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Introduction 
Colin Southall 

Planning permission for the Bristol plaque at Gloucester Row is dependent 
on agreement with the current owners which has yet to be obtained. We 
had hoped to have the 2025 AGM in Bristol to coincide with the unveiling 
but in the event held the AGM online. 

Sydney Smith’s bible has been kindly donated to the Association by Sue 
and Christopher Mott. More details and some images are included in this 
newsletter. 

Sydie Bones has selected a sample of Sydney’s letters for 1825 which 
include the testy exchanges with Lord Carlisle about Catholic 
emancipation. What struck me was the speed of the post. A friend once 
told me that the old slogan ‘post early for Christmas’ was coined to 
encourage people to post their letters before noon on Christmas Eve, 
rather than by the end of November. 

James Williams’ talk at the 2019 AGM in York was very engaging. His paper 
on which the talk was based was published in 2024 and an extended 
summary is provided in this newsletter. The paper if free to access online 
for those who would like to read the full text. 

Several references to Syndey in the press are included: a 2021 article by 
Matthew Engel in the New Statesman which I only recently spotted; a note 
on a recent episode of Beyond Belief on Radio 4 which visited Kensal 
Green cemetery; and two book reviews. 

Also included is an experiment with Artificial Intelligence based on a talk 
given at the West country lunch in early 2026 in which Chat GPT was used 
to interview Sydney. 

The 2026 AGM will be held in November this year. It is hoped that a lunch 
can be organised York, otherwise an online meeting will be scheduled. 
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From the Archives - Letters from 1825 
Sydie Bones 

The three sources of letters used for this article are (a) the new 1855 
edition of the Memoir and Letters edited by Mrs Sarah Austin; (b) the 
Selected Letters of Sydney Smith edited by Nowell C. Smith 1981 (which 
Alan Bell described as ‘riddled with errors’); and (c) the unpublished letters 
included on our website. 

The published letters are few. Mrs Austin includes four, July, August, 
October and undated; Nowell Smith three, April, May and November. The 
unpublished letters, in sharp contrast, are 37 in number, begin in January 
and end in December, making a selection more difficult than usual. 

The January letters reveal that Sydney was embroiled in a serious dispute 
with important public figures on the subject of Catholic emancipation. 
This, to Lord Carlisle dated 10th January: 

My Lord 

The Archbishop of York at your Lordship’s request conversed with me 
upon the subject of an Essay on the Catholic question written by me in 
the last No of the Edinburgh Review. 

The points upon which his grace principally touched as reporting your 
opinions were – that my Review was seditious, and liable to 
prosecution from the Attorney General – that it was liable to 
prosecution from the House of Lords – and that you felt yourself 
particularly hurt by my observation on the Duke of York because he was 
so intimately acquainted with the Duke of Rutland. Upon these points 
I must request permission to make a few observations. 

And then followed six pages of explanation and justification, stating that 
Lord Carlisle’s resentment is ‘premature, unjust and repugnant to the 
Spirit’. 
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Lord Carlisle was quick to reply, this extract is from the letter dated 
13th January: 

The Archbishop’s observations, as far as we are mutually concerned, 
and without any reference to my letter to you, were limited to the 
embarrassment to which your attacks on the Lord Chancellor and Royal 
Dukes incidentally subjected us. We only requested … to be able to 
state that we had every reason to believe that they would not be 
repeated. … you equally mistake when you charge me with disposing 
the Archbishop against you. Believe me, I found that person most 
generously, and in real friendship, lamenting the course you were 
steering, and the inevitable consequences to which it led. 

The 16th January brought Sydney’s response, lighter in tone and shorter in 
length. After a gentle but pointed analogy about the Bishop of Norwich 
and a Mr Coke on freedom to express one’s views, he continues: 

The Archbishop and Lord Carlisle are incapable of asking anything of 
me or of any other clergyman which they thought degrading, but I am 
sure I should feel degraded by making such a promise … and I strongly 
suspect that the D. of York … would have no very high regard of that 
man whose censure was not regulated by his own principles but by the 
will of his powerful neighbours. 

Your Lordship has certainly a case against me in the E. Review. I am too 
violent – but you must really excuse me for saying that you have 
marvellously overstated that case … and any person ignorant of what 
had past would suppose that I had been writing against religion and 
morals, and blackening private character … and this in your Lordship’s 
friendly imagination is magnified into faults which are to destroy my 
future peace. … I know I am to blame, and I think also … that though 
you are quite right in the fact, your Lordship is quite mistaken in the 
degree. 
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His Lordship’s reply was immediate: 

Sir, 

You have made two of the wildest charges possible against me. I 
conceive I clearly have demonstrated how entirely both were without 
foundation. When I opened your letter this morning, instead of finding 
acquiescence on your part to my assertion, or denial of its truth, I look 
in vain for either, but am sent to apply a most intricate supposed case 
of the Bishop of Norwich and Mr Coke, which by no strain of analogy 
can I make bear anything that ever passed between us. 

Have the candour to state whether you retain or abandon the charges 
alluded to, for in yours of this day you do not deign to notice this. 

Sydney evidently could not resist a fulsome dissertation on the question, 
sent by letter two days later. In it, he writes: ‘You have insisted upon 
having my opinion and this it is.’ - and two pages of explanation and self-
justification follow, ending with: 

I have endeavoured to say this with perfect respect and temper. If I 
have failed in these endeavours, pray attribute it to my ignorance and 
want of tact. Whatever I have to complain of I forget the moment I 
started. I will call at C. Howard as soon as … (part of sentence missing) 
… pray tolerate me as well as you can … 

I have found no reply from Lord Carlisle. He died later that year, in 
September. However, it would seem that a good relationship was resumed 
with the family as on 23rd October Sydney wrote to Lady Carlisle: 

Dear Lady Carlisle 

If your house is not too full will you have the goodness to give me a bed 
on Saty next the 29th when I am engaged to dine at C. Howard? 
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The subject of Catholic emancipation was seldom in the shadows. In a 
letter to John Allen, dated 26th February, Sydney enquires about his visit 
to Holland House: 

As you are writing on this topic, add a line to say who shone upon the 
subject of Catholic association. I was disgusted with Canning’s canting 
about the university of Oxford which he has always laughed at, and 
despised, - and Brougham’s exhortation to the Catholics to be violent 
and fractious much pleased me. … I am reading the Westminster 
Review – a great deal of bad taste but I love a little Jacobinism every 
now and then. 

