenth century; Anne
Steele; Hannah More; Anna Seward

 the entry for mary scott (1751–1793) in the Oxford DNB asserts, “Little
is known of her before the publication, in her early twenties, of her poem The Female
Advocate.” Fortunately, the recent uncovering of some little-known manuscripts and
rare printed sources relating to Scott in collections at Oxford and London has transformed our knowledge of her family, her work, and her circle of friends.1 Heretofore,
information on Mary Scott (fig. 1) has come primarily from a series of letters by the poet
Anna Seward (1747–1809) to Scott between 1786 and 1793.2 One of the Huntington
1. Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, s.v. “Scott, Mary (1751/2–1793),” by John Mullan,
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/45861. The materials in question are in the Steele Collection,
Reeves Collection, Attwater Papers, Attwater/Whitaker Papers, and Saffery Papers, Angus Library and
Archive, Regent’s Park College, Oxford; Reeves Collection, Bodleian Library, Oxford; and the Scott Collection (privately held), London. Material concerning Mary Scott from these collections, including an
account of her life and writings, can be found in Nonconformist Women Writers, 1720–1840, gen. ed.
Timothy Whelan, 8 vols. (London, 2011), 3:206, 235–37, 314–16; 4:1–106, 259–309 (hereafter NWW).
2. Anna Seward, Letters of Anna Seward: Written between the years 1784 and 1807, ed. Archibald
Constable, 6 vols. (Edinburgh and London, 1811). Constable transcribed nine letters to Scott from
Pp. 435–452. ©2015 by Henry E. Huntington Library and Art Gallery. issn 0018-7895 | e-issn 1544-399x. All rights
reserved. For permission to photocopy or reproduce article content, consult the University of California Press Rights
and Permissions website, http://www.ucpressjournals.com/reprintInfo.asp. DOI: 10.1525/hlq.2014.77.4.435.
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Library’s copies of The Female Advocate, Gae Holladay’s copy-text for her facsimile of
the poem, is signed “Sarah Froud” and dated “1774,” the year of the poem’s publication.
Froud (also spelled “Froude” and, more archaically, “Frowd”) lightly annotated her
copy, writing “Steele” over the blank line denoting the addressee of Scott’s dedicatory epistle, identifying “Theodosia” as “Mrs Ann Steele of Broughton,” “Philander”
as “Mr Steele of Broughton Hants,” and noting a particular passage as referring to
Dr. Richard Pulteney (1730–1801), “a well known physician who lives at Blandford,” the
latter annotation providing the only clue to identifying the recipient of those lines.3 The
poet Mary Steele (1753–1813) of Broughton (the dedicatee of the poem), her aunt Anne
Steele (1717–1778), a Baptist poet and hymn writer, and Mary’s father, William Steele IV
(1715–1785), were all close friends of Scott and leading figures in the Steele circle that
emanated from Broughton, Hampshire, in the eighteenth century. Sarah Froud’s identity and social connections among the members of the Steele circle scattered throughout the West Country unravel more than two centuries of confusion about Scott.


Though Mary Scott’s major poems, The Female Advocate (1774) and The Messiah
(1788), have been known and commented upon since the late eighteenth century, her
literary biography has been mired in obscurity and inaccuracy. Seward’s letters provided important information about Scott’s reading and literary interests as well as her
health, courtship, and marriage to John Taylor (1752–1817), but Seward’s assertion to
William Hayley on May 10, 1788, that Scott’s “Father was a Clergyman of the Church of
England” set later commentators on an erroneous path (NWW 4:290). In the mid1980s, nearly two hundred years after her death, when Gae Holladay and Moira Ferguson began the pioneering work of resurrecting Scott as a significant eighteenth-century
feminist writer, they had little choice but to rely on Seward’s letters as a starting point
on Scott’s life. To her credit, Ferguson pursued Scott to the home of Hugh Steele-Smith
in West Yorkshire, where she sifted through portions of his impressive collection of
materials relating to Anne Steele and other members of her family and literary circle.4

Seward’s Letter Books (a microfiche copy belongs to the British Library, RP 4112), omitting a tenth letter, dated May 18, 1788, shortly after Scott’s marriage. One letter by Seward to her friend, the poet
William Hayley, also provides details on Scott and her marriage. For complete transcriptions of
Seward’s letters to Scott, see NWW4:280–89, 290–92, 293–301, 302–5. Gae Holladay’s introduction to
her facsimile edition of Scott’s The Female Advocate relied heavily on Seward; nevertheless, Holladay’s
vision of Mary Scott “enjoying a literary life among a small circle, composing poems for private circulation or subscription publication, contributing to miscellany volumes [, . . . ] overseeing editions of
[her] works, or contributing poems to one of many editions of Poems by Eminent Ladies (1755) or Dodsley’s Collection of Poems (1748)” was uncannily prescient. See The Female Advocate; A Poem. Occasioned by Reading Mr. Duncombe’s Feminead (1774) (Los Angeles, 1984), (first) iii–iv.
3. Holladay, The Female Advocate, (second) v, viii; 25, 39, 40.
4. Though she repeated several of Seward’s assumptions about Scott, Ferguson correctly identified
Scott’s father, Robert Scott (1721–1774), as a linen draper but did not realize that he was a lifelong Dissenter. Nevertheless, Ferguson uncovered connections that, had she pursued them, would have corrected many of Seward’s statements on Scott. See Moira Ferguson, “‘The Cause of My Sex’: Mary
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figure 1. Mary Scott (1751–1793), miniature, ca. 1790, artist unknown, engraved by Frederick Hollyer.
From Isabella Scott and Catherine Scott, A Family Biography, 1662 to 1908 (London, 1908), 206.

Ferguson’s most important contribution to Scott’s biography was her discovery
of Scott’s friendship with Mary Steele (fig. 2). Ferguson saw the friendship poems that
had passed between the two women and correctly noted that Scott’s Female Advocate

Scott and the Female Literary Tradition,” Huntington Library Quarterly 50 (1987): 359–77; Ferguson,
Eighteenth-Century Women Poets: Nation, Class, and Gender (Albany, N.Y., 1995), 27–43.
