Choice 18
Mary Berry’s Sketch Book

Walpole wrote Lady Ossory, 11 October 1%788:

If I have picked up no recent anecdotes on our common, I have made a much
more, to me, precious acquisition. It is the acquaintance of two young ladies of
the name of Berry, whom I first saw last winter, and who accidentally took a
house here with their father for this season. Their story is singular enough to
entertain you. The grandfather, a Scot, had a large estate in his own country;
£5000 a year, it is said; and a circumstance I shall tell you, makes it probable.
The eldest son married for love a woman with no fortune. The old man was
enraged and would not see him. The wife died and left these two young ladies.
Their grandfather wished for an heir male, and pressed the widower to re-
marry, but could not prevail—the son declaring he would consecrate himself to
his daughters and their education. The old man did not break with him again,
but much worse, totally disinherited him, and left all to his second son, who
very handsomely gave up £800 a year to his elder brother. Mr Berry has since
carried his daughters for two or three years to France and Italy, and they are
returned the best informed and the most perfect creatures I ever saw at their
age. They are exceedingly sensible, entirely natural and unaffected, frank, and
being qualified to talk on any subject, nothing is so easy and agreeable as their
conversation, nor more apposite than their answers and observations. The
eldest, I discovered by chance, understands Latin, and is a perfect French-
woman in her language. The younger draws charmingly, and has copied ad-
mirably Lady Di’s gypsies, which I lent her, though the first time of her
attempting colours.

They are of pleasing figures; Mary, the eldest, sweet, with fine dark eyes, that
are very lively when she speaks, with a symmetry of face that is the more interest-
ing from being pale. Agnes, the younger, has an agreeable sensible countenance,
hardly to be called handsome, but almost. She is less animated than Mary but
seems out of deference to her sister to speak seldomer, for they dote on each
other, and Mary is always praising her sister’s talents. I must even tell you,
Madam, that they dress within the bounds of fashion, though fashionably; but
without the excrescences and balconies with which modern hoydens overwhelm
and barricado their persons. In short, good sense, information, simplicity and
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ease characterize the Berrys—and this is not particularly mine, who am apt to
be prejudiced, but the universal voice of all that know them. The first night I
met them, I would not be acquainted with them, having heard so much in their
praise, that I concluded they would be all pretensions. The second time, in a
very small company, I sat next to Mary, and found her an angel, inside and
out. Now, I don’t know which I like best, except Mary’s face, which is formed
for a sentimental novel but is ten times fitter for a fifty times better thing,
genteel comedy.

This delightful family comes to me almost every Sunday evening, as our
region is too proclamatory to play at cards on the seventh day—I do not care
a straw for cards, but I do disapprove of this partiality to the youngest child of
the week, while the other poor six days are treated as if they had no souls to
be saved.

I forgot to tell you that Mr Berry is a little merry man with a round face, and
you would not suspect him of so much feeling and attachment. I make no
excuse for such minute details, for if your Ladyship insists on hearing the
humours of my district, you must for once indulge me in sending you two
pearls that I found in my path.

The Berrys were aged twenty-four and twenty-three when they met
Walpole. He was seventy. Pinkerton reports a rumour, which Macaulay,
Thackeray, and Cunningham later spread, that before his death Walpole
offered marriage to both Berrys in succession; but what actually took
place is made clear by Charles Fulke Greville in his Journal of the Reign
of Queen Victoria, 1832—1852. He called on Miss Berry one day in 1843
“and found her in great indignation at [T. Crofton] Croker’s recent
article in the ‘Quarterly’ upon the series just published of Lord Orford’s
letters to Mann, angry on his account and on her own. Croker says,
what has been often reported, that Lord Orford offered to marry Mary
Berry, and on her refusal, to marry Agnes. She says it is altogether false.
Walpole never thought of marrying Agnes, and what passed with regard
to herself was this: The Duchess of Gloucester was very jealous of his
intimacy with the Berrys, though she treated them with civility. At last
her natural impetuosity broke out, and she said to him, ‘Do you mean
to marry Miss Berry or do you not?” To which he replied, ‘That is as Miss
Berry herself pleases’; and that, as I understood her, is all that passed
about it.” “Let me repeat to both,” Walpole wrote 26 February 1791,
“that distance of place and time can make no alteration in my friendship:
It grew from esteem for your characters and understandings and tempers,
and became affection from your good-natured attentions to me, where
there is so vast a disproportion in our ages.” It was a thoroughly common-
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sensical relationship on both sides. Walpole and the Berrys delighted in
each other’s company, and that was that.

