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ABSTRACT 

Helen Maria Williams was a product of the 

Protestant Dissenter world of late eighteenth century 

England. Influenced by her early training, she became 

a lifelong advocate for liberty and humanitarianism. 

During the French Revolution she lived in Paris and 

wrote her interpretations of French events for English 

readers. 

When Revolutionary violence became extreme, 

Great Britain reacted with a long-standing barrage of 

hostile journalism against the French and anyone who 

supported them. Within this vast body of "anti-

Jacobin" literature, Miss Williams' character was 

maligned and debased, her writings discredited. Today 

she is unknown. Occasionally mentioned in works about 

her contemporaries, she usually is portrayed inaccurate

ly and with the anti-Jacobin bias. 

This study attempts to discover the real Miss 

Williams through an examination of the influences which 

molded her life, the principles for which she stood 

and an assessment of her achievements. 

v 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

As the packetboat pushed off from Brighton, a 

strong wind puffed out her sails and drove her southward 

toward Dieppe on the French coast. The date was July 

13, 1790. Tomorrow France would celebrate the first an

niversary of the fall of the Bastille, that event which 

had come to symbolize the attainment of freedom for mil

lions of Frenchmen. 

Although the boat moved swiftly through the 

Channel waters, the voyage must have seemed an eternity 

to Helen Maria Williams. Fired with idealistic ardor for 

the French Revolution, Helen Maria, a young English 

authoress, was making her first trip abroad to visit 

the scene of so many portentious events. One can ima

gine that she scanned the horizon again and again, 

impatient for the sight of land. Helen hoped to reach 

Paris in time for the festivities of the First Federation. 

Later, she wrote to a friend: "Had I not reached Paris 

at the moment I did reach it, I should have missed the 

most sublime spectacle, which perhaps, was ever represented 
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on the theatre of this earth. 

Miss Williams was one of thousands of people 

around the world who enthusiastically supported the early 

principles of the Revolution. Brought up within the en

vironment of nonconforming English Protestantism, she 

had been imbued with liberal ideas and a respect for 

human rights since her infancy. She had long shown an 

interest in championing humanitarian causes. Now she had 

the opportunity to observe at first hand what many believed 

would be the most all-encompassing rebirth of society in 

the history of the world. 

Such a promise had enormous appeal for a young 

person of Miss Williams' nature. She quickly saw a role 

she could play in this great transformation. Helen Maria 

had begun her literary career as a poetess. Now she 

envisioned a more important purpose for her talents. She 

could describe and interpret what was taking place in 

France for the benefit of her countrymen. She already 

knew people in London who would be interested in the ac

counts. To implement her plan, Helen took up residence 

in Paris in 1791. 

It was her misfortune, however, that, just then, 

the course of the Resolution began to change. The turn 

1. Helen Maria Williams, Letters Written in 
France, in the Summer 1790, to a Friend"Tn England (5th 
ed.; London: T. Cadell, Jun. and W. Davies, 1796), pp. 1-2. 
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of events caused Britain to adopt a strong stand against 

the French. Fearing that influences from across the 

Channel could upset the status quo, the British Establish

ment instigated a campaign of anti-Gallic, anti-Jacobin 

propaganda of enormous proportions. Violent events in 

Paris during the autumn of 1792, followed by the execu

tion of Louis XVI, regarded in England as an act of 

despicable barbarity, fixed conclusively Britain's 

emphatic disapproval towards the French Revolution. 

Miss Williams, whose first two books about French 

affairs published in 1790-91, had been extremely popular, 

became a target in the anti-Jacobin literature. The 

propagandists set out to destroy every shred of her 

credibility through scathing critiques and slanderous 

attacks on her morality. Their attempts were highly 

successful—so successful, in fact, that in the more than 

150 years since her death the fabricated mythology of 

Helen Maria Williams, the "raging democrat," lives on. 

The calumny has been perpetuated by writers in subsequent 

generations up to the present day. 

Moreover, in all that time, there has been almost 

no attempt to vindicate her from this stigma, to re

establish her credibility, nor to reassess her character 

and writings. Helen Maria Williams has come down in 

history as a radical female revolutionary whose foolish 
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Utopian dreams brought her to grief, which, it is 

implied, she fully deserved, and with a reputation as a 

writer of negligible significance. It is possible, 

however, to see her in a truer and kinder light. 



CHAPTER II 

THE FORMATIVE YEARS 

Helen Maria was twenty-nine years old when she 

first went to France. She had been born in London, 

June 17, 1761,^ of Protestant Dissenter parents. Her 

mother was Scottish, a native of Perthshire. Mrs. 

Williams' forefathers were Covenanters who had fought 

to save Presbyterianism from the re-establishment of the 

Church of England in Scotland. Helen Hay Williams took 

pride in her religious heritage. Her husband, too, came 

from Calvinist ancestry. Charles Williams was a Welsh

man with French Huguenot blood. Reputedly, an officer 

2 
in the English army, he died when Helen Maria was eight 

years old. 

1. Most authorities give 1762 as her year of 
birth, based on J.K. Laughton's article in The Dictionary 
of National Biography, 22 vols. (1885-1901; reprint ed., 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973), XXI, 404. I have 
adopted the date preferred by L.D. Woodward, Une Anglaise 
Amie de la Revolution Francaise, Hdldne-Maria Williams et 
Ses Amis" (Paris'; Librairie Ancienne Honore Champion, 1930), 
p. 11. 

2. I have made several attempts to verify this 
statement. According to Lord Bernard Manning, The Pro
testant Dissenting Deputies (Cambridge, Eng.: University 
Press, 1952), p. 37 under the Corporation Act of 1673, 
only members of the Church of England could be officers 
in the army. In particular I have searched through the 
extensive collection of English historical records and 
manuscripts available on microfilm at the Genealogical 
Society of Utah, Salt Lake City, without success. 

-5-
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Prom the time she was a tiny child Helen recalled 

attending church services with her mother and father. 

The Williamses went to the Prince's Street Presbyterian 

Church near St.. James's Square, Westminster. The pastor, 

Dr. Andrew Kippis, was one of the most loved and respected 

of London's non-conformist clergymen. His sermons and 

his kindly friendship towards her family impressed upon 

Helen a strong religious conviction which guided her 

actions and her opinions throughout her life. 

Andrew Kippis, in addition to his pastoral duties, 

was a distinguished scholar. A Fellow of the Royal 

Society and member of several other learned bodies, he 

was known both as a literary man and as an educator. 

For years he was a tutor at Hoxton Academy, a Dissenter 

3 
school on the northern edge of London. 

Although he did not involve himself in public 

debates over theological issues, Kippis' views were those 

of a Rational Dissenter. Intellectual development among 

English Presbyterians of this period had led many of them 

to reject Calvinism in favor of the more "enlightened" 

Socinian-Unitarian beliefs. Unitarians, however, were not 

included under the Toleration Act of 1689 which allowed 

freedom of worship to orthodox Dissenters. Thus, most 

of them continued to call themselves Presbyterians. 

3. Abraham Rees, The Cyclopedia; or, Universal 
Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, and Literature (London: 
Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme & Browne, 1819), (unpaged) 
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There was a "prodigious number" of Protestant 

Dissenters in England according to a foreign visitor in 

4 
1780. In order to understand Helen Maria Williams and 

the significance of her sectarian background, it is im

portant to review the situation of this large segment 

of the English population during the latter half of the 

eighteenth century. 

In 1689, after William of Orange had been crowned 

William III of England, and the Protestant State had been 

firmly secured against any future possibility of Roman 

Catholic intervention, Protestant Dissenters were granted 

religious freedom under the Toleration Act. However, 

much restrictive legislation from the sixteenth and seven

teenth centuries, particularly laws enacted during 

Charles II's reign such as the Test and Corporation acts, 

still hampered them. 

They were barred from holding civil and military 

offices under the crown and from teaching in, or gradu

ating from, orthodox universities. Their religious 

rites of baptism, marriage and burial were not recognized. 

Although there were ways around these restrictions, such 

hypocrisy was distasteful to many. Moreover, despite the 

fact that by the eighteenth century the old laws were not 

4. Johann Wilhelm von Archenholtz, A Picture of 
England (Dublin: P. Byrne, 1790) . 
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always rigidly enforced, it was the principle involved 

which rankled the Dissenters. The legislation, they 

maintained, deprived them of their civil rights under 

the English constitution. 

During the second half of the century they 

conducted an increasingly forceful drive for reform 

against these injustices. The three major denominations, 

Presbyterians, Independents and Baptists, had earlier 

organized a permanent body known as the Protestant Dis

senting Deputies. This group's primary purpose was to 

make periodic appeals to Parliament for the repeal of 

the restricting laws. 

From the Anglican point of view, Dissenters 

were a source for suspicion. They were different in their 

habits and in their thinking. They were inclined to 

hold liberal ideas. During the American Revolution 

they had even supported the cause of the colonists against 

England. Many Church and King people viewed them as 

the descendants of regicides and Cromwellian tyrants, 

assuredly not to be trusted with increased political 

power. 

The relative position held by Dissenters in 

English society, their interest in reform and firm be

lief in human rights, all had much bearing on the 

formation of Miss Williams' basic attitudes and aspira

tions. The love for liberty and a deep compassion for 
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persecuted peoples the world over, became uppermost in 

her ideology and eventually determined the direction of 

her life. 

In 1769, when Helen's father died, her mother took 

Helen and her older sister Cecilia to live far up in the 

northeast corner of England at Berwick-upon-Tweed. 

Scottish settlers and.Protestant non-conformists made 

up a large part of the population in this region, and it 

is likely that Mrs. Williams had friends or relatives in 

the ancient border town at the mouth of the Tweed. 

As their coach neared the end of the 340-mile 

journey from London, the girls may have caught their 

first glimpse of Berwick. Perched citadel-like on a 

rocky hillside which rose above the north bank of the 

river, the town must have appeared stern and forbidding. 

It was surrounded by a massive stone wall twelve feet 

thick. Over the top, one could see rows of steep, red-

tiled roofs climbing the hill like stairsteps. The tall 

spire of the Town Hall pierced the skyline above the 

gables. Travelers' from the south crossed the river on a 

low stone bridge with fifteen arches, and entered the 

town through the English Gate, one of four openings in 

5 
the protecting wall. 

5. John Scott, Berwick-upon-Tweed: the History 
of the Town and Guild (London! Elliot Stock, 1888) . 
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Berwick breathed history. The Tweed was once the 

dividing line between Scotland and England. Since the 

eleventh century the town had been the scene of sieges, 

invasions and bitter fighting between the Scots and the 

English. It changed hands time after time until finally, 

in 1707, the two kingdoms were united by law. In 1769 

it still contained a full garrison, with troops and 

fortifications. 

The region was full of ancient ruins, some dating 

back to primitive times, some left by the Romans, and, 

still others, the remains of twelfth century abbeys. 

At the western edge of Berwick stood the crumbling walls 

of a medieval castle. Eight miles south along the 

coast there were seventh century Christian ruins on 

Holy Island, which could be visited at low tide. 

From the top of the town walls, where sentries 

once paced off their beats, it was possible to see the 

whole glorious panorama of the surrounding countryside. 

Berwick was bordered on the west and north by rolling 

hills and desolate moorland, intersected here and there 

by green, wooded valleys. The wide, sweeping vistas 

stretched on and on as far as the eye could see, giving 

one a sense of freedom. To the east, the land ended in 

tall cliffs above the North Sea, then known as the 

German Ocean. The sea brought cold, raw weather to the 

little town. 



The Tweed was wide where it flowed past the 

Berwick docks. A thriving salmon industry made up the 

town's main source of income. Great quantities of the 

fish were caught in the river, boiled and salted, 

packaged and loaded into ships for London. There was 

some agricultural development and livestock-raising in 

the area, too, and Berwick held weekly markets where corn 

wool, dairy products and black cattle were sold.*' 

Sixty-four miles to the south, Newcastle-upon-

Tyne was experiencing the effects of the industrial 

revolution. The extensive development of coal mining 

and ironworks in the area had caused enormous population 

growth. Berwick, on the other hand, was still a small, 

rural town with perhaps less than one fourth the number 

of people of its larger neighbor. 

Except for its contact with outsiders at the 

harbor, Berwick for the most part was an isolated, pro

vincial outpost. There were few books and schools and 

Helen Maria's mother found it necessary to educate her 

daughters herself. Intellectual achievement was a 

proud tradition in her family, and, despite the lack of 

printed materials at hand, Mrs. Williams managed to 

instill in the girls, along with the teachings of their 

6. Scott, Berwick-upon-Tweed; Encyclopaedia 
Britanica (6th ed.; Edinburgh: Archibald Constable, T823) 
III, p. 588. 
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Christian faith, a real appreciation for learning. Helen, 

in particular, was an avid student. She loved to listen 

to the old Scottish folk tales her mother told. The 

border country was rich in oral tradition. There were 

stories and ballads about the turbulent days of border 

warfare. Especially popular were the still older legends 

ascribed to the ancient Gaelic bard, Ossian. His his

tories of arcadian times set against the wild Scottish 

7 
scenery delighted the romantic Helen. 

Helen Maria and her older sister were close 

companions. Cecilia was the more even-tempered, happier 

O 
child, Helen an emotional and sensitive girl. The open, 

sparsely populated countryside offered a limitless range 

for them to explore. Free to roam, or to ride, among 

the great expanse of hills and moors, Helen learned 

the exhilerating joy of freedom. It became her lifelong 

theme. 

Her closeness to the out-of-doors awakened in 

Helen a deep love for nature. The wild beauty inspired 

her to write poetry and she began to compose little verses 

for her own amusement. In 1779 an author from London, 

7. Woodward, Une Anglaise Amie. 

8. Helen Maria Williams, Sketches of the State 
of Manners and Opinions in the French Republic, Towards" 
the Close of: the Eighteenth Century (London: G. G. and 
Jl Robinson, 1801) , T~, 29. 
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Percival Stockdale, came to visit his mother at Berwick-

on-Tweed. He called on the Williamses and later 

described eighteen-year-old Helen as an attractive and 

charming young woman. He was impressed by her sensitivity 

and remarked that she had "a tenderness, and delicacy of 

soul; and was a sincere friend of all order, moral, 

9 
civil and religious." Helen probably shared with Mr. 

Stockdale some of her literary attempts and confided her 

dreams of becoming a poetess. Perhaps he encouraged her 

to return to London some day when she was older, where 

she would be near the center of English literary life 

and meet the people who could help her realize her 

ambition. 

During the ensuring months Helen Maria's thoughts 

turned more and more towards London. As her twentieth 

birthday approached, she could contain herself no longer. 

Her mother may have suggested that she contact their 

pastor friend Dr. Kippis, whose literary connections 

could be helpful to her. Kippis apparently responded 

favorably to the inquiry for soon Helen was on her way 

to the English capital. Into her luggage she tucked the 

manuscript of one of her compositions, a tragic romance 

of medieval days written in poetic form. 

9. Percival Stockdale, The Memoirs of the Life, 
and Writings of Percival Stockdale (London: Eongman, 
Hurst, Rees, and Orme, 1809), p. 218. 



CHAPTER III 

LONDON 

The journey from Berwick to London took several 

days. As Helen Maria watched the miles roll by from her 

coach window she probably pondered her decision and even 

felt a little bit afraid as she thought of the huge, 

bustling city with all of its strangers. It was her 

first time away from her family, and, although she knew 

Dr. Kippis, her memories of him must have been faint. 

Finally, in the distance, a vague mass began to 

materialize. Then, as they drew closer, tall chimney 

stacks and pointed church spires took shape amidst the 

smoky haze. The horses slowed their pace as the coach 

entered the congested streets and the animals made their 

way among a confusion of vehicles and people. It was 

summer and everyone seemed to be outdoors, hurrying in 

every direction. 

As Helen alighted from the coach and looked into 

a sea of unknown faces, she must have felt very alone. 

Perhaps she momentarily longed for the tranquility of the 

Tweed Valley and the security she had left behind. 

-14-



New Friends and First Publications 

The following day Miss Williams took her manuscript 

to Kippis' office. He seemed pleased with it and showed 

it to several of his acquaintances. Much to Helen's ela

tion they all urged her to publish the work. Dr. Kippis 

offered to edit it for her. Early the next year Helen 

Maria had the thrill of seeing Edwin and Eltruda, A Legen

dary Tale appear in print. It was published anonymously. 

Kippis explained in his Advertisement that the 

Young Lady to whom the work was attributed had grown up 

in a "remote part of the kingdom" where her education had 

been necessarily meagre and she had not had access to many 

of the world's great literary works. In spite of this dis

advantage, he said, her composition bore "many marks of an 

elegant and pathetic genius."^ Her style was a bit too 

sentimental, he felt, but this was natural for a first 

literary creation by a youthful writer. 

The New Annual Register described the work as 

abounding in "strokes of genuine poetry," and added that: 

"The genius of Miss Williams, if properly cultivated and 

improved, will, in time, enable her to rank with the 

2 
first poetic ladies of this country." With the success 

1, [Helen Maria Williams], Edwin and Eltruda, 
A Legendary Tale (London: T. Cadell, 1782), p. ii. 

2. New Annual Register, 1782 (London, 1783), 
pp. 242-3. 
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of Edwin and Eltruda, Helen Maria was launched on her 

literary career. 

Before long she had settled into her new life and 

was able to send for her family. She found employment 

with a Scottish physician, Dr. John Moore. Moore was in 

the process of preparing an account of his Continental 

travels for publication and he needed the assistance of 

a secretary. The doctor was a big, good-humoured man 

and a gifted conversationalist. A popular guest at 

social gatherings, he helped introduce Helen into London 

intellectual circles. 

Literary life centered in Westminster at this 

time and there was a constant round of conversation 

parties where intellectuals met to discuss belles-lettres, 

current drama productions and philosophical ideas. Women 

were often the hostesses at these affairs, in which con

versation had been perfected to an art. 

Helen Maria was fascinated, not only by the 

abilities of the guests, but also with the techniques 

employed by the hostesses in directing and guiding the 

conversations. Later she wrote: "There are no talents 

which I feel more disposed to envy than those of wit and 

eloquence in conversation; than the power of giving it 

3 
a fresh flow when it grows languid." The queen of the 

3. Helen Maria Williams, Letters from France (2d 
ed.; London: G. G. J. and J. Robinson, 1/32, II, 100. 
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"blue-stockings," as these intellectual women were called, 

was Mrs. Elizabeth Montagu who had been a popular London 

hostess for thirty years. Helen became a regular guest 

at her soirees soon after her arrival in the capital. 

Miss Williams must have felt terribly awkward 

when she first began to attend these gatherings. Uncon

sciously she developed a set of mannerisms to cover up 

her shyness, mannerisms which led a few persons, on first 

4 
meeting her, to consider her "affected." After awhile 

Helen seemed to realize that most of the scholars and 

literary people she met were genuinely interested in her, 

and that she could learn a great deal from them. With 

the help of her new friends, and much supplemental reading, 

Helen Maria was able to fill in many of the gaps in her 

education. Her subsequent writings demonstrate this 

and that she gained familiarity with both classic and 

contemporary literature. In addition, she learned the 

art of critical discussion. 

Many of the intellectuals she met were Dissenters 

who talked often about political theories and human rights. 

She was introduced to the ideas of John Locke, Rousseau, 

Newton and other popular philosophies of the day — the 

ideas which were challenging traditional ways of thinking 

4. Charlotte Ann Burney, in 1782, and Mary 
Wollstonecraft, in 1792, made this comment. 
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about man and his society. For England, it was an age of 

extraordinary change affecting almost every facet of life. 

To Helen Maria Williams, anything and everything seemed 

possible in such a world! 

London, England, in the 1780s, was the heart of 

the fastest growing and the richest nation in the world. 

One had the sense of being at the center of the entire 

universe. The population of the metropolis, which 

numbered 674,000 at the beginning of the century, had 

rapidly increased by an estimated 200,000 or more. Twenty 

years later it would reach over one million.^ A German 

visitor described London as "becoming a monstrous 

aggregate." New buildings were rising everywhere. Some 

7 
43,000 houses had been built between 1762 and 1779 alone. 

New roads continually opened up more land for development. 

The City was spreading westward, filling in the 

open fields between itself and its ancient neighbor West

minster, and gobbling up smaller, self-contained 

communities along the way. The new residential areas 

had elegant squares and paved roadways. Attractive oil-

burning lamps illuminated many of the London streets. 

5. Mary Dorothy George, London Life in the 
XVIIIth Century (New York: Alfred KnopfT 1925), p. 25. 

6. Brian R. Mitchell, European Historical 
Statistics, 1750-1975 (2d rev. ed.; London: Macmillan, 
1980), p. 87. 

7. Archenholtz, A Picture of England, p. 76. 
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They were lighted every evening at sundown, winter and 

summer, "as well when the moon shines as not," marvelled 

g 
one foreign visitor. Londoners loved to stroll along 

brightly lighted Oxford Street on a summer evening and 

look in the shop windows. 

London streets were congested at all hours of the 

day and night. Every sort of vehicle, horses and 

pedestrians were constantly going to and fro. Some 

streets had a narrow footway paved with large stones 

for the use of persons on foot, but, at best, walking • 

was a perilous means of getting about. Strolling in 

the outlying areas, a popular recreation for those 

seeking fresher air, had even more dangers, especially 

between late afternoon and daylight the following morning. 

Cutthroats and highwaymen abounded in these regions 

after dark.^ 

Although many improvements had been made since 

Helen Maria's childhood, there were still sections of the 

city where medieval structures formed warrens of filth 

and corruption and where crime was rampant. Along the 

Thames, dirty hovels crowded each other on both banks. 

London had a critical problem of dense air pollution. 

Coal was burned as fuel, and smoke had blackened the 

8. Ibid., p. 85, 

9. Archenholtz, A Picture of England. 
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outsides of all the buildings. Periodically, fog came 

up out of undrained marshlands and mixed with the smoke, 

causing dreadful "black fogs" to settle over the entire 

city. Nevertheless, England had begun to make strides 

in dealing with some of its urban problems. 

In spite of the drawbacks, Helen Maria loved her 

busy life in London. She continued with her writing. 

Her next publication was a poem commemorating the Treaty 

of Paris (1783) which had at last brought an end to the 

wars of American independence. Like most Dissenters, 

Helen had been enthusiastically supportive of the Ameri

cans' struggle, but "Ode to the Peace" reveals her still 

greater approval for the cessation of the war. 

During this period Miss Williams began to preside 

over her own conversation parties. Drs. Kippis and Moore 

were regular guests and they often brought other friends 

for her to meet. Helen Maria had now "arrived" as a 

member of the London literati. 

In 1784 another of Helen's publications made its 

appearance. Peru, a long narrative poem, concerned 

Spanish conquests in the New World and the sufferings of 

the Peruvians under their despotism. This poem is one 

of the best examples of the style of "sensibility" with 

which Miss Williams became identified. The expression 

of sensitivity to others' misery had become a new vogue 

during the latter part of the eighteenth century. 
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With this work Helen Maria first took up her pen 

on behalf of an oppressed people. She was developing 

into a poet with a message. Miss Williams firmly believed 

liberty to be the most important quality in life. Although 

she had had the privilege of growing up in an atmosphere 

of freedom, she had seen the tools of oppression as well, 

in the fortified town of Berwick. At London she was 

becoming increasingly aware of the incomplete freedom of 

certain English citizens and some of the unjust practices 

of her own government. 

The winter of 17 84-85 brought a long, severe 

cold spell to London. Four months of frost and snow 

combined with the damp air produced a penetrating chill."''® 

Helen Maria became seriously ill and was attended by her 

friend Dr. Moore. As the result of her weakened state 

she suffered a mental breakdown and the doctor had to 

administer doses of his own jollity along with the medicine. 

Moore sent her to recuperate in the country, at 

Grange Hill, ten miles northeast of London. To speed her 

recovery he gave her a copy of his journal describing his 

travels on the Continent. The accounts took her mind 

away from herself and into the intriguing foreign lands 

of Switzerland, France and Holland, kindling in her a 

desire to see these places. It was just what she needed 

10. Rosamond Bayne-Powell, Travellers in 
Eighteenth-Century England (London: John Murray, 1951). 
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to regain her health and an interest in life. In 

gratitude Helen composed a poem extolling Moore's cur-

11 
ative powers over both mind and body. The following 

year she was back in London. 

Miss Williams now found that she had written 

enough poetry to publish a collection. This next work, 

contained in two volumes, was financed through subscrip

tion. George Hardinge, a well-known editor and literary 

man, promoted the book for her, corresponding with 

prospective subscribers and praising her writing. The 

prospects were mainly men of letters or clergymen. Many 

of them included a note along with their contribution. 

The Bishop of Winchester wrote: "Your approbation bears 

an ample testimony to the excellence both of the morals 

12 
and writings of Miss Williams." Another, from the 

Bishop of Chester, stated: "If my subscription was to 

bear any proportion to her merits ... it would be a 

13 
very large one." The compliments and approval expressed 

towards Miss Williams at this time are noteworthy. 

