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PREFACE o

daughter, Mrs Trevor Jones, to whom 15 owed a great debt of gratitude
The letters constitute quite the most valuable and biographically reveal—
ing of the total collection of some 600 surviving letters written by Mrs ’
Gaskell, addressed to a wide circle of correspondents, and eventually
published 1n 1966
Following on Shorter’s abortive attempt to publish a Life and Letters
of Mrs Gaskell (on the pattern of his Bronte volumes) Jane Whitehull,
of Cambridge, Mass , attempted the task Working n close conjunction
with J A Symington, the Bronte editor, on the plan formulated by
Shorter, and using the relevant biographical data collected by him, she
completed two typescript volumes of 186 and 130 pages respectively of
a ‘Life and Letters’ In the event, only the materal constituting the third
volume, the correspondence of Mrs Gaskell and Charles Ehot Norton
was published 1n 1930 by the Oxford University Press
INl fortune has indeed dogged prospective Gaskell biographers and
all attempts at presenting a complete over-all picture of her hife based
on authentic material has had to wait the long-delayed publication of
the letters, sorely depleted as the collection 1s by the successive destruc-
tions enjoined by her executors
Elizabeth Haldane’s Mrs Gaskell and her Friends, published 1 1930
without access to the family letters and relying only on those to out-
side correspondents, was a brave attempt to make bricks without
straw
The first full-scale work on Mrs Gaskell—which 1s more an examina-
tion of her work than of her life—was that of A B Hopkins of Balumore
mn 1952. Like 1ts predecessors, 1t had to rely heavily on the friendships
and correspondence outside Mrs Gaskell’s family, with Dickens, George
Smith, Charles Ehot Norton, notably Mrs Gaskell was such a
volummous letter-writer, and had such a wide circle of friends, and
was so free from constraint with those she loved and trusted, that she
revealed herself as fully in such letters as in those to her famly What
was mevitably missing from such a narration, was the thread connecting
“unconnected relationships and events—in Mrs Gaskell’s case the very
thread of hfe
Now that Professors Chapple and Pollard have restored the balance,
as it were, to our one-sided knowledge of Mrs Gashell, by their scrupu-
lously researched and edited volume of The Letters of Mrs Gaskell
(Manchester University Press, 1966),% the time has come to present her
life anew, as 1t could never have been done before.
3 Referred to throughout the text as GL
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Tt 1s not that any sensational revelations have come to hight, nor even
a valid reason for the family’s rooted aversion to having her life written.
But we now can have a view of Mrs Gaskell temperamentally as well
as intellectually capable of the wit and charm of Cranford, of the wide
and deep perception of Wives and Daughters, of the pathos of the Life
of Charlotte Bronte, and yet also harassed hke other women with over-
wrought nerves, with morbid fears, with 1mpatience of restraint, with
a pleasure 1n dress, with a passion for travel, a very complete human
being 1 short; always candid, wnvariably outspoken, an enemy of
humbug m every form, delightfully fresh in her reactions—whether it
be tc a May morning or to the Great Exhubition of 1851.

The present biography s, therefore, the first to be written in the hight
of this new knowledge It 1s based on widely researched studies into
Mrs Gaskell’s background, and the mfluences that shaped her mind
and art

In the hundred and ten years that have passed since her death, criticism
of her work and assessment of her achievement have far outstripped
studies of her life, and these have greatly varted Mrs Gaskell’s place
in the Pantheon of Letters has even now not been fully established
When she died, the literary press was unstinting in 1ts praise and her
position as one of the major novelists of her day was unquestioned.
Reporting her death in the November 1865 1ssue of the Athenaeum, the
writer rated her as ‘if not the most popular, with small question, the most
powerful and finished female novelist of an epoch singularly rich in
female novelists’ It 1s not a claim that posterity has endorsed Mrs
Gaskell was not first and foremost a craftsman A busy woman with
a farmly to rear and a social conscience, she did not subordinate all other
considerations to her wniting, her work was the handmaid of her
conscience At every level, however, even 1n her contnibutions to the
pertodical press, her writing was so faithful a reflection of her personal
problems as always to be instinct with ife It was the human dilemma
that absorbed her 1n what she wrote She had not always time to recon-
sider the shape or form.

She cannot, therefore, be ranked as a compeer of Jane Austen, her
art ss not sustainedly perfect, witty, and polished Her imagination has
not the cosmic range of Charlotte or Emily Bronte, nor has her mind
the depth of George Eliot’s Nevertheless, what her admirers can claim
is that her range of experience was wider than any of therrs, her art and
life were more completely integrated, and she had at her best a special

quality of radiance, the reflection of her own happy mind The intensely
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personal character of her work, relating directly as so much of it does
to her own experience, will, it is hoped, gain in interest and meaning
and importance for the readers of her novels the better her life is known
And towards that objective, the present biography has been written.

W.G.
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Northampton, and finally at Manchester Academy as a divimity student
From there he emerged 1n 1792 as a qualified minister, 1n his twentieth
year At one stage, possibly during the holidays, he went as a travelling
tutor with a young student, a Mr Edwards, to Bruges, where the events
of the French Revolution overtook him and drove him home at the
beginning of 1793 The experience, though brief, had improved his
- knowledge of French, in which, as well as in Itahan, he later proved
himself a proficient scholar

On his return to England he was appointed resident preacher to Dabb
Lane Unitanan Chapel at Faillsworth near Manchester, and 1t was from
there, preaching about the countryside on Sundays, as was the custom
with the Dissenters—and teaching classics at Manchester Academy in
the week—that he met his future wife, Ehizabeth Holland

His arrival 1n the Hollands’ district of Cheshire, as a visiting preacher
to be hospitably welcomed to their home on Sundays, can be pictured
from his daughter’s re-creation of the scene in her pastoral novel Cousin
Phullis, written nearly seventy years after the event The marnage
between Willilam Stevenson and Ehzabeth Holland, the fourth daughter
and sixth child of Samuel Holland of Sandlebridge in Cheshire, took
place at Over Peover Church (the Hollands’ parish church) on 1 Decem-
ber 1797 By then, however, William had already abandoned his voca-
tion as preacher and his post as classics tutor at Manchester Academy
Such a decision, taken on the eve of marriage, argues no common
character

He had, so he declared, developed conscientious scruples at receiving
payment for propagating the Gospel, and he had abandoned the minustry
and a certain hvehhood before having any other to put 1n 1ts place For
teaching he felt a similar distaste, especially the teaching of the classics
How unorthodox his views on this subject were, and how httle self-
nterested, can be judged by hus treatise directed aganst the classics
education, Remarks on the Very Inferor Unlity of Classical Learning,
published mn 1795 After which 1t 15 hardly surprising to learn that he
turned against university lecturing in favour of a totally different occupa-
ton—experimental farming

One of hus closest friends from Berwick days was James Cleghorn, who
had made a success of scientific and experimental farming over the border
Following Cleghorn’s example, if not actually moved by his advice,
Wilham Stevenson apprenticed himself to an East Lothian farmer East
Lot%nan was then pioneering agricultural studies, and the first Chair for
Agriculture in the British Isles was founded 1n Edinburgh at this time
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After a training of six months, he rented his own smallholding at Laughton
Mills, 1n the immediate vicimty of Edinburgh

The failure of the enterprise after four years (attributed to the French
wars and successive bad harvests) threw him back upon his former
resources for a livelithood and decided him 1n 1801 to sell up and to move
into Edinburgh itself Of Laughton he carried away only two mementoes
—his son John born 27 November 1798, and an incurable shin disease
brought on by his inordinate consumption of salmon out of season, which
despite his handsome beaning disfigured him for life.

Being now a married man with a child to support, he sought the
relative security of settled employment, and set up a lodging-house for
students in Drummond Street, shirting the university, where he carned
additional fees as a umversity coach The work did nothing to satisfy
William’s tastes or fill his pockets, and he turned to wnting Having
views to voice and information to diffuse on many subjects—from naviga-
tion to topography—he found an outlet 1n the literary periodicals of the
day for which Edinburgh was famous Within a year of settling in the
city Stevenson became editor of the Scots Magazine (1803) and con-
tributed regularly as a reviewer of new works to the Edmnburgh Review,
the Westminster Review, the Gentlemanw’s Magazine, and the Farmer's
Fournal, of which his friend James Cleghorn was the editor. The journal-
1stic habit thus formed was to remain the one constant factor throughout
the remainder of his unsettled hife

In the cultural society of Edinburgh where intelligence ranked higher
than fortune, William Stevenson evidently made his mark, as his friend
Mrs Fletcher later recorded, remembering him from those early days
with love and reverence ®© The entertainment offered at the evening
gatherings was of the simplest hind, tea or coffee handed round replacing
a set meal, and good conversation and music affording the true refresh-
ment of the evening. ‘People did not meet to eat’, recorded Mrs Fletcher,
‘but to talk or hsten 7 In that predommnantly Whig society, William
Stevenson sufficiently distinguished himself to come to the notice of
Lord Lauderdale This marked the turning-pont in his career.

In thespring of 1806 the new Whig admunistration under Foxappointed
Lord Lauderdale Governor-General of India in succession to the late
Marquis of Cornwallis, and Lord Lauderdale invited Stevenson to
accompany him as his private secretary—a post of honour and security
coveted by many It would be out of character for Willlam Stevenson to

¢ Autobiography of Mrs Fletcher (Edinburgh, 1873), p 271
7 Ibd
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be tempted by such considerations, but to his restless mind the adven-
turous life 1t promised must have appeared like the realization of his
dreams It was natural to him to seek his objective afar rather than at
hand, and the appomntment to India looked like fulfilling the unsatisfied
curiostty of years, 1n the scope it offered hus talents and the field 1t pro-
vided for his experimental ideas By the time he left Edinburgh on Lord
Lauderdale’s mvitation he was thirty-four The Drummond Street
home, the last of many Scottish homes, dismantled, 1its contents crated
for shipment from Leith to London, and with his wife and eight-year-old
son John, Stevenson sailed southward n hus patron’s wake To be near
Lord Lauderdale, who lived in Mayfair, pending the grand exodus to
India, Stevenson also lodged in Mayfair, regardless of expense

The shock to the uprooted family when this bright future suddenly
vamished before their eyes was cruel and bewildering For they soon learnt
that the Government’s appointment of Lord Lauderdale was not con-
firmed by the East India Company, and without that confirmation 1t was
void The whole project had to be abandoned and Stevenson found
himself overnight not only a placeless man but one who had lost his
bearings

Lord Lauderdale, however, was not without a conscience In com-
pensation for Stevenson’s loss, he recommended him for a government
smecure, the post of Keeper of the Records at the Treasury The minutes
of the meeting held in the Treasury Chambers at Whitehall on 20 May
1806 show that the appointment of Mr Stevenson had already been
decided by that date He was to enter on his functions on 5 July at a
starting salary of £200 a year, in due course it would rise to £350 a year

Stevenson remamned at this pettifogging post for the next twenty-
three years After the dazzling mirage of India 1t must have seemed
a drab occupation, but he came to be recognized as an ‘intelligent and
efficient officer’® sedulous mn his attention to business, much respected
by his fellows No inkhing of his dissatisfaction reached his superors
and he became a model civil servant on all counts Though nothing could
altogether compensate for his lost opportunity, he had, hike Charles
Lamb, more hours of leisure than of employment, and so the residue of
his unsausfied dreams could spend 1tself in writing He became a prolific
pamphleteer and gazetteer, contributing to all the foremost pertodicals
of the time and resuming contacts with the hterary and scientific circles
he had frequented? 1n his Edmburgh days The list of his productions

¥ Treasury Minutes Baok 29/87 PR O Memoral of William Stevenson
® Annual Biography and Obutuary, 1830 Obituary of Wilham Stevenson
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15 as impresstve as it 1s varied He published works on such unrelated
subjects as A System of Land Surveysng (1805 and 1810), A General View
of the Agriculture of Surrey (1809), and a companion volume on the
agriculture of Dorset 1n 1812 In the Gentleman’s Magazine (1814) his
editornal remarks on Campbell’s and Yorke’s Lives of the Admirals filled
several numbers The sea sull held its place in his affections, and in
1824 he published a major work, The Historical Sketch of Discovery,
Nawvigation and Commerce He became responsible for most of the
subject-matter in the Annual Register The heterogeneous accumulation
of knowledge gained m his many previous employments brought him
belated returns now, though he never really achieved his full potential
Only vicariously were his ambitions fulfilled In due course his son went
to sea, and the daughter—born late to him 1in London—inherited not
only the many gifts he possessed but a stability of character he wholly
lacked, and achieved a name 1n literature he had 1n vain pursued The
family set up house 1n Lindsey Row 1 Chelsea, and there Elizabeth
Cleghorn Stevenson, as she was called after her mother and after her
father’s oldest friend, was born on 29 September 1810 She was the
eighth, and last, of her parents’ children, the only one except the
first-born to survive infancy These successive losses, 1t can readily
be supposed, contributed to the mother’s early death She survived
the birth of her last child by only thirtcen months, dying on 29 October
1811

Mr Stevenson had moved house 1 the summer after Elizabeth’s
birth for the greater comfort of his enlarged family, but he did not go
far He moved to 3 Beaufort Row which was just round the corner, still
with a full view of the river The death of his wife after barely three months
in the new home left him a bewildered man with a year-old infant on
his hands

While a neighbour, a Mrs Whittington, took care of the infant,
Ehzabeth Stevenson’s family in Cheshire reacted at once Her brother,
Swinton Holland, who was a partner 1 the firm of Baring Bros , had
warned them of the 1llness and approaching death, and one of her sisters
from Knutsford, Mrs Lumb, had travelled up to Chelsea to nurse her
and then to take charge of the bereaved widower The news of the death
when 1t reached Knutsford was recerved with the most practical good
sense imaginable by the youngest member of the family, Mary Anne,
Mrs Lumb’s daughter, herself a girl of twenty at the ime Her letter
to her mother written on the occasion has survived, ' and 1t tells us some-

** From the copy n the Shorter Collection, Brotherton Library, Leeds
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thing of the sort of people to whom the orphaned Elizabeth was to be
entrusted

The Heath~—~Nov 1 1811

My dear Mother, I was greatly shocked to hear from my Aunt Kaue'’s letter of
the death of my poor Aunt Stevenson You had mentioned her 1 your last letter
to me as being far from well, but I had no 1dca her complaints were in the least
degree dangerous, and was therefore quite unprepared for the melancholy
mtelligence, which came to us yesterday Poor hittle Ehzabeth! What wall become
of her? She has almost been the constant subject of my thoughts ever since—and
itis about her I have taken up my Pen, to write to you Do you not think she could
come to us? If you have never for a moment thought of thus plan, I dare say the
menton of it will surpnse you; but do not read my Letter over too hastily, for
1 assure you my scheme will require your attention The first thing to be thought
of 1s whether you will have any objection to her coming here, and the next 1if Mr
Stevenson dare trust his httle girl under my care Should both these questions
be answered 1n the negative, every further obstacle 1s, [ think, entirely removed,
though you will, 1 dare say, find scveral, which makes me regret I cannot see
you, and tatk about 1t, for [ am certain I should have 1t in my power to remove any
doubts you may have as to the success of the plan You will say she 1s at present
0o young, and a year or two hence 1t will be more advisable to have her, but
L can notagree with you on this point—for my own granficanion I had much rather
have a Child the age of Elizabeth, to begin with, than an older, who may have
been used to different ways to what they would have here—She 15 at present quite
an Infant—perhaps not even able to walk —thus latter circumstance, 1if the case,
will render her a less troublesome companion on a journey than if she were always
wanting to be on her fect, and when she were once here, I am sure she may soon
beable to run about herself Charles at her age, I remember, could amuse him-
self pretty well, and every day you hnow would lessen that objection I call 1t an
objection, for I hnow you will remind me of the tame and attentson such a charge
will oblige me to sacrifice Iknow 1t (for I have, I think, thought of everything),
but can I not nise carly m a morming, and by gving up some of my more trifling
employments, such as practising for my own amusement only, working fancy-
work, and by giving over keeping plants, surely I may find time for all that 1s
needful You may smile at my good resolutions of bemng so mdustrious, when they
have so often fatled, but when I shall have such a stimulus to my exertions, I do
not hesitate to say £ am sure [ shall have resolutions cnough ta performali { promise
N L:;;f:rf::ifl;;id betwee;x the Bed on my side and the Door, and 1 find there
it will orond she r::) pretty large Crib (which T will pay for) but should you think
om too much, or having the child in the room in the night,

will disturb you 11 the least, T will most joyfully take my httle Charge up nto the
Garret and sleep there

't Presumably Charles Holland, born 1799, her cousin
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With regard to her clothes, you need not give yourself any trouble about them
I will not say I can entirely plan them all myself, but the sewing part I will engage
to perform I have got quicker with my Needle even since you left, and I am
certain having the care of Elizabeth’s Clothes will do me a great deal of good,
it will teach me more about contriving and planning, which 1s what I am least
acquainted with of anything 1n the work-line

My allowance 1s so handsome that 1t has enabled me to procure for myself
things which T have not the least occasion for, and which for the future I intend
to be without, and I shall have double pleasure, when I shall have little Elizabeth
to share a part with me

Do, my dear Mama, give at least your consent to my proposal—Should Mr
Stcvenson have any fears, tell him 1 will perform the part of mother to Elizabeth
to the very best of my power

Your affectionate Daughter, Mary Anne Lumb
(Pray keep this letter to yourself)
M A Lumb

Mary Anne Lumb was a cripple and had been herself 1n need of care
all her Iife As an infant she had jumped from her nurse’s arms at an
open window on seeing her mother approach the house, and had injured
her back permanently At the time she urged the adoption of her little
cousin she was nearly of age and could 1n fact substantiate her offer to
keep Elizabeth at her own expense She was in receipt of an independent
income under her father’s will, and would shortly inherit the full legacy

The proposal, therefore, to assume the care of Ehzabeth, without 1t
having the character of a legal adoption, was so unexceptionable that
Mr Stevenson could offer no better alternative for his orphaned daughter
Elizabeth was born delicate, like the rest of the Stevenson children, and
clearly her best chance of survival was to be reared in the country Mrs
Lumb acted on her daughter’s impulsive proposal and Mr Stevenson
found no reason to oppose it So Elizabeth Stevenson was conveyed north
in charge of the Mrs Whitungton who had already shown herself
benevolently disposed towards the child, and settled in her aunt Lumb’s
house on the edge of Knutsford Heath, by general consent of all parties
Cherished by her aunt and cousin, petted by the grandparents at Sandle-
bridge, her infant maladies prescribed for by her uncle Peter, she
blossomed 1nto a beautiful child

Ili-fortune, however, continued to pursue Mary Anne Lumb, with
whom the whole plan of Elizabeth’s adoption had originated As she
approached her majority in the spring of the following year, 1812, she

- travelled to Halifax with her mother to see the family solicitors about her
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mnheritance and the necessity of mahing a will It was fully her intention to
benefit her Iittle cousin Elizabeth by dividing her inheritance between her
mother and herself But it was not to be Arrived at Hahfax she was taken
i1l suddenly and died within the day, of ‘Spasms’ as 1t was reported The
comment of friends that Mary Anne’s death would not only deprive Mrs
Lumb ‘of her sole companion and chief object of affection butalso perhaps
greatly abridge the means of rendering her future life comfortable’,'?
would seem to indicate that Mary Anne’s death occurred before she
entered mnto her inheritance, and that her mother, who was not a bene-
ficiary under her husband’s will, would therefore receive no part of 1t
The need for economy in Mrs Lumb’s home—even if 1t were the
‘elegant economy’ generally practised by the ladies of Knutsford—is
accounted for by this circumstance Mary Anne’s allowance would, of
course, cease with her death

The tragedy also left Elizabeth Stevenson doubly the poorer she
would grow up without knowing the cousmn to whose tenderness she
owed her happy home, and by whose generosity her future would have
been ensured Only from hearsay and the bereaved mother’s report of
her daughter’s singular sweetness of character would Elizabeth be able
to judge of her loss, as a tribute of gratitude and love 1n years to come,
she called her own first child Marianne in memory of her cousin

Of Elizabeth Stevenson’s two dissimular heritages, 1t was undeniably,
and paradoxically, the country influences of her mother’s farmly and
not the intellectual urban influences of her father, that predominated
Although she spent most of her adult life in Manchester and other cities,
she remained a countrywoman at heart

12 Edward Hall Collection, M-1006(d) 205 Wigan Central Library
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IN Elizabeth’s childhood the httle town of Knutstord, sixteen niles from
Manchcster, was not so exclusively mn ‘the possession of the Amazons’
as the future author of Cranford would have us suppose While her care
in infancy 1ested naturally with her aunt—‘Oh there will never be one
like her” she wrote of her in later Iife—and her aunt’s youngest sister
Abigail Holland who shared the house with her after the death of Mary
Anne, the first sumult to exertion, observation, and adventure came
decidedly from the men of her family

The Hollands were a prolific family, rooted in the so1l of Cheshire for
centurtes past, who had expanded nto every walk of life by the ume
Elizabeth Stevenson hnew them There were m parucular her three
uncles who had each made his way 1n the world mn a distinctive manner
Dr Peter Holland, the eldest (born 1766), was the local surgeon and
devoted his life to his fellow townsfolk 1n Knutsford, Samuel (born
1767) was a quarry-owner, with large works at Liverpool and Portmadoc,
from where she would first discover the coasthne and mountain scenery
of Wales, and Swinton, already mentioned, the London banker, partner
in Baring Bros , was to give her her first ghmpses of London soctety
By these men and their backgrounds her childhood would be far more
powerfully influenced, her ulumate destiny directed —possibly even her
affections attached—than by her own father As they were all married,
married twice 1n each case, with large families of children, she would
never lack for playmates At one time she could count on the companion-
ship of fifteen contemporary cousins, without reckoning the younger
generation that followed 1n due course All the memories of her youth
would be brightened by their presence

The nearest to her both topographically and 1n affection was, neces-
sarily, her uncle the doctor, who lived 1n the Church House, a handsome
bow-windowed house overlooking the churchyard, at the top end of the
little town, 1n close proximity to Mrs Lumb’s home across the common
In the carefree days before lessons had to be considered, Elizabeth—
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on Keeper Egerton for his services to the Crown, which so appropriately
and handsomely endows the quiet little place with that patent of gentility
after which the society of Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cranford so unremittingly
strove

Heathside 1tself was a large, irregular, red-brick Queen Anne house
with ligh chimney-stacks, built on the very verge of the heath that
encircles the town, with pleasure gardens and kitchen gardens behind
and pasture enough to yield sustenance for a couple of cows, poultry,
geese and ducks, and a shaggy pony Elizabeth’s first impressions of the
world were thus the rural sights and sounds, the rural scents, of her
country home, which throughout her hife wherever she happened to be
remained the criterta of happiness for her ‘I was brought up in a country
town,” she wrote to Mary Howitt, ‘and when spring days first come
and the bursting leaves and sweet earthy smells tell me that **‘Somer 1s
ycomen 1n,” I feel a surring mstinct and long to be off into the deep
grassy solitudes of the country *

Outside the immediate family orbit, the strongest single mnfluence on
her childhood was certainly religion as she was taught 1t in the hittle
primitive Umtarian Chapel 1n Brook Street, at the remotest (and also
most hidden) end of the town from her home up on the Heath She was
taken there regularly by her aunt Lumb The informality of the worship
and the antique charm of the interior, with its box-pews, oak galleries,
white-washed walls, and dimmutive windows of diamond-~paned lights,
unchanged since 1ts opening in 1698, succeeded in capturing rather than
m stifing an imagmation as fervent as 1t was inquisitive Elizabeth
Gaskell described 1t 1n her novel Ruth

The chapel was up a narrow street, or rather cul~de-sac on the outshirts of
the town, almost 1 fields It was built when the Dissenters were afraid of
attracting attention or observation, and hid their places of worship 1n obscure
and out-of-the-way parts of the towns  The chapel had a picturesque and old-
world looh, for luckily the congregation had been too poor te rebuild 1it, or new-
face 1, 1n George the Third’s time The staircases which led to the galleries were
outside, at each end of the burlding, and the 1rregular roof and worn stone steps
looked grey and stained by time and weather The grassy llocks, each with a
httle upright headstone, were shaded by a grand old wych-elm A llac-bush or
two, a white rose-tree, and a few laburnums, all old and gnarled enough, were
planted round the chapel yard, and the casement windows of the chapel were
made of heavy-leaded, diamond-shaped panes, almost covered with vy, pro-
ducing a green gloom, not without 1ts solemmty, within The vy was the home

4 GL 8, May 1838
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of an infinite number of little birds, which twittered and warbled, till it might
have been thought that they were emulous of the power of praisc possessed by
the human creatures within, with such earnest, long~drawn strains did this crowd
of winged songsters rejoice and be glad i their beautful gift of hfe The interior
of the building was plain and simple When 1t was fitted up, oak-timber was
much cheaper than 1t 1s now, so the wood-work was all of that description
The walls were whitewashed and were recipients of the shadows of the beauty
without, on their ‘white plains’ the tracery of the tvy might be scen, now still,
now stirred by the sudden flight of some little bird 5

What Elizabeth Stevenson learnt at Brook Street Chapel, thanks to
the enhghtened minister, the Revd Henry Green, with whom and whose
family she formed a hfclong friendship, was a rule of charity and hope
that accorded well with her own cheerful temperament. It was also
something that she saw daily practised 1in the homes of her Holland
kindred, so that unhke many of her tormented contemporarics she was
not subjected to a gospel of fear that left her at war with her own generous
and compassionate nature In a censorious age she was singularly
URCensorous

The first change that might have affected her circumstances occurred
when she was four and her distant father married agamn in 1814 Had he
Leenly wanted his daughter home, or had his bride felt a particular need
for a child about the house, Elizabeth would, no doubt, have been dis-
patched to London and her aunt Lumb would have been unable to do
anything about 1t But this, it appears, was not the case, and the new Mrs
Stevenson quickly produced children of her own A son, Willlam, was
born 1n 1815, and a daughter, Catherine, a year later

The new Mrs Stevenson had been Miss Catherine Thomson, whose
brother, Dr Anthony Todd Thomson, was a fashionable and popular
physician of Scots origin with a house 1n Sloane Street and a Chelsea
practice, m the exercise of which he made the acquaintance of Mr
Stevenson of the Treasury It was he who had brought Elizabeth nto
the world, and his connection with and influence on the destiny of
Ehzabeth did not end there In 1820 he himself made a second marriage,
with a Miss Katherine Byerley of Warwick, whose sisters kept a sclect
boarding school for girls to which i due course, and doubtless on his
recommendation, Elizabeth was sent This was not, however, until she

was twelve years old, up to that ume she hived uninterruptedly at
Knutsford.