This, from a letter to Lady Holland in November: 

I have sent fourteen resolutions to Bishop Doyle to be signed by all the 
Irish Catholic Prelates and circulated universally. The substance of 
them is a denial of those Errors commonly imputed to the Catholics and 
more and more believed for want of proper contradiction. (James Doyle 
was Bishop of Kildare and Leighlin, the ablest and most eloquent 
champion of Catholic Emancipation of his day. Nowell C Smith.) 

And the first published letter in 1826, to Lady Grey, begins with ‘Terrible 
work in Yorkshire with the Pope! I fight with the beasts of Ephesus every 
day!’ 

Throughout the letters there are, of course, delightful glimpses of 
Sydney’s humour and wit. For example, from a letter to Francis Jeffrey: 

Mrs Sydney always sends you reproaches for not coming to see her as 
you pass and repass; but I always reply to her, that the loadstone has 
no right to reproach the needle for coming from a certain distance. The 
answer of the needle is, ‘Attract me, and I will come; I am passive’. 
‘Alas! It is beyond my power,’ says the magnet. ‘Then don’t blame me’, 
says the needle. 
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The Gravity and Levity of the Reverend Sydney Smith 

James Williams gave a talk at the 2019 AGM in York examining Sydney’s 
comment about his brother: ‘Bobus and I have inverted the laws of nature. 
He rose by his gravity; I sank by my levity’. The talk was based on Williams’ 
paper which is now available online (Williams, J. (2024) ‘The Gravity and 
Levity of the Reverend Sydney Smith’, Essays in Criticism, Volume 74, Issue 
3, July 2024, Pages 352–378, https://doi.org/10.1093/escrit/cgae018). 
This article provides an extended overview of the paper. 

There is some uncertainty about the attribution of this quotation as one 
source records the etymologist John Horne Tooke as the originator. On 
balance though, Williams considers it to be Sydney’s based on the 
comments he made about gravity and levity in his work and conversation. 
The talk considered these different uses, especially in undermining the 
pompous. Saba, Lady Holland, gives as an example the dinner-table 
confession that Sydney’s ‘one little weakness, one secret wish’ was that 
‘he should like to roast a Quaker’: 

‘Good heavens, Mr Smith!’ Said Mr —, full of horror, ‘roast a Quaker?’ 

‘Yes, Sir’ (with the greatest gravity), ‘roast a Quaker!’ ‘But do you 
consider, Mr Smith, the torture?’ ‘Yes, Sir,’ said my father, ‘I have 
considered everything. I may be wrong, as you say: the Quaker would 
undoubtedly suffer acutely, but every one has his tastes...’ 

Another common usage is where Sydney meets gravity with deadpan 
poker face wit which provided an opportunity to push the bounds of 
propriety: 

‘Heat, Ma’am!’ I said; ‘it was so dreadful here, that I found there was 
nothing left for it but to take off all my flesh and sit in my bones.’ ‘Take 
off your flesh and sit in your bones, Sir? Oh, Mr Smith! How could you 
do that?’ she exclaimed with the utmost gravity. ‘Nothing more easy, 
Ma’am: come and see next time.’ 

https://doi.org/10.1093/escrit/cgae018
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In his Royal Institution lecture Of Wit and Humour Sydney hoped that 
mockery might be used to overcome cruelty: 

[I]n all such cases [that is, where someone is being laughed at, rather 
than laughed with] the laugher is, in his own estimation, the superior 
man, the person laughed at, the inferior: at the same time, contempt 
accompanied by laughter, is always diminished by laughter, which 
seems to diminish hatred, as perspiration diminishes heat. 

Williams notes that Sydney did not deny that clergymen needed to 
conduct themselves with some gravity. Sydney’s preaching style was 
reported to be ‘plain, serious and earnest’ in contrast to his table talk. As 
Lady Holland recounts: 

At a large dinner-party my father, or someone else, announced the 
death of Mr Dugald Stewart … The news was received with so much 
levity by a lady of rank, who sat by him, that he turned round and said, 
‘Madam, when we are told of the death of so great a man as Mr Dugald 
Stewart, it is usual, in civilised society, to look grave for at least the 
space of five seconds.’ 

Here levity refers to unbecoming frivolity. Sydney commented to Jeffrey 
in 1808 about an article in the Edinburgh Review which he found 
‘ponderous and vulgar as well as indiscreet’. Here the reviewer sinks by 
his levity which is beneath him. Sydney was alert to his own failings, as he 
notes in a letter in 1802: 

I … am so well aware of that excessive levity into which I am apt to run, 
that I think I shall correct it. 

Sydney was also alive to the spatial usage of gravity and levity. Clergymen 
were low in the social hierarchy, but not at the bottom. He criticised the 
society of his day as a means to improve it, not to overthrow it. However, 
as a member of a Tory Church of England this was enough to prevent his 
elevation to a bishopric. 
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He was also averse to the expected forms of obeisance, as recalled by the 
list of crimes he thought that his Yorkshire servant, ‘Bunch’, was guilty of: 

Plate-snatching, gravy-spilling, door-slamming, blue-bottle fly-
catching, and curtsey-bobbing [i.e.] standing with my mouth open and 
not attending [and] curtseying to the centre of the earth. 

As Williams notes: ‘Smith’s evident desire for worldly advancement is in 
one sense nothing more than rational self-interest in a world in which 
fortunes were expressed in gravitational and counter-gravitational terms. 
The rise of paper money is tied up … with a view of economic speculation 
as a kind of levity which gravity will inevitably bring crashing down to 
earth.’ An example of this is Sydney’s comment in 1801 that ‘My poor 
father … grows heavier and lighter with every post and rises and falls with 
the stocks.’ 

The Enlightenment encouraged scientific enquiry, the results of which 
entered public discourse as exemplified by Sydney’s comment about 
finding his level in the world and his concern for equilibrium. He wrote in 
the Edinburgh Review to encourage the inclusion of chemistry and 
mathematics in degree courses, and was an amateur medic and inventor 
who celebrated his scratching post in verse: 

That learned scratching-pole that yonder stands 
Owes its existence to my curious hands; 
Framed for all animals, large or small, 
It perfect satisfaction gives to all. 

