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MARGARET BRYAN: NEWLY DISCOVERED BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION
ABOUT THE AUTHOR OF A COMPENDIOUS SYSTEM OF ASTRONOMY (1797)
by
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This paper gives the results of a successful search to uncover new biographical details about
Margaret Bryan, the English author of several textbooks intended to educate young women: A
compendious system of astronomy (editions in 1797, 1799 and 1805), Lectures on natural
philosophy (1806) and Astronomical and geographical class book for schools (1815).
Among the hitherto unknown information collected from contemporary wills, parish
records, civil records and newspapers in England are the names of her parents and other
family members, the year and place of her baptism, the year and place of her marriage, the
names of her husband and two daughters and a possible year and place of her death.
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Margaret Bryan was an English educator and author who wrote two intelligent and well-
regarded textbooks on astronomy and physics intended to be read by young women, A
compendious system of astronomy (editions in 1797, 1799 and 1805) and Lectures on
natural philosophy (1806), along with a smaller volume, Astronomical and geographical
class book for schools (1815).1 Bryan also prepared a revised edition of an educational
board game called Science in sport, or the pleasures of astronomy (1804).2 In addition to
her work as an author, for about two decades she was the headmistress of a boarding
school for young ladies.

We know from the frontispiece and text of her Astronomy (figure 1) that Margaret Bryan
had two daughters; the preface to the book strongly suggests that by the time of the book’s
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That Bryan assisted with the 1804 edition of the board game is evident from the copy present at the National Maritime
, Greenwich, London, AST1199 (https://www.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/rmgc-object-264736).
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Figure 1. Left: Frontispiece ‘Mrs. Bryan and Children’ from Astronomy (1797). Right: The miniature watercolour
portrait by the English artist Samuel Shelley (∼1750–1806) that served as the exemplar for the engraved
frontispiece in Bryan’s Astronomy. This portrait was lost for many years, but appeared at a Bonham’s auction in
London in November 2003; it was withdrawn before the auction was held and is now part of the collection at the
Herschel Museum in Bath. Image courtesy of the Herschel Museum.
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publication in 1797 she already was a widow. Almost everything else about her and her life is
unknown, however, including when and where she was born, her maiden name and the names
of her parents, husband and children and when and where she died. Even sources dating from
when she was alive comment on the lack of information about her,3 as do her entries over the
years in biographical reference texts such as the Dictionary of national biography.4 Here I
give the results of my efforts to discover more details about the life of this remarkable woman.
THE TRAIL BEGINS: THE NOTTIDGES

A wealth of information is available about people residing in England near the end of the
eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth, for example from genealogical
resources such as Ancestry.com, FindMyPast.com and FamilySearch.org. Initial efforts to
identify Margaret Bryan directly from these and other resources all failed, however, largely
3 Anon, Lady’s Monthly Museum 7 (August), 73–74 (1801). [Mary Susanna] Pilkington, Memoirs of celebrated female
characters (Albion Press, [London], 1804), pp. 62–63. The same information is quoted in Jane Gardner, An excursion from London to
Dover (Longman, Hurst, Rees and Orme, London, 1806), vol. 1, pp. 81–82.

4 Marilyn Bailey Ogilvie, ‘Bryan, Margaret (fl. 1795–1816)’, Oxford dictionary of national biography (Oxford University Press,
Oxford, 2004), vol. 8, pp. 386–387 (online edition: https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/3791).

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/3791


Figure 2. First part of an advertisement in the London Times, 10 April 1797, in advance of the publication of Bryan’s
Astronomy (1797). The remainder of the advertisement gave information about the intended format and quality of the
printing, the subscription price, the prospective date of publication, how people could subscribe and an endorsement
from the British mathematician Charles Hutton.
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because so little is known about her: there were many Margaret Bryans of about the right age,
and it proved impossible to narrow down the possibilities with certainty to a single person,
even having some information about where and when she lived (see below). Direct
approaches having led to a dead end, several indirect approaches were then pursued, one of
which proved to be highly fruitful.

The two books for which Bryan is best known each contained a list of subscribers who had
promised to purchase a copy when the book was published (the subscription price was one
pound and five shillings for the first edition of Astronomy5 and two guineas for Natural
philosophy6). Typically, subscribers of such books were friends and family of the author,
along with others who had responded to advertisements describing the prospective book
and its merits (figure 2).7

Of the subscribers to Bryan’s books, the most obvious possible family member is a Mrs
Bryan of Eccles Street in Dublin, who ordered two copies of the Natural philosophy
before its publication in 1806. A little information has come to light by investigating this
lead: I located contemporary sources that list a barrister Robert Butler Bryan (1779–1841)
living at 20 Eccles Street in 1804 and 1808.8 Admitted to the bar in 1802, he was
described as ‘a liberal protestant [and] a signatory of the protestant petition for catholic
emancipation in 1829’.9 By 1823 a Mrs Bryan, a member of the nobility and gentry, was
listed as living at the same address as Robert;10 she may have been living there earlier and
5 [Margaret Bryan], The Times (London), 10 April 1797, p. 2, col. 1.
6 [Margaret Bryan], The Morning Chronicle (London), 23 October 1805, p. 1, col. 1.
7 Sarah L. C. Clapp, ‘The beginnings of subscription publication in the seventeenth century’, Mod. Philol. 29, 199–224 (1931).

