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2016 marks the 250th anniversary of the arrival in England of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau. Rousseau’s stay in England, of just over a year, was overshadowed by 
his quarrel with David Hume but nevertheless in the midst of the Staffordshire 
countryside he found the quiet solitude that he required in order to write his 
Confessions. 
 
     Stung by Voltaire’s revelation in print that he, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the pre-eminent 

authority of his day on childcare and all that pertained to it, had callously left his own children 

to the care of his local orphanage, Rousseau began work on his Confessions, upon the Isle de 

Saint-Pierre on Lake Bienne in the territory of Berne in Switzerland in 1765. His object, as he 

announced in his opening sentences, was that the world should know him at last as he really 

was, rather than through the scurrilous rumours put about by his enemies. 

 
     I have resolved on an enterprise which has no precedent, and which, once complete, will 

have no imitator. My purpose is to display to my kind a portrait in every way true to nature, and 

the man I shall portray will be myself. 

     Simply myself. I know my own heart and understand my fellow man. But I am unlike any 

one I have ever met; I will even venture to say that I am like no one in the whole world. I may 

be no better, but at least I am different. Whether Nature did well or ill in breaking the mould in 

which she formed me, is a question which can only be resolved after the reading of my book. 

 

     The claim that his project had no precedents was slightly exaggerated, for there were of 

course diaries before Rousseau’s time and there were Augustine’s Confessions, but Rousseau’s 

Confessions are different, in that the author sets about justifying his own conduct, to his 

contemporaries and to future generations. Rousseau believed that if people but knew him they 

would not blame him for his actions. 

 

     By the quality of its prose, Part I (the first six books) of The Confessions is commonly 

recognised to be one of the greatest of Rousseau’s works, and today it is probably his most 

widely read work. However, this eloquence was not achieved without effort. The Confessions 
were written via a process of ruthless self-discipline whereby the original manuscript was 

rewritten many times over until the desired effect was obtained. Nor, as might be thought, was 

this process completed on an island on an Alpine lake. Part I of The Confessions was for the 

most part written during Rousseau’s self-enforced seclusion in a cave – half natural, half man-

made – in the grounds of a stately home, in Staffordshire! 

 

     This Staffordshire connection remains by and large uncelebrated; perhaps because 

Rousseau was a republican, and perhaps because he was never a fervent Anglophile. Perhaps 

also Rousseau still suffers from the exploitation of his ideas by Robespierre and his fellow 

revolutionaries. Nonetheless, many English romantics of the early nineteenth century adored 
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Rousseau. In the case of Byron and Shelley, they even travelled to Switzerland to visit the 

scenes of their hero’s novel La Nouvelle Héloïse. They respected his admiration for the 

untamed and unfenced in nature – those aspects of nature that had previously been feared – 

and his aesthetic appreciation of the seasonal rhythms of country life. 

     Rousseau was not against the use of reason but he warned that belief in its power should not 

be at the cost of ignoring nature – that is to say, nature in the form of the world around us and 

nature in the form of our own emotions. In virtue of these beliefs he is often seen as the father 

of romanticism, though of exactly what romanticism consists is notoriously difficult to say. (It is 

perhaps most easily defined negatively – by the belief that: “There are more things on heaven 

and earth . . . than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” It was with the aim of cultivating a 

respect for such things – unnamed and undefined – that Byron and the Shelleys wrote ghost 

stories upon the shores of Lake Geneva. 

 

     Closer to home, in the early years of the nineteenth century, a poet by the name William 

Howitt travelled to Wootton Hall near Ellastone, the site of Rousseau’s cave, to discover what 

the locals remembered of Rousseau’s stay in England. At least one old man still remembered 

Rousseau: 

 
What. Owd Ross Hall? Ay know hid did I, well enough. Ah’ve seen him monny an’ monny a 

time, every dee welly, coming and going ins comical cap an’ploddy [plaid] gown, a gathering his 

yarbs [herbs]. 

 

The old man evidently remembered the distinctive Armenian costume that Rousseau affected 

at that time and his interest in botany, that led him to wander over the surrounding hills and 

dales, accompanied by Sultan, his faithful brown collie. However, Rousseau was not interested 

in plants for the sake of their medicinal properties; he was interested in their aesthetic qualities 

and in their scientific classification. As for Rousseau’s companion, Thérèse Levasseur (his 

“gouvernante”, the mother of his children, and his housekeeper): 

 
Yes there war a lady – they cawd her Madam Zell [Mademoiselle], but whether how war his 

wife or not, ah dunna know. Folks said how warna. 