He used the language of physics in his comments about the assembly of 
Yorkshire clergy opposed to Catholic emancipation: 

Here we are, a set of obscure country clergymen, at the ‘Three Tuns’ at 
Thirsk, like flies on the chariot-wheel; perched upon a question of which 
we can neither see the diameter, nor control the motion, nor influence 
the moving force. 
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And when warning Jeffrey about his tendency to write harsh reviews: 

[R]emember my joke against you about the moon and the solar system; 
‘Damn the solar system! bad light – planets too distant – pestered with 
comets – feeble contrivance; – could make a better with great ease.’ 

As Williams comments: ‘Smith was more than usually inclined for a man 
of his time … to reach for the metaphorical language of science in his 
conversation. From this perspective, the play of the physical against the 
psychological senses of “gravity” and “levity” recalls the mechanics of 
Isaac Newton, who … was a collateral ancestor of Smith’s.’ 

Sydney’s love of paradox is demonstrated in his description of the medical 
treatment he provided to his son Douglas in 1814: 

I darted into him all the mineral and vegetable resources of the shops, 
cravatted his throat with blisters, and fringed it with leeches, excited 
now the peristaltic, now the antiperistaltic motion, like the strophe and 
antistrophe of the tragedies, and set him in five or six hours to play at 
marbles, breathing gently and inaudibly. 

Williams notes a tension in Sydney’s character between levity and the pull 
of his depressive temperament. Sydney’s famous note to Lady Morpeth in 
1820 can be seen as a letter from one depressive individual to another: 
‘Nobody has suffered more from low spirits than I have done.’ Levity in 
this context is not a guilty pleasure, but something achieved despite a 
powerful psychological pull as Sydney commented to Sir George Philips: 
‘You say I have many comic ideas rising in my mind: this may be true; but 
the champagne-bottle is no better for holding the champagne.’ 

Williams concludes saying: ‘Smith knew that in the midst of life we are in 
death, but his humane wit could hope that the same might true vice versa; 
and it is built on the intuition that, whether rising or falling, low or high, 
the only way through the paradox of gravity and levity is the route of 
unassuming, practical happiness. As he wrote to Lady Holland in 1809: “In 
short, if it be my lot to crawl, I will crawl contentedly; if to fly, I will fly with 
alacrity; but as long as I can possibly avoid it I will never be unhappy.”’ 
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Sydney Smith, The Irreverent Reverend 
Matthew Engel, New Statesman, 23 June 2021 

Back in the good old days of the New Statesman’s Weekend Competition, 
the task one week was to recast a biblical passage in the style of a 
humorous writer. Naomi Marks, one of the contest’s stalwarts, came up 
with the following: 

There was an old man with a beard 
Who said, ‘I demand to be feared! 
Address me as God, 
And love me, you sod!’ 
And Man did just that, which is weird. 

This was certainly better crafted than the Edward Lear original and could 
constitute a starting point for a discussion about faith and observance far 
more productive than anything allowed as part of my religious education. 
But even today, when I have friends in dog-collars who can be treated as 
equals, I would not be wholly confident in quoting this in conversation 
until at least the fourth glass of ecclesiastical sherry. 

But there was someone I never met who would surely have laughed 
uproariously and instantly come back with something just as clever and 
thought-provoking. He was born in 1771, 250 years ago this month, and 
died, aged 73, in 1845. His name was the Reverend Sydney Smith. 

As his simple title implies, he did not reach high office in the profession to 
which he was, in effect, conscripted by his father. This was partly because 
he was so witty and thus not seen as serious by the church hierarchy. He 
was the man who described heaven as ‘eating pâté de foie gras to the 
sound of trumpets.’ Also: ‘What bishops like best in their clergy is a 
dropping down-deadness of manner.’ And his musing on episcopal 
romance: ‘How can a bishop marry? How can he flirt? The most he can say 
is: “I will see you in the vestry after service.”’ These were not lines 
calculated to win preferment. 
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GK Chesterton called him ‘a bubbling and boiling fountain of fancies and 
fun.’ But it was not his flippancy that was the real problem, it was his 
underlying seriousness. Smith was an ardent, eloquent, influential and 
annoying campaigner for reform on a whole variety of subjects. He was 
invariably ahead of his time (on slavery, prison conditions, electoral 
reform, mental illness, Catholic emancipation, five-year-old chimney 
sweeps…) and sometimes a long way ahead (female education, legal aid, 
and the treatment of Ireland). 

He was also, and this is not quite the same thing, almost always right. 
Throughout the first 59 years of Smith’s life, the Tories were the dominant 
party. After the French Revolution radical reformers were very suspect, 
and after Waterloo, government would turn infamously reactionary. In 
Smith’s time, senior ecclesiastical appointments were as politicised as 
modern US Supreme Court nominations. Smith was not overlooked; he 
was effectively blacklisted. 

Sydney Smith was one of five children of a fidgety, eccentric and evidently 
disagreeable businessman and his very put-upon wife, whom he left for 
years immediately after marriage to make money in America. This would 
include property in the West Indies (bang goes the statue!), though Sydney 
got almost nothing from his father. The boy was sent to Winchester, where 
he excelled while hating it. The uselessness of the brutal and classics-
obsessed public schools would become another of his causes. He disliked 
Oxford too because he was too poor to be sociable and too proud to 
scrounge or borrow. 

He wanted to join his older brother at the bar but that required parental 
investment, which was refused. He was told to be a college tutor or a 
parson. Neither appealed. But Sydney found himself as curate of the 
remote and dirt-poor village of Netheravon on Salisbury Plain, where he 
characteristically did his best to alleviate the general poverty, while 
reading and walking to alleviate his own loneliness. 

However, the intermittently resident squires, the Hicks-Beach family, took 
a shine to this engaging curate and employed him as tutor and companion 
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to their eldest son, who was being sent from Eton to university in Weimar. 
But it was 1798 and Europe was at war, so the pair ended up in Edinburgh 
instead. The boy flourished, though, as Sydney had to tell his parents, 
more at music and dancing than Latin. 