William A. Speck, ‘Politicians, peers, and publication by subscription 1700–50’, in Books and their readers in eighteenth-century
England (ed. Isabel Rivers), pp. 47–68 (St Martin’s Press, New York, 1982).

8 Wilson’s Dublin directory, for the year 1804 (William Corbet, Dublin [1803]), p. 104, https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=
wu.89034903310&view=1up&seq=492; Wilson’s Dublin directory, for the Year 1808 (William Corbet, Dublin [1807]), p. 106,
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.a0001661487&view=1up&seq=546.

9 Entry for Robert Butler Bryan, past member of the Royal Dublin Society, https://entrants.rds.ie/pastmembers/index.php?r=
2202.

10 Wilson’s Dublin directory, for the year 1823 (William Corbet, Dublin [1822]), p. 19, https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.
a0001661594&view=1up&seq=467.
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Figure 3. Family tree for the Nottidges. Ann Wall’s sister, Sarah Wall (who married Oswald Haverkam), was Margaret
Bryan’s mother. Those who subscribed to one or both of Margaret Bryan’s books Astronomy and Natural philosophy
are highlighted in green.
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be the Mrs Bryan who ordered copies of the Natural philosophy. Robert was the oldest child
of Rev. Robert Bryan (ca 1740–ca 1815) and Sarah Elizabeth Butler (1745–1820), who were
married in the St Mary parish in Dublin on 25 June 1778.11 To date, unfortunately, I have
been unable to connect this family to Margaret Bryan’s husband.

Another aspect of the lists of subscribers seemed notable, however—the inclusion of many
members of the Nottidge family, some of whom ordered multiple copies:

Astronomy: Josiah Nottidge Esq., Bocking; Mrs Nottidge, Bocking; Thomas Nottidge Esq.,
Bocking; Mrs T. Nottidge, Bocking; John Thomas Nottidge Esq., Trinity College,
Cambridge, three copies; Josiah Nottidge Esq. (Jr), Bocking, two copies; Reverend John
Nottidge, Rector of Aslington, Essex; William Nottidge Esq., Russell Street; and George
Nottidge Esq., Warmingford, Essex.
Natural philosophy: Josias Nottidge Esq., Bocking; Thomas Nottidge Esq., Bocking;
William Nottidge Esq.; and J. T. Nottidge Esq.

No other family is represented among the subscribers in such large numbers, and it seemed
reasonable to investigate whether Margaret Bryan was somehow related to the Nottidges. It
was not difficult to discover information about the Nottidge family, especially with the clue
(according to the list of subscribers) that several of them lived in the town of Bocking; there
are online trees devoted to this family. A Nottidge family tree is given in figure 3.

The Nottidge family were wealthy wool merchants who operated mills in Bocking and in
Wixoe, towns in Essex located about 60 km northeast of London.12 In the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, the Nottidges made baize (a coarse, typically green woollen material
11 A. E. Langman (ed.), Marriage entries in the registers of the parishes of S. Marie, S. Luke, S. Catherine, and S. Werburgh
(Dublin), 1627–1800 (Printed for the Parish Register Society of Dublin by William Pollard, Exeter and London, 1915), p. 35. Family
History Library film 824049.

12 Thomas Nottidge, Notes on the pedigree of Nottidge, Simpson, Scarlett and Lawrence collected by Thomas Nottidge of
Ashford, Kent, banker & barrister at law of Lincoln’s Inn (unpublished, 1888).
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resembling felt, used for covering billiard and card tables) and operated fulling mills (in which
wool was cleaned and rendered a better fabric by pounding it with wooden hammers).13

All the Nottidges listed as subscribers to Bryan’s books were descendants of Josias
Nottidge (1706–1768; he will be referred to from here on as Josias Nottidge I) and his
wife Ann Mallyon (1710–1738). Their sons, Josias Nottidge II (1733–1815; listed as
Josiah Nottidge in the list of subscribers) and Thomas Nottidge (1734–1816) are the first
and third subscribers in Astronomy; their respective wives, Margaretta Maria Brock (1738–
1810) and Ann Wall (1734–1799), are the second and fourth subscribers in Astronomy.
The next subscriber listed, John Thomas Nottidge (1776–1847), was the son of Thomas
and Ann. The remaining subscribers, Josias Nottidge III (1762–1844; listed as Jr in the list
of subscribers),14 John Nottidge (1765–1846), William Nottidge (1768–1853)15 and
George Nottidge (1771–1861), were all children of Josias II and Margaretta.

