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 Blessed with an intelligent mind and a defiant will, Lady Mary had grown from a 
child who taught herself to read Latin to a woman who’d won the intellectual Edward 
Wortley Montagu’s hand in marriage.  With charm and wit, she befriended Pope and 
Gay, who encouraged her to work with them on various projects, one of them being the 
secretly published, ‘Court Poems’.   

A social butterfly, she was favored by the Princess of Wales and Queen Caroline 
until she was stricken with small pox in 1715, two years after the birth of her son, 
Edward.  Fate had played a horrifying hand.  In the following year, she struggled to 
regain her strength and watched her brother succumb to the disease.  She chronicled her 
experience poignantly describing how small pox had affected her life.  In the end, her 
once beautiful face required a lengthy ritual to make her presentable in public. 

Two years later, in 1717, Edward was assigned ambassadorship to Turkey.  Mary, 
and son, accompanied Edward on the dangerous journey across the continent to 
Constantinople, in the middle of winter.  Once settled, Mary began to put the horrors of 
illness behind her and immersed herself in Turkish culture absorbing every nuance she 
could while she became proficient in everything Turkish.  Here, she learned that the 
Turks inoculated their people against small pox.  While studying this new phenomenon, 
Mary became a passionate supporter and had young Edward and new daughter, Mary, 
inoculated.  The process was rather crude involving nut-shells containing small pox, 
which were then used to transfer noxious matter into veins opened with needles, 
sometimes placing matter into the forehead, arms, and breast, following Grecian 
superstition in the sign of a cross. 

During this time, Mary corresponded with her friend, Alexander Pope, a man 
who’d spent seven years translating Homer’s Iliad.  His letters followed her travels to 
Vienna, Hanover, Italy, Belgrade, Hungry and Constantinople.  Mary eagerly read copies 
of his works, namely “Eloise to Abelard,” in which she found one of her Town Eclogues.   

When relations with Turkey and England dissipated, Mary and Edward were 
summoned home.  In 1718, they moved into Savile House, which stood in Pope’s 
Twickenham neighborhood.  Meanwhile, Pope had Godfrey Kneller paint Mary’s 
portrait.  Once the portrait was finished, Pope gazed at her Turkish clad figure longingly 
until his death.  Underlying his scholarly devotion and desire for beauty, Pope built a 
grotto and concealed a passion for Mary that grew until it could no longer be contained.   
In 1722, Pope divulged his feelings to Mary, possibly because he was jealous of her 
relationship with the Duke of Wharton.  Mary was shocked by Pope’s admission, 
possibly even flattered, but barely contained her merriment and laughed rudely in Pope’s 
face.  Wounded deeply, Pope vowed from that day forward to ruin her good name. 

At first, Mary was unfazed.  She busied herself trying to get local physicians 
interested in the Turk's inoculation process.  Here, her passion fell upon deaf ears.  
London's medical establishment refused to listen to a woman's rants.  Undaunted, Mary 
continued to promote her cause and convinced the Princess of Wales to inoculate her 
children in 1723.  She also returned to social life meeting legendary writers like Lord 
Hervey whom Pope, in one of his many tirades, satirized as Lord Fanny, Sporus, Adonis, 



and Narcissus in his writings.  Hervey reciprocated until his death on August 5, 1743, and 
the feud continued until Pope died on May 30, 1744.   

Mary adored Lord Hervey and said the world was made up of “men, women, and 
Herveys”.  Working closely with Hervey, she found selective ways to respond to Pope’s 
very public and humiliating literary accusations.  Yet, she only seemed to worsen the 
situation and caused political problems for Edward in Parliament.  In 1737, she attempted 
to privately help his party by participating in a newspaper, The Nonsense of Common-
sense, which was pitted against the popular Opposition paper, Common-Sense.  But the 
verbal and written attacks made by Pope and others took its toll on Edward, and soon 
Mary and Edward's marriage grew stale. 

Alienated from her son, Edward, because he was an upstart who ran up debt, and 
with a marriage that had turned sour, Mary left Edward in 1739 and traveled to Venice 
alone.  Though she and Edward wrote affectionate letters back and forth until their 
deaths, they never saw each other again.   

Mary became enamored with Italian, Francesco Algarotti, from 1739-1742, and 
lived in Italy and France.  She traveled to Florence where she visited with Horace 
Walpole in 1740, but he fed the rumor mill with talk of her eccentricities, ‘impudence, 
avarice, and absurdity.’  She moved on to Avignon, at Brecia, and at Lovere, on the Lago 
d’Iseo where fate dealt Mary another harsh blow.  At 63 years old, she suffered a painful 
skin disease that brought her close to madness. 

Now grown, her daughter, Mary, the Countess of Bute, wife of the British Prime 
Minister, cared deeply how the public viewed her mother’s activities and wanted to curb 
them.  She’d long heard vicious rumors circulating around London about her mother and 
was embarrassed by her mother’s writings.  When her father, Edward, died after hoarding 
money in 1761, young Mary requested Lady Mary return to London.  Tired and worn, 
eager to spend the rest of her days with her daughter and granddaughters, Mary returned 
to England.  When she died in 1762, her last words were “It has all been most 
interesting.” 

Lady Mary was a young, vibrant woman full of ambition and ideas.  Whether 
right or wrong, she lived her life with vigor.  She defied social norms, fought against a 
deadly foe, lived to tell the tale and seek a cure, and conversed with literary masters of 
her time.  She made enemies along the way and confused the social establishment, yet her 
travels, her curiosity, paved the way for English physician, Edward Jenner, to cultivate a 
serum, in 1796, that eventually rid the world of one of the deadliest diseases of all time.  
One determined woman, attacked on all fronts, cared not that she was told she couldn’t.  
With a steady resolve, she proved that she could.  Her prose, though much was lost when 
her daughter burned her journals, was first published in 1763, and her haunting words of 
sadness, comedy, and injustice continue her legacy hundreds of years later. 

Write like you have no tomorrow.  Fate has a way of intervening, but fate also 
leads us down a path we could have never foreseen.    

 
  
  

 


