














BIOGRAPHY, 

EXEMPLARY AND INSTRUCTIVE, 

OF 

DISTINGUISHED MEN. 

PHILADELPHIA: 

LIPPINCOTT, GRAMBO, AND CO. 
1854. 



N 0 T I C E. 

IN Education, the study of Biography is profitable in two ways. 
Its least, though most obvious use, is to convey historical infor-
mation in a pleasant manner. Its more important utility has a 
reference to the great Educational principle of imitation, which, 
though inferior to training and exercise, has a decided advantage 
over precept, the advantages of which it may be said, indeed, to 
combine with those n1ore properly its own. Under a conviction 
of these truths, it was determined that, in connection with the 
works prepared by us for youth, there should be a series of 
Biographical volumes, and one especially containing a selection 
of the lives of those who, while generally exemplary in their 
private lives, had become the benefactors of their species, by the 
still more exemplary efforts of their intellect. Such a volume, 
it is hoped, the present will be found. The principal persons 
who have advanced science and art; the most remarkable dis-
coverers and inventors; those who have distinguished themselves 
by thoir humanity, their patriotism, and their successful contend-
ings with depressing circumstances ; are here presented, in the 
manner which was judged most likely to stimulate others to take 
similar courses, and to manifest similar virtues. 

w. AND R. c. 
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of London, and afterwards mayor. The na1ne mercer was given 
at the time to general n1erchants trading in all kinds of goods. 
After he had served his apprenticeship, Caxton took up his 
freedom in the Mercers' Company, and became a citizen of 
London. Some subse9.uent years he spent in travelling in various 
countries on the Contment of Europe. In 1464, he was appointed 
ambassador to the court of the Duke of Burgundy. During his 
residence in the Lo'v Countries, he acquired or perfected his 
knowledge of the French language, gained some knowledge of 
Flemish or Dutch, imbibed a taste for literature and ron1ance, 
and, at great expense, made himself 1naster of the art of print-
ing. About 1472, Caxton returned to England, and introduced 
that art in an improved form into his native country. The 
common opinion is, that the " Gatne of Chess" was the first 
book printed by Caxton, though Mr Dibdin thinks that the 
" Romance of Jason" was printed before it. Caxton was 1nost 
indefatigable in c.ultivating his art. Besides the labour neces-
sarily attached to his press, he translated not fewer than five 
thousand closely printed folio pages, though well stricken in 
years. The productions of his press a1nount to sixty-four. 
In 1480, he J?Ublished his Olwonicle, and the Desc?·iption of Bri-
tain, which 1s usually subjoined to it. These ·were very popular, 
having been reprinted four times in the fifteenth, and seven 
tunes in the sixteenth century. 

A1nong the books which Caxton published, were two editions 
of Chaucer's Tales. He seems to have had a veneration for the 
me1nory of this poet, and to have for1ned, with sound judgn1ent 
and good taste, a most correct and precise estimate of the pecu-
liar n1erits of his poetry. As a proof of the former, it may be 
1nentionecl, that Caxton, at his O'Nn expense, procured a long 
epitaph to be written in honour of Chaucer, ·which was hung 
on a pillar near the poet's grave, in Westn1inster Abbey. 

Caxton died in 1490-1, and was buried in St Margaret's 
Church, Westminster, to which he bequeathed a numl)er of 
books. 

SIR THOMAS MORE. 

SrR THOMAS MoRE is one of those w01·thies of whom it is delight-
ful to write and to read. I-Ie was perhaps the first Englishman of 
learning and talent who became extensively known in Europe, 
and he was certainly the first person who acquired distinction 
in his own country as an orator or public speaker. In · his 
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SIR THOMAS MORE. 29 
political writings he shot far ahead of his age, and, by the force 
of profound reflection, anticipated many of the ideas of later 
and more enlightened tunes. With all these merits, joined to 
singular integrity as a lawyer and a judge, he was, in private 
life, the most cheerful, innocent, and affectionate of men : there 
was, in his character, an ahnost infantine degree of simplicity, 
a child-like purity and softness, which has pe1·haps served, more 
than all his intellectual glories, to endear him to posterity. 
Altogether, Sir Thomas More is entitled to be considered one 
of the greatest, n1ost perfect, and most amiable characters in 
the whole range of English history. 