5 Ruth,ch 14, pp 150-1 (All page-references to Mrs Gashell’s novels and short stories
are to the Knutsford edition published by Smith, Elder 1n 1906 )
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Her father does not appear to have visited her Wathin three years of
her departure north, he was taken up with the reorganization of his life
occastoned by his second marriage The new Mrs Stevenson came from
a rather more socally pretentious background than did his first dear
wife, and Ehzabeth being as yet so young—and admurably cared for by
the Hollands—there was no immediate need to seek her out Time
enough when she was of an age to benefit by the new Mrs Stevenson’s
example With the new dunes and interests provided nearer home by
the births of the two children, the obligation, or mchination, to visit his
absent child was removed stull further from his thoughts

Elizabeth’s own brother John, however, visited her at Knutsford on
more than one occasion The memory of those visits was long cherished
by the old aunts and uncles and the tales of his reckless exploits fondly
repeated in the faimly. He was everything a small girl could wish strong,
spirited, kind He was early destined for the Royal Navy, like his grand-
father and his uncles, John and Joseph Stevenson, but strangely enough,
perhaps for want of a patron to find him a presentation, he had no entry,
and had to go into the Merchant Navy with the East India Company’s
fleet of ships

How often he wisited Knutsford or how seldom matters little, what
matters 1s that a hiving contact was established between the brother and
sister and that they grew so close 1n affection and intimacy that the sister’s
tastes and feelings became sufficiently known to the brother—twelve
years younger though she was—for him to encourage and develop them.
Therr relationship was all the easier because, despite the disparity 1n age,
his role was not that of parent or guardian The tone he assumed towards
her 1n his letters was that of gemal, bantering playmate, exacting of her
confidence and love, but also dearly loved by him They shared perhaps
the same need for affection after the loss of their mother, and sensed that
1n a special way they belonged to each other

The few remaimning letters of John Stevenson plainly show this relation-
ship he not only knew that she hked to write, but urged her to do so
Firstly 1t was a journal he wished her to keep—having noted the sharp-
ness and precision of her powers of observation—and then, when she
sent him part of a story, he encouraged her to go on with 1t His comments
on these first writings, though already dating from her sixteenth year,
show that 1t was no new subject between them I am very glad to hear
that you have begun a Journal’, he wrote from Blachwall on 8 June
1827, ‘and have no doubt 1t will be a very amusing as well as interesting
one—at least I know you can 1if you like, make 1t so—1I shall hope to have
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good long extracts from 1t > Two years earlier he had written a letter to
Mrs Lumb from India in which he seemed to complain of Elizabeth’s
inadequacy as a correspondent, but she would, he argued, never be
short of matter 1f only she would keep a journal A weck after writing
from Blackwall he wrote again from the ship Recovery off Gravesend,
on 17 June 1827, asking her to send him ‘good long extracts from her
log’, as anything she wrote would be of interest to him ©

It was the occasion of John’s first voyage 1n 1822, when Ehzabeth was
twelve, that brought her back for the first time to Chelsea to say good-bye
to him The memory of that parting and the sorrow 1t brought was so
keen that 1t remamed with her into adult life, long after subsequent
meetings and partings appear to have been forgotten When her own
children ashked to be told about her seaman brother 1t was the most vivid
recollection of him she could give,” and she regretted she could recall so
little else That he returned several times to England 1n the course of the
next six years, and saw her on each visit, 1s clear from his surviving letters
Theaffection and the bantering tone were sustained to the end Ploughing
up the river on his last voyage home 1 the teeth of contrary winds, he
accused her whistling of hampering the ship’s progress 8

Nothing 1n that first visit to her father, a virtual stranger to her, and
to her new stepmother, was to bring consolation to Elizabeth for the loss
of her brother After he was gone she found no one to replace him The
memories of that visit, and of all the subsequent visits to Chelsea, which
as the years passed became regular annual obligations, brought no
comfort to her She did not hesttate to report on them years afterwards

Long ago I lived in Chelsea occasionally with my father and stepmother, and
very, very unhappy I used to be, and 1f 1t had not been for the beautiful, grand
river, which was an inexplicable comfort to me, and a family of the name of
Kennett, I think my child’s heart would have broken ¢

Strong words to use of any experience, and surprising when appled to
apaternal home William Stevenson may have been a kind father, certainly
he was a cultured one, with tastes that should have accorded well with
the growing sensibilities of his eldest daughter, but his day-long absences

¢ The letters of John Stevenson here summarized are derived from ] G Sharps, Mrs
Gaskell’s Observation and Invention (Fontwell, 1970), pp 17, 120, to whom the ongmals
now belong See also Jane Coolidge, manuscript materal for a Life of Mrs Gashell,
Brotherton Library, Leeds

. 7 ‘},etter from Maranne Gashell to C K Shorter, Gashell Collection, Brotherton Library,
eeds

8 Summary of a letter from John Stevenson to his sister in the possession of ] G Sharps
° GL 616, fragment of a letter to Mary Howitt, undated
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This may not have been the sort of behaviour to concihate her step-
mother Elizabeth was, admuttedly, not of an age when girls are angels,
in her own daughters she was to note the passing phase of ‘temper’ in
adolescence,and Mrs Stevenson’s later reference to the general ‘improve-
ment’2 1n Elizabeth suggests that there had been room for 1t For what-
ever reasons, and perhaps there were already financial ones, Ehizabeth
was sent back to Knutsford that same summer

In her Knutsford home she was mevitably surrounded by old people,
and the chief influences on her expanding, eager mind were those of a
past generation While this was not lost upon her keenly observant
faculties, and cannot be regretted since it gave the world her accumulated
memories of them in Cranford, intellectually she was undernourished,
as she realized later Thanking her publisher 1n later years for a reprint
of Brooke’s novel, The Fool of Quality, originally pubhished 1n 1766, she
told ham ‘I know and like the Fool of Quality of old I was brought up
by old uncles and aunts, who had all old books, and very few new ones,
and T used to dehght i the Fool of Quality, and have hardly read 1t
stnce '3 '

To be ranked among the ‘aunts’, by reason of their seniority in age,
were her elderly cousins, the children of Dr Holland’s first marriage,
the redoubtable Mary Holland (the reputed prototype of ‘Deborah
Jenkyns’), and her younger sister Lucy who was stmilarly identified with
‘Miss Matty’ Their brother was the future Sir Henry Holland, Physi-
ctan 1n Ordnary to the queen, and the only other member of Elizabeth’s
family to distinguish himself He was studying i Edinburgh during
Elzabeth’s early chuldhood, but he always made a pont of returming
home for the hohdays He cherished Knutsford all his life and was, of
course, the mhentor of Sandlebridge In 1816 when he set up his first
practice in London, at a house in Mount Street, his sister Mary followed
to heep house for him till he married There she moved 1n circles undreamt
of mn Knutsford’s wildest imaginings and acquired—and retamned
unchallenged—a reputation for grandeur and learning that permutted
her to regulate the niceties of Knutsford society for the remainder of her
life Among the many contacts she made during her years i London
she gained the friendship of Mara Edgeworth with whom she continued
to correspond till the latter’s death ** When Mara Edgeworth read Mary
Barton i the last months of her life, 1n 1848, by a wholly unknown and

- Scebedow, p 38

2 GL 434, 29 June 1859
" According to Manlyn Butler, Mariz E4, :
the Hotande . vas a Ldgeworth (Oxford, 1972), p 227, she stayed with
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lounged and meditated  some stretched on the grass in indolent repose, hatf
readig, half musing with a posy of mush-roscs from the old-fashioned trim
garden behind the house, lulled by the ripple of the waters aganst the grassy
lawn, some 1n the old crazy boats, that would do nothing but float on the glassy
water, singing, for onc or two were of 2 most musteal family and warbled hhe
birds ‘Through the greenwood, through the greenwood’, or ‘A boat, a boat unto
the ferry’, or some such old catch or glee And when the meal was spread bencath
a beech tree of no ordmary size (did you ever notice the peculiar turf under beech
shade?) one of us would mount up a ladder to the belfry of the old chapel and toll
the bell to call the wanderers home Then if 1t rained, what merry-making in the
old hall It was gallericd, with oak settles and old armour hung up, and a painted
window from cetfing to floor The strange sound our vorees had in that unfre-
quented stone hall! The last ttme T was there during the fall of ram from one of
those heavy clouds which add to a summer day’s beauty, when every drop of ramn
1s sun-tinged and falls mernly amongst the leaves, once or two of Shakespeare’s
ballads, ‘Blow, blow thou winter wind’, and *Hark, hark the lark at Heaven’s gate
sings’, etc were sung by the musical sisters in the gallery above, and by two other
musical sisters (Mary and Ellen Needham from Lenton near Nottingham)
standing 1n the hall below 17

Such pictures of freedom, summer magic, and compantonship explain
much 1n the character and emotional make-up of the future Mrs Gashell
Her childhood was enriching to a girl of her poetic temperament,
responstve as she was to an exceptional degree to natural beauty—even
to the quality of turf under trees

What regular education she had before gomng to boarding school at
the age of twelve followed the set curriculum of a past generation The
textbooks were unaltered since the time the Miss Hollands learnt therr
lessons Goldsmth’s History of England, Rollin’s Ancient History,
Lindley Murray’s Grammar, Mrs Chapone’s Letters on the Improvement
of the Mind, ‘plenty of sewing and stitching’—and two French lessons
a week “Those happy lessons!” she exclaimed 1n retrospect, recalling
the arcumstances of her exceptional good fortunc i having a real
Frenchman to teach her, a noble émigré at that, a M Rogier, the proto-
type of the Monsieur de Chalabre of her autobiographical tale, ‘My
French Master’ '8

M Rogier,' hike others of his countrymen who had sought asylum 1n
England during the Terror and found himself faced with the immediate

7 GL 8, May 1838

® See ‘My French Master’, in vol 2 of the Knutsford edition, pp 507-8, also Ay Lady
Ludlow, p 27

" For more detuls respocting M Rogier see H Grean, Anutsford, its Traditions and
History (London, 1859), pp 13411
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necessity of earming a living, did so mn the manner most natural to him-
self—and the least demanding of quahfications he did not possess—by
teaching the French language and giving dancing lessons to the youthful
élite of Knutsford and 1ts immediate vicimity ‘The dancing lessons were,
indeed, so eagerly sought after and so well attended as to warrant the hire
of the splendid Assembly Rooms in the town’s leading hostelry—the
historic Royal George at the centre of King Street

At a time when Knutsford lay on the main road south, and the passage
of coaches brought prosperity to the town, and to the Royal George in
particular, the elegance of the Assembly Rooms was a matter not only
of local but of county pride They were indeed, and still are today,
beautiful in design, proportion, and lighting, with their high lozenged
ceiling, Adam fireplaces, crystal candelabra, heavy crimson curtains, and
the minute stage with room for two or three musicians, for an exhibition
of “Tableaux Vivants’ (much n vogue at the ime) or, as the author of
Cranford tells us, for the performance of a conjurer. Next to the Assembly
Rooms was a room for the chaperons and whist-players, a rotunda mn
shape and decorated 1n an equally elegant though somewhat more sober
style, as befitted the graver character of those frequenting 1t

Admutted on sufferance and a substantial fee twice a week, M Rogier’s
classes were far from fulfilling the main raison d’étre of the Knutsford
Assembly Rooms, which was to serve as a setting for the countv balls
How exclusive these were in Ehizabeth’s youth can be judged from the
following

Into those choice and mysterious precincts no town’s person was ever allowed
to enter, no professional man might set his foot therein, no infantry officer saw
the interior of that ball or that card room The old oniginal subscribers would fain
have had a man prove his siateen quartermgs before he might make his bow to
the queen of the might, but the old onginal founders of the assemblies were
dropping off, mimuets had vanished with them, country dances had died away,
quadrilles were 1n high vogue—nay, one or two of the high magnates were
trying to mtroduce waltzing (as they had seen 1t 1n London, where it had come
m with the visit of the Allied sovereigns), when made his début on these
boards He had been at many splendid assemblies abroad, but sull the httle old
ball-room attached to the George Inn m his native town was to him a place

grander and more awful than the most magnificent saloons he had seen in Paris
or Rome 20

Along with the dancing lessons were the twice-weekly lessons in
French language and literature, so early assimilated by Ehzabeth as to

2 ‘A Dark Naght's Worl', Knutsford edn , vol 7, pp 4067

4
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form her taste for life The lessons, 1f her account of them n ‘My French
Master’ may be taken as biographically correct, were held at Heathside
under the most agreeable circumstances

our hife was passed as much out of doors as in-doors, both winter and summer —
we seemed to have our French lessons more frequently 1n the garden than 1n the
house, for there was a sort of arbour on the lawn near the drawing-room window,
to which we always found 1t easy to carry a table and chairs, and all the rest of
the lesson paraphernalia 2!

The reflection that this scene casts on the good sense and liberal-
mindedness of Mrs Lumb explains something of her niece’s love for
her and total devotion to her memory Nursing her in her last illness
years later, and hearing ‘her faint broken voice thanhing us for our
kindness’, Mrs Gaskell commented ‘as if we could ever repay her
thousand kind thoughts and deeds to us ' She remembered her for
her ‘gentle loving voice and deep tender interest in those around her’,
qualities that sufficiently explain not only her gratitude towards such
an aunt, but the development of those comparable qualities in herself—
sympathy and selflessness—that resulted in great part from the upbring-
ing she received

21 ‘My French Master’, p 510 2 GL 5, 18 Mar 1837
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THE FORMAL EDUCATION OF A WRITER!

THE year 1822, already made momentous for Elizabeth by the departure
of her brother and her own first visit to London, was marked by yet
further changes 1n her hfe In August she was sent to the Miss Byerleys’
boarding school in Warwickshire, which at that time was at Barford,
3 miles on the Stratford side of Warwick As these ladies were related
to Dr Thomson, the decision to send Ehzabeth there presumably
came from her parents in London rather than from her aunts in Knuts-
ford The choice of the Miss Byerleys’ school would, however, have
been acceptable to the Hollands and the Stevensons alike, because of
the Wedgwood connection that linked all three famihes (Dr. Peter’s
first wife, Mary Willet, was a niece of Josiah Wedgwood’s, as was
Swinton Holland’s first wife, who was her sister )

The Miss Byerleys’ father, Thomas Byerley, was a nephew of the first
Josiah Wedgwood, who had adopted him and taken him 1nto his firm,
first as a traveller, then as manager of the London showrooms, and finally
as manager of the works at Etruria The Miss Byerleys’ youth had, there~
fore, been informative and interesting, bringing them mnto contact with
the artists and designers working for the firm, and with the aristocratic
chentele that frequented their father’s showrooms The whole family
were distinguished by their good manners They hved over the show-
rooms 1 York Street, St James’s, and the girls grew up not only n a
cultivated ambience but with a day-to-day knowledge of the conduct of
business This was an asset not possessed by many young women In
therr circle to be n trade was no stigma, for their father’s trade was
regarded as 1n the same category as the fine arts Josiah Wedgwood was
recetved every year by Queen Charlotte to present to her the firm’s latest
collection of designs, and invariably came away from the palace with
an order

There were exght Miss Byerleys, born over an interval of fifteen years,

' The data concerning the Miss Byerleys contained 1 this chapter have been derived for
the most part from Phyllis Hicks’s A4 Quest of Ladses (Birmingham, 1949)
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the eldest 1n 1786 and the youngest in 18o1—of whom six became
active 1n the conduct of the school To thetr father’s credit he gave them
the best education the times afforded to girls, paying visiting masters
for them and sending the most intelligent ones to boarding school He
had decided early on to set them up 1 a school of theirr own, and the
plan was made possible by the generosity of Josizh Wedgwood, who
left them £200 apiece

By 1809 the three eldest Miss Byerleys, Frances, Maria, and Elizabeth,
were of an age—twenty-three, twenty-two, and twenty respectively—
to set up school and inherit their legacies By then their father was resi-
dent at Etruria, and a Midlands situation for the school was found at
Warwich There the Wedgwoods had a substantial business connection
with the Parkes family, Unitarians like themselves, of considerable
influence m the town, and through their recommendation pupils were
soon enlisted A house was taken for the school in the High Street with
enough rooms to board sixteen pupils, and the Miss Byerleys published
therr Prospectus in the Warwickshire press—The Coventry Mercury,
Ans's Birmingham Gazette, The Warmick Advertiser—n the week of
15 January 1810 It read

MISS BYLRLEYS

BLG leave respectfully to acquaint their
Friends and Public, that their School
for YOUNG LADIES, 1n WARWICK, will be opened on
the 29th inst

The charges for Board, exclusive of Washing, and for Instruction in Enghsh
Reading, Spelling, Grammar and Composition, in Geography, and the Use of
the Globes, and i Ancient and Modern History, are, Thirty Guineas per
Annum, and Three Guineas for Entrance

The Terms for Instruction in the French Language, Music, Drawing, Dancing,
and Writing and Anthmetic, and for Washing, are inserted 1n a printed Paper,

which will be delivered to any Persons who will do Miss BYERLEYS the Honour
to ash for 1t

To Day-Scholars the annual Charges for the general course of Instruction,
will be Eight Guineas, but they are not required to pay any Entrance, and they

will be mnstructed i French, Drawing, Music, Dancing, Writing and Arithmetic,
upon the same Terms which are proposed for Boarders 2

One great advantage the Miss Byerleys had over many of their con-
temporaries tn the field was that they could bring to the conduct of their
venture a genuine business sense and a practical insight into the needs

2 A Quest of Ladses, p 14
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of young women of moderate means Well educated themselves, they
had more to offer therr pupils than the ‘accomphshments’ in vogue at
the ime They hdd travelled abroad with their father, and were proficient
hinguists, capable of teaching Latin, French, and Itahan, even without
the aid of visiting masters As the younger Miss Byerleys, Katherine,
Jane-Margaret, and Anne, 1n turn came of age, mherited their legacies,
and jomed therr sisters, the curriculum of the establishment continued
to expand

The school was planned on hberal lines and there was nothing mean
even in 1its appointments The very china in daily use was a gift from
Jostah Wedgwood, French was taught by an émigré Frenchman (to
Ehzabeth’s continuing good fortune), dancing was in the care of another
Frenchman, who undertook to teach Quadrilles 1n three lessons Even
before the Miss Byerleys had moved into therr first quarters at Warwick,
their cousin Josiah II had generously supplied the Broadwood grand
prano that was a sine gua non i such educational establishments Accomp-
ishment with one instrument-—piano, harp, guitar—was considered
an essential requisite for any educated young woman at the time When
published music was so expensive, manuscript music albums m which
to capy the popular music of the day were essential, and Ehzabeth
Stevenson had her music albums like the other girls Two of them have
been preserved

Under the stimulus of Katherine Byerley, later Mrs Todd Thomson,
who became a writer of considerable success under the pen-name Grace
Wharton, the teaching of English was thorough and the study of litera-
ture a priority Her own 1nitiation into letters was said to have been given
her when, as a child, visiting her father at Etruria, she had been read to
by Coleridge himself, an imperishable memory for anyone so favoured
Such an influence could not be lost upon the young Elizabeth Stevenson,
whose earliest compositions, 1t 1s said, recerived much encouragement
from her teacher

The Miss Byerleys were dedicated teachers, Frances, Katherine, and
Anne (who married a rich man called Samuel Coltman) continuing to
serve the school even after marriage Whether living in London like Mrs
Thomson, or m Warwick like Mrs Parkes, or in Surrey hke Mrs Colt-
man, they remained mn touch with the establishment, inviting the girls
durimg the holidays, even taking them abroad with them, caring for those
who had been 1ll by affording them a pleasant convalescence, and keeping
the school up to date by reporting changes in fashion—both in teaching
and dress—and new trends in accomplishments. The Miss Byerleys
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themselves made a point during the annual hohday of taking lessons 1n
subjects 1n which they felt they were growing stale They were, patently,
born teachers, bringing good sense to bear on their work, and above all
a sense of practicality and thoroughness Their method was successful
and the number of students increased

After seven years at Warwick they could afford to take into account
the ncreasing inconveniences of their situation there some parents had
taken exception to the location of the school in the High Street, a noisy
thoroughfare opposite a public house, and without a garden, and mn
1817 they moved to Barford, to ‘a more elegant and convenient house’,
with stabling and a good garden that permitted the pupils more air
and exercise

Elizabeth Stevenson joined the school while 1t was at Barford, though
successive biographers have continued to associate her with 1t only
after its move to Stratford-upon-Avon mn 1824 ‘I was five years at
Miss Byerley’s,” she told her own eldest daughter years later when
she contrasted Marianne’s gay schooldays with her own, ‘and never
drank tea out of the house once let alone going to plays 3 To Walter
Savage Landor, also, she mentioned having been five years at school
m Warwickshire 4 As she left school m 1827, this estabhishes her arrival
at the Miss Byerleys 1n 1822

She was extremely lucky in her surroundings Barford House was
charmingly situated in large gardens at the entry to the hittle town on the
Wellesbourne road, facing parklands and meadows stretching to the
horizon, just the type of rural scene in which she delighted The house
was built in a graceful Palladian style, with pedimented portico, flat roof
crowned by a cupola, and a frontage of six windows, the ground floor
ones reaching to the ground and interspersed with flat Corinthian
columns It was a gentleman’s house, with a circular drive, coach-house,
and extensive gardens behind, where any girl with a love of nature could
learn to differentiate the names of British trees, of which a splendid
variety abounded, under the most agreeable circumstances

The school had 1ts own pews at Barford Church, the httle low-towered
Norman church situated within easy walking distance from the school,
where the Miss Byerleys are commemorated by two mural tablets
to the memory of therr young—and unsatisfactory—brother Francis
(who died on the passage home from the West Indies 1n 1818) and of
their youngest sister Charlotte who died at the school 1n 1817 It was at

* GL g7+ (p 837), May 1851
* GL 197, May 1854
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- Barford Church that the marriage of Katherine Byerley and Dr Thomson
took place Elizabeth Stevenson’s memories of Barford Church remained
so vivid that she could write of 1t years afterwards with detail in her story
‘Lois the Witch’, ¢ there rose the little village church of Barford (not
three miles from Warwick—you may see 1t yet), the old low grey
church could hardly come before her vision without her seeing the old
parsonage too 'S For the school’s walks there were the banks of the
Avon, spanned by a sturdy stone bridge at the town’s end, and flanked
by pleasant meadows

Potential story-teller that Ehzabeth Stevenson was, what interested
her 1n her school surroundings were the old and historic houses with
which human dramas had been connected Recalling some of these mn
after years to Mary Howitt, she said ‘As a schoolgirl T could not see
much, but I heard of many places that I longed to know more about’
Mentioning Compton Wynyates, Charlecote Park, Shottery, she added
‘I am giving but vague directions, but I am unwilling to leave even 1n
thought the haunts of such happy days as my schooldays were *

The removal from Barford to Stratford-upon-Avon took place on
7 May 1824, and was dictated once again by the need for larger premuses,
the school continuing to expand and prosper. It was the Miss Byerleys’
good fortune that put a notable house on to the market at the very time
they were looking for new premises The house called Avonbank, from
its situation on the banks of the river just by the church, was a Tudor
building that had originally belonged to Shakespeare’s cousin Thomas
Greene, the Town Clerk of Stratford He had bought 1t in 1604, but only
entered nto possession of 1t in 1611 when his dramatist cousin retired
to Stratford and needed to occupy his own house, New Place, loaned to
Greene up to then To an educative estabhishment, with cultural pre-
tensions, the possession of a historic house with such associations had
considerable advantages The house was, moreover, large, with twenty-
three bedrooms, capable at one time of lodging sixty pupils, and delight-
fully situated on the lawns that ran down to the river, next door to Holy
Trinity Church

Though the Miss Byerleys were brought up Dissenters, Miss Maria—
the Principal—made a point of renting pews 1n the estabhshed churches
of the various parishes where her schools were situated, and at Stratford
‘the girls attended Shakespeare’s church and sat within sight of the
chancel and his monument When the young Elizabeth Stevenson’s

5 ‘Lois the Witch’, Knutsford edn , vol 7,p 111
¢ GL 12, Aug 1838
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eye strayed away from the preacher, as no doubt 1t did, to rest on the
splendid Clopton Chapel 1n the north asle, what she stored away m her
memory, to be used years later, were not the records of Sir Hugh Clop-
ton’s civic virtues and benefactions to his town, but the romantic and
truly Shakespearian drama of Charlotte Clopton who died 1 onc of the
plague years, allegedly the very year the poct was born, and was hurriedly
burted 1n the vaults of Clopton Chapel According to Elizabeth’s
mformant, when the contagion struch down yet another member of the
Clopton family and his corpse was carried down to be laid by hers, 1t
was found that, Julict-like, she had not died but had revived 1n her grave
She was found leaning against the wall in her grave-clothes, dead a second
time, ‘but not before, 1n the agonies of despair and hunger, she had bitten
a piece from her white round shoulder’, as Elizabeth subsequently
related with Gothic relish 7

Her Stratford schooldays played their part in making a writer of her,
since 1t was her article on ‘Old Clopton Hall’; sent to Willlam Howitt 1n
1838 and published by him 1n his collectton of Visits to Remarkable Places
(1840), that brought her 1n touch with professional writers and gave her
the first experience of appearing i print The paper on Clopton may
have been written while she was still at school, 1t was certainly the record
of an authentic experience, since the opportunity to visit the Hall came
through the inwvitation of a fellow pupil, whose home 1t then was, as
Elizabeth later explained to Willlam Howitt

I was at school 1n the neighbourhood and one of my school-fellows was the
daughter of Mr W[yatt] who then lived at Clopton Mrs Wyatt asked a party
of the girls to go and spend a long afternoon, and we set off one beautiful autumn
day, full of delight and wonder respecting the place we were going to see

Met 1n the hall by their hostess, the girls were given leave to ‘ramble
where they liked 1n or out of the house’, so long as they took care ‘to be
mn the recessed parlour by tea-time’ Elizabeth describes her adventure
in wandermng up ‘the wide shelving oak staircase’ and discovering a
curously carved old oak chest, filled with ‘BONLS'—whether human
or ammal she did not stay to distinguish 1n her panic, fleeing headlong
down the oak starrcase ‘i partly feigned and partly real terror’® she
regained the safety of the parlour

Certainly a girl of Elzabeth Stevenson’s developing tastes and
romantic nature could not have been more fortunate m her school, where

7 *Clopton Hall’ in Howutt’s Visits to Remarkable Places, London, Longman and Co,
1840) $ Tbd
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full scope was allowed to her intellect in surroundings of great natural
beauty She would all her hife be pecuharly sensitive to her surroundings,
depressed or elated according to whether they were ugly or beautful,
even to the extent that her health was sometimes affected Returning to
Shottery years later, she responded all over again to the old enchantment,
describing the cottage where she was staying as

a very pretty, really old fashioned cottage where one’s head was hiterally
in danger of bemng bumped by the low doors, and where all the windows were
casements  where the scents through the open hall door were all of sweet briar
and lilac and liles of the valley where we slept with our windows open to hear
the mghtingales’ jug-jug, and where the very shadows in the drawing room had
a green tinge from the leafy trees which over hung the windows ¢

The Miss Byerleys made Ehzabeth happy at a time 1n her youth when
her family circumstances were far from happy, and gave her stimulating
lessons and access to great literature, even more, they offered her a
balanced education at a ime when teaching was a one-sided affair for
girls, and encouraged 1instead of crushed her imagination She remained
on affectionate terms with at least one Miss Byerley—Jane-Margaret—
after leaving school, whom she spoke of as ‘dear Miss Jane’ and from
whom she heard about the break-up of the Ruskin marriage—Mrs
Rushin being a former pupil of the school, Effie Grey ' She also kept in
touch with the Thomsons—Dr Todd and his wife, the former Katherine
Byerley—and their daughter Kate, who lived 1n London, and remained
eager for news of them ' But perhaps the quality that she owed most to
the teaching of Avonbank was her total absence of false gentility, an
affectation all too common among young women of the time, and the
one which she herself pillorted most memorably in the character of
Mrs Gibson in Wives and Daughters

Elizabeth left school in the summer before her seventeenth birthday
in June 1827, and almost immediately was caught up m an experience
which was also of considerable educational value to her—a six-week
holiday in Wales n the company of her Holland relatives The discovery
of that beautiful and unspoilt region had a lasting effect on her develop-
ment, both as a person and as a writer, and 1t was to figure frequently
n her books Wales lay most conveniently to hand for the residents of
her county when 1n need of change, rest, recuperation after illness, or
retirement, and 1t was probably the purchase of the house near Portmadoc
by her uncle Samuel Holland, the Liverpool quarry-owner, that led to

® GL 48, 29 May 1849 o GL 20, 195 " GL 3,Dec 1833
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the first visit of the Knutsford Hollands Elizabeth Stevenson went 1n
the company ‘of 17 aunts and cousins and such like’ in July 1827 Hearing
of the projected trip her father wrote to her (the only letter of his to be
preserved) on 2 July, urgmg her as her brother had before to Leep
a diary of what she saw and remembered By that time, at the cnd of her
five years at school, he knew his daughter more intimately than formerly,
and had, 1t 1s reported, taken a hand at coaching her himself i her
holidays 2 From certain references 1n Elizabeth’s later novels 1t 1s likely
that she sometimes shared the lessons of her ‘little miss of a 1 sister’, as
Margaret Hale did with her cousin m North and South, in the London
house that was at times her adoptive home Mr Stevenson was reputed
by then to have become proud of his elder daughter '3

Having made a considerable fortune, Samuel Holland IT had acquired
a dehghtful house overlooking Portmadoc estuary—‘Plas Penrhyn’,
referred to throughout Mrs Gaskell’s correspondence by 1ts mitials only
as ‘P P ’—and proved himself to be a most genral host Elizabeth became
a frequent and welcome visttor, as were her future girl friends with whom
‘Uncle Sam’ carried on ‘regular flirtations’ 4 The link between uncle
and niece was further strengthened when, 1 duc course, Elizabeth’s
sister-in-law, Ehzabeth Gaskell, married ‘uncle Sam’s’ son, Charles
Holland, 1n December 1838 ‘Uncle Sam’s’ family consisted of his wife,
Katharine, two sons, and three daughters, all older than Elizabeth, but
good friends throughout her life

According to Elizabeth’s reminiscences of that first trip to Wales the
party stayed a month at Aber, 5 miles from Bangor, from where they
moved up and down the coast, and across to Anglesey, and chmbed 1in
Snowdonia ‘It s perhaps as well’, she wrote later, ‘that you should come
down gradually from mountains, not at once from Snowdoma to flat
Lancashire, I remember when I first came from spending a very happy
fortmight at Plis Brereton (nr Caernarvon you know) to Liverpool
I used to get on a sort of knoll from which I could see the Welsh hulls,
and think of the places beyond them again *'5 She recalled Puffin Island
and Criccieth—‘don’t you think Criccaeth a wild pretty little fishing-~
town”’—and observed that ‘the pleasure of sketching 1s the reminding
you of the time you did 1t 6

Her memory of Anglesey was not merely scemc but dramatic, she
took so keen an imterest 1n an old naval character, Captain Barton by

? Mrs E H Chadwich, Mrs Gaskell Homes, Haunts, and Stortes (London, 1910),

p 138 '3 Sec below, p 18, the letter of Mrs Stevenson, 15 June 1829
1 GL 9, 17 July 1838 's GL g, 1838 6 Ttud
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name, that she wrote a story about him, based on fact In due course she
sent the tale to her brother whose comment has survived Writing to her
from Chelsea on 30 July 1828, on his last leave home, he said

You have really made out a very pretty story of Captain Barton—it would almost
make the foundation of a novel —it was indeed a narrow escape of Kitty’s [probably
Uncle Sam’s daughter Kate] and must have given her a tremendous fright, though
I have heard and read many stories of them, I never saw a quicksand and hardly
believed them to be so dangerous as was generally spoken of 17

The danger of quicksands, that so early impressed Elizabeth through
the narrow escape of her cousin Kate Holland, 8 served her later as subject
for at least one dramatic story, ‘The Sexton’s Hero’ (1847) The memory
of Captain Barton remamed vivid still in 1838 when she inquired after
him from her sister-in-law, just returned from a visit to Beaumaris, and
his name was to serve 1n another context when she used 1t for the pro-
tagonist of her first novel, Mary Barton She remembered also visiting
the rutned monastery on Puffin Island on which there was a telegraph
station, and bemng much interested in the man in charge, ‘who had
fought 1n the Victory with Nelson’, as she told her future sister-in-law.
And she went on to remember the Puffins too, ‘queer uncanny animals’,
and ended her nostalgic remimiscences by saying ‘I long to be 1n those
wild places again, with the fresh sea breeze round me, so thoroughly
exhilarating’ 1

The impact of Wales added another dimension to her love of nature
Brought up 1n the country as she was, the natural scenery around Knuts-
ford had been a gentle delight, but the grandeur and mystery of the Welsh
mountains and sea brought an extension of spiritual experience Without
ever attaining the same kind of communion with nature as Wordsworth
or Emily Bronte, she developed a more famihar sort of intimacy, pining
for it when parted from 1t and delighting 1n every reumon She described
the experience, with the narveté appropnate not only to her herone
Ruth alone with her lover in Wales, but also to her own youthful self on
that first discovery of untamed nature in the principality, as

opening a new sense, vast ideas of beauty and grandeur filled her mind at the
sight of the mountains, now first beheld in full majesty She was almost over-
powered by the vague and solemn delight, but by-and-by her love for them
equalled her awe, and 1n the night-time she would softly rise, and steal to the

'7 Letter m the possession of ] G Sharps
' A further incident, involving the same cousin and the quicksands in Portmadoc estuary,
15 referred to 1n GL 7 '* GL g, July 1838
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window to see the white moonhght, which gave a new aspect to the everlasting
hills that girdle the mountain village  Ruth was up betimes, and out and away,
brushing the dewdrops from the short crisp grass, the lark sung high above her
head, and she knew not1f she moved or stood st1l, for the grandeur of this beautiful
earth absorbed all 1dea of separate and individual existence 2

2 Ruth,ch 5,pp 645



CHAPTER 1V

THE LOST BROTHER AND FATHER

IN several of Ehzabeth Gaskell’s novels and short stories occurs the
subject of a man lost at sea—generally a young man He 1s lost without
trace, witness, or explanation His safe return after the passage of years 1s
made the consoling—and unconvincing—solution of such happy plots
as Cranford Even where he 15 not reported lost, only absent at sea, like
Will Wilson in Mary Barton and Frederick Hale in North and South,
his return 1s made the occasion for mordinate rejoicing by his famuly
The return of Charhe Kinraid, reported drowned, in Sylvia’s Lovers 1s
used to even more dramatic effect, as the instrument of Fate 1n destroying
the false happiness of hus rival The subject was patently one very close
to Mrs Gaskell’s heart, the effect of a haunting recurrent dream follow-
g a traumatic experience The experience, 1 her case, was real enough,
and marked her for life In 1828-9—the date cannot for obvious reasons
be verified—her brother John Stevenson was lost on a voyage to India
and never heard of again.

