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In the hothouse of eccentric Victorian authors, Anthony Trollope was no exception. Charles Dickens and Wilkie Collins spent their evenings among the depths of London night life. Ruskin never consummated a 6 year marriage and later fell in love with a 9 year old girl. Thackeray was a notorious dirty-ditty writer. George Eliot and George Lewes were a remarkable pair. Bulwer-Lytton was a minor wife beater and major adulterer and the pleasures of Lewis Carroll are well known. Anthony Trollope's mother Florence was far from the conventional mother and wife. After these eccentrics the next slightly more decadent generation of Swinburne, Wilde and Beardsley could be merely outrageous. 

So more than Dickens, Collins, Thackeray and even the Brownings, Anthony Trollope is closer to a standard mid-Victorian English character. He never deserted his wife like Dickens nor had two separate simultaneous families as did Collins. He was not hooked on opium and had no illicit sexual affairs with either sex. He had two sons and certainly relied on his wife about his work, during their 38-year marriage. An especially close relationship with a single American woman, Kate Fields was more gallant and avuncular than sexual. He saw her alone often in England, Italy and in the United States. She was of course a good friend of Trollope's wife.

Trollope's manner was gruff and forthright and for many today he seems an honest, energetic, eloquently expressive, and an intelligent man of his time. He appears through his writing to be gentlemanly, insightful, decent, clever, and very sensible. All this one might expect from an educated upper middle class Englishman. He loved fox hunting and was very convivial and charitable. 

He was somewhat hulky, weighing 15 stone (210 lbs.) and was 5 foot 10 inches tall. He was nearsighted and bald early in life. Photographs or drawings of him without a beard do not exist. One observer wondered, "How this burly ubiquity of irrepressible energy in everything, this colossus of blood and bone and one of the marvels of his generation could be able before breakfast to analyze the hypersensitive conscience of an archdeacon or the secret confidences between a prudent mama and her lovelorn daughter." He was active in the Garrick, Atheneum and Cosmopolitan clubs. He enjoyed playing whist and attending club dinners. There seems no inconsistency between this type of man and the idea of him we gain from his works.

But many of his contemporaries thought differently. Many felt there was an incompatibility between the novelist's work and the man they met and observed. Lady Rose Fane spoke for not a few when she said in 1866, "I wished I never had met Mr. Trollope. I think he is detestable, vulgar, noisy, and domineering ... and unlike his books as possible." One acquaintance of Trollope's wrote, "It is impossible to imagine anything less like his novels than the author of them. The books full of gentleness, grace and refinement; the writer of them bluff, loud, stormy and contentious, neither a brilliant talker nor a good speaker." William Dean Howells called him, "undoubtedly one of the finest artists as well as the most Philistine of men."

This anomaly was reconciled by his friends who said; although he was gruff, outspoken, and boisterous he was proverbially honest, and loyal, with few jealousies. Most felt he was candid, plain speaking, and tender hearted. His blustery, opinionated, forceful approach covered a thin-skinned, shy, self-conscious person, who was sensitive to other's opinions and basically a pessimistic and insecure person. He was insecure enough to publish two novels anonymously after he was famous, in order to measure his talent without the help of his then well known name.

It was insecurity, that great molder and powerful motivator, that most frequent corrupter, and that disturbingly frequent excuse for aberrant behavior, when blended with Anthony Trollope's genetics, made him as Pope put it for mankind: " ...the glory, jest, and riddle of the world." 

Born in 1815, he was the 4th child and third son that survived infancy. The Trollopes were of the gentry; landowners, clergymen, educators, and lawyers since the 14th century. His mother's grandfather was a tradesman from Bristol. Her father was a vicar, who married into the landed gentry.

Anthony Trollope's father was a Barrister whose cantankerousness and poor judgment in farming and real estate ultimately led to constant financial strain. Like his son, he too was outspoken. But the father was particularly rancorous and disputatious. He had a fierce temper which humiliated and alienated solicitors who could have brought him business. Some think his condition was augmented by the use of the then common and popular palliative, calomel, which is in fact the rather malignant mercurous chloride. In any case, Anthony inherited his father's argumentative assertiveness.

