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Mary Hamilton (1721 - ?) 
by Jonathan Rowe 

Two hundred years ago on August 16, 1721, Mary Hamilton was reputedly born in Somerset. During the 
summer of 1746 her name appeared in papers all over the country and even in the North American colonies.  

She was brought before the quarter sessions in Taunton charged with fraud, in that she deceived a woman 
into marriage while dressed and posing as a man.  It was claimed that there had been 13 previous marriages 
but this was never proven and is likely to be untrue. 

According to her deposition, Mary was born in Somerset (it’s thought possibly Yeovil) to Mary and William 
Hamilton.  The family moved to Angus County, Scotland, and when Mary was about 14 she used her 
brother’s clothes to pose as a boy and travelled to Northumberland where she studied under two “quack 
doctors”, Edward Green, a άnoted mountebank”, and Dr Finey Green.   

After moving to Devonshire Mary moved to Wells, Somerset, in 1746 where she set up a medical practice of 
her own using the name Charles Hamilton. There she met Mary Price, the niece of her landlady, and 
“married” her on July 16, 1746 at St Cuthbert’s church, Wells.   

After two months the “bride” finally discovered the true sex of her “husband” and Mary was arrested. Price 
told the court she and Hamilton travelled about selling medicines and testified that during the marriage 
Hamilton άentered her body several times”, but later came to realise Hamilton was actually a woman. While 
in Glastonbury Price confronted Hamilton who admitted the truth after which Price reported the matter and 
Hamilton was arrested. 

The verdict of the trial which was held on October 7 was that ‘he’ or ’she’, “is an uncommon, notorious 
cheat”. The sentence was six months imprisonment, during which time the defendant was to be stripped to 
the waist and publicly whipped in the market towns of Taunton, Wells, Glastonbury and Shepton Mallet. 

It is said soon after the arrest news spread and many people visited the prison to try to get a look at Mary 
Hamilton. The following report appeared in the Bath Journal on November 3, 1746, and subsequently many 
other provincial newspapers: 

“We hear from Taunton that a General quarter sessions of the Peace for Somersetshire, Mary Hamilton, 
otherwise George, otherwise Charles Hamilton, was tried for a very singular and notorious offence.  

“Mr Gold, Counsel for the King, opened to the court that the said Mary, pretending to be a man, had 
married 14 wives, the last of which number was one Mary Price, who appeared in court and deposed 
that she was married to the prisoner some little time since at the parish church of St Cuthbert in Wells, 
and that they were bedded as man and wife, and lived as such for about a quarter of a year, during 
which time, she, the said Price, thought the prisoner a man, owing to the prisoner using certain vile and 
deceitful practices, not fit to be mentioned.  

“There was a great debate for some time in court about the nature of her crime, and what to call it, but 
at last it was agreed that she was an uncommon, notorious cheat, and as such was sentenced to be 
publicly whipped in the following four towns: Taunton, Glastonbury, Wells and Shepton Mallet, and to 
be imprisoned for six months.”  

The story came to the attention of the novelist Henry Fielding who anonymously published on 12 November 
1746 The Female Husband, or the Surprising History of Mrs Mary, alias Mr George Hamilton, who was 
convicted of having married a young woman of Wells and lived with her as her Husband. Taken from her 
mouth since her confinement.   

Fielding probably never actually met Mary and the pamphlet is said to be “one part fact to ten parts fiction”, 
focusing on the more titillating aspects of the case, in a half pious, half prurient style.  
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From ά¢ƘŜ CŜƳŀƭŜ IǳǎōŀƴŘέ ōȅ IŜƴǊȅ CƛŜƭŘƛƴƎ όмумо ŜŘƛǘƛƻƴύΦ ¢Ƙŀnks to Bristol Library. 

Illustration is from a copy of the pamphlet “The Female Husband” (1813 edition) by Henry Fielding in 
Bristol Library. Cartoon is attributed to George Cruikshank. 

Text: “The Prisoner being convicted of this base and scandalous crime was sentenced to be publically 
and severely whipped four several times in 4 Market Towns, and to be imprisoned for 6 Months.” 

 

A thousand copies were sold in the first two editions and at the price of sixpence it would have been 
available to all but the poorest of London inhabitants.  Today it is considered crass and pornographic, and 
has largely been ignored as an embarrassment in the works of Fielding, who is regarded as one of the 
founders of the English novel.  Only four copies have survived, one being in Bristol Central Library.  

Fielding got some details of the court case from the prosecuting counsel, Henry Gould, who was his cousin.  
Since some details of Hamilton’s life contradict her sworn deposition it appears Fielding simply elaborated 
on the newspaper reports and supplemented rumours and gossip.  

In The Female Husband Fielding says Mary was born on the Isle of Man on 16 August 1721. During her 
childhood ”She never gave any cause of suspicion that she would one day disgrace her sex by the most 
abominable and unnatural pollutions”, but by 14 she was seduced by her neighbour, Anne Johnson, who 
converted her to lesbianism and Methodism. “These two young women became now inseparable 
companions, and at length bed fellows”.  
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Mary and Anne move to Bristol and take lodgings together.  Fielding writes that Mrs Johnson “was it seems, 
no novice in impurity, which as she confessed, she had learnt and often practised at Bristol with her 
Methodistical sisters … Criminal transactions, not fit to be mentioned passed between them”.  