He left few traces of his short hife He was born on 27 November
1798, the eldest son of his parents, during the time they lived 1n East
Lothian, but not even the entry of his birth 1n the parish register of
Corstorphine where they lived has been preserved! Where he was
educated, except under his father’s tuition, 1s not known The first docu-
mentary evidence of his manhood relates to his twenty-first year when he
recerved the Freedom of Berwick, an honour accessible to all men born
natives of the town, or the sons of natives, as was John Stevenson In his
certificate of admission he 1s cited as a ‘marriner in the service of the East
India Company’, but as the records of the Company show, he was not
even a regular employee On 1 March he entered 1into a covenant with
them by which they licensed him to go to India ‘as a free marner’, sailing
In private vessels trading between England and India, on condition he
obeyed the Company’s regulations His father put up a bond of £500 for

! Letter from Marianne, later Mrs Thurston Holland, to C K Shorter, 1914 Shorter
Collection, Brotherton Library, Leeds
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his good behaviour His letters show that he made several voyages, and
according to the Bengal Directory for 1824 he was then residing 1n
Calcutta 2 ;

He sailed on his maiden voyage to India in 1822 and subsequently
came and went with some regularity (the voyage varied between eighteen
months and two years) until his final departure His few letters home to
his sister were dated, as has been seen, 1825, 1827, and 1828 The last
letters, dated from Beaufort Row on 30 July and 16 August 1828, express
his disappotntment at not getting up to Knutsford to see her before he
sailed, and, striking a more melancholy note, his dissatisfaction with his
situation, and desire to leave the service He thought of setthng for good
mn India There 1s no evidence whatever about the circumstances of his
loss Whether this was at sea or after he landed and penetrated 1nto the
mnterior of the country, 1n search of that situation after which he half
hankered, was never established When asked by Clement Shorter i
1914, the daughters of Mrs Gaskell could tell him nothing definite
According to them, her memory of him was very faint All the information
that Marianne, Mrs Gaskell’s eldest daughter, could give him was that
‘when I was ten years old my mother told me that she could only just
remember her brother—that he went to sea—I think also she said when
she was quite a young girl, that she remembered coming up on a visit
to her father from Knutsford to wish her brother good-bye I think she
must have been about twelve years old when she paid that visit 3

The evidence of Mrs Gaskell’s novels and short stories would suggest
that, far from forgetting her brother, his personality was so strongly
mmprinted on her memory as to serve as prototype for all the nautical
characters she mntroduced His very language, sea-slang as 1t obviously
was, brings life and sparkle to such characters as Will Wilson 1n Mary
Barton, Frederick Hale in North and South, Charlte Kinraid in Sylvia’s
Lovers

Much as the future Mrs Gaskell dishiked, and even repudiated,
suggestions of original sources for her tales and prototypes for her
fictional characters, 1t 1s impossible to read those passages in her works
describing the sea and seamen without associating them with her early
experience of her brother, there 1s 1n them a too personal note of things
seen and emotions felt to dissociate them from memory Such passages
occur particularly in North and South, where the relationship between
sister and brother, separated for years and reunited after the girl has

2 Indra Office Library, Indra Office Ledgers, ST 1216
3 Letter 1n Brotherton Library, Leeds
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passed childhood, echo the very circumstances of Elizabeth and John
Stevenson up to her eighteenth year

even 1n her stay-at-home hfe, his wild career, with which she was but 1m-
perfectly acquainted, must have almost substituted another Fredenick for the
tall stripling 1n his middy’s uniform, whom she remembered looking up to with
such admining awe But in their absence they had grown nearer to each other in
age, as well as in many other things ¢

all therr intercourse was pecuharly charming to her from the very first
He understood his father and mother—their characters and thetr weaknesses,
and went along with a careless freedom, which was yet most delicately careful
not to hurt or wound any of their feelings He secemed to hnow 1nstinctively
when a Iittle of the natural brilhance of his manner and conversation would jar .5

Even the physical traits of the fictional Frederick read like the description
of a face remembered

He had delicate features, redeemed from effeminacy by the swarthiess of his
complexion, and his quick imtensity of expression His eyes were generally
merry-looking, but at times they and his mouth so suddenly changed, and gave
her an 1dea of latent passion, that 1t almost made her afraid ¢

Even the recollection of her brother’s letters, received at long intervals
and from great distances, seems to infuse her description of Frederick’s
letters in the novel. ‘“There were the yellow, sea-stained letters, with the
pecuhar fragrance which ocean letters have 7

Her mterest 1n and famihiarity with young nautical types present in
the descriptions of Will Wilson in Mary Barton, and Brother Peter when
young 1 Cranford, convey an over-all picture of a distinct personahty,
whose characteristics are constant dashing, reckless, open-hearted,
kind “Thinking has, many a time, made me sad, darhing,” says Frederick
in North and South, ‘but doing never did inall my ife. My precept 1s,
“Do something  do good if you can, but at any rate, do something ™8
There 15 an authentic ning mn Frederick’s reply to Margaret’s question
whether he can sail as well from London as from Liverpool. “To be sure,
httle goose Wherever I feel water heaving under a plank, there I feel
at home D’ll pich up some small craft or other to take me off, never fear
The pet name “little goose’ is used again by Dr Gibson addressing Molly
n Wrves and Daughters, and sounds like a family recollection. His rough-
and-ready philosophy of good and ewvil also sounds hke an authentic
echo ‘Blot your misdeeds out . by a good deed, as soon as you can,

4 North and South,p 294 5 Ibid, p 293 6 Tbid
7 Ibd,p 124 8 Ibd, pp 295-6 ° Iid,p 300
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just as we did a correct sum at school on the slate, where an ncorrect
one was only half rubbed out It was better than wetting our sponge
with our tears ¥

The news of her brother’s loss must have reached the family some
time at the end of 1828 or early in 1829, for 1t brought Elizabeth to
London to give comfort to her father, and she had alrecady been there
some trme when he suffered the fatal stroke from which he died in March
1829 This appears from the letter Mrs Stevenson wrote to Mrs Lumb
after her husband’s death !

Her last contacts with her father were, therefore, darkened by the
tragedy of her brother’s loss They may also have been clouded by her
father’s worsening financial position, of which the full implications could
not be hidden from her Despite his supplementary earnings from con-
tributions to the literary magazines, Mr Stevenson’s salary at the
Treasury proved insufficient for the callsupon 1t Inaletter to Blackwood’s
written many years later, his daughter recalled how, when hard-pressed
to pay his second son’s school fees, he had turned for help to them ‘My
father’, Elizabeth wrote 1n March 1859, ‘was one of the earhest con-
tributors to Blackwood’s Magazine, and some Mr Blackwood was, for
auld acquaintance sake, extremely kind 1 assisting 1n the education of
a half-brother of mine, since dead **2 In June 1827 his financial position
was so bad as to oblige him—with his wife’s consent—to sell the stocks
constituting her dowry, a sum of £80o By the terms of the will drawn
up mmmediately after this transaction he provided that this sum should
be refunded to her, and 1f his estate could not meet 1t, he mstructed his
executor (his brother-in-law, Dr Thomson) to sell his furniture and
books to make up the deficiency Only after the restitution to the widow
of the borrowed sum was any provision to be made for his son John and
daughter Elizabeth Cleghorn, and they would share equally with the
widow and her children 1n whatever remained of the estate

It was Elizabeth’s ‘beauntiful conduct’3 on this occasion that won her
the commendations of her stepmother after Mr Stevenson’s death Her
acquiescence 1 the plan would necessarily leave her, after the break-up
of the home, the sale of the furniture and the books (valuable as these
may have been), with nothing—or at best with a negligible sum

Mr Stevenson’s will 1s an altogether revealing document While his
early career sufficiently showed how little self-seeking he was 1n the

0 North and South, p 296 't Shorter Collection, Brotherton Library, Leeds
12 GL 415, 5 Mar 1859
13 Letterof Mrs Stevenson to Mrs Lumb, Shorter Collection, Brotherton Library, Leeds
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pursuit of a profession, 1t needs the evidence of the will to prove quite
how unbusinesslihe he was even to the end of his life He left the wil
undated and unsigned and without witnesses, thus causing his widow
almost insuperable difficulties to prove 1t In appointing his brother-in-
law his executor, he made the further mistake of calling him ‘Alexander’,
and caused a confusion of 1dentities which had to be clarified on oath
before a magistrate Only after witnesses had sworn to the bona fides of
the will, by swearing to the handwriting being Mr Stevenson’s, and the
identity of the executor was established, could probate be granted to the
widow, on 15 June 1829 ™

According to his official obituary's Mr Stevenson suffered a first
strohe on Friday, 20 March 1829, ‘as he sat at tea with his family’,
suddenly losing his sight and becoming paralysed down his right side
He was carried to bed, but suffered a second stroke and died on Sunday,
22 March Neither 1n the offictal obituary nor 1n the Treasury memoir
of him was any mention made of his having at any time been a Unitarian,
and his funeral took place 1n the Parish Church of Chelsea (at that time
the new Parish Church of St Luke’s) on 27 March, and he was buried
beside his first wife in the King’s Road cemetery

That Mr Stevenson was a highly endowed, interesting, much-
respected man there can be no doubt, and the terms in which his official
obituary was couched show him to have been much appreciated by his
colleagues and acquaintances He was, according to this document,
especially noted ‘for being kind and benevolent, a zealous and active
friend Showing no pride of authorship, but disinterested, retired and
modest 1n his habits, loving knowledge for 1ts own sake’—a man, n
short, so much after hus daughter’s heart that 1t 1s surprising that she
did not love him more With everything to unite them 1n natural dis-
position and intellectual tastes, the reason for the hife-long coolness that
persisted between them—if coolness 1t was that caused their long separa-
tion—is unlikely to have lain exclusively with either the father or the
daughter Some of the blame must surely be laid at Mrs Stevenson’s door

That daily contacts with such a man would be highly stimulating to
a girl of Elizabeth’s developing tastes 1s evident, but her need at that age
for affection was overwhelmingly greater than any pleasure she could
dertve from being her father’s object of pride His coaching her in Latin,
French,and Italian may have given her keen enjoyment and brought them

" Copy of the will of Willtam Stevenson, proved 1n the Prerogative Court of Canter-
bury, 15 June 1829 Somerset House

% PR O, Treasury Minutes, 29/87 Memonal of Wilham Stevenson






CHAPTLER V

THE CHRYSALIS YEARS

WirH the death of her father, Ehizabeth’s connection with the house-
hold 1n Beaufort Row ended Mis Stevenson herself moved from there
mn September The immediate problem for Elizabeth was not so much
where to go (she would always, the Hollands repeatedly told her, find
a home at Knutsford and, indeed, she sought it there 1n every emergency),
as what to do now She was the poorer 1n every way by her father’s death
and she was far too spirited a girl not to think of seeking some way of
mahing herself independent But for the time bemng her London rela-
tives—her uncle Swinton Holland, the banker, and her cousin Henry
Holland, the doctor—stepped 1n and mvited her to go to them to recover
from her recent sorrows and to have a taste of London life The carly
portraits of her suggest that their task would be both ecasy and agrecable
Swinton Holland, who had been a ‘Baltic merchant’ until the French
Revolution disrupted trade, was by that time a senior partner in Baring’s
Banl, with a house 1n Park Lane His children, Edward (the future M P
for Evesham), Frederick (later a Captain in the army), George, Caroline,
and Louisa, were near contemporaries of Elizabeth’s, and they remained
close to her for the rest of their ives Her recent bereavements would
not incite or even entitle her to such gaieties as dances, the opera, or the
theatre, but 1n her relatives’ homes she could attend dinners and meet
the mnner circle of their acquaintance At the house 1n Park Lane she had
plenty of opportumity for domng so To a girl of her keen powers of
observation this was an education mn 1tself, and one from which she
profited to the full At no time was the future Mrs Gaskell at a loss 1n
society, or ever otherwise than at her ease 1n making contact with
strangers The gift, which derived as much from intense interest 1 other
people as from a lack of self-consciousness, was a precious asset that
served her both in hfe and literature Her sympathies, like her antipathtes,
were instant and strong, uncalculated and genuine At the age of mineteen
she was unlikely to judge people with all the ripeness of maturity, but
the experience then afforded her gave her msights mto codes and
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conventions hitherto unknown to her While she would never set herself
up as a censor of society, she would extract the last ounce of humour
from 1ts follies

It was said of her coustn Henry Holland, the fashionable physician
living at 25 Lower Brook Street, that he led as full a social Iife as a pro-
fessional one He was twice married and his second marrage, to Saba,
the daughter of Sydney Smuth, assured his entiy into the Whag society
of Holland House, as his ively memonrs relate He frequently met Lord
Lauderdale, Willham Stevenson’s erstwhile patron, but does not mention
whether Lauderdale ever met or interested himself in William Stevenson’s
orphaned daughter Like all her relations, Henry Holland was so reticent
or indifferent about his coustn’s fame that he excluded all but the most
perfunctory references to her from his memonrs, so one source of evidence
about her début 1n London 15 denied us

Before his years as a medical student in Edinburgh, Henry Holland
had been at school 1n Newcastle with a friend of the Holland fanuly,
the Revd William Turner, who combined a carcer in the Unitaran
mmistry with schoolmastering, and the fact that Elizabeth went on from
London to spend the winter of 1829-30 at Newcastle in Mr Turner’s
home suggests an mtroduction arranged by Henry Holland Mr Turner,
who had been twice married, was by then a widower with one daughter,
Anne, iving at home, and the arrangement appeared suitable enough
for their bereaved young relative Mr Turner was not only a trusted
friend of the Hollands, but related by marmage His first wife, Mary
Holland, was a cousin of Elizabeth’s mother, and his second wife, Jane
Willet, a niece of Josiah Wedgwood’s, was a sister to Dr Peter Holland’s
first wife, Anne, and Swinton Holland’s wife, Mary Mr Turner was,
therefore, the uncle of Elizabeth’s cousins, Mary and Lucy Holland
(Dr Peter’s daughters) Mary had at onc time hived with her uncle and
aunt 1n Newcastle The connection was, therefore, no new one, and
Elizabeth would only be following 1n her cousins’ footsteps if she finished
her education 1 the Turners’ houschold That 1t was incorrectly inter-
preted as affording her a place as companion or governcss was later much

resented by her daughters Meta Gaskell wrote to Clement Shorter in
1909 that 1t was said

that after her Father’s death my Mother was sent out into the world to earn her
own hving, and that she went to Mr Turncr of Newcastle in order to doso The
fact was that her aunt Mrs Lumb’s house was always a real home to her, and that
she returned to live there like a daughter to her aunt The relation between my
Mother and her Aunt was really of the closest and tenderest nature Her stay in



THE CHRYSALIS YEARS 43

Newecastle on two successive visits was just the ordmary visit of a girl to her con-
nections Visits 1n those days were very long when jourmes were so tedious /n
each case she went on to pay visits to friends of her Father’s and Mother’s 1n
Edinburgh !

The change from Park Lane to the minster’s small house on the out-
skirts of Newcastle (at 13 Cumberland Row) mught not, on the face of 1,
have been altogether to the taste of a high-spirited handsome girl with
a good leaven of worldliness 1n her, but the fact that Elizabeth voluntarily
returned to Mr Turner’s house during two successive winters, and that
she later wrote with love and veneration of the man and his home, suggests
that the household was to her liking and that she found n 1t the fulfilment
of a genumne need

Mr Turner’s brand of Christianity was certainly of that social practical
type that appealed both to the compassionate side of her nature and to
her strong sense of justice It offered her an outlet and a sense of direction,
at a time when these were lacking and she had not yet found her vocation
as a writer The religion she was to evolve was not mystical or narrowly
dogmatic It was deeply charitable, and 1t was 1n her nature to wish to
feed the hungry, to nurse the sick, and to educate the ignorant

Neither at her aunt’s house¢ at Knutsford, nor at the Miss Byerleys’
school, had she met with standards of social conduct quite like Mr
Turner’s, and the extent to which she adopted them can only be judged
by her later attitudes While she never obtruded her religion on others,
or, like so many of her contemporaries, used 1t to tyrannize over children
and domestics, or allowed 1t to crush the natural gaiety of her own spirits,
1t 1s nevertheless apparent that the whole direction of her life was rooted
in rehigion It 1s not surprising that when she married it was a clergyman
she took for her husband, a public-spirited humanitarian very much mn
the tradition of Mr Turner

That Mr Turner was the prototype for the Revd Thurston Benson
m Mrs Gaskell’s Ruth has been vouched for by Sir Henry Holland 2
The resemblance 1n character and situation 1s close Like Mr Benson,
Mr Turner was Unitarian minister of a Newcastle congregation (the
Hanover Square Congregation) and former headmaster of a boys’ school
noted for 1ts humanitarian principles He was a man of rare goodness
and charm, as Ehizabeth was to find, utterly unpretentious, single-
minded, simple as an Apostle 1 his way of life He was active
every project for improving the lot of the huge pauper population of

! Shorter Collection, Brotherton Library, Leeds
2 Sir Henry Holland, Recollections of a Past Life
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Newcastle and a proneer 1n popular education He was accessible to all,
especially the destitute, and an orgamizer of rehef during the strihes and
famines of the 1830s and 1840s The young George Stephenson was
a pupil of his and never forgot the help he received from him ‘Mr
Turner was always ready to assist me with books, with istruments, and
with counsel, gratuitously and cheerfully He gave me the most valuable
assistance and mstruction, and to my dying day I can never forget the
obhgations which I owe to my vencrable friend ™

Mr Turner hived to be ninety-five and cventually retired to Man-
chester where, among a devoted circle of friends, he counted the Gashells
It was Mr Gashell who pronounced his funeral sermon and who told
the story of the churchman who, while admitting the great goodness of
Mr Turner, regretted not expecting to see him 1n heaven—because of
the deplorable fact that he was a Unitartan The woman to whom this
was said knew all about Mr Turner’s life ‘No,’ she said, ‘I confess I do
not He will be too much 1n the light of the throne for me to sec him ™

During her second winter spent at Mr Turner’s, the cholera eprdemic
of 1830-1 spread from the Continent to Newcastle and Ehzabeth
experienced at first hand some of the incidents she was to relate 1n her
novel Ruth Responsible for her safety, Mr Turner sent her across the
border to Edinburgh, mn the charge of his daughter Anne, a girl con-
siderably older than Elizabeth According to Meta Gaskell she went to
Edmnburgh as the guest of old friends of her parents there 5 But one such
friend, Mrs Fletcher, a noted hostess whose drawing-room 1n Castle
Street had been one of the mostattractive centres of Edinburgh intellectual
society, no longer lived there It was not until 1848 and the publication of
Mary BartonthatMrs Fletcher, then living in the Lake District, made the
first approach to the daughter of her old friends, and gave Elizabeth
those intimate details of the past pleasures of Edinburgh society that she
incorporated 1n her novel My Lady Ludlow

Very different was the Edinburgh that Elizabeth and Anne Turner
found 1n the winter of 1831 when they sheltered there from the plague
at Newcastle Therr outings appear to have been few and therr circum-
stances very straitened, therr acquaintances himited though eagerly
sought out If the account i My Lady Ludlow 1s based on personal
experience, and there is every indication that 1t 1s so, she and Anne
Turner led a dismal hfe m cheap lodgings with very httle to entertain

* Quoted m Chadwick, Mrs Gaskell, p 147 + Quoted 1nd , p 151

$ Meta Gaskell 1o Clement Shorter, 25 Nov rgog, Shorter Collection, Brotherton
Library, Leeds
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them Staying mn Edinburgh reputedly for health reasons, the young
protagomust of the tale records how dreary she found ‘the stiff walks in
the streets, the decorum of which obliged me to nie my bonnet-strings
neatly, and put on my shawl with some regard to straightness’

The evenings were the worst It was autumn, and of course they dasly grew
longer, they were long enough, I am sure, when we first settled down 1n those
greyand drablodgings  The House belonged to an old man, at one time a tutor
to young men preparing for the Umversity, in which capacity he had been known
to Mr Dawson But his pupils had dropped off, and, when we went to lodge
with him, I imagne that his principal support was dertved from a few occasional
lessons  and from letung rooms  ©

After sufferng vartous inconventences and annoyances at the hands of
their eccentric Jandlord, the girls recetved an invitation to spend the
evening at the home of their doctor, which calls from the narrator a com-
ment that sounds too personal not to have applied to young Elizabeth
Stevenson herself ‘if 1t had been to spend an evening at the dentist’s,
I beheve I should have welcomed the invitation, so weary was I of the
monotony of the mghts 1n our lodgings ™

The only tangible evidence of Elizabeth’s stays in Edinburgh comes
from the miniature painted of her i ‘June 1830’ by W J Thomson
there, and the marble portrait bust executed by David Dunbar

Willilam John Thomson (1771-1845) was a regular exhibitor at the
Royal Scottish Academy, and was, 1n all prabability, a connection of
Ehzabeth’s stepmother, née Catherine Thomson, and of Dr Todd
Thomson, her brother Dr Thomson was a native of Dumfries, where
after Mr Stevenson’s death his widow renired, and where Ehzabeth
Gaskell later visited her The records of the Royal Scottish Academy
show that in 1834 Thomson panted Elizabeth agam and exhibited her
portrait, catalogued No 171, under her married name, mis-spelt ‘Mrs
Gaskill’ The continued connection would seem to indicate some
relationship, since permission to pant an unmarried girl at the time
would not readily be accorded to a stranger, and the Gaskells’ financial
position even after she was married would hardly have allowed them to
commussion a portrait from a successful artist The Edinburgh portraits
give a musleading smpression, however, of Ehzabeth’s life at the time,
suggesting a maturity she had not yet attained

The friendship with Anne Turner stood her m good stead, when, in

¢ ‘Round the Sofa’, Introduction to My Lady Ludlow, p 1
? ‘Round the Sofa’, p 4
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the autumn of 1831, she accompanied her on a visit to Manchester, where
Anne Turner’s sister, Mary Robberds, wife of the Unitarian mimster of
Cross Street Chapel, had settled The move to Manchester, and the
subsequent prolonged visit to the Robberds’ home, proved to be the
turming-point 1n Elizabeth’s Iife, since 1t brought her the acquaintance
of the man she married and settled her for good mn Manchester

An alien place 1t seemed to her at first sight, as she pamnfully remem-
bered 1n describing 1ts impact on her herome in North and South, a
place with an aggresstve character that both repelled and stimulated
her How such a girl, refined, beautiful, educated, mtelligent, would
react to the challenge of such a place at such a time 1n 1ts history appears
the major problem at this juncture in Elizabeth Stevenson’s life Its
interest lies precisely m what Manchester did for her aganst all prob-
abilities, for 1t was undemably due to Manchester that she found her
vocation



CHAPTER VI

THE MANCHESTER MARRIAGE

MaRry TURNER’s husband,' the Revd John Gooch Robberds (1789-
1854), a native of Norwich, had been minister of Cross Street Unitarian
Chapel since 1811 The family lived in the Greenheys district of Man-
chester, a rural oasss of green fields and springing hedges on the outshirts
of the city as 1t then was, 1ts sweet air and tranquil shades contrasting
forcibly wath the complex of cotton mulls and calico-printers’ works that
consnituted the city centre The impression Ehizabeth then received was
sharp enough to remain fresh i her memory fifteen years later when she
described 1t in Mary Barton

There are some fields near Manchester, well known to the inhabatants as ‘Green
Heys Fields’, through which runs a public footpath to a httle village about two
miles distant In spite of these fields beng flat, and low, nay, 1n spite of the want
of wood there 15 a charm about them which strikes even the inhabitant of
a mountamous district, who sees and feels the effect of contrast 1n these common-

place but thoroughly rural fields, with the busy, bustling manufacturing town
he left but half-an-hour ago 2

The need for such a refuge from the noise, ughness, and darkness 1n
which the vast majority of Manchester people spent their working lives
became a deeply appealing subject to Elizabeth, who was herself always
so acutely affected by her environment

Three years previously Mr Robberds was grven a junior assistant to
help him 1n the mmustry of Cross Street Chapel, the Revd Wilham
Gaskell, a distinguished classical scholar, and a graduate of Glasgow
Unwversity He had tramed for the Unitarian munistry at Manchester
New College, then at York

Born m 1805, immensely tall and ascetically thin, his striking figure
was as much a part of the Robberds’ home circle as if he had been a
member of the famuly, and 1t was wnevitable that he and Elizabeth
Stevenson should be much thrown together An indefatigable worker,

' Richard Wade, The Rise of Nonconformity in Manchester (Manchester, 1880)
* Mary Barton, p 1
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both on his own account and on that of his fillow men, combining
ntellectual brilliance with the active life of teacher and preacher, he
was both a unnersity lecturer and a social worker Despite his Scottish
traming, and his shghtly Scottish accent, he was a Lancastrian, a native
of Warnington, where his family had been established for a century His
father had been a prospetous manufacturer of sail canvas and had pro-
vided well for his family Wilhiam had two brothers and two sisters His
brother Samuel was a distinguished doctor, a spectalist 1 mental
diseases 3 His sisters, Eliza and Anne, were as yet unmarried when
Elizabeth Stevenson fiist met them The widowed Mrs Gashell was by
that time remairied, to the Revd E K Dimock, Unitarian Minister
of Warrington The close links binding the Robberds and Gashell
families, and the prouimity of Wariington to Manchester, soon drew
Elizabeth mto the orbit of the Gaskell connection, and while she became
close friends with Ehza and Anne, William fost no time 1n falling
love with her Within five months of arriving 1in Manchester and first
meeting the Gashells, Elizabcth found herself engaged By March 1832,
when she was home again, Willilam went to Knutsford to be introduced
to her beloved aunt Lumb—not as a prospective lover dependent on
her consent, but as her already affianced husband On the eve of his
return to duty in Manchester, Elizabeth wrote to her future sister-in-
law Ehza Gaskell an account of the visit Every quality for which she
later became known 1s already apparent in thus first extant letter her high
spirits, the sparkie of her style, the z1g-zag course of her reasoning, her
honesty and want of all affectation, her fun and freedom of thought
and expression—all the characteristic traits that so charmed her con-
temporaries

You ought indeed, my dearest Ehza, to consider it a great proof of my love, that
I can even meditate writing to you on Witham's last evemng (See how impudent
I’ve grown) but my conscience would reproach me for ever and a day 1f I let
him go without my portion of thanks for your hind letter He may finish his half
at Ardwick, and as I shan’t be there to see, he may say what scandal he hkes of
us all, and give me as bad a character as he chooses N B T have been behaving
very well, so don’t believe a word to the contrary

He has not seen half, no nor a quarter so much as I wished of my darling Aunt
Lumb TIscarcely like to think of the cause now she 1s so much better, but the very
morning after he came, she broke a small bloodvessel which alarmed us all very
much indeed, and has confined her to bed ever since William has, however, seen

* He becime Medical Superintendent of Lancaster Asylum (1840), and was appointed
by Lord Shaftesbury Commusstoner 1n Lunacy {Ob1tuary Notice)
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her several imes, and though not nearly enough, yet I hope knows her a httle
bit And you can’t think what rude speeches she makes to me To give youa slight
specimen—‘Why Ehizabeth how could this man ever take a fancy to such a httle
giddy thoughtless thing as you’ and many other equally pretty speeches oh
dear' I shall miss him sadly to-morrow and I must look forward to the 2814
of March 1832 when he has promuised to come back agamn Pray give my warmest
thanks to your sister [Anne Gaskell] for her Lind addition to your letter—and
do you, dearest, pray write again to me, and that night speedily —tell me anything
that interests you—and oh! don’t forget how to fight with pillows and ‘farm yard
noises” when Edward heard you laughing so plamnly I can’t write a word more
now, seeing I have 150 things to say to this disagreeable brother of yours—so
believe me—
Your very loving crony E C Stevenson #