Within ten years many of these very same persons would 

completely reverse their opinions about her. 

11. Helen Maria Williams, Poems (London: T. 
Cadell, 1786). 

12. John Nichols, Illustrations of the Literary 
History of the Eighteenth Century (1818; reprint ed., 
New York: Kraus, 1966), III, 150. 

13. Ibid., p. 149. 
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That year Helen wrote what was to be her most 

enduring composition. The words to a hymn, "While Thee 

I Seek, Protecting Power," later joined with music com

posed by John B. Dykes, became one of the best-loved 

religious songs of the nineteenth century. It was printed 

in scores of hymnals used by a wide variety of Christian 

denominations well into the twentieth century. Also 

known by the title "Trust in Providence," it represents 

a beautiful testimonial to Helen's faith. 

Miss Williams' Salon 

In 1787 Helen Maria and her family moved to the 

Bloomsbury district just north of Westminster. Their 

apartments were in Southampton Row adjacent to an area 

where, a century earlier there had been several grand 

estates. The new home of the Williamses faced west, 

15 
into Russell Street, which bordered the vast properties 

of the dukes of Bedford. Most of the land had now been 

subdivided and turned into squares and residences, but 

the old white mansion, Bedford House, still remained. Its 

grounds took up the whole north side of Bloomsbury Square. 

14. J. B. Dykes, 1823-1876, wrote 300 hymn 
tunes during his lifetime; several of them became favor
ites. It is a startling paradox that this particular man 
should have composed the music for Helen Maria Williams' 
hymn. Dykes was an Anglican clergyman, and a high church
man as well! 

15. Peter William Clayden, The Early Life of 
Samuel Rogers (London: Smith, Elder, & Co., 1887), p. 76. 
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The long, low house, built by Inigo Jones, was shaded on 

either side by huge lime trees and there were sheep 

grazing on the lawn. A wall with stone sphinxes guarding 

the gates extended across the front of the property. The 

estate had been one of the "wonders of England" during 

the Restoration. Helen could see it from her front 

steps. A little farther to the west stood another seven

teenth century mansion, Montague House, where the British 

Museum had opened in 1759. 

Bloomsbury Square had been the scene of some of 

the worst excesses of the Gordon Riots seven years earlier, 

when Protestants attacked Catholics in protest against 

the Catholic Relief Act just introduced in Parliament. 

The house of Lord Mansfield, a Member of Parliament who 

favored the legislation, was destroyed by fire during 

the Riots. It had stood directly across the street 

from Helen's apartments. Now the neighborhood was deter

iorating. The streets had not been safe at night for 

some time. 

These facts did not distress Helen Maria. She 

was delighted with her new dwelling when she learned 

that the poet Thomas Gray was rumored to have lodged 

in this very house in 1759. Gray, in his correspondence, 

described the house as "separated from the fashionable 

16. Sidney Dark, London Town (New York: Farrar 
& Rinehart, 1920), p. 191. 



world [of Westminster] by many a dirty court and alley." 

Still, he liked it because it had good air, sunlight and 

quiet, as well as a view of the Bedford estate gardens 

17 
and nearby open fields. 

Dr. Moore, in his joking manner, teased Helen for 

her romantic notions. He wrote a poem about it in which 

he asked if she thought she would find inspiration from 

the hallowed walls: 

And here no doubt in this inspiring Cell, 
Thy Muse shall soon possess an equal Spell. 

Nevertheless, Helen Maria was happy in her fantasy, and, 

there was indeed a view of the Bedford estate! 

In this setting Helen resumed her soirees. 

Within a few short years she had become a popular hostess 

as well as an established and respected poet. Her circle 

of friends had grown enormously and now included some 

of the best-known intellectuals of her day. Samuel Rogers, 

a sometime poet and frequenter of literary parties, 

later praised Miss Williams for her conversational ability 

19 
and her aptitude for bringing people together. Another 

acquaintance, Anna Seward, was a minor writer in her own 

right. Miss Seward knew most of the distinguished 

17. Quoted in Henry B. Wheatley, London, Past 
and Present, 3 vols. (1891; reprint ed., Detroit: Singing 
Tree, 1968), III, 283. 

18. Quoted in Hester Lynch Piozzi, Thraliana, ed. 
by K.C. Balderston (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1942), II, 
791-92. 

19. Clayden, Early Life of Samuel Rogers, p. 77. 
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literary people of the time and carried on a voluminous 

correspondence throughout her life. Her published letters 

contain many references to Helen Maria. She admired Miss 

Williams' writing. Helen's poetry, she said, expressed 

"true sensibility of heart, and the genuine fires of an 

exalted imagination." She described Williams' "animated" 

literary parties where "the belle [sic] esprits of both 

20 
sexes . . . made those little meetings so brilliant." 

One of the most famous of the female intelligent

sia at this time was Mrs. Hester (Thrale) Piozzi. 

Earlier, she had been an intimate friend of Dr. Samuel 

Johnson. When her first husband died and she married 

Piozzi, an Italian musician, Johnson dropped her. In 

the late 1780s Mrs. Piozzi had just returned from three 

years abroad and Helen was eager to meet her. She 

arranged an introduction through a mutual friend. Hester 

Piozzi, in her mid-forties, was captivated by the younger 

woman and full of praise for Helen's verse. She described 

Miss Williams as having a "pensive Look and loveliness 

of Manner [which] engages everyone's Affection while her 

21 
Talents render her extremely respectable." 

20. Anna Seward, Letters of Anna Seward; 
Written Between the Years 1784 an5 1807 ( 1811; reprint 
ed., New York: AMS Press, 1975) , I, TS"3, 152. 

21. Piozzi, Thraliana, II, 794. 
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During the next three years the two women saw each 

other frequently. At her home in Hanover Square vivacious 

Mrs. Piozzi entertained lavishly for a large, heterogeneous 

group of friends, which included titled persons, popular 

writers of the day, scholars and musicians. Sarah 

Siddons, then at the height of her stage career, was a 

favorite guest. Helen greatly admired Mrs. Piozzi's 

witty conversation. Piozzi never got over her initial 

infatuation with Helen Williams, although later, when 

Helen's interests turned to politics and she left England 

to live in France, the more conservative Hester Piozzi 

expressed strong disapproval. She discontinued all 

correspondence with her immediately. 

For the moment, however, Miss Williams' political 

interests were primarily philosophical. Human freedom 

continued to be her theme. In 1788 she published a 

poetic protest against the slave trade, in which she 

urged Great Britain, first in so many advances towards 

human rights, to set the example again and abolish this 

22 deplorable practice. The poem brought her plaudits 

from a kindred spirit, Scottish poet Robert Burns. The 

two exchanged several friendly letters. The New Annual 

Register stated that, after reading Miss Williams' poem, 

22. Helen Maria Williams, A Poem on the Bill 
Lately Passed for Regulating the Slave Trade (London, 
1788) . 



28 

it was impossible to make any apology on behalf of this 

23 
horrible traffic in human lives. 

Helen Discovers Her Raison d'etre 

Up to this time Miss Williams' writing had 

appealed for the liberation of oppressed peoples in 

remote regions of the world. Now, something happened 

which attracted her attention to injustices closer to 

home. Helen and Cecilia had been taking French lessons 

from a refugee woman in London. As they became better 

acquainted with Madame du Fosse they learned her tragic 

story. 

Madame and her husband, Augustin, were victims of 

the cruel oppression which still existed in France under 

the ancient regime. Augustin, the eldest son of a noble 

family, had married against her father's wishes. The 

Baron du Fosse", enraged, threatened the young couple 

with imprisonment. They escaped to Switzerland and 

finally sought asylum in England. The Baron sent an 

emissary in pursuit who managed to entice Augustin back 

to France with promises of reconciliation. Upon his 

arrival, however, Augustin was thrown into prison under 

the authority of lettres de cachet. This practice, a 

remnant of medieval law, allowed a nobleman, under the 

23. New Annual Register, 1788 (London, 1789), 
p. 260. 
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King's sanction, to imprison and maltreat his son for 

disobedience. 

After three years of abuse and deprivation, 

Augustin broke away from his captors and made his way 

back to England and his wife and child. When Helen met 

them they had been living in London for a number of years, 

supporting themselves mainly through Madame's teaching. 

This story of a father's incredible cruelty, all within 

legal rights, appalled Helen Maria. From that time on 

she became a devoted champion for the cause of French 

tk 4- 24 liberty. 

Then, in July 1789, astonishing news arrived from 

France — the most stupendous event that could be 

imagined had occurred! The French had broken their 

bonds, destroyed the symbol of their oppression, the 

Bastille prison, and were setting up a new government. 

The French Revolution had begun! During succeeding 

days and months people around the world watched with 

fascinated interest as one dramatic episode followed 

another. 

Everyone in London was reading about it and 

talking about it. Travelers just arrived from the Con

tinent were eagerly queried. Helen Maria was ecstatic, 

Like a great many other persons she believed the Revolu

tion was the beginning of what would eventually become 

24. Williams, Letters (1790). 
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the complete transformation of society, not only in 

France, but wherever despotism and slavery prevailed.. 

There would be an end to war and man, with an infinite 

ability to perfect himself, would live by his reason, in 

harmony with his fellow men. 

The English Dissenters greeted the Revolution 

with jubilation. Several of them had been in correspondence 

for some time with such French Protestant leaders as 

a 

Rabaut Saint-Etienne. For their French counterparts 

the Revolution meant an end to centuries of religious 

persecution. The English Protestants fervently hoped 

that, with France's newly attained freedom, the tradition

al hostility between the two nations would cease and 

they would work together to spread peace and liberty 

throughout the world. 

The English also hoped that the example of France 

might encourage Britain to make the political reforms 

they so earnestly desired. Twice in the past three years 

the Committee of Dissenting Deputies had made its appeal 

to Parliament to abolish the test laws, without success. 

In March 1790, they tried once more. However, despite 

a brilliant and persuasive speech on their behalf made 

by Charles James Fox, the opposing argument of Edmund 

Burke prevailed and swung the vote against them. 

Laetitia Barbauld, the wife of a Presbyterian 

minister, expressed their continuing frustration in "An 
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Address to the Opposers of the Repeal of the Test Acts." 

She ridiculed the Establishment's cry of "Church in 

danger!" How, she wondered, could the far more wealthy 

and populous Church of England feel threatened by this 

much weaker minority? Dissenters only wanted recognition 

as full citizens, she explained. "We want civil 

offices. . . . And why should citizens not aspire to 

civil offices?" She demanded. To be disqualified on the 

basis of religious nonconformity, she felt, was unreason

able. She explained that Dissenters would like to hold 

places of trust where they could serve their king and 

country. "Our attachment to both is well known," she 

continued. She added that because of the restrictions 

against them Dissenters were actually more aware of 

abuses in the government than were other citizens, and 

this, coupled with their innate love of liberty, should 

make them even better public servants than were con-

25 
formists. 

For the present, however, the times had changed. 

Liberal and reformist causes were growing increasingly 

unpopular. 

Early in 1790 Helen Maria published her first 

prose work, Julia, a Novel. Her critics considered it 

inferior to her poetry. Although they generally concurred 

25. Anna Laetitia Barbauld, The Works (London: 
Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme, Brown, and Green, 1825), II, 
261-62. 
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that the characters were well-drawn, there was little plot. 

The purpose of her story, Helen explained in the Preface, 

was to point a moral. The novel is a protest against the 

artificiality and hypocrisy of the fashionable world of 

her day. Julia, the heroine, is a middle class girl 

like Helen, who reflects the same moral attitudes and 

hatred of social injustices as Helen herself. Thus, the 

novel reveals much about the author's own character. 

The Analytical Review praised Miss Williams' 

apparent sincerity in the work and expressed the opinion 

that she was more interested in instilling her moral 

lesson than in being admired for her writing. In addition, 

the reviewer made an astute observation about the author: 

"From the perusal of this production, we should venture 

to affirm, that sound principles animate her conduct, 

and that the sentiments they dictate are the pillars . . . 

of her character. 

Helen interspersed her story with selections of 

poetry. It was this feature which drew compliments from 

her friends and reviewers. Anna Seward wrote: "The 

27 
first ode, to poetry, enchants me!" The Monthly Review 

stated that Miss Williams' "elegant" poetry enhanced the 

26. Analytical Review, VII (May, 1790), p. 98. 

27. Seward, Letters, III, 5. 
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28 
value of the novel. One poem, "The Bastille, a Vision," 

shows that, the attractions of the French Revolution were 

fast luring Helen away from her "blue-stocking" world. 

Realization of a Dream 

Despite an increasing conservative trend in 

Enlgand, Miss Williams' enthusiasm for the Revolution 

remained fervid. Eagerly she followed accounts in the 

journals and listened closely to the animated discussions 

in her salon. Her friends, the du Poss§s, had been 

able to return to France. Augustin's tyrannical father 

had died two years before and nothing stood in his way 

to claiming his inheritance. The deep sympathy for the 

French people aroused in Helen through her friendship 

with the du Foss6s, now found an outlet in her whole

hearted support for their struggle for freedom„ She 

longed to go to France and see it all for herself. 

Her wish presently came true. That Spring she 

received a letter from her French friends. Augustin and 

Monica were now settled on their ancestral estates near 

Forges, about forty-five kilometers northeast of Rouen. 

They wanted Helen Maria and her sister to visit them in 

July when France would be celebrating the Federation, the 

first anniversary of the Revolution. Helen's excitement 

can be imagined. 

28. Monthly Review II (1790), p. 336. 
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At last July arrived. The girls started off for 

Brighton on the southern coast of England, where they 

would board their ship. There was the usual delay at 

the harbor while ship and passengers waited for a favor

able wind. Fortune was with them, however. A brisk 

wind arose and the packetboat put to sea, sailing swiftly 

on its course. To Helen's joy they reached Dieppe in 

time to proceed on to Paris the same day. 

That evening the du Fosses took the two sisters 

to hear the Te Deum performed by a large chorus and 

orchestra at Notre Dame cathedral. Helen found the 

program tremendously inspiring. The Overture, a musical 

portrayal of the Revolution, had been written for the 

occasion and included such special effects as the ringing 

of the alarm bells, Helen said. The emotions expressed 

by the words and music held her spellbound. 

The following day they joined half a million 

people who gathered to watch the pageantry of the First 

Federation. The Champ de Mars, on the left bank of the 

Seine, had been made into an immense amphitheatre, with 

forty rows of seats carved out of the earth by the 

citizens of Paris. All classes had worked together 

on the preparations, said Helen. A pavilion was built 

at one end where the King and Queen and members of the 

National Assembly were to sit. This had been decorated 
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with striped tent-cloth and streamers in the national 

colors. 

A procession made up of 200,000 men, including 

horse troops, foot soldiers, various musical bands and 

drum corps and the deputies of the National Assembly, 

marched to the amphitheatre from the center of Paris. 

As it passed through the streets townspeople who had not 

gone to the Champ de Mars, were at their windows, out 

in the roadways and on the housetops, shouting and 

weeping with joy. The parade entered the arena under 

triumphal arches, as cannon boomed and people cheered. 

When everyone had taken his appointed place in 

the setting, the ceremony proceeded with the reciting 

of the national oath. It was repeated in succession, 

first by Monsieur de La Fayette, the Major-General of 

the Federation, then by the King, then the President of 

the National Assembly and finally by the entire audience. 

The magnificent spectacle progressed in "admirable order," 

according to Helen, and a series of heavy rain showers 

failed to dampen the spirits of the onlookers. 

Helen Maria's greatest thrill, however, was in 

watching the spontaneous joy of the people. Her sympa

thetic nature responded, and she found herself exclaiming 

"with all my heart and soul, 'Vive la nation!'" Afterward, 
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she declared: "I shall never forget the sensations of 

that day!"^ 

The festivities continued through the rest of the 

week. Paris was crowded with people from all over France 

as well as from other parts of the world. Before the two 

English girls and their hosts left for Normandy they took 

in more of the events. At night the entire city was 

illuminated, Helen said, and they watched the merry

makers promenading, dancing and singing in the Champs 

30 
Elysees and the Tuileries Gardens. 

When they began their round of tourist attractions, 

Helen asked that before she was conducted through the 

usual series of palaces and churches, she be taken to see 

the ruins of the Bastille. The dungeons with their chains, 

damp walls and horrible stench made an indelible impression 

on her. "Those who have contemplated the dungeons of the 

Bastille, without rejoicing in the French revolution," 

31 
She declared, must be entirely devoid of feelings. 

One of the highlights of their sight-seeing was a 

visit to the National Assembly. The sessions were "tumul

tuous," said Helen, and the deputies all seemed "more 

inclined to talk than to listen." But, this was natural, 

29. Williams, Letters (1790), pp. 21, 14. 

30. Description on foregoing pages from Williams, 
Letters (1790). 

31. Ibid., p. 24. 
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she concluded, considering the importance of their 

deliberations. 

The most celebrated representatives were pointed 

out to her. Mirabeau, whom she admired for his intellec

tual abilities, was a particular favorite of hers because 

he opposed the slave trade. The Abbe Maury, too, impressed 

her with his eloquence. She purchased a snuff-box with 

his picture in the lid to show to her friends in England. 

Helen felt admiration and awe as she listened to 

these statesmen "whose magnanimity invested them with 

power to destroy the old constitution, and whose wisdom 

is erecting the new." She predicted that they would 

become the heroes of the age as other European nations 

followed France's leadership in establishing a liberal 

system of government, in which "reason, virtue, and 

32 
science" would replace despotism. 

Miss Williams' experiences in France during 

this initial visit were the most thrilling of her life. 

She felt as if she were a character in a romance, she 

33 
said. The evidence of rejoicing and happiness she 

saw everywhere, reinforced her belief in the righteous

ness of the Revolution and her desire to be a part of it. 

32. Ibid., pp. 44-46. 

33. Williams, Letters (1792), p. 4. 
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Restless Crusader 

Helen and Cecilia started home in September. 

Helen, still glowing with rapture at what she had seen, 

was dismayed to overhear some Englishmen on the boat 

criticizing the French National Assembly. She found 

the same negative attitude among several of her ac

quaintances when she returned to London. 

Although many British still supported the spirit 

of the French Revolution, others' opinions were waivering. 

French aristocrats who had fled to England, told ex

aggerated tales of woe. The Revolution had stripped 

them of their titles and their privileges, they complain

ed. Helen thought they painted quite a distorted picture 

of the French upheaval. The real aristocrats, like the 

du Fossds, she said, were glad to have more equality in 

France and to see the common man acquiring self respect. 

Helen's compassion was for the multitude who had been 

downtrodden for so many centuries. She was anxious 

to publish her own account which she felt would give 

English readers a less biased view. 

Her book, Letters Written in France, in the Summer 

1790, appeared near the end of the year. Her first volume 

of political prose, Letters set the style she would 

follow in twelve subsequent works, published during the 

next twenty-five years. She wrote in the form of letters 



to a friend, giving her personal observations of events 

and people, particularly as they related to the Revolu

tion. She included many anecdotes to illustrate her 

impressions, as well as delightful descriptions of sights 

and scenery which add the interest of a travelogue to her 

writing. 

In this initial work, her manner was confident, 

almost cocksure, her tone overwhelmingly optimistic. 

Her firm belief in the future of the Revolution was 

revealed as she reiterated the lofty principles and 

Utopian expectations which thousands still shared with 

her in 1790. 

Helen's book had been eagerly waited and met with 

immediate success. It reached a wide audience and was 

published in many editions in Great Britain, Ireland 

and America. It appeared in serial form in journals, 

and was translated into French and several other 

foreign languages. 

Literary reviewers expressed opposing points 

of view about the work. The New Annual Register, an 

advocate for liberal ideas, called it "an elegant and 

pleasing production," which upheld the author's previous 

high reputation. Miss Williams, it continued, "is, 

34 
indeed, an enthusiast in the cause of liberty," 

34. New Annual Register, 1790 (London, 1791), 
p. 253. 
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The Gentleman's Magazine, on the other hand, held 

"very different notions of the French revolution," from 

those described by Miss Williams, it said. In a super

cilious manner, the reviewer asserted that she had been 

deluded by French caprice and that much of her text was 

merely the fabrication of "French story-tellers." He 

scoffed at Helen's presumption that France could ever 

understand, or implicate, a system of government compar-

35 
able to that of the British. This review was the first 

in a long series of antagonistic essays which, within 

the next few years, would destroy Miss Williams' credi

bility with the English-reading public, and, calumniate 

her irreproachable character. 

Not long after Helen's return to England, 

statesman Edmund Burke published his treatise, Reflections 

on the Revolution in France, which probably had the most 

powerful influence upon current British thought of any 

publication of the day. Burke had been dismayed at the 

great acclaim and support given the French Revolution 

by British political societies. In particular, the sermon 

preached before one of these groups the year before, 

by Dissenter Dr. Richard Price, disturbed him. In his 

address Price had congratulated the French Assembly 

35. Gentleman's Magazine, LXI, pt. i (January, 
1791), p. 63. 
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on its past actions. Burke felt compelled to take a 

highly critical stance towards these actions and to 

defend the British Establishment against revolutionary 

ideas. 

Not all Englishmen subscribed to Burke's point 

of view when the publication first appeared. In fact, 

Reflections gave rise to a proliferation of retorts in 

every possible form: books, letters, articles and pamph

lets. A political cartoon dipicted Mr. Burke being 

thrashed by various well-known supporters of the French 

Revolution. One of them was Helen Maria Williams. 

Helen was impatient with the growing negativism 

in her country. She believed it was unwarranted. Helen 

Maria found, too, that she could not settle down to her 

old way of life. It seemed shallow and meaningless to 

her now. She needed to be back where the action was. 

Tea parties and literary discussions no longer satisfied 

her. Besides, Miss Williams had decided she could serve 

a purpose and make a significant contribution to society. 

The accounts of her trip to France had been enormously 

popular. The Revolution was not expected to last much 

longer. She wanted to return to Paris for the duration 

36. English Cartoons and Satirical Prints, 1320-
1832, in the British Museum (Cambridge, Eng.: Chadwick-
Healey, 1978), Print Number 7685. (A collection on 
microfilm). 
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> and to continue writing her interpretations, in an effort 

to further her countrymen's understanding and appreciation 

of the French people. 

As the winter months dragged on, Helen began to 

formulate a scheme. She convinced her family of the 

importance of her mission. The people of England daily 

were receiving a prejudiced view of the Revolution 

through heavily biased news sources, she pointed out. 

At last, her mother and sister agreed to accompany her 

to France the next summer, planning to stay for two years. 



CHAPTER IV 

FRANCE 

Mrs. Williams and Cecilia left for France in 

July, intending to visit the du Fosses for a few weeks. 

Helen Maria remained behind to publish a new poem. "A 

Farewell for Two Years to England" appeared in the August 

issue of European Magazine. In the verse Miss Williams 

expressed her deep love for her native country but 

explained that she felt irresistibly drawn to "where 

new born Freedom treads the banks of Seine."''' 

Helen left England in September, taking with her 

2 
Mrs. Persis Williams, a relative who lived with them, 

and a servant girl. The day after their arrival word 

came that Louis XVI had signed the new constitution of 

France. There was great rejoicing. Cannons were fired, 

church bells rang and people built bonfires in the streets. 

1. European Magazine, XX (August, 1791), pp. 114-5. 

2. There has been much confusion in the sources 
on Helen Maria Williams as to whether or not she had a 
second sister named Persis. The strongest argument against 
this is the fact that Helen Maria herself never mentioned 
a sister other than Cecilia. She did mention, however, 
Mrs. Persis (or Purvis) Williams, who lived with her 
family as far back as Helen could remember, and who had 
been like a "second mother" to her. 

-43-
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In the village Helen found that "strangers stopped, and 

congratulated one another in the streets," Shouts 

resounded through the air and cries of "Vive le Roi!" 

3 
were drowned out by "Vive la Nation!" she said. This 

signified, Helen explained, that the constitution had 

triumphed over the monarchy. 

The Williamses went to Rouen to hear a Te Deum 

sung in the cathedral. Every corner of the great 

medieval building was filled with people, Helen said, 

and it was impossible to witness such scenes of jubilation 

"without catching the enthusiasm which beat high in every 

bosom. 

The people of France appeared transformed, 

according to Helen. Mundane motives and selfish interests 

were being replaced by a mutual concern for the common 

good. Miss Williams approved of the removal of social 

distinction, which, she felt, created false barriers 

between men. She was delighted to observe that peasants 

no longer grovelled as they used to do. Each day brought 

new developments to the changing scene, as reason gradually 

triumphed over supersitution, Helen said. "And thus 

begins, under the auspices of liberty," she continued, 

5 
"the constitutional reign of Lewis the Sixteenth." It 

3. Williams, Letters (1792), II, 3. 

4. Ibid,, p. 4. 

5. Ibid., p. 6. 
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is clear that Helen Maria still saw the Revolution very 

much through starry eyes and an idealized philosophy 

in which "nothing that is morally right can be politically-

wrong." 

