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A Yorkshireman known as an exceptional animal whisperer, he
was a simple yet eccentric character who became a local

legend. [Cover illustration by Wellcome Library, Wiki Commons] 
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jackdaw.  

 

He was expelled from boarding school in Pontefract

for unruly behaviour. This was a shame to his family

as they saw a blossoming intelligence in the boy and

wanted him to put it to use. They had saved up their

little earnings in order to send him to school to be a

clergyman when he grew up, but this wasn't how

Jemmy would make it through life. Unknown to his

parents though, their son would become legendary

in Yorkshire and would later be invited for dinner by

the King himself. 

 

His school hours were spent playing jokes on his

teachers rather than studying. One prank he popped

out the lenses of his pastor's glasses before a class.

The only reason he escaped punishment was

because the class found it so funny. He was gifted in

training animals, and some of his pranks included

them. The Principal had an old pig and Jemmy

would spend his hours after school breaking her in.

He tied a piece of twine to the ring in her snout and

a nail stuck in his shoe was a spur. He was chucked
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Entering the ante-chamber to stand beside

his friend Lord Beaumont and the Duke of

Devonshire, Jemmy straightened his otter-

skinned coat. On seeing him, the Duke burst

out laughing. "Pon my honour! What a

scarecrow! Why, Beaumont, where did you

pick up that ridiculous object? Why have you

brought such a merry-andrew here?" Jemmy

grabbed a glass of water from a sideboard

and flung the water at the Duke's face, crying

out that the man was suffering from

hysterics.

He was born James 'Jemmy' Hirst in Rawcliffe,

Yorkshire, 1738. His family were farmers and hoped

that their son would become something bigger, like

a priest. However, Jemmy was thrown out of school

early in his education. 

 

From a young age, the boy showed a love for

animals, and a talent in rearing them. He trained a

hedgehog to follow him around and kept a pet



"WELL, THOU MAY 
TELL HIS MAJESTY 

THAT I AM VERY 
BUSY JUST NOW 

TRAINING AN OTTER 
TO FISH."

JEMMY HIRST 
(1820):

p
. 2



That evening he helped her into the boat. Her foot

slipped and she tumbled into the freezing cold

water. Jemmy instantly dived in and pulled her out,

where people who had heard the splash had run to

the edge to help. 

 

After this incident, the two were always attached.

Mary would sneak into his work to do her

needlework and when he finished, they walked

together in the lanes and fields. Shortly after the

incident, however, tragedy struck. Mary contracted

smallpox and became deathly ill. 

 

Jemmy sat by her bed day and night, refusing to

leave. He gave her medicine on the dot, never

resting or thinking of himself contracting the lethal

disease. After only five days of illness, Mary died.

Jemmy lost his mind. 
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to the ground many times before he could ride her.

He'd just trained her to leap over a stick fitted about

a foot high when he was hit over the shoulders by a

horsewhip - by the Principal! The next day he was

confined to sit inside and given only water and

bread, but it didn't stop him from riding her again in

the future. 

 

Teaching the pig to jump hurdles was the reason for

his expulsion. The final prank he played was on one

of his masters, Mr Lovell. The man was known to

wear a wig. One night while he was prowling the

grounds below, Jemmy snuck into the master's

study where he kept all his fishing tackle. He hooked

the master's wig and dangled it out of the window,

to the horror of the bald man outside. Cackling,

Jemmy left the wig levitating above him as he

bolted out of the study.  

 

Mr Lovell was insulted and deeply hurt. He wrote to

Jemmy's father insisting that he pick up his son. He

was only 14 and his father gave up the hope that his

son would work as a priest. The boy had no interest

in going back to school, and his father, being the soft

kind, gave in to his son's wishes. He got him a job as

an apprentice tanner. 

 

Jemmy worked in this role for seven years. 

 

It was here where the boy fell in love. The tanner had

a daughter named Mary, a year younger than

Jemmy, and they became close friends. She taught

him to be a tender, respectable young man and they

were inseparable.  

 

Three years into the job, Mary went to visit her

Auntie in Barnsley one Saturday. Jemmy ferried her

over the river in a boat belonging to her father, and

promised to pick her up and fetch her back. 

BRAIN FEVER

He became ill himself with 'brain fever'. In the

Victorian era, this was an affliction of the brain

caused by a devastating emotional trauma.

Characterised by headaches, flushed skin, delirium,

and sensitivity to sound and light, it was a

frightening medical illness recognised by doctors. 