And the tutor also thrived. The Hicks-Beaches were so pleased they sent 
him their next son, and he acquired another pupil besides, so he was in 
funds. He became friends with every literate young man in the city, 
including the very Tory Walter Scott, and they drank and they roistered 
and laughed at Sydney’s jokes. And when some of them started a literary 
quarterly, the Edinburgh Review, which would become a national 
institution for 127 years, until 1929, Smith edited the first issue. He also 
got married, to Catherine Pybus. These would both be crucial in the trying 
years ahead: Catherine was his rock, the Review his outlet to the world. 

Then London called, as it does. He made more friends, becoming a valued 
member of the great Whig salon ‘the Holland House set’, preached a little, 
and briefly became a wildly popular lecturer. What he failed to do was find 
a steady job. But the death of William Pitt the Younger provided a small 
window of Whig influence; Lady Holland, imperious queen of the set, 
demanded something for Sydney and he was given the living of Foston-le-
Clay near York. 

But not that near: it was, in another of his best-known lines, ‘12 miles from 
a lemon.’ At first, this was no problem. Foston was not used to resident 
parsons and he found a surrogate to take services. He was able to stay in 
the south and write Peter Plymley’s Letters, a series of tracts ridiculing 
Catholic ‘nonsense’ but pleading for tolerance. 

But the clock was ticking. An act of 1803 insisted that clergy lived in their 
parishes. The old Archbishop of York turned a blind eye, but his successor 
did not: Smith had to choose between £600 a year and easy access to 
friends and lemons. And in 1809 he took his family north. 

Sydney was not a natural countryman any more than he was a natural 
clergyman – he once described the countryside as ‘a healthy grave’. But 
once there, he hurled himself into Foston. 
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He farmed, imaginatively, built a rectory which became a home filled with 
laughter, and set about infusing the village with his own practical version 
of Christianity. This meant renting land to the poor very cheaply, feeding 
them in hard times and learning enough medicine to cure some of their 
maladies. He also became a magistrate, infuriating his colleagues with his 
leniency to poachers. 

He continued to write for the Review: for instance, 15 years before the law 
was changed, he wrote a devastating indictment of the use of the chimney 
boys. The village was not far from the stagecoach route and friends did 
come by. But ambition still gnawed at him. He was in internal exile and, 
on bad days, it felt like Siberia. 

His money worries began to ease eventually thanks to a legacy from an 
aunt and an extra living from a lordly friend. He had always treated himself 
to an annual visit to London with a full diary of social engagements. In 1819 
he took the family; for the children it was a huge adventure: ‘It is the first 
time they have ever seen four people together,’ he said, ‘except on 
remarkably fine days at the parish church.’ 

As the Tories faltered in the late 1820s, Lord Lyndhurst became Lord 
Chancellor and slipped him in as a prebendary of Bristol Cathedral. To that 
was added the post of rector of Combe Florey in Somerset, which must 
count as the funniest village in England; it was later the home of both 
Evelyn and Auberon Waugh. 

In 1830, the Whigs came to power at last, bringing forth many of the 
reforms for which Smith had campaigned. Both their prime ministers that 
decade, Lord Grey and Lord Melbourne, claimed they wanted to make him 
a bishop. But it never happened. The final consolation prize was to be 
made a canon of St Paul’s. This enabled him to adorn London dinner tables 
regularly while ministering part-time to Combe Florey. The canonry also 
involved a good deal of administration, which he did with pernickety 
efficiency, as if proving a point. 

In truth, further promotion would have been the ruin of him. High office 
enforces a degree of conformity and compromise; heterodox bishops 
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spend their lives on the defensive. And humorous ones have to be careful. 
Smith could defend the faith if he was provoked. Once at the dinner table, 
a French visitor was decrying the notion of God at some length. Finally, 
Sydney spoke: 

‘Very good soup, this.’ 
‘Yes, monsieur, it’s excellent.’ 
‘Pray, sir, do you believe in a cook?’ 

Perhaps, like Thomas Paine, he flirted with deism, believing in a creator 
who then knocked off and left the universe to sort itself out – but deism 
could be a flimsy cover for agnosticism, which was taboo. Few of Smith’s 
sermons have survived, and they seem relatively conventional – though 
far more vivid than the 19th-century ecclesiastical norm and, it was said, 
both more forcefully expressed and shorter: Sydney was done in 20 
minutes. And there was no hint of dogma; he talked of kindness, pity and 
peace. 

Most of his jokes have not survived either. There was much regret that he 
had no Boswell scribbling notes. But those attributed to him cannot be 
apocryphal – there is a pith to them that is far from pre-Victorian. One can 
sometimes hear the hint of a more sybaritic Alan Bennett. 

And there are perhaps more as yet unread. The Sydney Smith Association, 
founded in 1996, now has a large cache of unpublished letters on its 
website. In one, he said of his friend Lord John Russell, when Russell was 
very ill: ‘He looks like a farthing’s worth of soap after a week’s washing.’ 
Smith’s commonplace book has also turned up. 

Sydie Bones, the association’s magnificent secretary, was not actually 
named after Sydney; she joined through her late husband and came to 
admire not just Smith himself but the association members. ‘They’re 
quirky, intellectual, funny, thoughtful and companionable.’ 

One can imagine Smith, if he lived now, weighted down with the phrase 
‘national treasure’. He might well have been a barrister double-plus, like 
John Mortimer, flitting between the courts and the TV studios. But 
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somehow that would have diminished him. It was his years at Netheravon 
and Foston that gave him the understanding of humanity which made him 
an inspiration as well as a jester. 

His last public battle, conducted through the letters column of the 
Morning Chronicle in 1842, came with the newly constructed Great 
Western Railway (GWR). The early trains were accident-prone and highly 
combustible yet the GWR, unlike others, insisted on locking the 
passengers inside to face potential incineration. ‘Man is universally the 
master of his own body, except [if] he chooses to go from Paddington to 
Bridgwater,’ he wrote. The directors surrendered. 

Smith’s death, his biographer Hesketh Pearson reflected, was ‘not perhaps 
too soon, for a serious age had already dawned, and Falstaff and Merry 
England were out of date.’ He was more than that. As the diarist Charles 
Greville put it: ‘He had the true religion of benevolence and charity, of 
peace and goodwill to mankind.’ 

Journalists must be wary of having heroes: they can cloud one’s clinical 
detachment. But the dead cannot betray or disappoint us. Everyone’s 
thoughts are tethered to an imaginary post: the context of their own 
times. Smith kept breaking free; he did not catch up with the problems 
posed by foie gras nor express a view on trans rights, but again and again 
he was on the side of progress and fairness – to his own cost. To me, that 
makes him a worthy hero. And, by crikey, he was funny. 