Wilham’s letter, written two days later, reads

My dearest Ehza—

I cannot think of keeping from you any longer the half of the letter, which
was promised, from my better half although I have scarcely time to make 1t up
into a whole Though from Mrs Lumb’s unfortunate illness I was unable to see
much of her, I saw sufficient to confirm the impression which I had received from
Elizabeth and make me at once admire and love her In the short interview which
I was permitted to have with her she treated me 1n the kindest and most affectionate
manner, and expressed the great pleasure which she felt that Elizabeth had been
led to form an engagement with me I also contrived, I beheve, to get into the
graces of aunt A C [Abigail Holland] who upon the whole [ like very well, though
she 1s not by any means to be compared with Mrs Lumb I have called Mrs
Lumb’s illness unfortunate—and yet 1n one respect I can hardly deem it so It
served to present Elizabeth to me in a still more lovely and endearing hght than
I had before beheld her, and did more perhaps to kmit our souls togethcr than
months could have done, without 1t, You can’t imagine how lonely ¥ feel without
her 1 must get over to K[nutsford] again next week, for one day at least I am
now writing with her rings on my fingers, wearing of which you seem to have
cautioned as the summut of impudence, with her likeness lying before me, 1f hke-~
ness 1t can be called . Your most affectionate brother,

‘ ! Wm Gaskells

That Ehzabeth knew her own mind and was determined to marry him
was evident, that he was even more resolute in carrying away the prize
that had fallen into his lap appears in his joyful letters She was not only
lovely but gay, well-educated, and good, what more could he hope for?
They were, 1n many respects, admirably matched passionate devotees

* GL 1,20 Mar 1832
5 From the ongmal letter 1n the Shorter Collection, Brotherton Library, Leeds
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of poetry, true nature-lovers, heen walkers, musical, artistic, liberal-
minded—in his case a hiberal in politics They were both earnestly bent
on bettering the conditions of the poor, though nerther may then have
anticipated quite how fully their lives would become involved in the
social problems of thetr time and, 1n particular, of their town Admuttedly
she tended towards exuberance and he towards gravity, and his vocation
meant they must live in Manchester for good, but for the time being
they were too much 1n love to notice such irrelevancies Knutsford was
only 16 miles away, and seemed compensation enough for the Man-
chester pall of smoke at that early time of joy in loving and being loved

In default of a dowry of her own, Elizabeth could be assured, through
the generosity of her aunt Lumb, of an annuity at her death of £8o
a year While William’s stipend as an assistant minister could be but
modest, he probably inherited some money from his father Elizabeth
Gaskell, who made herself the witty spokesman of a society almost
wholly composed of persons practising ‘elegant economy’,% had never
been accustomed to luxury and was not afraid of facing Iife as a clergy-
man’s wife with very moderate means

Up to 1837 Unitarians were still constrained by law to be married n
a church of the Establishment, and Ehzabeth Stevenson and William
Gaskell were married 1n Knutsford Parish Church on 30 August 1832
She was not yet twenty-two, and William was just turned twenty-seven
Her uncle, Dr Peter Holland, gave her away and her cousins, the
daughters of his second marriage, Susan and Catherine Holland, were
her bridesmaids Wilham’s sister, Eliza, acted as his ‘witness’? Dr
Holland’s house overlooking the church was well placed for the wedding
breakfast that followed and as the setting for the local customs that
Elizabeth later described to Mary Howitt The Hollands were a greatly
respected family 1n Knutsford and the whole community played its part
in marking the occasion

One of the customs, on any occasion of rejoicing, of strewing the ground before
the houses of those who sympathise in the gladness with common red sand, and
then taking a funnel filled with white sand, and sprinkling a pattern of flowers
upon the red ground Thus 1s always done for a wedding, and often accompanied
by some verse of rural compositton When I was married, nearly all the houses 1n
the town were sanded, and these were the two favourite verses

Long may they live,
Happy may they be,

6 See Cranford, p 4
7 Regusters of St John’s Panish Church, Knutsford
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Blest with content,
And from misfortune free

Long may they hve

Happy may they be,

And blest with a numerous
. Pro - ge - ny

Explaining how the custom origmnated in the Middie Ages with the
annual celebration of the ‘well-dressing’ in the town, when real flowers
were strewn before the house of the latest married bride, Elizabeth
commented, ‘you cannot think how pretty our dear little town looks on
such occasions’ 8

The honeymoon was spent 1n Wales, a region already beloved by
Ehzabeth They were away a month, spending the first fortmght at
Aber, 5 mules from Bangor ‘Dear Little Aber’, Wilham called 1t, and
i her novel Ruth Ehzabeth wrote of ‘Abermouth’ From there they
went on to Conway, Caernarvon, Llanbers, Beddgelert, and finally
to Portmadoc to stay with Sam Holland at Plas Penrhyn, where they
spent the remainder of their holiday It was from there that they wrote,
on 17 September, their hight-hearted account of their journey to Ehza
Gaskell Eliza was, in their absence, getting thetr new home ready, which,
like William’s previous home with her, was to be in Dover Street

My very dear Sister,

We enjoyed our stay at dear little Aber very much indeed—and were not
a hittle loth to leave 1t last Monday though hope was leading us on to still more
beautiful and grander scenes We went that day through some of the finest which
Wales has to show Our first stage was to Conway by coach as beautiful a rnde as
heart could desire On the left we had Beaumaris and the Sea shining and sparkling
in the morming hight, and on our right the hills covered with the richest and
warmest tints, and the air so fresh and pure, and Lily looking so very well, and
two bugles playing all the way Wasn’t it enough to make one very happy? We
went through the fine old castle of Conway ¢

In the general euphoria of the hour Elizabeth managed to Jose her
feather boa, but they were not long downcast, for after Conway they
‘proceeded on through the pass of Llanberis—and here boa and every-
thing else, but my own Lily, was forgotten m the wondrous wildness
and rugged grandeur of the scene’ It was Willlam’s first meeting with

8 GL 12,18 Aug 1838 .
° From the original letter 1n the Shorter Collection, Brotherton Library, Leeds



50 THE MANCHESTER MARRIAGE

the Samuel Hollands, and the first of many holidays spent with them
Of their home he wrote

The scenery about here 1s very fine, and the view from the drawing-room windows
quite glorious Mrs Holland 1s kindness 1tself—and Sam I like very much—
and Ann I am quite 1n love with My bonny wee wife—My bonny wee wife—
grows 1 do think more bonny than ever She 1s very much better than when we
left K[nutsford] and I hope will go on gaming strength, though she mamtains
she 15 already as strong as a horse And now as I want her to fill up the other half
I must come to one or two httle things, which I wish you to do First, to buy
the p1ano (a Broadwood), get some saucers for plants, heap up the earth around
the celery, and while you do 1t keep the stalks of the outside leaves well together,
to prevent the earth from getting between them We can hardly tell you when

we shall be home—but we are proposing being at K at the beginming of next
week 10

Elizabeth’s letter filled up the sheet with her own particular flashing
view of things

My dearest Eliza, That most wicked brother of yours and husband of mine has
left me such a wee wee bit of time to write all my news, and thanks having taken
such a time to /s eloquence that poor I must write helter~skelter And first and
foremost thanks upon thanks from the very bottom of my long heart, for yr letter
which was so welcome, as we had been hoping for news from our home It was
very nice of you writing to me, your new sister too As you justly conjecture
1 have a greatr deal of trouble, 1n managing this obstreperous brother of yours,
though I dare say he will try and persuade you the trouble 1s all on his side I find
he has been telling you I look very well, so I think that 1s a pretty broad hint that
I am to tell you he 1s looking remarkably well whrch he really 1s Mountan [air]
seems to agree with us and our appetites admirably You would be astonished to
see our appetites, the dragon of Wantley, ‘who churches ate of a Sunday, Whole
dishes of people were to lhum,, but a dish of Salmagunde’ was really a delicate
appetite compared to ours If you hear of the principality of Wales being swallowed
up by an earthquake, for earthquake read Revd Wm Gaskell—How very good
you are to be staying at home by yourself while—here’s post

Your most affect Sister E C Gaskell 1!

The return to Manchester, via Knutsford, took them to their new
house at 14 Dover Street, off the Oxford Road, which Eliza Gaskell had
been getting ready for them, prano and all William was as great a lover
of music as his bride, and music became very much a part of their family
Iife In the years to come he showed himself, even more than his wife, an
exacting hstener to his daughters’ performances

' From the original letter 1n the Shorter Collection, Brotherton Library, Lecds

" GL 2, 17 Sept 1832
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On Elizabeth’s twenty-second birthday, 29 September 1832, they
arrived at their new home It was a corner house of a row of nine new
houses let at a rental of £32 a year 12 William had secured possession of 1t
i Apnl immeduately after s first visit to Knutsford when Elizabeth’s
engagement to him was confirmed Dover Street, besides offering homes
at reasonable rents, was close to the centres of William’s activities the
eventual university buildings (as Owen’s College would become) with
which he would be closely associated as lecturer for many years, the Cross
Street Chapel, Manchester Unitarian New College (on 1ts return from
York 1n 1840), the lower Mosley Street Sunday Schools, and his prin-
cipal’s home 1n Greenheys Such as 1t was, the house m Dover Street
would be Elizabeth’s home for the next ten years

The whele span of her Manchester hife, which covered thirty-three
years, would indeed be spent 1n the same, relatively rural, district of the
city, the family’s removal to Upper Rumford Street 1in 1842, and finally
to Plymouth Grove 1n 1850, taking them only a few streets away but 1nto
pleasanter and greener surroundings, always a little beyond the smoke-
barrier of the manufacturing areas of the town The slums of Miles
Platting and Ancoats, where the cotton operatives lived 1n the back-to-
back terrace houses and courts so forcefully described in her Manchester
tales—Mary Barton, Lizzie Leigh, North and South, “The Three Eras
of Libbie Marsh’—would be known to her because of her passionate
concern with the lives of the people condemned to live there, and because
she voluntarily crossed the barriers that divided her world from theirs
She could, had she so wished, and like many of her acquaintances 1n the
pleasanter parts of the city, have lived out her days without penetrating
mnto the courts and alleys where she found the young women, tender-
hearted and hard-working, who appear 1n her stories They hived m
appalling poverty, in sub-human conditions, and the only hope of
mproving their lot, she realized, was by exposing 1t constantly to the
public conscience

How the city appeared to her fresh eyes she memorably described
North and South

For several miles before they reached Milton [Manchester] they saw a deep lead-
coloured cloud hanging over the horizon 1n the direction m which 1t lay It was
all the darker from contrast with the pale grey-blue of the wintry sky Nearer
to the town, the air had a faint taste and smell of smoke, perhaps, after all, more
a loss of the fragrance of grass and herbage than any positive taste or smell

Quickly they were whirled over long, straight, hopeless streets of regularly-built

12 Chadwick, Mrs Gaskell, p 192
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houses, all small and of brick Herc and there a great oblong many-windowed
factory stood up, like a hen among her chickens, puffing out black ‘unparhia-
mentary’ smoke, and sufficiently accounting for the cloud which Margaret had
taken to foretell rain As they drove through the larger and wider streets  they
had to stop constantly, great loaded lorries blocked up the not over-wide thorough-
fares '3

Already 1n that ghmpse of the new hfe opening out before her, the
impression of unchecked speed, of the vitality and force of the machines
and of the men directing them, mitigated the first fearful response, there
was a grandeur 1n the very power of the combined forces of men and
machinery to which her intellect bowed, even if 1t shocked her sensc of
beauty and of justice One question haunted the heromne of North and
South, as 1t did Ehzabeth Gaskell herself was everything being done ‘in
the triumph of the crowded procession’ of the successful, of the prosper-
ing few who directed the gigantic operation, to prevent the helpless
being trampled on, of hifting them out of the roadway of the conqueror,
whom they had no power to accompany on his march? The answer, as
she soon found, was a resounding ‘No’ The prosperity of Manchester
was a juggernaut whose very progress was a menace to the helpless
minority of the useless poor

Elizabeth Gaskell had married a man burdened with a conscience like
herself, and she whole-heartedly fell in with whatever voluntary work he
took on 1 addition to his regular duties In her first years of marriage,
she shared 1n his Sunday School work and evening classes for boys In
those early days he was an educative mfluence i himself from whom she
learnt much He was not only a fine classical scholar, but well read 1n
hiterature and history, and absorbed 1n the new scientific studies Before
his leisure time was totally filled by lecturing at Manchester New College,
where he was appointed lecturer in Enghish Literature, History, Logic,
and Composition, and by his evening sesstons at the Mechanics’ Institute
for Working-Class Men, he took private pupils to augment his income,
and 1t 1s clear that he was also a ready tutor to his wife

In July 1833 she gave birth to her first child, a still-born girl, whose
loss she was long 1n getting over It was the first of many griefs and cares
that darkened her early married life and which stirred a certain morbid
vein i her which threatened at times to upset the finely adjusted balance
of her nervous temperament Visiting the child’s grave on the third

3 North and South, pp 66~7
14 Ihid
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anmversary of 1ts death, after the successful birth of a second child, she
was moved to write the following sonnet

On Visiting the Grave of my Sullborn Lttle Gsrl
Sunday, July 4th, 1836

I made a vow within my soul, O child,

When thou wert laid bestde my weary heart,
With marks of death on every tender part,
That, 1f 1in time a iving infant smiled,

Winning my ear with gentle sounds of love

In sunshine of such joy, I still would save

A green rest for thy memory, O Dove!

And oft times visit thy small, nameless grave
Thee have I not forgot, my firstborn, thou
Whose eyes ne’er opened to my wistful gaze,
Whose sufferings stamped with pain thy little brow,
I think of thee in these far happier days,

And thou, my child, from thy bright heaven sce
How well I keep my faithful vow to thee 's

The loss of her first child made her, understandably, more passionately
attached to the second, Marianne, born on 12 September 1834 The
existence of this healthy little girl absorbed much of her attention for the
next two years, even after the birth of a third child, Margaret Enuly,
on 5 February 1837 (‘Meta’, who was to become her favourite daughter,
as the diary she kept on her progress shows)

To her, motherhood was an exalting experience, a keen joy Writing
to Marianne on her twenty-third birthday she recalled the dehight she
had taken 1n her from birth ‘yesterday I thought of you often my
darhing, and of twenty-three years ago, when you lay by my side such
a pretty wee baby, and I was always uncovering you to look at you,
and always getting scolded for giving you cold by the nurse ¢ She never
lost the sense of complete fulfilment that the birth of her children gave
her Long years after the last was 1n her teens, she wrote to her friend
Charles Norton whose wife had just had a baby . tell her I think she
has passed the acme of her life, —when all is over and the hittle first born
darling lies nuzzhing and cooing by one’s side I do rejoice with you dear
friend on your new title of Father *'7 She was wrapped up in her children

' Printed by A W Ward 1n the Biographical Introduction to the Knutsford cdition,
vol 1, pp xavi-xavn

'* GL 372, 13 and 14 Sept 1857
7 GL 528, 28 July 1863
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quickened by the loss of her first child clouded her expectation of happi-
ness 1 the living child She frequently prays for resignation should God
‘take what He has given’, and fears loving her child too much, lest she
should lose her She makes a confession of rejoicing 1n the child’s beauty,
as though she reckoned 1t a fault 1n herself “With health, beauty has come,
and I confess I think beauty a desirable thing . 1t 1s a hugh gift i the
influence which may be used for such noble purposes.’

Opening the diary on a ‘Tuesday Evening’, she regrets the time already
Jost, and writes “The day after to-morrow Marianne will be six months
old I wish I had begun my little journal sooner ’ Her descriptions of the
child’s distinctive ways are always objective ‘She takes great delight in
motion just at present shutting and opening the hand pleases her
very much I never leave her till she 1s asleep ' In August she
reproaches herself keenly for her neglect in keeping up the journal but
finds 1t difficult to ‘know when to begin or when to stop when talkmg,
thinking or writing about her’ The child’s face reflects the expressions
on the faces of those about her and the mother fears ‘her catching cross
or angry expressions’ 2! So early 1n her experience of motherhood did
she show that respect for the feelings of her children that later so
remarkably characterized her attitude towards them On 4 October
she makes the resolution never to disappoint Marianne by making hght
promises

her sensibilities seem to me very acute If she sees others laughing when she
1s grave and serious, or 1s not aware of the joke, she bursts into tears un~
expected pleasure has occasionally made her cry, seeing her Papa after an absence
of a few days She 15 m general very gentle, rather grave, especially with
strangers, and remarkably observing, watching actions, things, etc , with such
continued attention She 1s very feminme, 1 think She 1s extremely fond of
her Papa, shouting out his name whenever she hears his footsteps  and dancing
with delight when she hears the bell which 1s a signal for her to come 1 after

dinner  She can say pretty plainly ‘Papa’ leaving poor Mama in the back-
ground 22

Admitting to the hurt she felt at any sign of preference shown for others
by Maranne, Ehzabeth honestly judged the jealousy of her feelings

William told me the other day I was not of a jealous disposition, I do not think
he knows me In general, Marianne prefers being with me, I hope and think,
yet at times she shows a marked preference for Betsy, who has always been, as
far as I can judge, a kind, judicious and tender nurse To-night Marianne was

2 Ibd, pp 6-8 2t Ibid, p 10 2 Ibd, pp 15,19
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sadly tired, and I would famn have caressed and soothed her while Betsy was
performing various hittle offices for her on her knee, and M A absolutely pushed
me away, fearing 1 should take her This was hard to bear, but I am almost sure
1 have never shown this feeling to anyone, for I believe Betsy fully deserves and
returns her love 3

From the ‘Diary’ can be learnt the details of the early years at Man-
chester The greater part of the summer of 1836 was spent at Knutsford,
Warrington (with Mr Gaskell’s mother, Mrs Dimock, a fond grand-
mother as Mrs Lumb was a devoted aunt), or at the seaside As a matter
of course Dr Samuel Gaskell, William’s brother, assumed the medical
care of the Gaskell babies, and his first recommendation was to take
Marmanne to Grange-over-Sands on Morecambe Bay, a place with which
the whole family eventually became intimate

Few records of the Gaskell family hfe reflect greater happiness and
more complete harmony with her surroundings than Elizabeth’s letter
written from Sandlebridge during her visit to Knutsford that summer
Staying at her grandparents’ old home, long since passed to the old aunts
and uncles of the Holland connection, she made Ehza Gaskell the
confidante of her joy She was there with Marianne, rediscovermg the
happy haunts of her childhood and feeling their effect anew in the fresh
delight of her little girl This was her spiritual home, and the place that
would recur 1n memory the most often and the most vividly when she
needed to escape from the pressures of life

I wish I could paint my present situation to you Fancy me sitting 1n an old-
fashioned parlour, ‘doors and windows opened wide’, with casement window
opening 1nto a sunny court all filled with flowers which scent the air with their
fragrance—in the very depth of the country—s miles from the least approach to
a town—the song of birds, the hum of insects the lowing of cattle the only sounds—
and such pretty fields and woods all round—Here are Baby, Betsy, Mama, and
Bessy Holland [a cousin]—and indeed at this present moment here 1s Sue [Dr
Peter Holland’s daughter] who has ridden over, to bring us news of the civilized
world—1n the shape of letters, etc , etc One from Aunt Lumb [from Knutsford]
enclosing yours I do so wish you were here to revel in flowers, and such
thorough country We are up with the birds, and sitting out on the old flag steps
in the very middle of fragrance—‘far from the busy hum of men’, but not from
the busy hum of bees Here 1s a sort of httle standard hibrary kept—Spenser,
Shakespeare, Wordsworth, and a few foreign books, and we sit and read and
dream our time away—except at meals when we don’t dream over cream that
your spoon stands upright Baby 1s at the very tip-top of bliss, and gives
a happy prospect of what she will be at your Aunt Holbrook There are chickens,

. 2 ‘My Daary’, p 16
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and little chaldish pigs, and cows and calves and horses, and baby horses, and fish
1 the pond, and ducks in the lane, and the mull and the smuthy, and sheep and
baby sheep, and flowers—Oh! you would laugh to see her going about, with
a great big nosegay 1 each hand, and wanting to be bathed in the golden bushes
of wall-flowers

Reporting on a ride with her husband and a vistt to friends to whom they
were wnvited agam, she added ‘but I longed to see the old familiar place
The house and walls are over-run with roses, honeysuckles and vines—
not quite wn flower but all but "%

She was already then co-operating in a project of her husband’s to
bring the poets within reach of the working classes, and helping him
prepare a series of lectures on the English poets

1 have brought Coleridge with me, and am dosng him and Wordsworth—fit place
for the latter' 1 sat 1n a shady corner of a field gay with bright spring flowers—
daisies, primroses, wild anemones, and the ‘lesser celandine’, and with lambs
all around me—and the air so full of sweet sounds, and wrote my first chapr of
W yesterday in pencil—and today I’'m going to fimsh him—and my heart feels
so full of hum I only don’t know how ta express my fullness without being too
diffuse I have done all my compasttion of Ld Blyron]}, and done Crabbe out-
nght since you left and got up Dryden and Pope—so now I'm all clear and
straight before me  If I don’t get much wniting done here, [ get a great many
thoughts on the subject—for one can’t think any thing but poetry and happiness
Oh! that Life would make a stand-sull in this happy place??s

The year 1837, auspiciously begun with the birth of Meta Gaskell
on 5 February, was to bring a further great sorrow to Elizabeth with the
last illness and death of her beloved aunt Lumb The close ties between
aunt and niece had not been broken by the latter’s marriage, Mrs Lumb
stayed frequently in Manchester as Elizabeth stayed at Knutsford, and
throughout January she stayed 1n Dover Street to relieve Elizabeth of
the care of Marianne, already an active child On her return to Knuts-
ford she took Marianne with her ‘to stay with her over the time of my
approaching confinement’, as Elizabeth recorded m the ‘Diary’ On
8 March, barely a month after Meta’s birth, Mrs Lumb suffered a first
stroke and two days later Ehzabeth hurried over to Knutsford with her
month-old baby, still weak from her recent confinement Her aunt
lingered on for eight weeks, Elizabeth and the children and ‘our dear
servant Betsy?® staying in lodgings next-door to Heathside ‘so that
whenever Baby needs nursing I am 1 1n a mmute’ 27 She felt for her

2 GL 4, 12 May 1836 z Jbid
2% ‘My Diary’, p 28 2 GL 5,18 Mar 1837
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aunt all the force of filial love that she had never known for a mother
She confided to Eliza

When I see her almost intolerable sufferings, which arc 1in no way relicved by
any efforts of those around her T almost feel as 1f I could give her up, so that she
could ‘enter mto her rest’—Then agam, as now, when she 1s gently and calmly
aslecp I hope aganst hope that my uncle [Dr Holland] may be wrong and that
we may yet have her once agam among us with her gentle loving voice and deep
tender interest 1n those around her—Oh there never will be one ke her 28

Mrs Lumb died on 1 May 1837 ‘It was such a beautiful spring morn-
g, that 1st of May, when Aunt Lumb died,’ she wrotc 1n her ‘Diary’,
‘such a contrast to the dreary weather before’,* and such a panful con-
trast, too, to the May Day celebrations when the hittle town was gay, with
cvery doorstep ‘sanded’ and the house fronts hung with fresh boughs and
flowering shrubs gathered overnight in the woods

The death of Mrs Lumb brought to an end the first period of Eliza-
beth’s married ife While she always remained in contact with Knutsford
and her Holland relauives, especially with her uncle Peter and his
daughters—Mary and Lucy the children of his first marrage, and Susan
and Catherine the children of his second —her vistts were no longer made
to her old home, Heathside That was left by Mrs Lumb to her sister
Abigail (a woman with a highly uncertain temper), and Elizabeth would
go to her uncle’s home, Church House, nstead

True to her word, Mrs Lumb left Ehzabeth an annuity of £80o, with
the reversion at the death of Abigail Holland of the further half of her
estate The legacy marhed the beginning of Elizabeth Gaskell’s financial
mdependence

# GL 5, 18 Mar 1837 # ‘My Duary", p 30



CHAPTER VII

DISCOVERING A VOCATION

T HE death of her aunt left Elizabeth severely shocked, already weakened
as she was by her recent confinement ‘I had very bad health tilll my dear
little Meta was born,’ she wrote 1n her diary, ‘and I had hardly recovered
my strength when (March 1oth) I received a summons to Knutsford

on May 1st I lost my best friend . After that I was much out of health
for some time ’ Her husband tooh her away to Wales for three weeks 1n
the hope of reviving her spirits, the fittie girls with their nurse being left
in the care of their Gashell grandmother and Gashell aunt Anne at
Warrington !

It was the first of those recurring breahdowns that marhed the great
emotional crises of her life—the price she had to pay when her nervous
temperament could no longer sustain her normally soaring spints So
long as her husband had time to take her away to fresh scenes she quickly
revived As his own commitments ncreased, however, and Elizabeth
was left more often on her own she began, despite her absorption 1n her
children, to suffer from low spirits and loneliness It was then that, as
she explained to her favournte correspondent, her sister-in-law Eliza,
that she felt the void left by her aunt During one of William’s absences
in August 1838, Elizabeth wrote to Eliza, “Wm goes to Buaton to-morrow
and comes bach Monday I do hope my dear Willie will have fine
weather—1 shall be so lonely > And two days later

I heartilly wish you were here, with your sweet comforting face, and I would
listen, and talk, and talk, and hsten I feel lonely from comparing this absence
of Willm’s to those old absences when I had dear Aunt Lumb to care abaut, and
open my heart to—Times that can never come again! However I hope I am not
complamnng, for I am very happy 3

She was very proud of Wilham’s social work, and tmmersed herself

in 1t as much as her own commitment to the care of two young children
allowed

' ‘My Daary’, p 28 ¢ GL 11, 17 Aug 1838 3 GL 13, 19 Aug 1838



6o DISCOVERING A VOCATION

My husband has lately been giving four lectures to the very poorest of the weavers
in the very poorest district of Manchester, Miles Platting, on ‘The Pocts and
Poctry of Humble Life’ You cannot think how well they have been attendcd, or
how interested people have secemed And the day before yesterday two deputations
of respectable-looking men waited on him to ask him to repeat these lectures
m two different parts of the town Hec 15 going on with four more 1n the winter,
and meanwhile we are picking up all the ‘Pocts of Humble Life’ we can think of 4

Further deputations, she explained 1n another letter to Eliza, were from
the “Teachers of the Sunday School and Senior Scholars—the other from
Salford Mechamic’s institution Neither of them pay, whilk 1s a pity—but
if the Manchester M[echanics’] Institution come-—shan’t they pay
for all ™

The lectures were the outcome of her own and William’s joint work
on the poets begun two years before, their success fired her to pursuc the
subject further ‘As for the Poetry of Humble Life,’ she told Mary Howitt,
‘that, even 1n a town, 1s met with on every hand We have such a district,
and we constantly meet with examples of the beautiful truth of that
passage of ““The Cumberland Beggar”

“Man 1s dear to man, the poorest poor

Long for some moments 1n a weary life

When they can know and feel that they have been,
Themselves, the fathers and the dealers out

Of some small blessings, have been kind to such
As needed kindness, for this simple cause,

That we have all of us a human heart >’

Already, though as yet unconsciously, Elizabeth was finding the subject
of her own future work—work that would be distinct from her husband’s
educational programme for introducing beauty and poctry mnto the hives
of the working poor What Elizabeth was discovering n her as yet carly
contacts with the sad lives of the operatives she passed 1n the streets, at
mudday as they hurried to their homes, or sat on the walls of the factories
to eat their meagre meal, was that beauty and poetry were already there
in their lives, this revelation stirred her profoundly While she and her
husband had much to teach them, their endurance, courage, and kindness
to one another revealed truths of which she had never dreamt ‘the beauty
and poetry of many of the common things and daily events of life 1n 1ts
humblest aspect does not seem to me sufficiently appreciated’, she told

4 GL 12, to Mary Howntt, 18 Aug 1838 5 GL 11, 17 Aug 1838
¢ GL 12, 18 Aug 1838
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Mary Howitt 7 All this she set herself, eventually, Iike a prose Words-
worth, to glorify in her stories of humble hfe “The Three Eras of Libbie
Marsh’, Mary Barton, and many others proclamm that the lesson to be
learnt comes not from the author, but from the suffering and charitable
poor Her first approach to Mary Howatt, already an established writer,
in May 1838, was in 1itself a significant gesture, prompted by her growing
need to exercise her own gifts William and Mary Howitt were a husband
and wife team whose articles were then beginning to appear in the literary
journals Therr ‘charming descriptions of natural scenery and the
thoughts and feelings arising from the happy circumstances of rural Iife’,2
as Elizabeth expressed 1t, moved her to write her thanks for the pleasure
their works had given her She also found their humanitarian outlook
very much 1n harmony with her own

The Howitts had just announced therr plan for publishing a work of
topographical and historic interest—directed principally at worhing-
class readers as were all theirr productions at the time—to be called
Visits to Remarkable Places This appealed paruicularly to Ehizabeth
Gaskell, who wrote to applaud the project, and to beg that they include
in their sketches some places that she had known mn her Warwickshire
schooldays that they might have overloohed—Old Clopton Hall at
Stratford-upon-Avon, in particular, ‘a fine old seat’ fit for Mr Howitt’s
mnterest She followed by giving her personal description of the place
Years later Mary Howitt recalled in her Autobiography the letter written
to her husband ‘It described in so powerful and graphic a manner the
writer’s visit as a schoolgirl to the mansion and 1ts inmates, that, in
replying, he urged his correspondent to use her pen for the public
benefit

It was a recommendation that reached Elizabeth at a most auspicious
time It released a flood of stored memories, of abandoned intentions,
of confidences shared with no one but her husband Rather sadly she
rephed to Mary Howtt

We once thought of trymng to write shetches among the poor, ratker in the manner
of Crabbe (now don’t think this presumptuous), but 1n a more seeing-beauty
spirt, and one-—the only one—was published m Blackwood, January 1837 But
I suppose we spoke of our plan near a dog-rose, for 1t never went further

In the same letter, relating several of the ‘country customs’ still preserved
1n her old home, she had explained the superstition about the dog-rose

7 Id 8 GL 8§, 1838
9 Mary Hownst, An Autobiography (London, 1889), n 28



62 DISCOVERING A VOCATION

“The dog-rose, that pretty hbertine of the hedges 1s unlucky Never
form any plan while sitting near one, for 1t will never answer ’'

Reading the Howitts’ descriptions of rural beauty spots stirred
Elizabeth to nostalgic memories of the sights and scenes of her girl-
hood and made her ail the more acutely conscious of her present sur-
roundings

1 was brought up 1n a country town, and my lot 1s now to live 1n or rather on the
borders of a great manufacturing town, but when spring days firstcome I feel
a stirring mstinct and long to be off into the deep grassy sohitudes of the country,
just like a bird wakens up from its content at the change of the seasons and tends
its way to some well-known but ull then forgotten land But as I happen to be
a woman nstead of a bird, as I have ties and duties to perform why I must
stay at home and content myself with recalling the happy scenes which your books
bring up before me !