Following their stay in Normandy, the Williamses 

traveled south to Orleans. Along the way Helen noted 

indications of the Revolution. Villages displayed signs 

reading: "La liberty, ou la mort!" She enjoyed the rural 

scenery which reminded her of her childhood in Northumber

land. As they approached the valley of the Loire, the 

grape harvest was in progress. As far as one could see, 

the land was covered with vineyards where men, women 

and children were gathering the vintage. 

At Orleans they lodged in a luxurious mansion 

formerly owned by the Duke of Orleans. Helen's window 

i 
looked out on a public square, and she discovered she 

had a fine view of all the activities taking place there. 

While she wrote passages for her second book, she could 

watch musicians playing and people singing patriotic 

songs. There were comedians performing and a mountebank 

extolling the curative powers of his pills to a large 

crowd. What most captivated her attention, however, was 

a puppet show where all the recent events of the Revolu

tion, such as the King's signing the constitution, were 

re-enacted on a miniature stage. 
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The corn market was also held in this square. 

When Helen looked out one morning she saw that a maze of 

little booths had sprung up over night. Upon closer 

investigation, she discovered that one could buy every

thing there, from gowns to confectionary Bastilles. 

Miss Williams did not spend all of her time 

viewing Orleans from a window. She explored the town, 

talked with residents and wrote down her impressions. 

Curious about local commercial enterprises, she discovered 

that sugar refining was Orleans' principal industry. 

In addition, a cotton mill, which had been established 

by an Englishman, employed more than two thousand workers. 

She learned that commerce throughout France was flourish

ing as never before, since the Revolution began. Trade 

had benefitted from the assignats, the paper money issued 

by the revolutionary government. These would be con

verted into gold, she explained, as soon as the present 

crisis had passed, 

Protestant Helen was quick to point out evidence 

of superstitious belief in the local Catholic religion. 

Every Sunday evening in October, she said, four men 

dressed in black walked through the town, ringing a bell 

and admonishing the people to pray for the souls of the 

dead. The "dismal custom" would culminate on All-Saints' 

Day with a special church service for the dead, she 
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continued. Apart from her objection to this sort of 

morbid practice, Miss Williams' attitude was generally 

liberal towards Catholicism.6 

Although Helen continued to uphold high expecta

tions for the Revolution, she realized that the scenes 

she was witnessing were too close in time to be completely 

understood by her or her contemporaries. It is with 

future generations that a full appreciation of the events 

will come, she said. Posterity will view the French 

Revolution with veneration, she declared. Helen likened 

this later judgment to the respect for the achievements 

of ancient Greece and Rome which prevailed in her own 

time. She looked forward to the day when "the fond 

speculation of the philosopher . . . will become 

7 
historical fact." 

Six Months in Paris 

Early in December Helen and her family left 

Orleans for Paris. Miss Williams wanted to be closer 

to the heart of revolutionary activities, where she 

could not only witness the exciting events but could 

collect firsthand information for her next book. Some 

6, Miss Williams' descriptions of Orleans can 
be found in her Letters (1792), II, 14-73. 

7. Williams, Letters (1792), II, 76, 
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of her aristocratic acquaintances who had fled the 

capital, warned her that Paris would be a dull place. 

All of the "important" people had left it, they told her. 

Helen was not'deterred. In fact, quite the opposite, 

she enjoyed seeing the "rejoicing multitudes" much more 

O 
than the "fine equipages" of the rich. 

Far from being dull, Paris had no lack of gayety, 

Helen discovered. At least twenty theatres "are well 

9 
filled every night," she said. Coffee-houses were 

popular gathering places and, unlike their London counter

parts, in Paris they admitted women as well as men. 

Despite this liberal social practice, however, Frenchman 

no longer devoted as much time to gallantry as they used 

to, Helen felt. Their minds were too occupied with the 

fate of their country, she decided. 

Helen kept busy with a multitude of activities 

that winter. She visited tourist attractions with her 

family. On Christmas Day they attended mass at Notre 

Dame. Helen Maria especially enjoyed the music, which 

she found very affecting. However, she much preferred 

the family-oriented, English way of celebrating Chritmas, 

she said. In Paris, everyone went to the theatre as 

if it were any other day. 

8. Ibid,, p, 75. 

9. Ibid., p. 77 
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Later, Miss Williams discovered a former 

Catholic church where Protestant services were held. 

The French clergyman's manner of preaching contained more 

emotional appeal than she had found in the cold intel-

lectualism of London Unitarian congregations. Helen 

enjoyed this and returned often to worship there. 

Pastor Marron became one of her very good friends. 

It was among Helen's greatest delights to spend 

a part of each day at the Lyc£e, "where the gay and social 

Parisians cultivate science and the belles lettres, 

amidst the pleasures and attractions of society.""*'® There 

she could listen to lectures by the most celebrated 

professors in Paris, hear poetry readings and fine music. 

Helen commented that there was a need for this type of 

institution at London. "What a relief would some people 

find in being able to escape, for an hour, from those 

everlasting evenings which are devoted to the dull vacuity 

of fashionable conversation, or the sad repetitions of 

card assemblies. 

One of Miss Williams' prime concerns was the 

progress being made by the new French government. She 

attended several sittings of the Legislative Assembly. 

The meetings were held in the Manege, the old riding 

10. Ibid,, pp. 129-30. 

11. Ibid., p. 132, 
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school adjacent to the Tuileries palace, where English 

noblemen once sent their eldest sons to acquire a gentle

man's polish. The Assembly was made up of a whole new 

group of representatives who had come to office in 

October, after the constitution went into effect. They 

were not the men she had seen in 1790. Helen found the 

sessions far less dramatic than those she had witnessed 

before, when, at almost every sitting, she said, "some 

12 
part of the new fabric rose majestically from its ruins." 

She remarked on the lack of order at the sessions. 

"A Frenchman never disputes with calmness on any subject," 

she declared. In their debates there were many different 

opinions, she said, and a speaker's eloquence alone could 

influence the vote significantly. She contrasted the 

National Assembly with the British House of Commons, 

where debates were carried on in a more staid and 

13 
orderly fashion. 

Almost as important to the new government as 

the Assembly itself, were the nightly meetings of the 

Jacobin Society. Here, said Helen, "every political 

question of importance is debated before it is brought 

forward in the National Assembly.""^ The membership, 

12. Ibid., p. 102. 

13. Ibid., p. 109. 

14. Ibid., p. 106. 
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at this period, represented a wide range of revolutionary 

philosophies. This was because the Assembly deputies 

were from all parts of Prance and reflected the ideas 

of their constituencies, explained Helen. Basically, 

however, there were only two main points of view, she 

said: on the one hand, there were those persons who 

believed the declaration of rights took priority over 

the constitution, and, on the other, those who held that 

the constitution was more important than the declaration 

of rights. The adherents to these two philosophies had 

labelled each other respectively, enrages and moderns. 

In spite of their differences, and some 

philosophical speculation on other forms of government, 

Miss Williams firmly believed that all members of the 

Jacobin Club were working together to preserve the con

stitution. This political group, she said, had acted 

a distinguished part in the Revolution and was looked 

upon by most people as "the sanctuary of French 

liberty."15 

Two of the regular members of the Jacobin Club 

whom Helen met that year were the Rolands. Jean-Marie 

Roland de la Platiere had been an inspector of manufac

tures at Lyons who came to Paris early in 1791 to 

present an economic report to the Constituent Assembly. 

15. Ibid., p. 110. 
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He and his wife, both passionately attached to the 

Revolution, had decided to remain in the capital. 

Monsieur was secretary of the correspondence committee 

for the Jacobin Society, which had a network of branches 

throughout the country. He was a solemn, aging man 

who was greatly respected for his conscientious and 

zealous manner. 

It was his wife, however, who made the deepest 

impression on Helen Williams. She thought Marie-Jeanne 

Roland the most remarkable woman she had ever "met. 

Madame Roland, Manon as she was called, had been a 

precocious child who had read the works of the philosophes, 

and such classics as Plutarch's Lives, before she reached 

maturity. As a young woman she became an admirer of 

Rousseau. Her quick mind could deal with political 

concepts on a level often superior to the men in her 

world. 

Not only did she possess unusual mental powers, 

Manon had the ability to express herself well, both in 

writing and in speaking. Many of her articles had been 

published in Jacques-Pierre Brissot's political journal, 

Le Patriote Francais. In addition, she collaborated 

with her husband, helping him compose his letters and 

reports. Madame Roland was also an articulate speaker. 

"I never tired of the brilliant zest of her conversation," 



16 
said Miss Williams. Her "flow and power of expression 

. . gave new graces and new energy to the French lan-

17 
guage." In fact, she embodied all of the qualities 

which Helen admired most. 

Manon, a petite and feminine little woman with 

large, expressive, dark eyes, was considerably younger 

than her husband. Men found her charming, but, apart 

from this, they soon learned that she also had a keen 

mind. With her interest in politics and her straight

forward manner, she was the force behind her husband, 

they discovered. 

The Rolands had a circle of friends who shared 

their semi-Leftist ideas. One of these was Brissot, 

now a leading member of the Legislative Assembly. When 

a crisis in the executive branch of the government arose 

in March 1792, Brissot and his friends were able to 

gain positions in the ministry for persons of their 

choice. They chose M. Roland to fill the position of 

Minister of the Interior. 

16. Helen Maria Williams, Souvenirs de la 
Revolution Frangaise, translated from the English 
(Paris: Dondey-Dupr£, 1827), p. 73. 

17. Helen Maria Williams, Letters Containing 
a Sketch of the Politics of France (London: G. G. and J. 
Robinson, 1795), I, 195-96. [Hereafter cited as Letters 
(1795), I]. 
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It pleased Helen Maria to see her French friend's 

abilities recognized. She expressed the belief that the 

new ministry would "conduct the affairs of state with 

more energy, unanimity, and order," than had been done 

18 
previously. For a long time there had been strife 

between the executive and the legislative branches of 

the government, she said, despite the fact that, in 

theory, they were united under the constitution. Roland 

and his colleagues, who had the confidence of the people, 

would surely restore harmony. 

Since Helen's arrival in Paris, there had been 

much talk about war. Brissot was convinced that the 

best way to solve France's economic problems, and to 

ward off counterrevolution from outside of the country, 

was to adopt a more aggressive foreign policy. Energetic 

and highly idealistic, the French leader had begun to 

promote the idea of a war as early as October 1791. 

Maximilien Robespierre, chairman of the Jacobin 

Club, strongly opposed Brissot's plan. Disagreement 

over this issue marked the beginning of a major controver

sy and power struggle within the government, as Jacobins 

and Assembly representatives took sides with one man 

or the other. For the present, Brissot won out. 

18. Williams, Letters (1792) , p. 151. 
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On the twentieth of April France declared war 

against Austria. Although Miss Williams disapproved of 

violence, she believed that France had a right to assert 

its "injured honour," after a long period of insults 

from the Austrian court. The French, she declared, 

were forced into this position and had to defend their 

rights. The nation was meeting the emergency with great 

courage, she reported, along with a patriotic eagerness 

19 
to avenge its wrongs. 

There had been one disgraceful occurrence at 

Lisle, she admitted, when French soldiers murdered 

their general. But, such ferociousness, said Helen, 

though deplorable, was the natural reaction of a people 

who had been inhumanely treated by their superiors for 

centuries and were constantly alert to signs of betrayal. 

They do not yet understand the "principles of enlighten

ed freedom," she explained. Eventually, continued Helen 

confidently, they would comprehend their relationships 

20 
better and learn to live in peace with one another. 

By late Spring Helen Maria had collected enough 

information about affairs in France for a second book. 

She decided to return to London for a short time to 

deliver her manuscript to a publisher. Leaving her mother 

19. Ibid., p. 199. 

20. Ibid., p. 204. 



and sister at Montreuil near the northern seacoast of 

France, Helen sailed for England at the end of May. 

An Ill-Fated Summer 

During her absence, the situation in France 

became more unstable every day. Torn by dissension in 

the government, the nation was pitifully unprepared to 

fight a war. Many of the commanding officers had left 

the country to join anti-revolutionary forces clustered 

at Coblentz and other fringe areas. The soldiers lacked 

discipline and direction. 

There was a growing fear of counterrevolution. 

To rid the country of one potentially dangerous group, 

the Legislative Assembly decreed the deportation of 

all non-juring priests. In addition, several of the 

legislators wanted to establish a permanent army camp 

on the outskirts of Paris to protect the city against 

possible invasion. Both plans were opposed by Louis 

XVI. Madame Roland and her husband, who supported the 

measures, were incensed at the King's lack of action and 

sent a letter reprimanding him for his indecision. They 

warned him that his delay might be fatal to the country. 

The rude and patronizing tone of the letter deeply 

offended the monarch and he immediately dismissed Roland 

and two other members of the ministry. 
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A few days later, Louis formally vetoed the two 

decrees. A crowd of armed citizens marched to the 

Assembly to protest his action. They presented a 

petition stating that they were prepared to avenge "the 

people" for this great wrong in which a single man had 

made a decision affecting the whole populace. Before they 

dispersed, the angry mob moved on to the Tuileries and 

invaded the royal palace. They cornered the King and 

intimidated him for hours, demanding that he cancel 

his veto and reinstate the Roland ministry. Although 

he was uninjured, Louis was much shaken by this insolent 

intrusion. 

Helen Maria read of the outrage in the London 

papers. She was horror-stricken. The Times declared: 

"The events of this day have for ever disgraced France 

21 
in the eyes of mankind." The implications for the 

reception of her new book were not encouraging. 

Disturbances in France continued as General La 

Fayette, concerned over the increasing radicalism of the 

Jacobin Society, left his command at the front to come 

to Paris and close the organization. He got little 

support and his effort failed. Subsequently, he was 

tried for treason by the Legislative Assembly and 

acquitted, much to the wrath of the Robespierrists. 

21. The Times, London, The Times Reports the 
French Revolution; Extracts from~the Times 1789-1794, ed. 
Neal Aschersoii rLondon: Times Books, 1975) , p. 61. 
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Meanwhile, the rift between the revolutionaries# 

which had begun over the question of war, grew steadily. 

The Rolands no longer went to the Jacobins. Robespierre's 

influence increased as France suffered one loss after 

another at the battle front. His followers in the 

Assembly continually attacked the Brissotins, blaming 

them for everything, economic problems, war losses 

and plots of counterrevolution. Lord Gower, the British 

ambassador to the Court of Louis XVI, wrote in his 

official despatch of July 6, "We are at the eve of a 

great crisis." There were two contending parties in 

the Legislative Assembly, he explained, who "must soon 

22 
make the experiment which has the greatest force." 

The celebration of the third anniversary of 

the Revolution was a few days away. Troops from all 

over the nation had been invited to Paris to participate 

in the event. In his communique of July 13, Gower noted 

that the federes were arriving and the Jacobins were 

going to great lengths to find housing for them among 

their own members in order to avoid their being influenced 

by the opposing faction. 

22. George Granville Gower, The Despatches of 
Earl Gower, ed. Oscar Browning (Cambridge: The University 
Press, 1885), pp. 198, 200. 
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In the end, the Federation took place without 

incident, but, according to observers, it amounted to a 

monstrous farce. The King wore a metal vest to protect 

himself against assassination. As he mechanically went 

through the motions of the ritual in the manner he had 

been instructed, those who watched him were tense. Very 

few of them knew whether they trusted him any longer. 

On July 20, Paris received a manifesto from the 

Duke of Brunswick. The allied commander threatened 

that if harm came to the royal family, his armies would 

destroy the city. This ultimatum intensified the anger 

against the monarch and increased fear of a royalist 

plot. As tension mounted throughout the capital, measures 

were taken to strengthen the National Guard. In addition, 

the Assembly established a course of action should it 

become necessary to declare a state of emergency, or, 

La Patrie en Danger! By the end of the month, Paris 

was in the most chaotic turmoil. A major uprising 

appeared imminent. 

Helen Maria Williams stayed only a few weeks in 

England, spending most of her time in London. The firm 

of G. G. J. and J. Robinson in Paternoster Row had agreed 

to publish her book, and she was occupied with the 

business transactions. She wrote to a select few of 

her friends telling them she planned to return to 

France in August. 
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Anna Seward responded in dismay. She could not 

understand Helen's determination "to live in a country 

convulsed by fierce factions," At the same time, she 

acknowledged that Miss Williams' passion for liberty 

2 3 
must be extraordinary, for her to make this decision. 

Towards the end of her visit Helen accepted an 

invitation to dine with Hester Piozzi at her Streatham 

Park home on the edge of London. To her everlasting 

disfavor with Mrs. Piozzi, Helen brought a friend, 

John Hurford Stone, with her on this occasion. Stone 

was an intelligent, well-educated and very articulate 

man. He was a long-standing friend and admirer of 

Dr. Richard Price, as well as a member of the London 

Revolution Society and an active leader in the promotion 

of liberal ideas. Although he was slightly younger 

than Miss Williams, the two were drawn together by 

their enthusiasm for the French Revolution. Stone had 

established a business in Paris to be close to the 

Revolution. He planned to return there in a few days. 

Mrs. Piozzi's main objection to him, however, 

was that he was a married man. Despite the fact that 

Stone and his wife were separated, her disapproval of 

23. Seward, Letters, III, 147. 



Helen's relationship with him was unwavering. She never 

forgave Miss Williams- for this infringement on propriety. 

24. Mrs. Piozzi's correspondence is full of 
disapproval and suggestive innuendoes regarding Miss 
Williams' relationship with Stone, see Oswald G. Knapp, 
The Intimate Letters of Hester Piozzi and Penelope 
Pennington, 1788-1821 (London: John Lane, 1914). 



CHAPTER V 

PARIS: AUGUST 1792 - JANUARY 1793 

Helen Maria returned to France just as the storm 

was breaking. Having been out of the country a little 

more than two months, and distrustful of British news 

sources, she was unprepared for the situation which 

greeted her. 

Almost simultaneous with Helen's return, her 

1 
friend Dr. John Moore arrived at Calais. He was 

traveling with the Earl of Lauderdale who had been sent 

to the Continent for his health. Moore was eager to 

see France again; he had been there under the old regime 

and now looked forward to observing the results of the 

Revolution about which Miss Williams had written in such 

glowing terms. Like Helen, Moore loved the French 

people and had been an ardent supporter of their over

throw of despotism. 

1. Moore was in France from the beginning of 
August until the middle of December 1792. During that 
time he kept a journal in which he made extensive nota
tions almost daily. Nineteenth century historian, John 
Wilson Crocker, claimed Moore's writings were indis
pensable among early sources on the French Revolution. 
His journal also serves as a supplement to, and sub
stantiation for, Helen Maria Williams' commentaries on 
the same period. 

-62-
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Upon his arrival at the French seaport the 

Doctor learned that a deputation from the Commune, the 

general committee of the Paris Sections, had just pre

sented a petition to the Legislative Assembly demanding 

the King's deposition. Moore was surprised to find that 

people in the north of France showed little interest in 

this issue. As he proceeded on his journey to Paris, he 

passed scores of carriages filled with people fleeing 

the capital. They gave alarming reports of the situation 

there. They feared that some momentious crisis was at 

hand. There were rumors, they told him, that a con

spiracy was stirring. 

With mounting excitement the Doctor continued 

on his way. He reached Paris on the seventh and found 

lodging at a hotel in the Faubourg Saint-Germain on the 

south side of the Seine. After dinner he drove to the 

Palais Royal where crowds of people were enjoying them

selves, dancing and singing, or promenading through the 

gardens. Their gaiety amazed Moore who had expected 

to find the Parisians distressed over the alleged 

imminent danger. 

He proceeded to the Legislative Assembly where 

he discovered "the scene was not so gay." A debate was 

in progress and the deputies were arguing "with a degree 

of violence which I have hardly ever seen equalled," 
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declared Moore, Yet, he continued, the subject of the 

debate was a mild one — something about coining bells 

into money. He learned that a debate on the King's 

2 
deposition had been scheduled for the ninth of August. 

Two days later, at nine o'clock in the morning, 

Dr. Moore returned to the Assembly. A noisy discussion 

had already begun. The president was reading letters 

from some of the deputies who claimed they had been 

intimidated by people in the streets, after they had 

voted in favor of General La Fayette yesterday. A few 

complained they had even been threatened with decapita

tion. With this announcement the spectators in the 

galleries roared with laughter. They clapped their 

hands, stomped their feet and made catcalls. Some of 

the deputies rushed from their seats demanding the 

president establish order, but to no avail. Moore was 

appalled and wondered why these coarse, unruly "wretches" 

were not expelled from the premises at once. He noticed, 

however, that they hooted and sneered when anyone tried 

to quiet them. The noise was deafening. "I never 

was witness to a scene so tumultuous," Moore declared. 

2. John Moore, The Works of John Moore, M.D. 
(Edinburgh: Stirling & Slade, 1820), III, 5. 
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"How can men be thought to deliberate or vote with 

freedom, who are pursued, insulted, and menaced by a 

mob for the opinions and votes they give?" he asked 

3 
himself. 

The president next read a letter from the Minister 

of Justice who complained that the people of Paris were 

continually being instigated to violence by paid agita

tors. Unless these disorders were repressed, he wrote, 

the government could no longer protect the lives and 

property of its citizens. 

Moore left in disgust. On his way back to his 

hotel he pondered the effects that liberation was having 

on the French lower classes. He decided that the 

transition from an excessively oppressive government 

to an extremely liberal one should have been accomplished 

more gradually. Moore discussed the matter with another 

foreigner in Paris who had been observing the revolu

tionary scene for a long period. He told the Doctor 

that he believed the majority leaders of the Legislative 

Assembly, who were some of the most respectable citizens 

of France, he said, supported the constitution and dis

approved of the increasing insolence of the Paris mob. 

Nevertheless, Moore wrote in his journal, "it is 

imagined something of the same kind [as the June invasion 

3. Ibid., pp. 13-14. 
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of the Tuileries] is intended to-morrow by the inhabitants 

of the fauxbourgs." He was confident, however, that the 

National Guards would prevent an insurrection, and that 

the palace would be protected by the King's battalion of 

Swiss guards, as well as by friends of the Court in 

4 
residence there. 

An End to Constitutional Monarchy 

That night, between eleven and twelve o'clock, 

Dr. Moore was awakened by sounds of a commotion in the 

streets — people were shouting, drums were beating. He 

got up, dressed and went outside. There were National 

Guardsmen and armed soldiers on the Pont Neuf, the bridge 

near his hotel. The streets were brightly illuminated. 

All appeared under control, however, and, reassured, the 

Doctor returned to his bed. 

A short time later, the tocsin began to ring. 

The clamorous tolling of the forty-eight alarm bells in 

the city proclaimed a state of emergency existed. The 

monotonous sound, accompanied by the rhythmic beat 

of drums, continued throughout the night. Moore slept 

fitfully. 

4. Ibid., p. 17. 
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5 
A few blocks away, Madame de Stael was watching 

the frightening scene with some companions. "I was at my 

window with some of my friends," she said, "and every 

quarter of an hour the voluntary patrole of the constitu

tionalists sent us news."6 Helen Maria and her family 

probably spent the night in much the same fashion. No 

one could sleep with the din outside and the anxiety of 

not knowing what it all meant. 

The Williamses had moved into a hotel directly 

across the river from the Tuileries Palace, when they 

returned to Paris a few days before. Their street, the 

Rue de Lille, was one block from the quay, in the Faubourg 

Saint-Germain. This had been an aristocratic neighbor

hood during the last decades of the ancien regime, and 

there were still many fine mansions, most of them now 

turned into apartments. From their upstairs windows the 

Williams family had a view of the Pont Royal and the 

beautiful Tuileries Gardens. 

Very early in the morning on August 10, Helen 

looked out of the window and noticed a crowd gathering 

5. Madame de Stael, daughter of Jacques Necker, 
former director of the treasury, was a constitutional 
monarchist. She ran a salon in Paris at this time which 
was popular with elitist revolutionaries. 

6. Anne Louise (Necker) Stael-Holstein, Consider
ations on the Principal Events of the French Revolution, 
eds. the Duke de Broglie and the Baron de Stael (2d 
ed. rev.; London: Baldwin, Cradock, and Joy, 1821), II, 
60. 
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outside the palace. It seemed to be made up of people 

from the faubourgs and a great many f^ddrds. She could 

see pieces of cannon placed at strategic spots and pointed 

towards the Tuileries. She wondered what was going to 

happen. 

From his hotel room Dr. Moore heard cannon fire 

and stepped outside to investigate. People were running 

frantically through the streets shouting to one another 

to arm themselves and hurry to the Tuileries. National 

Guardsmen, federes and armed citizens were rushing by, 

pell mell, dragging heavy cannon. Moore followed them 

along the quay. As he drew near the Pont Royal, a body 

of pikemen appeared. One of them pointed at him and 

cried, "Aristocrate!" Fortunately for Moore, a valet 

from his hotel was beside him. He vouched for him and 

the men went on their way. The Doctor decided to seek 

safety at a friend's house nearby, in the Rue Jacob. 