Among the descendants of Josias Nottidge I were several women born in the 1700s, but none
of them married a man whose surname was Bryan. Further investigations of the Nottidges in the
subscription list, however, led to Thomas Nottidge’s will dated 13 August 1794.16 His will
specified that, after the death of his wife Ann, he intended to give all the land holdings—
including those bequeathed to Ann by her father, James Wall—to his son John Thomas
Nottidge, who was Thomas and Ann’s only surviving child. The will then added:
13 P
pp. 18–
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woolley
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Challen
Henry G
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ancestry
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Records
… but in case my said Son John Thomas Nottidge shall happen to die under the age of Twenty
one years and without leaving Issue of his Body lawfully begotten then living and which shall
be living until his her or their age of Twenty one years then I give and devise unto Ann Marian
Bryan the oldest daughter of Margaret Bryan of Margate in the County of Kent widow all that
Messuage or Tenement with the Houses Outhouses Barns Stables Yards Gardens Lands
Meadows Pastures Grounds and Appurts thereto belonging situate and being in [here the
will specifies a list of locations]… and from and immediately after the death of my said
Son John Thomas Nottidge under age and without Issue as aforesaid then I give and devise
unto Maria Bryan youngest daughter of the said Margaret Bryan all that Messuage or
Tenement and Farms situate and being in [another list of locations]…
Thus, Thomas Nottidge, a subscriber to both of Margaret Bryan’s books, mentions in his will
a Margaret Bryan whose circumstances conform exactly to the few facts previously known
about the author of Astronomy and Natural philosophy: a resident of Margate in 1794 who
had two daughters and probably had lost her husband. It is reasonable to conclude that the
two people are one, and additional facts (to be detailed below) make this conclusion certain.

Thomas Nottidge’s will supplies some valuable information that was not known
previously: that Margaret Bryan’s husband had died before 1794 (the will refers to her as a
widow), and that her children’s names were Ann Marian and Maria. In the dedication to
hilip Benton, The history of Rochford Hundred, 2 vols plus supplements (A. Harrington, Rochford [England], 1867), vol. 1,
19.
bracelet containing miniature portraits of Josias Nottidge III and his wife and children sold at auction in 2016; https://www.

andwallis.co.uk/departments/jewellery/jw301019/view-lot/1485/.
illiam Nottidge’s daughter, Harriet (1801–1876), was the mother of the British biologist and anatomist on the HMS

ger global scientific expedition, Henry Nottidge Moseley (1844–1891), who in turn was the father of the British physicist
wyn Jeffreys Moseley (1887–1915), the discoverer of Moseley’s Law in X-ray spectroscopy.
England & Wales, Prerogative Court of Canterbury Wills, 1384–1858’, database with images, Ancestry.com (https://www.
.com/imageviewer/collections/5111/images/40611_310816-00547 and following images) PROB 11: Will Registers > 1815–
iece 1581: Wynne, Quire Numbers 296–346 (1816) > images 548–552 of 836, fols 265–267, will of Thomas Nottidge; citing
of the Prerogative Court of Canterbury, Series PROB 11, The National Archives, Kew, England.

https://www.woolleyandwallis.co.uk/departments/jewellery/jw301019/view-lot/1485/
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her 1797 Astronomy text, Bryan states that ‘I have prefixed my portrait to these Lectures,
together with those of my two dear children’. Thus, we can conclude that Ann Marian and
Maria were Margaret’s only (surviving) children. In the frontispiece to Astronomy
(figure 1), the daughter in the centre is the taller and older and therefore must be Ann
Marian, and the daughter at right must be Maria.

Thomas Nottidge’s will does not specify whether Margaret Bryan and her daughters were
relatives, but they must have been: he was prepared to leave the bulk of his estate to Ann
Marian and Maria in case his only surviving child was unable to inherit, despite the fact
that there were plenty of other Nottidges, including Thomas’s brother Josias and his
children, who Thomas could have chosen as heirs.

Confirmation that the Bryans were relatives comes from the will of Thomas’s son John
Thomas Nottidge. Dated 13 January 1847,17 it contains the provision ‘To my Cousin
Maria Bryan the sum of one thousand pounds sterling…’. The will makes no mention of
Margaret or Ann Marian Bryan.