In her case the nostalgia was not a destructive, nor even a stenle
emotion—as with so many of her unfortunate contemporary fellow
women—but the mcentive to future creative work

William Howitt included her account of Clopton Hall almost verbatim
i his volume Visits to Remarkable Places, Old Halls, Battle Fields,
Scenes Illustrative of Striking Passages in English History and Poetry,
series one, published 1n 1840, and sent her a copy with the dedication
‘I have at length the pleasure to send you a copy of Visits to Remarkable
Places, in which I hope you will find something to your mind You will
find that I have made great and various use of your suggestions > It was
proof enough that she had impressed im The Howitts knew as yet
nothing about their unknown Manchester correspondent, except what
she was moved to tell them

Her description of Clopton Hall in the letter to William Howitt shows
that 1t was no great step from her habitual style of expressing herself 1n
her letters, her descriptions of people and places freshly observed, to
inventive writing Her letters demanded to be written, just as her fictions
dud later she needed to communicate, and such a need 1s not to be con-
fused with the craving for self-expression experienced by so many
frustrated writers

Such change of scene and company as came her way in the weekly
round of her Manchester duties found her Leenly alert, observant, and
responsive, and ready with her pen to record everything 1n detail for her

1 GL 12, 18 Aug 1838
" GL 8, May 1838
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‘dear Eliza’ She wrote on 17 July 1838 with the same breathles§ haste
that had marked the visit she reported

Friday after breakfast D 'Darbishire’? called, and arranged that Marmanne and
I should go to Rivington (where Mrs D D and all the hittle D D’s are staying)
that afternoon and Wm who has to preach at Cochey Moor on Sunday should
jomn us on Monday So such a bustle and at 5 MA and I were off m the
Bolton railway, and thence on 1n D D’s gig to Rivington A walk and a heavy
thunderstorm that mght The next morning a most charming drive ~ We were
not home till 4 past 8 having been on our legs since 4 Sunday to chapel in the
mornng two walks in the afternoon—Oh Rivington 1s such a very pretty place,
and so thoroughly country Yesterday morning I sketched and Wm came, m
the afternoon we both rode on horseback up and down the country—then a walk
after tea This morming we were off at half past 8 for Bolton, home per rail road

MA’s cough 1s much better thank you This Rivington air has done wonders,
and made me so strong and so hungry Good air for ever!3

The year 1840 brought with 1t fresh appointments for Mr Gaskell,
reducing yet further his leisure hours at home The Unitarian College
at York where he had himself been trained, and which had already twice
been moved since 1ts foundation at Manchester, was once again trans-
ferred back to Manchester, and William was given the post of Secretary
to the College Commuttee, and successively the lectureships in English
Luterature, History, and Composition While the new appoimtments
were a welcome addition to the family budget, they also added con-
siderably to his labours Work never daunted him, and he was a natural
teacher, equipped with the right mental and physical qualities to make
him a successful lecturer His voice was remarhably good, as a former
student of his remembered ‘Mr Gaskell showed a marked preference
for a fine word, and I remember how he used to gloat over Gray’s use of
redolent and how similar words had great fascination for hrm He was
a beautiful reader * Whether he was lecturing to his college students or
to the mull hands who crowded his Mechamics’ Institutes’ lectures at
night, his sense of dedication was complete and he always gave of his
best ‘Mr Gaskell was a master of hterature,” remembered one of the
latter ‘I thought at the time, that he was the most beauttful reader I had
ever heard Prose or Poetry seemed to acquire more lustre and elegance
when he read 1t Our literary evenings under Mr Gaskell were ambrosial
evenmings indeed 4

Inevitably relations between husband and wife were affected Like

'z Samuel Dulinfield Darbishire, solicitor, of Greenheys, Manchester and Rivington
' GL 9, 17 July 1838 14 Chadwick, Mrs Gaskell, pp 209-10
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any other mtensely busy man constantly called away from home, Mr
Gaskell defended his dwindling leisure from sterile mterruptions he
became less and less socially available to his wife She reported with
humour on his defections While she went off to ‘a stupid dinner at the
Darbishires Wm went off to fimsh his lectures 1n the shape of onc
on Burns He was famously clapped, bless him * “Wm 1s at a munisters’
mecting tonight—and tomorrow dines with a world of professors and
collcge people at Mark Philips.”’s The letters arc punctuated by such
reports of Willlam’s activitics and absences from home. He was
approached at about the same time also to give private coaching 1n
Greek—to the young Winkworths among other students—who m due
course added their enthusiastic tributes to the general chorus of praise
of his exceptional gifts He was, as his wife more than once deplored,
‘Oh, so very busy’

Butafter six years of marriage Elizabeth was still, desprte the difficulties,
very much n favour of the institution Eliza Gashell was hesitating about
accepting the proposal made to her in the summer of 1838 by Elizabeth’s
cousin, Charles Holland, the eldest son of Sam Holland of Plas Penrhyn,
and a lively exchange of letters between the sisters-in-law followed
Charles was head of a Liverpool firm exporting to South America and
there were no material obstacles in the way of the match He was eatremely
in love and made his cousin his confidante, Eliza did the same, but was
chary of committing herself It was Elizabeth’s role—not without much
exerase of patience and humour—to bring Eliza to ‘name the day’, and
to pacify Charles She pronounced herself against long engagements,
except ‘where the circumstances render 1t imprudent  Better to suffer
a little poverty than to have the mearimg anxiety of an engagement
And what reason of t/1s kind have you to wait for, I cannot tell’, she wrote
to Ehiza on 19 August '® “The circumstances arc favourable, and you are
each arrived at years of discretion ’ From the vantage-point of her sin
years of marrage, Ehzabeth delivered a message on the state of the union
that speaks well for her own experience

You may depend upon 1t when I say you will gain more real knowledge of his tastes
and habits in a week living 1n the house with him, or 1n a day married to um, than
by years of these pop visits, where the joy of sceing you swallows up as 1t were any
mndividual pecuharnity of character In another person’s house too how could he
express wishes or feclings or tastes about many httle things I do not think
a long engagement a bit desirable for you 7

5 GL 16, 23 Dec 1841 ' GL 13, 19 Aug 1838
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The wedding of Eliza Gashell and Charles Holland took place in the
late autumn of 1838 and on 2 December, the day before the honeymoon
couple returned to take possession of their home i Liverpool, Elizabeth
wrote to Ehza

I wish I could have given my dear dear Lizzie a welcome to her new home by
word of mouth rather than by word of pen, but as that cannot be, you must take
my very warmest wishes dearest Lizzie for many many happy years, not exactly
1n that house, but 1n your husband’s home, ‘his dear delight to make’ wherever
you are I do think you have every chance for happiness, but of course there will
be joys and sorrows to vary every life, (like the pretty sunlight and shade which
Leep chasing each other over the lawn I see as I write,) and you must try and make
yourself as trustful as possible, not that I don’t think you are very trusting,—
you must trust in your husband, and even more trust that God from ‘seeming
evil st1ll educeth good’ Oh 1t 1s such a beautiful morning—1I hope 1t will be Iike
this to-morrow when you are carried over the threshold, alias up that long flight
of steps '8

Eliza’s marnage interrupted the flow of correspondence between the
sisters-in-law, though nothing ever diminished their fondness. As Ehza
became absorbed 1n her own growing family—there were eight children
of the marnage—Elzabeth lost her closest confidante and most frequent
correspondent This was not without 1ts effect on the future occupation
of her ime With William’s evenings often fully engaged with his classes
for working men, Elizabeth found herself with long stretches of hours
to fill t1ll hus return  Significantly, she stopped keeping the ‘Diary’ of her
children’s progress in October 1838, not that she was any less absorbed
in them, but because 1n all probability she was trying her hand at writing
of another sort She did not become a story-teller overnight, nor merely
because William Howitt had given her encouragement, she had been
writing since her teens, as the shetch of Capran Barton, commended by
her brother, shows The number and variety of short stories she had
available for publication when at last she came to the notice of Dickens—
who needed just such material—also 1ndicate clearly enough that she
had been busy writing for some considerable time And she still kept 1n
touch with the Howitts

It 1s not clear to what extent the Gaskells’ trip up the Rhine and their
stay at Herdelberg 1n the summer of 1841 was instigated by the Howitts,
but the fact remans that the Howitts went to Heidelberg in 1840, after
the publication of the first series of Visits to Remarkable Places, for prac-
tical purposes for Willilam to collect material for a book on German

8 GL 14, 2 Dec 1838
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student life, and for Mary to study Swedish with a view to translating the
novels of the fashionable Swedish novelist, Frederitha Bremer Takling
therr large famuly with them, they settled in Heidelberg for what proved
to be a three-year absence from home That the Gaskells’ first holiday
abroad should take them fortuitously to Heidelberg 1s improbable, and
Elizabeth’s letter to Eliza Holland (as she now was) describing their
meeting with Mary Howitt suggests that 1t was expected and previously
planned This proved to be of importance to Ehizabeth when she finally
attempted publication

That such a trip was financally possible for the Gashells was some
indication of Willhlam’s improved income Foreign travel became not
only one of the major delights of Elizabeth’s hfe, but one of its shaping
influences Her response on this first journey to the impact of the Flemish
cathedrals 1s strangely remimscent of that of Charlotte Bronte in the
same year, 1841 As yet unknown to ecach other, the two women were
alike 1n their passionate response to noble and clevating scenery and great
forms of art, both 1n that year were enjoying a new acsthetic experience
For Charlotte Bronte 1t had been cnough cven to read a description in
a friend’s letter of the Flemish cathedrals for her to ycarn to sece them

Mary’s letter spoke of some of the pictures and cathedrals she had seen—pictures
the most exquisite—and cathedrals the most venerable—1 hardly know what
swelled to my throat as I read her letter—such a vehement tmpatience of restraint
and steady work Such a strong wish for wings . 9

Elizabeth Gaskell, writing some weeks after the event to Ehza, was sull
wondering at what she had seen

1 know 1t’s dull work talking about cathedrals, but I must just say, no human
being who has not seen them can conceive the sublime beauty of the cathedrals
in the grand old cities 1n Flanders The architects, (so unknown by name to us)
must have been the noblest pocts, for I never saw such practical poetry—1 enjoyed
Bruges Ghent and Antwerp—more than I can tell  If ever you go—don’t miss
these towns on any account 2

Her account of the holiday, contained in a monumental letter to Eliza,
1s shot through with her humorous reactions to the German way of hfe,
her enjoyment of the long rambling walks with William and their hosts
on the banks of the Nechar, of the nocturnal alfresco meals and concerts
in the woods, of the diverting 1nsistence by newly ennobled Germans on
being addressed by their full titles, of the ‘gaffes’ she commutted 1n taking

¥ See Genn, Charlotte Bronte (Oxford, 1967), p 174
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her dancing-partner’s arm and her recall to propriety by her hostess
whispering 1n her ear

‘Don’t be offended with me, Mrs G —but I forgot to tell you no one takes a
gentleman’s arm and I have heard Enghsh ladies so much remarked upon for
this,’ so I very properly stood holding and being held by the tips of my fingers in
the most decorous manner, thinking of the funniness of morality which i one place
makes 1t immoral to be taken by the waist, in another to be taken by the arm

I had a glortous share of dancing every dance till I was worn out and when the
end of the evening came I had danced every dance but one, the great mistake of
the evening William said I was sadly tired and very dizzy when a very ugly man
asked me to dance—I told him I was too much tired when lo and behold he turned
out to be Wolfgang von Goethe, grandson of the illustrious Wolfgang—and Wm
said I should have danced with the name 2!

As 1t turned out, William Howitt had gone to London on a visit to his
pubhsher (to see the second series of his Visits fo Remarkable “Places
through the press), and the Gaskells found only Mary Howitt and a
daughter on their arrival at Heidelberg They had not, of course, met
before The Gaskells stayed as paying guests with a sister of theirr Man-
chester acquaintance Mrs Schwabe (who was married to a German),
a Frau von Pickford, who was a widow with three daughters

The house 15 out of Heidelberg, with a splendid view from the windows, gardens
and fountainson eachstde  We got there the first evening at tea-time unexpected
as to the day, though they were aware of our coming Mrs P told us they were
all planning to go with Mrs and Miss Howitt to a festival at the Wolf’s brunnen
about 2 miles off —would we like to go To be sure we were up to anything—and
hardly staid to enquire what and where but flew to put on our things and on
returning to the drawing room found Mrs and Miss Howitt and every body
ready Our first glimpse at ‘Mary’ as we called her 1n joke to each other till I was
afraid we should shp 1t out before her was 1n the dusk, and I could only see instead
of the simple Quaker I had pictured to myself, a lady in a gay-coloured satm,
black satin scarf and leghorn bonnet with a plume drooping white feathers It was
sucha funny feeling of astonishment, and Miss Howitt was equally unquakerish—
so we sallied forth with very dancing spinits along the picturesque road overhung

with walnut trees and winding by the side of the Neckar, the moon rising over
the hill-tops 22

Recalling the crowded social life of that German holiday, and the
frequent contacts with the Howitts, Elizabeth told Eliza

We never drank tea alone I think Sometimes some of the students when we had
music dancing and all manner of games, sometimes the Howitts—when we all

2t JTbid (p 821) 22 Tbud (pp 42-3)
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k]
told the most frightening and wild stories we had ever heard,—somc such fearful
ones—all true—then we drank tea out at the Howitts,—laoking over all the port-
folos of splendid engravings, casts et they had collected—(My word! author-
ship brings them 1n a pretty penny) 2

Elizabeth could not conceal her surprise, and this first contact of the
uninitiated amateur with the successful professional made perhaps a
deeper impression at the time than Elizabeth hked to tell her sister-n-
law Even the telhng of grucsome tales, which became a habit with them
and mspired some of her own short stories, shows the Howitt influence
at work, and they themselves were a model of success and enterprise
that helped to prompt her own hterary ambitions

B GLis(p 44)



CHAPTER V111

THE ‘NEVER-ENDING SORROW’

THE time, however, was not yet for those literary beginnings The winter
found her as totally absorbed in her family as ever The children were
ill—Marianne quite alarrmngly so—and she was pregnant again The
ugh sprrits engendered by Heidelberg had given way to a corresponding
depresston As she wrote to her sister-in-law, Anne Robson, late in the
evening of 23 December 1841, she saw everything 1n a morbid hght

My dearest Nancy, I am sitting all alone, and not feehng over and above well,
and 1t would be such a comfort to have you here to open my mind to—but that
not being among the possiblities, I am going to write to you a long private letter,
unburdening my mind a bit And yet 1t 15 nothing, so don’t prepare yourself for
any wonderful mystery 1 am so glad to say MA 1s better though 1 fear
she 1s not strong We have Mr Partington of course and he was very encourag-
mg this morning and she certanly i5 better —but one can’t help having ‘Mother’s
fears” 1

For the first time 1n the whole range of her correspondence—af her
preserved Jetters, ar Jeast—she was critsical of her husband It was
a complant that she would often repeat in years to come—when the
basic differences of their temperaments would be ever more defined,
her expansive nature needing the constant reassurance that his reserved
character found 1t hard to give ‘Wm’, as she now wrote to Anne, ‘1 dare
say kindly, won’t allow me ever to talk to him about anxieties, while it
would be suCH A RELIEF often So don’t allude too much to what P’ve
been saying 1n your answer * William, as Elizabeth was to discover even
after thirty years of marriage, ‘does rather hate facing anxsety, he 1s so
very anxious when he 15 anxious’ 2 It was a characteristic that puzzled
her, as did his apparent self-sufficiency She could not make him adapt
to her swift changes of mood or penetrate his defensive guard She had
reached the stage mn their relationship of reahzing that she did not wholly
understand him In her morbid state this left her fearful for the future,
in the case of her death, how would the children fare at his hands?

' GL 16, 23 Dec 1841 2 GL 570, May 1865
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1 have of course had MA more with me during this dehicacy of hers, and T am
more and more anxious about her—not cxactly her health, but I scc hers 1 a
pecuhar character —very dependcnt on those around her—almost as much so as
Mcta ss sndependent 1 am morc and more convinced that love and sympathy
arc very very much rcquired by MA The want of them would make MA an
unhappy character, probably sullen and decentful—while the sunshine of love
and tenderness would do everything for her She 1s very conscientious, and very
tender-hearted —Now Anne, will you remember this® Tt 16 difficult to have the
right trust 1n God almost, when thinhing about one’s children—and you hnow
I have no sister or near relation whom I could entreat to watch over any pecuharity
1n thar disposition Now you hnow that dear Willham fecling most kindly towards
his children, 1s yet most reserved 1n eapressions of either affection or sympathy —
and 1n case of my death, weall know the probability of widowers marrying again, —
would you promise, dearest Anne to remember MA's pecularity of character,
and as much as circumstances would permit, watch over and chenish her The
fecling, the conviction that you were aware of my wishes and would act upon them
would be such a comfort to me ?

Memories of her own motherless childhood lay no doubt behind these
fears for her children’s happiness, memories of her omwn stepmother’s
failure to supply a mother’s love Such morbid imaginings were, 1t has
to be remembered, as much a part of her highly strung constitution
as that other side of 1t reflected 1 the popular image of her as the sunny-
tempered author of Cranford Both aspects were equally true, and both
equally affected her writings

As 1t happened, events proved her to be doubly wrong, she did not die,
but gave birth to a third daughter, Florence Elizabeth—‘Flossy” as she
was known—on 7 October 1842, and her husband had so httle intention
of replacing her that he lived 1n terror, he humorously told her, of a pupil
called Susannah Winkworth, who had obvious designs on him ‘She
snubs me so, and mahes such love to Wilham,” wrote Elizabeth 1n great
spirits to a friend 1n later years, ‘he says “my hife 1s the only protection
he has—else he knows she would marry him ” I wish you could hear
him speahing thus 1n a meek fatalist hind of way, and I believe she mwould
too Can’t you marry her to Mr Forster, then I ¢4 dic in peace feeling
that my husband was 1n safety

Before the birth of Flossy in October 1842, the Gashells moved nto
a larger house Mr Gaskell’s improved situation, and the new domestic
requirements of an increasing family of three children (there 1s evidence
of three domestics a couple of years later) made the move a necessity

3 GL16 + GL 124, May 1852
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Tt was only nto the next street—Upper Rumford Street Their house
was at No 121, still 1n the relatively green and pleasant part of Man-
chester ‘our home 1s a mile and a half from the very middle of Man-
chester’, Elizabeth wrote later to Eliza Fox, ‘the last house countrywards
of an interminably long street, the other end of which touches the town,
while we look into fields from some of our windows, not very pretty or
rural fields it must be owned, but in which the children can see cows
milked and hay made 1n summer time s The farmly lived there for eight
years, and Elizabeth loved 1t with a stronger fecling than for any of her
other homes, because it was there she experienced both the greatest
happiness of her life and 1ts profoundest sorrow

Little more than two years after Flossy’s birth the Gashell family was
at last completed by the birth of a son, called Willilam after his father
He was born on 23 October 1844 The only son, not only because he was
sole and singular and so long awaited, but because he was of an casy,
jovial temperament, and exceptionally responsive to the adoration of his
famly, brought Elizabeth untold delight She could not half express
the fulness of her joy while she possessed it nor record 1ts short duration
when 1t was gone In this happy healthy child she found herself perfectly
fulfilled There were none of the forebodings that attended the child-
hood of Marianne or Meta, and he was perhaps the only one of her
children to give her unalloyed dehight

Her settled sense of peace, her enjoyment of every moment of his day,
is conveyed in the long letter she wrote her sister-in-law Eliza in the
summer following his birth, the summer of 1845 His place 1n her hfe
1s indicated even 1n the heading of her letter

Sunday Morning, Wilhe asleep everyone else out
My dearest Lizzie,

I have just received your letter and 1f one does not answer a letter directly when
the impulse 1s on one there 15 no knowing how long one may wat for ‘a convenient
season’ So here goes though I’ve nothing to say very particular except that I want
your mother to come and wonder I don’t hear, could make her so comfortable
and children long for her and Willlam’s hohdays begin end of next weeh My
laddie 1s grunting so T must make haste

In telegraphic style she proceeded to give Ehiza a hightning sketch of the
current family routine, apologizing for her abbreviations and omissions-
‘articles and pronouns very useless part of specch to mothers with large
famlies aren’t they®” The passage 1s interesting as mentioning for the

5 GL 48, 29 May 1849
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first time the presence of Hearn, the cldren’s nurse who, after bringing
them all up, remamned with the family to complete forty years service

I have Florence and Wilhie in my room which 1s also nursery, call Hearn at sis,
Ap 6 she 1s dressed, comes 1, dresses Flora, gives her breakfast the first, 4p 7
I ger up, 8 Flora gocs down to her sisters and Daddy, and Hearn to her breakfast
While I 1n my dressing gown dress Willie 4p 8 T go to breakfast with parlour
people, Florence being with us and Willie (ought to be) in his cot, Hearn makes
beds etc 1 nursery only g she takes F and T read chapter and have prayers first
with houschold and then with children ip ¢ Florence and Willie come tn drawing
room for an hour while bedroom and nursery windows are open, ip 10 gon
Litchen, cellars and order dinner Write letters, 1/4p 11 puton things, §p 11take
Florence out 1 come n, nurse W and get ready for dinner, 4p 1 dinner, ip 2
children, two little ones, come down during servants’ dinner half hour open
windows upstairs, 3 p m go up agan and I have two hours to kich my hecels 1n
(to be elegant and explicit) 5 Mananne and Meta from lessons and Florence from
upstairs and Papa when he can comes in drawing room to *Lilly a hornpipe’, t e
dance while Mama plays, and make all the noise they can Daddy reads, writes
or does what he hkes indiming room 4p 5 Margaret (nursemaid) brings Florence's
supper, which Marnanne gives her, being answerable for slops, dirty pinafores
and untidy misbehaviours while Meta goes up stairs to get rcady and fold up
Willie's basket of clothes while he 15 undressed (this by way of feminine and famuly
duties) Meta 1s so neat and so hnowing, only, handles wet naphins very gingerly
6 I carry Florence upstairs, nurse Willic, while she 1s tubbed and put to bed
1 past 6 I come down dressed leaving (hitherto) both 1sleep and Will and Meta
dressed (between 6 and 4p ) and Miss F with tea quite ready  After tea read to
M A and Meta till bedtime while they scw, hmit or worsted work From § ull
10 gape We are so desperately punctual that now you may know what we are
doing every hour

Willie comes on grandly and so does his red hair He has dimples just hike your
Willie—s very good and very hungry

Marianne and Meta were invited to stay with their aunt Eliza at Liver-
pool, and their mother hoped

they will give no trouble or anxiety and I am sure they intend not to do so and
ought not This visit 1s such a pleasure in store and the not going such a Damocles’
sword All the directions about them I have to give are please let Mcta's
feet be warm 1n bed (a hot bottle she has here by Dr H’ direction) and please
(though not hikely at all) don’t let them cver come 1n contact with Martineau
children 1 have many more oddments to say but W wakes ¢

In the second half of July the Gaskells snatched a hohday m Wales
Willie had necessarily to go with them and they took Marianne, nearly

& GL 161, summer 1845
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eleven and already, as her mother’s last letter described, capable of being
helpful with the httle ones They stayed at the nn at Festiniog, where
they had been on their honeymoon, a place of concentrated beauty set
in a circle of hills, where every view from the inn windows was already
familiar to Elizabeth, and yet so fresh in the endless shift of hight as to
rivet her gaze and to become indelibly imprinted on her memory Fully
seven years latér she made of 1t the setting for dramatic scenes 1 her
novel Ruth, both because of its beauty, and because of the sorrow
associated with it

The valleys around were filled with thick, cold must, which had crept up the hill-
stdes t1ll the hamlet itself was folded 1n its white, dense curtain, and from the
mnn-windows nothing was seen of the beautiful scenery around He led the
way 1nto a large bow-windowed room, which looked gloomy enough that after-
noon, but which I have seen bright and buoyant with youth and hope within, and
sunny lights creeping down the purple mountain slope, and stealing over the
green, soft meadows, till they reached the hittle garden, full of roses and lavender-
bushes, lying close under the window I have seen—but I shall see no more ?

They had not been there many days when Marianne caught scarlet
fever Strangely enough, and despite her mother’s early fears for her
health, she took the illness hghtly and after ten days was out of danger
To flee the infection, which Willie appeared to have escaped, they moved
on to Portmadoc for Marianne to recuperate in the sea air They were
hardly settled in when Willie caught the disease He was only ten months
old and had no chance agamst such an 1llness He died on 10 August
They had taken rooms with a Mrs Hughes, and her kindness during
the tragedy was something Mrs Gaskell never forgot Totally unforeseen
as the disaster was, they had little time 1n which to make arrangements
for the funeral There was no burial-ground to the Cross Street Chapel,
and as the Gaskells were a Warrington famuly 1t seemed not unsutable
at the time for the grave to be made there, in the Cairo Street Unitarian
Chapel ground When poor Mrs Gaskell saw the place, however, she
took a horror of 1t 8

Her sorrow crushed her What she wrote to her coirespondents at the
time has carefully been destroyed, no account of Wille’s illness and death
remains from her pen Only gradually could she speak of him as the
memories came flooding back Neaily three yeais later she wrote of his
loss to a new friend, Anne Shaen

I have just been up to our room There 1s a fire m it, and a smell of baking, and

7 Ruth,ch 5,pp 61-3 8 GL 252, Apr 1848
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oddly enough the feelings and recollections of 3y ears ago came over mie so strongly
—when T used to sit up 1n the room so often i the evenings reading by the fire,
and watching my darhing darling Willie, who now sleeps sounder stilt in the dull,
dreary chapel-yard at Warrington That wound will never heal on carth, although
hardly any one knows how it has changed me T wish you had seen my httle fellow,
dearest dear Anmie 1 can grve you no idea what a darling hie was—so affectionate
and reasonable a baby I never saw ©

In 1850 when a further move was 1n preparation and the last weeks in the
Rumford Street house werc arnived, she wrote to Tottie Foy:

1 want to get associations about that house, here there 1s the precious perfume
hingering of my darhing’s short presence in this hife—TI wish I were with him in
that ‘hght, where we shall all sec hght’, for T am often sorcly puzzled here—but
however I must not waste my strength or my time about the never ending sorrow,
but which hallows this house I think that 1s onc evil of this busthing hife that one
has never time calmly and bravely to face a great gricf, and to view 1t on cvery
side as to bring the harmony out of it —Well' I meant to write a merry letter 1

The heahing effect of great sorrow was a subject that dommated her
thinking, and her writing, for several years It was at the heart of her first
novel, Mary Barton, and the very substance of Ruth too, a tale of mother-
hood nto which she put so much of her suffering and the memorices of
that time

While she deplored the ‘evil of this busthng life’, that prevents the
sufferer remaiming undisturbed with his grief, what saved her at the ume
were the claims of her famuly Though she said that ‘hardly any one knows
how 1t has changed me’, her husband for one knew her well enough to
dread the effect of such deep depression He made a practical, and quite
surprising suggestion He urged her to write a book—a work of some
length ‘to turn her thoughts from the subject of her grief” !