 

Children and overexerted women were most

susceptible to brain fever, due to their tender

sensibilities. They were treated by being wrapped in

wet sheets and lowering them into hot and cold

baths. Those that died most probably had

meningitis, as post-mortem would show

abnormalities in their brain. 

 

Jemmy had suffered a similar illness when his

mother had died when he was 12. 
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He'd received the message at school that his mother

had passed away, and immediately was sent home.

For six months he was despondent. It's said that

Mary had replaced the hole in his heart made from

his mother's death, and he now suffered a greater

shock. 

 

He was bedridden for weeks. Delirious, muttering

Mary's name, he was sure his son would pass too.

However, he recovered slowly and could leave the

house after six months. He abandoned his job and

stayed indoors under his father's worried eye, one

day in mad spirits, the next listless and

overwhelmed with depression.

When he was 25, he started training animals again. 

 

His father owned a handsome bull-calf, unruly and

coy, and Jemmy saw him as a new challenge. He set

out to training the beast, as he had trained many

difficult animals before him. The bull was called

Jupiter and would be an anticipated sight in

Rawcliffe. 

 

When he tried to fit the saddle on his back, the bull

would toss his horns. He then tried to mount him,

the bull standing still for a moment, then kicked like

a buckaroo as soon as Jemmy was on his back.

Unable to chuck the man from his back, the bull tore

Illustration: The Doctor (1891, Luke Filde) 

© Royal Academy, byuprideandprejudice.wordpress.com
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across the paddock, rushing into a thick hedge

head-on. Jemmy was sent flying from the saddle,

shooting over the hedge and into a ditch on the

other side. Suffering scratches and torn clothing, he

brushed himself off and walked back to the

paddock. 

 

Nothing daunted him and he didn't give up easily.

He managed to break in Jupiter and train him to

become docile, able to ride and jump. He rode the

bull daily and took him fox-hunting. 

 

On his father's death, he was left a small sum of

£1000. Uninterested in farming, he sold the family

farm and bought a house on the riverfront near the  

tanner he had worked for. It may have reminded

him of Mary, and he may have walked up and down

it, reminiscing of the walks the two took together.

The old housekeeper, who had cared for Jemmy

from childhood, moved with him, and there was a

stable for Jupiter.

Sheep shearing on a farm in Yorkshire, circa 1910, a typical job of Jemmy's

father (Postcard, 1910) 

© Maggie Land Blanck



Illustration: Snaith, East Yorkshire - 3 miles from Rawcliffe

where Jemmy lived (1800s, Snaith Historical Society) 

© Howdenshire History, Snaith Historical Society
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He began selling corn, flax and potatoes, and was

financially responsible enough to retire in his forties.

He was a natural sportsman and went fox-hunting

on his trusty Jupiter with his friend Lord Beaumont. 

 

 Described by his mother's auditor James Losh as a

‘mere slave of his passions and his habits’, Lord

Thomas Wentworth Beaumont was a headstrong

man who had been spoiled as a child. His parents

were reluctant to give him full custody of his

inheritance, but he enjoyed a life of entertainment

with friends in high places. 

 

At the sight of him, Lord Beaumont would proclaim

to his friends: "Now, gentlemen, we shall have some

sport, even if we find no game, for here comes

Jemmy Hirst on the back of flying Jupiter." 

 

Jemmy's hunting costume was a marvel: a wide-

brimmed hat with a circumference of 9 foot made of

lamb skin; a red coat with blue sleeves; a waistcoat

made from different clippings from the tailor;

breeches made of diver's colours; and yellow boots. 

 

Lord Beaumont's nephew was hunting with them

one day. He was a gentleman from London and

poked fun at the peculiar Yorkshireman. He wasn't

ready for Jemmy's wit however. 

 

"Good morning Joseph," he started. 

 

"My name is not Joseph." Jemmy replied. 

 

"Oh! I beg pardon," he chuckled, "but I thought it

must be Joseph by the appearance of your coat and

waistcoat." The hunting party laughed at this, but

Jemmy was quick to retort. 

 

"Young fellow, thou shouldst never be too ready to

take things by their first appearance, for on first sight

of thee I took thee to be a gentleman, on coming

nearer I thought thou wast a dandy, but I find I have

been mistaken in both suppositions, for thou art but

an impertinent jackass after all." The party bellowed

with laughter, leaving the young man red.

Lord Beaumont (circa 1820s) 

© Lord Allendale, Dukesfield

LORD BEAUMONT
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Jemmy's housekeeper was very old and when the

time came that she was going to pass, he looked for

a new one. It's said that the woman he found

matched him in his eccentricities, a woman his own

age named Sarah. Three months into her service, he

gave her a strange proposal. 