Because there were no Bryans in the family of John Thomas Nottidges’s father, the only
way Maria Bryan could have been a cousin is if she was part of the family via John Thomas’s
mother Ann Wall (even though no Walls were listed as subscribers to either Astronomy or
Natural philosophy).
THE TRAIL WIDENS: THE WALLS AND THE HAVERKAMS

Ann Wall’s father was James Wall (1703–1774); he and his family came from in and near
West Ham, a town in Essex, today on the outskirts of the east end of London. James Wall
was also a wealthy man; like his father (also called James) he was an apothecary.18

According to the parish records of the All Saints church in West Ham, James and his wife
Margaret (née Hall) had at least five children: Sarah, James, Ann, a second James and Mary.
Only Ann is mentioned in James Wall’s will dated 23 December 1768,19 in which he leaves the
bulk of his estate to ‘my daughter Ann the Wife of Mr. Thomas Nottidge’. All of James and
Margaret’s other children had died by 1768, but the will also bequeaths ‘the Sum of One
Thousand Pounds apiece to my three Grandchildren Namely Oswald Haverkam James
Haverkam and Margaret Haverkam when and as they shall respectively attain their respective
ages of twenty one years…’.

Searching for information about the children of James and Margaret Wall led to the
following details: their daughter Sarah had been baptized on 11 November 1729 in West
Ham, had married Oswald Haverkam in St George’s Chapel, Mayfair, London, on 13
17 ‘England & Wales, Prerogative Court of Canterbury Wills, 1384–1858’, database with images, Ancestry.com (https://www.
ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/5111/images/40611_309703-00223 and following images) PROB 11: Will Registers > 1845–
1847 > Piece 2056: Vol. 9, Quire Numbers 401–450 (1847) > images 223–224 of 422, fols 217–218, will of John Thomas Nottidge;
citing Records of the Prerogative Court of Canterbury, Series PROB 11, The National Archives, Kew, England.

18 See line 4 of the side note on the last page of James Wall’s 1768 will (see note 19), and first line of James’s father’s will. A
‘Mr. James Wall, apothecary in Stratford-Langton, Essex’ is listed among the subscribers to John Strype, Annals of the Reformation
(Tho. Elin, London, 1725).

19 ‘England & Wales, Prerogative Court of Canterbury Wills, 1384–1858’, database with images, Ancestry.com (https://www.
ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/5111/images/40611_309965-00702 and following images) PROB 11: Will Registers > 1773–
1776 > Piece 1002: Bargrave, Quire Numbers 372–417 (1774) > images 702–708 of 743, fols 343–346, will of James Wall; citing
Records of the Prerogative Court of Canterbury, Series PROB 11, The National Archives, Kew, England.

https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/5111/images/40611_309703-00223
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Figure 4. Record of the marriage of William Bryan to Margaret Haverkam on 12 July 1783 in Saint Michael’s
Bassishaw church, City of London. The two signatures, reading Will. Bryan and Margt Haverkam, below the
rector’s signature are those of the bride and groom.

Margaret Bryan: Newly discovered biographical information 459
October 1752,20 but had diedwhile still a youngwoman and had been buried on 24April 1767 in
West Ham. In their 15 years of marriage, Sarah and Oswald had three children, Oswald
Haverkam Jr (ca 1754–1776), James Haverkam (1756–1819) and Margaret Haverkam
(baptized 12 October 1759). They were aged 7 to 13 when their mother died in 1767, and
their grandfather, James Wall, indicated in his 1768 will that the three children were then
under the supervision of two guardians, Thomas Nottidge and a friend named Joseph Green.

Further searching led almost immediately to a key discovery: Margaret Haverkam married
a man named William Bryan in Saint Michael’s Bassishaw church in the City of London on
12 July 1783 (figure 4).21 At the time of the marriage, the bride was living in the Chigwell
parish, which is in the Epping Forest District of Essex, today on the northeast outskirts of
London about 10 km away from West Ham.

The Haverkams were a wealthy family who derived their fortune from calico printing, a
process in which fast-colour designs are printed onto cotton fabrics. By the 1700s West Ham
had become one of the chief centres of calico printing in England.22 Margaret’s father,
Oswald Haverkam (1732–1781), made his living in London as a mercer (a dealer in textile
fabrics). He had been born in West Ham. In 1769, two years after his first wife Sarah Wall
died, Oswald married Mary Rutland (1748–1792) with whom he had an additional three children.

Further confirmation that Margaret came from the Haverkam family is that a Captain James
Haverkam was one of the subscribers to her Astronomy: this was her brother, who was a
captain in the London Militia in 1797.23 Beyond all doubt, Margaret Haverkam is the
maiden name of Margaret Bryan; her family tree is shown in figure 5.
20 George J. Armytage (ed.), The registers of baptisms and marriages at St. George’s chapel, May Fair (The Harleian Society,
London, 1889), p. 228.

21 ‘London, England, Church of England Marriages and Banns, 1754–1938’, database with images, Ancestry.com (https://www.
ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/1623/images/31281_a102083-00034) City of London > St Michael Bassishaw > 1764–1890 >
image 23 of 141; marriage of William Bryan and Margaret Haverkam, citing London Metropolitan Archives, London, London Church
of England Parish Registers, reference number: P69/Mic1/A/01/Ms 6990/1.