 

*** 
     Rousseau had arrived in England on 11 January 1766, in the company of David Hume, a 

philosopher of a very different character. The travels that eventually brought him to England 

began after a mob stoned his house at Môtiers in Neuchâtel. The mob was affronted by his 

personal eccentricities as much as by his religious and political views but it was the latter that 

had disturbed the local Swiss politicians. Fearing for his safety, Rousseau had set off towards 

Potsdam to seek the protection of Frederick of Prussia; but his friends persuaded him that he 

would be left in greater peace in England. Once in England Rousseau at first stayed in or near 

London: here he was indeed safe from persecution though not from the attention of the 

curious. 

     There was no certainty as to where Rousseau might find a rural retreat of the sort that he 

favoured until Richard Davenport’s offer of Wootton Hall presented a solution. Richard 

Davenport – described by David Hume as “a very good, as well as a very rich man” – was a 

widower in his seventies who was looking after his two grandchildren. Wootton Hall was his 

second home; his first was at Calveley in Cheshire. Even more conveniently, he spoke French. 

     However, all did not go smoothly. Not wishing to cause Rousseau unnecessary expense 

Davenport offered Rousseau a lift in his carriage that he claimed would otherwise have been 
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obliged to return empty from London to Wootton. Unfortunately Rousseau discovered the 

well-meant deception and took offence. He soon made peace with Davenport but his 

suspicions of a plot against him from then on focused upon Hume, whom, for all his 

philosophical aptitude, was less skilful than Davenport in calming Rousseau’s fears. In 

seclusion at Wootton Rousseau’s suspicions of plots and intrigue were to fester and eventually 

lead to his return to the continent. 

     Yet, notwithstanding his suspicions, there were long periods in which Rousseau was 

appreciative of Wootton’s peacefulness. He also liked English breakfasts. He notes in The 

Confessions: 
 

I have a great liking for breakfast, infinitely preferring the fashion in England and Switzerland, 

where breakfast is really a meal attended by all the family, to the French custom whereby 

everyone breakfasts alone in his room, or more often does not breakfast at all. 

 

A few weeks after his arrival at Wootton Hall on 22 March 1766, he described his new home 

in a letter to his friend Madame de Luze: 

 
Imagine, Madame, an isolated house, not very large, but very well-kept, built half-way up the 

side of a valley, whose slope is sufficiently broken to allow level promenades on the most 

beautiful lawn in the world. The foreground of the house is dominated by a great terrace 

whence the eye follows round a semi-circle extending over several leagues a landscape 

composed of fields, trees, scattered farms and houses of a more ornate kind; and formed into a 

basin by lofty slopes which provide an agreeable limit to the view when it can go no further. 

Down in the valley, which is both rabbit-warren and pasture, one can hear the murmuring of a 

stream which from the neighbouring heights flows down parallel with the house, and whose 

little meanders and cascades are so directed that the eye can long continue to follow its course. 

The valley is embellished, here and there, with rocks and trees among which one discovers 

delightful nooks, and which at certain places are far enough from the stream to allow one to 

walk comfortably along its banks, sheltered from the winds and even from the rain, so that in 

the worst weather I can go out botanising peacefully under the rocks in the company of sheep 

and rabbits . . . 

 

On 29 March he wrote to Hume: 

 
It’s been frozen ever since I’ve been here . . . it has snowed every day, and the wind cuts your 

face. Despite all that, I would rather live in the hole of one of the rabbits in this warren than in 

the finest apartment in London. 

 

     Disregarding the cold – the next winter was also exceptional for its heavy snowfall – 

Rousseau set up his study in a sandstone cave, beneath a terrace adjoining the western side of 

the house. The cave was reached via a narrow wooden south-facing door, whilst an internal 

east-facing window opened onto a corridor in the servants’ quarter of the house. In the cave 

there was a tiny fireplace; to the left of which there was a stone bench; and, to the right, two 

alcoves for statuary (that might also have served as bookcases. The total floor space was about 

five square metres. 
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      Figure 1 Wootton Hall as seen from the south (the main approach). This is the house that Rousseau would  
have known, demolished in 1929. 