His mother, Frances or Fanny, with 5 children and at the age of 47, partly to earn some money and partly to remove herself from her dyspeptic and intemperate husband, decided to visit the US with her son Henry and two daughters. An eccentric friend of hers, Fanny Wright, had a large personal fortune and purchased 2000 acres of land in Tennessee. Wright had already established a commune of Quakers and freed slaves. Free-love and the abolition of marriage and religion were part of her philosophy. It is noteworthy that Mrs. Trollope also took her protégé, a young French artist on this trip to the US. 

Some may regret that the biography of Mrs. Trollope is not to be examined tonight.     

Apparently she rejected life on the commune and went to Cincinnati where she established a combination coffee house /bazaar and cultural center. This enterprise was contained in an unusual and eclectic building which she had built. The enterprise failed. She then visited Washington and returned to England to begin a non-stop writing career. Her first book, the controversial and mildly scandalous Domestic Manners in America, came out and made her a well-known literary personality.

She wrote 40 books on travel and non-fictional topics and even a few novels during the remaining 25 years of her life. She was effervescent, optimistic, charming and manipulative; networking and constantly furthering the interests of her career and family. Her son's character, Lady Carbury, easily comes to mind. Mrs. Trollope's excellent contacts and fame were fundamental for her children's economic and social survival. 

The family lived near Harrow. Anthony attended Harrow as a non-prestigious local day-student. He was older than his classmates and was considered an inferior student, both sloppy and dirty. He had few friends. The decline in his father's fortunes kept him impoverished. 

He was sent to Winchester where his 5-year older brother Tom, had become a preceptor under whom Anthony could study. There was no money for university and Anthony could not obtain a scholarship or become an exhibitioner.

There were two older brothers who took precedence over Anthony. Brother Henry like his sisters before and after him, died from Tuberculosis at 24. It was Tom, the eldest son, who did well at Harrow and Winchester and graduated from Oxford. He taught school, was the constant companion of his mother, married an heiress and lived quite well in Florence among the English literary set. Tom wrote 44 books mostly travel and other non-fiction and even a few novels. 

Anthony Trollope wrote 47 books, mostly fiction, some travel, many magazine pieces and 5 volumes of collected short stories. Tom wrote even faster and neater than Anthony. To have a talented, educated, and favored older brother is a very powerful challenge. And so it was, for Anthony Trollope.

Through his mother's contacts, Anthony got a job as a clerk at the Post Office in London. He did abysmally. He knew little arithmetic or bookkeeping and his hand writing was very sloppy. He was also careless. He was frequently late, violated office rules, and was often fined. He was often on probation and was close to dismissal. It was only due to the influence of his mother that he kept his job. In London he acquired a liking for cigars, and flirted, danced, and otherwise cavorted with lower class women. 

In 1844 after 7 years at the General Post Office, he got assigned to Ireland as an assistant inspector. In Ireland the pay was higher and the cost of living was lower. He enjoyed dancing and the society of English families there. He began to engage in his great passion which was fox hunting. After 1 1/2 years he met the daughter of a local bank manager, Rose Heseltine and shortly later, married her.

In Ireland, he began the ascent of his government career. He had a certain amount of power and authority. He controlled changes in procedures, and, if he discovered malfeasances, could cause the dismissal of employees at various country post offices. As a result, his confidence and assertiveness increased. For example, he would often swoop into a post office dressed in red hunting apparel, demanding in a roaring voice, "The Records!"

At the age of 40, Anthony Trollope was the unsuccessful son of a famous mother and talented brother. In his unpretentious and revealing posthumous autobiography, published two years after his death in 1882, aged 67, Trollope tells us that he had a very vivid fantasy world and a strong drive to be a writer. His job in Ireland required much travel, during which he could fantasize and write. He imagined stories during the day while he worked. He wrote in pencil, on a specially constructed desk, while traveling on trains and carriages.

His habit was to rise at 5 AM, read the prior day's work, and then write until eight AM. He wrote every day and missed only when ill or on special occasions and projects. His productivity was so rapid that publishers and reviewers asked him to slow down. His objective was to write one page or 250 words every 15 minutes. This amounts to about 10 pages daily. His actual lifetime average though was under 10 pages. 

