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Early Life: 1795-1811

< Early Life: 1795-1811

ohn Keats’s earliest years were spent among the noisy, crowded streets of the [1)@117’-" )'Oclfﬂgf"
rothers eorge
City of London. He was born on 31 October 1795 in Moorfields, close to the 3 ;797) /‘,f‘,g,,,u/
Tom (b. 1799) right,
by Foseph Severn.
property owner. Little is known of his father, Thomas, beyond the fact that in 1802 ~ Whereas Keats
resembled their father,
George and Tom, it

suildhall. His mother, Frances, was the daughter of John Jennings, a prosperous

he took over the management of one of his father-in-law’s London properties, a busy

inn and stables called the Swan and Hoop. There the seven-year-old Keats and his %45 54/, took after
. their mother.
two younger brothers, George and Tom, went to live. A year later a sister, Fanny, was

. \ o~ . Keats House, London
born, and Keats and George were sent to a boarding school at Enfield, at that time a

village ten miles north of the city.







Early Life: 1795-1811

When Keats was eight his home life suddenly fell apart. In April 1804 his
father died in a riding accident. Only two months after the tragedy his mother, by all
accounts a rather wilful person, married again, to a man named William Rawlings.
The following year his grandfather, John Jennings, died and the family quarrelled
bitterly over his will. A year later, his mother separated from her second husband, and
disappeared. Keats, along with his brothers and sister, were sent to live with their

maternal grandmother at Ponders End near Enfield.

Opposite page:

A miniature of Keats
in bis early twenties by
Foseph Severn, which
was exhibited at the
Royal Academy in
1819. Keats later
gave the portrait to
Fanny Brawne.

Fitzwilliam Museum,
Cambridge

Left:

Keat’s sister Fanny in
middle age. A portrait
by Fuan Llanos.

Keats House, London



John Keats

A drawing of Enfield
School, where Keats was
u pupil between 1803
and 1811. The house has
since been demolished.

Sario Manicone/

Keats-Shelley House, Rome

Enfield School now became Keats’s real home. Here his parents had made a

good choice. While his contemporary Percy Bysshe Shelley endured flogging and
bullying at Eton, Keats enjoyed a more enlightened regime. The liberal headmaster,
John Clarke, cultivated a family atmosphere among the eighty or so pupils. In place
of flogging he devised a system whereby each pupil kept an account book in which
they entered good and bad marks according to their behaviour. Prizes were given for
voluntary translations from Latin and French, and part of the large garden adjoining
the playground was set aside for boys to grow their own flowers and vegetables.
There was a well-stocked and varied library.

Keats’s closest friend at Enfield was the headmaster’s son, Charles Cowden
Clarke. Clarke was eight years Keats’s senior, and worked as his father’s assistant.

Writing his recollections many years later, he could recall little of Keats as a very



young boy, except that he resembled his father, and that ‘he had a brisk winning face
and was a favourite with all.” As he grew older, however, Keats began to show signs
of the passionate nature that would always mark him out. Though small for his age,
he became famous as a fighter, and was greatly respected, remembered Clarke, for
his ‘terrier courage.” At times his high spirits would turn into uncontrollable anger,
and on one occasion he even went so far as to challenge a teacher who had been
reprimanding his brother Tom. But he also had a sensitivity and an open-
heartedness that endeared him to everyone. Whether ‘in passions of tears or
outrageous fits of laughter’ recalled a fellow pupil, Edward Holmes, he was ‘always
in extremes.’

When Keats was about thirteen his mother made peace with her family, and
returned. Her reappearance inspired an abrupt change of attitude in her eldest son.
Hitherto Keats had shown little, if any interest in academic matters. ‘He was a boy’,
wrote Holmes, ‘whom any one from his extraordinary vivacity & personal beauty
might easily have fancied would become great — but rather in some military capacity
than in literature.” Now, hoping no doubt to please his mother, he threw himself into
work. With characteristic energy and single-mindedness he set out to read every
book in the school library, and, in Cowden Clarke’s words, ‘carry off all the first
prizes in literature.” All his time was devoted to study. While his friends were out
walking or playing cricket, he would stay indoors and translate Virgil. When his
exasperated teachers forced him outside to take some exercise, he would wander
around the garden with a book. Even mealtimes were given over to reading: ‘I see
him now at supper’, recalled Clarke, ‘sitting back on the form, from the table,
holding the volume of Burnett’s History of his own Time between himself and the
table, eating his meal from beyond it.” He developed a particular love for Greek
mythology, and appeared to learn Lempriére’s Classical Dictionary by heart.