Born in 1480, the son of a lawyer of eminence, he was edu-
cated to that profession, first at Oxford and then at New Inn 
in London, though his fondness for study inclined him rather 
to become a monk. After having ente1·cd at the bar, he nlar-
ried the daughter of a country gentleman named Colt, in whose 
house he happened to live for a short time. Colt, it seems, had 
three daughters, and the young barrister likeu the second ; 
however, he espoused the eldest, 1nerely that she might not 
have the n1ortification of seeing a younger sister married before 
her. He very early entered P::u:liament, and in 1503, when 
only twenty-three years of age, opposed a subsidy de1nanded 
by Henry VII. for a portion to his daughter (who had married 
James IV. of Scotland), with such eloquence, that the kil1g's 
wishes were defeated. Finding himself consequently exposed 
to the royal anger, he retired from public life, and spent son1e 
years in study. After the death of the king in 1509, he 1·esumed 
his professional duties, and speedily rose to distinction. The 
new sovereign, Henry VIII., admitted hiiu to his friendship, 
appointed him Master of Requests, and conferred upon l1im the 
honour of knighthood. The king was perhaps as much induced 
to do so fron1 the enjoyment he felt in the facetious conversa-
tion of IVIore, as from any appreciation of his mo1·e valuable 
qualities. He used to send for Sir Thomas night after night to 
entertain himself and the queen at supper, and would sonle-
thnes take hin1 up to the leads of the palace in order to hear 
him discourse about the stars. Sir Thomas had a just sense of 
the real value of the king's f1·iendship, and of his selfish and 
passionate character. When congratulated on being seen with 
the king's arm round his neck, he said he had no cause to be 
proud of such a mark of favour, for his head could win his 
1najesty a castle in France (with which Henry was then at 
war), it ·would not fail to go. Fin dinS' at length that the king 
engrossed too much of his tune, wlnch he wished rather to 
spend in study or in the bosom of his family, he found it neces-
sary to restram his natural humour, and Inake hiinself some-
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what less entertaining, whereupon lUng Henry ceased to ask 
him so often to the palace. 

In 1518, Sir Thomas became Treasurer of the Exchequer, 
and, five years after, he ·was made Speaker of the House ot 
Commons. The whole of his public career seems to have been 
a violation of his natural tendencies, which ·would have led hin1 
rather to a learned seclusion. !-laving drunk deeply at the 
fountain of classical literature, then recently opened to the 
n1odern ·world, he eal'ly began to c01nmunicate his own thoughts 
according to that model. His most celeb1·ated production is the 
" Utopia," which he seems to have written about the year 
1516, and which, under the fictitious description of an imagi-
nary commonwealth, con1municates 1nany views of the author 
respecting political institutions, and the possibility of bringing 
them to perfection. Sir Thomas here declaims against the 
severity of the laws of England towards the second-rate offences, 
particularly theft--a code, however, which to this day remains 
unaltered, notwithstanding the great advance of humane feel-
ing since his time. He also makes the remarkable concession 
that no man ought to suffer for his religious creed, or his want 
of one; a degree of toleration which has not yet been brought 
into practice, and which, it must be confessed, the author him-
self did not, in the subsequent part of his life, realise. Sir 
Thomas l\1ore was theoretically liberal ; but he was latterly 
sca1·ed, by the progress of the Reformation, into the composition 
of many violent and narrow-spirited pamphlets the 
Protestants, and even into an occasional countenancmg of the 
use of torture for their correction. It is but an additional proof 
of the impe1-fection of the very best human qualities, that the 
mildest and most upright man of his age should have degraded 
hin1self even by an occasional injustice or cruelty of this kind. 

Willie he acted as Speaker in the House of Commons, the 
king had occasion for a large subsidy, which it was anticipated 
that the Parliament would have some difficulty in granting. 
Cardinal Wolsey, therefore, came to the house with a magnificent 
train, in order to give the request all possible weight. When 
this great minister of the crown had finished his speech, he was 
surprised to find that the house re1nained silent, and turned in 
a rage to the Speaker, whom he n1ore particularly expected to 
give an answer. Sir Thon1as, however, though favourable to 
the 1·oyal wishes, stated that it was not customary for Par-
liament to answer the messages of the king, except by some of 
its own members, and, for his part, " although, as Speake1·, he 
was to be considered as the voice of the House of Commons, 
yet, tHl every one of them their several judgn1ents into his 
head, he could say nothing.' At this answer, which has beco1ne 
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SIR THOMAS l\10RE. 31 
famous in English histo1·y, the Cardinal retired in a rage, and 
n1ade several strenuous but ineffectual attempts to ruin Sir 
Thomas ·with the king. 