Miss Williams and her family watched the siege 

all day. They saw the mob break through the gates into 

the palace yard. Several times during the course of 

the battle they were pushed back; some fled across 

the bridge. But, each time, said Helen, these disorderly 

masses would rally, and, joining together, would cast 

themselves once more into the attack. From time to 

time Swiss guards would make frantic attempts to escape, 
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running into the street and pounding on the closed doors 

of the houses. Nobody would help them. 

Then, as Helen gazed down from her window, she 

noticed a critically wounded young Swiss officer crawling 

along the ground in the direction of her own house. She 

hurried down the stairs and demanded that the porter open 

the door to the desperate man. The servant hesitated at 

first, terrified, and finally complied. There, on the 

doorstep, the dying soldier begged them for a drink of 

water. He drank it, then fell lifeless at their feet. 

Helen was sickened by the tragedy. The confusion outside 

continued until well into the afternoon. 

Later, Dr. Moore started back to his hotel. He 

found the streets full of National Guards and federes 

carrying pieces of red uniform as trophies. They told 

him that the insurgents had invaded the palace and been 

fired upon by the Swiss guards. A battle ensued in which 

most of the King's men were killed. The royal family, 

they said, had been removed early in the day, before the 

violence began, to the Legislative Assembly chambers. 

The day had been one of unspeakable horror for 

Helen Maria Williams. Late that night she went out

doors to try to clear her brain of the grim sights she 

had witnessed. She walked briskly along the terrace 

in the direction of the quay, breathing in the fresh 

summer air. All was calm now, across the river. "The 
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serenity of the night offered the most singular contrast," 

she said, "with the gory disorder of the morning." Only 

the murmur of the water disturbed the quiet, and, from 

time to time, she could hear the "Qui vive!" of the 

patrol.^ 

The next day curiosity seekers came to gape at 

the ravaged seat of royalty. They milled about in the 

Gardens and paraded through the palace, staring at the 

blood-stained rooms and courtyard. Later, Helen Maria 

walked over with some friends who assured her that all 

signs of the battle had been removed. However, as they 

were crossing the Gardens, Helen suddenly noticed two 

uniformed men lying on the ground apparently asleep. 

Then, all at once, she realized they were dead, and she 

fled from the scene in revulsion. 

Dr. Moore attended the Assembly that morning to 

learn more about the uprising. Inside the Hall he saw 

the royal family seated in a small reporter's box where 

they had been confined since the previous day. There, 

they were forced to listen to debates concerning their 

fate. Moore pitied them. He could not understand the 

savage attitude of the shouting masses in the galleries. 

They appeared to believe that the King had led them into 

7. Williams, Souvenirs, p. 32. 
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a trap at the Tuileries. They were demanding vengeance 

against the remaining Swiss guards who had been taken 

into custody to protect them from the angry mob. 

In the confusion, the Assembly decided to suspend 

the King instead of deposing him. This brought forth 

still louder protests from the galleries. Moore was 

filled with indignation when he saw the legislators 

pleading with the noisy rabble. Since the constitution 

was no longer valid, the Assembly further decreed that 

a new governing body should be elected immediately. 

During the following week Moore talked with 

citizens in the streets about the insurrection of August 

tenth. He discovered a great change in what they said 

about the King. Only a few days earlier many had ex

pressed support for Louis. Now, everyone accused him of 

betraying the country to the enemy. However, Moore is 

not sure that these are their true sentiments, "for it 

is by no means safe to avow any way of thinking but one," 

he observed. "Great pains are taken," he continued, "to 

convince the people at large of the treachery of the 

court." In public squares he saw men standing on chairs 

haranguing to little groups of listeners against the 

monarch and against the Legislative Assembly. The Doctor 

g 
was certain they were being paid for their efforts. 

8. Moore, Works, III, 48. 
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The threat of counterrevolution was more serious 

than ever before, according to the rumor mongers. Propa

gandists intensified their efforts to agitate the people. 

Posters were plastered everywhere, on buildings and 

walls. Pamphlets and radical journals elaborated the 

stories. There were even theatrical performances, Moore 

said, especially contrived to arouse distrust and hatred. 

The sittings of the Assembly became so chaotic 

that the business of government virtually came to a 

standstill. Constant arguing and exchange of vicious 

accusations between the factions gave each session an 

9 
atmosphere of combativeness and hatred, said Dr. Moore. 

The events of August 10, had brought to power a 

new set of revolutionary leaders, whose goals and methods 

were markedly different from those of their predecessors. 

The Commune had been reconstituted the night of the up

rising. Robespierre was now one of its main forces, 

although he kept a low profile for several days immediate

ly afterward. During the interim until a new Convention 

could be elected, governmental authority was divided 

between the Commune and the Brissotins, who dominated 

the Assembly. With the well-organized support of the 

Jacobins, the former was rapidly gaining the upper hand. 

9. Ibid., 338. 
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Shocking Crimes 

On August 19, the Prussian army crossed the 

frontier into France, Paris remained in a state of emer

gency. The Commune instigated domiciliary visits. 

Section commissaries, accompanied by armed soldiers, 

called at each house searching for anti-revolutionaries. 

Suspects were being arrested daily. The prisons were 

crammed full. 

On the second of September a rumor reached Paris 

that Verdun, the last fortress between the enemy and 

the capital, was about to fall. The tocsin rang out and 

the drums beat unceasingly. The Commune dispatched a 

crier on horseback to the various Sections of the city 

to issue a call to arms. Volunteers were ordered to 

assemble at the Champ de Mars from whence they would 

march to meet the approaching foe. 

According to Miss Williams, the danger was 

exaggerated by the radicals in order to bring about 

another popular insurrection. Under the cover of a 

frenzy of violence, she said, they planned to rid them

selves of their hated adversaries, the Brissotins. To 

Helen, the proposed victims were "the most virtuous and 

respectable men of the executive council," and "the 

most distinguished members of the Assembly."10 

10. Helen Maria Williams, Letters from France 
(2d ed.; London: G. G. and J. Robinson, 1796), III, TO-11. 
[Hereafter cited as Letters (1793)]. 
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However, the citizens did not gather in a large 

crowd as instructed, said Helen. Instead, they met in their 

individual Sections to discuss measures for public safety 

in the emergency. At this point, she explained, the 

conspirators were forced to call on their hired assassins 

to start the trouble. 

Late that afternoon armed men broke into the 

Carmelite seminary, which was being used as a prison. 

They killed the priests imprisoned there. Others joined 

the murderers and, gaining momentum, the mob moved on 

to other prisons. They continued their bloody work for 

five days. 

Dr. Moore was at his hotel when he heard the 

news. Numb with shock, he closed himself in his room 

and sat down to write in his journal. It was five 

o'clock, he noted. "The most shocking crimes are at 

this moment perpetrating at the prison of the Abbaye, 

hard by the hotel in which I now write! — a thing un

equalled in the records of wickedness 1 ... a set of 

monsters have broken into the Abbaye, and are massacring 

all the prisoners!"^1 

Four hours later he added: "They have been at 

this shocking work during several hours. ... Is this 

the work of a furious and deluded mob? How come the 

11. Moore, Works, III, 136. 
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citizens of this populous metropolis to remain passive 

spectators of so dreadful an outrage?" Still later he 

wrote: "It is now past twelve at mid-night, and the 

12 
bloody work still goes on I" 

When Moore left his hotel the following day he 

discovered that the people were being told of a "horrid 

plot" between the Duke of Brunswick and certain "false 

patriots." As soon as the volunteer soldiers had marched 

away to intercept the advancing enemy, the story went, 

these traitors planned to join forces with the royalists, 

throw open the prisons, arm the prisoners and restore 

Louis XVI to the throne. This was the justification 

for the massacres. Why was such a preposterous tale not 

rejected, Moore wondered. He concluded that the Parisians 

were so filled with suspicion they would believe anything. 

Moreover, he found the murders were being 

attributed to "the people." According to the rumor, 

the citizens had been so infuriated at the royalist plot, 

that they had taken the law into their own hands. Yet, 

Parisians Moore talked with genuinely lamented the awful 

deeds, he said. The truth, he declared, was that most 

of them had remained immobilized with terror while a 

handful of villains committed atrocities in their name. 

12. Ibid., pp. 136-37. 
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Robespierre called Brissot one of the "false 

patriots." Moore reasoned that if such a well-known 

republican as Brissot could be accused of being a royalist, 

many other deputies in the Assembly were in danger. 

No one dared defend the accused, he said, for fear of 

being implicated. "There is the strongest reason to 

believe that the National Assembly have not deliberated 

in perfect security and freedom since the tenth of 

13 
August," Dr. Moore concluded. 

When he heard that the English in Paris were also 

suspects in the royalist plot, Moore decided to leave 

town for awhile. He did not return until October. 

The Reaction in Great Britain 

The British received accounts of the violence 

in France with shocked horror. First, the imprisonment 

of the King and Queen, and now, the brutal massacres, 

caused them to consider Burke's warnings anew. Many 

former supporters lost all enthusiasm for the French 

cause and redirected their interests at home. One of 

these, Samuel Romilly, exclaimed: "How could we ever be 

so deceived in the character of the French nation as to 

14 
think them capable of liberty!" 

13. Ibid., p. 148. 

14. Samuel Romilly, Memoirs of the Life of Sir 
Samuel Romilly (London: John Murray, 1840), II, 4. 
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Helen Maria Williams' two published volumes, 

Letters from France, so favorable in their tone towards 

the Revolution and the French people, now became an 

abomination to English readers. Although a few still 

may have sympathized with her attitude, others attacked 

her with unrestrained fury. 

Miss Laetitia Hawkins, a woman close to Helen's 

own age and whom she had known, slightly, in London, 

addressed an anonymous, two-volume rebuttal to Williams. 

Entitled Letters on the Female Mind, Its Powers and Pur

suits , it was the most complete and revealing criticism 

ever written about her. Miss Hawkins considered Helen's 

Letters from France inflammatory, liberalist propaganda 

of a sort they emphatically did not need in England at 

that moment. She hoped, she said, to prevent Miss 

Williams from "doing mischief, by inflaming the minds 

of my countrywomen with notions they had better be 

without. 

Hawkins' main thesis was that Helen Maria had 

grossly over-stepped her female prerogative by writing 

about politics. Not only do women lack the type of 

education, as well as the mental stamina, which would 

suit them for making such pronouncements, she said, they 

15. Laetitia Hawkins, Letters on the Female 
Mind, Its Powers and Pursuits (London: Hookham and Car
penter, 1793), II, 90. 
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were created, according to Laetitia, to play a subordinate 

role to men, the "lords of creation." Voicing the mores 

of the times, Hawkins saw government and politics 

strictly as part of a man's world, and women who infringed 

on that world were not only resented by men, she said, 

but they forfeited their own feminity and lowered men' s res

pect for all women. In addition, they ruined their own 

best interests by making themselves unattractive as mates. 

Hawkins explained she did not mean to imply that 

women should not be allowed to develop their minds. She 

agreed with Helen Williams in her objection to the way 

society women spent their time in inane pursuits. But, 

a woman's intellectual powers, she maintained, should be 

applied appropriately, either for one's own amusement 

or in the capacity of a man's companion. Such a woman, 

according to Miss Hawkins, made a proper and amiable 

partner in marriage. 

On the other hand, she declared, there is nothing 

more unpleasant than to see "the powers of the female 

violently exerted.11"'"^ A woman who makes value judgments 

and advises people on their political policies, is as 

17 
ridiculous as "an Atlas in petticoats!" she exclaimed. 

16. Ibid., I, 26-27. 

17. Ibid., II, 192. 
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Women, by nature, have perceptive powers and lively 

imaginations, Hawkins continued. When these are coupled 

with a talent for expressing themselves, they often 

"fancy they wield a pike, when it is but a needle," 

she said."''8 

Although Laetitia Hawkins expressed respect for 

Williams' talents, and a personal liking for her, she 

remained convinced that Helen was on the wrong track. 

"0 Miss Williams!" she cried. "I would not for the 

possession of all your powers, or all their possible 

advantages, take on myself the load of error you so 

19 
joyfully bear." Not only was Helen endangering the 

reputation of women through her rash infringement on the 

world of men, she was aiding sedition by her critical 

comments regarding Great Britain, and her abundant praises 

for the French Revolution. 

Hawkins took Williams to task for her free use 

of the word liberty. Liberty was purported to be the 

panacea for all the ills of society, she complained. It 

was time that those who preached this gospel should define 

what they meant by the word. The concept of liberty was 

subject to individual interpretation, she said. In 

trying to define it, advocates would actually reveal a 

support for anarchy, or, the state of affairs when there 

18. Ibid., X, 10-11. 

19. Ibid., II, 63. 
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is no subordination. Hawkins said this was the situation 

which existed in France at that moment. 

Miss Hawkins pointed out what she perceived as 

Williams' naive, idealistic fantasies. "Your politics, 

my dear Miss W. are . . . fire-side politics," she 

20 
chxded, scornfully. Helen's statement in her first 

book that her heart guided her opinions, left her wide 

open to Hawkins1 attacks. Laetitia explained that where

as she appreciated Helen's sensibility, this should 

never be applied to political matters. 

When Miss Williams wrote of her thrill at seeing 

the exuberant throngs at the First Federation, Hawkins 

retorted that this was merely mob psychology acting 

on emotional frenzy. "See what the crowd has done lately," 

she reminded her, and pointed out that the date was then 

21 the eleventh of September. 

Much of Hawkins1 assessment was out-of-date even 

while she was writing. She based her criticism on 

Williams' works written prior to August 1792. By 

September, not only had there been changes in the French 

Revolution, but in Helen Maria's perception of it, as 

well. Miss Williams by no means condoned the violence. 

20. Ibid., II, 47. 

21. Ibid., I, 167. 
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Laetitia Hawkins herself had been an enthusiast 

for the Revolution, earlier. Now she declared the French 

22 
had made themselves the "enemies of the human race." 

Unluckily for Helen, this had become the prevailing 

attitude in Great Britain. As a result, Helen Maria 

Williams, the former darling of London literary circles, 

the "sweet Helen Williams" of Mrs. Piozzi's coterie, 

became the object of bitter censure in the British press, 

her accounts discredited and her character maligned. 

She did not realize, at first, the extent nor the 

severity of this criticism. 

More Letters from France 

In January 1793, Helen began to write the third 

installment in her series of Letters. It reflected a 

marked change of tone from the two previous volumes. 

Gone was the naivet6 and the self-assurance which typi

fied her former works. 

The golden age of the Revolution had past, she 

admitted, sadly. "What is become of the delightful 

visions which elevated the enthusiastic heart? — What 

is become of the transport which beat high in every bosom, 

when an assembled million of the human race vowed on 

the altar of their country ... an eternal federation!" 

22. Ibid., II, 114. 
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23 
she cried. Nevertheless, in spite of her disillusionment, 

she remained true to the high principles which had first 

brought her to France. 

Miss Williams wrote only the opening letter in her 

new volume. The remainder of the work included six 

letters written by "one of my English friends, [John 

Hurford Stone], who ... in defiance of personal hard

ships and danger," visited and described the scenes at 

24 
the war front. 

Following the defection of La Fayette in August 

1792, Charles Dumouriez, former Foreign Minister, assumed 

the position of commander of the French Army of the North. 

On September 20, he joined with General Kellermann's 

Army of the Centre to defeat the Prussians at Valmy. 

The enemy retreated to the frontier. After this, the 

war began to go well for France. In November Dumouriez1 

army defeated the Austrians at Jemappes and occupied 

the Austrian Netherlands. It was during this period that 

Stone visited the front. His letters, addressed from 

six different locations, were written between October 6, 

and November 2. 

He was back in Paris by the middle of November 

when the British residents held a dinner to toast the 

23. Williams, Letters (1793), III, 6. 

24. Ibid., p. 28. 
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Revolution and celebrate the recent French military 

victories. Nearly one hundred persons gathered at 

White's Hotel for this occasion. In addition to the 

British, there were other foreign enthusiasts along 

with several of the French revolutionary leaders. Joel 

Barlow, an American liberal residing in London, was one. 

He had been sent by the London Society for Constitutional 

Information to deliver a letter of commendation to the 

National Convention. Later, he and his wife Ruth moved 

to Paris and became close - friends of Miss Williams. 

Another friend of hers, Thomas Paine, now a fugitive 

from British justice for his publication The Rights of 

Man, was there. 

True to English custom, a large part of the 

evening was taken up with toasts — toasts to the Nation

al Convention, to the French army and to every individual 

or principle they could think of to honor. Helen Maria 

was personally recognized in the toast: "To the Women 

of Great Britain particularly those who've distinguished 

themselves by their writings in favor of the French 

25 
Revolution!" 

This convivial affair was followed a few days 

later by the King's trial and execution. Helen waited 

25. John Goldworth Alger, Paris in 1789-94 (Lon
don: George Allen, 1902), p. 326, 



until the demoralizing period was over before she returned 

to her writing. She began her account with a summary of 

the events which occurred after her return to France. 

Since August 10, she stated, the country had been torn 

by "a conflict between freedom and anarchy, knowledge 

and ignorance, virtue and vice." She contended that, 

while the "real patriots" bravely struggled with the 

problems inherited from the ancient regime, and tried 

to secure France's liberty, "a set of men . . , contrived 

without peril or exertion, to seize upon a considerable 

portion of power," which they usurped from the constitu

tional government for the Paris Commune. These 

"demagogues," she said, have violated freedom and 

"committed more crimes [in this brief period] than 

despotism itself would have achieved in ages." The 

violent disorders of August and September can be attri-

2 6 
buted to this faction, she asserted, 

Helen did not hesitate to point an accusing 

finger at the individuals she believed were responsible. 

"At the head of this band of conspirators is Robespierre — 

gloomy and saturnine in his disposition, . . . fanatical 

and exaggerated in his avowed principles of liberty," 

27 
she wrote. Danton is next to him in power, she 

26. Williams, Letters (1793), III, 3-4. 

27. Ibid., p. 7, 
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continued, and Marat, she claimed, was merely their 

instrument. It had been impossible to prosecute 

these murderers, Helen explained, because "the chain 

of evidence breaks off in the link that leads to 

28 
conviction." 

When the National Convention convened in the 

third week of September, said Helen, there was 

widespread hope that the newly elected representatives 

would "dispel the moral chaos of popular passions, and 

give birth to intellectual harmony and order." But, 

after she realized that the twenty-four deputies returned 

by Paris included Robespierre and his adherents, she 

had developed strong misgivings. "The sanctuary of the 

nation," Miss Williams declared, "is profaned by the 

presence of men, who, after having violated all laws, 

29 
appeared in the character of legislators." 

Within the Convention, the faction led by 

Robespierre was called the Mountain because they sat 

on the highest seats in the hall. This powerful group, 

said Helen, was trying to usurp the government by 

undermining the most "distinguished" members of the 

28. Ibid., p. 9. 

29. Ibid., p. 21. 
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30 
assembly, the "party of the Gironde." This group was 

called the Gironde party, she explained, because several 

of the most outstanding members were deputies from the 

department of the Gironde, though not all of them. 

In conclusion, she said, it was clear that the 

cause of liberty now had to fear not only the ambitions 

of the Robespierrists, but also their dupes, the people 

of the faubourgs. These Parisians, who came from the 

lowest stations in society, had no understanding of govern

ment and were being used by the villains to achieve 

their goal, stated Miss Williams. They were being told, 

she continued, that their true friends were the members 

of the Mountain and that the Brissotins, or Girondists, 

who led the Convention, were their enemies. They were 

30. Ibid., p. 22. Note Miss Williams' use of 
the term "Gironde party." M.J. Sydenham, The Girondins 
(1961) , argues that the Girondists were not a party. They 
were a number of individuals, says Sydenham, who were 
loosely connected with one another through leaders like 
Brissot and the Rolands. The myth of their being an 
organized party, he says, originated in the propaganda 
of the Mountain which brought about their expulsion from 
the Convention and eventual trial and execution. It was 
necessary in the fabrication of the case against them to 
portray them as a cohesive body. Although it is true 
that they seldom acted in unison, the fact which led to 
their downfall, they were united, as Brissot described 
them, by a "love of liberty and reason." It would appear 
that the designation "party" was not coined by the 
Jacobins but was in use as early as October 1792, by 
Dr. Moore, see footnote 43 below, and in January 1793, by 
Miss Williams. 
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encouraged to use the "grossest language," said Helen, 

and to hoot at educated people, "any superiority of 

mind being considered as an aristocratic deviation from 

31 
the great principles of equality," she pointed out. 

Nevertheless, Miss Williams was convinced that 

the anarchic state of France could not continue. Still 

idealistic in her thinking, she believed that although 

the radicals could assassinate individuals, they could 

never destroy the high principles upon which the 

Revolution had been based. If the situation went on 

much longer, she declared, the other departments of the 

country would rise up against Paris, and crush the 

, 32 
tyrants. 

The Situation Deteriorates 

Dr. Moore, who had left Paris during the 

September massacres, returned in October. This time he 

took lodging in a hotel near the meeting hall of the 

Convention where he expected to spend much time. He, 

too, hoped that, with a new national parliament, France 

would yet establish a free government. However, he was 

concerned about the deputies elected by the municipality 

of Paris, who "are neither celebrated for talents, nor 

for that degree of moderation and prudence which the 

31. Williams, Letters (1793), III, 17. 

32. Ibid., p. 19. 
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33 
times require." Since the measures which this body 

would adopt will affect not only France, but the stability 

of all of Europe, Moore was anxious to be present at 

as many of its sessions as he could. 

To his dismay he found the same confusion and 

spirit of hatred which had disgusted him in the previous 

assembly. Again the galleries were filled with louts 

whose clamor inhibited every attempt by the Convention 

leaders to conduct business. Until the Convention can 

control this unruly mob, protect its deputies from 

harrassment and enforce its decrees, said Moore, "there 

34 
can be neither wisdom nor stability in their government." 

"Liberty in the abstract is good," he explained, "yet 

it becomes a blessing in society only as restrained by 

just laws," and submission to law and order had never 

been attained in the whole course of the French Revolution, 

35 
he concluded. 

The disruption of the Convention was being 

instigated, said Moore, by "unprincipled men" whose 

motives were self-advancement. Under the guise of patriot

ism, he continued, they had turned the people against 

"their best friends," and rendered them more "cruel and 

36 
oppressive than their greatest oppressors." 

33. Moore, Works, III, 223. 

34. Ibid., p. 305. 

35. Ibid., p. 156. 

36. Ibid., p. 175. 
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The primary leaders of the party opposing the 

government, said Dr. Moore, were Robespierre and Danton. 

"Robespierre is a man of small size, and a disagreeable 

countenance. . .. In his calmest moments he conceals 

with difficulty the hatred and malignity which is said 

to exist in his heart, and which his features are 

37 
admirably formed to express." "Pew men," he continued, 

3 8 
"can look fiercer than Robespierre. Robespierre's 

speeches were full of invectives against "tyrants and 

aristocrates," said Moore, and "fertile in the 

39 
flowers of fancy." 

Danton was robust of figure and boistrous in 

manner, Moore commented. He was an extraordinarily 

ambitious man and totally without conscience, Moore 

had been told. In the Convention Danton frequently 

interrupted the opposition in order to cut short their 

speeches and investigations. He directed the propaganda 

and calumny against Roland and his associates, said 

Moore, using the rabble of the city to implement his 

40 
terrorist tactics. 

Another of their band was Marat, said Moore, "a 

little man, of a cadaverous complexion." Marat was so 

37. Ibid., p. 330. 

38. Ibid., p. 150. 

39. Ibid., p. 330. 

40. Ibid., p. 331. 



90 

odious, the Doctor continued, that he was shunned in 

public by his own colleagues. When he spoke in the 

Jacobin Society, he was listened to with patience, Moore 

41 said, but it was plain that many despised him. 

In spite of this, Marat maintained an air of 

immense self-approval, Moore said. When he stood in 

the tribune and addressed the Convention, he stretched 

his head very high and tried, unsuccessfully said Dr. 

Moore, to look dignified. He spoke in a "hollow 

croaking voice" and made constant accusations and in-

42 sinuations against the Brissotins and Rolandists. 

These statesmen who were the target for Marat's 

public pronouncements and printed propaganda were also 

known as Girondists, Moore said. He explained that this 

"party" included Roland, Brissot and others, along with 

43 
deputies from the Gironde. 

John Moore feared that the rancor between the 

two factions would never end until one had destroyed the 

other. He pointed out that this had been the unfortunate 

41. Ibid., pp. 202-03. 

42. Ibid., p. 297. 

43. Ibid., pp. 308, 427-28. Moore first 
entered this term in his journal October 21, 1792. 
Again we find them being referred to as a "party." 
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pattern of the French Revolution. Each time a set of 

revolutionary leaders tried to enforce the system of 

government which it had organized, other demagogues would 

rise up and convince the people that these leaders 

wanted to tyrannize over them. Then the intruders would 

offer the people a "new privilege," said Moore, to gain 

their confidence, and, with their support, would take 

44 
over the power. 

Moore mused on how the Revolution had changed. 