The reunion between mother and son was, however, to be tragically brief.
Frances had returned a sick woman, and by the end of 1809 she was gravely ill with
tuberculosis. That Christmas Keats nursed her with an intense devotion; he cooked
for her, gave her medicines, and sat up with her all night reading her novels. But
there was no cure for the disease, and in March the following year she died. Keats,

who by then had returned to school, was inconsolable. ‘When his mother died’,

Early Life: 1795-1811



John Keats

Charles Cowden Clarke
by an unknown artist.
A friend of Keats since
his childhood, Clarke
introduced the poet to
literature.

National Portrait Gallery,

London

remembered Holmes, ‘he gave way to such impassioned & prolonged grief — (hiding

himself in a nook under the master’s desk) as awakened the liveliest pity and
sympathy in all who saw him.’

Keats’s time at Enfield was now drawing to a close. That summer, aged
fourteen and a half, he left the school to begin his chosen career. He went to the
neighbouring village of Edmonton, to take up an apprenticeship with an apothecary,

Thomas Hammond.
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= Medical Apprentice: 1811-1816

eats spent the next five years as an apprentice. Compared with the upheavals
K of his schooldays they were quiet years — ‘the most placid period of his painful
life,” Cowden Clarke later said. The rural apothecary was the general practitioner of
the day, and Keats would have observed Thomas Hammond perform any number
of medical tasks: pulling teeth, setting broken limbs, delivering babies, and the
most common treatment of the day, letting blood. As he grew in knowledge, Keats
would have been expected to perform many of these procedures himself. Then
there were the more routine chores of the apprentice: sweeping the surgery floor,
bottling leeches, and mixing the numerous botanical and mineral remedies with
pestle and mortar.

When he wasn’t working, Keats continued to read and write with enormous
energy. He completed an ambitious project he had started at school - a translation
of the whole of Virgil’s £neid. He also began to take an interest in English poetry,
and here Cowden Clarke acted as a knowledgeable and supportive guide. Once a
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Edmonton in 1806.
Keats was an apprentice

apothecary here between
1811 and 1815.

Guildhball Library,
Corporation of London




John Keats

week Keats would walk the three miles to Enfield with a book in his hand for them
to read. “When the weather permitted’, Clarke recalled, ‘we always sat in an arbour
at the end of a spacious garden, and ... had a good talk.” Keats ‘devoured rather than
read’, and years later Clarke could still vividly recall his overwhelming delight as he
discovered the great writers of the past. Edmund Spenser’s Faerie Queene was a
particular favourite — he went through it ‘as a young horse would through a spring
meadow — ramping!” — and his first poem, written in early 1814 was, fittingly, an
‘Imitation of Spenser.” They were evenings that Keats never forgot, and some time

later he would express his gratitude to Clarke in a verse letter:

Since I bave walked with you through shady lanes
That freshly terminate in open plains,

And revelled in a chat that ceased not

When at night-fall among your books we got:

No, nor when supper came, nor after that -

Nor when reluctantly I took my hat;

No, nor till cordially you shook 1y hand
Mid-way between our homes. Your accents bland
Still sounded in my ears, when I no more

Could hear your footsteps touch the gravelly floor.

After five years with Hammond it was time for Keats to proceed to the next
stage of-his medical training. According to the new Apothecaries Act, in order to
qualify as an apothecary he now had to complete six months’ attendance at a hospital.
Thus, on Sunday 1 October 1815, he enrolled as a student at Guy’s Hospital in
London. The squalid streets of Southwark were a considerable change from the lanes
and meadows around Enfield and Edmonton — ‘a beastly place of dirt, turnings and
windings’ was how Keats described it to Cowden Clarke — but he was now at the
heart of the medical profession.

Guy’s Hospital had been founded in 1724. Adjoining it was the much older
establishment of St Thomas’s, and together they formed one of the main centres in

England for the practice, research and teaching of surgery. Here the lecturers were