 

Figure 2 Wootton Hall ( - 1929) from the South East 
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Figure 3  Rousseau’s Cave ( - 1929), beneath a terrace at the western side of Wootton Hall 
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Figure 4  The cave as it exists today, as seen from the east (Photograph by Chris Bertram, with kind permission) 

 

Figure 5  Inside the Cave 



7 
 

     Thus it was before a fire in a cave in a foreign country, with very little (if any) natural light, 

that Rousseau wrote some of his happiest sun-dappled prose. Here he wrote of the period 

before his fame, from his birth in 1712 to his decision to make his name in Paris in 1741. We 

know from William Howitt and another poet, John Gisborne, that he sought inspiration from 

the surrounding countryside (favourite places being the nearby Twenty Oak Wood and the 

Weaver Hills) but for writing The Confessions he preferred candlelight and the sanctuary of his 

cave – the ultimate garden shed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6  The Weaver Hills, as seen from Wootton 



8 
 

   

 

Figure 7  Looking back towards Wootton (mid-distance, left of centre) from the Weaver Hills 

     That this somewhat gaol-like cave was conducive to Rousseau’s creativity should not surprise 

us.  As he tells us in The Confessions: 
 

My poor head can never submit itself to facts. It cannot beautify; it must create. It can depict 

real objects only more or less as they are, reserving its embellishments for the things of the 

imagination. If I want to describe the spring it must be in winter; if I want to describe a fine 

landscape I must be within doors; and as I have said a hundred times, if ever I were confined in 

the Bastille, there I would draw the picture of liberty.  

 

*** 

 
     Many of the most striking episodes of The Confessions concern Rousseau’s admiration for 

the opposite sex. In Rousseau’s opinion: 

 
there is no doubt that interesting and sensible conversation with a good woman is more capable 

of forming a young man’s mind than all the pedantic philosophy in books. 

 

     In one quintessential amorous adventure Rousseau encounters two aristocratic young ladies 

struggling to persuade their horses to cross a river. Having come to their aid, he is invited he is 

invited to stay for lunch and dinner. After which: 

 
we made an economy. Instead of taking coffee which remained over from lunch we kept it for 

the afternoon to drink with the cream and cakes they had brought; and to keep up our appetites 

we went into the orchard to finish our desserts with cherries. I climbed and threw down 
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bunches. Once Mlle. Galley presented such a mark with her apron held out and her head held 

back, and I aimed so well, that I dropped a bunch into her bosom. How we laughed! . . . Thus 

we spent the day amusing ourselves at absolute liberty, but always with the utmost propriety. 

Not a single doubtful word, not a single racy joke; and we did not impose this restraint on 

ourselves in any way. It was there of its own accord. We took the tone our hearts dictated. My 

modesty – some might say my foolishness – was so intense, indeed, that the greatest freedom I 

allowed myself was to kiss Mlle Galley’s hand . . . Anyone reading this will not fail to laugh at 

my amorous adventures, and observe that after the lengthy preliminaries the most advanced of 

them concluded with a kiss of the hand. Make no mistake, my readers. I probably had more 

pleasure from this affair which ended with a kiss of the hand than you will ever have from yours 

which, at the very least, begin there.  

 

     Recollecting in the cave, at the age of fifty four, a succession of such experiences to which he 

was led not so much by his rationality as by his sensibility, Rousseau is moved to exclaim: 

 
Physical pleasure! Is it the lot of man to enjoy it? Ah, if ever in all my life I had once tasted the 

delights of love to the full I do not think that my frail existence could have endured them; I 

should have died on the spot. 

 

It is, however, doubtful that it was purely physical pleasure that most delighted Rousseau. It 

might well be argued that the encounters that Rousseau describes in his Confessions are, for 

him, all the more piquant for the separation of self-seeking desire (eros) from selfless love 

(agape). No wonder that Rousseau was always predisposed to view his life as a tragedy, an 

attitude that, as he realised, may have originated in the death of his mother only days after his 

birth. 

 
 My birth was the first of my woes. 

 

(Yet, that is not to deny that he suffered unjustified persecution.) 

     Without the benefit of psychoanalysis, Rousseau reveals a genuinely impressive knowledge 

of his own deepest motivations. However, he would never have admitted that in some ways 

someone else might know him better than he knew himself. 

 

*** 

     The events related in The Confessions end just before Rousseau’s flight to England, so we 

never learn his thoughts on his Staffordshire refuge in any great detail. We know that Thérèse 

did not like it: she fell out with the servants whom she believed were adding cinders to their 

food. Rousseau himself gradually became more and more convinced that his enemies had 

somehow entrapped him. Reassuring letters from Davenport did not reach him owing to the 

vagaries of the postal system. And so Rousseau and Thérèse abruptly left Wootton on 1 May 

1767. According to Edward Davies Davenport, Richard’s great grandson, the immediate cause 

(or pretext) was a row with one of the servants. Their whereabouts for the next few days are a 

mystery but they were next heard of in Spalding. Davenport did his best to persuade them to 

return: 

 
I never was at Spalding, but I have always understood it to be one of the most cursed and 

disagreeable places in England. I can’t conceive what motive could possibly make you go there, 

and all that flat country is reckoned very unwholesome, especially for those, who are not 

natives: for God’s sake return out of it as soon as you can. 
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But Rousseau was not to be persuaded. He soon afterwards left the country and next found 

sanctuary under the protection of the Prince de Conti at the Château de Trie in Normandy 

where, in relative peace, he added the finishing touches to the first part of his Confessions and 

added the second part which describes the misfortunes that overtook him in later life (from 

1743 to 1765). 