 

"Sarah, I'll tell thee what I have been thinking of all

the way home from Howden." 

 

"Why what have you been thinking about master?"

She asked while sewing a pair of rabbit skin mitts. 

 

"Well I've been thinking what a shame it was for thee

and me to be occupying two beds this cold weather,

when one bed would hold us both, and we should

be a deal more comfortable - what dost thou think,

Sarah?" 

 

"Eh! I think we are right as we are." 

 

"Now I don't think that we are right as we are," he

protested. "In the first place, thou would only have

one bed to make instead of two, and have only one

set of bedclothes to wash instead of two; and in the

next place we should keep each other warm."

Despite her objections, Jemmy didn't give up in his

persuasions, and they shared a bed for the rest of

their lives.

straw and turnips. His second creation was a

carriage, a huge round thing in the shape of an

upside-down lampshade made out of wicker, and

his favourite Jupiter pulled it. It took a year to create

and was a marvel when he rode it into town. 

 

He tried to double the size of the carriage to house a

bed. He also invented a contraption that would ring

a bell after every mile the carriage traveled. He was a

patient and keen learner, thrilled by a new

challenge. He bought four Andalusian mules to pull

the carriage, as old Jupiter didn't have the

endurance to pull it long distances. This became an

anticipated sight when he went to the Pontefract

and Doncaster races. 

 

He enjoyed bear and bull-baiting. He had two bulls

and a bear named Nicholas for these sports. The

bear was muzzled at all times and could only be

handled by Jemmy, though he could never tame it.

One morning after a savage baiting in which the

beast had torn apart four dogs, Jemmy gave him a

plate of meat. The bear did not touch it so the man

remarked: "Oh! Thou't sulky, art thou? But I'll just give

thee a taste of this whip, and see if that will do thee

any good!" 

 

He snapped the whip against the bear and the huge

animal immediately gripped him between his paws.

Jemmy screamed out, unable to escape, and one of

his dogs rushed to his aid. Leaping upon the bear,

the dog bit down on his ear and clung on with its

jaws. Nicholas released Jemmy to swipe at the dog,

but the muzzle and chains stopped him. Jemmy

crawled to safety and the dog jumped from the

bear, laying beside its broken and bleeding master

for half an hour until Sarah stumbled upon them. He

was bedridden for three weeks with his injuries.

RETIREMENT

Jemmy was now 45 and could retire after making a

healthy lot of £6000. Like many eccentrics, the man

couldn't settle in his house. He couldn't sit by the fire

and read. His mind was too fantastic to be left to

stagnate, and he began making some curious

inventions. 

 

He started with a windmill that cut up corn, which it

was not good at, but he succeeded in chopping up
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His friend Lord Beaumont was a nobleman with high

connections, in particular King George III. Jemmy's

peculiar clothing and magnificent carriage, and his

general eccentricity, made him a kind of celebrity in

Yorkshire. The King needed to meet him! Who was

this man that rode a brutus bull, made docile as a

dog? Who was this man that attended the horse

races in a bizarre giant wicker basket? Why did this

man have frying pans and coils of rope in the place

of photographs on the walls of his home? 

 

King George III must have admired this strange man

from Yorkshire who cared not what people thought

of him and did as his heart desired, as a shy reserved

man himself who never traveled out of Britain,  

preferring to stay in his London home Buckingham

House, and holidaying in Dorset. 

 

Born two months prematurely, George was baptised

the same day as his family believed he wouldn't

survive. His German grandfather, King George II, took

no interest in his grandchildren or their father the

Prince of Wales. However, little George grew

stronger and when his father died unexpectedly

from a lung injury at the age of 44, thought to be a

pulmonary embolism, George became heir to the

throne. A smart boy, he was the first British monarch

to study science and had his own astronomical

observatory. He was also interested in astronomy,

mathematics, French, Latin, history, music,

geography, commerce, agriculture and

constitutional law. 

A ROYAL VISIT

King George III  

© British Magazine
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He was an avid collector of books and in 1762 began

collecting scholarly works, notably incanabula,

ancient pamphlets printed before the 1500s. He

bought six thousand early Venetian and North

Italian volumes from a famous art collector called

Joseph Smith. George never liked to travel far from

home, so he bought many volumes from Italy

through staff who would travel there and dig out

rare collections. He spent an average £1500 a year on

books, but wasn't an indulgent man - over half of his

personal funds was donated to charities over his

lifetime. 