In the beginning, he said, nearly everyone favored a 

constitutional monarchy. Now they maintained that the 

King was their enemy. As Moore prepared to leave France 

to return home, the Convention was in the midst of 

violent arguments over the fate of Louis XVI. The 

Robespierrists, said Moore, were for immediate death, 

while the Brissotins favored punishment without death. 

Moore left on December 7. 

The problem of the King occupied the National 

Convention the rest of the month. On December 11, 

charges were brought against him, and his trial began 

two weeks later. By January 20, 1793, he had been con

demned to death in a vote of 387 against 334. On the 

twenty-first he was guillotined. 

44. Ibid., p. 222. 
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A few days afterward, Miss Williams had begun 

her third volume of Letters. Deeply affected by the 

calamity, she barely mentioned it. One month later, 

however, the initial shock had subsided, and she appar

ently felt more capable of dealing with the grim subject. 

She began the fourth volume of Letters from France. 

During the trial of the monarch, she wrote, it 

was thought that "a great majority" of the Convention 

wished to appeal to the people of France for the final 

decision. However, this measure was fiercely opposed 

by the Mountain, she said. In fact, Helen continued, 

Paris appeared to be approaching another crisis in which 

the royal family would be slaughtered along with all 

45 
the deputies who might vote in the King's favor. 

"Both parties went armed to the Convention," she 

wrote. "The party of Gironde took measures for defence: 

meetings for this purpose were held in the dead of night," 

she continued. "The moment seemed fast approaching 

when the two conflicting parties were to measure their 

46 
strength." Helen had been filled with anxiety during 

those days. The Girondists were her personal friends. 

45. Helen Maria Williams, Letters from France 
(2d ed.; London: G. G. and J. Robinson, 1796)', IV, 13. 
[Hereafter cited as Letters (1793), IV] . 

46. Ibid., p. 14. 
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The trial of Louis XVI attracted universal 

sympathy, said Miss Williams, but at Paris it cast 

"a peculiar horror" over the entire city. "We remembered 

that the king had betrayed his people," she continued, 

until his accusers "made us lose the sense of his guilt 

in the greatness of his calamities. . . . They called 

on our abhorrence of the ungenerous use he had made 

of the power with which he was entrusted, and we saw 

how little magnanimous was the use which they made of 

theirs. 

The debates went on for many days. Their 

violence surpassed anything ever seen, even in the French 

assembly, said Helen. She described the King's demeanor 

during his ordeal. He behaved "with calmness, even 

dignity," she related, "and proved that he had not that 

imbecility of mind . . . generally imputed to him." Still, 

Miss Williams was convinced of his guilt. The defence 

made by his counsel, she said, was unable to prove his 

innocence. At the same time, his situation caused 

compassion among the audience. Many of them felt, as 

48 
she did, that he had suffered enough already. 

47. Ibid., pp. 22-23. 

48. Ibid., p. 4. 
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However, she continued, Louis was not sent to 

his death entirely because of murderous Montagnards and 

intimidated Girondists. A number of deputies considered 

the King's death essential to the security of the 

republic. An appeal to the departments might well have 

generated a civil war, Helen explained. After all, she 

concluded, the monarch was far better off guillotined 

than if he had fallen into the hands of the mob. Williams 

had become reconciled to the death sentence, although 

49 
it went against her every principle. 

Two Friends of Liberty 

Helen Maria and John Stone collaborated again 

in the compilation of a fourth volume about French 

affairs. Although the letters are unsigned, it appears 

that he wrote three of the five. They are dated from 

50 
February 10, through May 7. Clearly, Miss Williams 

had developed a great respect for Stone's opinions, 

and a close friendship with the man himself. John 

49. Ibid., pp. 23-28. 

50. Someone, probably the London publisher, 
added "Second Year of the Republic" after the date on 
two of the letters, apparently not realizing that the 
years of the Revolutionary Calendar (adopted in 1792) 
began with September, not January. 
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Stone's well-written pages make this 

work the most interesting of Williams' first four 

volumes of Letters. 

In his account Stone presented a perceptive 

overview of the Revolution. He emphasized that "the 

foundation [of the Revolution] was laid in wisdom." 

The principles by which it began, he declared, such 

truths as the rights of man, are eternal and must never 

be abandoned "however unsuccessful may be the attempt 

51 
to carry them into practice." 

He responded to some of the critical points 

raised in British denunciations of France. People in 

England, he explained, when judging the French Revolu

tion, often had not taken into consideration the 

frailties of human nature, nor the pressure of circum

stances. Stone accused Burke, along with the English 

newspapers, for promoting erroneous impressions and 

hostile opinions in Great Britain towards the French. 

Burke's predictions may actually have caused the evils 

which have occurred, he declared. 

Stone stated his belief that it had been a 

mistake to execute Louis XVI. This had brought down 

on France the vehement censure of all Europe, he said. 

It came about, however, according to Stone, because "the 

51. Williams, Letters (1793), IV, 269-70. 
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people, hurried on by the manoeuvres of a set of sanguinary 

52 
and unprincipled men," demanded it. 

In this Revolution, he continued, the uneducated 

masses, unused to freedom of choice, had been required 

to make political decisions beyond their capabilities. 

In their confusion, they had become the prey of dis

ruptive forces, of glib-talking, ambitious men who had 

convinced them to turn against their government and 

urged them on to violence. 

Stone criticized the French legislators, who 

had often acted too hastily, he said, for failing to plan 

their moves well and neglecting to explain the reasons 

for their conduct. For example, when they spoke of 

"equality," they did not make it clear that they referred 

to "equality of rights," meaning that everyone had a 

right to equal justice under the law. This oversight, 

said Stone, had led to several mistaken interpretations. 

Stone took issue with Burke's assertion that all 

Frenchmen were atheists. There were only a few who had 

a disregard for religion, he said, and their imprudent 

comments, which had been widely circulated, had done 

considerable damage to the Revolution in the eyes of 

foreign nations. Almost all of the bourgeois and the 

53 
mass of the peoplevere still believers, declared Stone. 

52. Ibid., p. 237. 

53. Ibid., pp. 244-47. 
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Concerning the power struggle then going on in 

the government, Stone referied to the Jacobin faction as 

the "relentless assassins of peace and public order," 

who were trying to destroy the "moderate party," the 

leaders of the Convention. "These Moderes," he said, 

"in whom we personally know there exists as much honour, 

as high a spirit of freedom, as great extent of under

standing, as ardent wishes for the happiness of mankind, 

and indefatigable perseverance in labouring to effect 

it," as could be found in any patriot, are being branded 

as traitors to their country. If France survives, he 

concluded, these are the men who will prove her "savi-

„54 ours. 

Stone admitted that these deputies lacked unity. 

They no longer had faith in one another, he said, and 

had lost the confidence of the people. There had been 

talk in the Convention about dissolving the present body 

and electing another. Stone believed this would be 

done as soon as the principles of the new constitution 

had been put into effect. 

With the execution of the King, three of the 

statesmen admired by Stone and Williams gave in their 

resignations: two deputies, Kersaint and Manuel, and 

Roland, Minister of the Interior. Manuel had been the 

54. Ibid., pp. 98, 82-83. 
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secretary of the Convention and was accused by the 

Mountain of trying to suppress votes against the King. 

The resignation of Roland, said Miss Williams, "was 

regretted by all," with the exception of the Jacobin 

faction whom he had denounced in connection with the 

atrocities of September. "His sole offense was hating 

vice too much," she said. Nevertheless, she continued, 

when the history of the French Revolution is perused, 

Roland's high-principled performance will stand out 

55 
with honor amidst the crimes of this period. 

Helen related that at a recent Jacobin meeting 

a proposal was made to murder all of the Brissotins, 

Rolandists and "Girondines" in the Convention. The plot 

failed, but "it is a melancholy truth," she added, that 

this Society, which she once believed to be "the sanc

tuary of French liberty," was now doing all in its power 

to crush that liberty, and to impose its own tyranny on 

56 
France. 

Despite the earnest efforts made by Stone and 

Miss Williams to explain French circumstances to the 

British, it would be unreasonable to imagine that they 

were met with open minds. In February France had 

55. Ibid., pp. 43-46. 

56. Ibid., pp. 54-55. 



declared war against Great Britain, and the French had 

become more loathsome to them than ever. 



CHAPTER VI 

PARIS: 1793 and 1794 

Within the next few months, Miss Williams' 

Utopian dream world, along with every lofty principle 

and exalted hope, came crashing down around her. Her 

political friends, those persons "most fitted by their 

talents to defend liberty,were headed towards dis

aster, as the radicals implemented their designs to 

seize control. 

For a time, Helen continued to hold her 

conversation parties, which she had begun late in the 

previous year. The Williamses now lived in the rue 

Helv6tius, not far from their former hotel on the Left 

Bank. Here, deputies from the National Convention, in

cluding Rabaut Saint-Etienne and Vergniaud, along with 

several literary acquaintances and English liberals, 

came frequently for informal discussion on the issues 

of the day. One English visitor in December had been 

the notorious Mary Wollstonecraft, whose controversial 

book, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, had recently 

1. Williams, Letters (1795), I, 56. 
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been published in London. Helen was kind to Mary, 

although the two women had little in common except a 

belief in human rights. Miss Wollstonecraft, by far the 

more sophisticated, described Helen as having a certain 

affectedness in her manner, but "the simple goodness 

2 
of her heart continually breaks through the varnish." 

The Girondins Fall 

In the Spring of 1793, while the Jacobin forces 

in the Commune and the Convention, as well as in their 

affiliates all over France, worked single-mindedly to 

gather support, the Girondists continued in their in

effectual leadership. Some of their members, according 

to Miss Williams, tried in vain to warn their colleagues. 

Guadet often described the conspiracy against them and 

implored the Convention to dissolve the Jacobin Society 

and elect a new Commune, she said. Vergniaud, Louvet, 

LaSource and Brissot had added their pleas. They failed 

to heed the warnings and to take action, Helen said, 

because of "an ill-judged application of the principles 

3 
of individual liberty." When they finally tried to 

take measures to combat their aggressors, it was too 

late. 

2. Charles Kegan Paul, William Godwin: His 
Friends and Contemporaries (London: H.S. King, 1876) , 
I, 208-09. 

3. Williams, Letters (1795), I, 67. 
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Helen stated that the Girondists had made a 

major mistake when they deserted the Jacobin Society in 

1792. The Club meetings offered a primary means of 

contact with the people, she pointed out, and the 

Jacobins had used it to good advantage to gain control 

of the public will. When the Girondists put themselves 

out of touch with the people, she continued, they pre

cipitated their own downfall. They did not realize the 

pliability of the public mind, she explained. 

The final step in the Jacobins' usurpation of 

control was to purge the Convention of their opponents, 

said Helen. "To carry their plot into execution," she 

continued, "it was necessary to cover it with the veil 

4 of the wish of the people." They hired agents to bring 

petitions before the Convention demanding the removal 

of certain deputies. In indignation, the Convention 

tried to check the movement by appointing an investiga

tive commission. For a few days it managed to stand 

firm. The conspirators were forced to play their trump 

card. They incited an insurrection. 

For two days the tocsin rang and the alarm guns 

exploded, tearing at people's nerves and stirring them 

into a frenzy. On the third day the beating to arms 

called them together with their weapons. The National 

4. Ibid., p. 69. 
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Guard joined the citizens as they marched to the Tuileries 

and surrounded the Convention hall, now re-located in

side a wing of the palace. 

Within the assembly hall everything was chaos, 

Miss Williams was told. Loud and continual demands were 

made for the arrest of twenty-two deputies and the Com-

mission of Twelve. Rabaut Saint-Etienne stood in the 

tribune with the report of the investigative committee 

in his hand. He was not allowed to speak. Attempts to 

force the assembly to make a decree against the deputies 

were unsuccessful that day. 

Two days later, however, on June 2, a larger 

crowd assembled and the intimidation proceeded. Helen 

heard the tocsin begin to sound before dawn that morning. 

Later, when she looked out, she could see the people 

gathering around the Tuileries again. She knew her 

friends were in grave danger and she spent the long day 

"in the most cruel agitation," she said. Not until 

very late that night did she learn what had taken place. 

Around midnight several deputies came to her house. They 

were men from the "Plain," the fence-sitters of the Con

vention who had heretofore not taken sides in the 

Girondist-Mountain controversy. One of them was Barfere, 

5 
who had been a regular visitor to Miss Williams* salon. 

5. Williams, Souvenirs, p. 55. 
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Her callers were reluctant to answer her 

questions, and Helen, with a sinking heart, realized 

that the news was not good. The decree for the arrest 

of twenty-nine deputies had been passed, they told her. 

Although two of her friends had stood their ground 

bravely, refusing to resign and betray the trust of 

their constituents, the others had not supported them. 

Some of the more eloquent. Girondists were not even there 

that day. They were meeting privately to determine a 

course of action against their antagonists. 

Not all of the proscribed men were arrested. 

Some escaped to the provinces. The Commune had tried 

to arrest M. Roland two days earlier. He eluded his 

guards and fled from the city. Madame Roland was taken 

into custody the following day. Thus, almost overnight, 

Helen Maria's friends, "those persons in whose society 

I most delighted," were taken from her. For Miss 

Williams it was the beginning of a period fraught with 

such horror as to seem almost unreal. For France it was 

the beginning of "the reign of Robespierre."^ 

Living with Terror 

With the Montagnards in full command, the 

machinery of a government by terror, or, "by dint of 

6. Williams, Letters (1795), I, 3-4. 
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guillotine," as Buzot reportedly described it, went 

into effect. The Williamses, known to have been friendly 

with the Girondists, were in much danger and were closely 

watched by the terrorists. They were a subject for dis

cussion by the Committee of Public Safety, which Helen 

began to call the "Committee of Public Extermination." 

In spite of the danger, Helen went to visit 

Madame Roland in her prison cell at Saint Pelagie. Manon 

showed her usual cheerfulness, she said, and was calmly 

prepared to meet her death, which seemed inevitable. It 

broke Helen's heart to see "one of the most accomplished 

0 
women that France has produced" treated in this way. 

During the summer, with the help of calumnies 

and trumped up charges, the case against the proscribed 

deputies gradually took shape. Then, in July, a well-

meaning young woman from Normandy murdered Marat. Althoucji 

Charlotte Corday thought she was striking a blow for 

liberty for her country, she used poor judgment in her 

choice of targets. Marat was not the power behind the 

tyranny. Moreover, her deed was seen as a part of the 

Girondist "conspiracy," and it formed the final thread 

in the fabric of accusation which would bring them to 

trial and execution. 

7. Earl Leroy Higgins, The French Revolution as 
Told by Contemporaries (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1938), 
p. 295. 

8. Williams, Letters (1795), I, 195. 
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For Helen the weeks passed with ghastly sameness. 

The tocsin rang incessantly. Every day the tumbrels 

carried new victims to the guillotine. Many of them, 

said Miss Williams, looked forward to their death as 

a release from continual fear and oppression. No 

allowance was made for age or sex among the condemned, 

she said. Even social station was not always a factor, 

although she thought that Robespierre seemed to single 

out men of letters and oratorical eloquence for his 

spite. 

For awhile, under the Terror, the English 

people residing in France felt relatively secure, 

according to Helen. They believed that the worst which 

could happen to them would be expulsion from the re

public. However, when the French port of Toulon was 

captured by the British in August, the revolutionary 

government issued an order for their arrest. Miss 

Williams was conversing with author Bernardin Saint-

Pierre one evening over a cup of tea, when she heard 

the news. 

No one slept that night, she said, expecting 

momentarily to hear the dreaded knock at the door. The 

next day they learned that most of their English acquain

tances had been taken into custody. Still they were 

undisturbed, and they began to hope, said Helen, that, 
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being a family of women, they might be spared. Very 

late that night, however, after they had retired, a 

loud commotion at the hotel gate announced the arrival 

of their arresters. The five women were allowed to dress 

and pack a change of linen, and, after their apartments 

were placed under seal, they were taken before the 

revolutionary committee. 

Helen Maria and her family were imprisoned in 

the palace of the Luxembourg, recently remodelled for 

this purpose. Their upstairs apartment had tall windows 

which looked out on the gardens. They had been blocked 

up so that Helen had to stand on a table to peep out 

through the barred upper panes. Except for some 

mattresses, the room had few furnishings. The number 

of prisoners increased daily, said Helen, and they were 

people from all stations of life — former nobility, 

priests, merchants, shop-keepers, actresses and valets. 

Shortly after their arrival, the Williamses 

discovered that, confined in an adjoining apartment, 

were two Girondin deputies they knew — Sillery, husband 

of the famous Madame de Genlis, and LaSource, a 

Protestant minister. LaSource had been a frequent 

visitor to Helen's salon and she greatly admired him. 

He had been an enthusiastic supporter of the Revolution. 

"Liberty in the soul of LaSource was less a principle 
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g 
than a passion," she declared. But, he detested the 

violent crimes which had defiled the French upheaval, 

she said. LaSource had not lost his strong religious 

faith although he and Sillery were both awaiting their 

appearance before the revolutionary tribunal and the 

certainty of their approaching death. 

LaSource was eager for news from outside; he had 

been in close confinement for months. Helen and her 

family, disregarding the fatal risk they were taking, 

began to meet with the two men each night after the outer 

door to their apartments had been locked. The whispered 

conversations and prayers they shared brought a semblance 

of comfort to the doomed men. 

A few days before the trial of the Girondists 

had ended, the Williamses, along with some forty other 

English women prisoners, were transferred to a convent 

in the Faubourg Saint-Antonine. They saw their friends 

no more. In their new prison the women had more freedom 

and were allowed to talk with visitors through the 

convent gate.^"0 

After an imprisonment of nearly two months, Miss 

Williams and her family were finally released through the 

9. Ibid., p. 42. 

10. Ibid., pp. 6-56, 179-94. 
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courageous efforts of Athanase Coquerel, a nephew of 

Madame du Foss4. Athanase was the suitor of Helen's 

sister Cecilia. In Normandy he heard of their confine

m e n t  a n d  c a m e  a t  o n c e  t o  P a r i s .  A l t h o u g h  i t  p u t  h i m "  

in much personal danger, he haunted the offices of the 

municipal authorities persistently, said Helen, until 

"like a true knight" he had conquered all obstacles and 

gained them their freedom.^ 

The Williamses were happy to be home, but they 

soon found that their own apartments, across from the 

Tuileries, were almost like another prison. Terrified 

of arousing suspicion and of being arrested again, they 

were afraid to go outside. Finally they moved to other 

lodgings at the extreme southwest edge of the city. 

From here it was a short distance to the country where 

they could walk about more freely. 

Helen Maria was in grave danger during this 

period. Before the end of the year, both her third and 

fourth volumes of Letters from France had been smuggled 

out of the country and published in England. Anna Seward 

and Mrs. Piozzi mentioned them in their correspondence. 

Excerpts had appeared in the London newspapers, which 

regularly found their way to Paris. 

11. Ibid., p. 204-5. 
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In addition, Barfere, an irresolute member of the 

National Convention before the proscription, and one of 

the regular guests at Helen's salon in the early months 

of 1793, now was a powerful figure in the Terror govern

ment. He was well aware of Miss Williams' sympathies 

and her hatred for Robespierre. Helen wondered if he 

would betray her. 

Under the stress of constant fear, Helen's mental 

fortitude began to weaken. She was deeply depressed 

by April when she wrote to her American friend, Ruth 

Barlow. The Barlows had gone to Hamburg, Germany to 

escape from the Terror. 

Her letter had a tone of bitterness, which 

revealed the severe emotional pain she had suffered 

during the past months. She brought up the topic of 

John Stone, or Ms. S , as she refers to him. It 

appears that Joel Barlow had been serving as an inter

mediary between the two. It may be that he was trying 

to promote an alliance between them. That Miss Williams 

had a deep desire to marry John, is evidenced by her 

flippant comments that she has been trying to convince 

herself she is never to experience "that most exalted 

12 
of all happiness — conjugal felicity." Apparently, 

12. Benjamin P. Kurtz and Carrie C. Autrey, 
eds., Four New Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft and 
Helen M. Williams (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1937), pi 45. 
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Stone had not proposed and she refused to broach the 

subject with him. Whether Stone, who obtained his 

divorce three months later, had a permanent aversion to 

the married state after his first unhappy union with an 

unfaithful wife, we can never know. There is no evi

dence that he ever married again. 

In conclusion, Helen expressed her longing to go 

to live in America. With its respect for human freedoms, 

13 
that country, she felt, would "suit my Ideas exactly." 

In mid-April the revolutionary government 

decreed that all foreigners must leave Paris within ten 

days or be executed without trial. Helen and her family 

moved to a little village near Marly, a short distance 

from Versailles. Helen's sister, now married to Athanase 

Coquerel, was no longer considered a foreigner under 

French law, and was exempted from the decree. 

On their way out of the city, the Williamses 

had to pass the Place de la Revolution where the 

guillotine was erected. A crowd had gathered to witness 

the latest bloody spectacle. The carriage could not 

get through until the victims had been brought into 

the square. The sight of these grim preparations de

pressed the Englishwomen. 

At the city gate they met with still another 

delay. Everyone had waited until the last day to make 

13. Ibid., p. 46. 
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an exit and the road was blocked by a colossal traffic 

jam while each traveler had his pass examined. Helen 

reported that every sort of vehicle which could be 

commandeered had been pressed into service and rented 

at exorbitant costs. 

Miss Williams and her mother reached their 

small cottage at sunset. The beauty of the Springtime 

pastoral scene might have been a welcomed change under 

different circumstances, said Helen, but the pall of un

known fears continued to envelope them. They feared 

that the decree requiring their departure was only a 

preliminary to some future action by the Committee of 

Public Safety, probably their execution. 

After the Williamses had been at Marly for 

almost three weeks, two friends of theirs, commissaries 

of the revolutionary committee, vouched for them and 

14 
they were allowed to return to Paris. 

Every day, said Miss Williams, Robespierre grew 

more tyrannical. He now feared for his life. One un

successful attempt was made in the middle of May. The 

suspect was immediately executed. A few days later, 

a nineteen-year old girl arrived at his house saying 

she wanted to see what a "tyrant" looked like. Although 

14. Helen Maria Williams, Letters Containing 
a Sketch of the Politics of France (London: G. G. and J. 
Robinson, 1795), II, 4-12. [Hereafter cited as Letters 
(1795), II]. 
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there was no evidence of an assassination plot, she and 

her whole family were put to death. 

Robespierre had almost reached his goal, said 

Helen. To be dictator of France, he must take a few 

last, cautious steps to rid himself of all opposition. 

He could trust no one. While planning his strategy, 

continued Miss Williams, he decided to detract attention 

by holding a festival in honor of the Supreme Being, 

"whose existence he had lately proclaimed," Helen said 

caustically, "and whose name he had dared to utter with 

his unhallowed lips."15 

The event was to be held in June, under the 

direction of the artist, David. Helen described the 

preparations: "The citizens of Paris had been invited, 

and the invitation amounted to a command, to decorate 

their houses in honour of the festival."'''^ David 

worked out every detail of the ceremony to have the 

greatest possible effect. Helen Maria contrasted these 

thoroughly regimented festivities with the spontaneity 

of the first revolutionary celebration she had witnessed 

in 1790. During the thrilling First Federation, she 

said, "no emotions were pre-ordained, no feelings 

15. Ibid., p. 74. 

16. Ibid,, p. 88. 
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measured out, no acclamations decreed . . . and the 

vault of heaven resounded the bursts of unpremeditated 

17 
applause!" 

The Festival of the Supreme Being was held in the 

garden in front of Tuileries Palace where an amphitheater 

had been raised. The guillotine, mercifully, had been 

removed temporarily from the Place de la Revolution, just 

west of the gardens. A tribune was placed in the center 

of the theater, and here Robespierre, as president of 

the Convention, appeared. 

As the ritual began, said Helen, "this high-

priest of Molock, within view of that very spot where 

his daily sacrifice of human victims was offered up, 

covered with their blood, invoked the Parent of universal 

nature, talked of the charms of virtue, and breathed 

18 
the hope of immortality." When he had finished, he 

descended from the tribune and walked solemnly over to 

a monument on which had been placed a hideous figure 

representing atheism. With great ceremony, he set fire 

to the effigy, and from the ashes arose a majestic 

form representing wisdom and philosophy. 

When the pageantry was over, the entire body, 

Convention and spectators, proceeded to the Champ de 

17. Ibid., p. 87. 

18. Ibid., p. 90. 



115 

Mars where Robespierre again addressed them. The festival 

concluded with the singing of hymns in praise of the 

Supreme Being. 

Two days after this sanctimonious drama 

Robespierre was instrumental in having passed one of the 

most monstrous laws of his regime, the Law of Twenty-

second Prairial. Under this measure the term "enemies 

of the people" was so broadly defined that anyone could 

be condemned on the slightest provocation. For those 

already in prison, this meant certain death. Now multi

tudes, instead of individuals, said Helen, were carried 

off to execution. Every night, she continued, "long 

covered carts drawn by four horses entered successively 

the courtyards of the different prisons." Those who 

were to be executed the following day "were instantly 

19 
hurried into these gloomy hearses." 