In 1529 at the downfall of Wolsey, Sir Thomas More suc-
ceeded as Lord Chancellor, being the first layman who ever 
filled the office. At this time Sir Thon1as's father was still 
alive, and held the dignified but inferior office of a judge in the 
Court of King's Bench. Sir Thomas, however, to 1nark that 
he still owed filial obedience to his parent, used to go into the 
I{.ing's Bench every day as he entered Westlninster Hall, and, 
if his father had taken his seat, would kneel down before hin1 
for his blessing. The anecdote is characteristic of an age in 
which 1nany sin1ple virtues flourished amidst much brutality 
and ignorance. 

By far the most view of More's character, is in the 
relations of private hfe. It is seldon1 we are enabled to con-
ternplatc statesmen with their minds unbent from exertion ; 
and the adn1iration which their public exhibitions had raised, 
is not always increased by a closer inspection. But of More's 
domestic life we have a1nple details; and it is the contrast of 
his great elevation and profound knowledge, with his tender-
ness of affection, and his playfulness, simplicity, and unaffected 
serenity of te1nper, which forn1s the true sublilne of his cha-
racter. In him there is no disguise of artificial representation, 
no management of conduct to produce effect : every act flows, 
vi·ithout effort, from the even tenor of a n1ind well poised on 
itself, which nothing external can either elevate or depress. 
We do not follow hilu fr01n the Speaker's chair or the wool-
sack, to see him put off the 1·obes of greatness, and resume the 
n1an; but we with hun fr01n the bos01n of his family, to 
see hhn retain, 1n those dignified seats, all the child-like simpli-
city and unaffected lowliness of his nature. 

l-Ie was twice married. His first wife lived only long enough 
to produce hin1 all the fan1ily he ever had, three daughters and 
a son. His second partner was a lady named Alice Arderne, a 
widow, and, as More himself says, nee bella nee puella .; that 
is, neither hands01ne nor young. She V\Tas indeed seven years 
older than her husband, and, in point of tem12er o.nd intellect, 
altogether unwo1i.hy of him. The sarrie sin1phcity which actu-
ated hin1 in the selection of his first wife, is supposed to have, 
in this union, made hiin the victhn of trick and cunnino-. \tVhat-
ever her den1erits n1ight be, they had no effect upon the cheer-
ful aud serene temper of Sir 'fhomas More. The following 
letter to her is so illustrative of his equanimity and mild bene-
volence, and so good a specimen of his English style, that we 

( give it to the l'cader without abridgement. It was w1.·itten 
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ilnmcdiately after his return from assisting at the negotultwus 
at Cmnbra.y, and was meant to comfort his penurious wife for 
a fhe which had consumed part of his house, all his b&ns, and 
some of those of his neigh hours. 

" Mistress Alice, in my n1.ost hearty 'vise I recommend me to 
you. And whereas I am inforn1ed by my son Heron of the loss 
of our barns and our ncighbou1·s' also, with all tbe corn that 
was the1·ein : albeit (saving God's pleasure) it is great pity of 
so much good corn lost; yet, since it has liked him to send us 
such a chance, we nn1st, and are bounden, not only to be con-
tent, but also to be glad of his visitation. l-Ie sent us all that we 
have lost ; and since he hath, by such a chance, taken it away 
ngain, his pleasure be fulfilled ! Let us never grudge thereat, 
but take it in good worth, and hem·tily thank hhn, as 'vell for 
adversity as for prosperity. And peradventure we have more 
cause to thank hin1 for our loss, than for our winning ; for his 
wisdom better seeth what is good for us, than we do ourselves. 
Therefm·e, I pray you be of good cheer, and take all the house-
hold with you to church, and there thank God, both for that 
he hath o-iven us, and for that he hath taken fro1n us, and for that 
he hath left us ; whi0h, if it please hhn, he can increase when he 
will ; and if it please hhn to leave us yet less, at his pleasure be it! 