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was dedicated to Mary Steele, not Anne Steele.5 Given her limited access to the Steele
Collection, however, Ferguson was not able to pursue Scott’s relationship with the
Steeles much further than the suggestion that “Mary Steele and Mary Scott might well
have been members” of a literary circle centered upon Anne Steele.6 Marjorie Reeves
made that hesitant-though-accurate assertion a reality in Pursuing the Muses, a work
that significantly expanded our knowledge of the Steele circle. Reeves correctly identified each writer (and nom de plume) within the circle, named Mary Steele as the
author of Danebury, and added some important details concerning the relationship
between Scott and Steele, as well as uncovering Scott’s nonconformist background.7
Besides the manuscripts pertaining to Scott now belonging to the Steele Collection, three printed sources reveal much about Scott’s life, her poetry, and her unsuccessful marriage to Reverend John Taylor. The first source, an anonymous
“Memoir” of John Edward Taylor (1791–1844), Scott’s son and the founding editor of
the influential Manchester Guardian, appeared in the Christian Reformer in 1844. The
writer mentions that Scott left behind memorials of her poetry “both printed and in
manuscript,”8 a reference to The Female Advocate and The Messiah and to several manuscript volumes of her poetry, no longer extant. The “Memoir,” however, provides the
only identification of Scott’s poem memorializing the philanthropist Jonas Hanway
(1787)—the last known poem published by Scott during her lifetime and only recently
revealed as Scott’s composition—as well as Scott’s authorship of Hymn 659 in Andrew
Kippis’s A Collection of Hymns and Psalms, for Public and Private Worship (1795),
which the writer of the “Memoir” believes “shews that her devotional sympathies were
as practical as they were warm and elevated.”9 Scott’s other manuscript poems were
apparently unworthy of the writer’s notice. Despite access to the poet’s son (a devout
Unitarian) and important materials belonging to Scott, the writer of the “Memoir”

5. Holladay, The Female Advocate, (first) iv. Previous to Holladay, Herbert McLachlan attributed
the dedication of the Female Advocate to Anna Letitia Aikin, not Mary or Anne Steele. See McLachlan,
Essays and Addresses (Manchester, 1950), 79.
6. Ferguson, “‘The Cause of My Sex,’” 372n4.
7. Unfortunately, Reeves claimed that “no poems are directly attributable to [Scott]” in the Steele
Collection, overlooking Scott’s set of hymns that were transcribed by Anne Steele in the 1770s and
noted by Ferguson in 1995. See Marjorie Reeves, Pursuing the Muses: Female Education and Nonconformist Culture 1700–1900 (London, 1997), 100; Ferguson, Eighteenth-Century Women Poets, 31. Reeves
(1905–2003), fellow and tutor in history and education at St. Anne’s College, Oxford (1952–72) and a
descendant of the Attwaters and Whitakers of Bratton, Wiltshire, incorporated into her book materials from the Steele Collection that Ferguson had previously seen in Yorkshire and that were deposited
at the Angus Library, Oxford, in 1992. Reeves donated a massive collection of her own manuscripts
pertaining to the Steele circle (now known as the Reeves Collection, Attwater/Whitaker Papers, and
Saffery Papers) to the Angus Library and the Bodleian Library.
8. “Memoir of Mr. John Edward Taylor,” Christian Reformer 11 (1844): 153–78 at 158.
9. Ibid., 160–61, 158. “Memorial to Jonas Hanway, Philanthropist” appeared anonymously, with
slight variations in spelling and punctuation and a few substantive changes, in the Gentleman’s Magazine, February 1787, 104; it is reprinted in NWW 4:70–71. The transcription in the “Memoir,” since it is
based on Scott’s manuscript, is the better copy-text.
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figure 2. Mary Steele (1753–1813), ca. 1780, artist unknown. Reprinted by permission of the owner.

managed nevertheless to perpetuate the notion, derived from Seward, that Scott was
originally an Anglican, as well as attributing Scott’s early literary friendship to Anne
Steele, not Mary Steele.10
Another set of manuscripts was held by Scott’s daughter, Mary Ann (Taylor)
Scott (1789–1875) of Bath, who bequeathed them to her daughter, who in turn passed
them on to John Edward Taylor (the second of that name), who, unfortunately,
10. “Memoir,” 158, 160.
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destroyed most of them. Mary Ann Scott was interviewed by Catherine and Isabella
Scott, two sisters who were granddaughters of Russell Scott, Mary Scott’s younger
brother, for information on Mary Scott and John Taylor. The Scott sisters also viewed
her manuscript collection, which included numerous poems by Mary Scott as well as a
set of letters to and from Scott and Taylor prior to their marriage. Information gleaned
from these materials and other manuscripts already in their possession acquired from
their father formed the basis for the Scotts’ important work, A Family Biography, 1662
to 1908 (1908).11
In the early 1930s, after the deaths of Isabella and Catherine Scott, these manuscript collections were dispersed among various family members, but not before they
were viewed by the Unitarian theologian, historian, and educator Herbert McLachlan
(1876–1958). His essay, “The Taylors and Scotts of the Manchester Guardian,” which
first appeared in 1927 in Transactions of the Unitarian Historical Society and later in
an expanded version in Essays and Addresses (1950), provided the most complete
biographical information to date on Scott and Taylor, complemented by McLachlan’s
research into the dissenting congregations in Manchester and Milborne Port from
which they emerged.12 McLachlan’s article includes two previously unpublished
poems by Scott, as well as selections from a number of letters by John Taylor to various
members of his family during Taylor’s time at Ilminster and Bristol (1789–93), none of
which were included in A Family Biography.13 Despite his familiarity with Scott and
Taylor through his access to the Scott manuscripts, McLachlan was unable to decipher
Scott’s connections with the Steele circle. McLachlan quotes from copies of poems,
apparently in Scott’s hand, by several members of the Steele literary circle, poems that
now exist only within the Steele Collection at Oxford but at that time were also a part of
the Scott Collection. McLachlan accordingly attributes most of these poems to Scott, a
logical conclusion for someone unfamiliar with the poetry and literary personae of the
Steele circle. For instance, McLachlan attributes Mary Steele’s poem of tribute to Scott
in The Lady’s Magazine in December 1774 (about six months after the publication of
The Female Advocate) to Anne Steele. His comment, however, that Scott replied “in
11. This volume is extremely rare; only fifty copies were printed, primarily for family members.
Isabella Scott was the chief author of the text, with Catherine Scott assisting with the manuscripts.