Helen Maria was saved from the emotional and 

physical collapse which had been gradually overtaking 

her by the appearance of John Stone. Stone had been 

imprisoned two different times since October. After 

his second release he had fled to Switzerland. In June 

his estranged wife divorced him and he had to come to 

Paris to conclude the agreement. He offered to take 

Helen back with him. 

19. Ibid., p. 98. 
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Miss Williams was reluctant to go at first. It 

meant leaving her family behind; but they were not in the 

same danger that she was. There was no time to deli

berate, and quickly, "with a heart almost broken by the 

crimes I had witnessed, and the calamities I had shared," 

20 
she determined to leave. 

Escape 

The journey to the border, 250 miles away, was, 

itself, a nervous strain. In her exhausted state, Helen 

was haunted by fears, imagining that she would be appre

hended before she could reach Switzerland. Indeed, 

the coach was delayed many times, but each time it was 

allowed to continue. At the final French post, where 

their passports were examined once again, Helen's heart 

sank. She was sure they would get no further. But, 

miraculously, her fears proved unfounded and they pro

ceeded on their way. As her anxious eyes peered through 

the window, they caught sight of the tall stakes marking 

the French boundary. At last she had reached safety! 

Miss Williams stayed with friends at Basel. 

Eventually, she began to go on junkets around the country 

with Stone and two other Englishmen. They traveled 

much of the time on horseback. Helen found the beauty 

20. Williams, Letters (1795), I, 174. 



of the landscape brought her peace of mind. As she 

visited the small villages and isolated cottages 

scattered among the mountains, she felt her interest in 

life returning. 

Helen Maria was particularly interested in 

observing the Swiss republican form of government. How

ever, she discovered defects in this alleged model 

nation. The people, she found, were surprisingly dull. 

Money-making dominated their lives, while intellectual 

21 
interests were almost non-existent. 

Nevertheless, the change of surroundings and the 

glorious scenery began to have their hoped-for effect 

on Helen. Little by little she regained her health 

and normal outlook. 

Less than two months after Helen had left Paris, 

Robespierre's tyranny came to an end. The implications 

in this news brought overwhelming joy to Miss Williams 

as it did to the "millions of my fellow creatures" 

22 
who would know peace once again, she said. The 

incredible nightmare had ended. 

21. Helen Maria Williams, A Tour in Switzerland 
or, a View of the Present State of the Governments and 
Manners of Those Cantons: With Comparative Sketches 
of the Present State of Paris (London: G. G. andJ. 
Robinson, 1798), II, 275-77. 

22. Williams, Letters (1795), I, 177. 



CHAPTER VII 

PARIS: 1795 - 1798 

Miss Williams did not return to Paris immediately 

but waited until the city had quieted down after its 

latest upheaval. Towards the end of the year, as she 

began her homeward journey, her thoughts returned to 

the scenes of horror she had left there and it filled 

her with dread, "On entering again that polluted city," 

she wrote, "a thousand fatal recollections rushed upon 

my mind." In her imagination she saw the guillotine 

and the spectres of her murdered friends. Blood and 

death seemed to cover the once magnificent Place de la 

Revolution. 

She soon discovered, however, that Paris was 

beginning to resume its old gaiety. Fine carriages 

filled the narrow streets in place of the "processions 

of death" she remembered. Parisians had started to show 

their natural cheerfulness: "The quick step, the joyous 

smile, the smart repartee, the airy gesture, have 

succeeded the dismal reserve . . . which so ill suited 

the national character," she said. Happy people again 

1. Ibid., p. 177. 
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filled the Champs Elysees and the Tuileries Gardens with 

their songs and laughter. Bread lines had given way 

to queues of pleasure seekers, continued Helen. Churches 

2 
and theatres were crowded. 

Literature and the arts were being revived, Miss 

Williams reported, and the national library was open 

every other day to the public. Citizens of all classes 

visited the national museum gallery to enjoy the master

pieces of artwork on display there. "Paris, the refuge 

of barbarism, and the den of carnage, once more excites 

the ideas of taste, elegance, refinement, and 

3 
happiness," she wrote. 

Social life, that essential element in the 

character of Paris, had started up again. At first, 

said Helen, people got together to exchange accounts of 

their experiences under the Terror. "Not to have 

suffered persecution during the tyranny of Robespierre, 

4 
is now to be disgraced," she declared. Helen gradually 

resumed her own entertainments. The Barlows were back 

and she saw Ruth frequently. Joel had been engaged by 

2. Helen Maria Williams, Letters Containing a 
Sketch of the Scenes Which Passed in Various Departments 
of France During the Tyranny of Robespierre (London; G. 
G. and J. Robinson, 1795), III, T. [Hereafter cited as 
Letters (1795), III]. 

3. Ibid., p. 10. 

4. Ibid., p. 2. 
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the United States government to serve as consul 

to Algiers. He was away during 

the next two years. 

John Stone returned to Paris with Helen and went 

back to his printing business. He took lodging in the 

same hotel in which the Williamses lived. From that 

time on, he seems to have been accepted by them as a 

member of the family. 

In England quite a different interpretation was 

placed on this relationship. Gossips passed the story 

around that the shameless pair were "living together." 

Mrs. Piozzi, who already harbored a strong opposition to 

Helen's interest in Stone, picked up this bit of scandal 

and mentioned it regularly in her correspondence. She 

commented in her diary, Thraliana, in February 1795, 

"Helena Maria Williams has totally lost her Character — 

as a Woman. She lives with Mr. Stone tho' he has a 

5 
Wife alive." During ensuing years several British 

visitors to Paris reported meeting Stone at Miss Williams', 

but they added that nothing was made of this "irregular

ity" in France. 

A difference in architecture, and in terminology, 

between London and Paris, probably contributed to the 

misunderstanding. In London a hotel was an inn. In 

5. Piozzi, Thraliana, II, 910. 
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Paris it was a series of apartments built around an 

inner courtyard. Thus, although Helen herself described 

Stone as "part of my household,"6 he probably had his 

own suite of rooms in the building. 

In any case, a large part of the misrepresentation 

was intentional. The anti-Jacobin propagandists, whose 

publications proliferated in the late nineties, utilized 

and distorted the gossip to discredit Helen Maria Williams. 

Attacks on her morality provided them with an excellent 

argument in their continuing attempts to destroy, her 

credibility. 

Helen, for the time, was blissfully unaware of 

this concerted effort to ruin her reputation. Reunited 

with her family, and enjoying peace of mind once again, 

she began the tortuous task of writing an account of 

France under the Terror. 

Painful Memories 

During the year 1795, Miss Williams completed 

three volumes in a second series of Letters. Poignantly, 

she described political events which led up to Robes

pierre's rise to power and the overthrow of the Girondins. 

She followed this with a detailed account of the Jacobin 

6. Knapp, Intimate Letters, p. 44. 
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regime, a period of "despotism more hideous than history 

7 
has ever presented," said Helen. 

It was with great difficulty that she forced 

herself to recall those agonizing days. Memories of 

that dreadful summer, during which life had become in

creasingly uncertain, were almost more than she could 

bear. As she wrote, however, the words began to flow 

more easily, and she discovered that the effort actually 

afforded her a sort of relief; to be able to blurt it 

all out, at last, like a small child awakening from a 

bad dream, brought a measure of release for her long 

pent-up emotions. 

Paris, at this period, was under "a deep and 

O 
silent gloom," she began. Citizens watched the daily 

proceedings with stupified terror; feelings of sympathy 

and indignation were replaced by fear. It took great 

courage, she continued, to be humane or to call attention 

to oneself by being different. The slightest sign 

revealing you did not concur with the mob, could lead 

to instant death. Many committed violence simply 

because it was safer to do so, she said. 

Miss Williams' abhorrence of Robespierre, "the 

foul fiend," she called him, knew no bounds. As a 

sensitive humanitarian, it was natural that she should 

7. Williams, Letters (1795), I, 65. 

8. Ibid. , p. 3. 
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take this extremely biased attitude against the 

perpetrators of what she perceived as infamous crimes 

and evils plaguing France. She saw Robespierre as a 

self-seeking, vindictive blackguard whose inordinate 

ambition and ruthless methods brought the nation under 

the darkest period in its history. 

During the winter of 1792, when Helen had first 

been introduced to the Jacobins, Robespierre was admired 

by her friends. Shortly afterward, however, when he 

started on his diabolical, single-minded course to 

destroy the Brissotins, he turned into a malevolent, cold

blooded fanatic. After his rise to power, his tyranny 

surpassed the worst despotism Helen could imagine. 

She characterized him as "the great conspirator against 

g 
the liberty of France." 

One of Robespierre's most appalling traits, 

according to Miss Williams, was his hypocrisy. This was 

illustrated, she said, in his attempts to instigate 

the religious cult of the Supreme Being. Voltaire had 

once said, she pointed out, that atheism might prove a 

greater scourge to mankind than superstition. Williams 

9. Helen Maria Williams, Letters Containing a 
Sketch of the Politics of France (London: G. G. and J. 
Robinson, 1796) , IV, 2"I [Hereafter cited as Letters 
(1795), IV]. 
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claimed that hypocrisy was a greater scourge than either. 

"We can guard our reason against sophistry or violence, 

but from the tribute which hypocrisy pays to virtue, 

of wearing her semblance, we are more easily deceived," 

she continued.^"® Jesus Christ, said Helen, forgave those 

of little faith, and criminals, too, but "poured forth 

all the anathema of indignation and vengeance against 

11 
hypocrisy." 

Miss Williams was firmly convinced, however, 

that, in the final explication, 

History will judge between Brissot and Robespierre, 
between the Gironde and the Mountain. History will 
not confound those sanguinary and ambitious men 
who passed along the revolutionary horizon like 
baneful meteors, spreading destruction in their 
course, with those whose talents formed a radiant 
constellation in the zone of freedom, and dif
fused benignant beams over the hemisphere till 
extinguished by storms and darkness.^2 

Helen wrote movingly about persecutions and 

imprisonments during this period. Along with the story 

of her own arrest and confinement, she included the 

firsthand experiences of several of her friends, among 

them the pastor Marron, and Jean Baptiste Louvet. 

Louvet was one of the proscribed deputies who escaped 

10. Williams, Letters (1795), II, 78. 

11. Williams, Letters (1795), III, 141. 

12. Ibid. 
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into the provinces. He managed to survive Robespierre's 

regime by hiding out in caves in the southwest of France. 

After Thermidor he returned to Paris. His account of 

the proscription, as well as of his days in exile, 

provide much insight into these episodes. 

Some of the accounts by other persons have been 

appended to the end of Helen's volumes, The most inter

esting of these include Madame Roland's defence before 

the Revolutionary Tribunal, copied from her own manuscript, 

and Brissot's candid assessment of Marat whom he had 

known before the Revolution began. 

Miss Williams realized that her detailed account 

of the period of terror would horrify English readers. 

Nevertheless, her purpose, she explained, was to illus

trate "the monsters into which men are transformed by 

13 
unlimited power," whether they are kings or not. More

over, she wanted to make it clear that this interlude of 

tyranny was not a part of the French Revolution which 

she had supported so enthusiastically. Its course had 

been diverted by evil men, she declared, whose crimes 

14 
would "stain the page of the revolution for ever." 

Helen knew that distorted reports in Britain 

had caused many of her countrymen to lose sight of the 

13. Ibid., p. 121. 

14. Williams, Letters (1795), II, 213. 
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original high principles. She reminded them that 

"liberty is innocent of the outrages committed under its 

borrowed sanction.""^ In addition, she appealed to 

them to stand by the French people. "Let us not abandon 

a fair and noble region filled with objects which 

excite the thrill of tenderness or the glow of admira

tion," she wrote. To Helen Maria, France was still the 

"land of promise." A new epoch was dawning, she 

declared, in which the young republic could look forward 

with confidence to a future based on liberty. 

Despite official censure in England, Miss 

Williams' books were still read with much interest. 

Although a large portion of the population agreed with 

the anti-Revolutionary point of view, it had not ceased 

to relish the appalling details, if only for the 

purpose of gloating over the decadence of the French. 

Many would have applauded Mrs. Piozzi's comment: "They 

17 are a dreadful race.1" 

That Miss Williams persisted in her loyalty 

brought forth the usual denunciations from anti-Jacobin 

reviewers when her three volumes were published. The 

15. Williams, Letters (1795), I, 256, 

16. Williams, Letters (1795), II, 87-88. 

17. Knapp, Intimate Letters, p. 104. 
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Gentleman's Magazine, in mocking tones, stated: "Miss 

Williams must excuse us if we say she has debased her 

sex, her heart, her feelings, her talents, in recording 

such a tissue of horror and villany." Taking phrases 

out of context and distorting her statements, the review

er angrily upbraided her for daring "to insult a regular 

18 
government, and a happy people, with such details." 

In an earlier issue the Magazine called Helen's writings 

19 
a "mass of political absurdity." 

European Magazine did not approve of Helen's too 

florid style of writing and thought she should have 

dispensed with her own personal "sentiments and reflec*-

tions." Still, it called her work "interesting and 

thought-provoking." The reviewer commented that he 

suspected her of exaggerating some of her accounts, 

20 
although he did not mean to doubt "her veracity." 

The New Annual Register, always supportive of Miss 

Williams, stated that her accounts shed much light on 

the history of the period. "They describe, with all 

the characters of truth, the extraordinary events which 

have disgraced the cause of the revolution, and the 

18. Gentleman's Magazine, 65 (December, 1795), 
p. 1030. 

19. Gentleman's Magazine, 65 (August, 1795),p.673. 

20. European Magazine, 28 (November, 1795) , 

pp. 321-22. 
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cause of humanity." The reviewer pointed out that, 

despite Helen's sufferings, her attachment to the cause 

21 
of liberty was as fervent as ever. 

Another journal with a liberal editorial policy, 

the Monthly Review, praised Helen's volumes on this 

"truly important and highly interesting subject." Her 

detailed accounts, it said, showed that "the horrors 

of the reign of that most atrocious of all tyrants, 

Robespierre, exceed everything that we find in the 

annals of a Nero, or a Caligula." The reviewer called 

Miss Williams an "ingenious and well-informed young 

22 
lady." 

After Thermidor 

Helen's fourth volume in the series was 

published the following year. It added information 

about France since the Jacobin downfall. After Thermidor, 

she said, many problems confronted the National Conven

tion. Helen explained that it was difficult for men 

who, for so long, had either "ruled without opposition," 

or, "obeyed without murmur," to adjust to the new 

situation. Some of them were still strongly influenced 

by the ideas of the former regime. For example, the 

21. New Annual Register, 1795 (1796), p. 244. 

22. Monthly Review, 2d ser., 19 (1796), 336. 
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Committee of Public Safety, which had enormous power 

23 
under Robespierre, expected to retain the power. 

Meanwhile, public opinion was fast turning 

against the people who had been their oppressors. 

Marat's tomb was destroyed by an activist youth movement, 

and there was much opposition to the Jacobin Society. 

It was finally necessary for the Convention to suspend 

the Club. The citizens began to demand punishment for 

the men who had tyrannized them. 

More than thirty persons formerly connected with 

the Revolutionary Tribunal were brought to trial. Miss 

Williams attended the final session of the trial a 

short time after her return from Switzerland. It brought 

back tragic memories of her Girondist friends who had 

once sat on the very benches where she now saw 

their murderers. 

However, there were happier events than this 

taking place in France now, reported Helen. Prisoners 

were being released from the jails and reunited with 

their families. Helen incorporated into her book 

many anecdotes about them. Some of these stories were 

told to her by Thomas Paine. Paine, who had been a 

member of Miss Williams' circle of friends before the 

Terror, spent fifteen months in prison. There, said 

23. Williams, Letters (1795), IV, 5. 
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Helen, "his cheerful philosophy under the certain 

expectation of death, his sensibility of heart, his 

brilliant powers of conversation, and his sportive 

vein of wit," made him a favorite among the prisoners.^ 

Before ending her latest account, Helen Maria 

felt it necessary to again admonish her English readers 

not to "arraign the oppressed for the guilt of the 

oppressor." She added that until the British ceased to 

take part in such deplorable practices as the slave 

trade, they must be careful about criticizing other 

nations. "I know not how that partial morality can be 

justified, which measures right and wrong by geographical 

25 
divisions," she concluded. 

When Miss Williams' fourth volume was reviewed 

in the New Annual Register, there appeared immediately 

beneath the discussion of her book, the review of 

another work very similar in format. Written by an 

anonymous author, it was entitled A Residence in France 

during the Years 1792, 1793, 1794, and 1795; described 

in a Series of Letters from an English Lady. The text 

of these letters, the reviewer said, was "of a very 

opposite political complexion and tendency" to what 

they were patterned after. He questioned the authenticity 

24. Ibid., p. 55. 

25. Ibid., p. 176-77. 
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of the account and stated that the editor, John Gifford, 

had as his object "to expose to obloquy and detestation 

the principles, and leading actors of the French revo

lution, together with its English advocates, and to 

convince his countrymen, that 'the old monarchical 

constitution of France'" was far better suited to the 

2 6 
French national character. 

Another contemporary review said that the work 

"appears to be drawn up as a contrast to Miss Williams' 

Letters from France, of which it is, in every respect, the 

reverse." The reviewer suspected, he declared, that 

27 
Gifford was the author, not "an English Lady." 

This work was translated into French and used by 

historian Hippolyte Taine as source material for his 

history of the French Revolution. The translation 

appeared by installments in the Francais in 1871 and in 

book form in 1872. There was much discussion at the 

time about the authorship. Taine and others tried to 

investigate the matter but could learn nothing. In the 

26. New Annual Register, 1796 (1797), p. 226. 

27. Monthly Magazine, 4 (July, 1797), p. 38. 
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present century the work has been erroneously attributed 

2 8 
to Helen Maria Williams several times. 

A few months after Helen Maria returned to 

Paris, she received the sad news that Dr. Kippis had 

died. He was one of the few friends in England whose 

loyal support for her had never waivered. Helen 

expressed her sorrow in a poetic eulogy to his memory 

in which she referred to him as "my earliest teacher, 

29 
and my latest guide." The poem was published in 

the New Annual Register. 

Her verses provided much insight into Miss 

Williams' close relationship with Kippis. He was almost 

a father figure to her. She recalled how, as a tiny 

child, she had sat in his congregation with her parents 

and learned about God and "the hope that rests above." 

Later, after she had grown up and wanted to become a 

poetess, again it had been Dr. Kippis who helped her 

— f. 

28. The reputable U.S. Library of Congress has 
listed the work under her name. This error may have 
originated in the second edition of Samuel Halkett and 
John Laing's Dictionary of Anonymous and Pseudonymous 
English Literature(Edinburgh7l926). This edition 
identifies "An English Lady" as Miss Williams. The 
first edition, published in 1882, attributed Residence 
to the editor, John Richard Green, the true name of 
John Gifford. Like other errors which have been printed 
about Helen, this one has been repeated frequently. 

29. New Annual Register, 1795 (1796), p. 184. 
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and gave her encouragement. His critical counsel had been 

her guide throughout her writing career. More recently, 

Kippis, by his comforting words, eased the hurt she 

suffered when she read the slander being written about 

her in England. Helen's poem reveals her own devout 

Christian faith, for which she was so much indebted to 

30 
this renowned man. 

The same month that Dr. Kippis died in London, 

France set up a new government. The National Convention 

was replaced by two legislative councils and the 

executive branch, a five-man Directory. Helen believed 

the Republic had finally triumphed over despotism. 

After Miss Williams had sent off her volumes 

about the Terror to her English publisher, she applied 

herself to the task of completing a translation she 

had begun two years earlier. The night before her 

arrest Helen had been talking with Bernardin Saint-

pierre about his idyllic love story Paul and Virginia. 

The work was published in French in 1788. Although it 

had been translated into English the following year, 

Helen Maria was eager to do her own translation. She 

now found time to finish it. The little book enjoyed 

great popularity during the nineteenth century and 

went into a number of printings and editions. 

30. Ibid. 



134 

During the next two years Helen gathered her 

notes about Switzerland, made during her sojourn there 

in 1794, and compiled them for publication. The final 

work comprised two volumes and was published early in 

1798 at London, Although she praised the therapeutic 

value of Switzerland's incomparable scenery, she was 

critical of the people. Helen said she could detect 

no zeal in the present generation for the pursuit of 

liberty.^ 

J. B. Say, the noted French author, translated 

Williams' work into French. In the "Avertissement" of 

his publication M. Say extolled Helen's writings and 

expressed his belief that she had contributed much 

toward gaining English support for French principles. 

Frenchmen, he declared, owed Miss Williams their grati

tude for thus helping to strengthen the republic, 

and he recommended that they give the work a favorable 

32 
reception. 

In England, however, the reception for Helen's 

book was far from favorable. Although Mrs. Piozzi 

called it "beautiful," her comments about Helen, in a 

31. Williams, Tour in Switzerland, I, 5-6. 

32. Helen Maria Williams, Nouveau Voyage en 
Suisse. trans. J, B. Say (Paris: Charles Pougens, 1798), 
p. xi. 
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letter to Mrs. Pennington, revealed her unrelenting 

animosity. "Helen Williams' last Book is beautiful," 

33 
she wrote, "but she is a wicked little Democrate." 

In a subsequent letter she added that the book had its 

dangers. Implying that Miss Williams was trying to 

corrupt British society, she remarked that Helen 

34 
"infuses her venom" in a "sweetness of style." 

The London Courier for April 10, 1798, printed 

an elaborate tirade against Miss Williams. The article 

referred to a widely circulated tale that Helen Maria 

had danced like a "drunken Bacchante" around the muti

lated bodies of the dead Swiss Guard after the attack 

on the Tuileries in 1792. It charged her with further 

invectives against the people of Switzerland in her 

, . 35 
new book. 

Anti-Jacobin Literature 

Although France had come a long way from its 

days of blood bath and terror, anti-French Revolution 

journalism in England was increasing both in quantity 

and in virulence. It took every form: broadsides, 

33. Knapp, Intimate Letters, p. 156. 

34. Ibid., p. 159. 

35. Quoted by Woodward, Une Anglaise Amie, 
p. 24 3, note 11. 
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pamphlets, newspapers, journals and books. Miss Williams* 

name appeared frequently in this literature. The comments 

about her were derisive, derogatory and often obscene. 

She was described as a "raging democrat," a "violent 

republican" and a writer with "political frenzy." 

As an added disparagement she was often referred to as 

3 6 
"Stone, better known as Williams." 

One of the most fluent and abusive journals 

was The Anti-Jacobin, or Weekly Examiner, published 

from 1797 to July 1798, under the editorship of 

William Gifford. Satirical poetry and parodies of so-

called "Jacobin" writers made up much of its text. 

Poems with such titles as "La Sainte Guillotine" and 

"Brissot's Ghost" ridiculed every aspect, good or bad, 

of the French Revolution. 

According to this journal, the September 

massacres were an example of the true nature of the 

37 
principles on which the French Revolution was founded. 

A letter from a reader printed in a later issue empha

sized the importance of continuing to oppose such 

principles, and of preventing those persons who supported 

them from trying to impose them upon Great Britain. 

36. The Anti-Jacobin, or Weekly Examiner, 2 
(May 14, 1798), p. 313. 

37. Ibid., 1 (November 20, 1797), p. 23. 



137 

Should these reformists be successful, he warned, 

Britain could expect the same violent results as 

3 8 
happened in Prance. 

This publication was followed by the still more 

venomous Anti-Jacobin Review and Magazine, issued from 

179 8 to 1821. John Richard Green, who had adopted the 

name of Gifford in admiration for William Gifford, was 

its editor. The avowed purpose of this journal was to 

"defend truth, loyalty, virtue, patriotism and con-

39 
servatism." It was Tory/High Church oriented. Sup

porters of the French Revolution and advocates of 

policital reform were frequent targets for its coarse 

slander. 

One particularly vulgar example of this slander 

was a poem entitled "The Vision of Liberty." It had 

been sent in by a reader who signed his name C. K., 

and it filled six pages of the journal. There were 

several lines devoted to Helen Maria Williams which 

blatantly accused her of "fornication." 

Then cam Maria Helen Williams Stone, 
Sitting upon a goat with bearded chin; 
And she hath written volumes many a one; 
Better the idle jade had learnt to spin. 

38. Ibid., 2 (June 18, 1798), p, 494. 

39. Ford K. Brown, Fathers of the Victorians, 
The Age of Wilberforce (Cambridge, Eng.: University Press, 
1961), p. 156. 

40. The Anti-Jacobin Review and Magazine, 
9 (April - August, 1801), p. 51?). 
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That the authors of such obscenities were frequently 

clergymen of the Church of England, makes them even more 

disgusting. The churchmen were involved in the English 

world of letters in great numbers. They were a group 

who had felt particularly threatened by the French 

Revolution, hence their attraction to literary endeavors 

like the Anti-Jacobin. 