‘What is real piety?’ he asked once. ‘What is true attachment to the 
Church? How are these fine feelings best evinced? The answer is plain: by 
sending strawberries to a clergyman. Many thanks.’ 
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John Murray Letter 

In 2019 Kelly McDonald shared images of a letter Sydney Smith wrote to 
John Murray in 1805. 

 

She wrote as follows: 

Looking through Nowell Smtih’s publication and Alan Bell’s 
transcriptions, this evidently represents Sydney Smith’s earliest extant 
letter to John Murray. In addition, in alluding to the extreme grief of 
Jeffrey (his wife had died the previous month) and in passing on his 
thoughts about Henry Brougham, Smith ties together three of the 
founders of the Edinburgh Review. 

The three page letter can be viewed on the Association’s website at 
https://tinyurl.com/36wvs8nj 

Kelly McDonald’s website (https://smithandgosling.wordpress.com/) has 
extensive information about Regency England though her researches into 
Emma Smith of Sutton and Mary Gosling. 

https://tinyurl.com/36wvs8nj
https://smithandgosling.wordpress.com/
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Beyond Belief 

Johanna Holmes, Chair of the Kensal Green Cemetery Members’ Executive 
Committee wrote to let us know that an episode of the BBC Radio 4 series 
Beyond Belief aired on 12th May 2026 which took Kensal Green Cemetery 
as its starting point for a discussion of burial grounds’ role in the modern 
world. 

She wrote: 

By lucky chance, when I told the presenter, Giles Fraser, that the 
inscription on Sydney Smith’s tomb is my favourite in the Cemetery he 
burst into enthusiasm. Sydney Smith is apparently one of his heroes 
and he had no idea that he is buried at Kensal Green. So thank you so 
much for restoring and conserving the monument for us to see and 
discuss. 

We visited the tomb during Giles’ visit to Kensal Green and he reads 
the inscription in full (almost) during the programme. 

The episode is available on BBC Sounds for twelve months at 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m002w5tp 

Giles Fraser was ordained in 1993 and was a curate in Birmingham 
before becoming chaplain and lecturer at Wadham College, Oxford. He 
became rector of St Mary's Church, Putney in 2000 and was cannon of St 
Paul’s cathedral from 2009-11. He is now vicar of St Anne's Church, Kew. 

Sydney Smith’s Bible 

Sue and Christopher Mott contacted the Association in March asking if we 
would be interested in Sydney Smith’s Bible. It belonged to Fr Micheal 
Melrose, rector of St Giles Church in Reading from 1994 to 2009, who was 
born and raised in Edinburgh and was a keen collector of books. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m002w5tp
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The bible in good condition, other than the front board which has become 
detached. Is an edition from 1791 printed in Edinburgh with Smith’s 
bookplate and signature. 
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There is a dedication in a formal hand to his daughter, Saba, made after 
Sydney’s death. 

 

There are no annotations in the text, but there are notes in ink and pencil 
on the end papers. One of these contains a partial chronology of Old 
Testament events. 
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Soup Kitchens 

At the LAMAS History conference in November 2025 Dr Philip Carstairs, a 
historical archaeologist and buildings historian, presented a paper on 
London soup kitchens in the period from 1795 to 1914. 

After the Huguenot charity La Soupe, England’s first soup kitchen, stopped 
proving soup in 1741, there were no soup kitchens operating until the 
1790s. Yet, by 1799 soup kitchens were so common that hardly anyone in 
London would have been unaware of them. At least 150,000 Londoners 
(nearly 20% of London’s population) probably attended soup kitchens 
regularly between 1799 and 1801. Newspapers across the nation reported 
on their activities. The London soup kitchens provided the blueprint for 
mass-produced charitable food for the next century. 

Even so, soup kitchens in London slipped from view until the late 1840s; 
they do not feature in Charles Dickens’ fiction, despite his interest in 
depicting the life of London’s marginal inhabitants. A mid-century revival 
saw soup kitchens become so prevalent in the capital that they became 
one of the ‘worst evils of the present day’ according to some influential 
social reformers. 

 



 

23 

Feeding large numbers of people at a reasonable cost required dedicated 
buildings and equipment. Guides were published which provided designs 
for stoves and soup recipes. 

This reminded me of the soup recipes that Sydney recorded in his 
commonplace book. For example: 

 

1 ox cheek 1s 6d pepper ¼ oz 
1lb ½ bread  9d salt ¼ lb 
 
This made 6 gall[ons] of soup and ? out to 33 people – men women 
& children – at less than 1d each. 

An Interview With Sydney Smith 
Colin Southall 

A friend used Chat GPT to create a summary of Sydney’s achievements 
which they sent to me. I was intrigued and spent some time working with 
Chat GPT to see what it could do. This led to the idea of using it to 
interview Sydney. Here is the lightly edited result. 

Please do let me know if there are any questions which you would like me 
to put to Sydney in a further interview. 
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Thank you for making time to meet me today. 

Always a pleasure. You’ve set the tone like we’re settling into a 
comfortable study lined with books, ready for a lively exchange of ideas. 
Where shall we take the conversation next? 

What were your key accomplishments? 

You tempt me into a most un-English immodesty. But I shall oblige with 
the same cheerful candour with which I once seasoned both sermons and 
soup. 

I took a certain mischievous delight in prodding the great, the good, and 
the stubborn toward progress. I advocated tirelessly for Catholic 
emancipation, believing that a nation should not behave like a nervous old 
aunt afraid of her own shadow. I supported education reform, prison 
reform, and abolition of slavery, often with more wit than was strictly 
necessary. But then, wit is a fine lubricant for stiff political machinery. 

Along with a few clever Scots, I helped launch the Edinburgh Review, a 
journal that delighted in poking holes in bad arguments, bad books, and 
bad government. My essays earned me a reputation as a man who could 
make a bishop laugh and a prime minister wince. 

As a clergyman, I believed gloom to be a theological error. My sermons 
were known for their warmth, humour, and practical wisdom, which was 
rather shocking in an age when many thought holiness required a face like 
a pickled walnut. 

I considered good food, good company, and good conversation to be near-
sacraments. I once said that ‘mankind are always happier for having been 
happy,’ a sentiment I practiced with enthusiasm at the dinner table. 

