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Cockermouth and Hawkshead: 1770-1787

& Cockermouth and Hawkshead:
1770-1787

‘ x J illiam Wordsworth was born on 7 April 1770 in Cockermouth, a small

market town in the north-west corner of the English Lake District. He was
the second son of John Wordsworth, a lawyer, and Ann Cookson. An elder brother,
Richard, had been born two years earlier. His only sister, Dorothy, was born in
1771, and after her came two younger brothers, John in 1772, and Christopher
in 1774.

Wordsworth always considered himself fortunate in his birthplace. For as a
child in Cockermouth, he grew up around nature. His earliest memory was the
gentle voice of the Derwent, ‘the fairest of all rivers’, that ran along the bottom of
the garden, and which ‘loved / To blend his murmurs with my nurse’s song’. Later,
as a five year-old, he would go swimming in the river, and make ‘one long bathing
of a summer’s day’. At other times he would run ‘Over the sandy fields, leaping
through groves / Of yellow grunsel’, or, ‘alone / Beneath the sky’, would ‘run
abroad in wantonness, to sport, / A naked Savage, in the thunder shower’.

Life did, however, have its darker side. Wordsworth’s father worked as an
attorney for Sir James Lowther, then the wealthiest, most powerful man in that
part of England, and was often away from home touring his employer’s vast estates.
This may explain why Wordsworth, his brothers and sister were frequently sent to
stay with their maternal grandparents, William and Dorothy Cookson, in nearby
Penrith. Wordsworth hated these visits, so different from the freedom of
Cockermouth. ‘I was of a stiff, moody and violent temper’, he later recalled, ‘so
much so that I remember going once into the attics of my grandfather’s house at
Penrith, upon some indignity having been put upon me, with an intention of
destroying myself with one of the foils which I knew was kept there. I took the foil
in hand, but my heart failed.’

There was another, unforgettable episode at Penrith. One day Wordsworth
and a servant, ‘Honest James’, rode out towards the Beacon, a signal stone on the

summit of a hill above the town. The two became separated, and, dismounting,
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Cockermouth and Hawkshead: 1770-1787

Wordsworth led his horse over the bleak landscape and down into a quarry. This
was, he suddenly realized, the spot where a murderer had once been executed, and
in his mind he imagined the gallows, and the body of the murderer swinging in his
iron case. Climbing out of the quarry in fright, he came upon a ‘naked pool’, and,

before it, a girl with a pitcher on her head, struggling against the wind:

It was, in truth,

An ordinary sight, but I should need

Colours and words that are unknown to man

1o paint the visionary dreariness

Which, while 1 looked all round for my lost guide,
Did at that time invest the naked pool,

The beacon on the lonely eminence,

The woman, and her garments vexed and tossed

By the strong wind.

There were many such events in Wordsworth’s childhood - ‘spots of time’
he came to call them. In his imagination, he transformed these outwardly
unremarkable events into moments of emotional intensity and lasting power. -

In 1778, shortly before Wordsworth’s eighth birthday, everything ci'langed.
At the beginning of the year his mother went to London to visit a friend. There she
became ill, apparently after sleeping in a damp bed, and less than two months later
she was dead. ‘Early died / .My honoured mother’, Wordsworth wrote many years
later, ‘she who was the heart / And hinge of all our learnings and our love’. With
her death, the existence that he knew and loved at Cockermouth came to an end.
Dorothy, his constant friend and companion, was sent to live with cousins in
Halifax, a hundred miles away in Yorkshire. They were not to see each other again
for nine years. Then, in May 1779, he and his brother Richard were sent to the
grammar school at Hawkshead, a village thirty miles to the south, in the heart of
the Lake District.

If Wordsworth considered himself lucky to have been born at Cockermouth,

then he was, he knew, no less fortunate in where he went to school, ‘that beloved

Opposite page:

Wordsworth’s birthplace
in Cockermouth,
Cumbria, as it is today.

The National Trust
Pbhotographic Library/
Magnus Reid



William Wordsworth
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Vale to which, erelong, / I was transplanted’. Hawkshead village lies at the head of
Esthwaite Water, one of the region’s smaller lakes. Tourists were just beginning to
come to the Lake District in large numbers, but in 1779 Esthwaite remained a
secluded spot, overlooked in favour of its more spectacular neighbours,
Windermere to the east, and Coniston to the west. Its inhabitants formed a close,
industrious community. They were farmers, labourers and shepherds, builders and
joiners, blacksmiths, bakers and shopkeepers. The unassuming dignity of these
‘plain living people’ — ‘the quiet woodman in the woods, / The shepherd on the
hills’ ~ made a deep impression on the young Wordsworth.