The Reverend Richard Polwhele was one of these 

literary theologians. He published a long poem entitled 

"The Unsex'd Females," in which he attacked female 

radicals and liberals whose writings, he thought, im

periled the British status quo. He described Miss 

Williams as part of "a female band despising Nature's 

law," and classed her as a libertine. Polwhele added a 

note regarding Helen Maria: "Is it not extraordinary, 

that such a genius, a female and so young, should have 

become a politician — that the fair Helen, whose notes 

of love have charmed the moonlight vallies, should 

stand forward, an intemperate advocate for Gallic 

41 
licentiousness . . .?" 

Miss Williams believed she had found a far 

more important role than charming moonlight "vallies." 

However, at the moment, her hopes for France were sinking 

41. Richard Polwhele, The Unsex'd Females 
(1798; reprint ed., New York: Garland, 1974), p. 19, 
note. 



rapidly. The Directory government had become, in her 

eyes, increasingly militaristic and tyrannical. Helen' 

dismay grew as she saw human freedom in jeopardy. 

Then, a devastating personal tragedy wiped out all 

thought for anything but her family. 



CHAPTER VIII 

PARIS: 1798 - 1815 

In 1798 tragedy struck the Williams family. 

Helen's sister, Cecilia, who had married shortly after 

their release from prison in 1793, lived in Paris where 

her husband was now in business. Cecilia was expecting 

her third child. Towards the end of her confinement, 

she suddenly became ill one evening and died the next 

day. 

It was an enormous shock for Helen Maria who 

had been very close to her sister. Heartbroken, she 

described the experience to a friend in England. "My 

eye meets no more the dear companion of my childhood — 

the beloved friend of my life! She, who shared in all 

its destiny, all its emotions, — all its interests. 

Their suffering was compounded by the fact that 

they were unable to give their loved one a proper 

burial. Under contemporary French law, bodies of the 

dead had to be dumped into a common grave. "Inhuman, 

2 
savage interpretation of equality!" cried Helen. 

1. Williams, Sketches, I, 28-9. 

2. Ibid., I, 33. 
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Although her grief was profound, Helen Maria 

forced herself to bear up for her elderly mother's sake, 

and on account of Cecilia's two small boys who were now 

under her care. It had been her sister's dying wish 

that Helen adopt little Charles, who was one year old, 

and his three-year old brother Athanase. Thus, at age 

thirty-seven, Miss Williams found herself in the demand

ing role of foster mother. 

The following years were busy ones for Helen 

Maria. In spite of her added responsibilities, she 

continued to hold her salon. Moreover, John Stone's 

business ventures were going well. He and the Williamses 

now shared a country house on the outskirts of Lyons. 

Helen spent much time there while the children were 

growing up. She often entertained houseguests from 

among her intellectual circle at Paris. She loved 

the rural setting where she could walk in the fields 

and enjoy the birds and other wild creatures. Helen 

found the tranquility of these surroundings conducive 

to her writing and, little by little, as time allowed, 

she began to put together another series of letters 

about affairs in France at this period. 

A New Book 

Helen described her new work, which she entitled 

Sketches of the State of Manners and Opinions in the 
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French Republic. It included, she said, not only a 

description of the events of the day, but also "the 

discussions, opinions, and sentiments to which they 

3 
gave rise." This statement should be noted, because 

it seems to indicate that many of the opinions Miss 

Williams expressed in her political writing, were formed 

through listening to discussions in her salon and from 

conversing with persons whose insights she respected. 

The political pronouncements and value judgments which 

Laetitia Hawkins accused her of making on her own, 

probably were a synthesis of the views of educated men 

within her acquaintance. This is not to say there is 

no original thinking in Helen's books. She knew well 

the principles she endorsed, and she wrote about them. 

It does suggest, however, that her major political 

assessments were not invented by herself, but were 

based on sound counsel. 

Before beginning her text Helen Maria 

acknowledged that she knew of the hostility being mani

fested against her in England. "I am aware of the 

censure which has been thrown on writers of the female 

sex who have sometimes employed their pens on political 

subjects; nor am I ignorant that my name has been 

mentioned, with abuse by journalists, calling themselves 

3. Ibid., I, 5. 
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4 
Anti-Jacobins," she said. A friend from England had 

brought her some issues of the Anti-Jacobin journal 

in which she read the abominable statements. This 

journal, she was told, was "required reading" in London 

tea circles, although it had been completely unknown 

5 
in France, she said. Admitting that the remarks hurt 

her, they were only "pinpricks," she said, to someone 

who had gone through a French Revolution, and "learnt 

g 
to parry or despise more formidable weapons." 

The critics had called her a Jacobin, to which 

she replied, "Against the imputation of jacobinism I 

should deem it degradation to make the least defence." 

The political system which she most despised, she 

assured her readers, was the one of terror instigated 

by the Jacobins. In spite of these crimes which had 

blighted the Revolution, she remained convinced that 

7 
France would ultimately establish a perfect government. 

Interspersed throughout the two volumes of this 

book, Miss Williams added rural touches which reflect 

her deep enjoyment of the setting in which she was 

4. Ibid., I, 6. 

5. Williams, Souvenirs, pp. 44-5. 

6. Williams, Sketches, I, 6. 
J 

7. Ibid. 
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writing. At one point, it was Springtime. This season, 

she remarked, always brought back memories of her first 

Spring in France, "before the first numbing stroke of 

misfortune seemed to annihilate that world which fancy 

g 
had composed only of the elements of happiness." 

Helen always took much delight in the country 

people. She included in Sketches an old French folk

tale, "The History of Perourou, or the Bellows-Mender," 

which was set in the Lyons area. It became one of her 

most popular stories and was reprinted separately in 

9 
miscellanies and periodicals. 

Turning to more serious topics, Miss Williams 

discussed the positive aspects of the Revolution. One 

of its greatest benefits, she said, had been the liber

ation of the French peasant. Not only was he no longer 

overburdened with tithes, taxes and other feudal 

obligations, his moral situation had been revolutionized, 

she said. Now, as a free citizen, he could feel self-

respect. The peasant woman, too, was far better off, 

said Helen. Under the ancient regime she was literally 

a slave to her husband. Arthur Young, during his 

travels through rural France in 1787, had described the 

8. Ibid., I, 90. 

9. In 1838 the tale was adapted by dramatist 
Edward Bulwer-Lytton for his successful stage play 
"The Lady of Lyons." 
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women he encountered as old and bent before their time, 

Helen recalled. Thus, continued Miss Williams, in a 

country where "two thirds at least of its population 

are employed in the labour of the field, . . . it is 

needless to enquire any further whether the mass of 

happiness ... be increased, or diminished by the 

revolution."10 

On the other hand, said Helen, most French women 

had shown a certain indifference to the Revolution, with 

the exception of some of the Parisian fanatics during 

the Terror. However, this was not due to a lack of 

sensibility, she explained. Women tend to take a more 

practical assessment of good and evil, Helen maintained, 

and the Revolution had caused them an enormous amount 

of grief and worry. Their sons went off to war; their 

husbands, if not at the warfront, were subjected to 

grave danger in the uprisings at home. Women, Helen 

declared, were the heroines of the homefront. Risking 

their lives, they had ministered to people in the 

prisons. They had even died superbly when brought to 

the scaffold, she said. But, for the most part, she 

11 
concluded, they had "kept aloof from the contest." 

Only a few had taken sides. 

10. Williams, Sketches, I, 58. 

11. Ibid., II, 50. 
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Men had been the chief supporters of, and the 

main beneficiaries from, the Revolution, said Miss 

Williams. Whereas, women "may be allowed to entertain 

doubts whether the positive benefits they enjoy from the 

change, form a sufficient subsidy to tempt them to 

12 
depart from their neutrality." They may rightly 

question that they have gained as much as they should 

have from the upheaval, she continued. For example, no 

provision was made for the education of female children, 

said Helen. "What claim has the Republic to the attach

ment of that part of the human race from whom it withholds 

the first privilege of our nature, the first gift of 

13 
Heaven — instruction and knowledge?" she asked. 

"When Republican Lawgivers shall have established 

public institutions where women may receive the blessings 

of a liberal education," when they allow her to pursue 

honorable employments to support herself instead of 

forcing her to choose between a life with a man she 

despises, or starvation, then will she pay homage to the 

Republic, declared Helen, and teach her children to 

honor the name of liberty.'1'4 

12. 

13. 

14. 

Ibid., II, 51. 

Ibid., II, 53-4. 

Ibid., II, 55-7. 
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Returning to the achievements of the Revolution, 

Helen pointed out that France's example had inspired 

other countries of Europe where people were still under 

despotism. Moreover, she continued, the revolution

ary changes which took place in Switzerland as a result 

of this inspiration, have proven that the abuses under 

"that exercrable tyrant," Robespierre, which contaminated 

the French Revolution, were unnecessary. "My soul 

sickens at those experiments on human happiness," 

which were made in France, she added. 

War was another unnecessary abomination, Helen 

believed. Current authors, she said, were writing about 

the approaching perfectibility of man, while, at the 

same time, wars were raging all around. She felt 

these writers should apply their eloquence against the 

"daemon of war!" The greatest goal of reformists 

should be, she said, the eradication of this blight on 

civilization. She did not believe persons who told her 

that war could not be prevented. Wars, in her opinion, 

were unnatural. "Nature is kind and beneficent; peace 

is her dear delight," she argued.1*5 

15. Ibid., I, 12. 

16. Ibid., II, 154. 
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Helen rejoiced that religion was again taking 

its place in the lives of the French people. Although 

it was still Roman Catholicism to which the common 

people in France adhered, she said, the "genuine doctrines 

of Christianity" are a part of Catholic faith. It was 

better to have "an erroneous faith, than no faith at 

17 
all," she concluded. 

Helen revealed pride in her own solid religious 

background when she stated that faith ingrained in 

childhood gave one an "inestimable advantage" in life. 

She agreed with those persons "who, without excluding 

philosophy, believe religion to be a better guide, 

and a more solid and substantial foundation of future 

hope, 

Helen Maria was still optimistic about France's 

future. Although, she said, the Directory government 

had nearly extinguished the principles of freedom, she 

was convinced that the fate of liberty in Europe rested 

on the French Republic. France was destined to lead 

the world in the establishment of a free and happy 

society, she believed. 

Concerning the Consulate government which had 

replaced the Directory two years earlier, Helen's comments 

were reserved. Apparently, she was waiting to see what 

17. Ibid., II, 203. 

18. Ibid., II, 213-14. 
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j the new leadership would do. She had learned caution 
I I 

from too hasty judgments in the past. Now she confined 

her remarks to an account of the tremendous popularity 

Bonaparte enjoyed when he returned to Paris in 1799, 

Through his brilliant military successes he had brought 

France from the depths of dishonor to the heights of a 

proud new image. The nation adored him. 

In the beginning, she explained, Napoleon had 

the wholehearted support of the French people who 

looked to him as their liberator from the tyranny of the 

Directory. Like them, she hoped that his great "genius" 

would revive the waning precepts of liberty and defend 

the young Republic against its internal and external 

enemies. In addition, Helen continued, Bonaparte had 

given an appealing impression of great modesty, even 

embarrassment, at the acclaim shown him. His manner 

19 
won her admiration. 

Sketches was published early in 1801. Miss 

Williams and her publication received a blistering 

denunciation, seven pages long, in the Anti-Jacobin 

Review. It stated that she had begun her career 

writing "poetic trifles." Later, it continued, when 

19. Helen Maria Williams, A Narrative of the 
Events Which Have Taken Place in France (London: John 
Murray, 1815), pp. 8-9. 
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she first wrote on the subject of politics, her attempts 

were "endured on account of her youth, [and] her real 

ignorance of such subjects," in the hope that "with 

age would come wisdom." Her discussions of the war, 

in the present work, said the reviewer, were full of 

.  .  .  20  
lies, injustices and a strong French bias. 

Then, sinking into the inevitable implications 

against her morality, the Review asserted that Williams 

had renounced her native country "as too moral for her 

propensities, to live avowedly to the world with the 

husband of her friend," and to reside in a country "of 

unlimited licentiousness. Shall a woman of such senti

ments, of such practices, be suffered to transport into 

this country, her mischievous effusions, and imperiously 

offer her statements of important events to a credulous 

21 
public as facts incontrovertible?" it demanded. 

The reviewer proceeded to tear Sketches apart, 

chapter by chapter. He concluded with the declaration 

that neither truth nor wisdom could be expected from 

22 
a writer "so thoroughly perverted." 

20. The Anti-Jacobin Review and Magazine, 8 
(January - April, 1801), pp. 368-9. 

21. Ibid., p. 373. 

22. Ibid., p. 372. 
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A few months after the publication of her book, 

Miss Williams began to develop serious doubts about the 

sincerity of Bonaparte's modesty. In October the pre

liminary papers of a truce between Britain and France 

were signed at London. Helen Maria was overjoyed and 

wrote a poem in tribute. In her "Ode to Peace," which 

was printed in the London Morning Chronicle, November 17, 

she revealed the still deep affection she felt for her 

native land when she referred to "lov'd Britain, my 

parental Isle." The peace agreement heralded the 

dawning of a New Age for Europe, she believed. 

Not long after the poem appeared in print, 

Helen discovered the First Consul was more vain than 

he was modest. Napoleon regularly had English news

papers translated for him. Usually this did not 

include poetry, but this piece caught his eye, she said. 

When he read the translation he was incredulous to 

discover that his name did not appear anywhere in the 

poem. He considered himself, said Helen, "Le Grand 

Pacificateur." Moreover, he was angered at one of the 

lines which read, "Britain . . . encircled by thy 

subject waves." This implied that Miss Williams was on 

the side of the English sea-despots, and Bonaparte 

immediately called for her arrest. Through the help of 

friends at court, Helen managed to escape with only a 
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twenty-four hour detention, but the experience began to 

23 
open her eyes to Napoleon's weaknesses. 

An English Invasion 

The Treaty of Amiens effected a brief period 

of peace between England and France, and it brought 

English visitors swarming to the Continent. One person 

estimated there were some five thousand Englishmen in 

24 
Paris alone, during the summer of 1802. They came 

through curiosity to view the scenes of the Revolution 

and to see Napoleon Bonaparte in person. 

Stephen Weston, an English antiquary, returned 

to Paris after being away ten years. He reported that 

on the surface, many things about the city were un

changed, but when he talked with the residents he 

noticed effects of the Revolution. At social gatherings 

he was amazed to find people of all classes intermingled, 

25 
bowing to each other across the table. He published 

an account of his visit when he returned to London. 

Another Englishman, Samuel Romilly, had an 

opposite experience when he tried to hire a hackney 

23. Williams, Narrative, pp. 287-88. 

24. Catherine Wilmot, An Irish Peer on the 
Continent (1801-1803) (London: Williams and Norgate, 
1920) , P- 771 

25. Stephen Weston, The Praise of Paris or, 
a Sketch of the French Capital (London; C. And R. 
Baldwin, 1803), p. 94. 
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coach to return home after a theatre performance. He 

found he had to wait until all the aristocrats had been 

picked up and driven off in their carriages before his 

coach could move. This seemed incongruous to Romilly 

when everywhere he looked there were signs proclaiming 

"Egalitfi!1,26 

Anne Plumptre, an English novelist, remained in 

France for three years. She kept careful notes of her 

observations and criticized English travelers who spent 

a few days or weeks in a foreign country and then 

published alleged authoritative accounts when they 

returned home. Such tourists really can have no accurate 

knowledge of the country, she said. She warned the 

English about unjustly criticizing the French, and 

reminded them that they had often been misrepresented 

by visitors to their country. 

Everyone in Paris, according to Miss Plumptre, 

was talking against the Revolution now, and making 

jokes about the leading characters. She had been a 

supporter of the early principles, herself, and she 

was quick to distinguish between the first stages and 

the Revolution after "it fell into the hands of those 

who disgraced it." The former period was spoken of 

26. Romillv. Memoirs, II, 87. 
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"With high respect, as a noble and manly effort to 

emancipate the nation from a degrading subjection," 

27 
she said. 

Miss Plumptre, like Helen Maria, was charmed 

by the gaiety of the French people. She saw them pro

menading along the boulevards and in the public gardens. 

Beside the walks, she said, there were little stalls 

where trinkets, such as small likenesses of Napoleon, 

could be purchased. There was a multitude of entertain

ments going on continually: hydraulic experiments, 

phantasmogories and equestrian exercises for the upper 

and middle classes, and buffooneries, conjurors and 

animal acts to amuse the lower classes. 

Visitors who came to see Bonaparte had ample 

opportunity to view the Great Man. One might see him 

on horseback in the monthly Grand Parade, where his 

commanding air gave Miss Plumptre the impression of 

2 8 
a man "not of the ordinary race." He was now known 

as Monsieur de Bonaparte, she added. One might also 

obtain an audience with him, as Weston had, or go to 

to Tuileries palace to watch him dine. In 1802, 

27. Anne Plumptre, A Narrative of Three Years' 
Residence in France (London: J. Mawman, 1810), I, 186. 

28. Ibid., I, 109. 
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however, people in France seemed to be having second 

thoughts about the First Consul. Romilly said that he 

did not hear anyone express strong favor towards 

29 
Bonaparte. 

Paris Salon 

Helen Maria Williams* salon was at its height 

during the period of the Consulate. She had moved to 

a larger home on the Quay Malaquai, where she could 

entertain large numbers of people. Many of the English 

visitors to Paris attended her gatherings, along with 

Paris friends and a wide variety of other guests. Joel 

Barlow described these parties: "I believe she has a 

party almost every night — 30, or 40, or 50, chiefly 

30 
English," he said. A few of her illustrious guests 

at this time included Charles James Fox, Lord Holland, 

Carnot and artist Benjamin West, and "the usual great 

31 
circle of letter folks," reported Barlow. In addition, 

he continued, there were: "English lords and ladies, 

Italian princes and duchesses brought together to inhale 

each other's exhalations and judge of the state of each 

29. Romilly, Memoirs, II, 100. 

30. Charles Burr Todd, Life and Letters of Joel 
Barlow, L.L.D. (1886; reprint ed., New York: Da Capo 
Press, 1970), p. 193. 

31. Ibid., p. 184. 



156 

other's lungs by a free exchange of expirated gasses, 

32 
compliments and politics." 

One visitor to Miss Williams' salon in 1802 was 

Catherine Wilmot, a well-educated Irish girl traveling 

with Lord and Lady Mount Cashell of Ireland. The party 

stayed in Paris for nine months where they entered into 

the gay and lavish social life of the city. Twice a 

week they attended Helen Maria's entertainments. 

Catherine kept a diary in which she described 

everything she saw and the people she met during her 

sojourn in the French capital. The diary, which was 

published posthumously, presents the most detailed 

account of Helen Maria and her family, as well as many 

of Helen's distinguished friends, found anywhere. 

Miss Williams, according to Catherine, lived in 

a hotel "in the midst of a delightful garden." She 

entertained in her library. Her "style of society," 

reported Miss Wilmot, consisted mainly of senators and 

literary persons, along with a number of special friends, 

such as the Abb6 Gr^goire, Joel Barlow and the famous 

Polish general Tadeus Kosciusko, one of Helen's favorites. 

"Of 60 or 70 people" gathered at Miss Williams', nearly 

all were "celebrated for something or other," wrote Miss 

Wilmot.33 

32. James Woodress, A Yankee's Odyssey; the Life 
of Joel Barlow (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott, 1958) ,p.222. 

33. Wilmot, An Irish Peer, pp. 39-40. 
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Helen Maria's family, said Catherine, consisted 

of "an old Scotch, high-blooded lady,"*^ her Mother, two 

little nephews and their Father, a young Frenchman." 

She added that Mr. Stone, "an Englishman, and one of the 

35 
most sensible ones I ever saw, is also an inmate." 

Catherine described Miss Williams herself, now 

in her forties, as "large in person," and she "speaks 

in a tone of voice that sounds like an invalid." She 

was in "perpetual mourning" for her sister, said 

Wilmot, and always wore a black dress with a black 

gauze scarf over her head which "hung to her feet." 

Miss Wilmot's comments bear out the dramatic 

touches which, from all accounts, appear to have been 

a part of Helen Maria's personality, as well as her 

writing. In spite of these artificial superficialities, 

however, her sincerity and genuine goodness seem never 

to have been questioned by people who met her. "I 

never saw manners so desirous to please," Wilmot added, 

37 
"nor a countenance more corresponding to this idea." 

34. This would be Mrs. Persis (or Pervis) 
Williams, a relative who lived with the Williamses, 
(see note 2 , p. 43 above.) 

35. Wilmot, An Irish Peer, p. 39. 

36. Ibid., p. 38. 

37. Ibid. 
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Catherine Wilmot shared several of Helen's 

enthusiasms. She was fascinated by Kosciusko. The 

General, a tall, thin man in his late fifties, had a 

mop of shaggy black hair, she said, and his whole 

aspect presented an impression of "wildness." After 

meeting the Mount Cashells at Miss Williams', he often 

called upon them at their hotel and romped with their 

children. His conversation, said Catherine, was full 

3 8 
of nonsense and whimsy. 

Many of the English visitors took back stories 

about Miss Williams when they returned home. Hester 

Piozzi attended a dinner party in London where there 

were a number of returned travelers. They told her 

that Helen's house was a meeting place for a literary 

coterie. Some mentioned that John Stone lived in the 

same hotel. This immediately set Mrs. Piozzi's pen 

flying as she hastened to relay the gossip to her 

39 
friend Mrs. Pennington. 

A Disastrous Blunder 

Although Helen maintained what appears to have 

been a strenuous social life, she was never contented 

long unless she had something to write. In 1800 she 

38. Ibid., p. 42. 

39. Knapp, Intimate Letters, p. 248. 
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was offered the opportunity to purchase what was 

represented to her as a collection of letters written 

by Louis XVI. Believing them genuine, Miss Williams 

felt they would make an important contribution to the 

history of revolutionary France. She prepared them for 

publication and added her own commentaries. They were 

published three years later by the Paris publishing 

house with which John Stone was associated. 

Due to the increasingly strict censorship in 

France, Helen took every precaution to safeguard the 

publication of the work. She notified the prefect of 

police, Desmarets, who in turn made a report to Napoleon, 

adding his personal comment that the book seemed quite 

anti-Bourbon. Three months later, another police 

report indicated that Miss Williams' commentary definite

ly was supportive of Louis. Bonaparte, always fearful 

of royalist conspiracies, had Williams' work confiscated. 

Helen addressed a letter to the Grand Judge in 

protest of the seizure. She explained that her motive 

in publishing this book had been in keeping with her 

"attachment to the principles of the French Revolution 

40 
and to the government." Yet another official report 

upheld her innocence, and further stated that although 

40. Woodward, Une Anglaise Amie, p. 155. 
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her work showed a favorable attitude toward Louis XVI 

the man, it showed his public side in a shameful light. 

Five days after the confiscation, the situation 

was unchanged. Miss Williams wrote again to the Grand 

Judge. She feared total ruin, she said, if the books 

were not released. She mentioned that she had been 

greatly persecuted in England. The British government 

had been spreading lies about her in an attempt to 

lessen the credibility of her books and the principles 

she advocated. She pointed out that the slander had 

considerably damaged the sale of her writings. Helen 

further explained that she was obliged to make her living 

by writing and was trying to support an aged and infirm 

mother and the orphan children of her dead sister. To 

this letter she attached a statement of her expenses 

showing the enormous loss she would sustain if she were 

41 
not able to sell these books. 

Eventually, part of the supply was returned to 

her and she sent off many copies to New York. There was 

great demand for the work, particularly outside of 

France. Shortly after it became available in England 

it was declaimed as a fraud. This was the final blow 

to her reputation in her native country. The question 

41. Ibid., p. 160. 
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of the authenticity of the letters was debated in 

42 
London literary circles for more than sixty years. 

After this demoralizing encounter with the 

government Helen Maria stopped writing original works 

for the remainder of Bonaparte's regime. Stone's 

business was unharmed, however. The firm specialized 

in printing deluxe editions of classics. In 1806, 

through the influence of a long-time friend of Miss 

Williams', Francais de Nantes, John Stone was made 

official government printer. 

Miss Williams kept busy during those years 

caring for her mother and raising her two nephews. 

Continually surrounded by a choice society of intellect

uals who gathered at the Williams home for literary and 

political discussion, Charles and Athanase readily 

grew into young men with inquiring minds. Moreover, 

they were imbued with the strong religious faith of 

their aunt and grandmother. When the boys reached 

their teens, both expressed a desire to study for the 

ministry. In 1811 Helen was proud to be able to 

send them to a new Protestant college at Montauban in 

southern France. 

42. The details of this story may be found 
in Woodward, Une Anqlaise Amie, Chapter IX, pp. 153-68. 
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The following year was a sad one for Helen. 

Her mother passed away during the Spring. The old 

Scotswoman was buried at Pfere Lachaise cemetery in a 

plot appropriately surrounded by Scotch pines. The 

burial law which had forbidden Cecilia's burial in a 

private grave had long-since been abolished. 