His most productive period was 15 pages daily for 14 days. The details of what he was to write were clear in his mind. As Horace said, "rem tene, verba sequentur". Luckily, what came out was clear, not trite, and very appealing. He considered himself a mechanical worker. In his autobiography, he likens himself to a shoemaker, who does a job as required and in the size and style asked for.

After his promotion to Ireland and then his marriage, Trollope began to write regularly. His first two novels set in Ireland did poorly. A novel set in France failed too. A book of social criticism containing predictions about the future was not accepted and was not published until 1972. 

Finally in 1854, at the age of 39, he produced The Warden. It met with modest success. Surprisingly, he was discouraged from writing an immediate sequel, although he had completed 25 manuscript pages. Finally 18 months later, with the publication of the sequel, Barchester Towers, his reputation was established as a talented writer.

Trollope became by the 1860's very well known, relatively wealthy and most important, socially acceptable. A member of various clubs, he became the intimate of Dickens, G.H. Lewes, and Wm. Thackeray. As he gained confidence, he still continued to be assertive. His voice was loud and he was very exuberant. He held strong opinions. 

Trollope's career with the Post Office ended after 33 years in 1867, not because he was unhappy with the work, but because he was not promoted. It was not his competence but his style and impolitic approach which hurt his Post Office career. He was enormously energetic. He made many innovations including the street corner pillar mail box and the use of bags rather than boxes for the transport of the mail. Several times he negotiated postal treaties with foreign countries. He fought against civil service entrance examinations, because he himself never would have passed one and yet he was very successful anyway.

Anthony Trollope held certain other strong positions. They can be seen in his work, tonight's book included. As a child and in his social class there was much contact with clergymen, lawyers, the nobility, and the gentry. He claimed in his autobiography that he never met an archdeacon before writing The Warden. Social conventions and structured class society were part of his life. He felt Negroes were not yet ready for self-government and would only slowly become Christians. As late as 1926, the Encyclopedia Britannica asserted that Blacks were inferior as a race. Thus these attitudes were conventional and generally accepted.

Trollope also seems to have held the usual anti-Semitic views of his era. Nevertheless, he criticized those who were thoughtlessly bigoted. In Nina Balatka, the authorial voice asserts that those who are keenest to do harm to the Jews were those who also surprisingly thought themselves good Christians. In The Way We Live Now, Trollope gives silly lines to bigoted Lady Longestaffe about Jews to satirize such fatuousness.
He traveled often to Europe where his mother and brother went often. He traveled to the U.S. and the Caribbean several times and was in Australia and New Zealand twice. Trollope took long annual vacations and had several multi-year leaves of absence from the Post Office. 

In 1868, Trollope ran unsuccessfully for Parliament in a very corrupt district. Trollope was completely honest and seems to have run for the experience. Even so, the motivation was partly ego and self esteem. He was a Gladstone liberal and of course hated the Tory and popular author, Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli. He observed Parliament and knew many MPs.

Relevant to tonight's novel, he lost money on start-up railways. Trollope's bank manager father-in-law's relationship with George Hudson, a swindler known as the Railroad King, was a major reason for this man to fraud his bank employer. 

At the private schools he attended and at the clubs that he joined, Trollope had much time to observe the snobbishness, fatuities, and foibles of the sons of noble families. Probably his American actress friend the abolitionist, suffragette, and reformer Kate Fields and her friends gave him ideas for the character of Mrs. Hurtle in tonight's book.


Trollope hated religious cant and hypocrisy. Dishonesty in the Church, in the Law, among legislators, and especially in sexual relations were Trollope's quintessential sins. He hated the Christmas season and generally got sick at that time of the year. He hated formal wear and pretense. Crinolines and false hair greatly irritated him.

Anthony Trollope was just different enough, fearless and perceptive enough to clearly portray the society, culture, mood, and times of the England he knew. Most importantly, he portrayed the conflicts of the times in such a way that we today can be drawn in and involved. That is the most remarkable feature of this man's work.

In his biography of Cicero written in 1880, Trollope said, "... The man of letters is in truth ever writing his own biography. What there is in his mind is being declared to the world at large by himself. And if he can so write that the world at large shall care what is written, no other memoir will perhaps be necessary." Oddly enough, he had completed his own autobiography when he wrote those words. 