That she acted on the suggestion, then and there, appears from her
Preface to Mary Barton, dated October 1848, 1n which she smd “Three
years ago I became anatous (from circumstances that need not be more
fully alluded to) to employ mysclf in writing a work of fiction’, placing
the inception of Mary Barton 1n 1843, the year of Wallie’s death

She made a further and revealing statement 1n a letter of 1849 after the
completion of Aary Barton in which she told her correspondent

The tale was formed, and the greater part of the first volume was written when
I was obhiged to he down constantly on the sofa, and a%en I took refuge in the

* GL 232, Apr 1848 W GL 70, 20 Apr 1850
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mvention to exclude the memory of pamnful scenes which would force themselves
upon my remembrance It 1s no wonder then that the whole book seems to be
written 1 the mmor key I acknowledge the fault of there being too heavy
a shadow over the book, but I doubt if the story could have been deeply realized
without these shadows 2

The need to lose herself 1n the life of others, to fill the blank of the
empty evenings when she no longer had Willie to watch over, was so
urgent at the time that her tale took immediate hold of her, Iike a new
Iife taking shape within her At the same time she became pregnant
again  Almost exactly a year after Willie’s death, on 3 September
1846, her last child, a girl, Julia, was born Though intended no doubt
to replace the lost son, Julia proved no disappointment, but early took
her place as the most enchanting of the Gaskell girls—the one who
succeeded 1n captivating the sad heart of Charlotte Bronte

Mr Gaskell’s suggestion to his wife to write a full-length novel shows
two things firstly that he knew his wife wanted to write and was capable
of writing; and secondly that he knew that she had already written short
pieces, some to help him with his classes, and others with no other pur-
pose than because she loved story-telling—stories that had been laid
aside as soon as written and perhaps forgotten His encouragement to
her to undertake a long work showed that he had faith 1n her powers, and
knew how absorbed she could become once her subject was found

12 GL 42, early 1849
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MARY BARTON

ON New Year’s Day 1847 the Howitts launched a new hiterary weekly,
which they called Homitt’s Journal, and sold at a shilhing a copy In the
course of the year Elizabeth Gashell contributed to 1t three stories, the
first, “The Three Eras of Libbie Marsh’, running to three parts subtitled
‘St Valentine’s Day’, “‘Whitsuntide’, and ‘Michaelmas’, which appeared
respectively on 5, 12, and 19 June, the second called “The Sexton’s Hero’,
published 4 September, and the third a belated Christmas contribution,
called ‘Christmas Storms and Sunshine’; which came out on New Year’s
Day 1848 Allher tales appeared under the pseudonym of ‘Cotton Mather
Muills’, after the New England preacher Cotton Mather, to whose name
she added what appeared to her an appropriate surname for a Manchester
writer ‘“The Three Eras of Libbie Marsh’, was, indeed, subtitled, ‘Lafe
n Manchester’

Elizabeth was already deeply immersed in the writing of her full-
length novel, Mary Barton, which leaves little doubt that these stories
were written some time before, to judge by mnterior evidence, they were
written before Willie’s death 1n 1845 Their distinct character and moods
would suggest that they had been written over a period of time, laid
aside, and brought out afresh when the Howitts applied to her for a con-
tribution to their new venture What they all had 1n common and what
made them pecuharly suitable to the Howitts’ purpose was the humani-
tarian approach apparent 1n each

Published weekly, handsomely produced, and attractively illustrated,
Homwtt’s Journal was no business proposition, 1t gave too much for too
little 1n return The working-class public at which 1t was aimed was not
yet ready to recerve what was offered 1mproving literature, mstructive
information, educational material The poor were for the most part too
deprived as yet of the essentials of hiving to be concerned with 1ts orna-
ments What they would have liked, and what the editors learned too late,

was hight-hearted entertamnment The Journal failed after a year and the
editors had to face bankruptcy
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It was not from this enterprise that the newly launched author could
look for any financial benefit Elizabeth received no payment for her tales
(they were ultimately sold to Chapman and Hall for £12), but like the
Howitts she placed the humanitarian purpose first and self-interest last
The stories’ appearance under a pseudonym did nothing, furthermore,
to bring her name to the fore as a writer, such an ambition was as yet far
removed from her Writing was an end n 1tself, and, as she found after
her great sorrow, an effective solace

The tales clearly demonstrated that Elizabeth Gaskell was a born
writer, with a natural style that flowed as effortlessly in the telling of
a tale as in communication with a correspondent, a style which created
among other impressions one of total authenticity There was nothing
to differentiate the opening of ‘Libbie Marsh’, for example, from the
beginning of one of Ehzabeth’s own letters

Last November but one, there was a flitting 1n our neighbourhood, hardly a
fhtting, after all, for 1t was only a single person changing her place of abode from
one lodging to another ~ Dixon’s house was the last on the left-hand side of the
court A high dead brick wall connected 1t with its opposite neighbour All the
dwellings were of the same monotonous pattern, and one side of the court looked
at 1ts exact likeness oppostte, as if 1t were seeing itself 1n a looking-glass !

The scene, the typical back-to-back terraced houses hurriedly run up
mn Manchester with the population influx at the beginning of the century,
was one with which Ehzabeth Gaskell was not only famihar from her
visiting among the poor, 1t had indelibly impressed 1tself on her mind
as the symbol of the sort of human misery she was determined to expose
It 15 the same scene she evokes 1n the beginming of Mary Barton, every
detail observed with photographic precision She has brought her
characters home from their-Sunday walk n the adjacent woods and
pastures of the Greenheys district

They turned out of one of these mnnumerable streets nto a httle paved court,
having the backs of houses at the end opposite to the opening, and a gutter running
through the middle to carry off household slops, washing suds, etc The women
who lived 1n the court were busy taking 1n strings of caps, frochs, and various
articles of linen, which hung from side to side, dangling so low, that if our friends
had been a few minutes sooner, they would have had to stoop very much, or else
the half-wet clothes would have flapped in their faces 2

In both stories, the relative prosperity of the characters when 1n good

' Knuisford edn , vol 1, pp 459-60 2 Mary Barton,ch 2,pp 11-12
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worh 1s marked by their prodigious meals the Wilsons cntertain the
Bartons to tea in Mary Barton, with the addition of rum, as the landlord’s
family entertain Libbie Marsh on her arrival with ham and fresh bread
and butter and eggs to thicken the cream, luxunies that the author explains
were made possible by the fact that the hosts ‘were fine spmners, n the
receipt of good wages, and confined all day in an atmosphere ranging
from seventy-five to eighty degrees They had lost all natural healthy
appette for simple food, and, having no higher tastes, found their
greatest enjoyment in their luxurious meals ™3

The comment, made 1n no moralizing spirit, 1s merely the result of
observation What made Elizabeth Gashell’s stories of Manchester
working-class life so impressive was the fairness of the evidence she
advanced She mught be pleading for better living and working con-
ditions for an iarticulate population, but she necver pretended they
were angels

Her unique achievement, both as a woman and an author, was that
she got to know them, from without and within, by the sheer sincenity
of her sympathy and receptivity How different the women and girls of
Manchester were from those with whom she had grown up at Knuts-
ford—the labourers’ daughters who became the hittle maid-servants of
the ladies of Cranford, polite, frightened, ignorant—she soon learnt 1n
her first contacts 1n the strects It was, incidentally, to her advantage
as a writer that she was a poor clergyman’s wife obliged to walk to and
from her engagements, unhke her social acquaintances among the
wealthy mill-owners, who drove out in their carriages The aspects of
the city slums that most struck her were not merely the dwellings of
the poor, and their conditions of employment, but their independent
spirit, therr cheerfulness, their mutual kindness and generosity, and their
persistent love, despite the hideousness of their homes, of the country-
sude

The story of ‘Libbie Marsh’ 1s built upon just such observations of
a lonely httle seamstress who wishes to give some small pleasure to a
crippled boy who hives in the same court as hersclf She saves up her
wages to give him first a canary, then to send him a Valentine, and finally
to take him for a day’s outing into the country during the ‘Feast-week’
when the whole town 1s on hohday Since he was crippled, this meant
hiring a coach to take him and his mother down to the canal from where
the pleasure-boats operated From then on the crowds of happy holiday-
mahers take charge of Franky ‘The driver hfted him out with the

3 ‘Libbie Marsh’, pp 461-2
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tenderness of strength, and bore him carefully down to the boat, the
people then made way, and gave hum the best seat in their power’
The object of the annual outing 1s Dunham Woods, where

every conveyance, both by land and water, 15 1n requisition in Whitsun-week,
to give the hard-worked crowds the opportumty of enjoying the charms of the
country Even every standing-place 1n the canal packets was occupied, and, as
they glded along, the banks were lined with people, who seemed to find 1t object
to watch the boats go by, packed close and full with happy betngs brimming with
anticipations of a day’s pleasure

For years has Dunham Park been the favourite resort of the Manchester work-
people Its scenery presents such a complete contrast to the whirl and
turmoil of Manchester so thoroughly woodland, with 1ts ancestral trees (here
and there hightning-blanched), its ‘verdurous walls’, its grassy walks leading far
away 1nto some glade, where you start at the rabbit rusthng among the last year’s
fern, and where the wood-pigeon’s call seems the only fiting and accordant
sound Depend upon it, this complete sylvan repose, this accessible quiet, this
lapping the soul in green images of the country, forms the most complete con-
trast to a town’s-person, and consequently has over such the greatest power
of charm

This was the subject ever nearest to her heart, brought up as she had
been 1n the country, and forced on her attention 1n the early years in
Manchester by the sheer contrast of life 1n a manufacturing town with
those former sights Her belief in the purifying influence of the beauty
of natural surroundings 1s eloquently present both in ‘Libbie Marsh’
and i Mary Barton (another point of resemblance between the two
works) Describing the return at the day’s end of the holiday-makers ‘all
abounding 1n happiness, all full of the day’s adventures’, she sees 1n their
altered looks something of the beneficent influence of the place

Long-cherished quarrels had been forgotten, new friendships formed Fresh
tastes and higher dehghts had been imparted that day We have all of us our look,
now and then, called up by some noble or loving thought (our highest on earth),
which will be our likeness 1n heaven I can catch the glance on many a face, the
glancing light of the cloud of glory from heaven, ‘which 1s our home’ That look
Wwas present on many a hard-worked, wrinkled countenance, as they turned back-
wards to catch a Jonging, lingering look at Dunham woods, fast deepening into
the blackness of mght, but whose memory was to haunt, many a loom, and
workshop, and factory, with images of peace and beauty *

In Mary Barton this same gospel of the healing and purifying effects

+ Ibd, pp 472~4, 478
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of the contact with nature forms the subject of the opening chapter in the
words already quoted.

There are some ficlds ncar Manchester, well known to the imhabitants as ‘Green
Heys Filds’, through which runs a public footpath to a httle village about two
miles distant mn <pite of the want of wood there 15 2 charm about them
which strikes even the mhabitant of 2 mountainous district, who sees and feds
the cffect of contrast in these commonplace but thoroughly rural fiddds, with the
busy, busthng manufacturing town he left but haif-an-hour ago Here mn
their seasons may be scen the country business of haymahing, ploughmg, o,
which are such pleasant mysterics for townspeople to watch and here the artisan,
deafencd with noise of tongues and engines, m1y come to hsten awhile to the
deliious sounds of rural life the lowing of cattle, the milkmaid’s call, the clatter
and cacklc of poultry 1n the old farmyards You cnnot wonder, then, that these
fields are popular places of resort at every holiday time $

In ‘Libbie Marsh’ arc contained, already, both the best and the worst
features of Elizabeth Gashell's ulumate style the lively dalogue, in the
regional dialect as she so accurately rendered 1t, the heen observation of
types, the humour, and the sheer narrative interest were alrcady of her
best

For Libbie was very plain, as she had known <o long that the consciousness of 1t
had ceased to mortfy her You can hardly hve 1n Manchester without having
some 1dea of your personal appearance, the factory lads and lasses take good care
of that, and 1f you mcet them at the hours when they are pouring out of the mlls,
you are surc to hear a good number of truths, some of them combined with such
a spirt of impudent fun that you can scarcely keep from laughing, ¢ven at the
joke against yourself ¢

The loud personal remarks of the operatives in the streets were a feature
of Manchester Iife that young Margaret Hale in North and South, freshly
arrived from the south of England, found hardest to face, as had doubtless
young Mrs Gaskell 1n her first encounters with her fellow Mancumans,
till her sense of humour prevailed

Side by side with the saving humour, 1n these carly tales, appeared the
defects of her narrative style  the morbid streak, the prevalence of death-
bed scenes (so frequent in Mary Barton as to be sharply objected to by
the book’s first critics), the tendency to point a moral, the too-frequent
personal commentary Remembering that the ntention of Howutt's
Journal was to improve and nform therr unlettered readers, such
characteristics are the more excusable 1n the tales contributed to 1ts
numbers, they are less cxcusable and more artistically damaging in such

* Mary Barton, ch 1,pp 1-2 ¢ ‘Libbi Marsh', p 461
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described 1n “The Sexton’s Hero’, the guides leading parties across the
treacherous sands The drama she relates in “The Sexton’s Hero’ was
dependent on ‘the last safe crossing-time’ of the sands that the narrator,
his wife, and child, missed by setting out late for home. There were, as
the author knew from personal experience, ‘two channels to cross, let
alone holes and quicksands At the second channel from us the guide
waits, all during crossing-time from sunrise to sunset, but for the three
hours on each side high-water he’s not there, 1n course He stays after
sunset if he’s forespoken, not else * The travellers, being late 1n setting
out and caught in the hollows on the shore (‘for all the sands look so
flat, there’s many a hollow in them where you lose all sight of the shore’),
muss the last crossing with the guide at mght and are overtaken by the
mcoming tide ‘and when the wind blows up the bay 1t comes swifter
than a galloping horse ™ Their destruction 1s certain, but for the action
of a former rival of the husband—and lover of the wife—who rides out
to meet them, exchanges his fresh horse for their forspent one, and, while
they are saved, 1s himself drowned His action earns hum, 1n the little
community where they lived, the respect due to a hero—hence the title
of the tale

By publishing Elizabeth Gaskell’s first tales 1n their journal, the
Howitts had become her literary sponsors, and 1t 1s natural that she should
confide 1n them her intention of writing a full-scale novel, and when the
ttme came, submit the manuscript to them for their opinion The Auto-
biography of Mary Howitt shows that, on the completion of the first
volume of the novel Elizabeth sent 1t up to Wilham Howitt, and that 1t
was warmly received by him Both Wilham and Mary were, as she
remembered, ‘dehghted with 1t’,'° and urged her to complete the work
While this was 1n progress, Howitt showed the manuscript in his
possession to John Forster, reader for the publishers Chapman and
Hall, and on his favourable recommendation submutted 1t for publica-
tion to the firm On 17 November 1847 Howitt wrote to Elizabeth of his
progress in negotiating an agreement with Edward Chapman, the firm’s
director, which shows that he had been her intermediary throughout, her

identity bemng as yet undisclosed He wrote to her from 107 Strand,
London, on 17 November 1847

It gives us great satisfaction that you are so much pleased with the arrangement
regarding your work I shall take great care that Messrs Chapman and Hall do
not 1magine that you would have been satisfied with less Of course, I took the
proposal quite coolly and as a matter of business

¢ Knutsford edn , vol 1,p 497 o Autobiography, n 28-9



y objection to that we must see whether they will be satisfied to have 1t made
the name of Cotton Mather Mills

But 1t seems to me that as you will write (I trust many) other works, 1t would
as well for them to be known as the works of a lady I think they would be more
pular, and m that case the question still arises what will you do? Pray let
e know ™!

The price agreed for the copyright of Mary Barton (which to William
owitt appeared so advantageous, considering the author was unknown)
1s £100 !> So far from bargaining for better conditions, the author,
gether with her husband, hurried up to London towards mid-Decem-
r, taking the complete manuscript of the book to the Howitts, with
hom they were to stay at their home 1n north London pending the
mpletion of the negotiations with Chapman An echo of the enjoy-
ent of that expedition, taken 1n company with her husband and bound
1 such a hopeful errand, can be found 1n the long letter she wrote her
der girls, left in charge of their grandmother and aunt Anne at
arrington

y dearest girls, here we are, safe and sound so far! And very anxiously looking
rward to a letter from you, darlings, at Crix I want to hear how you, Marianne
e, don’t over-tire yourself, and be wise and ready to go to bed at might 1n good
ne, for on Monday might I thought you looked rather pale Well'! We had time
get a comfortable breakfast, and sit awhile with the little ones [Flossy and
lia left at home 1n charge of Hearn], (who are still confined to the nursery with
lds,) before setting off to go to the Station We left Manchester at 26 minutes
10, and from that ume till we got here last might, we never stirred out of the
ulway carrtage Then when we got to London we took a cab and went driving
rough wide highted streets—Papa said very much hke Oldham Road in Man-
ester, but I thought much handsomer They sell geese here with their necks
nging down at full length, instead of being tidily tuched up lthe Lancashire
ese,—and the shops are full of them against Xmas, and you can’t think how
nny they look Well after a five miles drive we got to Mr Howitts—Aunt Anne
n describe the house having been here, but I don’t think she can describe the
om we had,—such a blazing fire—such a crimson carpet—such an easy chair—
ch white dimity curtains—such a pretty vase of winter flowers before the
oking glass Then we came down nto an equally comfortable dining-room,
here was a dinner-tea to which we did ample justice I can assure you Then Mr
d Mrs and Miss and Master Howitt, and we went on talking till 12 o’clock

"R D Waller (ed ), Letters Addressed to Mrs Gaskell from Famous Contemporaries
Aanchester, 1935), pp 5-6 12 GL 34,7 Dec 1848
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What do you think of thar? And now I am siting writing 1n such a pretty dining-
room, looking 1nto a garden with a rockery, and a green-house, and all sorts of
pretty plants, arbutus, and ever-greens—There are so many pretty casts here
that you would like so much to see Thc 1sts out of a flower that Selina Winkworth
copied 1s on the stair-case—And a Venus piching up a shell, that 1s so beauuful—
I wish you could see 1t Tell Aunt Anne to send a message by the electric
telegraph, 1f you are both drowned, or burnt, ctc —My best love to her and
Grandmama, to you two darlings—wnite very soon to yr very affec

E C Gaskell’s

While the purpose of the journey was hept from the girls, and indeed
from all the Gaskells’ acquaintances, they prolonged their stay over
Christmas—which they spent at Crix, the Essex home of their friends
the Shaens—to be back 1n London early in January to meet Chapman
The published correspondence of Elizabeth Gaskell and Chapman shows
that she understood on that occasion that publication would follow 1n
three months—immediately after the next utle on his hst, Geraldine
Jewsbury’s new novel—and 1ts eventual delay for nearly ten months
caused her considerable anxiety ' Her letters to him throughout March
and April show that a suspicion had entered her mind that the book
mght have proved too topical 1n 1ts implications, coinciding as 1t did
in that spring of 1848 with the uprisings 1n Poland, Italy, and France,
and that publication was being deferred on that account She was astute
enough to recognize the appeal of the book’s subject in that revolutionary
summer, and pomnted out to Chapman that as the book ‘would bear
directly upon the present circumstances’, 1t was most likely to do well
However, 1n a subsequent exchange of 10 July following a request from
him to write an ‘explanatory Preface’ to the book, she disclaimed all
intention of cashing-in on the continental labour troubles ‘I hardly
know what you mean by an “explanatory Preface”’, she told him
reply “The only thing I should like to make clear 1s that 1t 1s no catch-
penny run up since the events on the Continent have directed public
attention to the consideration of the state of affairs between the Employers,
and their work-people s Her book, as she repeatedly affirmed after 1ts
publication, had been the result of a purely personal reaction to the
labour conditions obtaining in her town, and was written from a humani-
tarian, not from a political standpoint

What led Elizabeth Gaskell to choose such a subject at all for her first

3 GL 18, Dec 1847

'# See her letters to Edward Chapman of 21 Mar | 2, 13,17 Apr, 10 July, 19 Oct , 13 Nov ,
5,7 Dec 1848 GL 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 28, 33, 34
s GL 24, 13 Apr 1848, 26, 10 July 1848
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novel is plainly set out 1n the Preface to Mary Barton where she confessed
to having wished to write a tale of country life, for which she ‘had a deep
relish’, removed from the present day by a hundred years What had
deterred her even after she had well begun such a tale was the impact of
the life around her, the appeal of a dumb human misery to which she
felt she could and ought to give a voice What had begun as a piece of
escapist poetry set 1n the romantic Past was transformed into a drama of
topical life, far more compelling by reason of the immediacy of 1ts appeal

I bethought me how deep might be the romance 1n the lives of some of those who
elbowed me daily 1n the busy streets of the town in which I resided I had always
felt a deep sympathy with the care-worn men, who looked as if doomed to struggle
through their lives 1n strange alternations between work and want, tossed to and
fro by circumstances, apparently 1n even greater degree than other men 16

Deliberately, she set her tale back into the 1830s, when the Great
Depression began, and the Chartists orgamized their march on London
to bear their Petitton—signed by 1,200,000 workers—to the House of
Commons Her treatment of the whole incident was dramatic, not
political what concerned her was the effect on John Barton of the
Government’s rejection of the people’s plea, not its theoretical or social
mmphcations She brought the heart-break of the situation home to her
readers by no grand analysis of the causes at stake, but by homely touches,
such as the return home of Barton from his fruitless errand on ‘a night
of warm, pattering, incessant rain Drenched and way-worn, there
he stood! He came in with no word He sat down by the fire 1n his
wet things, unheeding > When at last he spoke 1t was to say to his daughter
‘Mary, we mun speak to our God to hear us, for man will not hearken,
no, not now, when we weep tears of blood.”?

The theme of Mary Barton 1s the breakdown in human communica-
tions, the total mcomprehension of each other’s point of view 1n the
labour relations existing between masters and men, the ruthlessness of
the former 1n their self-interest, the deep resentment of the men when,
in hard times for all, they are turned away with no legal redress, no rights
of appeal, starvation their only prospect In Mary Barton Mrs Gaskell
fairly and squarely took the side of the men, not because she had any
political axe to grind, but from humanity, and pity for their phight She
put the case into the mouth of her ‘hero’ John Barton, the chief sufferer
and also the chief mnstrument of the tragedy to follow With the eloquence
learnt not from teachers or from books, but from his own suffering, he

18 Preface to Mary Barton 7 Mary Barton, ch 9,p 111
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sees the causes of their misery clearly defined his wife has died of sheer
destitution and he looks to the future of his daughter, Mary, as promising
little better

‘When I he on my deathbed, and Mary (bless her!) stands fretung, as I know she
will fret, will a rich lady come and take her to her own home 1f necd be, ull
she can look around, and see what best to do? No, I tell you, 1t’s the poor, and the
poor only, as does such things for the poor Don’t think to come over me with
th’ old tale, that the rich know nothing of the trials of the poor, 1 say, if they
don’t know, they ought to know Wd're thar slaves as long as we can work, we
pile up therr fortuncs with the sweat of our brows, and yct we are to hive as
separate as 1f we were mn two worlds, ay, as separate as Dives and Lazarus, with
a great gulf betwixt us, but I know who was best off then,’ and he wound up his
speech with a low chuckle that had no mirth in 1t 8

Unaware that Disrael: was using the same image at that very time to
symbolize the division between rich and poor—the Two Nations as he
saw them—Mrs Gaskell showed something more than polical flar,
a deep understanding of human nature and an acceptance of the bad
with the good 1n every man In that ‘low chuckle’ of John Barton’s that
‘had no murth 1 1t’ 1s the alarm-signal for the violence to come, the
ineluctable fate that makes of him a murderer, the instrument of the
workers’ vengeance, drawn by lots to strike down the mill-owner’s dandy
son who had scoffed at their sufferings

How personal the book was to her own experience, and how little
influenced by contemporary writing, 15 best realized by compaiison with
the almost exactly contemporary novels of Disraeli, Conngsby, pubhshed
n 1844, and Sybil, published 1n 1845, which Elizabeth seems not to have
known ' To define what Mary Barton was and was not—fiction used
as a forum for political debate—no better foil exists In Disrael the
arguments are put into the mouths of law-givers and privileged men,
perfectly competent to assess the problems of labour from a national
viewpomnt What Ehzabeth Gaskell did was to make the marticulate
workers speak for themselves 1n their own dialect The novelty of the
book lay in the fact that the characters were all working-class, with no
admuxture from the middle or upper strata of society Even the wealthy
mill-owner, Carson, is correctly shown as having risen from the ranks
of the operatives, and his wife, as so often happened at the time, as having

'8 Mary Barton,ch 1,p 8

©® AT Quiller-Couch quotcs Professor Ward as tesufying that Mrs Gashell was quite

unacquainted with etther Sybil or Consngsby, Charles Dickens, and other Victorsans (Cam-
bndge, 1925), p 208
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she shocked her public by taking the side she did the Manchester mill-
owners and the London Tory press were vociferous 1n their condemna-
tion of the book ‘My poor Mary Barton 1s stirring up all sorts of angry
feelings against me in Manchester’, she wrote to her cousin Edward
Holland on 13 January 1849, ‘but those best acquamnted with the way
of thinking and feeling among the poor acknowledge its truth, which 1s
the acknowledgment 1 most of all desire, because evils bemng once
recognized are half way on towards their remedy 27

Of her husband’s support, however, she could be quite sure The whole
bent of his working life had been to bring enlightenment and encourage-
ment to such men as John Barton who crowded his evening lecture-~
rooms at the Mechanics’ Institute and Owen’s College He was proud
of his wife’s achievement and contributed the Explanatory Notes to the
first edition on the Lancashire dialect used 22 A Leen collector and
propagator of dialect himself, he eventually gave two lectures on the
dalect used n the book, which were reprinted in the fifth edition of
Mary Barton in 1854

The first praise from the outside world to reach Elizabeth came from
Carlyle, whose understanding compensated for every disappointment
‘In the mudst of all my deep and great annoyance, Mr Carlyle’s letter has
been most wvaluable,’ she wrote to Chapman on 5 December 1848, ‘and
has given me almost the only unmixed pleasure I have yet received 2

Despite the anonymity, Carlyle had penetrated the disguise to the
extent of reahizing that the author of Mary Barton was a woman He
wrote to her on 8 November 1848 from Chelsea

Dear Madam, (For I catch the treble of that fine melodious voice very well)—
we have read your book here, my wife first and then I both of us with real
pleasure A beautiful, cheerfully pious, social, clear and observant character 1s
everywhere recogmisable 1n the writer, which sense 1s the welcomust sight any
writer can show 1n his books, your field 1s moreover new, important, full of rich
material (which as 1s usual, required a soul of true opulence to recognise them
as such) The result 15 a Book deserving to take 1ts place far above the ordimary
garbage of Novels—a book which every intelligent person may read with enter-
tainment, and which 1t will do every one good to read I gratefully accept 1t as
a real contribution (about the first real one) towards developing a huge subject,
Which has lain dumb too long, and really ought to speak for itself, and tell us 1ts
meaning a little, if there be any voice m 1t at all Speech or hiterature (which 1s,
or should be, select speech) could hardly find a more rational function, I think,
atpresent You will probably give us other books on the same matter, and ‘Mary

* GL 302 ® GL 25, 17 Apr 1848 » GL 33
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Barton’, according to my auguries of 1ts reception here, 1s likely to procure you
sufficient invitation May you do 1t well and ever better! Your writing is already
very beautiful, soft, clear and natural On the side of veracity, of devout earnest-
ness of mind, I find you already strong May you hve long to write good books

T Carlyle3®

Mary Barton was published anonymously, with the sub-title A Tale
of Manchester Life, 1n two volumes, by Chapman and Hall on 25 October
1848 The author herself was not previously notified of the date, and
wrote to Chapman as late as 19 October to make a final suggestion about
her pseudonym ‘Shall you have any objection’, she wrote, ‘to the name
of “Stephen Berwick” as that of the author of “Mary Barton”?3!
(Berwick-on-Tweed was, 1t may be remembered, her father’s birth-
place ) Her letter was written from her uncle Samuel Holland’s house
at Portmadoc, where, 1n anticipation of the event, she had fled

On each successive pubhcation of her works she took refuge 1n flight,
a gesture that appears surprising 1n a woman of her apparent strength of
character, but deeply revealing of her nervous temperament She dreaded
notoriety to a morbid degree ‘I can scarcely yet understand how people
can reconcile 1t to their consciences to try and discover what 1t 1s evident
the writer wishes to conceal I have been made very unhappy by my own
self-reproaches for the deceit I have practised, and into which I have
almost been forced by impertinent enquiry’ 32 she wrote to her publisher
in December after public curiosity had reached 1its height ‘I do think
praise to one’s face 1s a greater impertinence than blame, and either with
reference to a book published anonymously a most under-bred thing 33

Utterly unforeseen by her, and whether she liked 1t or not, the publica-
tion of Mary Barton revolutiomzed her hfe It forced her into the ranks
of professional writers, 1t brought her the acquaintance of an ever-
widening circle of celebrities whose demands on her were the measure
of her success, and 1t brought her a wealth of personal friends whose
mportance to her emotional life cannot be reckoned

W R D Waller, Letters Addressed to Mrs Gaskell
3 GL 28, 19 Oct 1848

32 GL 34,7 Dec 1848 33 GL 40,8 Mar 1849



CHAPTER X

THE LITERARY SCENE

EL12ABLTH GASKELL had not only intensely maternal feelings but
a great capacity for friendship Apart from her sisters-in-law, whom
she loved instantly on first acquaintance, her Manchester circle did not
afford her the kind of intellectual or emotional stimulus her nature
nceded It was made up m the mam of her husband’s professional
colleagues and parishioners  the Robberds, the Potter brothers—
Edmund and Sidney—with whom he had been at Glasgow University,
and who had remained his close friends, different as were their avoca-
tions They were wealthy calico-printers with fine houses out of town
and factories employmng large numbers of workers (Edmund’s son,
Rupert, became the father of Beatrix Potter, born 1866, whosc recollec-
tions of Mr Gaskell 1n old age are a tribute to the lasting sweetness
and charm of his character ) There were the Alcocks, Mr Alcock
being chairman of the Cross Street Unitartan Chapel, the Dukinfield
Darbishires, the Schwabes—Adolf and Sals, calico-printers like the
Potters, members of the large German colony operating 1n Manchester,
whose acquaintance enlarged Elizabeth’s experience by the continental
atmosphere of their homes and their connections abroad Other
Umtarians were the American-born Bradfords whom Elizabeth liked
so much as to call her last daughter Juha Bradford, after Mrs Juha
Bradford