Today, a link between Methodism and lesbianism may seem bizarre and ridiculous, but in the 1740s the 
early Methodists were seen as a strange and sometimes ridiculed dissenting sect of the established church.  
“Methodist” was a widely-used derogatory term of the period for anyone thought to be over emotional or 
enthusiastic, in a religious context, rather like “happy-clappy” today.  The Church of England looked askance 
at the Methodist practice of radical and emotional open air preaching, which was sometimes done by 
women.  

Apart from their spiritual beliefs they also offered free medical help to the poor, so Fielding was using 
common attitudes of the time in The Female Husband, underlining the fact by having Mary Hamilton and 
Anne Johnson move to Bristol, often regarded as “the cradle of Methodism”, John Wesley (1703 - 1791) 
having built The New Room, the first purpose-built Methodist chapel in the world, in Broadmead in 1739. 

According to Fielding, Mary and Anne’s “vile amours”, end in Bristol when Anne falls in love with and marries 
a Mr Rogers. Mary, frantic with jealously “tore her hair, beat her breasts, and behaved in as outrageous 
manner as the fondest husband could, who had unexpectedly discovered the infidelity of a beloved wife”.  

Abandoned by her lover, Mary flees to Ireland dressed as a man and becomes a Methodist preacher. In her 
lodgings in Dublin she begins to court her landlady, a 40-year-old widow, who soon marries a young Irish 
soldier.  

Mary, now 18, turns her attention to Mrs Rushford, a 68 year old widow. They marry and Mary continues to 
deceive her “wife”, who believes her to be a 18-year-old boy, “by means which decency forbids me to even 
mention”.  The old lady eventually discovers the truth and Mary steals money from her and sails to 
Dartmouth and later moves to Totnes, where she pretends to be a doctor.  She then elopes and marries a 
young patient, Miss Ivythorn.  The couple return to Totnes and a fortnight later a violent storm in the night 
causes Mary’s nakedness to be exposed to “his” wife, who declares “You have not - what you ought to 
have!”.  Mary flees once again and arrives in Wells, and takes the name Charles Hamilton. 

At a dance she falls madly in love with 18 year old Mary Price and Fielding writes:  “With this girl hath this 
wicked woman since her confinement declared, she was really as much in love, as it was possible for a man 
ever to be with one of her own sex”.  (Fielding continually mixes the genders throughout the account). 

The couple are happily married for two months, but during a trip to Glastonbury, “Charles Hamilton” is 
recognised as Mary by an acquaintance from Totnes.  News of this is reported to Mary Price’s mother who 
confronts her daughter who insists the report is false.  Soon the whole of Wells is talking about the affair and 
Mary Price’s mother goes to a magistrate and “Dr Hamilton” is arrested on September 18. 

In court, Mary Price admits she had been tricked “by the vilest and most deceitful practices” and told the 
court they had slept together and that “Charles” … “entered her body several times which made her believe 
Hamilton was a real man”.  An “object” (presumably a dildo) found in the doctor’s trunk was exhibited in 
court and described as “something of too vile, wicked and scandalous a nature to mention”.  Mary is 
committed to trial but revels in her notoriety. 

There are great numbers of people who flock to see her in jail, and she sells them a great deal of her quack 
medicines, and appears very bold and impudent.  “She seems very gay, with Periwig, Ruffles and Breeches, 
and it is publicly talked that she has deceived several of the fair sex by marrying them”.  

In Fielding’s account, Mary is convicted of fraud and is publicly whipped in the four Somerset towns as she 
had been in reality.  Fielding writes that:  “In the very evening she had suffered her first whipping, she 
offered the gaoler money to procure her a young girl to satisfy her most monstrous and unnatural desires”. 

In 2006 The Female Husband was adapted by Sheila Hannon of Bristol’s ‘Show of Strength’ theatre company 
as a Radio 4 play, with TV presenter Sandi Toksvig as Mary Hamilton. 
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Recent research has thrown light on Mary Hamilton’s life after her imprisonment and whipping.  It appears 
she moved to Devon and sailed to North America in the autumn of 1751, landing in North Carolina in January 
1752.  She then travelled in Virginia, Maryland and Delaware, and then Chester County in Philadelphia. 

In 1752 the Pennsylvania Gazette reported Hamilton “pretending he was brought up to the business of a 
Doctor and surgeon under a Dr Green, a noted mountebank in England”.  Pennsylvania Hospital had recently 
opened as the first hospital in the American colonies and “Charles Hamilton” makes one more appearance in 
a local paper in 1764 for stealing a horse.  The story notes  that Hamilton “pretends to be a doctor” and is 
“small built” with “very full eyes”.  There the trail goes cold but we can assume that Mary Hamilton spent 
the rest of her life in America.  Whether she ever attempted or succeeded to marry more women is not 
known.     

Mary Hamilton was not the first “female husband”, and not the first person to be assigned female to live as a 
man and marry a woman, but she was the first to be so characterised.  For centuries same sex love was seen 
as “strange and unnatural” and Hamilton was one of a long line of people whose subversive and unusual 
lives inspired curiosity, anger, love and instability for all around them. 

In the 21st century attitudes and understanding of the whole range of LGBT lives has changed beyond all 
recognition in a world Mary would have never dreamed of. 

 

This article originally appeared ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ψ.Ǌƛǎǘƻƭ ¢ƛƳŜǎΩ ǎǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .Ǌƛǎǘƻƭ tƻǎǘ ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊΣ млκуκнлнм. 

 


