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Peter Bell's Founding Anecdote
	In the Fenwick notes, Wordsworth claimed that the poem published as Peter Bell: A Tale in Verse (1819) had been 'Founded upon an anecdote, which I read in a newspaper, of an ass being found hanging his head over a canal in a wretched posture. Upon examination a dead body was found in the water and proved to be the body of its master'.[footnoteRef:1] The anecdote first appeared in the weekly newspaper Aris's Birmingham Gazette on Monday October 10 1796 in the newspaper's regular section devoted to regional news from Birmingham and its surrounding area (although this section occasionally included stories taken from other provincial newspapers). It reads as follows: [1:  William Wordsworth, The Fenwick Notes of William Wordsworth, ed. Jared Curtis (London: Bristol Classical Press, 1993), 17.] 

On Friday morning a man by the name of Kirby, was found drowned in the Worcester Canal, near this town. He is supposed to have been intoxicated, and to have missed his road. His ass was the means of discovering him; as the animal, though repeatedly driven from the bank of the canal, continually returned to the spot, until the body was seen and taken out of the water.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Aris's Birmingham Gazette, lv (October 10, 1796), 3.] 

This was subsequently taken up and published in John Wheble's monthly journal The Sporting Magazine for October 1796. It appeared under the heading 'ATTACHMENT OF AN ASS' in a section entitled 'Sporting Intelligence', which sometimes included material that did not strictly fall under the category of 'sport'. The article is taken almost verbatim from Aris's Birmingham Gazette, although The Sporting Magazine assigns the date of the incident to Friday October 17, presumably a misprint for Friday October 7:
On Friday, October 17, a man by the name of Kirby was found drowned in the Worcester Canal, near Birmingham. He is supposed to have been intoxicated, and missed his road. His ass was the means of discovering him,--as the animal, though repeatedly driven from the bank of the canal, continually returned to the spot, until the body was seen and taken out of the water.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  The Sporting Magazine, ix (October 1796), 50.] 

The printed sources were known to the late Robert Woof but to the best of my knowledge they are neither cited nor directly quoted by scholars in either version. The Cornell edition of Peter Bell edited by John E. Jordan makes no mention of the man drowned in the Worcester Canal, though it does quote the Fenwick note.[footnoteRef:4] In Wordsworth's Reading, 1770-1799, Duncan Wu notes that Robert Woof delivered a lecture entitled 'Peter Bell' at the Wordsworth Winter School in 1991 in which he identified Wordsworth's source as a sporting magazine and read out the original article about the donkey transfixed to the spot where its master died. However, Wu recorded the magazine as The Sportsman's Magazine and not The Sporting Magazine and was not able to confirm either the existence of the magazine or its anecdote.[footnoteRef:5] Robert Woof and Stephen Hebron's Towards Tintern Abbey, a Wordsworth Trust volume published to accompany an exhibition at Dove Cottage to mark the 200th anniversary of the publication of Lyrical Ballads, outlines the anecdotal origins of Peter Bell in the catalogue notes. 'Typically', the note explains, 'Wordsworth got the seed for the poem from an ordinary source. It was a report from a Birmingham newspaper (reprinted by a magazine) about an ass that would not move from the bank of a canal no matter how much it was beaten'.[footnoteRef:6] Their note does not provide the titles of either the newspaper or the magazine. Nor does it quote the anecdote in either of its incarnations.  [4:  John E. Jordan, 'Introduction', in William Wordsworth, Peter Bell, ed. John E. Jordan (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), 3. All references to Peter Bell are to this edition. The parenthetical references give the version of the poem quoted, the line numbers quoted, and the page number from the Cornell edition. ]  [5:  Duncan Wu, Wordsworth's Reading, 1770-1799 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 106.]  [6:  Robert Woof and Stephen Hebron, Towards Tintern Abbey: A Bicentenary of 'Lyrical Ballads', 1798 (Grasmere: The Wordsworth Trust, 1998), 74.] 

From the hints provided in Wordsworth's Reading and Towards Tintern Abbey I was able to locate the original articles in Aris's Birmingham Gazette and The Sporting Magazine. An obvious question is which (or whether both) provided Wordsworth with his source -- assuming there was not another, as yet undiscovered. A clue is provided by the fact that The Sporting Magazine reprinted Robert Southey’s poem ‘The Idiot’ in its issue for October 1798, within months of its appearance in The Morning Post on June 30 1798.[footnoteRef:7] That hints at some kind of connection between the journal and Southey and (possibly) Wordsworth, which suggests that they had in previous years been attentive to the contents of The Sporting Magazine. This is highly speculative, but Wordsworth is known to have sought out periodicals and newspapers during his time at Racedown and Alfoxden for their poetry sections. At the same time it is worth bearing in mind that in old age Wordsworth recalled having read the story in a newspaper rather than a magazine. [7:  [Robert Southey], "The Idiot," The Sporting Magazine, xiii (October 1798), 50. [Robert Southey], "The Idiot," The Morning Post, (30 June 1798), 3. For the attribution to Southey see B.R. McElderry, 'Southey, and Wordsworth's The Idiot Boy', Notes and Queries, 200 (1955), 490-1.] 