"I pray you to 1nake some good onsearch what my poor 
neighbours have lost, and bid the1n take no thought therefor ; 
for if I should not leave myself a spoon, there shall no poor 
neighbour of 1nine bear no loss by my chance, happened in my 
house. I pray you be, with n1y children and your household, 
1nerry in God : and devise somewhat with your friends what 
way were best to take, for provision to be 1nade for corn for our 
household, and for seed this year cominO', if we think it goo•l 
that we keep the ground still in our And whether we 
think it that we so shall do or not, yet I think it were not 
best suddenly thus to leave it all up, and to put away our folk 
fron1 our farm, till we have s01newhat advised us thereon. 
IIowbeit, if we have n1ore now than ye shall need, and which 
can get then1 other n1.asters, ye may then discharge us of then1. 
But I ·would not that any man were suddenly sent away, he 
wot not whither. 

" At n1y coming hither, I perceived none other, but that I 
should tarry still with the king's grace. But now, I shall, I 
think, because of this chance, get leave this next week to come 
hmne and see you : and then shall we further devise together 
upon all things, what order shall be best to take. 

"And thus, as heartily fare you well, with all our children, 
as ye can wish ! At Woodstock, the third day of Sept01nber, 
by the hand of Thomas More." 
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Sir Thomas ].\lore is said to have not been fortunate in his 

son. He used to say that his wife had prayed a boy, 
and now she had got one who would be a boy all his hfe. His 
daughters, however, especially the eldest, Margaret, were more 
than worthy of their father. They 'vere excellent classical 
scholars, and wTote J.Jatin with the greatest purity. Margaret, 
who was married to a gentleman named Roper, was a woman 
of extraordinary understanding, and possessed all the gentle 
virtues of her father. Sir Thomas was so devoted to her, that, 
during a dangerous illness with which she was visited, he 
resolved, if she had died, to withdraw hin1self wholly from the 
world ; and her recovery was in1puted to the efficacy of his 
prayers. She was the dispenser ofher father's secret charities ; 
and to her alone he entrusted the knowledge of the severe 
1·eligious austerities to which he subjected himself-his hair-
shirt, and his repeated scourgings-in some of which self-
inflicted penances she hnitated her parent. 

Sir Thon1as lived with his wife, his amiable children, and 
other relations, in a house which he had built for himself at 
Chelsea ; and nothing can be more delightful than the picture 
which has been dra·wn of his domestic circle by his friend 
Eras1nus, who visited hiin there. " He lives at Chelsea, near 
London, in a commodious house, neither Incan, nor subject to 
envy, yet magnificent enough; there he converseth affably 
with his fmnily, his wife, his son and daughter-in-law, his 
three daughters and their husbands, with eleven g-randchildren. 
There is not any man living so loving to his cllildren as he ; 
and he loveth his old wife a.s well as if she were a young maid ; 
and such is the excellency of his temper, that ·whatsoever 
happeneth that could not be helped, he loveth it as though 
nothing could happen more happily. You would say there 
·were n1 that place Plato's acaden1y; but I do the house inju1·y 
in comparing it to Plato's academy, wherein there were only 
disputations of numbers and geometrical figures, and son1etimes 
of 1noral virtues. I should rather call his house a school, or 
university of Christian religion; for there is none thereii1 but 
readeth or studieth the liberal sciences ; their special care is 
piety and virtue ; there is no quarrelling, or n1temperate words 
heard ; none seen idle ; which household discipline that worthy 
gentleman doth not govern by proud and lofty words, but with 
all kind and courteous benevolence. Every body pmformeth 
his duty, yet is there always alacrity, neither is sober n1irth any 
thing- wanting. He suffered none of his servants eithee to be 
idle, or to give themselves to any games; but some of them he 
allotted to look to the g-arden, assigning to every one his sundry 
plot ; son1e again he set to sing) son1e to play on the organ : 
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he suffered none to give themselves to cards or dice. The men 
abode on the one side of the house, the women on the other, 
seldom conversing together; he used ·before bed-time to call 
them together, and say certain prayers with them." 