Included in this volume are six letters by Mary Scott to John Taylor, one letter by Taylor to Mary Scott,
two letters by Theophilus Lindsey (Unitarian minister at Essex Street Chapel, London) to Mary Scott,
two letters by Mary Steele to Russell Scott, one letter by Steele to Mary Ann Taylor, three letters by Russell Scott to John Taylor and one to Mary Ann Taylor, and a collection of letters by John Taylor to Mary
Ann Taylor. See NWW, 3:336–37, 340, 382–83; 4:259–79, 289–90, 293, 302, 306–9. Only a small portion
of the material once owned by the Scott sisters remains extant, belonging now to a descendant of Russell Scott.
12. McLachlan was affiliated with the Unitarian College at Manchester for nearly forty years; he is
best known as the author of English Education under the Test Acts (Manchester, 1931) and The Unitarian
Movement in the Religious Life of England (London, 1934).
13. See McLachlan, Essays and Addresses (Manchester, 1950), 72–73, 83–84; NWW 4:75–76.
McLachlan does not mention the Scott sisters or their 1908 volume, although he included materials
from their book in his two essays and most likely knew them through their mutual association with
the Unitarian congregation in Cross Street, Manchester.
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suitable strains” is far more telling, for it adds another layer to the breadth of the manuscript poetry, no longer extant, that McLachlan saw in the possession of the Scott sisters in the 1920s.14
McLachlan’s confusion about Scott’s poetic friends within the Steele circle, however, does not take away from his important contribution to the history of Scott, for the
poems he examined at that time, though of little value to him,15 nevertheless validate
one of the primary objectives of eighteenth-century women’s literary circles: the circulating and preserving of informal manuscript writings (usually poems, letters, diaries,
and prose discourses and historical narratives) among the members of a close-knit
community. As recent scholarship of life writing has shown, this sociable, even collaborative, model of women’s writing belies the commonly held notions, especially in
Romantic studies, of the writer as a solitary figure whose writings emerge in isolation
apart from “personal relationships, communal identities, collective memories, and
collaborations.”16 For Mary Steele, Mary Scott, and their friends within the Steele
circle, nothing could be further from the truth. Their poems were generally composed
on loose folia, then copied, either by themselves or someone else, into small bound volumes or inserted into their letters, much like the friendship poems of Scott that Steele
copied into her volumes now residing at the Angus Library or the volumes of Scott’s
poems described by Isabella Scott and McLachlan that are now missing. In either case,
these poems became artifacts of each woman’s creativity and artistic identity, a collaborative record of her aesthetic and religious nonconformity, an emblem of her union with
the other “kindred Souls” in the circle—as Scott put it in one of her friendship poems to
Steele (NWW 4:73). Consequently, the fact that the descendants of Mary Scott and
Mary Steele preserved the manuscript poetry and letters of these two gifted poets and,
in the case of Scott, allowed some to appear in print, cannot be overestimated, despite
their relative obscurity for much of the past two centuries.17 The recent recovery of a
portion of these manuscripts and the accounts of Scott in the Christian Reformer,
A Family Biography, and Essays and Addresses has significantly elevated her stature as a
poet and early feminist by illuminating her life and writings for the first time within a
vibrant coterie of women writers in the West Country between 1766 and 1793.
14. McLachlan, Essays, 80.
15. McLachlan writes of Scott’s poetry: “It would be idle to profess that Mary Scott had any great
poetical gift at a time when versifying was as common as taking snuff. Nonetheless, she displays talent
and taste, and strikes a valiant note of womanly independence, free from pose and passion, and
inspired by lofty motives and religious convictions”; ibid., 76.
16. Amy Culley, British Women’s Life Writing, 1760–1840 (Basingstoke, U.K., 2014), 2; see also
Romantic Sociability: Social Networks and Literary Culture in Britain, 1770–1840, ed. Gillian Russell
and Clara Tuite (Cambridge, 2002); and Jon Mee, Conversable Worlds: Literature, Contention, and
Community, 1762–1830 (Oxford, 2011).