Hawkshead Grammar School had been founded in 1585 by Edwin Sandys,
an Archbishop of York. With more than a hundred boarders it was a good sized
school, and had a fine reputation. Wordsworth and his brother Richard took
lodgings with Hugh Tyson, a joiner, and his wife Ann, a grocer and draper. The

Tysons kept a cottage first in Hawkshead, and then, after 1783, in the adjoining
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hamlet of Colthouse, and for eight years were to provide Wordsworth with a stable

and loving home. He remembered Ann Tyson, his ‘grey-haired Dame’, with
particular affection, lovingly recalling her ‘smooth domestic life’, her ‘little daily
growth / Of calm enjoyments’, and how, on Sunday afternoons, she would fall
asleep over her Bible. “The thoughts of gratitude shall fall like dew / Upon thy
grave, good creature’, he later wrote, ‘while my heart / Can beat I never will forget
thy name’.

Hawkshead gave Wordsworth ample opportunity to indulge his delight in

outdoor pursuits. Sometimes these were solitary: he would ‘wander half the night
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Sir James Lowther,
Wordsworth’s father’s
employer. ‘Truly a
madman’, said one
contemporary, ‘but too
rich to be confined.’
Portrait by Thomas
Hudson from ¢.1755.
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among the cliffs’ hunting woodcocks, or rise early in
the morning, climb the fell and look out over the
silent, sleeping valley. At other times he would join his
tellow pupils in ‘games confederate’: in the summer
they went boating on Windermere and Coniston; in
the winter, they skated on Esthwaite. Occasionally
they went further afield, riding out to the ruins of
Furness Abbey twenty miles away, then galloping
home over Cartmel Sands.

But much of Wordsworth’s time was, of course,
spent in the classroom. In the summer, lessons began
at six or six-thirty in the morning, and lasted until
eleven; they recommenced at one o’clock and ran until
five. During the winter these hours were slightly
shorter. The curriculum concentrated on those
subjects essential for future academic success — Latin
and Greek, mathematics and science - but
Wordsworth was also encouraged to read literature. At
Cockermouth his father had urged him to learn ‘large portions of Shakespeare and
Milton’ by heart. Now, at Hawkshead, he had teachers who could build upon this
foundation. His first headmaster, William Taylor, ‘loved the poets’, and Taylor’s
successor, the Reverend Thomas Bowman, introduced him to modern literature:
James Beattie’s The Minstrel, William Cowper’s The Task, Percy’s Reliques, and
Robert Burns’s Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect. Wordsworth read all he could;
he was, Bowman’s son recollected, ‘one of the very few boys, who used to read the
old books in the school library’.

He was also encouraged to write. Taylor gave him some formal exercises to
do - verses on ‘the summer vacation’, a hundred lines to celebrate the bicentenary
of the school’s foundation - and before long he was writing of his own accord. It
was at this time, Wordsworth later said, that he first became ‘open to the charm /
Of words in tuneful order, found them sweet / For their own sakes — a passion and

a power’.
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By Dr, Jowsson, in Nov. 1784.

THL fnow; diffolvd, no more is feet |
The fields and woods, buhold, are
green
The clmoging year randws the plain g
The vivers Koow (heir banks again ;
The (prightly nymph und naked grace
The mugy dance together trace s
The chungiog yrar's fuccetlive plan
Frocams mortality to Mg,
Rough

In the middle of Wordsworth’s fourth year at Hawkshead his life was again
hit by domestic tragedy. In 1783, he returned to Cockermouth as usual for
Christmas, only to find his father seriously ill. John Wordsworth had got lost one
evening on his way back home, and been forced to spend the night in the open.

Less than a fortnight later he was dead, and Wordsworth and his brothers, now

Wordsworth's first
published poem, ‘Sonnet,
on seeing Miss Helen
Maria Williams weep
at a Tale of Distress’,
appeared in the
European Magazine
in March 1787. The
signature, ‘Axiologus’,
is a Latin rendering of
bis own name.

The British Library,
PP5459 =