 

A man who was devout, praying morning and night,

and a faithful husband and loving, yet strict, father,

he was very different from Jemmy the eccentric. A

cruel irony in his later years would see him become a

mad man. 

 

Porphyria is a group of diseases that affect the skin

and nervous system. It can cause anxiety,

restlessness, insomnia, confusion, paranoia and

hallucinations. Complications can cause paralysis or

seizures, or may have no physical complications

which leads those around them to think them mad.

If the skin is affected, exposure to sunlight causes

blisters and itching, and the urine to turn purple. It

may have started the folklore of vampires being

allergic to sunlight, as Vlad III, famously known as

Vlad the Impaler, was a noted sufferer.

In 1788 and 1801 King George III had serious episodes

of illness that seemed to come about when he

suffered a problem at home. Despite being the

longest-running serving king in his time, reigning for

60 years, and much loved by his people, he was

treated like a lunatic in the last years of his life. 

 

Captain Cook made his first Pacific voyage, James

Watt was awarded a patent for the steam engine,

the first English cotton mill opened, and King

George III had ruled for 28 years, leading Britain

through the 7 Years War and losing control of

America. Despite this defeat, his people were proud

of their king and comfortable in knowing he would

rule for many years to come.  

 

However, in the summer of 1788, King George would

go mad for the first time. 

 

It began with vomiting. He became gradually sicker

and by the winter he was in terrible pain - stomach

cramps and rashes flushed all over his body. The

cramps had him doubled over, his feet swelled, his

eyes went yellow and his urine was brown. He went

deranged. He couldn't concentrate, he was erratic,

as one of his staff witnessed: 'the look of his eyes, the

tone of his voice, every gesture and his whole

deportment represented a person in a most furious

passion of anger.'  

 

He would get upset easily. One meal he became so

erratic that he grabbed his son, the Prince of Wales,

and threw him against a wall. 

 

He became an insomniac and his vision blurred at

times. He would talk incessantly but it made no

sense, the sentences disjointed and hopping from

one subject to the next.

THE MAD KING WHO LOST

AMERICA
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The king would recover from the illnesses but the

episodes never left him for long.  

 

In 1810, George was blind with cataracts and

experienced pain with rheumatism, and was

attacked by the last bout of illness after the sudden

death of his youngest and favourite daughter

Princess Amelia. A nurse described 'the scenes of

distress and crying every day... were melancholy

beyond description.' By the end of 1811, George was

living in isolation at Windsor Castle, permanently

insane. 

 

It is said that he was suffering from dementia

towards the end of his life, and was so confused that

he was incapable of understanding when his wife

died in 1818. At Christmas 1819, he spoke nonsense

for 58 hours. He died on 29 January with his  

favourite son, Frederick, Duke of York, at his bedside.

AN ECCENTRIC DINNER

However, when the king ate dinner with eccentric

Yorkshireman, he had no idea what his future would

bring, but he would have suffered a bout of illness at

this point. 

 

When Jemmy met the king, he broke royal etiquette

by shaking the hand of the king and broke the

second rule by speaking first: "Well I'm right glad to

see thee such a plain owd chap." The king had

expected nothing less of the man, but he never

returned Jemmy's invite to visit him in Yorkshire.

King George III

and Queen

Charlotte with

their six eldest

children  

© Royal

Collection Trust
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Jemmy's prized possession was his custom built

coffin. It was made of glass and fitted with an

automatic door and bell. Guests often asked to see it

and try it out, although he only guaranteed their

release on an exit fee! He would sometimes serve

drinks to his guests from his coffin. 

 

At the ripe old age of 91, Jemmy passed away at his

home. He left £12 in his will to twelve maids who

were to follow his coffin, and two musicians, a

fiddler and a bagpiper, to play happy uplifting tunes.

Only two of the maids turned up to the funeral and

the priest would only allow the musicians to play

'o'er the hills and far away!'  

 

Jemmy also left his accountant with a gift - a length

of rope to "go hang himself with".

Jemmy Hirst riding Jupiter 

© Gizmodo
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http://jemmyhirst.freeservers.com/about.ht

ml 

 

https://io9.gizmodo.com/5767995/the-

weirdest-animal-expert-who-ever-lived 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Wen

tworth_Beaumont 

 

http://www.dukesfield.org.uk/thomas-

wentworth-beaumont-1792-1848/ 

FURTHER READING



Illustration: From the novel 'The
Electric Vampire' by F. H. Power
(1910) by Philip Baynes 
cyberneticzoo.com