17. Confusion over Scott’s identity as a poet, however, involves more than just the poetry of the
Steele circle. In one of the editions of George Colman and Bonnell Thornton’s Poems by the Most Eminent Ladies of Great-Britain and Ireland, 2 vols. (London, [ca. 1785]), two poems, “Dunnotter Castle”
and “Verses, On a Day of Prayer, for Success in War” (2:171–77), appear under the designation “Miss
Scott.” Holladay attributed both poems to Mary Scott, arguing that their “content and versification”
linked them to the poet (x, note 2), an assertion repeated in Eighteenth-Century Women Poets: An
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The Steele circle of nonconformist (primarily Baptist) women writers, to which Scott
belonged, originated in Broughton, Hampshire, in the early 1700s and eventually
stretched in all directions, to Bristol, Southampton, London, and Leicester, encompassing three generations. The first generation was led by the diarist Anne (Cator)
Steele (1689–1760), wife of William Steele III (1685–1769), Baptist minister at Broughton; her talented stepdaughter, the poet Anne Steele (1717–1778), who published Poems
on Subjects Chiefly Devotional in 1760 under the nom de plume “Theodosia”; and her
natural daughter, Mary (Steele) Wakeford (1724–1772), also a gifted poet. The central
figure in the second generation was Mary Steele (later Dunscombe) (1753–1813), Anne
(Cator) Steele’s granddaughter and Anne Steele’s niece, author of Danebury; or, The
Power of Friendship, a Tale. With Two Odes, which appeared anonymously in 1779. The
younger Steele’s reputation as a poet, though eclipsed by (and later confused with) that
of Anne Steele, was sufficient to sustain her own coterie of literary friends, including
Mary Scott of Milborne Port, Somerset; Jane (Attwater) Blatch (1753–1843) and her sister Marianna (Attwater) Head (1749?–1832), of Bodenham, near Salisbury, the former
a prolific diarist and the latter a clever poet; and Elizabeth Coltman (1761–1838) of
Leicester, Mary Steele’s close friend during her later years and who was herself a poet,
periodical writer, and author of moral and political tracts between 1799 and 1820. The
third generation centered on the poet Maria Grace (Andrews) Saffery (1772–1858) and
her sister Anne (Andrews) Whitaker (1774–1865), who moved to Salisbury from London in the early 1790s and, through their marriages, became friends and relations of the
Steele and Attwater families. Maria Grace, the second wife of John Saffery (1763–1825),
Particular Baptist minister at Salisbury, published Cheyt Sing (1790), a narrative poem
composed when she was fifteen; The Noble Enthusiast (1792), a Minerva Press novel;
and her most popular work, Poems on Sacred Subjects (1834).18
Throughout the 1760s, Mary Steele paid lengthy visits each year to her uncle’s
estates at Yeovil, Somerset, not far from Scott’s home in nearby Milborne Port. Steele’s
uncle and Scott’s father were friends, but whether the two poets first met as children
during one of Steele’s visits to Yeovil or at boarding school in London in the mid-1760s
is unclear. Whatever the case, Scott appears as “Myra” (Steele’s nom de plume was
“Sylvia”) in Steele’s first poem in 1766, and their friendship remained intense thereafter, lingering in Steele’s memory long after Scott’s death in 1793. Scott’s father was a
linen draper and founding member of the Independent (Congregationalist) church in
Oxford Anthology, ed. Roger Lonsdale (Oxford, 1989), 320, and the entry on Scott in the ODNB. Neither poem, however, is by Mary Scott. “Dunnotter Castle” first appeared in Lessons in Reading: or, Miscellaneous Pieces in Prose and Verse, Selected from the best English Authors (Aberdeen, 1780), 208–11,
attributed to a “Miss Scott of Benholm,” Scotland; the poem (with substantive changes) also appeared
in the first volume of the Lady’s Poetical Magazine; or, Beauties of British Poetry in 1781 (200–203). “On
a Day of Prayer for Success in War” (NWW 2:79–80) is actually by Mary Scott’s mentor, Anne Steele,
having appeared in her posthumous Miscellaneous Pieces, in Verse and Prose (Bristol, 1780), 123–24.
18. For the poetry, prose writings, diaries, and letters of the twenty women who formed or were in
some way connected with the three generations of the Steele circle, see NWW.
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Milborne Port, a congregation Mary and her brother Russell, later a successful Unitarian minister in Portsmouth, joined on the same day in September 1779.19 Mary Scott
would eventually join her brother among the ranks of the Unitarians, a theological
decision that appears to have never been an issue to Mary Steele but one that created
serious friction between Scott and her mother and, after 1790, between Scott and her
husband, who resigned as pastor of the Independent congregation in Ilminster at that
time and converted to Quakerism.
In her youth, Mary Steele not only paid regular visits to Scott but also traveled
frequently to East Knoyle, Wiltshire, where her father owned land and where her distant cousins, the Frouds, lived; they would soon become friends of Scott as well. Sarah
Froud (b. ca. 1755) (“Sarissa” within the Steele circle) was a relation of Mary Steele on
her grandfather’s side. Sarah’s father, James Froud of Sweetwell Farm, Sedgehill, was
the adopted son of Edward Froud (d. 1744) of Sedgehill, brother to Anne (Froud[e])
Steele (1684–1720), the mother of Anne Steele and William Steele IV, Mary Steele’s
father. Edward, like his sister Anne, was a devout Baptist, but James became an
Anglican, as did his children. Sarah had two sisters, Mary (“Amanda,” baptized in 1753)
and Susan (1758–1837), and a brother (possibly a twin to Mary), the Reverend John
Thaine Froud (1753–1826), who served as vicar at Chicklade for nearly fifty years. Susan
married Edward Pellew (1757–1833), who eventually became first Viscount Exmouth.
Their nephew John Brickenden Froud (1786–1865) served at times as chaplain to his
uncle, the viscount. Most likely James Froud was dead by 1771, for his daughters were
living at that time with the family of the local Anglican clergyman, a Reverend Russ and
his wife, Mary, apparently the sisters’ designated guardians (his son had already matriculated at Oriel College, Oxford). Just as Mary Steele made many visits to East Knoyle,
the Froud siblings were also frequent guests at Broughton House, the Steeles’ impressive manor home.
Between 1771 and 1807, the Frouds appear on numerous occasions in the correspondence of Mary Steele and that of her relation and friend of Mary Scott, Jane Attwater. In June 1771, Steele ended her visit to Somerset and to Scott with a stop at the home
of the Reverend Russ to see the Frouds. Sarah Froud returned with Steele and spent
most of that August with her at Broughton. John Froud visited Broughton in September 1772, on his way to Oxford, and in December 1773, after visiting Mary Scott at Milborne Port, Mary Steele stopped by East Knoyle to see Mary Froud before moving on
to Motcombe to see Sarah. By this date, both Mary and her sister Sarah were employed
as teachers: Mary in the famous school in Bristol operated by Hannah More and her
sisters, and Sarah in Mrs. Hayne’s academy for girls at Motcombe. On her way home to
Broughton that December, Mary Steele was accompanied by one of the sisters (most
likely Sarah), a visit duplicated in December 1775. In September 1777, William Steele
and his wife, on a visit to Bristol to see her relations, had tea in Park Street with Hannah
More and her sisters, along with Mary Froud and More’s close friend, Dr. James

19. Isabella Scott and Catherine Scott, A Family Biography, 1662 to 1908: Drawn Chiefly from Old
Letters (London, 1908), 34.