22 Muriel Clayton and Alma Oakes, ‘Early calico printers around London’, Burlington Mag. 96 614 (May), 135–139 (1954).
23 Anon., London Gazette, 1–5 August 1797, issue 14033, p. 733 (https://www.thegazette.co.uk/London/issue/14033/page/733/data.

pdf).

https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/1623/images/31281_a102083-00034
https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/1623/images/31281_a102083-00034
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https://www.thegazette.co.uk/London/issue/14033/page/733/data.pdf


Figure 5. Margaret Bryan, née Haverkam (highlighted in orange), and her family tree. Those who subscribed to one or
both of her books Astronomy and Natural philosophy are highlighted in green.
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THE TRAIL CONTINUES: ADDITIONAL DETAILS ABOUT MARGARET AND HER FAMILY

So far, only a little additional information has surfaced about William, Ann Marian and Maria
Bryan. At the time of his marriage, William Bryan was a member of the City of London parish
(Saint Michael’s Bassishaw) in which his wedding was held. There is no certain information
about how long he had been living there, whether he and Margaret continued living there after
their marriage in 1783 or what his occupation was.24 By 1794, the next time (per Thomas
Nottidge’s will) that information about Margaret is available, she was widowed and living
with her two children in Margate, a town on the Kent coast not far from Dover, over
100 km to the southeast of London. Therefore, William Bryan died sometime between
1786 and 1794; if he was about the same age as Margaret (which is a guess and not at all
certain), then he was born in the late 1750s. We can only speculate whether William was
related to the Mrs Bryan who lived on Eccles Street in Dublin.25
24 The St Michael Bassishaw parish in the City of London is the location of many law courts and inns, and one of Margaret
Bryan’s patrons after the death of her husband was Thomas Pinkett, a lawyer in one of the Inns of Court in central London.
Furthermore, the Robert Butler Bryan who lived on Eccles Street in Dublin was a barrister (even though the latter person cannot yet be
connected to William Bryan). All these facts are suggestive but insufficient to conclude that William Bryan was associated with the
legal profession. Better evidence is needed.

25 Several William Bryans lived in London in the late 1780s. One was a copperplate printer and bookseller, but he was a Quaker
(whereas Margaret Bryan’s husband was an Anglican) and he was still living in Bristol in 1794; he cannot be the husband of Margaret.
See C. Garrett, Respectable folly: millenarians and the French revolution in France and England (Johns Hopkins University Press,
Baltimore and London, 1975). One source speculates (without any evidence) that Bryan’s husband might have been a ‘John Nesbit
Bryan, who died in a coach accident in 1799 at the age of about forty-four, and is buried in Lewisham, not far from Blackheath’, but
this speculation (which is somewhat garbled—the burial record from St Mary’s church in Lewisham actually gives this man’s name as
Joseph Nesbitt Bryan and his age as 49) can now be discounted in view of the proof presented here that Margaret’s husband was
named William and that he died before 1794. ‘Margaret Bryan’, Cambridge University Press, Orlando: women’s writing in the British
Isles from the beginnings to the present, https://orlando.cambridge.org/index.php/profiles/bryama.

https://orlando.cambridge.org/index.php/profiles/bryama


Figure 6. Inscriptions from Margaret Bryan to Thomas Pinkett in copies of Astronomy (top) and Natural philosophy
(bottom) sold at auction in 2020.
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Ann Marian and Maria Bryan were probably born in about 1784 and 1786; these birth
years are consistent with their apparent ages in the Astronomy frontispiece and the
miniature portrait, which must date from no later than 1797. It is not clear exactly when
the two daughters died; as mentioned above, John Thomas Nottidge’s will proves that by
1847 Margaret and Ann Marian had died but Maria was still living; however, an
unexpected source made it possible to establish an earlier terminus ante quem for the
deaths of Margaret and Ann Marian.

In an auction held in London in November 2020,26 copies of the first editions of each of
Margaret Bryan’s two principal books, Astronomy and Natural philosophy, were sold. These
two copies were notable (and possibly unique) because they contained extensive inscriptions
in Bryan’s handwriting to a specific individual (figure 6). One inscription states ‘To Thomas
Pinkett Esq.r from the authoress as a token of her respect for the friend of the fatherless and
widow Margaret Bryan’ and the other says ‘To Thomas Pinkett Esq.r this book is presented, as
a testimony of her respect for his character and esteem for his friendship by the authoress
Margaret Bryan’. The inscriptions are undated.

Thomas Barnard Pinkett (1755/6–1839) is not listed as a subscriber in either Bryan’s
Astronomy or Natural philosophy; he and Bryan may have become acquainted only after
the books appeared. Pinkett was a lawyer of Middle Temple (one of the four Inns of Court
in London exclusively entitled to call their members to the English Bar as barristers) who
26 Forum Auctions, London, 5 November 2020, lots 124 and 125. The books are now in a private collection.