     Rousseau was aware that the first part of The Confessions was better than the first. Of the 

second part he admits: 

 
The only advantage which the sequel can claim over its forerunner is the greater importance of 

the events it describes. In all other respects it will be inferior in every way. I wrote the first part 

with pleasure at Wootton or in the Château de Trie; and every memory I had to recall was such 

a fresh delight. I returned to them again and again with renewed pleasure, and I was able to 

revise my descriptions at my ease until I was satisfied with them. 

 

     It was not that Rousseau was entirely without friends at Wootton. His neighbour, Bernard 

Granville of Calwich Abbey, introduced him to the Duchess of Portland with whom he went of 

botanical expeditions to Dovedale (finding chamedrys frutescens and saxifrage alpine) and to 

his twenty year old niece Mary Dawes, with whom he quickly became infatuated – to the extent 

that he proudly wore the silken dog collar that she had made for Sultan. When Davenport did 

visit, Rousseau was left puzzled by his English reserve. 

 
M. Davenport does favours for me with much affection and zeal but he never says anything or 

responds to my outpourings. Never in my life have I seen a man who is so reserved, so 

profoundly mysterious. 

 

In these circumstances, Rousseau was forced to turn to his memories. As he confessed at the 

time in a letter to his friend Mme de Créqui: 

 
 It is the past that makes the present bearable. 

 

*** 
As to the places that Rousseau would have known, Rousseau’s cave still exists – on private 

ground – but, though there is still an adjacent house, the house that Rousseau would have 

known was demolished in 1929. 

     A sale was held in that year in which everything of the house that could be sold was sold, 

save for a pair of ornate ironwork gates. These gates date from c.1750 and were originally from 

a monastery outside Milan. They stood at the front entrance to Wootton Hall and can now be 

seen at Capesthorne Hall in Cheshire, the home of Richard Davenport’s descendants.  
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Figure 8  The Milanese Gates from Wootton Hall 
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Figure 9  St. Andrew, part of the Milanese gates. 

     The ashlar facing stones of the exterior southern face of the cave were bought by William 

Podmore who reassembled them at his home at Consall Hall in Staffordshire. He also bought 

an oak staircase that dates from Rousseau’s time and a rose tent (a bower), also possibly from 

Rousseau’s time, that is now at Capesthorne Hall.  (The balustrades from Wootton Hall went 

to the nearby village of Waterhouses in Staffordshire.) 
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Figure 10 The Reconstruction of Rousseau's Cave at Consall Hall, using the facing stones from Wootton Hall 
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Figure 11  The oak staircase from Wootton Hall, now at Consall Hall  
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Figure 12  The oak staircase from Wootton Hall, now at Consall Hall 
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     William Podmore’s son, also named William, completed his father’s work of converting the 

site of an old quarry into the gardens that today surround Consall Hall.  As part of this project, 

he built a replica of Rousseau’s cave behind the original facing stones bought by his father. 

     The house and gardens at Capesthorne, with the Milanese gates and rose tent, and the 

gardens at Consall Hall, are both open to the public on certain days of the year, and there are 

occasional tours of the gardens of the new Wootton Hall. In keeping with the positive aspects 

of Rousseau’s philosophy, the gardens of all of these houses are suggestive of a more 

harmonious relationship than that which currently prevails between humanity and nature. 

     As a ten year old boy William jnr. visited Wootton Hall with his father in 1929 immediately 

prior to its sale. He described to me some features that have since disappeared, and that 

perhaps no-one else now remembers: a stone bench that stood against the wall of the cave to 

the left of the fireplace, the interior east-facing window connecting the cave with a corridor in 

the servants’ quarters, and the sealed hatch about 2’ wide in the middle of the cave’s vaulted 

roof. 

     The eastern wall of the cave and much of the cave roof have now disappeared – and so, now 

sunlight reaches into the cave, though it would not have done so in Rousseau’s time. The site is 

now somewhat reminiscent of a stage set awaiting the opening of a play. 

 

     My thanks to the Honourable Johnnie Greenall for kindly allowing me to see Rousseau’s 
cave and to Mr. William Podmore O.B.E. for showing me the stairway from Wootton Hall 
and for sharing his memories of the cave in 1929. 
 

 