“I write to you two just as I should talk, the only comfortable kind of
letters.” This is proved in the letters where he couldn’t write further
because of the gout and dictated the remainder to Kirgate in the same
tone and manner. The subjects he wrote about to the Berrys are much
the same as those in his other intimate correspondences—great names
and events and entertaining trivialities—but to the Berrys there is more
neighbourhood gossip and more of his own hopes and fears. The reports
of world events come less and less from the actors themselves and more
and more from newspapers, which Walpole abused while he quoted
them. We get occasional glimpses of the actors, as on the night he met
Mme du Barry at Queensberry House just before she returned to France
and the guillotine, and he discussed with her, in a postscript to his French
visits her overthrow of his friends the Choiseuls twenty years earlier, but
there is more in the letters of Twickenham and Richmond and Hampton
Court. The Pepyses’ little boy Harry, who is one day to become the Bishop
of Sodor and Man, falls from a chaise and breaks his arm; partridges have
arrived from Houghton and will be given to Lady Cecilia Johnston; the
Berrys' Tonton has been clipped and his nose is an ell long. Later, how-
ever, Walpole reports that “Tonton’s nose is not, I believe, grown longer,
but only come to light by being clipped. When his beard is recovered, I
dare say he will be as comely as my Jupiter Serapis. In his taste he is
much improved, for he eats strawberries, and is fond of them, and yet
they never were so insipid from want of sun and constant rain.”

“As delightful as ever,” we think when reading Walpole’s letters to the
Berrys although his distress over their Channel crossing and Mary’s bump-
ing her nose in Pisa is excessive. Mrs Damer speaks of “his grand fusses.”
They naturally increased as he got older and his concern for the Berrys
grew. We are reminded of Mme du Deffand’s promises to stop fretting
and scolding and how she broke them before she finished her letter.

When the Berrys returned from their long European sojourn in 1791,
they moved into Little Strawberry Hill and were the old man’s constant
companions until he died six years later. This ideal arrangement for both
sides developed a somewhat disturbed undercurrent. The young women
were not free from restlessness and Mary had to conduct her furtive love-
affair with General O’Hara, which came to naught, in fear of Walpole’s
discovering it. I acquired four of Mrs Damer’s small notebooks, 1791-97,
in the second Waller Sale. They are addressed to Mary Berry although not
by name. The sort of thing Mrs Damer wrote is, ‘
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I love your dignity as much as my own and enter into every word you said
about him this morn—you understand me—You looked so low, so uncom-
fortable and so tired tonight, that tho’ it is late I cannot go to bed in peace
without telling you how much I felt and regretted it—for tho’ I can seldom
have the comfort of relieving, I must ever share your disquiets—perhaps, nay
very likely, it proceeded from nothing particular, I know too well the number-
less, nameless things that smart, and agonize a mind “too painfully alive all
o’er.” I know that there is but one relief, which is the sympathizing bosom of
some kindred being—that being exists both to you and to me, and tho’ not al-
ways mutually within our reach—Ilet us bless God . . . suffer, and be thankful.

Twenty years earlier Mrs Damer had been the subject of “A Sapphick
Epistle” that made her partiality to her own sex clear. Strephon was
perfectly safe with her, but Chloe was not.

The biographies of her by Percy Noble, 1908, and in the DNB are pat-
terns of nineteenth-century decorum without a hint of her self-centered-
ness. The end of her marriage to John Damer, the eldest son of Lord
Milton, is described by Walpole in a letter to Horace Mann of 20 August
1776. “On Thursday Mr Damer supped at the Bedford Arms in Covent
Garden, with four common women, a blind fiddler and no other man. At
three in the morning he dismissed his seraglio, bidding each receive her
guinea at the bar, and ordering Orpheus to come up again in half an
hour. When he returned, he found a dead silence and smelt gunpowder.
He called, the master of the house came up, and found Mr Damer
sitting in his chair, dead, with a pistol by him, and another in his pocket.
The ball had not gone through his head, nor made any report. On the
table lay a scrap of paper with these words, “The people of the house
are not to blame for what has happened which was my own act.” This
was the sole tribute he paid to justice and decency!” Mrs Damer’s attitude
towards Walpole, who loved her as a child of his own, is seen in a letter
from her to Miss Berry after Walpole had been ill. She wrote, “I am sure
when I think of what his dinners are, and kow he eats them, I wonder he
and his cat are not sick together every day for their dessert.” Walpole
made Mrs Damer his executrix, left her £4000, the life use of Strawberry
Hill with £2000 to maintain it, and in the end the residue of his estate,
some £40,000. Her final return for the affection he gave her from her
birth was to have all his letters to her destroyed after her death.

Then there is the shadowy figure of Lady Mary Churchill, “sa chere
soeur,” as Mrs Damer called her. Walpole had stood godfather to her
children and grandchildren, had written her hundreds of letters now lost,
and loved her best of his brothers and sisters. She eyed the younger women
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jealously as she hovered about Strawberry and they banded against her.
Finally, there is Walpole’s favorite niece, the Duchess of Gloucester,
whose jealousy of the Berrys did not escape him. All her life she turned
to him for the counsel and support she did not get from her father. Had
she followed Uncle Horace’s advice not to marry the duke she would have
been happier, but she was not one to listen to others; a handsome, un-
lovable person, whose portrait by Hoare has been, I am delighted to say,
brought to the New Library at Farmington since I began this chapter.