Figure 7. The earliest dated mention of Margaret Bryan’s school for young ladies. From the Kentish Gazette, 11
February 1791. Lady-day was 25 March; until 1752 it was the first day of the calendar year in England and Wales.
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lived in Lambeth, Surrey (his son and namesake, Thomas Pinkett Jr (1789–1877), was also
an attorney).

The personal nature of the inscriptions in the books sold at auction prompted an
examination of Pinkett’s will, dated 1 December 1837,27 and this effort was rewarded: the
will includes the provision ‘To Miss Maria Bryan the surviving daughter of the late Mrs.
Margaret Bryan widow fifty pounds sterling’. This statement shows that Margaret and Ann
Marian died in or before 1837. Maria was still living and unmarried in 1847, according to
John Thomas Nottidge’s will, as discussed above.

A few details are available about Margaret Bryan’s life after her marriage in 1783.
Contemporary newspaper sources make it clear that she taught young ladies from 1791
(and possibly earlier) until 1797 outside of London, most often at Bryan House on Hooper
Hill28 in Margate (figure 7).29 There is evidence to suggest that in July 1794 Bryan’s day
school and boarding school were located in Tonbridge and Hadlow in Kent (villages over
60 km away from both Margate and London);30 the subjects taught included ‘English and
French, Music, Writing, Dancing and Drawing, with every kind of Needle and Fancy
Work’. It is interesting that this list of topics does not include astronomy or any other
aspect of natural philosophy. Bryan’s school was back in Margate by 1795.31
27 ‘England & Wales, Prerogative Court of Canterbury Wills, 1384–1858’, database with images, Ancestry.com (https://www.
ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/5111/images/40611_310800-00459 and following images) PROB 11: Will Registers > 1839–
1841 > Piece 1915: Vaughan, Quire Numbers 501–550 (1839) > images 460–468 of 819, fols 227–231, will of Thomas Pickett; citing
Records of the Prerogative Court of Canterbury, Series PROB 11, The National Archives, Kew, England.

28 Hooper Hill is now known as Northdown Road. See Rod F. LeGear and Chris M. Pearson, Margate caves Cliftonville (2021),
https://kentarchaeology.org.uk/publications/member-publications/margate-caves-cliftonville.

29 [Margaret Bryan], Kentish Gazette, 11 February 1791, p. 1, col 2.
30 [Margaret Bryan?], Kentish Gazette, 15 July 1794, p. 1, col. 2: ‘Tunbridge Town. Impressed by a due sense of the many favors

conferred on her, Mrs. Bryan wishes to testify her gratitude, by thus publicly returning thanks to her friends for their generous support
since the removal of her pupils to Tunbridge… The school recommences on Monday the 21st of July, 1794.’ It is likely, if not
completely certain, that this announcement refers to Margaret Bryan and her school; no other Mrs Bryan is known to have operated a
school for young women in England at this time. The Maidstone Museum and Art Gallery in Kent has in its collection an undated
flyer stating: ‘To Tonbridge and its environs. Mrs. Bryan respectfully informs her friends and the public, that she purposes opening a
school at Tonbridge, for the reception of day scholars, on Monday the 22d inst.…N.B. The boarding school will open again at
Hadlow, the 22d instant.’ English Short Title Catalogue, citation no. T172113. Several Mondays in the mid 1790s fell on the 22nd of
the month.

31 [Margaret Bryan], The Times (London), 14 July 1795, p. 1, col. 3.

https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/5111/images/40611_310800-00459
https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/5111/images/40611_310800-00459
https://kentarchaeology.org.uk/publications/member-publications/margate-caves-cliftonville
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From 1798 until at least 1807 the school was located in another Bryan House, this one in
Blackheath next to Greenwich Park in London (very near the Royal Observatory).32 From
1808 or 1809 the school was located at 1 Gloucester Place, Portman Square (according to
a handwritten correction in a copy of the Natural philosophy at the Medical Heritage
Library33 and an 1811 letter34), and ultimately at 27 Lower Cadogan Place35 (according to
her 1815 book) in the Chelsea district of southwest London.

London land tax records give additional information about the Gloucester Place and
Portman Square locations. The 1809 records list a Mrs M. Bryan at 1 Gloucester Place, the
1812 records list a Mrs Bryan at 1 Gloucester Place as well as 14 Cumberland St, Portman
Square. Interestingly, the 1814 and 1815 records list a Wm. Bryan at 15 Cumberland St,
Portman Square, and the 1816 records list a Wm. Bryan at 14 Cumberland St, Portman
Square. These locations are all in the St Marylebone parish of London, the Gloucester
Place address being half a block north of Portman Square. All these tax records almost
certainly refer to Margaret Bryan, although sometimes the properties are listed under the
name of her deceased husband; perhaps she used ‘Mrs. William Bryan’ as her legal name.