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Stonhouse (1716–1795), and William Steele’s friend Caleb Evans (1737–1791), assistant
minister and classical tutor at the Baptist meeting in Broadmead and the Bristol Baptist Academy. After a visit by Steele to East Knoyle at the end of December 1777, Sarah
Froud, during winter break from teaching duties, returned to Broughton with Steele, a
visit that produced two playful but radical poems by Steele, one addressed to Sarah and
one to her sister.20
Steele’s “Song to Sarissa, 1778” (NWW 3:110–11) employs a simple metrical
pattern—rhyming couplets in anapestic tetrameter—to impart a bold feminist theme:
happiness for the poet and her friend requires that they not enter the “Cage” of marriage. Sylvia praises “fair Freedom and her happy train” (line 1) and wishes Sarissa to
“join in the strain” (line 2), declaring that, as independent women, they have identified
themselves as votaries of “Freedom.”21 Exulting in this demonstration of unruffled
feminine power and independence, Freedom’s poet and her devotee Sarissa become
“Like the Birds on the wing” (line 3), “Unconfin’d by the Cage” (line 4). This “Unconfin’d” status, free of the restrictions of marriage, appears nearly two decades before
Mary Wollstonecraft and Mary Hays would make similar (though highly controversial) assertions among the London literati.22 The image of the caged bird, in the context of this poem, is particularly striking, for Steele, then twenty-five, had recently
rejected a proposal for marriage by William Wilkins, assistant to Benjamin Beddome,
Baptist minister at Bourton-on-the-Water, who himself had been a former (though
rejected) suitor of Anne Steele. Exulting in her demonstration of feminine power and
independence, Sylvia encourages Sarissa to join with her in this celebration of freedom
from the inevitable restrictions of marriage. She extends the metaphor by boasting that
outside the “Cage,” their “Breasts” (line 5) remain unruffled, blessed by “Health, Peace
and Friendship” (line 6), three qualities that Steele and her literary friends within her
circle thought highly elusive in most marriages. In this state of independence, the poet
promises her friend that “our Time and our Actions shall still be our own” (line 8), content to be ruled by “Reason” (line 12), not a male “Tyrant” (line 11).
The independence that came with being unmarried might be liberating for
someone like Mary Steele, a well-to-do daughter of a prominent gentry family, but for
Sarah Froud, a schoolteacher working for a living, and a meager one at that, the conse20. The details about the Frouds are taken from the correspondence of Mary Steele in NWW
3:218–20, 222–23, 240, 242–43, 272, 284, 287.
21. The poetic context implies a social freedom, but the political context of 1778 cannot be ignored,
given that Mary Steele, Mary Scott, and Jane Attwater were avid supporters of the American colonies.
See Timothy Whelan, “West Country Nonconformist Women Writers, 1720–1840,” Wordsworth
Circle 43 (2012): 44–55 at 45–46.
22. Wollstonecraft argued in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (London, 1792), “The divine
right of husbands, like the divine rights of kings, may, it is to be hoped, in this enlightened age, be contested without danger” (83). Compare Mary Hays’s comment in a letter to William Godwin, October 13, 1795, about finding “satisfaction in the idea of being free” shortly after she chose to pay for her
own quarters in a house in Kirby Street, near Hatton Garden (not far from Godwin’s residence), rather
than join her mother and sister in their new residence in Peckham. See The Correspondence (1779–1843)
of Mary Hays, British Novelist, ed. Marilyn Brooks (Lewiston, Maine, 2004), 403.
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quences of a single life could be far more serious. Yet not even Steele’s wealth and independence could shield her from the inevitable pressures of domesticity. For most of
her life, Steele shared her spacious home with her family, her aunt, and her live-in companion, Lucy Kent (1746–1806), experiencing loneliness and isolation only after her
marriage at the relatively late age of forty-three to Thomas Dunscombe. Upon that
occasion in January 1797, Steele composed a sonnet to her husband, one that, despite
the gaiety normally associated with a wedding, fails to hide her trepidation over her
marriage, the same concerns she had expressed nearly two decades earlier in her poem
to Froud.23 At the time of her marriage, the “fond Illusion” (line 5) of romantic love
appears to have been replaced by the equally illusive hope that her husband would
somehow be the “rock” upon which her “weary soul” (line 13) could recline in her later
years. In 1778, however, Steele had cast a far different light on her prospects and those
of Sarissa:
Independent of others and free as the Day,
We may ramble or read, we may work or may play.
No Tyrant to thwart us, no cares to torment,
When Reason presides, there will still be content.
(lines 9–12)
Nor was there any doubt in Steele’s mind as to the identity of the “Tyrant.” Though
“Men profess themselves Friends” (line 14), she warns her friend in some of the cleverest feminist lines composed in the 1770s,
they prove themselves Foes,
Our Freedom and Peace they insidiously steal
And the Sorrows they feign, we too frequently feel.
(lines 14–16)
The aspersions so often cast upon the spinster, what the poet terms “the sneers of
the misjudging train” (line 17), would not have been unknown to the niece of Anne
Steele in 1778, the latter having rejected more than one suitor in choosing a life devoted
solely to her family and her poetry.24 Sylvia and Sarissa will “laugh” (line 17) at such
aspersions, knowing they come from those who, like “the poor fetter’d Slave” (line 19),
“envy the bliss they cannot obtain” (line 18). Though there may be some roses “here and
23. “Sonnet to Mr. Dunscombe, January 1797,” in NWW 3:156.
24. Anne Steele rejected a proposal from Benjamin Beddome in 1742, and at least one other after
that, possibly the Independent minister in London, Philip Furneaux (1726–1783), around 1757. In a
marvelous exchange of letters between Anne and her half-sister Mary in 1757 concerning what appears
to be another rejection by Anne of a lover, Steele responds to her sister’s criticism of her incivility in
dispatching the poor suitor in language remarkably similar to that used by Mary Steele in her poem to
Sarah Froud. “’Tis true,” she writes, “a gentle Swain with many soft intreaties lately offer’d his hand to
help me over, but I made him a Curt’sie and declin’d his officious civility, for I look’d over and saw no
flowers, but observ’d a great many thorns, and I suppose there are more hid under the leaves.” See The
Poetry of Anne Steele, ed. Julia B. Griffin, vol. 2 of NWW, 307.