The object I am saving in this Choice is a modest one, Mary Berry’s
sketch book. We have at Farmington only two other objects that be-
longed to her, a black lace parasol that came from her relations the
Munro Ferguson family of Raith and a beautiful gold repeating watch
that was made for Walpole in 1741 and given by him to her, as is noted
on its back. We also have a miniature of her when young that I keep
with them, but they are not as close to her as her rather shabby sketch
book. It is oblong, covered with striped Italian paper in green, red, and
yellow, and on it she wrote

MB

1790

Pisa
Inside is her bookticket, a cluster of strawberry blossoms, leaves, and
fruit between her name and Inter Folia Fructus. I bought it from Sotheran
in 1925. The first drawing is a street, “Pisa 1791.” Miss Berry was happier
with buildings than with trees, which she drew with spectacular unsuccess.
Village churches were her forte and there are two views of Goodwood
that delighted Walpole because of his affection for the Richmonds—
his large correspondence with whom has so unfortunately disappeared.
Miss Berry’s sketch book is markedly inferior to Agnes’s, which is also at
Farmington, but one feels it is closer to Walpole. “You are learning
perspective to take views; I am glad,” he wrote Mary, “can one have too
many resources in one’s self? Internal armour is more necessary to your
sex than weapons to ours. You have neither professions nor politics nor
ways of getting money like men, in any of which, whether successful or
not, they are employed. Scandal and cards you will both always hate and
despise as much as you do now; and though I shall not flatter Mary so
much as to suppose she will ever equal the extraordinary talent of Agnes
in painting, yet as Mary like the scriptural Martha is occupied in many
things, she is quite in the right to add the pencil to her other amuse-
ments.”’
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Bookplate in Mary Berry’s Sketch Book.
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“South Front of Goodwood” by Mary Berry.
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Our chief interest in Miss Berry’s later life is what she did for Walpole’s
reputation. It was not forgotten that she had been the closest friend of his
declining years and, allegedly, might have been his wife. She was at the
center of the talk that began when his will was read. It was said that he
had left too much to the Duchess of Gloucester, too little to Kirgate, and
nothing at all, Pinkerton objected, to Pinkerton; he was blamed for the
death of Chatterton; he had been hateful to Mme du Deffand; J. W. Croker
and Lord Liverpool agreed that he was “as bad a man as ever lived” be-
cause he had, they said, poisoned history at its source. Byron came to
his rescue with equal extravagance in the Preface to Marino Faliero,
1821: “It is the fashion to underrate Horace Walpole; firstly, because he
was a nobleman, and secondly, because he was a gentleman, but to say
nothing of the composition of his incomparable letters, and of the Castle
of Otranto, he is the ‘Ultimus Romanorum, the father . . . of the first
romance and of the last tragedy in our language, and surely worthy of a
higher place than any living writer, be he who he may.”

Twelve years later in 1833 came Macaulay’s attack on Walpole in the
Edinburgh Review. Macaulay, rising thirty-three, boasted to his sister, “I
have laid it on Walpole so unsparingly that I shall not be surprised if
Miss Berry should cut me.” Two or three weeks later, however, he is off
to Miss Berry’s soirée. “I do not know whether I told you that she re-
sented my article on Horace Walpole so much that Sir Stratford Canning
advised me not to go near her . . . You know that in Vivian Grey she is
called Miss Otranto. I always expected that my article would put her
into a passion, and I was not mistaken; but she has come round again,
and sent me a most pressing and kind invitation the other day.”

Macaulay’s essay has had more influence on Walpole’s reputation than
all other comments on him combined. It is a caricature, but as in all good
caricatures the victim is recognizable. Although every page contains un-
true statements, there does emerge a distorted likeness. Miss Berry an-
swered it seven years later in Bentley’s edition of Walpole’s Letters.
Macaulay’s picture of Walpole’s character, she said, was “entirely and
offensively unlike the original.” She dismissed the untrue charges one by
one, ending with the most serious, Walpole’s alleged coldness of heart. She
had decided to publish his letters to her and her sister to give proof
“that the warmth of his feelings, and his capacity for sincere affection,
continued unenfeebled by age.”

There is no record of Macaulay and Miss Berry dining amicably after
her defence, but there is at Farmington a statement not without interest
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written by George Bentley, the son of Miss Berry’s publisher. It was given
me by our hostess at Upton, Mrs Richard Bentley. “Miss Berry,” George
Bentley wrote, “had inoculated [the first Richard Bentley] with a feeling
of affection for Walpole’s character, and he could never bear to hear
him ill spoken of . . . It was his great wish that his letters should be
collected and chronologically arranged.

“Macaulay was consulted on the subject. His character of Walpole is
well known, but Macaulay’s opinion had modified in his later days as he
confessed to Miss Berry, and as Miss Berry told my father.”