The detail that the drowned man who helped inspire Peter Bell was named 'Kirby' provides a clue to Wordsworth's creative process which led him, in composing the poem, to make connections between entirely separate people and incidents, drawing a connection from a story he had read in the periodical press and a story he had heard many years before. In particular, the anecdote illustrates the role that historical individuals played in Wordsworth's creative process.[footnoteRef:8] 'Kirby' supplies a link between the part of the poem that tells of the ass who refuses to move despite Peter's beating of the animal and the part of the poem in which Peter guiltily recalls his treatment of one of his wives. After being abandoned by Peter and impregnated by him, this woman gives her son the name of 'Benoni' before dying. As John E. Jordan observes in his notes to Peter Bell, 'Benoni' means 'son of my sorrow' and is the name Rachel gave to the son whose birth led to her death and who was renamed Benjamin by his father Jacob (page 132).  In the Fenwick notes, Wordsworth explained that the poem's Benoni corresponds to an actual boy named Benoni, whom he knew as a child: [8:  For evidence that Wordsworth knew a historical Peter Bell at Hawkshead see Duncan Wu, 'The Original Peter Bell', Notes and Queries, new series xxxvii (1990)] 

Benoni, or the child of sorrow, I knew when I was a school-boy. His mother had been deserted by a gentleman in the neighbourhood, she herself being a gentlewoman by birth. The circumstances of her story were told me by my dear old Dame, Anne Tyson, who was her confidante. The lady died broken-hearted.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Wordsworth, The Fenwick Notes of William Wordsworth, 34-5.] 

Ann Tyson, the woman from whom Wordsworth heard the story of Benoni's mother, was the owner of the cottage where the young Wordsworth lodged while he was a schoolboy at Hawkshead Grammar School between 1779 and 1787. Her story was the inspiration for an early ballad of Wordsworth's that was composed between March 23 and 24, 1787.[footnoteRef:10] T.W. Thompson first showed in Wordsworth's Hawkshead that the 'Benoni' to whom Wordsworth refers is named in the Hawkshead Parish Registers, which record the baptism on 17 June 1759 of 'David Benoni Bastard Child of Ms Mary Rigge of Colthouse David Kirkby the Supposed Father of Conistone' and also record the death of Mary Rigge on 16 May 1760.[footnoteRef:11] David Kirkby was the son of William Kirkby, the owner of Kirkby Quay on Coniston Water, who inherited his father's property after his death in 1769.   [10:  A transcription of this ballad is provided in William Wordsworth, Early Poems and Fragments, 1785-1797, ed. Carol Landon and Jared Curtis (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997), 385-90.]  [11:  T.W. Thompson, Wordsworth's Hawkshead, ed. Robert Woof (London: Oxford University Press, 1970), 65. ] 

If the historical David Benoni had been born legitimate then his last name would have been Kirkby: only one letter away from the 'Kirby' who drowned in the Worcester Canal on 7 October 1796. In fact, the surnames 'Kirby' and 'Kirkby' are variants of the same common place name, which A.H. Smith traces back to a compound of the Old Norse words kirkju and bý(r), which he translates as 'a village with a church'.[footnoteRef:12] The connection between the Kirby who drowned in the Worcester Canal and the David Kirkby who abandoned Mary Rigge might have been strengthened by the association with water: Worcester Canal and Kirkby Quay.  [12:  A.H. Smith, English Place Name Elements, vols. XXV and XVI (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956), xxvi: 3.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The near identity of ' Kirby' and 'Kirkby' thus helps explain how it was that Wordsworth was motivated to bring the anecdote of the donkey who refused to leave his dead master with the story of David Kirkby and Mary Rigge. David Kirkby is thus silently invoked in the episode in which Peter Bell sees the dead man in the water, although only those who had read the anecdote printed in Aris's Birmingham Gazette and The Sporting Magazine and knew of Mary Rigge's and David Kirkby's story could have made the connection. Since Peter is already associated with David Kirkby in the poem, the Kirby-Kirkby link underlines the poem's repeated hints that the dead man represents Peter's uncanny double. If David Kirkby's name is silently invoked in the episode in which Peter discovered the dead man in the water, then his last name is also punningly encoded in the poem itself. 'Kirkby' is transformed into a 'kirk' in the stanza describing how Peter's abandoned wife (who in the poem is located in the Scottish Highlands) assiduously attended church before making the fateful decision to marry Peter:
But many good and pious thoughts
Had she, and in the kirk to pray
Two long Scotch miles, through rain and snow,
To kirk she had been us'd to go,
Twice every sabbath-day. (First Edition, lines 946-50, page 133)
 David Kirkby's last name is also punningly echoed in the insistent little 'cur' who, in a manuscript version of the poem dating to 1799-1800, barks at Peter:
	A little cur came barking out,
	Barking & making such a rout
As never cur had made before. (MS.2, lines 1183-5, page 417)
The anecdote of the man named Kirby who died in the Worcester Canal and the donkey who refused to move is further evidence that the historical David Kirkby functions as a kind of 'absent center' around which Wordsworth's strange poem revolves.
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