 446

timothy whelan

there” (line 24) amid a forest of “Weeds” (line 21), the poet questions whether trudging
through “Nettles and Brambles” (line 22) to find an eligible bachelor is worth the
inevitable pricks one has to endure. She admits, however, that some of the most beautiful weeds possess brambles that, upon closer inspection, have “the power to wound and
detain” (NWW 3:110, line 28). Steele’s poem was not designed for public consumption,
for its language would have startled many contemporary readers, both within and without Steele’s nonconformist community. However, to the single women of the Steele
circle, such as Mary Steele, Mary Scott, and Sarah Froud, the poem’s sentiments were
readily understood and approved. “Song to Sarissa” effectively establishes both a
physical context for this community of independent women (in this case, East Knoyle,
Motcombe, and Broughton) and, what Gae Holladay suggested in her introduction to
The Female Advocate, a virtual “imagined community” of clever young rustic maids
determined to preserve their “Freedom and Peace” against any male “Tyrant.”25
If Sarah Froud was as committed as Mary Steele to being “unconfin’d,” her sister
Mary appears to have been more undecided. “To Miss M. Frowd” (NWW 3:111), composed by Steele during or just after the same trip to East Knoyle and Motcombe that
occasioned “Song to Sarissa,” continues the themes of female independence and the
overrated nature of love and marriage. “Tell me, dear Amanda,” she inquires, “Are not
Love’s illusive pleasures / More than balanced by its woes?” (lines 1, 3–4). Is it possible,
she posits, for a woman’s happiness to be lasting, when she “leans” (line 8) upon her
husband’s heart for “every pleasure” (line 7)? Even the “sympathetic tear” (line 10) they
share together cannot preclude “some intruding Tear” (line 12) underlying the
moment—a warning, Steele contends, that life’s “Sorrows” (line 13) are sufficient for
each of us without adding more “Miseries” to the “heep” (line 16) by misplaced “tenderness” (line 15). However, her logical “admonition” to her friend is, for the moment,
nullified as too paradoxical and, if Froud grants the Christian philosopher Benjamin
Parker authority in the matter, unscriptural:
Ah! too late the admonition
I see vain appeal recall,
Useless ev’n a Zeno’s wisdom,
Parker would confute it all.26
Shortly after the death of Anne Steele on November 11, 1778, Mary Steele visited
Sarah Froud once again at Motcombe, composing two more poems addressed to her
friend. In the first, “Inscribed in Miss Frowd’s Book Sacred to Friendship, 1778”
(NWW 3:111–12), Steele was unable to hide her depression over the death of her favorite
aunt, revealed in her feelings of stunted creativity:

25. Holladay, “Introduction,” The Female Advocate, (first) iii–iv; see Cynthia Huff, “Towards a
Geography of Women’s Life Writings and Imagined Communities: An Introductory Essay,” in
Women’s Life Writing and Imagined Communities, ed. Huff (London, 2005), 1–16.
26. Lines 17–20. This is possibly a reference to Parker’s The Divine Authority of the Scriptures
Philosophically Proved; or, the Christian Philosopher (London, 1742).
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No more spontaneous flows the artless Strain,
What once was pleasure memory turns to pain.
Fled are the Dreams that charm’d my infant mind
Like Leaves which autumn scatters to the Wind.
(lines 3–6)
Froud has been grieving as well, her tears wetting “the Page where her Dear Name
appears” (line 8), implying that, on one of her visits to Broughton, Froud had managed
to get Anne Steele to transcribe a poem into her friendship book. Most likely Froud’s
friendship book contained a poem from Mary Scott, just as Mary Steele and Scott
inserted poems into each other’s friendship books, a communal act of creativity and
preservation common within the Steele circle (NWW 3:98; 4:73). Steele remembers the
spiritual and aesthetic legacy she received from her aunt in her early years (“Who
taught my Soul to taste of Joys refin’d, / And waked to action my lethargic Mind”
[lines 9–10]), and admonishes her friend to follow Theodosia’s example “And patient
the same blissful path pursue!” (line 12).
In the second poem, “Lines written at Motcombe near the Dwelling of the
same Friend” (NWW 3:112), Steele once again combines the traditional theme of rural
retirement and her persona as an independent “rustic” maid in an attempt to mediate
her grief through the vehicle of poetry:
Delightful Prospect! where shall the charm’d Eye
Amidst such variegated beauty rest,
The boundless Landscape mingling with the Sky
Swells with tumultuous Extasy the Breast.
(lines 1–4)
The second stanza, however, shifts from the “boundless” external world of nature to
the restricted space inside Froud’s cottage, abruptly exchanging the pastoral image of
the solitary figure in the midst of a “Delightful Prospect” for a domesticated scene with
two devoted friends sharing a “lov’d Retreat”:
Yet nearer Scenes still sweeter feelings give,
My Eye reverted views yon lov’d Retreat,
There Hospitality and Friendship live,
For my Sarissa there has fix’d her Seat.
(lines 5–8)
Protected by “nature’s guardian Hand / [ . . . ] from the busy world’s tumultuous Strife”
(lines 9–10), the final stanza reveals a third image, a “Sequester’d Spot” (line 9) whose
“Dear inhabitant” (line 12), sheltered by an angel’s wings, emerges once again as a solitary figure, only this time it is Sarissa, not the poet.
No references to the Frouds occur again until 1785, when Jane Attwater, writing
to Mary Steele that February, asks, “how is Miss Scott now? & Miss Mary Frowd?”
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Steele had recently visited Milborne Port and Motcombe and, with her parents, traveled to Bristol to visit the Mores in Park Street and see their friend Mary Froud, still
teaching in the female academy there. A gap ensues at this point in Steele’s poetry and
letters concerning the Frouds until the spring of 1804, when Mary Steele (now married
to Thomas Dunscombe), on an extended journey visited Sarah (then living at a place
called Wealston) and Mary (at that time visiting Steele’s half-sister, Anne, at Abingdon), after which she spent a week in the home of James Froud, still vicar at Chicklade.