My letters and essays on everyday life, from the virtues of umbrellas to 
the perils of long sermons, helped establish me as a sort of early lifestyle 
guru, though with more jokes and fewer scented candles. 
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How would you compare yourself to other reform-minded writers of 
your era? 

You invite me into the perilous sport of comparing myself with my 
contemporaries, a pastime I generally avoided for it leads either to vanity 
or despair, and both are unbecoming in a clergyman. Still, I shall proceed 
with the modesty of a man who knows he is being immodest. 

I was less philosophical than Bentham, but far more digestible. Jeremy 
Bentham produced ideas of great consequence, but he wrapped them in 
prose so dry it could desiccate a camel. I, on the other hand, believed that 
a good argument should be like a good pudding — nourishing, but with a 
dash of spice. 

I was less fiery than Cobbett, but more civilised. William Cobbett 
thundered like a man trying to reform Parliament with a cudgel. I 
preferred to reform it with a smile and a well‑placed epigram. 

I was less poetic than Coleridge, but more practical. Coleridge soared 
among the clouds, discoursing on metaphysics until even the angels grew 
dizzy. I kept my feet firmly on the ground, concerned with such earthly 
matters as education, justice, and the proper length of sermons. 

I was less radical than Godwin, but more persuasive. William Godwin 
wished to rebuild society from the foundations upward, preferably 
without the inconvenience of government. I merely wished to make the 
existing structure less ridiculous. 

I was among the wittiest, though not the most solemn. Many reformers of 
my time believed that seriousness was a moral duty. I believed that good 
humour is a moral disinfectant, and that a well‑timed jest could do more 
for progress than a hundred dreary pamphlets. 

In short, I was not the deepest thinker, nor the most radical, nor the most 
poetic. But I was — if I may say so — among the most useful, for I made 
reform palatable to those who would otherwise have found it indigestible. 
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Please describe where you sit on a spectrum of 19th century political 
thought 

The great political spectrum of the nineteenth century is a line so long and 
so quarrelsome that one might traverse it faster on horseback than by 
argument. Still, I shall attempt the task with the same good humour with 
which I once endured bishops, bureaucracy, and badly cooked mutton. 

I belonged firmly among the moderate Whigs, not the fire‑eaters who 
wished to overturn society, nor the moss‑covered Tories who believed 
that any change, however small, would cause the heavens to fall like a 
badly hung picture. I preferred steady improvement to revolution, and 
common sense to grand theory. 

On the great issues of my day: Catholic emancipation, abolition of slavery, 
parliamentary reform, education and legal reform, I stood with those who 
believed that justice delayed is justice denied, but also that justice 
delivered with a battering ram tends to alarm the neighbours. 

Many reformers of my era shouted, while I preferred to laugh people into 
improvement. I believed that a well‑aimed jest could pierce prejudice 
more effectively than a dozen pamphlets written in the tone of a man 
scolding his servants. 

I was a clergyman, after all, and therefore inclined toward tolerance, 
moderation, humanity and the belief that God did not intend His clergy to 
resemble undertakers in perpetual mourning. 

My liberalism was moral as much as political, a desire to see society kinder, 
fairer, and less absurd. 

How would you compare yourself to modern reformers? 

This is a task rather like asking a man who travelled by stagecoach to 
comment on the habits of astronauts. Still, I shall do my best with the same 
mixture of good humour and good sense that once startled both 
Parliament and the pulpit. 
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Today’s reformers wield tools I never dreamed of: instant communication, 
global audiences, and the ability to stir up a public meeting without leaving 
their breakfast table. I, by contrast, relied on: a sharp pen, a slower press- 
and the hope that my pamphlets would not be used to light a fire before 
anyone read them. 

Modern reformers often speak in tones of great urgency, as if the world 
might end before tea. I preferred to laugh people into agreement, 
believing that a jest could slip past defences that a sermon would only 
harden. If modern reformers are megaphones, I was a well‑tuned violin: 
less loud, but more pleasant. 

Many reformers today aim to remake society from the foundations 
upward. My own ambition was more modest: to remove injustices, to 
correct absurdities and to persuade my countrymen that progress need 
not be accompanied by panic. I was a gradualist, not a revolutionary: a 
gardener pruning a hedge, not a man with an axe. 

Modern reformers address audiences across continents. My concerns 
were chiefly British: Catholic emancipation, parliamentary reform, 
education and the abolition of slavery. Had I lived today, I might have 
taken an interest in global matters, but I should still have insisted on good 
manners and good humour while doing so. 

Earnestness is the modern currency of reform. But I always suspected that 
a cheerful reformer is more dangerous to injustice than a gloomy one, for 
he makes improvement seem not only necessary but enjoyable. 

I would not claim to surpass modern reformers, but I do believe I offered 
something they sometimes forget: that progress, to endure, must be 
made agreeable. 
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What do you think has been your impact on modern society? 

A delicate business, rather like asking a ghost to review his own obituary, 
but I shall try. 

In my day, reform was often presented with the charm of a tax collector 
and the optimism of a funeral director. I insisted that progress need not 
be accompanied by misery, and that a joke could be a more effective 
political instrument than a cudgel. 

Modern society with its late‑night satirists, political humourists, and 
commentators who smuggle truth inside laughter owes a small debt to my 
belief that wit is a moral force. 

Before my time, clergymen were expected to be solemn, and writers to be 
either pompous or obscure. I demonstrated that one could be both serious 
and amusing, both moral and merry, and both reform‑minded and 
readable. This spirit lives on in modern essayists who believe that clarity 
and humour are not enemies but allies. 

My advocacy for Catholic emancipation, the abolition of slavery, legal and 
educational reform and the humane treatment of the poor helped shift 
public sentiment toward a more generous, inclusive society. I was not the 
architect of these changes, but I was certainly one of the masons who 
chipped away at the old prejudices. 

I helped shape the modern idea of the independent press. The Edinburgh 
Review, which I helped found, championed fearless criticism, intellectual 
independence and the idea that public debate should be both informed 
and lively. Modern journalism, at its best, still aspires to these virtues, 
though I confess it sometimes achieves only the liveliness. 

