It is Samuel Johnson the conversationalist that we remember, not Johnson the
writer. "Atavern chair," he said, "is the throne of human felicity"—and during the
last third of hislife, he sat enthroned, talking. His faithful recorder was James
Boswell, and in the story below, Robert F. Young draws upon one of their first
meetings to give us another fine variation on a classic fantasy theme.

MINUTES OF A MEETING AT THE MITRE

by Robert F. Y oung

THE ORIGINAL OF THE FOLLOWing literary fragment was among the batch of Boswelliana
recently found in the west tower of the castle of Cernach, County Cork, Ireland, and every indication
pointsto its having been included in an earlier version of The Life of Samuel Johnson. Althoughthe
biographer's reasons for excluding it from the find manuscript were buried with him and cannot be dug up
again, we are, neverthdess, judtified in drawing the following tentative conclusons: (1) that upon
rereading the passage in question, Boswell realized that Dr. Dickens had not specified exactly what kind
of immortality he had in mind; (2) that Boswell smultaneoudy redlized that there was aquality about Dr.
Johnson'srolein the affair that did not quite meet the eye; and (3) that Boswell concluded it would be
better for dl parties concerned if the public were to consder Johnson as owing that to a Biographer,
which Providence had enabled him to obtain for himsdif.

Connaught on the Snithe
January 17, 1988

On Saturday, the 2nd of July, 1763, | again supped at the Mitre with Dr. Johnson and Dr.
Goldsmith. It happening to be avery rainy night, with a pronounced chill in the air, we chose atable next
to the hearth, wherein asmall fire was being maintained on the grate for the physicka comfort of the
patrons, few of which, owing to the unfavourable disposition of the weether, were present.

As he had done on the preceding evening, Dr. Goldsmith attempted to maintain that knowledge was
undesirable on its own account because it is frequently a source of unhappiness. Johnson, who, aswe
have adready seen, disdained this attitude, countered with asmile of ridicule. "Sir (said he), isit your
contention that the scullery maid who plucks the chicken isless happy than the cook who preparesit for
the table because the cook is better acquainted with the fowl's physicka properties?” GOLDSMITH:
"No, sir, | do not contend such to be the truth, for unhappiness resulting from knowledge comes only in
the higher spheres, where knowledge devatesthe traveller to lofty plateaus from which he viewsthe
world in al its petty imperfections. Faust was not a happy man." JOHNSON: "He was unhappy not
because of hislore, but because of the manner in which he came by it."

This preliminary parley introduced a good supper, of which Johnson partook as enormoudly ashedid
of thewinewhich followed. Gradudly, the veinswhich, during the repast, had swelled out on his
forehead, subsided; and the perspiration, which the intensity of his appetite had brought into being,
dwindled to afaint film of moisture. A tall, grey-suited man of indeterminate age, narrow of countenance,
pale of skin, and with dark, glowing eyes, had in the meantime taken up a position before the hearth. He
gpologized for his proximity, saying that he was extremely susceptible to the chill and was seeking to
ward it off by the only means available. He introduced himself as Dr. Dickens, whereupon Johnson bade
him join usat our table.

JOHNSON (after our guest had seated himself): "Sir, the influence of amoist atmosphere upon the
human frame is much overemphasized in the world. London is not the worse for its climate, but the
better." DICKENS: "Inthat, | fear | cannot concur." JOHNSON: "London, s, isastate of mind."
DICKENS: "A most melancholy one.”

Johnson ordered the serving maid to bring more wine. Dr. Dickens, however, declined a glass when



it was proffered him, athough he of all those present seemed most in need of it. Indeed, therewas an
intense palor present in hisface, apalor made to seem dl the more acute by the thinness of his cheeks
and the burning quality of hiseyes. | could not forbear commenting, however indirectly, upon his
unhealthy appearance. "Canit be, sir (said 1), that you are used to awarmer and more consistent climate
and have not as yet become accustomed to the idiosyncrasies of London westher?'

"| shall never become accustomed to the idiosyncrasies of London wesather (said he), no more than |
shall ever become accustomed to the idiosyncrasies of London lexicographers.”

Although it was toward myself that this observation was addressed, it was toward Dr. Johnson that
the pale man's burning gaze was directed. Johnson returned the gaze, if not in kind, then in spirit. "Why,
ar (said he), | consder theidiosyncrasies of both to be beyond reproach; but, athough you endeavoured
to cloak your scurrilous remark in ambiguity, | perceivethat | doneinspiredit; and | must conclude,
therefore, that | am the lexicographer to whom you specifically refer.” DICKENS: "Thereis none other
to whom | could be referring, there being in the British Ides a thistime none of comparable reknown or
of comparable asninity.”

My indignation was of such magnitude that it was beyond my ability to repressit. BOSWELL: "Sir,
how dare you address Dr. Johnson in so disrespectful amanner?' GOLDSMITH: "How dareyou, Sir,
indeed!" DICKENS: "I both dare to and have done s0."