Various sources state—with varying degrees of certainty—that in about 1816 Margaret
Bryan moved from London to Margate, but this claim may be in error. The information
stems from the entry for Bryan in the 1885 edition (repeated in later editions) of the
Dictionary of national biography36 and (independently) from a 1951 book by
N. A. Hans.37 Only the 1951 book explicitly gives evidence to support the claim, which is
that an 1816 biographical dictionary38 and Watt’s Bibliotheca Britannica (1824)39 both
refer to Bryan as a mistress of a boarding school in Margate. Bryan clearly lived in
London in 1816; if the information about Bryan’s location in the two books was current,
then she must have moved to Margate in about that year, but it is possible that the 1816
and 1824 references were simply repeating outdated information.40 Neither source is
particularly reliable, as judged by their incorrect attribution to Bryan of Jane Marcet’s
anonymously published Conversations on chemistry (1806). There is persuasive
documentation that Bryan lived in Margate during 1791–1797, but I have seen no clear
evidence that she lived there afterward. She does seem to have left Portman Square shortly
after 1816, however, because she is no longer listed in the London tax records as owning
property there.
32 [Margaret Bryan], The Times (London), 12 April 1799, p. 1, col. 3. [Margaret Bryan], Morning Chronicle (London), 16 July
1807, p. 4, col. 1.

33 Copy of Bryan’s Lectures on natural philosophy at the Wellcome Historical Medical Library, call no. EPB/C/15873. See image
43 of https://archive.org/download/b22012850/b22012850.pdf.

34 Letter from Margaret Bryan to William Herschel on 3 October 1811: Royal Astronomical Society, RAS MSS Herschel W.1/
13.B.162 of the William Herschel Correspondence.

35 By 1821 this address was the home of George Macpherson Grant (1781–1846), first baronet of Ballindalloch, Banff, and
Invereshie, Inverness, Scotland. See G. McKenzie, The royal naval and military calendar: and national record for 1821 (Longman,
Hurst, Rees, Orme and Brown, London, 1821), p. 273. For information about Grant, see R. Thorne (ed.), The history of parliament:
the House of Commons 1790–1820 (Secker & Warburg, London, 1986).

36 Leslie Stephen (ed.), Dictionary of national biography (Macmillan, New York, 1886), vol. 7, p. 154.
37 Nicholas Adolph Hans, New trends in education in the eighteenth century (Routledge & Kegan Paul [London], 1951), p. 203.
38 Anon., A biographical dictionary of the living authors of Great Britain and Ireland (Henry Colburn, London, 1816), p. 43.
39 Robert Watt, Bibliotheca Britannica (Archibald Constable, Edinburgh, 1824), vol. 1, p. 164ff.
40 For example, Jeremias David Reuss, Alphabetical register of all the authors actually living in Great-Britain, Ireland and in the

united provinces of North America, with a catalogue of their publications (Frederick Nicolai, Berlin and Stettin, 1804), Part I (A–K),
p. 148, describes her as ‘Mistress of a boarding-school at Margate’ even though by 1804 she had been living in London for six years.

https://archive.org/download/b22012850/b22012850.pdf
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Where and when Margaret Bryan died is still uncertain. She was alive in 1816, and
Pinkett’s will makes it clear that she had died in or before 1837. Consistent with this
information is a record of the death41 on 30 March 1836 of a ‘much beloved and
lamented, Mrs. Margaret Bryan, age 79’ residing at Fortess Terrace, Kentish Town, which
is in north London.42 The age at death indicates a birth year of 1756 or 1757, which is a
reasonable match: whereas Margaret Bryan, née Haverkam, had been christened in 1759,
she might have been born as much as a year (or even two) earlier. This Margaret Bryan
was buried in the parish of St Luke’s Church in Chelsea;43 it may or may not be
significant that Lower Cadogan Place, the last certain location of Margaret’s school, was in
Chelsea. In 1881 the graveyard near the church was converted into a public park called St
Luke’s Garden and the gravestones were moved to form a boundary wall that still exists. I
have yet not been able to discover whether the gravestone of the Margaret Bryan who died
in 1836 is present in that wall.

Kentish Town, which lies about 3 km to the north of Portman Square and about
5 km to the north of Cadogan Place, was then a semi-rural location that boasted of its
fresh air. In the early nineteenth century it attracted lawyers, doctors and others from the
well-to-do middle-class who wanted to live in terrace housing with a mews but could not
afford to do so in central London.44 It would have been reasonable for Bryan to have
moved to Kentish Town for health reasons as she aged, but it must be emphasized
that there is no conclusive evidence that this 1836 death notice refers to the Margaret
Bryan we seek.
CONCLUSIONS