I left behind a model of cheerful rationality. In an age where public 
discourse often resembles a shouting match in a windstorm, my insistence 
on good humour, moderation and the civilising power of common sense 
may be my most relevant legacy. If I have influenced modern society at all, 
it is by reminding it that reason is more persuasive when it smiles. 
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Who did you choose as friends? 

A man’s companions say as much about him as his sermons, and often 
more. 

I had a natural aversion to dullness, indeed, I considered it a moral failing 
so I gravitated toward those who could keep pace with a nimble jest. My 
friends were people who enjoyed conversation as a sport, laughed easily 
and never mistook solemnity for wisdom. A man who could not take a joke 
was, in my view, unfit for human society. 

I admired those who wished to improve the world without setting it on 
fire. Thus I befriended Whig politicians, liberal thinkers and advocates of 
education and tolerance, but only those who could pursue reform without 
turning purple in the face. I preferred companions who believed in 
progress and in pudding. 

I was fond of cheerful households, warm firesides, and families who 
understood that affection is the true wealth of life. Many of my closest 
friendships were with people who loved their homes, cherished their 
children and believed that kindness is the best theology. 

I had little patience for obscurity masquerading as profundity. Thus I 
befriended those who wrote plainly, argued sensibly, and did not require 
a dictionary, a compass, and a stiff drink to understand. 

I confess that I placed great value on conviviality. A friend who could carve 
a joint properly, tell a story without wandering and appreciate a 
well‑timed epigram was worth more to me than a dozen philosophers. If 
a man could laugh, think, and behave decently, he was welcome at my 
table. 

What do you think of the church today? 

Ah, you tempt me into ecclesiastical mischief. 

It is far less gloomy than in my day which is a great improvement. In my 
time, many clergymen believed holiness required a face like a wet Sunday. 
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If the modern Church smiles more, welcomes more, and terrifies less, then 
I applaud it with both hands. Religion should be a comfort, not a cold bath. 

It is more tolerant and thank Heaven for that. I spent half my life urging 
my countrymen to stop trembling at the idea of Catholics, dissenters, and 
anyone who prayed with a slightly different accent. If the Church today 
embraces diversity rather than fearing it, then it has finally caught up with 
the sermon I preached two centuries ago. 

It sometimes shouts too loudly about matters that require quietness. The 
modern Church, I observe, occasionally mistakes volume for virtue. A 
clergyman should not roar like a bull in a meadow; he should speak with 
the calm authority of a man who knows that truth does not need to be 
bellowed. 

It is wonderfully active in charity, the best part of Christianity. If the Church 
today feeds the hungry, shelters the homeless, and comforts the lonely, 
then it is doing the work Christ actually asked for, rather than arguing 
about the colour of the altar cloth. 

It sometimes forgets the value of plain common sense. I always 
maintained that religion should be intelligible to the average person, not 
wrapped in jargon, nor inflated with mystical fog. If the Church today 
occasionally wanders into abstraction, I would gently remind it that clarity 
is next to godliness. 

It could use a little more humour. A Church without laughter is like a 
sermon without an ending: interminable and unwholesome. If I could 
whisper one thing into the ear of the modern clergy, it would be ‘Be good, 
be kind, be sensible, and for Heaven’s sake, be amusing.’ 

Thank you so much. I'll leave you to return to trumpets and fois gras. 

Trumpets and foie gras, a combination I heartily approve, though I assure 
you that in the hereafter I have petitioned for something quieter than 
trumpets and something less rich than foie gras. One must think of one’s 
celestial digestion. 
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Woodford 

Further to my investigations into Woodford I spotted an excavation report 
in the London Archaeologist (Capon, L. et al. (2026) ‘Rise, fall and 
renaissance in Walthamstow: the case of the house of Mr Robert Wilcox’, 
Vol 17/12, pp320-7) which describes the changing fortunes of 
Walthamstow and nearby Woodford. 

 
Chapman & Andre map of Essex published in 1777 

In the 17th century there were a number of villages and hamlets in the area 
which had medieval origins making for a dispersed settlement pattern. In 
the post-medieval period development occurred along the main roads and 
City merchants and bankers moved into the area and built large 
residences. These properties changed hands frequently due to 
fluctuations in the owners’ circumstances and were often enlarged and 
updated as fashion in architecture styles evolved. The impact of these 
high-status developments can be seen in the hearth tax records of the 
period which show that 32% of houses had five or more hearths, with 6% 
having ten or more. 
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Given what we know of Robert Smith, this environment would have suited 
him well. As Lady Holland remarks in her memoir: ‘… my grandfather 
employed all the early part of life … buying, altering, spoiling and then 
selling about nineteen different places in England.’ 

The Victoria Country History for Essex, Volume 6 (https://www.british-
history.ac.uk/vch/essex/vol6} covers Woodford and Wathamstow and 
provides details of the manors and notable houses in the area. 

 

It will be interesting to see if the Essex Record Office contains any 
documents relating to these buildings which might provide information 
about where Robert Smith was living in 1771 when Sydney was born. 

https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/essex/vol6
https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/essex/vol6
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Tom Stoppard’s Arcadia 

I recently went to see Tom Stoppard’s play Arcadia in an excellent 
production at the Old Vic. The play intertwines the past and present, 
exploring love, science, and the pursuit of knowledge through the lives of 
the Coverly family and modern scholars investigating their history. Set at 
Sidley Park, an English country estate, the play alternates between 1809 
and the present day. 

I was amused by the following exchange in Act One, Scene One (set in 
1809) between Septimus, tutor to the Coverly family, and Chater, a house 
guest who has written a long poem which was not well reviewed: 

SEPTIMUS: Damn me! Have you not listened to a word I’ve said? 

CHATER: I have heard you, sir, and I will not deny I welcome your 
regard, God knows one is little appreciated if one stands outside 
the coterie of hacks and placemen who surround Jeffrey and the 
Edinburgh – 

SEPTIMUS: My dear Chater, they judge a poet by the seating plan 
of Lord Holland’s table! 

CHATER: By heaven, you are right! 

Sidley Park is in the process of being re-landscaped in the Romantic style 
complete with a hermitage. In Act Two, Scene Five, set in the present day, 
Hannah, a garden historian, makes the following comment when she 
discovers that the hermit was Septimus: 

HANNAH: Don’t you see? I thought my hermit was a perfect 
symbol. An idiot in the landscape. But this is better. The Age of 
Enlightenment banished into the Romantic wilderness! The genius 
of Sidley Park living on in a hermit’s hut! 