While all these acquaintances gave Elizabeth msights into the com-
mercial and professional hfe of Manchester, indispensable to her as
a novelist of contemporary Iife, they were not people with whom she
could share her intellectual tastes, or confide the sccret of her authorship
Sheltering behind anonyrmity 1n publishing her novel, she believed her-
self secure from recognition In the event, the character of the book she
wrote forced the issue, and brought her face to face with Manchester
opinion on the vexed question of employment and labour She suffered
some very hostile comment from local opinion ‘Some people here are
very angry and say the book will do harm, and for a time I have been
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shaken and sorry’, she wrote early 1n January 1849 ' ‘Half the masters
here are bitterly angry with me—half (and the best half) are buying 1t
to give to their work-people’s libraries I had no 1dea 1t would have
proved such a fire brand’,? she told Chapman at the same time ‘Mr
Edmund Potter thinks the book so true he 1s going to buy 1t for his men’,
she reported to a new friend, Cathermne Winkworth, on 23 December
1848 3 Deeply upset as she was by the strong and often openly hostile
reaction to her book in her immediate Manchester circle, the timely
friendship of Catherine Winkworth and her sisters brought her the
double compensation of understanding for her work and the emotional
outlet she needed

She had made the acquaintance of the Winkworth girls shortly before
the publication of Mary Barton They were students of her husband’s,
who began attending his evening classes in English Literature, Com-
posttion, and Chemistry in 1841 Their father was a London silk-
merchant who had moved to Manchester in 1828 and, belatedly and
half-heartedly, set about providing a higher education for his children

The Winkworth household was intensely religious, and the young
people, five girls and two boys, were narrowly brought up The girls—
Susanna, Emuly, Selina, Catherine, Alice—were 1n their carly twenties
when Mrs Gaskell met them, and the boys, Willam and Stephen, m
therr teens The death of their mother and their father’s remarriage
in 1845 had made home life as unhappy for the girls as 1t had been for
Ehzabeth Stevenson 1n comparable circumstances To escape from home
some of them went to Dresden to study German and art 1n the hope of
qualifying themselves for some sort of independence, and on their return
to Manchester 1n 1846 they had asked Mr Gaskell to add Greel to their
other coachings They attended James Martineau’s lectures on logic, and
for both their teachers they had boundless admiration and enthusiasm,
which manifested itself at times 1n a way that was rather too much for
Mr Gaskell’s modesty They declared themselves deeply indebted to
his ‘rich and varied culture, rare critical power, and exquisite refinement
of taste’ 4

They were convinced that he would have been capable of original work
of his own had he not sacrificed all his time to the ‘unselfish and hifelong
devotion to religious and benevolent labours for others’5 While Mr
Gaskell shielded himself as best he could from the Miss Winkworths’
schwarmeret, their earnestness 1n study and their unhappmess at home

' GL 39 2 GL 37 3 GL 35
4 M Shaen, Memorals of Two Sisters (London, 1908), p 23 s Ibid
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gained them the sympathy and kindness of Mr Gaskell’s wife, and late
1n 1847 they made her acquaintance Susanna memorably recorded their
first impressions of her

When we first knew Mrs Gaskell she had not yet become celebrated, but from the
earliest days of our intercourse with her we were struck with her genus, and used
to say to each other that we were sure she could write books, or do anything else mn
the world that she liked And the more we knew of her the more we admired her
She was a noble-looking woman, with a queenly presence, and her high, broad,
serene brow, and finely-cut mobile features, were lighted up by a constantly-
varying play of expresston as she poured forth her wonderful talk It was like the
gleaming ripple and rush of a clear deep stream 1n sunshine Though one of the
most brilhant persons I ever saw, she had none of the restlessness and eagerness
that spoils so much of our conversation nowadays There was no hurry or high-
pressure about her, but she seemed always surrounded by an atmosphere of ease,
lesure, and playful geniality, that drew out the best side of everyone who was 1n
her company When you were with her, you felt as if you had twice the life 1n you
that you had at ordinary times ¢

Almost immediately Mrs Gaskell’s sympathy and nterest were
aroused, and her friendship transformed their rather joyless lives They
were evidently captivated by her vital presence, and as they were 1n need
of encouragement and sympathy she set about helping them to cultivate
therr talents They were keen German scholars and Susanna was soon
putting her knowledge of the language to translating German works for
the English press, Catherine and Selina were gifted artists and studied
drawing, all of them were dedicated social workers and eager to help
Mrs Gaskell with her classes for working girls They were young women
after her own heart, and she welcomed their friendship

In the autumn of 1848, just before the publication of Mary Barton,
Catherine Winkworth, then aged 20, was ordered to the coast for her
health (there was some anxiety on the score of her lungs) and she was
sent first to Sauthport and later to the milder chmate of the Isle of Wight
While she was at Southport from September to November 1848, Mrs
Gaskell visited her twice, a kindness that bound Catherine to her for hfe

Southport has a halo of glory round 1t 1n my eyes now, because of Mrs Gaskell’s
visit to us [Catherine wrote from there on 27 October 1848] It was so delightful
having her here all to ourselves, and we got so intimate together Everything I see
of her makes me admire and love her more She 1s so full of information on such
various subjects, has seen so many clever and curious people, so much hfe
altogether,—and then she 1s so thoroughly good Her thoughtful kindness and

¢ Ibd, pp 23-4
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gentleness to me, because I wasill, was as great asif Twere one of her own cluldren
Wl she certainly 1s as near perfection as any one I know, 7

Mrs Gashell’s own sparhhng letters to Catherine show how much
attuned were theirr minds, despite the difference in their ages. By
11 November she was wnting to Catherine ‘Do call me Laly, and never
mund respect to your clders Ifs sont passes ces beaux jours la I wish
T had five sisters, who were bound to love me by their parents’ marriage
certficate, but as I have not, I mean to take you for sisters and daughters
at once '8

On her fight to Wales to hide from the pubhicity attending the publica-
tion of Mary Barton, Elizabeth took Emily Winkworth with her Within
the year Emuly was to become engaged to the son of the Gaskells’ friends,
the Shaens of Crix, and settlc in London It 1s from the correspondence
of Emuly with her sisters during the visit to Portmadoc that the details
of Mrs Gaskell’s reactions to the publication of Mary Barton arc known

What do you think? [Emuly wrote to Catherine on 3 November 1848] I'm positive
‘Mary Barton, a Story of Manchester Lafe’, 15 by Mrs Gashell) T got hold of 1t
last mght gomng to bed, and knew by the first few words it was hers—about Gren
Heys Fields and the stle she was descnibing to Kate and me the other day ,—but
we haven’t talked a word about it yet  The folks here {the Hollands] hnow 1t
I am sure—they all turned so silent when I began to talk about it ar breakfast
ume, and Mrs Gaskell suddenly popped down under the table to look for some-
thing which I am sure wasn't there 1t s exqusitely wnitten, makes one cry rather
too much, that s all, the hittle bits of descrniption perfect, the dialogue, too,
extremely clever, humorous here and there It was fimshed a year ago, the pre-
face says, and begun three years 1go—no doubt to help her to take her thoughts
off hcr poor lost baby ©

Writing to Catherine by the same post (under cover of Emuly’s letter)
Mrs Gaskell herself made no reference whatever to the subject This was
how she wanted 1t, and the perfectly relaxed tone of her letter shows how
much she could enjoy authorship—on her own terms Back in the
Hollands’ lovely home, where she had spent part of her honeymoon,
she felt herself secure She wrote

T'don’t know how 1t 1s our days go away in doing so ittle. We break fast nominally
at half-past 8, only st 1salways g, stt an hour over it talhing, come into the draving-
room, and stand over the fire talking, and looking at the lovely view through the
window  suddenly remember the post comes 1n and whishs out again any time

7 Shacwn, Memorals, pp 29-30 & GL 30, 11 Nov 1848
® Shaen, Memorials, p 31
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between 12 and 2, so hurry away to write letters for the bag, are urged to go out
and not lose the beautiful weather by Fanny [Fanny Holland 1800-83, her cousin],
but do contrive to hang about till the bag comes 1n, tumble over each other
1n our haste to get our letters, speak crossly to anyone who speaks to us tull we’ve
read, and 1f possible answered, our letters—then comes a calm 1n which we can
draw deep breaths, for the event of the day 1s over—the bag 1s gone off again Then
walk tll dinner (4 to 5) Uncle Sam always comes 1n to dinner and we talk to him,
he 1s charmed with Emily and they carry on a regular flirtation Emly will
come back brimful of Welsh stories I think, for Sam pours them inte her not
unwilling ears Give my best love to Suschen, the prettiest abbreviation I have
seen for Susanna yet And believe me, dearest Kate-Bettina (for somehow you
two are mextricably blended, with a touch of Seltna over both), your very
affectionate E C G ™©

The pleasant acquisition of £100 of her own (which if not legally hers
at the time, was 1n her pocket), and some encouragement from the
Howitts and her publisher to visit London, tempted her to take a trip
there 1n the spring Already in February she wrote to engage lodgings,
and as the plan took shape in her mind, she consulted Chapman on ways
and means of procuring ‘Orders’ for concerts, theatres, and exhibitions
she especially wanted to attend While welcoming her plan and showing
himself most helpful in getting her Orders, Chapman warned her of
what she must expect if she appeared in the capital the lionizing
mnseparable from success Her complete surprise at such an eventuality
1s the measure of her whole attitude to her work that 1t was a private
thing that had no connection with her social ife Thanking Chapman 1n
a letter of § March for warning her against being ‘lionized’, she added
‘I'am truly grateful to you for 1t I hardly understand what 1s meant by
the term’ That Chapman had hinted at the 1ll effects on authors’
characters of an excess of publicity and praise 1s evident from her
reply

nor do I thmk anything could alter me from my own self, but I will be on
my guard 1t would 11l become me to say I might not be materially altered
for the worse by this mysterious process of ‘liomzing’ How am I to help 1t?

Oh dear! I wish poor Mary Barton could be anmhilated this next month, and then
I mught go where I hiked, and do and see what I iked naturally and simply

There were people she wanted to see, as well as things, she told
Chapman, and among these, besides the Howitts and her friends the
Shaens, 1t may be supposed were Forster, to whose recommendation she
owed the publication of Mary Barton, and Carlyle, the most illustrious

o GL 29,3 Nov 1848
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as well as one of the most genuine of her early admirers His praise had
truly pleased her

I do mndeed value Mr Carlyle’s note, 1t bears the stamp of honesty and truth, 1n
the discriminate praise, and shows that he thinks me worthy of bemg told of my
faults I have seen enough of the way 1in which authors in general ffummery
each other up with insincere and overdone praise to be disgusted with flattery
for ever !

It was unthinkable for a marned lady to go up to London alone, and
as Mr Gaskell could evidently not leave his duties at that time of the
year, she mvited her cousin Anne Holland (daughter of her uncle Sam
of Plas Penrhyn) to ‘chaperone’ her When reassuring Chapman of her
ability to stand up to the threat of ‘honizing’ in London, she told him
‘Luckily for me Miss Holland possesses excellent sense, and a very fair
proportion of satirical power, which she 1s not at all unwilling to exert,
and I shall tell her not to spare me 1n the least’

Comciding with her visit, Emily Winkworth was also in London,
staying with relatives at Islington, so as to see something of her fiancé,
Wilham Shaen Mrs Gaskell frequently invited her to join in her visits
to interesting people and places, which Emuly usefully reported n her
letters home, thus affording an eye-witness account of many of the events
of that first London visit of the ‘Author of Mary Barton’

The landlady having at last rephed to her letters, they went up to
London, presumably on 14 March as planned, and settled 1n lodgings
recommended by their friends the Darbishires in Panton Square, Blooms-
bury—‘dear charming, dingy dirty Pantor Square’, as she spoke of 1t
afterwards, with 1ts ‘little dusty noisy lodgmgs But later still it became

‘my dear old dreamy Panton Square’,’? and whatever the drawbacks the
lodgings were to be her London headquarters on subsequent visits

The early part of her stay 1n London has left few records, 1n contrast
to the fully documented reports of the later days She succeeded 1n pre-
serving her independence of movement, 1n escaping notoriety (except
for calls on her publisher and on Carlyle), and 1n keeping to her original
programme of seemng places of interest in preference to people She
visited the Academy several times, attended lectures at the Athenaeum,
went to the opera and also to Sadler’s Wells She made a new and wholly
congenal friendshup with the portrait pamnter, Ehza Fox, with whom

acquaintance ripened overmight into the easiest and most stimulating
Intimacy

" GL 40 'z GL 48, 47, 69
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“Tottie’ Fox,as Mrs Gashell was tocall her, was the daughter of Wilham
Johnson Fox, a man of many parts not unlike her own father, whose
successive professions—preacher in the Unitarian Church, journalst,
and parliamentartan—brought him a vast circle of acquaintances
almost every sphere of public life, chief and foremost among them being
Charles Dickens Mrs Gaskell’s acquaintance with Tottie could there-
fore have originated with any one of the Fox connections, rehgious or
literary As a practising Umtarla’n she would attend cither one or other
of the two London chapels—that in Essex Street, Strand, of which the
munster was Thomas Madge, or that in Little Portland Street (nearer
her lodgings) of which Edward Tagart was the mimister With both these
munisters and with Willlam Fox, Mr. Gaskell had had previous contacts

The eloquence of William Fox as a preacher had earned him the nick-
name of ‘the golden-tongued apostle of untaxed bread’, whilst his
reformist views had earned him the friendship of Charles Dickens, who
had long counted him among his intimates and who, on the foundation
of his liberal paper The Datly News, had appomted him his principal
leader writer Fox had contributed a sensational leader to the opeming
number of the paper on 21 January 1845 demanding the repeal of the
Corn Laws 13

Eliza Fox’s young girlhood had been made difficult by the separation
of her parents, but in the Bohemian ambience of her father’s home, where
writers, artists, politictans came and went as m an open forum, she had
developed pronounced tastes and an emancipated character that craved
independence and a career She had early wanted to go on the stage, and
her father had consulted his friend Macready, who had advised agamst
it Eliza was very small and perhaps had not the physique for so exacting
a profession, she took up art instead, training as a portrait pamnter, a pro-
fession she was successfully pursuing 1in her Charlotte Street studio
when Mrs Gaskell first met her 4

The ‘honizing’ process with which Chapman had threatened Mrs
Gashell appears to have built up steadily By the end of April and early
May, from which ume her London letters describing this visit survive,
her acquaintance and her engagements with celebrities of the day are
alrcady considerable Her first extant note to Ehiza Fox, dated 5 May,
gives the measure of these from her origmal circle comprising the
Howitts, Edward Chapman, and the Unitarian preachers, she was, as

'* Edgar Johnson, Charles Diclens (London, 1953), 1 405, 531, 577-81

M The records of the Royal Acrdemy show that Lliza Fox exhibited 1n the Summer
Exhibiton from 1848 onwards
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she expressed 1t, ‘so whirled about  that T hardly know what Twrne',%s
having by then been drawn mto the innermost circle surrounding
Dichens

Dickens had expressed his admiration of Mary Barton from the moment
of publication—reading 1t m onc of his favourite working retreats,
Brighton, from where he sent a copy to Samuel Rogers on 18 February
with ardent commendations If he had not succeeded 1in contacting the
author before her London visit, the reason lay with his complete absorp-
tion 1 planning his new book, David Copperfield, with whose opening
chapters, even 1ts title, he was wresthng up to the very time of serial
publication, on 1 May 1849 The overwhelming success of this opening
number excecded all his previous records, and he and his friends and
vast circle of adnurers were bashing 1n the sunshine of popular acclaim
at the very moment Mrs Gaskell was writing her letter 1o Tottie Foy
Tottic, as one of the mner Dichens circle, had immediately sent Mrs.
Gaskell a copy of the opening number Writing to her at half-past cleven
at might on 5 May, Mrs Gashell said

I think T havc behaved most abominably 1in never taking any notice of your great
kindness 1n sending me David Copperfield, and your note Oh dear! T have been
so whirled about since I saw you last that T hardly know what 1 write I do <o
like D Copperfield, and 1t was a charming hiberty you took m sendmg it 1 don’t
know 1f you dsd finally ask us to dinner at five on Wednesday, but the Fates (in
the shape of Mr Forster,) seem to have determined 1t for us, whether you will
or no, my dear! And we mean to Sadlers-Wells 1t afterwards, as you proposed
May we?

Mentioning that she had changed lodgings to 27 Woburn Square,
and enumerating her next day’s engagements, which included a musical
evening at the music criuc Henry Chorley’s, she concluded ‘I am
mtovicated with sparkbing conversation heard tonight at Mrs Proctor’s
I Leep smiling to myself and trying to remember things—all to no
purpose,—the foam has faded from the Champagne "¢ The ‘honizing’
that afforded such ambrosial feasts was obviously proving an unquahficd
dehght and exactly smited to her quicksilver temperament

The programme of her next few days’ engagements reads Iike a Court
Circular after the dinner at Eliza Fox’s—with Sadlers Wells to follow —
she breakfasted with Richard Monckton Milnes, 1n company with the
Revd Frederick Maurice, for whom she was to concewve a great and
lasting admiration, followed the next day by that crow ning honour for

5 GL 44a, 5 May 1849 6 Ibid
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all successful authors, breakfast at Samuel Rogers’s (where she met the
Macreadys and was moved and charmed with the conversation of Mrs
Macready), followed the neat day by dinner at Forster’s, at his famous
Lincoln’s Inn chambers, under the allegorical painted ceithng to be
immortahized in Bleak House, which in turn led up to the )chmax of her
London visit, the dinner given by Dickens on 12 May to celebrate the
publication of Dawvid Copperfield

Characteristically, and generously, Elizabeth Gaskell wrote her mint-
fresh impression of this memorable evening to her old friends the Greens,
the Unitartan mumister’s famuly at Knutsford, with whom Marianne and
Meta had been left in charge, and where such splendours were most
likely to give pleasure

The day had been crammed with engagements up to the very time of
dressing for the dinner It began with breakfast at Richard Monckton
Milnes’s (when the entire House of Lords was there, according to her
cousin Anne Holland), and they were ‘very merry and it was a very short
two hours which every one had said was the proper number of hours to
stay at breakfast’ This was followed by a visit to ‘the Exhnbition’ (Burling-
ton House) and ‘thence to Stafford House, the Duke of Sutherlands’’,
where they saw ‘the most beautiful picture-gallery, statues, and furniture
and flowers I ever could have fancied, and 1n the most perfect taste’ Look-
ing up at the pictures and the gilding tired her not a little, ‘and [I] was
very glad to come out and proceed leisurely home’, dress and go to dine
at Mr Dickens’s, ‘making what Anme calls “a rich day™’ V7

In all her varied and detailed account of the personalities present, it
1s significant that she omitted all description of Dichens himself, or of her
impression of him This was unlike her, fired as she usually was in the
presence of genius Seated between him and Douglas Jerrold at dinner,
in the place of honour, 1t 1s striking that 1t was Jerrold’s wit that impressed
her With Dickens she would have close business connections over the
net few years, but 1t may be doubted whether, with all her admiration
of hus worlk, she ever liked him as a man

We were shown [she wrote to Annie Green] into Mr Dichens’ study, this 1s the
part, dear Annie, I thought you would like to hear about

It 1s the study where he writes all his works, and has a bow-window, 1s about
the size of Uncle Holland’s drawing-room There are books all round, up to the
cething, and down to the ground, a standing-desk at which he writes, and ali
manner of comfortable casy chairs There were numbers of people i the room
Mr Rogers (the old poet, who 15 86, and looked very unfit to be in such a large

17 GL 451, 13 May 1849
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party,) Douglas Jerrold, Mr and Mrs Carlylc, Hablot Brownc, who dllustrated
Dickens’ works, Mr Forster, Mr and Mrs Tagart, 2 Mr Kenyon W wanted
dmner a long time for Lady Dufferin but she did not come il after dinner
Anne [Holland] sat between Cailyle and Rogers,—1 between Dickens and
Douglas Jerrold Anne heard the most sense, and I the most wit, T never heard
any one so witty as Douglas Jerrold, who 15 a very little almost deformed man
with grey flowing hair, and very fine eyes He made so many bon-mots, that at
the ume I thought I could remember, but which now have quite shpped out
of my head After dinner when we went upstairs I sat next to Mrs Carlyle, who
amused me very much with her account of their only servant who comes from
Annandale in Scotland, and had never been accustomed to announce titles

In the evening, quantstics of other people came in I kept trymg to learn
peaple’s faces off by heart, that I might remember them, but it was rather con-
fusing there were so very many There were some nice little Dichens’ children
i the room,—who were so polite, and well-trained We came away at Jast feeling
we had seen so many people and things that day that we were quite confused,
only that we should be glad to remcmber we had done 1118

How Mrs Carlyle, who had so well entertained Mrs Gashell before
the gentlemen’s return to the drawing-room, reacted to the mght’s guest
of honour, appears 1n her own piquant account of the occasion Writing
as usual to her aunt Jeannic Welsh on 17 May, she said

I have been to several parties—a dinncr at Dickens’s last Saturday where I never
went before  Such getung up of the stcam 1s unbecoming to a litcrary man who
ought to have his basss elsewhere than on what the old Annandale woman cafled
‘Ornament and grander’ The dinner was served up 1n the new fashion—not
placed on the table at all—but handcd round—only the dessert on the table and
quantiues of artsficral flowers—but such an overloaded dessert? pyranuds of figs
raisins oranges—ach? At the Ashburton dinner served on those principles there
were just four cowships in china pots—four sthver shclls contasning sweets, and
a stlver filigree temple in the middle! but here the very candles rose each out of
an artificial rose! Good God! Mrs Gashell the Authoress of Alary Barton was
there—1 had already scen her at my own house, a natural unassuming woman
whom they have been doing thar best to spoil by making a honess of her 1

Both Mrs Gaskell and Mrs Carlyle mentioned the presence of old
Samuel Rogers at the dinner, their respective comments affording
illuminating sights 1nto their own natures Mrs Gashell wrote of his
looking ‘very unfit to be m such a large party’, while Mrs Carlyle, as
fully equal as ever old Rogers could be to answer spite with spite, com-

® GL 452
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mented. ¢ old Rogers, who ought to have been buried long ago, so
old and ill-natured he 1s grown’

In the further crowd of celebrities that arrived after dinner, including
Thackeray, artists, ladies of title, and musicians, what patently pleased
Mrs Gaskell most was hearing ‘some beautiful music’, and seeing some
of the httle Dickens children Small wonder that, despate her efforts ‘to
learn people’s faces off by heart’, she came away feeling confused, only
‘glad to remember we had done it’, a comment that suggests she had
emerged unscathed—and immensely stimulated—from the honizing
ordeal

She was not yet out of the wood The Howitts claimed her to breakfast
again the next day, Sunday, then they took her to church to hear the
Revd Frederick Maurice preach (‘whom I like very much indeed’) 2 She
made farewell calls on the Carlyles at their request, on the Monday, and
on Samuel Rogers on the Tuesday, when she was invited again to break-
fast and was enthralled by his collection of Etruscan wares; and finally
made her escape from London on Wednesday, 16 May, after exchanging
Christian names with Eliza Fox From then on, Eliza Fox became one of
her most constant and intimate correspondents, and the one to whom
she was most self-revealing

Her London 1nitiation, whether she recognized it or not, had been
a personal triumph for her The Dickens dinner marked her admittance
imnto the inner circle of London literary society, from then on, she ceased
to be an anonymous provincial writer, and became a much courted one,
whose work was eagerly sought by the inventive and restless promoter
of all reputations, Dickens himself Not content with his sensational
triumphs as a novelist, he had founded first a daily paper (The Da:ly
News) mto which he absorbed the talents of all his friends, and within
the year set about launching a weekly journal as well, Household Words,
the first number of which, published on 30 March 1850, carried a con-
tribution from Mrs Gaskell. It was as a direct result of Dickens’s highly
flattering mvitation to her to contribute regularly to his journal that she
achieved her most lasting fame with the Cranford sketches, which she
contributed serially and 1rregularly over the next three years.

* GL 47
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THE HIDDEN WORLD OF ART

In spite of the honizing, which appeared to have had no 11l cffects but
had nevitably built up her self-confidence, Ehzabeth did not consider
herself ‘her own woman’ as yet, free of her time and of all other obhga-
tions than those of creative work She loved her children too much ever
to put them second to other interests, and was completely absorbed in
them, enjoying every phase of their growth with amused and patient
sympathy She had suffered too much herself for want of a mother cver
to neglect the nnumerable claims they made on her

Flossy and Juha were as yct very young—seven and threc years old
respectively—at the time of her return from London 1n the summer of
1849, while Marianne and Meta were fourteen and twelve respectively
She herself was the most educative influence 1n their childhood, not only
directing their studies but simulating their feelings for the finer things
of ife Though their father loved them intensely, he was, as his wife
said, of so anxious a disposition as to fear rather than enjoy even the
care-free hours when she planned changes of scene and holidays for
them—often taken riskily in his view

The girls had a governess at home, Miss Rosa Mitchell, who taught
them with the help of visiting masters for many years until they reached
their teens, when each was sent in turn to boarding-schools of their own
choice Miss Mitchell was so much a member of the family as to be called
‘Rosa’ by Mrs Gashell, and greatly loved She had previously run her
own school 1n Manchester and was competent to take the girls 1n all
subjects, including Itahan

As the mother of four girls, with as yet no great financial resources to
provide for them, there was never a day when the claims of domesticity
did not come thich and fast ‘I’ve scarcely seen anyone yet,” Elizabeth
wrote after her return to Catherine Winkworth, ‘but then I've made four
flannel petticoats, and I don’t know how many preserves and pichles,
which are so good and successful I am sure 1t 1s my vocation to be a house-
keeper, not an economical one, but a jolly extravagant one ™

' GL 49, 21 Aug 1849
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Do you know what an American ‘Bee’ 1s [she further ashed Catherine, who was
st1ll on the south coast for her health]? You know 1t’s the sort of pic-nic they get
up 1n the back-woods, when they want to build a house ora bridge, etc , 1 a hurry
Well, I’m going to have a ‘Bee’ here next week, and I wish you and Emily could
come to 1t There are 192 tucks to be run in my children’s garments all at once!
so I am gomng to havea ‘Bee’  The refreshments are a puzzle to me I find that
in America, toasted cheese spread with honey 1s the thing at ‘Bees’, but I am
afraid my guests would not appreciate 1t What do you suggest

The family’s summer holidays were always planned to get them as far
away from Manchester as finances allowed, to the coast or the country—
either to the shores of Morecambe Bay or to Wales—no matter how
primitive the accommodation, so long as 1t was close to beautiful sur-
roundings In the late summer of 1849 they stayed at a farmhouse 1n the
Lales, at Skelwith near Ambleside It was during this hohday that the
Gaskells made the acquaintance of Edward Quillinan, the widower of
Dora Wordsworth, who lived at Lesketh How at Ambleside, and through
him had the opportunity of a meeting with Wordsworth, who died the
following April (1850) For Ehzabeth Gaskell, who had loved his poetry
all her hife, 1t was a moving occasion, which he marked by writing 1n her
album ‘He that feels contempt | For any living Thing, hath facultes
Which he hath never used Leskheth How 2oth July 1849 qullman
wrote to Crabb Robinson on the occasion ‘Mrs Gaskell  1sa charmmng
person—She 1s coming to us (to tea) with her two daughters and a friend
on Wednesday’, and later, ‘She 1s a very pleasing mteresting person *

While Skelwith drew them back 1n later summers, the place that had
already taken hold of their imaginations as the perfect holiday-retreat
was Silverdale on Morecambe Bay, where they were to take root the
following summer (1850) This 1s no 1dle term as applied to a place that
brought such a flowering, affecting as 1t did not only the growing years
of her children, but the best part of Mrs Gaskell’s own working hife

Back in Manchester for the autumn and winter and settled down ‘into
soberness’, Ehzabeth urged her new friend Eliza Fox to visit them

Are you prepared for a garret [she wrote to her in November], rather like Camp-
bell’s rainbow, ‘a happy spirit to delight mid way twixt earth and heaven’, with
no fireplace, only a great cistern, which however we fock up for fear of our friends
committing suicide Are you prepared for a cold clammy atmosphere, a town with

2 Toud
3 Shaen, Memorials

* The Correspondence of Henry Crabb Robinson with the Wordsworth Circle, ed Morley
(Oxford, 1927), n 700, 705
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no grace or beauty 1n 1t, a house full of cold draughts, and mysterious puffs of
1cy air? Are you prepared for four girls in and out continually, interrupting the
most nteresting conversation with enquiries respecting lessons work, etc —
If these dehights thy mind can move, come live with me and be my love I like the
house very much, though I acknowledge we have out grown 1t, you shall have
a bottle of hot water i bed, and blankets ad libitum, and we keep glorious fires

The girls are very nice ones though I say 1t that should not say 1t, and I do think
you will like them all in their separate ways, so please write soon and fix your
time for coming 5

The visit was made, at the beginning of December, when Eliza completed
the conquest of the entire Gaskell family Few were the friends to whom
Elizabeth was emboldened to send her husband’s ‘best love’, as she did
subsequently to Eliza Fox,® or of whom he was ‘pleased to say’, as hus
wife laughingly reported, ‘that 1t 1s not often I make such a “sensible”
friendship as the one with you, which I rather resent, for I am sure all
my friends are sensible "7

The visit of Eliza Fox 1n December coincided with a new and absorbing
concern of Elizabeth’s, with which Eliza was able to be of help Over and
above the rival claims on her time between her family and her writing,
Elizabeth had a strong compulsion towards social service, as her involve-
ment m the real-life case of John Barton had already showh, and she
had lately become deeply interested in the case of a young prostitute
imprisoned for theft whom she hoped to rescue She heard (probably
through Elhza Fox), of the rescue work sponsored by Angela Burdett-
Coutts, largely admimnistered by Dickens himself, and applied to him
directly for advice and information on their emigration scheme