Although Margaret Bryan’s published work and her efforts to educate young women have
long been appreciated, now for the first time Bryan the person—along with her family—
begins to emerge from the dark shadows in which she has been shrouded for over two
centuries (table 1). Baptized on 12 October 1759 in West Ham, Essex, Margaret was the
daughter of textile merchant Oswald Haverkam and Sarah (née Wall), whose father was an
apothecary. Margaret’s mother, Sarah, died in 1767, and Margaret and her siblings were
put under the care of Thomas Nottidge and a second guardian; her father, Oswald,
remarried in 1769 and died in 1781. Margaret, then living in Chigwell, married William
Bryan in London on 12 July 1783, had two children, Ann Marian and Maria, in about
1784 and 1786, respectively, and by 1794 she was a widow living in Margate. From about
41 Anon., Morning Post (London), 8 April 1836, p. 4, col. 3.
42 For an 1840 drawing of the Fortess Terrace area, see https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_1927-1126-1-13-3.
43 ‘London, England, Church of England Deaths and Burials, 1813–2003’, database with images, Ancestry.com (https://www.

ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/1559/images/31280_194884-00305) Kensington and Chelsea > St Luke, Chelsea > 1819–
1839 > image 264 of 365; citing Board of Guardian Records 1834–1906 and Church of England Parish Registers 1813–2003, London
Metropolitan Archives, London. ‘London, England, Church of England Deaths and Burials, 1813–2003’, database with images,
Ancestry.com (https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/1559/images/31280_199032-00407) Kensington and Chelsea > St
Luke, Chelsea > 1833–1838 > image 163 of 302; citing Board of Guardian Records 1834–1906 and Church of England Parish
Registers 1813–2003, London Metropolitan Archives, London.

44 Edward Walford, ‘Camden Town and Kentish Town’, Old and new London, 5 vols (Cassell, Petter & Galpin, London, 1878),
vol. 5, pp. 309–324.

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_1927-1126-1-13-3
https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/1559/images/31280_194884-00305
https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/1559/images/31280_194884-00305
https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/1559/images/31280_199032-00407


Table 1. Chronology of Margaret Bryan’s life.

Date Fact(s)

1752 Margaret’s parents, Oswald Haverkam and Sarah Wall, married in Mayfair, Westminster, Middlesex,
England

∼1754 Margaret’s brother, Oswald Haverkam Jr, born in West Ham, Essex
1756 Margaret’s brother, James Haverkam, baptized in West Ham, Essex
1759 Margaret Haverkam baptized in West Ham, Essex
1767 Margaret’s mother, Sarah Haverkam (née Wall), died in West Ham, Essex

Margaret and her two brothers placed under the guardianship of Joseph Green
1769 Margaret’s father, Oswald Haverkam, married second wife, Mary Rutland, in London; they have three

children together
1776 Margaret’s brother, Oswald Haverkam Jr, died in West Ham, Essex
1781 Margaret’s father, Oswald Haverkam, died in Lambeth, Surrey
1783 Margaret Haverkam married William Bryan in City of London
∼1784 Daughter Ann Marian Bryan born
∼1786 Daughter Maria Bryan born
∼1790 Husband William Bryan died
1791 Margaret Bryan operating a school in Margate, Kent
1794 Margaret Bryan, widow, residing in Margate, living with daughters Ann Marian Bryan and Maria Bryan
1794 School moved temporarily to Tonbridge and Hadlow, Kent, but is back in Margate by 1795
1797 A compendious system of astronomy published
1798 Margaret moved from Margate and established a school in Blackheath, London
1799 Second edition of A compendious system of astronomy published
1805 Third edition of A compendious system of astronomy published
1806 Lectures on natural philosophy published
∼1810 Margaret’s school at 1 Gloucester Place, Portman Square, London
1815 Astronomical and geographical class book for schools published

Margaret’s school at 27 Lower Cadogan Place, London
1819 Margaret’s brother, James Haverkam, died in Stedham, Sussex
(?)1836 Possible death of Margaret Bryan in Fortess Terrace, Kentish Town, London
1837 Margaret’s daughter, Maria Bryan, alive

Margaret and her daughter, Ann Marian, are deceased
1847 Margaret’s daughter, Maria Bryan, alive and unmarried
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1791 until about 1816 she operated a boarding school for young ladies, initially in Margate
and later in several places in London; during this time she also wrote the books for which she
is best known. Sometime during or before 1837 Margaret and her older daughter, Ann
Marian, had died; her younger daughter, Maria, lived at least until 1847, at which time she
was still unmarried. It is possible, though not certain, that Margaret Bryan died on 30
March 1836 in Kentish Town in north London.

It would be of interest to discover how Bryan became sufficiently interested in astronomy
and natural philosophy to write books on these topics. What is now apparent is that her
opportunity to learn about these fields (most likely through private tutors) stemmed from
her having been born into a wealthy and technology-oriented family of fabric
manufacturers and apothecaries. I hope these new insights into Margaret Bryan’s life will
lead to even more discoveries about her.
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