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Northamptonshire Men of Letters
No. 1 John Clare; The Peasant Poet (1793-1864)

In the little village of Helpston, between Stamford and Peterborough, John Clare was born in July
1793. His home was a mere hut, wretched almost beyond description — ““morelike a prison than a
human dwelling’’. When quite a child he was sent to work in the fields and for some years he rarely
left his occupation as a labourer.

It was when he was thirteen years of age that he showed signs of being a poet. He read
Thomson’s ““Seasons’’, and almost immediately after began to write verse. This consisted mainly
of poems jotted down on odd pieces of paper. Shortly after this he ran away from home and for
some time led an errant life, living occasionally with gypsies, and picking up a living as best he
could. In 1820, he married Martha Turner, the ““Patty’” of his poems.

Just after his marriage Clare became almost a beggar. His few remaining guineas had gone in
printing a prospectus for some of his poems and he was forced to claim parish relief. By good luck
his poems fell into the hands of Keats’ publishers, who issued them almost directly. The success
was immediate; Clare was taken to London and for a few weeks he had a wild, gay time. Lords
entertained him and he found many admirers, but few friends. He returned to Helpston, finding
himself with an income of £45 per year.

On thatincome he thought he could live without working. He bought books and did little except
read orwanderin the openfields. But people had forgotten John Clare. He nolonger found success
and those to whom he appealed for help turned a deaf ear and he found himself poor and
miserable. He again went to London but he was still as ill and wretched as ever. He still wrote
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