This life of almost Utopian felicity, this realisation of the 
poet's Dremn of Home-

" the resort 
Of love, of joy, of and plenty, where, 
Supporting and supported, polish'd f1·icnds 
And dear relations·mingle into bliss"-

was suddenly destroyed by the decree of a tyrant. After exe· 
cuting the duties of Chancellor with singular zeal and impar-
tiality, he resigned the office in May lb32, because he could not 
sanction the destruction of the Ron1ish church in England, or 
countenance the divorce of the Icing from Catherine of Arragon. 
By abstaining f1·01n the coronation of the new queen, Anne 
Boleyn, he provoked the king's anger to such a degree, that a 
charge was brought against h.lln of 1nisprision of treason, for his 
conduct il1 the affair of an .llnpostor called the lVIaid of Kent. 
The evidence adduced in this case was defective, and he eseaped; 
but a crisis was at hand which no honest man could evade. In 
l 534, an act wns :rassed, by which every subject was required 
to take an oath for the 1naintenance of the succession in the 
issue of the king's marriage by Anne Boleyn; and as Sir Thomas 
refused to do so, he was thrown into the '],ower, where he 
ren1ained about a year. Henry is not supposed to have at :first 
contemplated the 1·nin of his illustrious counsellor; he ea1nestly 
wished to h ave the approbation of so popular a n1an to his base 
and alliance, and he thought that imprisonment would 
ol)tain what he wanted: gTadually, however, as he found sterner 
and severer 1neasures unavailing, he contracted that virulent 
hatred against the venerable prisoner, which induced hiin to 
persecute him to the scaff'old. Sir Tho1nas was brought to trial, 
1\-l ay 7, 1535, when, though only fifty-five years of age, he 
appeared n1uch broken uovvn by the severity and long conti-
nuance of his lll1pri'3onin ent, but yet see1ned to possess the san1e 
serene and cheerful spirit as ever. I-lis faculties were undis-
tul'bed, and the 1nild dignity of his character did not forsake 
hin1. As was to be expected, he was found guilty, and sentenced 
t.o die the death of a traitor, which , however, was commuted by 
the king- into silnplc uecapitation ; a boon which Sir 'l'h01nas 
acknowledged, by one of those lively sallies for which he was 
as 1nuch celebrated as for his graver t alents: " God forbid," 
suid h e, " the king should use any more such mercy unto any 
of my friends ; and God bless all 1ny posterity fi·o1n such 
})ardons." 
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On his return .fron1 Westminster, where he had been tried 
he was met on the Tower Wharf by his eldest daughter, 
noble l\1:argaret Roper, who feared she might have no other 
opportunity of seeing him. He stretched out his anns, in token 
of a blessing, while she knelt at some distance to implore and 
receive it. This, however, would not satisfy the strong affection 
of the daughter, who, according to the narrative of her husband, 
" hastening towards- hhn, without consideration or care of her-

pressing in amongst the throng, and the arn1s of the guard, 
that with halberds and bills went a1·ound him, ran to him, and 
openly, in presence of then1 all, embraced hun, took him about 
the neck, and kissed him. He, well lildng her n1ost natural 
and dear daughterly affection, gave her again his fatherly bless-
ing. After she was departed, she, like one that had forgotten 
herself, b<:>ing all enraptured with the errtire love of her dear 
father, having respect neither to herself nor to the n1ultitude, 
turned back, ran to hhn as before, took him about the neck, 
and divers times kissed him most lovingly; the beholding of 
which n1ade 1nany who were present, for very sorrow, to weep 
and mourn." In his answer to her on the last day of his life, 
he exf.ressed himself thus touchingly, in charactei'S traced with 
a coa, the only 1neans of writing which was left within his 
reach :-" Dear Meg, 1 never liked your manner better towards 
me, as when you kissed me last. For I like when daughterly 
love and dear charity have no leic:;ure to look to worldly cour-
tesy." 

The execution of this venerable person took place July 7, 
when, so far from l)eing depressed by his unfortunate condition, 
he talked with all his usual gaiety, and even jested as he laid 
his head upon the block. The love of Margaret Roper conti-
nued to display itself in those outwardly unavailing tokens of 
tenderness to his remains by which affection seeks to perpetuate 
itself; ineffectually, indeed, for the object, but very effectually 
for softening the heart and exalting the soul. She procured his 
head to be taken do,vn from London Bridge, kept it during hrr 
life as a sacred relic, and was buried with that object of fond-
ness in her anns, nine years after she was separated fro1n her 
father. 

The death of More excited the indignation of all the eminent 
n1en throughout Europe, almost '\Yithout regard to the religion 
to ·which he had in some n1easure been a martyr; and it has 
been held by posterity as perhaps the 1nost signal instance of 
wickedness in the histm.·y of the crowned n1onster by whom it 
"ros dictated. 


