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James Thomson 1700-1748 

 

The poet of The Seasons was born in Ednam in 
Roxburghshire, Scotland, the son of Thomas 
Thomson, a preacher. Shortly after his birth the 
family moved to Southdean where James attended 
the parish school, later continuing his education at 
Jedburgh Grammar School. 

In 1715 Thomson entered Edinburgh University. 
During his period in the city he joined a literary club 
called the "The Grotesques". By this time he had 
written a considerable quantity of verse and three 
of his pieces accepted for inclusion in the 
Edinburgh Miscellany of 1720. 

He came to London in 1725. After a number of 
short-lived positions, he was appointed tutor to 
Thomas Hamilton (afterwards the 7th Earl of 
Haddington), the son of Charles, Lord Binning. He lived at his employer’s residence in East 
Barnet. It was during his time there that he began to combine some previously composed 
fragments into the poem Winter, the first of the four which would form The Seasons. 

Realising the necessity of contact with patrons and booksellers, Thomson moved from East 
Barnet back into the metropolis, where he managed to gain introductions to such celebrities 
as John Gay, Pope and Arbuthnot. 

In May 1726, under the auspices of the bookseller John Millan, Winter was published and it 
was very favourably received. Summer appeared in 1727 and Spring in the following year. 
The final poem of the cycle, Autumn, did not appear in print until its inclusion in the first 
complete edition of The Seasons in 1730. 

In 1730, Thomson was appointed tutor and companion to Charles Richard Talbot, the son 
of the future Lord Chancellor, Charles Talbot. After travelling around Europe on the 
customary "Grand Tour", pupil and tutor returned to England in 1731. After the young 
Talbot’s early death in 1733, his father secured for Thomson the sinecure office of 
Secretary of Briefs, which carried an income of £300 per annum. 

It was in May 1736 that Thomson moved from his apartment in Lancaster Court, London to 
a cottage in Kew Foot Lane, Richmond. He lived in this house till 1739, when he moved to 
another larger cottage in the same road. Here he stayed for the rest of his life, taking great 
delight in long walks in the area and employing his nephews Thomas and Gilbert Thomson 
to tend his garden. 

On the death of Talbot senior in February 1737, Thomson was deprived of his sinecure 
and, although the office was kept open for some time, he neglected to re-apply for it. In 
1738, however, he was introduced to Frederick, Prince of Wales, who, on learning of the 
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poet’s reduced circumstances, granted him a pension of £100 per annum which continued 
until 1747. In 1744, Thomson’s friend and patron, George Lyttelton obtained for him 
another sinecure office – Surveyor General of the Leeward Islands. The last years of his life 
were therefore passed in comparative prosperity. In a letter written in 1748 to William 
Paterson (then overseas, acting as Thomson’s Deputy in the office of Surveyor General) he 
writes:- 

"You must know that I have enlarged my rural domain much to the same dimensions you 
have done yours. The two fields next to me from the first of which I have walled - no, no – 
paled in about as much as my garden consisted of before, so that the walk runs around the 
hedge, where you may figure me walking any time of the day and sometimes under night." 

In August 1740, an entertainment called The Masque of Alfred was first performed at a 
fete given by the Prince of Wales in the garden of Cliveden House in Buckinghamshire. 
Thomson had collaborated with David Mallett on the text of this work and Thomas Arne 
composed the music. It was in this piece that the song Rule Britannia – of which Thomson 
is generally supposed to have been the author – was heard in public for the first time. 

From 1730 to 1744, Thomson was engaged in revising The Seasons and the revised 
edition was publish in 1744. The final corrections made by the poet before his death were 
added two years later. 

Among the poet’s visitors at Richmond was George Lyttelton who managed to obtained a 
key to Richmond Park for Thomson. 

Early in August 1748, Thomson caught a chill after taking a boat-trip from Hammersmith to 
Kew. He did not fully recover from this illness and died on 27th August. He was buried near 
the font in Richmond Parish Church and in 1792 the Earl of Buchan erected a brass tablet 
inside the church to his memory. 

After Thomson’s death, his cottage was sold to his friend George Ross who enlarged and 
improved it and giving it the name "Rossdale Cottage". Over the years the name was 
altered slightly to "Rosedale Cottage". In 1786 the property came into the possession of 
Mrs. Frances Boscowen (widow of the Admiral) who preserved there a number of items 
formerly associated with the poet. On her death on 1805 the 6th Earl of Shaftesbury bought 
the house. The Dowager Countess of Shaftesbury died there in 1865 and three years later 
it was purchased for the Richmond Infirmary. The House is now incorporated into the 
buildings of the former Richmond Royal Hospital. 

In 1851, a board (which has been renewed and repaired on a number of occasions since) 
was erected in the grounds of Pembroke Lodge in Richmond Park. 

It bears the following commemorative lines written by John Heneage Jesse:- 

Ye who from London’s smoke and turmoil fly, 
To seek a purer air and brighter sky, 
Think of the Bard who dwelt in yonder dell 
Who sang so sweetly what he loved so well, 
Think, as ye gaze on there luxuriant bowers 
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Here Thomson loved the sunshine and the flowers. 
He who could paint in all their varied forms, 
April’s young blooms. 
December’s dreary storms, 
By you fair stream, which calmly glides along 
Pure as his life, and lovely as his song, 
There oft he roved, In yonder churchyard lies 
All of the deathless Bard that ever dies, 
For here his gentle spirit lingers still 
In yon sweet vale – on this enchanted hill; 
Flinging a holier int’rest o’er the grove, 
Stirring the heart to poetry and love, 
Bidding us prize the favourite scenes he trod, 
And view in Nature’s beauties, Nature’s God. 

Some other works of Thomson’s not mentioned above:- 

Sophonisba -Thomson’s first drama, produced at Drury Lane in February 1730 
Liberty -A long political poem, first published in five separate parts between 1734 and 1736 
Tancred and Sigismunda Drama produced in 1745 
The Castle of Indolence Poem published in 1748 
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More information on James Thomson and other historic figures associated with the London 
Borough of Richmond upon Thames is available from the Local Studies Collection. 

 