Johnson blew out his breath like awhae and swallowed three glasses of port. "Sir (said he), |
perceiveyou are avile Whig." DICKENS; Sir, | am morethan that: | am the first Whig." JOHNSON:
"Then, gr, you are the Devil." DICKENS: "Precisdly.”

Johnson blinked one of his eyes. Then, unexpectedly, he smiled. "Can it bethen, sr (said he), that
you have come to bargain for my soul ? If so, have you not presumed too much? | did not invoke you."
DICKENS: "Y ou invoked me ddiberately, and you know it, when you imputed Faust's Weltschmerz to
the pact he made with me. But that would not have been sufficient, per se, to have caused meto forsake
my warm and cheerful firesdefor thisdisma fog bank you call London and thiswretched grotto of
gluttony you cal the Mitre. Only because your remark culminated your affrontsto mewas| forced to
come. | overlooked your writing "Hell' off in your spiteful lexicon as* the place into which the taylor
throws his shreds and | overlooked your writing me off in the same outrageous lucubration as “a
ludicrousterm for mischief'. But | cannot and | will not overlook three examples of your cynica asperity
inarow. Yes: | have cometo bargain for your soul, sir; and you are going to sdll it to me." JOHNSON:
"And what shdl | receivein return?' DICKENS: "Immortality, of course.”" JOHNSON (with asmile of
triumph): "Very well, sr, | will sdl it to you. And afterward, gir, | suggest that you do myself and my
companions the courtesy of unburdening our good company with your uncivil presence.”

From theinterior of hisgrey coat, Dickens produced a document with a bright-red border and
Spread it out on the table before Dr. Johnson. He next caled the serving maid, and bade her bring quill
and ink. JOHNSON (with aroar of mocking laughter): "What—you do not want it signed in blood?"
DICKENS: "Sir, you would do well to pay less attention to old wives tales and more to the world
around you. When signed in ink, one of my contractsis as binding as one of yoursis. That lineright there
at the bottom, please. Where it says "signature of litterateur."

Both my legal ingtincts and my awareness of Dr. Johnson's notoriously poor eyesight caused meto
lean forward in an attempt to discern what was written on the paper. In this, | was thwarted by none
other than Johnson himsdlf, who, amost as though he did not want me to see the contents of the
document, turned sideways S0 that his massive shoulder intervened between my eyes and the page. "'Sir
(said 1), might it not be the better part of wisdom to permit meto act asyour representative in this
matter?' JOHNSON (signing his name with aflurish): "No, no, Boswell. Let usberid of thisblockhead
once and for al. What court of law would ever uphold such aludicrous negotiation?' DICKENS: "One
of mine”

| did not like the expression of salf-satisfaction on the man's countenance; but Dr. Johnson was right,
and he had signed his name for no other reason than to get rid of this demented dolt who fancied himself
to be none other than Old Nick himsdlf; and as for the contract, Johnson was right about that too: no
court of law would ever uphold such aridiculous agreement; and even were a court to do o, the



paradox inherent in the termswould invalidate them, for aman who has been rendered immortd retains
his soul forever, and could not part with it evenif he wanted to.

Dickens, ssemingly divining my thoughts, hed fixed me with agaze of such intengty that when | met
hisburning eyes, my mind reded. | fet asthough hat, invisble fingerswere digging into my brain,
arranging this pattern of thought and re-arranging that. The sensation did not last long (indeed, in
retrospect, | am not certain that | experienced it at dl), and after amoment, Dickens lowered his gaze,
returned the document to the interior of his coat, and stood up. He stepped over to the hearth and
resumed his position before the grate, and when next | looked, he was gone.

Dr. Johnson, meanwhile, had resumed his conversation with Goldsmith, who, asusud, was
endeavouring to shine. JOHNSON: "Why, dr, in making such a prognogtication, you are assuming
Fielding to have been aliterary giant. Thisis manifestly untrue” GOLDSMITH: "But in Tom Jones he
penned ameasterpiece that virtualy ensures hisimmortdity.” JOHNSON: "Pish. It isnot for what they
write during their lifetimes that literary men are remembered by posterity, but for what they say."
GOLDSMITH: "But sr, who will ever know what they said if they were too indolent to writeit down?"
JOHNSON: "The wise man seesto it that it is written down.”

It was shortly following this meeting &t the Mitre that my mind began to be impregnated with whet |
have dready referred to, for lack of amore scientifick term, as the Johnsonian aether, and soon
afterward | began committing to paper the exuberant variety of Dr. Johnson's wisdom and wit. | have
snce had no cause to regret my assiduousnessin this matter, for it, together with the various | etters,
papers, &c. which | have collected, has enabled me to execute my labors with afacility which would
otherwise have been impossible.

On Sunday, the 3rd of July, it was my pleasure to attend one of the levees for which Dr. Johnson
was 0 famous at the time. | found him sur—

(Here the fragment ends.)



