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SAMUEL FOOTE.

Foote—the unscrupulous Mathews of 
the last century, and one of the most sin
gular men ever produced in England— 
was born in 1721, at Truro in Cornwall. 
He could boast of being at least a gentle
man by birth, for his father was a land- 
proprietor And magistrate of ancient des
cent, while his mother was the daughter 
of Sir Edward Goodere, Bart., who at 
one time represented the county of Here
ford in parliament. His wit was developed 
in his very childhood ; and his power of 
mimicry is said to have been suddenly 
brought into play, when a boy of twelve, 
in consequence of a discussion arising 
at his father’s table respecting a rustic 
who had fallen under the observation of 
the parochial authorities. He on this oc
casion gave so lively an image of the de
meanour and language which three of the 
justices were likely to assume when the 
culprit should be brought before them, 
that his father, one of the individuals 
taken oil", rewarded him for the amuse
ment he had given the company, and thus 
unintentionally encouraged a propensity 
which was afterwards to lead the youth 
into a mode of life which no father could 
have helped regretting. He was educated 
at Worcester College, Oxford, which had 
been founded by one of his near relations, 
and of which the superior, Dr. Gower, 
was unfortunately an apt subject for his 
humour. Observing that the rope of the 
chapel bell was allowed to hang near to 
the ground in an open space where cows 
were sometimes turned for the night, he 
hung a wisp of straw to the end of it ; the 
unavoidable consequence was, that some 
une of the animals was sure to seize the 
straw in the course of the night, and thus 
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cause the bell to toll. A solemn consul
tation was held, and the provost under
took with the sexton to sit up in the cha- 
pel all night, for the purpose of catching 
the delinquent. They took their dreary 
station : at the midnight hour the bell 
tolled as before ; out rushed the two 
watchmen, one of whom, seizing the cow- 
in the dark, thought he had caught a gen
tleman commoner ; while the doctor, 
grasping the animal by a different part of 
its body, exclaimed that he was convinced 
tiie postman was the rogue, for he felt his 
horn. Lights were speedily brought, and 
disclosed the nature of the jest, which 
served Oxford in laughter for a week.

Foote was an idle student, for which 
he was sometimes punished by having se
vere tasks imposed on him, as if one who 
would not study the ordinary proper time 
could be expected to give his mind to an 
uninteresting pursuit for an extraordinary 
time. When summoned before the pro
vost, in order to be reprimanded for his 
junketings, the wag would come with a 
vast folio dictionary under his arm ; the 
doctor would begin, using, as was his cus
tom, a great number of quaint learned 
words, on hearing which Foote would 
gravely beg pardon for interrupting him— 
look up the word in the dictionary—and 
then as gravely1 request him to go on. 
There could be no reasonable hope of 
such a youth as a student ; yet he was 
sent to the Temple, with a view to his 
going to the bar. He is said to have here 
made no proficiency except in fashiona
ble vices and dissipation. In 1741, he 
married a young lady of good family in 
Worcestershire, and immediately after 
went with his spouse to spend a month 
with his father in Cornwall.

Foote, having shortly after outrun his 
fortune, was induced by a bookseller, on


