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AN EARLY ACCOUNT OF DAVID HUMC 

. In New Letters of Dzvid Hume, Professor Klibansky 
and Mossner lamented the "dearth of information on Hume's 
early developnent".' Though some new facts and documents 
have emerged since 1954, the early period of Hume's life, 
to 1740, remains the most obscure. The account of Hume in 
1740 presented below adds nothing to our knowledge of the 
evolution of Hume's philosophy, but it does give us an in­
teresting picture of the young philosopher in society, and 
it suggests that those traits of character which later 
earned him the title of "le bon David" were already in evi­
dence. The sketch below stresses, as many of his friends 
and adversaries were later to do, the divergence between 
the detached scepticism of his writings and his amiable 
engagement in the social life of a company. And if we take 
seriously the report that Hume was left in charge of the 
domestic "oeconomy" in the family he was visiting at Rich­
mond, we might see this as foreshadowing his solicitude over, 
and constant interest in, the management of his own house-
hold and financial affairs in later years. 

The account printed here is an extract from a 
letter by William Mure of Caldwell to his sister Agnes, 
dated "Richmond June 5th 1740".2 Mure has long been recog­
nized as one of Hume's most intimate friends: Hume himself 
summed up the relationship when he wrote, on Mure's death in 
1 7 7 6 ,  "The Baron was among the oldest and best Friends I had 
in the World."3 The document published here constitutes the 
earliest concrete evidence of their friendship yet recovered, 
ante-dating Hume's first published letter to Mure by more 
than two years.' It appears that the two men were spending 
the summer of 1740 in or near London, and possibly both 
staying at the house of some mutual fpiend. Mure had at 
this time just finished his study of law at Edinburgh 
University, and would probably have been vacationing in 
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London en route to Leyden, where he was to complete his 


legal training.6 Hume may have been in the capital pre-


paring to see Book I11 of his A Treatise of Human Nature, 
"Of Morals", through the press: it was published in November 
1740. This, and the first two books of the Treatise, which 
had been published in 1739, were presumably the writings 
which he discussed with the company at Richmond; 

we have been here now these  t e n  days, and pass  our 
t ime i n  a very  agreeable way, we have our countrey 
man Mr. Rume t h e  author of t he  Metaphysical book8 
t h a t  you heard so much of l a s t  summer7 as  a par ty  
i n  our re t i r emen t ,  he i s  a very s e n s i b l e  young 
f e l t o o  and extreamty curious i n  most p a r t s  o f  
learning and how much soever he has shown himsel f  
a Scept ick  upon s u b j e c t s  of specu la t ion  and en­
q u i r y ,  he i s  as  f a r  from it as any man o i t h  regard 
t o  t h e  q u a l i t i e s  of a w e l t  natured f r i e n d l y  d i s ­
p o s i t i o n ,  and an honest  heart  which are  no doubt 
of g rea te r  consequence t o  the  i n t r i n s i c k  worth of 
a character  than  any abs t rac t  opinions whatever. 
As he i s  very  communicative of a l l  h i s  knowledge 
we have a great  deal  from him i n  t h e  way of d i s ­
pu te  and argument, and not  a t i t t l e  t oo  i n  t h e  
way of p l a i n  in format ion  we reason upon every 
p o i n t  w i t h  t h e  g r e a t e s t  freedom, even h i s  own 
books, (which we are working a t  a t  p r e s e n t )  oe 
canvass w i t h  ease,  and a t t a c k  him bo ld ly  whereever 
we can g e t  t h e  l e a s t  hold of him, and ques t ion  or 
con t rad ic t  h i s  most f a v o u r i t e  no t ions;  a l l  t h i s  
goes on w i t h  t h s  g r e a t e s t  good humom, and a f f o r d s  
us enter ta inment  bo th  w i t h i n  d o o r s ,  and i n  t h e  
f e i l d s  a t  our walks i n  t h i s  d e l i g h t f u l  country ,  
which i s  t h e  f i n e s t  t h a t  one can poss ib l y  imagine, 
and has t h e  pre ference  by people t h a t  has t r a v e t ' d  
throw most of Ewope ,  t o  any they ever  saw. We 
make use of our Philosopher too  i n  another way 
l e s s  becomirg t h e  d i g n i t y  o f  h.is Character, a s  oe 
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keep  famiZy v i t h i n  o u r s e Z u e s ,  he p r o v i d e s  t h e  
n e c e s s a r i e s  of housohoZd Oeconomy and manages aZI  
t h e  affairs of house  k e e p i n g .  F r o m  t h e s e  feu 
h t n t s  you may imag ine  u e  spend  our t i m e  h e r e  i n  a 
pteasant  enough mannep, much more t o  a t 2  our srrtis­
f a c t i o n  t h a n  i n  t h e  c o n t i n u e d  n o i s e  and hurry  of 
t h e  town 

J. C. Hilson 

University of Leicester 
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