The final reference in the Steele correspondence occurs early in 1807, when one of the
Froud sisters visited Steele at Broughton.27 The death dates of Sarah and Mary are not
known, but Mary was still alive on September 2, 1823, when Hannah More, inquiring of
William Wilberforce about a recent publication by Joseph Cottle, the former Bristol
bookseller and early publisher of Southey, Coleridge, and Wordsworth, mentions her
employee from the 1780s:
I must desire you to get from Cadells a new pamphlet called “the Plymouth Antinomians’ The Object is most important, and this growing
pernicious heresy is powerfully exposed [ . . . ] you would not expect to
hear that my old friend Cottle is the Author He is a better Divine than
Poet Hawker and his Crew are doing incalculable mischief, and it is
spreading far and wide. My friend Miss Froud who spent a year with the
Exmouths of Plymouth saw and heard him often, and confirms all that
Cottle has said. She heard him say that the Bishop of Gloucester was
“an enemy to the Cross of Christ,” and another deeply serious minister,
was a “work monger.” He has one of the largest Congregations in the
Kingdom.28


Between 1774, when Sarah Froud purchased her copy of Mary Scott’s The Female Advocate, and 1778, when Mary Steele composed her poems on love and marriage to Sarah
and Mary Froud, Steele and Jane Attwater both rejected eligible suitors29 while Scott
accepted one, a lover who, unfortunately, would prove most unsuitable. If Steele’s
poems to the Froud sisters are any indication, marriage was a topic much on the minds
of all the young women in the Steele circle in the 1770s, though usually described in
negative terms in their poems and letters. Steele, Attwater, and Scott would all delay
27. See NWW 3:306, 313, 347, 350, 363–64, 370.
28. William Wilberforce Letters, David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Duke
University. Most likely Cottle knew of the Froud sisters, for his grandmother, Grace Cottle, a cousin of
Anne Steele, was originally from Trowbridge, and as a Particular Baptist, would have known the
Froudes from nearby Tinhead and Erlstoke, where Edward Froude (d. 1714), Anne Steele’s grandfather,
served as the Baptist minister for many years. See John Broome, A Bruised Reed: Anne Steele: Her Life
and Times (Harpenden, U.K., 2007), 69.
29. Attwater first rejected the advances of Joseph Blatch in 1776 and continued to do so until 1790,
when she relented and married him (she was thirty-seven, the same age as Mary Scott when she married), a marriage that continued until his death in 1840.
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marriage until well past the normal marrying age, possibly because they all harbored
sentiments similar to those expressed in “Song to Sarissa.” Nevertheless, in May 1777,
only a few months before Steele composed that poem, Scott found herself on the verge
of entering the “Cage.” In November 1776, when John Taylor first broached the subject
of marriage to Scott, she responded that she “could not think of marrying without horror,” accusing Taylor (and all men), just as Steele had done in her poem, that “Your Sex
are so presuming & encroaching in those affairs, that no Woman can tell how to treat
you who is not as artful & designing as yourselves.” Scott, like Steele and Attwater,
sought sincerity and truthfulness in a relationship; thus, a courtship that rewarded
skill in being “artful & designing” was not only distasteful but also “imprudent” and
even “sinful” (NWW 4:260).
For Scott and her friends in the Steele circle, finding a proper marriage partner
demanded the utmost exercise of “Reason,” despite the prevalence of social conventions that all too often required a cleverness bordering on duplicity. As she explained to
Taylor on May 26, 1777, “Decorum prescribes a Thousand absurd modes of conduct to
our Sex, from which you are happily exempted; one of these is that a Woman ought not
to acknowledge her affection for a Man, whatever his merit or attachment to her may
be, till she is married to him.” According to the accepted modes of conduct between
men and women during courtship, she should have told him “a Thousand falsehoods,
& endeavor’d to inspire ye World with a belief of my thinking lightly of yo.” She
declares, however, that “ye claims of honor, truth & humanity” are “infinitely superior
to ye rules of Decorum.” Despite her observations, she knows some men are “capable of
forming nobler sentiments,” and she had long determined (one cannot help but imagine
such thoughts being shared with Mary Steele on their many vacations together in the
late 1760s and early 1770s) that, “if she ever met one & determined if it should ever be
my Fate to be addrest by such a one, I would treat him with ye utmost ingenuousness;
I would tell him all my Soul” (NWW 3:275).
Scott delayed her response to Taylor’s request for marriage for six months. She
had previously written to Taylor in March 1777 professing “a most painful conviction yt
a Woman does greatly condescend wn she expresses any particular esteem for a Man.”
She even feels that in some way she has been his “Dupe,” for she has been far more concerned in her letters about him than he seems to have been about her (NWW 4:263–64).
Two months later, her feelings had clearly changed, and on May 7, 1777, she confessed
to Taylor that she “breakfasted on Love” that morning as she read his most recent letter.
Barring a “total revolution” in her character or his, which she hopes “never will happen” (would that have been the case), she can see no reason now not to marry him.
“Accept then my dearest Love the Heart wch you have so long solicited,” she declares, “a
Heart as fond, as faithful, (& I believe I must add) as proud, as ever animated a female
bosom, a Heart wch tho’ formed for Love, never felt (& I trust never will feel) for
another Man those sentiments it feels for you” (NWW 4:267–68). That year she composed a terse self-portrait in verse, describing herself as “impetuous, petulant, and
proud,” opinionated, thoughtless at times, at other times “grave as [a] splenetic Hermit,” given to “Fancy’s meteor beam,” a hopeless “Romantic,”
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And when not checked by anxious care,
Still building castles in the air.
(NWW 4:75, 76)
Her closing couplet reveals the ongoing tension between her anxiety about marriage to
Taylor and her idealistic vision of companionate love and friendship between a man
and a woman shared by her friends in the Steele circle.
By 1788 both the disappointments of her eleven-year engagement and the pragmatic advice of her literary friends had left Scott in a sober, almost cynical, frame of
mind. On April 30, one week before her wedding, she wrote to Taylor at Manchester
(her last surviving letter), providing details about the upcoming ceremony, which took
place at the parish church in Milborne Port at 11 o’clock on May 7, eleven years to the
day she had first expressed her desire to marry him. Scott had not heard from Taylor
for some time and complained that he had not been a very good correspondent. That
may explain why so few letters between the two remained in the Scott Collection
between 1777 and 1788; on the other hand, it may be that Taylor, after his wife’s death,
destroyed much of their correspondence, especially if their letters were often contentious. Scott’s anxieties had reached an apex, yet she seemed incapable of halting the
wedding. “Indeed, indeed, I am in a very unfit state to be married,” she complained
near the end of her letter. Her last lines exude a degree of hopelessness and despair similar to what Steele would hint at in her 1797 sonnet on the occasion of her marriage.