I expect Sydney would not have enjoyed this new garden which placed 
feelings above the ordered world of the Enlightenment. 
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A Song For The Dark Times 

Rather late in the day I came across Stuart Kelly’s 
review of Ian Rankin’s 24th Rebus novel A Song For 
The Dark Times which was published in the Scotsman 
on 3rd October 2020. He mentioned that it brought to 
mind Sydney Smith’s critique of Walter Scott’s The 
Pirate: ‘One other such novel and there’s an end, but 
who can last forever? Who ever lasted so long?’ Kelly 
commented that he thought Sydney Smith wrong in 
this case as Walter Scott went on to write another 
thirteen novels, including some of his finest. 

My Book of Treasures 

Joanna Lumley keeps a common place book which 
she fills with writings, thoughts and quotes that have 
moved, amused or delighted her. She published this 
collection in 2025. 

Included in the collection is Sydney Smith’s 1820 
letter to Lady Georgiana Morpeth dealing with low 
spirits. 
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THE SYDNEY SMITH ASSOCIATION 

Minutes of the AGM - 6th October 2025 

The AGM was held online. Four members present. 

Apologies: Arnold Arthurs, Sydie Bones, Sylvie Diggle, Nicky Yoxall, Henry 
Holland-Hibbert, Robin Price, Edward Martineau, Jonathan Ouvry. 

• Minutes of the 2024 AGM were accepted as a true record of the 
proceedings. 

• Points Arising: The scanning of Sydney’s Commonplace Book has been 
completed. These images will be loaded to the website in due course. 

• Chairman’s Report: The Chairman was sad to report the passing of 
Lord Knutsford in January 2025 and Deirdre Bryan-Brown in October 
2024. Henry Holland-Hibbert has kindly agreed to become a patron of 
the Association. 

Planning permission for the plaque in Bristol has been delayed. It is 
unclear when this will be obtained. 

• Treasurer’s Report: At the beginning of 2025 £7,428 was held in the 
Association bank account. Payments and receipts for 2024 - as shown 
on the simple accounts below - do not fully reflect activity for the year 
as several transactions were not completed until 2025. Subscription 
income fell from £1,174 in 2023 to £1,159 in 2024 but remains 
adequate to cover the costs of the newsletter and the website which 
total about £800 a year, leaving a surplus for donations. 

• Donations: Donations in 2024 of £500 each to Foston and Combe 
Florey were not made until 2025 due to problems identifying the 
correct recipients for payment. We propose to continue this for 2025. 
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• Membership: Currently there are 83 paid up members and 7 inactive 
members. 

In order to manage our costs it was agreed that members with over 
two years of subscription non-payment would be removed from the 
mailing list. 

• Lunches: One lunch was held for London members in 2025 and one 
lunch was held for South West members in 2026. The Chairman 
thanked Sydie Bones and Graham Frater for their work in organising 
lunches. 

• Newsletter: The Chairman thanked Sydie Bones for her work on the 
newsletter, and thanked members for their contributions. 

• Website: Enquiries via the website continue to request or provide 
information about Sydney. 

• Election of Officers and Trustees: All Officers and Trustees have 
expressed their willingness to stand again for the coming year. They 
are: Chairman and Secretary (Colin Southall), Treasurer (Harry Yoxall), 
Arnold Arthurs, Sydie Bones, Jeremy Cunningham and Robin Price 
(Trustees). 

• AGM 2026: It is hoped that a lunch in York can be organised in 
November. Details will be circulated to members by email. 

A discussion ensued on possible future locations for the AGM. It was 
suggested that a visit to Netheravon be planned for 2027 which we 
last visited in 2007. 

• Any Other Business: None. 
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Financial Report for year ending 31 December 2024 

Income £1,294 Includes overpayment of £135 
Expenditure £652 Donations for 2024 not made until 2025 
 _____ 
Closing balance £7,428 

Harry Yoxall, Hon. Treasurer, Sydney Smith Association 
1st September 2025 

Association News 

Luncheon Dates 

York: It is hoped that a lunch can be organised in November 2026 for the 
AGM. 

West Country: Sydie Bones organised a lunch for South West members in 
February2026 as Malcolm Flower-Smith reports: 

Members of the South West group of the Sydney Smith 
Association met for lunch on Wednesday 25th February at the 
Tytherleigh Arms, Devon to meet the Association Chairman, Colin 
Southall, who was on a visit. Seven members were present 
including former Secretary Sydie Bones who had organised the 
lunch. One member had sent apologies. 

Once we were seated at our table and the waiter had taken our 
orders Colin offered some thoughts on Sydney Smith which, with 
apologies to Colin, I have précised as follows: 

First Colin explained that he had explored Chat GPT to see 
what AI had to offer on the Rev Sydney Smith. He then 
asked the program several questions on Sydney’s 19th 
century spectrum of political and philosophical beliefs, 
followed by asking how his ideas held up on similar but 
modern spectra. 
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Sydney proposed a liberal fair society shaped by the role 
of the intellect. He believed in the use of humour for 
political persuasion. Reform he felt had to come from 
within society shaped by the civil virtues of kindness and 
common sense. This Colin felt shaped the tone of the 
modern liberal society. 

Discussion of these topics was prompted around the table. Talk 
included the possibility of Sydney Smith meeting the Whig political 
philosopher Horace Walpole. Horace was a great friend of the 
Hollands who were leading Whigs and patrons (Priscilla tells me) 
of Sydney. There is no reference to Sydney in Horace’s 
correspondence but this should not be a surprise as Horace was 
on old man. 

At this point our meals were served and conversation returned to 
the commonplace and a most enjoyable luncheon was consumed. 

London: One London lunch was held at Boisdale in November 2025. 
Further lunches will be arranged in 2027. 

Website 

The website continues to generate a number of enquiries, some of which 
have provided interesting information on Sydney’s activities. Please let 
Sydie Bones or Colin Southall know if you spot any errors or omissions and 
we will work to get them corrected. 

Newsletter 

Please contact Sydie Bones or Colin Southall if you find any potential 
material for next year’s newsletter. 
 



 

 

 



 

  

Oh, don’t tell me of facts, I 
never believe facts: you 

know, Canning said nothing 
was so fallacious as facts, 

except figures. 
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