Later that year, still another death brought 

added grief to Helen Maria. Joel Barlow, who, with 

his wife, had returned to America in 1805 and gone into 

retirement was recalled to duty by the United States 

government for a special mission. The Napoleonic wars 

had greatly hindered American trade. Protests at the 

impositions had been made by the United States, but to 

no avail. It was decided to send Barlow as a minister 

plenipolentiary to negotiate an agreement with Napoleon. 

When Barlow arrived in France he could not 

obtain an interview because Bonaparte was making 

preparations to invade Russia. In October he received 

a summons to meet the French leader at Vilna, near the 

Russian border. By the time Joel arrived at the ren

dezvous, Napoleon and the remnants of his army were in 

flight. Barlow started back to Paris, but with the 

bitter cold and many severe hardships along the way, he 

became fatally ill and died near Cracow. 
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Mrs. Barlow had a monumental pillar erected 

over his grave, and Helen Maria composed a poem for 

the dedication ceremonies in Poland. She described 

her friend as: "He who was simply great and nobly 

wise. 

Financial Problems 

Bonaparte's military defeat in Russia had 

disastrous effects on the French economy. That winter 

Stone's publishing house produced a deluxe edition of 

Voyage en Am6rique, the multi-volume work of the great 

German scientist, Baron von Humboldt. Unfortunately, the 

enormous expense involved in the publication exceeded 

his profits. This, coupled with the state of French 

economic affairs, caused Stone financial failure. 

Although he continued as printer for the government, 

he no longer had a remunerative business. 

John Stone and Helen Maria had made the 

acquaintance of Humboldt a few years earlier when he 

first came to Paris. The Baron, with French botonist 

Aime Bonpland, had spent five years exploring South 

America. Humboldt wanted the accounts of his trip 

translated into English. 

43. Todd, Life and Letters, p. 286. 
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Miss Williams, now putting her nephews through 

school, was in need of a project which would produce 

some financial reimbursement. She agreed to take on 

this immense assignment, although she was apprehensive 

at first about her ability to translate a scientific 

treatise. Humboldt promised to help her. The complete 

work took her many years, but in 1814 she finished the 

first part and it was published in London with the 

title Researches, Concerning the Institutions & Monuments 

of the Ancient Inhabitants of America. Helen's trans

lation is still in print today. 

In April 1814, Napoleon Bonaparte's reign came 

to an end. He was forced to abdicate and sent into 

exile. Louis XVIII, younger brother of the late King 

Louis XVI, was restored to the throne of France, and 

peace once again came to the war-weary country. 

Miss Williams greeted more English travelers in 

her salon. Many of them were from a younger generation 

of intellectuals, now. One of these was Henry Crabb 

Robinson. He belonged to a new group of writers 

popular in London. Robinson was a Dissenter and a 

liberal. As a youth he had been fired with the ideals 

of the French Revolution, and he had greatly admired 

Miss Williams' writings. When he visited Paris in 1814, 

he arranged to meet her. 
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"Miss Williams is an old maid," he wrote in 

his Journal. "I see no traces of former beauty." The 

strain of the past twenty-two years must have shown in 

her face, for he observed that "her features are strongly 

marked." Robinson remarked that she wore "an almost 

perpetual smile." He was pleased to find that Helen 

had not become an apologist of French tyranny as 

had been asserted in England. She talked freely about 

politics and her sentiments were of an English point 

of view and in agreement with his own, he said. Her 

opinions were moderate except for a vehement hatred 

44 
of Bonaparte. 

Robinson also met John Hurford Stone at Miss 

Williams'. Stone told him that both Miss Williams and 

himself had been known enemies of Bonaparte. He would 

have persecuted them to a far greater extent, said Stone, 

if they had not had friends among the police. Robinson 

found Stone's ideas agreeable, too, and his manners 

were genteel, he said. However, Stone was not at all 

well. Although only fifty-one years of age, he appeared 

45 
an "old man," said Robinson. 

44. Henry Crabb Robinson, unpublished journal, 
quoted in Woodward, Une Anglaise Amie, p. 178. 

45. Ibid., p. 178-79, 194. 
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Crabb Robinson remarked that Miss Williams and 

Stone had "apartments in several flats" within the 

same house. He pointed out that there was a difference 

in the structure of English and French houses, which 

46 
made this living arrangement acceptable. 

On March 1, 1815, one year after Napoleon had 

been sent to Elba, Parisians were shaken to learn that 

the tyrant had escaped from his island and landed on 

the southern coast of France. He was marching towards 

Paris with his army, which had rallied around him. 

Louis XVIII fled and became a fugitive as 

Paris prepared for the re-entrance of the Emperor. 

According to Helen Maria, most people felt that his 

return would be only temporary. When he arrived at 

the city gates he found only a drunken crowd there to 

greet him instead of the adoring throngs he would have 

preferred, she said. 

True to the prediction, Bonaparte's return to 

power was short-lived. After his disastrous defeat at 

Waterloo, France had no more to fear from him. When the 

Allies occupied Paris in July there was little resistence, 

said Miss Williams, and, except for a small number of 

the more fanatical Parisians, the great majority of 

46. Ibid. 
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citizens "rushed out in multitudes" to hail Louis 

XVIII as he re-entered the city. "Bonaparte, in all 

the pride of his conquests, was never so welcomed," 

47 
she declared. 

Helen wrote another book in which she described 

Napoleon's "One Hundred Days." She did not attempt to 

judge him but stated that his influence had been felt 

by everyone in Prance, and in all aspects of their lives. 

She discussed the present state of the French 

people and the outlook for the future. Although a 

monarchical government had been restored, Miss Williams 

believed that France would have no more experiences with 

extreme despots. The King, she said, was moderate, 

and she was particularly hopeful about the new Charter 

which guaranteed several of the major human freedoms. 

"The spirit of constitutional representation is abroad, 

48 
and will walk the world," she declared. Helen hoped 

that, with a period of peace, and of moderation, "the 

long profaned, but ever-sacred name of liberty, will 

49 
become the order of the day." 

There were many accounts of Napoleon published 

in London in 1815. The Quarterly Review praised Miss 

47. Williams, Narrative, pp. 269-71. 

48. Ibid., p. 307. 

49. Ibid., p. 379. 
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Williams' as "decidedly, the best." Although her style 

was a bit effusive, the reviewer believed her work was 

accurate and well-written.50 

Despite the publication of another book, Miss 

Williams never regained financial security. When her 

younger nephew Charles had to give up his study for the 

. . 51 
ministry, he returned home and found her m economic 

straits. 

50. Quarterly Review, 14 (October, 1815), p. 69. 

51. The reason for this is unknown. Woodward, 
Une Anglaise Amie, p. 176, says "an accident," but he 
does not elaborate further. 



CHAPTER IX 

PARIS: 1815 - 1827 

Charles Coquerel, home from Montauban, pursued 

further studies in Paris. During the next few years, 

he took courses in a wide variety of scientific 

subjects as well as the arts. His ambition, now, 

was to be a writer. 

Athanase, Charles' brother, completed his 

pastoral course the following year and returned home 

to find his aunt working feverously on the Humboldt 

translation. He was able to help her with the project. 

Helen kept up her salon during this period, 

although she did not entertain as frequently as she 

used to. British visitors were again swarming to 

Prance. An Irish authoress, Lady Sydney Owenson Morgan, 

attended Helen's parties and reported that Miss Williams' 

large circle of distinguished friends met every Sunday 

evening.^" Lady Morgan described the French soiree, 

which almost every "woman of condition" held once or 

1. Sydney Owenson Morgan, France (2d ed.; 
London: H. Colburn, 1817), II, 397. 
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twice a week, as an informal gathering given at home 

and without expense. Since lighting is cheap, the only 

expense is "in tea, or some very slight refreshment, 

2 
served a little before midnight," she said. 

In 1818 Miss Williams had the pleasure of seeing 

her oldest nephew take his first pastorate. He was 

called to a Walloon congregation in Amsterdam. Soon 

Athanase married and established a home there. 

John Stone died that year. Helen composed an 

inscription for his tomb in which she described him 

as "An Enlightened Champion of Religion and Liberty." 

His death left a cruel void in her life. 

Helen's literary friend Crabb Robinson returned 

to Paris, and to her salon, several times during the 

next years. He enjoyed hearing her discuss the 

political events she had lived through in France, and 

her hopes for the future of liberty. 

When Crabb arrived in 1818, he thought she 

looked ill. She was worrying again about finances, 

and she wanted him to help her find a publisher for a 

new book. Recently, the first part of her Humboldt 

translation had been published by a London firm who had 

treated her badly, she told Robinson. She desperately 

needed the money, she said, to help her nephew Charles 

become established in his writing career. 

2. Ibid., I, 407-08. 
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Robinson knew there was little interest in 

England anymore for Miss Williams' books, but he wanted 

to help her. When he returned to London, he approached 

one publisher after another until finally Mr. Baldwin, 

of Baldwin, Cradock & Joy, agreed to take on the project. 

The work, Letters on the Events Which Have Passed in 

France Since the Restoration in 1815, drew little 

interest, and the publisher lost a great deal of money. 

Miss Williams received nothing from it at all. Robinson 

wrote later, "Poor lady! She has been long dead in 

poverty."3 

Despite its imperfections, this work contained 

some of the most important original writing she did in 

her later years. Four of its chapters were made up from 

a pamphlet which she had published separately two years 

earlier: "On the Late Prosecution of the Protestants 

in the South of France." The Analectic Magazine 

claimed, "this work is highly important, from the cir

cumstance of its being written by a distinguished 

Protestant in Paris, who must have had access to the 

4 
best informed persons in the Protestant Communion." 

3. Henry Crabb Robinson, Henry Crabb Robinson 
on Books and Their Writers, ed. Edith J. Morley (London: 
J.M. Dent, 1938), I, 232. 

4. Analectic Magazine, 8 (August, 1816), pp. 
147-50. 
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The Declining Years 

Miss Williams admitted she felt old and tired. 

The strain of the past twenty-five years had been severe. 

Indeed, she said, she had seen enough "stupendous 

events" to fill several ages, all in her own lifetime. 

These were lonely years for her, too. Her 

nephews had grown up and most of her family had died. 

Mrs. Persis Williams, however, was still with her. 

As she grew older, Helen turned to the comfort 

of her religion, and she particularly enjoyed the 

company of her Protestant minister friends, the reverend 

Marron and Pommier Rabaut, brother of the Girondist 

Rabaut Saint-Etienne. Another was Jean Monod, whose 

eldest son, Frederic, had been a close friend of 

Athanase at Montauban. Helen was godmother to his 

youngest son. 

Distinguished visitors still came to see Miss 

Williams while they were in Paris. William Wordsworth 

and his sister, Dorothy, called upon her in 1820. 

Although Wordsworth had been an early admirer of hers, 

the two had never met. Helen talked with Wordsworth 

about poetry and found it a welcome relief from 

5. Helen Maria Williams, Letters on the Events 
Which Have Passed in France Since the Restoration Tn 
1815 (London: Baldwin, Cradock & Joy, 1819)7 p. 3. 
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political conversations, she said. Dorothy later 

g 
described Helen Maria as "a very sweet woman." 

Helen was still fighting poverty in 1823. She 

sent off a collection of her poetry to a London pub

lisher. It included many verses published in earlier 

works. The critic who reviewed the book for the 

Literary Gazette, stated that he had done so out of 

respect for "the celebrity of this lady's name," 

but the publication was very much worse than scores 

of works "consigned to oblivion" every month. He was 

sorry, he said, that "the able translator of Humboldt" 

should have debased herself to publish poetry which 

was "hardly worth the name" and only showed a fondness 

7 
for her "youthful performances." 

Miss Williams must have tried very hard to hide 

her financial distress. She did not want to be a burden 

to her nephews who were just beginning their careers. 

Athanase, however, at last realized her situation and 

took his aunt and Mrs. Williams to live with his 

family in Holland. Persis Williams died there. 

Although the Coquerels tried to make her happy, 

Amsterdam was not like Paris and Miss Williams pined for 

6. George McLean Harper, William Wordsworth 
(3d ed.; London: J. Murray, 1929), p. 570. 

7. Literary Gazette; and Journal of Belles-
Lettres, Arts, Sciences, etc. , No. 315 (February B"7 
1823), p. 82. 
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her friends and the way of life she had known so long. 

Reluctantly, but with understanding, Athanase took her 

back to Paris and provided her with an allowance for 

her livelihood. However, Helen Maria, already in poor 

health, lived little more than a year after her return. 

She died December 14, 1827, at the age of sixty-six 

years. 

Little notice was taken of her passing in Britain. 

There was almost no one to remember her former popular

ity. Many of those who did remember had long-Since 

succumbed to the anti-Jacobin propaganda. Death notices 

were brief, often full of errors and they repeated 

the calumnies printed about her years earlier. The 

Times published a poorly translated excerpt from the 

obituary which had appeared in the French newspaper 

g 
Le Constituionnel. It made no effort at editorial 

comment. Thus, in the end, Helen's own country 

abandoned her, and it was left to the people of her 

adoptive nation to show regard for her memory. 

Le Constitutionnel honored Miss Williams with 

an accurate and a sensitive r£sum£ of her years of 

dedication to French liberty. It praised the efforts 

she had made, through her writing, to support and 

8. The Times, London, December 22, 1827, 
page 2, column 4. 
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interpret the affairs of France for English-speaking 

nations. It told of her benevolence; "To these literary 

qualities this lady added the qualities of a soul the 

most tender and the most enlightened." Her death 

"caused the deepest sadness to her family and her 

9 
numerous friends," it concluded. 

Helen Maria Williams spent the last years of 

her life writing her memoirs of the Revolution and the 

Napoleonic era. Charles Coquerel translated the work 

into French, and his translation was published the year 

of her death. There is every indication that her manu

script, in English, had been sent to a publisher in 

London and was expected to be published simultaneously 

with the French edition. However, there is no record 

whatsoever of its publication. A careful search through 

11 
bibliographic sources has revealed nothing. Even her 

manuscript seems to have disappeared. Whether it was 

returned to the Coquerels or simply put aside by the 

publisher and eventually lost or discarded, there is no 

way of knowing. 

9. Le Constitutionnel, December 18, 1827, p. 2. 

10. Charles Coquerel, "Avertissement," in 
Souvenirs de la Revolution Francaise, par H61fena-Maria 
Williams (Paris: Dondey-Dupr^, 1827), p. viii. 

11. Neither did Woodward locate an English 
edition (Woodward, Une Anglaise Amie. p. 218, note 57). 
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Coquerel stated in the Forward to the French 

edition that his main purpose in translating the work 

was that he believed it could furnish valuable data for 

scholars studying the French Revolution. Although it 

was still too early to write an objective history of 

the upheaval, he said, first it was necessary to collect 

the facts. 

Miss Williams had early embraced the principles 

of the Revolution "with all the fervor of a woman's 

patriotism," said Coquerel. She not only had witnessed 

the events at close hand, she also had a salon where 

all the public issues, as well as the ideas which 

12 
brought them about, were openly discussed. 

Coquerel speaks of her continuing loyalty to 

the French people, even during periods when they 

abused liberty. He agreed with her opinions, he said, 

but above all, he supported her "decided respect for 

those glorious rights which the French Revolution 

13 
proclaimed to the world." 

At the end of his translation Charles Coquerel 

appended Miss Williams' most recent poem, in the 

original English. It was a eulogy to the brave defenders 

of a little fishing village in the Greek war of 

12. Williams, Souvenirs, p. vi. 

13. Ibid., p. vii. 
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independence, which was still going on at the time of 

her death. Coquerel thought it a fitting finale to 

his aunt's memoirs, in which she had so fervently-

praised French martyrs who died for liberty, just 

as Greeks were now dying. The attitudes she expressed 

in this poem reflect the themes which dominated her 

whole life: humanitarian concern for the downtrodden 

peoples of the world and a desire to help spread liberty 

to every human being. 



CHAPTER X 

CONCLUSIONS 

When the French Revolution first broke out, there 

was widespread approval in England. The Protestant 

Dissenters saw it as a magnanimous event which promised 

the coming of a new world order, bringing universal 

freedom and happiness. France, they believed, would 

set an. example for all to follow as it established its 

new government. 

Then, the influential Reflections of Edmund 

Burke appeared, winning many converts to the opposite 

point of view. Two years later, extreme violence and 

anarchy changed the beautiful dream into a nightmare, 

and more British were turned against France. 

Nevertheless, there was still strong support 

among English liberals. In the autumn of 1792 the reform 

societies of London were sending congratulatory letters 

and representatives across the Channel to express 

their approval and encouragement. 

With the execution of Louis XVI and the coming 

of war in 1793, however, the British Establishment felt 

a need to protect itself against revolutionary influences. 

178 
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It adopted an official attitude of strong disapproval 

towards France. A prolific anti-Revolutionary literature 

developed which promoted the Government's position. 

At the very time that the British attitude 

towards the Revolution was changing, Helen Maria Williams, 

an idealistic young English authoress, had just dedi

cated herself to the French cause. She had determined 

to live in Paris and write her observations of the 

great movement for the people at home. In ensuing 

years her books continually pleaded for understanding 

and leniency towards France as it struggled to establish 

liberty. 

Her attitude put her in direct conflict with 

the increasing power of an anti-Revolutionary reaction. 

British propagandists and literary critics dealt with 

her, in print, in the severest possible terms. By 

eloquent invectives and damning assertions they very 

effectively destroyed not only her credibility, but 

her respectable reputation as well. 

A whole fiction, made up of gross misrepresenta

tion, grew up around the name of Helen Maria Williams. 

By the early 1800s liberals in England had been forced 

underground, and we find Miss Williams still being 

maligned. She was even accused of a complete change 

of character. Percival Stockdale, the man who had given 
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her his endorsement and encouragement when she was a 

young girl at Berwick, wrote: "This lady has long been 

the complete contrast of what she was . . . She has, 

for several years, been the open, ardent, and strenuous 

advocate for the ferocious, and implacable enemies 

of whatever is dearest, and most beneficent to mankind,"^ 

The Reverend William Beloe wrote a similar 

commentary. He described Miss Williams in her youth 

as "lively, elegant, accomplished, and agreeable, of 

pleasing person, simple and gentle manners, without 

pride, or asserting any pretensions to distinction." 

She had received the respect, he said, of "many of the 

most considerable persons in this country." Since 

then, according to Beloe, Miss Williams had exchanged 

fame for "neglect and contempt." "What is she now?" 

he asked. Whether she lives or not, "few know, 

2 
and nobody cares." 

Two decades later, the silent indifference with 

which England received the news of Helen Maria's death, 

illustrated the truth of Beloe's cutting remarks. It 

also presaged the permanent neglect which has been her 

fate ever since. 

1. Stockdale, Memoirs, pp. 219-20. 

2. William Beloe, The Sexagenarian; or, the 
Recollections of a Literary Life (179&; reprint ed., 
London: F.C. and J. Rivington, 1817), I, 357, 360. 
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Although she has been mentioned frequently in 

biographical dictionaries and in books about her era, 

much of the information is inaccurate and shows vestiges 

of the anti-Jacobin bias. In many works she is described 

as a violent revolutionary and extreme radical, implying 

a fanaticism which her writing does not substantiate. 

Others have accused her of historical inaccuracy 

by such comments as: "She wrote poems, novels, history 

that was suspect of mendacity, and inflammatory accounts 

3 
of countries, people, and politics, French especially." 

The prestigious Dictionary of National Biography 

states: "Her works were the source of many erroneous 

opinions as to facts, which have been largely accepted 

as matters of history, instead of . . . the wilful 

4 
misrepresentations of interested parties." 

Helen herself admitted to making some errors of 

judgment from time to time, but nobody is free from 

such mistakes, in politics or in private life, she 

asserted. "I may have been mistaken, but I have always 

been sincere," she added.5 

3. Ernest A. Baker, The History of the English 
Novel (London: H. G. & G. WitherBy, 1934), V, 151. 

4. Dictionary of National Biography, XXI, 404. 

5. Williams, Souvenirs, p. 3. 
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During the more than 150 years since her death, 

almost no one has tried to discover the truth about Miss 

Williams. The French Revolution did permanent damage 

to English-French relations.6 Hostility towards it is 

still apparent today. Perhaps this accounts for a 

reluctance in Britain to attempt to vindicate, or to 

reappraise, Helen Maria Williams. 

The only full-length study of her was done by an 

Australian, Lionel D. Woodward, in 1930. The book was 

originally his doctoral dissertation submitted to the 

Faculte'de lettres of the University de Paris, the same 

year. It is written in French. Woodward's work demon

strates considerable research and has value for its 

large amount of data. However, it presents few 

conclusions. 

In 1875 an American Unitarian minister, A. P. 

Putnam, published a series of articles about Miss 

Williams in the Unitarian Review. He saw her as a 

religious, high-principled and wholly admirable woman. 

She was remarkable, he said, for her prolific and in

fluential writings, her interest and connections in the 

French political world of her day, and for her dedication 

to her convictions. "Nothing more fully reveals Miss 

6. William Lindsay Renwick, English Literature, 
1789-1815 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), p. 4. 
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Williams' superiority of mind than the broad and 

reasonable views she entertained respecting religion," 

stated Putnam. Her faith is well-illustrated in her 

hymn, "While Thee I Seek, Protecting Power," according 

to Putnam, and by lines from the introduction to her 

book of poetry published in 1823, which he quoted; 

"The religion sought for by the French nation is that 

which is founded on the principles of rational inquiry 

and on the sublime morality and the eternal truths of 

the Gospel."^ 

This is the faith on which Miss Williams based 

her life, and the one she instilled in her nephews. 

We see the same devotion to truth, human rights and an 

"enlightened" religion manifested in Athanase and 

Charles Coquerel. 

Athanase, after twelve years' service at 

Amsterdam, was called to the pastorate at the Oratojre 

in Paris. He became prominent for his eloquent preaching 

and known as a defender of civil and religious liberty. 

He wrote numerous books, including some poetry, on 

religious topics. His eldest son, Athanase Josue, 

followed his father's calling to become a clergyman of 

7. Alfred Porter Putnam, "Helen Maria Williams," 
Unitarian Review, 10, no. 3 (September, 1878) , pp. 
249-51. 
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g 
the Protestant Reformed Church, In the brief 

biographical sketch which the senior Coquerel supplied 

for an English edition of one of his works, he paid 

tribute to the "'remarkable woman'" who had brought 

9 
him up. "'Whatever 1 am I owe to her,'" he wrote. 

Miss Williams' younger nephew, Charles, developed 

into an influential lay leader and theologian, as well 

as a noted author. His scholarly writings reflect a 

lifetime of study in the fields of science, the arts 

and, particularly, theology. Charles' major work was 

a history of the French Protestant church published in 

1841. For this project he utilized the papers of two 

eminent Protestants, Paul Rabaut and his son, Rabaut 

10 
Saint-Etienne, Helen Maria's loved friend. In another 

work, a history of English literature, he appraised his 

aunt's poetry. Her verses, he said, reveal the rare 

qualities of her loving and sensitive heart. 

The lives of her distinguished nephews form a 

testimony to the true qualities of Miss Williams' 

8. Pierre Larousse, Nouveau Larousse Illustre; 
Dictionnaire Universe! Encyclop6dique8 vols. (Paris: 
Librairie Larousse, 1898-1904), III, 34. 

9. Athanase Coquerel is quoted in Herbert 
McLachlan, Records of a Family, 1800-1933 (Manchester, 
Eng.: Manchester University PressTJ 1935), p. 19. 

10. Larousse, Nouveau Larousse Illustre, III, 34. 

11. Charles Coquerel is quoted in Woodward, Une 
Anqlaise Amie, p. 205. 
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character. Her contribution to society, although not 

the one she envisioned in 1791, would seem to be 

significant through the inspiration she imparted to 

others. 

Her writings, which had considerable influence 

in her day, are of even greater interest to succeeding 

generations. First of all, they represent eye-witness 

reports written at the time of the events, not retro

spectively, as were the profusion of memoirs published 

after the Revolution, As such, they are more valuable 

for the personal emotions and the point of view they 

reflect than for factual information. However, they 

do provide important insight into many of the events, 

such.as the proscription of the Girondins. In addition, 

they are among the very few firsthand accounts of the 

12 
Revolution written in English. 

Perhaps the greatest value of all, in Miss 

Williams' writing, is in the way it illustrates the 

visionary spirit which was so essential a part of the 

French Revolution. Her works add dimension to the 

factual histories and bring us closer to the real mean

ing of this cataclysmic upheaval. 

12. John Goldworth Alger, Englishmen in the 
French Revolution (London: S. Low, Marston, Searle & 
Rivington, 18897, p. xi. 
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In reading her books, one is struck by her 

courage. She stood by her convictions in the face of 

mortal danger, social ostracism and devastating dis

appointments. She was never afraid to speak out plainly 

against what she believed was evil, and in favor of 

what she saw that was commendatory. Helen Maria 

Williams fervently believed in the principles of 

liberty and in the moral worth of human beings, to the 

extent that she devoted her life to them. 
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