“And now I close a correspondence of eleven years,” she writes, “in the hope that you
will be a more agreeable companion than you have been a correspondent. Were it not
for that hope I should be wretched indeed,” an ominous tone with which to enter into
marriage (NWW 4:290).
Despite the import of this letter and related comments by Seward, Mary Ann
Scott contended that her father “was to the end devotedly attached” to her mother. J. E.
Taylor agreed, believing that his father remained loyal to his mother’s memory “perhaps more than any person ever was who had been so long a widower.”30 Isabella Scott
confessed in 1908 that “little is now known concerning Mrs. Taylor’s married life,” but
the evidence from the letters in her possession, especially those of Mary Steele and
John Taylor, implied “that it was far from happy,” primarily because Scott and Taylor
“were not in sympathy in their religious opinions,” a disunity that became palpable
after Taylor’s conversion to Quakerism.31 Seward made a similar conjecture in a letter
to Scott on July 29, 1792, wondering how “people of common Sense [the Quakers] can
be so lost in gloomy Vision as to believe there can be merit in suppressing those talents,
w.h God has variously dispensed amongst Mankind, is strange indeed” (NWW 4:301).
In 1795 Mary Steele commented on her friend’s marriage and early death from complications during pregnancy in two letters to Russell Scott at Portsmouth. “Oh Sir, how
inexplicable are the dispensations of Providence!” she wrote on March 13. “What a fate
was Our Ever Beloved, ever Lamented Friend’s! How was her Genius depressed, her

30. Scott and Scott, A Family Biography, 73.
31. Ibid., 72, 73.
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Virtues hidden, the generous, the exquisite sensibilities of her heart tortured!” (NWW
3:337). Steele was convinced that Taylor’s ever-changing opinions and his conversion to
a faith advocating austerity and a distrust of culture and aesthetic pleasures had
plunged her friend into a depression from which she never recovered. That November
Steele wrote again on the subject to Russell Scott, convinced that “Nothing but the full
Conviction of her Earthly Comfort being for ever destroyed could have reconciled my
Mind even in the degree it is to our separation.” “To the latest hour of life your beloved
Sister’s Memory will be dear to me,” she confesses, still able, in spite of her pain, to consign her friend’s death to “the Will of God” (NWW 3:340).
In November 1811, Mary Ann Taylor, then twenty-two, returned to Broughton
from Manchester for an extended visit with the recently widowed Mary Steele, Taylor’s
first visit to Broughton since she came with her father and brother to see Steele in 1795,
two years after her mother’s death. She soon received a letter from her father (postmarked October 28, 1811) in which John Taylor makes a remarkable confession, declaring that he and Dunscombe, “having relinquished the profession in which they were
accepted as future Husbands and other matters,” created considerable discomfort and
“trial” for Mary Scott and Mary Steele. “The history both of Thos. Dunscombe and
myself has often furnished,” he declares, “& I believe ever will furnish to me while I
have memory, matter of serious & of deep Reflection” (NWW 4:306). Steele’s marriage,
like Scott’s, was not a good one, made worse by the fact that Dunscombe resigned his
pastorate after his marriage to Steele, shortly thereafter removing her from Broughton
to live on her estate at Yeovil. Dunscombe also left Steele a considerable debt at his
death that she settled in her will in 1813.32 Similarly, Taylor rejected the Presbyterian
ministry into which he had been called at the time of his marriage to Scott, moving his
wife away from her family and friends and forcing her to live in reduced financial circumstances. Each man was initially perceived by his wife in a way that did not match
the reality the women ultimately experienced, resulting in a melancholy for Steele and
Scott that turned to bitterness at times. In his next letter to his daughter, dated December 8, 1811, Taylor makes another remarkable confession: “My recollections concerning
[Mary Scott] are very painful to myself, very painful indeed—He only who knows
my guilt & misery can remove it [ . . . ] my duplicity of conduct & carelessness of her
peace wrings my Heart” (NWW 4:307). Russell Scott also wrote to Mary Ann Taylor
during her stay at Broughton, reminding her that only through Mary Steele could she
“become thoroughly acquainted with [her] Mother’s character, & receive just impressions of her virtues & talents.” He also hopes that her visit to Broughton will “soothe the
mind of Mrs. Dunscombe, under the severe loss she has sustained” by provoking
pleasing memories “of her early friendship with your dear Mother” (NWW 4:308).
That “early friendship” between Mary Steele and Mary Scott, a friendship that
by 1812 resulted not only in a legacy of memories (the imagined community) but also a
set of remarkable poems (the physical artifacts) addressed to each other, flourished
within a nonconformist community of gifted women in the latter half of the eighteenth
century in the West Country of England, a coterie that eventually expanded beyond
32. For Mary Steele Dunscombe’s will, see The National Archives, PROB 11/1549/507.
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Hampshire and Wiltshire to Bristol, Salisbury, Leicester, and London. The Steele circle
exhibited a remarkable breadth and diversity, reflected in the friendships of the Baptist
Mary Steele of Hampshire, the Independent-turned-Unitarian Mary Scott of Somerset, and the Anglican Frouds of Wiltshire and the connections these women enjoyed
with two of the leading Bluestockings of their day, Hannah More and Anna Seward.33
The twenty-first century may have given rise to the prominence of the “social network,” but its counterpart in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, such as the
Steele circle, was anything but virtual, blending personal interface with creative artifact in a community unrestricted by social status or geography. Though the Bluestockings have received deserving attention as an influential social and literary network in
and around London, they were by no means an anomaly, as these West Country women
writers make clear.34 Locating such networks and identifying their members can be of
great benefit to archivists and literary scholars, not only in determining the significance of simple annotations like those made by Sarah Froud to her copy of The Female
Advocate, but also in recovering and, in many cases, rewriting women’s literary history
of the late eighteenth century.
This essay was partially prepared during a Research Fellowship at the Center for Advanced Studies,
Ludwig Maximilian University, Munich, in the fall of 2011.
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