The nterest of the letter, apart from its revelation of her deeply
charitable nature, lies 1n the sketch 1t contains—a pale outline sketch as
yet—of the plot of the book that would grow out of this particular
expertence, Ruth Thencident affords tangible proof, if any were needed,
of the close relation between art and life exemplified in Mrs Gaskell’s
work Hers was a spontaneous, unforced talent that took its mspiration
direct from daily life

She wrote to Dickens on 8 January 1850

I am just now very much interested 1n a young girl, who 1s 1n our New Baylcy
prison when she was about 14, she was apprenticed to an Irish dress~-maker
here, of very great reputation for fashion Last September but one this dress-
maker failed, and had to dismuss all her apprentices, she placed this girl with
a woman who occasionally worked for her, and who has since succeeded to her

$ GL 51, Nov 1849 & GL 63, Jan 1850, 69, Apr 1850 7 GL 6g, Apr 1850
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business, this woman was very profhigate and conmved at the girl’s seduction
by a surgeon 1n the neighbourhood who was called in when the poor creature
was 1ll Then she was 1n despair, and wrote to her mother (who had never corre-
sponded with her all the tme she was at school and an apprentice,) and while warting
the answer went into the penitentiary, she wrote 3 times but no answer came,
and 1n desperation she listened to a woman, who had obtained admuttance to the
penitentsary solely as 1t turned out to decoy girls mnto her mode of life, and left
with her, and for four months she has led the most miserable hife! in the hopes,
as she tells me, of killing herself, for ‘no one had ever cared for her mn this world,’—
she drank, ‘wishing 1t might be poison’, pawned every article of clothing—and
at last stole I have been to see her 1n prison at Mr Wright’s request, and she looks
quite a young child (she 1s but 16,) with a wild wistful look m her eyes, as if
searching for the Lindness she has never known,—and she pines to redeem
herself and what I want you to tell me 1s, how Miss Coutts sends out her
protegees’? and might she be included among them? I want her to go out
with as free and unbranded a character as she can, if possible, the very fact of
having been 1n prison etc to be unknown on her landing I will try and procure
her friends when she arrives, only how am I to manage about the voyage? and
how soon will a creditable ship sail, for she comes out of prison on Wednesday,
and there are two of the worst women m the town who have been n prison with
her, mtending to way-lay her, and I want to keep her out of all temptation, and
even chance of recognition Please will you help me? I can manage all except
the voyage  and we can pay all her expenses etc Pray don’t say you can’t help
me She 1s such a pretty sweet looking'gir] I am sure she will do well if we
can but get her out 1 a good ship 8

Dickens’s reply was not only helpful but prompt, it put her in immediate
touch with the persons concerned with the emigration scheme 1n Lon-
don, and enabled her to ship her protégée out in safe company to the
Cape Her share of acuvity i achieving these ends was not shght, she
visited the girl three imes a week 1n prison ‘to keep up and nurse her
hopes and good resolutions’, appled to the Ragged School master to
accompany her on her journey to London and to take charge of her there
till the ship sailed, and above all, found a man and his wife going to the
Cape ‘who will take loving care of her’ ¢

The girl sailed on 4 March, with a complete outfit furmshed by Mrs
Gaskell and Elza Fox Despite the satisfactory outcome, the incident
leftMrs Gaskell unhappy and disturbed, haunted by the near-destruction
of a young and helpless creature The emotions then roused were never
quietened until she had voiced her great appeal 1n Ruth

Immedately after her letter to Dickens, Elizabeth received another

8 GL 61, 8 Jan 1850 9 GL 62, 12 Jan , 63, 24 Jan 18350
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one from him He wrote on 31 January 1850 to invite her to contribute
to his new periodical Household 1Words ‘The very flattering terms of his
letter must have convinced her, there and then, of her potential as a pro-
fessional writer—had conscience and modesty permitted As 1t was, she
sull resolutely put famuly clums first, while the temptation to write
came 1n a good second

You may perhaps have scen an announcement in the papers of my ntention
[Dickens wrotc] to start a ncw cheap weekly journal of gencral hiterature

I do not know what your hiterary vows of tumperance or abstinence may be,
but as I do honcstly know that there 1s no ving Lnghsh writer whose aid Twould
desire to enhist in preference to the authoress of Mary Barton (a book that most
profoundly affccted and mmpressed me), T venture to ask you whether you can
give me any hope that you will write a short tale, or any number of talcs, for the
projected pages I should set a valuc on your help which your modesty can
hardly imaginc

He explained that all contributions would remaim anonymous, and out-
lined the general objectives of the paper as humamtanan—‘the raising
up of those that are down, and the general improvement of our socul
condition’®—objectives very close to Mrs Gashell’s heart as he knew,
not only from Alary Barton but from their recent correspondence over
the emigration scheme Dichens showed how genuine his desire for her
collaboration was by offering to go to Manchester for a few hours 1o
discuss the project with her He did not have to do so Mrs Gashell
accepted his mmvitation and sent him a story which appeared 1n the
opening number of Houschold Words, on 30 March 1850, and 1n the two
following 1ssues

The story she sent Dichens was ‘Liazzie Legh’, a Manchester tale
strongly reminiscent 1n atmosphere and sub-plot of AMary Barton, and
depending again on types of character and rural and aity descriptions
for 1ts strongest effects The theme, the seduction of an innocent country
girl employed 1n Manchester, while 1t appcars to look back to the story
of Esther in Mary Barton—it may 1 fact have been a first draft of that
story—looks forward also to the total treatment of the subject in Ruth
Whatever the chronology of the respective tales, 1t 15 certain that Mrs
Gaskell was preoccupied at the ime with the subject of prostitution, to
which her experiences asa social worher were mtroducing her The pathos
of Lizzie Leigh’s story, in which she 1s shown as an innocent victim of
betrayal, 1s balanced by the real-hfe story of the httle scamstress with

‘ The Letters of Charles Dickens, ed W Dester (London, 1938), n 202
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whom Mrs Gaskell had been so absorbed at the ttme As n Mary Barton,
the descriptive passages evoking the country home scenes of the rumned
girl are used to heighten the sense of lost mnocence and to point the
contrast with the musery of city life, 1ts wretched housing conditions,
sad streets, noxious climate The human element 1s again used to
dramatic and emotional effect, the love and compassion of Lizzie’s
mother being held up as a beacon 1n the surrounding darkness, and the
pathos of the death of the little child—Lizzie’s little bastard—used to
achieve her redemption Here, as i Mary Barton, and as Elizabeth
Gaskell would repeat in almost all her tragic tales, redemption 1s reached
through suffering It was a doctrine she clung to passionately and used,
sometimes, to morbid effect

There 1s very lhittle sunshine in ‘Lizzie Leigh’ but, barring some
passages of mtolerable melodrama, it 1s a freshly written tale, full of
sensitive observation and humane feeling

Dickens was delighted with 1t, although already the editor in him was
at work to modify the author’s original intentions, the story had been
planned to end with Lizzie’s death, but he objected As late as 14 March
(the tale appeared on the 30th) he wrote to her

I am strongly of opinion that as Lizzie 1s not to die, she ought to put that child
in Susan’s own arms, and not lay 1t down at the door Observe!—The more
forcibly and strongly and affectingly, you exhibit her mother’s love for her, the
more cruel you will make this crime of desertion 1n her The same sentiment
which animates the mother, will have been done violence to by the daughter,
and you cannot set up the one without pulling down the other !

The editorial comments of Dickens, then and thereafter, show the degree
of his mnvolvement even 1n fiction that was not his own, so all-pervasive
was his creativity

How little Mrs Gaskell estmated her own market value as yet 1s
humorously seen by her astonishment at the payment of £20 for ‘Lizzie
Leigh’ ‘Do you know’, she wrote to Tottie Fox,'? ‘they sent me 20/
for Lizzie Leigh? I stared, and wondered 1f I was swindling them but
I suppose I am not > Such compunction rather corroborates the view
that the story was not a new one ‘William’, she went on, ‘has composedly
buttoned 1t up in his pochet He has promised I may have some for the
Refuge > William’s action, which was perfectly in accordance with the
usage of the time before the introduction of the Married Women’s
Property Act, has often been cited mn evidence agamnst him and as proof

" Ibd 210 2 GL 0, Apr 1850
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that his wife could not keep her earnings The facts are quite different
Mrs Gaskell amassed considerable sums by her writings, made frec use
of them herscelf on foreign travel, and ultimately bought a house
without her husband’s knowledge Payments by cheque to Mrs ‘Gashell
would necessarily have to go through Wilham’s account before being
cashed

Dichens was so dehighted with ‘Lizzie Leigh’ that he was impatient
for further contributions “This 15 a brief letter,” he wrote on 3 July, ‘but
if you only hnew 1t!—a very touching onc 1n 1ts carnestness Can’t you—
won’t you—don’t you—cver mean to write me another story*'3 He
wrote agamn on 7 August when Elizabeth was intensely preoccupied
with moving housc and with the family holidays at Silverdale That she
had no more manuscripts laid by would appear from her delay in supply-
ing the material he wanted, she kept him waiting for both her further
contributions of that year, “The Well of Pen Morfa’, which did not appear
mn Household Words unul 16 and 23 November, and ‘The Heart of John
Middleton’, which did not appear untl the closing 1ssue of the year, on
28 December

The fact was that she had scruples 1n devoting too much of her time
to writing, lucrative as she was finding 1t To her friend Ehza Foy,
a fellow artst, she could confide the nature of her dilemma, at the very
time Dichens was first sohciting her for contributions the strong com-
pulsion to write had to be set agamnst the claims of domesticity

Eliza had just written to her to discuss a plan to go to Munich for six
months of art-training Her relative freedom of movement prompted
Elizabeth Gaskell to review her own very different situation

And now I could say so much about the Munich plan, and what follows in your
letter about home duties and individual hife, 1t 15 just my puzzle if you were
here we could talk about 1t so well Oh! that you were here! I don’t ltke the 1dea
of your being a whole six months away from call, but that 1s sclfish and not to
be taken 1nto consideration One thing 1s pretty clear, J¥omen, must give up living
an artist’s hfe, 1f home duties are to be paramount It 1s different with men
However we arc talhing of women I am sure 1t 1s healthy for them to have the
refuge of the hidden world of Art to shelter themselves m when too much pressed
upon by daily small Lilliputian arrows of peddling cares, 1t keeps them from being
morbid as you say, and takes them 1nto the land wherc King Arthur lies hidden,
and soothes them with 1ts peace 1 have felt this in w riting, 1 see others feelaitin
MUsIC, YOou tn pamting, so assurcdly a blending of the two 15 desirable 1do
believe we have alf some appointed worl, to do, which no one else can do so well,

3 Letters,u 220
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consuence dictated, a place of pleasure and refreshment for countless
people—not only celebritics—as well as a home for those she loved
It was a house of generous proportions, in heeping with the character
of the family who mhabited 1t, with seven bedrooms, two attics, and
thice hving-rooms, a handsome squarc house with pillared portico
and surrounding garden, standing on a corner that gave 1t an appearance
of even greater spaciousness and 1solation than it actually owned
The greenhouse and the garden even today shed a fresh and verdant
arr around the house, and that in the Gashkells’ day was 1ts chief
attraction

Do you know [Elizabeth wrote to Tottie Fox], I believe the garden will be a great
delight 1n our new house Clay soil 1t mll be, and there 15 no help for 1, but it
will be gay and bright with common flow ers, and 1s quite shut in,—and one may
get out without bonnet, which 1s a blessing, T always want my head cool, and
stray about 1n the odd five minutes You should sec Baby and Florence! ther
delight 1s most pretty to sec every day they go there, and every flower (plant) that
peeps up 1s a treasure '

The move took place, as required, at midsummer, but not without
a pang at parting from the old home which held for Elizabeth such
poignant memories of her lost boy '7

By the end of June the family were gone to the coast, to Silverdale for
therr annual holhiday, while the furnishing and redecorations of the new
house were completed They stayed five weeks in a farmhouse at Silver-
dale, therr first long experience of the place What it gave them all can
be felt by the report of 1t Mrs Gaskell sent to a new acquaintance of that
summer, Lady Kay-Shuttleworth speaking of ‘our annual migration to
the sea-side’, she added ‘Silverdale can hardly be called the sea-side,
as1t s a hittle dale running down to Morecambe Bay, with grey limestone
rocks on all sides, which 1n the sun or moonhght, ghsten like silver And
we are heeping hohiday m most rural farm-house lodgings, so that our
children learn country interests, and ways of hving and thinking.”® The
importance of Silverdale for her children’s education 1n natural beauty
was fully matched by the refreshing influence it exercised on Mrs Gashell
herself Itcombinedanamphtudeofshoreand shy thatappealed pecuhiarly
to her sea-loving nature, with wooded hills and rocky promontorics,
rustic ssmplicity of hife, country fare, and customs that recalled her child-
hood, a place never lacking 1n grandeur, cither, with the crests of the

6 GL 70, 26 Apr 1850 7 Secp 74
8 GL 723, 16 July 1850
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to have been so much better 25 Her own view of the book appears a fair
one, even today

As a natural reaction to the year’s strain and worry, Elizabeth sought
every excuse for a change of scene and company She believed she could
find peace of mind by frequently fleeing domestic cares (Marianne was
by then a competent replacement 1 the care of the hittle ones), and she
stayed with the Shaens in Bedford Row mn June In October she was
offered the exclusive use of the Nightingales’ country house, Lea Hurst,
near Matlock, 1n their absence, with one servant to attend to her needs,
1t was ‘my happy, happy pause of life’ in retrospect The burden of forced
composition once hfted, her spirits picked up with the turn of the year
1854/5 and she sought further to restore them with more travel There
was the chance of a visit to Paris under exceptionally tempting circum-
stances She recerved an mvitation to stay with Mme Mohl, who, having
failed to entice Mrs Gaskell to Paris while she was working on North
and South, now ‘peremptorily’ commanded her to come and bring Meta
with her They went over on 13 February and stayed a fortmight

Mme Mohl was ‘English 1n spite of her name’, as Mrs Gaskell tersely
put it, and had the singular distinction of having lived in France through-
out the revolutionary movements of the century She was born Mary
Anne Clarke of English parents in the City of Westminster 1n the year
of the great revolution, 1793 When she was a young girl, she and her
mother had been taken up by Juhette Récamier and lodged within her
own famous apartments mn the disestablished Abbaye aux Bois, where
Juliette, the ageing Chateaubriand, and other survivors of the successive
storms, lived out a posthumous existence of exquisite refinement directed
by a protocol of almost regal punctilio Mary Clarke, an Orleanist to the
backbone, was as intelligent as she was captivating and had the good
fortune to charm Chateaubriand as well as Mme Récamier She was
admutted to their mner circle and was adopted by their intimates There
was no one of note 1n art, letters, politics, who did not seek admittance
to the Récamuer salon, and in time, when 1ll-health and advancing age
obhged Julette to receive fewer visitors, the overflow sought comfort
with Mary Clarke and her mother In due course they moved nto an
apartment of therr own i the Rue du Bac, while still maintaining the
closest and tenderest links with Mme Récamier and Chateaubriand,
and the salon of Mme Mohl took on all the charactetstics of the former
Récamier salon at Abbaye aus Bois Mary Clarke made a belated
marriage with a disunguished Orientalist, Julus Mohl, of German

2 GL 220, Dec 1834
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cxtraction, but more Fiench than the French n his love of Paris Therr
third-floor apartment at 120 Rue du Bac had a garden at the back over-
Joohing the Invalides and the chuich of Ste Chlotilde It became the
rallying ground for distinguished English tourists, Mrs  Frances
Trollope and her sons when en route for Italy, the whole Nightingale
family, German scientists, Orientalists, and scholars from every uni-
versity in Europe, and finally Mrs Gaskell and her daughters 20
What drew them was the learning of their host and the singular
character and charm of then hostess She was a fearless woman, natural
and frank i a predommantly formal socicty, outspohen to a fault,
mmpulsive and generous As she had no children she surrounded herselfl
with the childien of her friends, for whom her dancing parties were a
regular feature of the Parisian scason She was attiacted to children
(because of then spontaneity) as much as she was bored by young girls,
whose stupidity and ignorance she could not tolerate She remamed
herself a childhike creature 1n appearance, with a piquant profile, and
a head of close-cut curls, worn m the ‘Roman’ fashion of Napoleon’s
day, that caused Guizot to say that she went to the same cotffenr as mis
poodle Emelyn Story, the wife of the sculptor, lett a memorable vignette
of Mme Mohl as they knew her during successive Paris seasons
Mme Mohl used to drop out of an omnibus, often into 4 mud-puddle, at our door,
and dehght us with her origimality and freshness T can see her now, just arrived,
her feet on the fender before the fire, her hair flying, and her gencral untidiness
so marhed as to be picturesque —since she showed a supreme indifference to the
details of dress Her talk was all her own, nobody was Iike her for a jumble of
1deas and facts, which made her mind much bhe her dlothes, topsy-turvily worn
She cared for nothing but what she was hearing or sceing, and her racy
comments were always worth remembering  She was always at home on Fraday
evenings, which werc occasions we so hiked that we never, when in Paris, omitted
one She hnew how to manage her clever people—1t was what she was most
remarhable for, putting them always on their strong pomts and cftacing hersddf
except for appreciation 27

Into this stimulating houschold Mrs Gashell and Meta arrived on
13 February 1855 and were immediately caught up i the maclstrom
of Mohl hospitality Mrs Gaskell's and Meta's letters to Martanne,
left 1n charge at home, provide ghmpses of the tempo of hife 1n the
Rue du Bac

-¢ Dat1 on Mme Mohl derived from the memorr of her published by her mece, M C

Simpson, Letters and Recollections of Julus and Mary Mohl (London, 1887)

2"6 Hgnrv James, Willam Wetmore Story and his Friends (Ldinburgh and London, 1903),
1 305-
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There 1s going to be a dance here tonight [Meta reported 1 her first letter]—
everything 1s 1n confusion—the great red cushions of the salon being beaten and
shaken till the room 1s clouded with dust They have been polishing the dining-
room-floor, ull I anticipate a fa// in every waltz It 1s so funny the way m wh
Mme Mohl has asked people to come 1 my name—Mrs Hollond (whom I have
never seen) was mnvited ‘because 1t wd give Miss Gashell so much pleasure’—
and Mille Gaskell has a prominent part 1n most of the mvitation-notes We
went to a magnificent party on Tuesday for grandeurs, titles and dresses [Mrs
Gashell carried on], but except for eyes, 1t was very dull, and prevented one going
to Mme Hollond’s to dinner to meet V. Cousin Mrs Hollond goes back to
England on Monday I mean her to carry my MS tell Papa—up to just before
Mr Bell’s death But I can fimish 1t up 1n no time if desired 28

Work, and anxiety for news from home still haunted her, even on
holiday ‘I am in a great fidget about Papa too I shan’t have any comfort
till I hear agamn from you, and I’m writing standing, with my things on,
just after reading yr letter because I do so want to hear 2

Meta was reported to have danced the whole evening, 1n another letter
‘the rooms were crowded, and I can’t tell you half the people No
Tourghieneffs [sic] A cotillon at the end Quite new tours and some
very pretty but too long to describe 3¢

For Meta, the ardent art student just turned eighteen, the excitement
of Panis lay chiefly in visiting the galleries and private collections, to
which Mme Mohl could give her introductions, and 1 being admitted
to the ateliers of the painters in vogue This was such a ‘swallower-up of
time’, as Mrs Gaskell put 1t 31 They were frequently admutted to the
atelier of Ary Scheffer Mrs Gaskell wrote Marianne an account of therr
recent doings and of the long intervals between French meals

Saturday Atelier and then a short walk along the Quar’s, then to dinner at the
Scheffers (such a good dinner!), Hollands, Pasteur, Vermeil, Mrs Schwabe, etc,
etc Thence to the Jardin des Plantes, a great sorée got up 1n my honour (no
kissing) but cups of rich chocolate and cream cakes, which made Meta wish she
could have kept erther her good dinner, or her good tea to another day, for she
1s perpetually hungry We hardly ever have more than twice to eat 1n the day
Breakfast, tea and bread and butter Ten 6 o’clock dinner, and nothing whatever
after, not even when we go to the theatre 32

Of the theatre Mrs Gaskell said that while Meta enjoyed 1t she could
not, because ‘of the air’ 32 The lack of fresh air constantly spoiled her
28 GL 229, Feb 1855 2 JTbud
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pleasute at coneerts, lectures, orany crowded gathenng it wasa symptom
of her condon,

One great dehght of those Pars days was in sencwang acquaintance
with the young American sculptor, Witham Wamore Story and s
wife Fmelyn, whom she had met the pravious year, and 1o whom she
wiote afterwards of her happy memories of that time *1 hie 1o think of
orr Sunday breakfasts in Paris, and your Sundas bunches of viofus, and
the dear Iittle arl, and the magnificent baby, and the Taahan nurs
and then of Mr Story, high and far above all, with s Island ghost-
story and his puns Oh, weren™t we happy ™ T was ke a forctaste of
the joys to come at then nest meeting, in Rome i 1857, which shospoke
of later as marking the ‘culmination’ of her hfe

She and Meta had 1o return 1o England on Monday, 26 February
Depending on the news she recenved, she would enther return dircet 1o
Manchester or stay on i London to pay a number of promused viss,
‘Do vou thimk Papa wants me®’ she ashed Marnanne before starting out,
“f so, T shd Iike to come home straght I not, T <hould hhke to pry the
promised visits m London, Tet me know particularly, and how he g ™

Sherecened Mr Gashell’s blessmg to stay on m London and remamned
there for over amonth She was staying at Princd’s Terrace with Mre and
Mrs Price, when on 4 April she reeanved a letter forwarded from home
and therefore delayed Tt was from John Greenwood, the Haworth
stationer, tethng her that Charlotte Bronte was dead

YoGL 303 autumn 1856
* GL 230



CHAPTER XV

THE LIFE OF CHARLOTTE BRONTE

JonN GREENWOOD had a small stationer’s shop opposite to and just
below the Black Bull at Haworth It was, therefore, most conveniently
placed for the family at the parsonage, at ‘the top of Haworth’ as it was
locally spoken of, where the steep ascent of Mam Street reaches the
plateau of the village Ever since 1843, as he later told Mrs Gashell, the
Bronte family had bought from him all therr writing matersals—paper,
pens, ik, wafers—and 1n such quantities at times as to arouse his sus-
picion Though they did not confide in him he could not but suppose they
went 1n for some form of writing—possibly for the hterary reviews—
and were so earnest 1n their requests for paper that, rather than disappoint
them, he would at times walk the 8 miles to Halifax and back to buy in
supplies Not until the identity of ‘Currer Bell’ and the authorship of the
Bell novels were revealed did he know for certain that they wrote His
vicarious pride 1n them was enormous, and he conceived a positive cult
for Emly Bronte, watching her goings and comings hike a lover He hept
a diary 1 which many incidents relating to the family were entered, and
left on record a description of her that has not been equalled He met her
coming off the moors one day and noted how ‘Her countenance was it
up with a divine hight Had she been holding converse with Angels, 1t
would not have shone brighter It appeared to me, holy, heavenly
Greenwood was, n the words of Mrs Gashell, ‘a kind of genmus 1n his
way’, dabbling m poetry and painting himself, and turming his hand to
various trades, house-mason, gardener, shopkeeper, to earn a Irving He
was a ‘hittle deformed man’, with acute sensibihties and, as the context
of his letters to Mrs Gaskell suggests, hypersensitive to imagined shghts
Charlotte had shown him both personal and practical kindness ever
since her successes, and obtamned for him the representation in that
district of Smuth, Elder’s publications On the occaston of Mrs Gaskell’s
visit to Haworth she had taken her to call on Greenwood and his wife,
knowing what pleasure 1t would give him, and had begged for a kind
message for him when last staying at Plymouth Grove ‘she turned back
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out of the carriage when she was going away’, M1s Gaskell remembered,
‘to say “Do send a message to John Greenwood, he will so like 1t ™

Deeply mvolved as he felt himself to be n the fortunes of the Bronte
farmily, John Greenwood made himself the messenger of 1ll-news directly
the passing bell of Haworth Church announced to the village the death
of Charlotte Mrs Gashell, very properly, at once addressed a letter of
condolence to Mr Bronte She did not know Mr Nicholls and had, ever
since her friend’s marriage, hesitated to make the first advances because
of his reputed attitude towards Dissenters The unhappy effect of this
quite unnecessary reticence had been to leave her without recent news
of Charlotte and 1n complete ignorance of her fatal illness The greater
was her shock on receving the news

My dear Sir [she wrote to Greenwood on the very day his letter reached her],
I can not tell you how VERY sad your note has made me My dear dear friend that
I shall never see again on earth! I did not even know she was ill 1 had heard
nothing of her since the beginning of December when she wrote to 2 mutual
friend saying that she was well, and happy You may well say you have lost
your best friend, strangers might know her by her great fame, but we loved her
dearly for her goodness, truth, and hindness, and those lovely qualities she carried
with her where she 1s gone

I want to know EVERY particular Has she been long 111> What was her illness?
You would obhge me extremely, 1if you would  send me every detarl  Tloved
her dearly, more than I think she knew I shall never cease to be thankful that
I knew her, or to mourn her loss 2

Charlotte Bronte was pregnant and died of a combination of pregnancy-
sichness and the lung trouble which was the old curse taking 1ts toll of
the last member of the famly, the only one to pass the age of thirty
The death of Charlotte Bronte effaced almost all other interests for
Mrs Gashell that spring She entered into a regular correspondence with
Greenwood, and kept recurring to 1t 1n all her other correspondence
She wanted very much to visit Mr Bronte at the earhest appropriate
moment, and she was shocked to learn that Thackeray, whom Charlotte
so greatly admured, had not written to condole with him ‘I am surprized
at Mr Thackerays never writing to Mr Bronte’, she wrote to Green-
wood on 5 May ‘I wrote myself to tell him of her death, I have never
heard from him 1n acknowledgment, and I thought that he mught not

have recerved my note But he must have learnt of her death through the
public papers

' GL 242, 4 June 1855 2 GL 232, 4 Apr 1855 3 GL 239, 5 May 1855
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By the end of May an 1dea was tahing shape mn her mind that she would
like to collect her memories of Charlotte and when ‘no one 1s living whom
such a publication would hurt, publish what T know of her’ She
made the suggestion to George Smith, Charlotte’s publisher, on 31 May,
introducing her suggestion with a query how to have a daguerreotype
copy made for herself of Richmond’s portrait of Charlotte that she had
seen at Haworth The portrait, originally given by George Smith, was of
course no longer his property, but that of Charlotte’s widower, whom
instinctively she feared to approach ‘I cannot tell you how I honoured
and loved her’, she told George Smith ‘I did not know of her illness,
or I would have gone straight to her It seems to me that her death was
as sad as her life > The motive for writing a memoir of Charlotte was
already present 1n this letter, as she confided to George Smith, 1t was to
‘make the world (1f T am but strong enough 1n expression,) honour the
woman as much as they have admired the writer’ 4

George Smith, both as a publisher and as a very humane and civilized
man, could but applaud Mrs Gaskell’s sentiments, without as yet coming
forward with any definite proposal of his own Having entered into corre-
spondence with him with her customary ease of manner, Mrs Gaskell
pursued 1t with verve ‘I think 1t 1s from finding that you are suffering
from a somewhat similar regret (that of not having cultivated her ntimacy
more assiduously,) that makes me write so openly and so much at length
toyou Iwishyoumouldash for permission to havea copyofthe portrait  °

Her plan to record her memories of Charlotte, of her ‘happy visit to
Haworth etc ’ was taking increasing hold of her

It was from finding how much names and dates which she then gave me m
speaking of her past life had passed out of my memory, that I determined that 1n
our country-leisure this summer I would put down every thing I remembered
about this dear friend and noble woman, before 1ts vividness had faded from my
mind 1 thought that I would simply write down my own personal recollections
of her, from the time we first met at Sir J K Shuttleworth’s, telling what was
right and fitting of what she told me of her past hife, and here and there copying
out charactenstic extracts from her letters

The only impediment, as she conceived 1t, to such a plan would be the
objection of Mr Bronte Of this she was firmly convinced ‘T know that
Mr Bronte and I fear that Mr Nicholls, would not like this made public,

even though the more she was known the more people would honour her
as a woman '

4 GL 241, 31 May 1855 5 GL 242, 4 June 1855
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How altogether wrong she had been in her estimate of Mr Bronte was
to appear almost immediately To her immense surprise she recerved
a letter from hum, dated 16 June, in which he ashed her to undertake the
official biography of his daughter

Finding that 2 great many scribblers have published articles in newspapers
and tracts—respecting my dear daughter Charlotte and sceing that many
things that have been stated art true, but more false [ can sec no better plan
under the urcumstances than to apply to some estabhshed Author to write a
brief account of her ife—and to make some remarks on her works You scem to
me to be the best qualified for domng what 1 wish should be done If, therdore,
vou will be so kind as to publish a long, or short, account of her ifc and works
Mr Nicholls and T will give you such informanon as you may require
Mr Nicholls approves of the step T have taken, and could my daughter speak
from the tomb I feel certain she would Jaud our choice Give my respectful regards
to Mr Gaskell and your fimily, and believe me, my dear Madam ¢

Mrs Gashell mught well have been forgiven had she believed some sort
of telepathy had been at work to produce such a result At the very time
she was wishing to propose such a thing, she recened a request to carry
1t out from the very person she expected to opposc 1t Her eagerness 1y
cvident enough n her immediate letter to George Smith-

I have recarved (most uneypectedly ) the enclosed letter from VMr Bronte, T have
taken some time to consider the request made n at, but T have consented to write
it, as well as [ can Of course 1t becomes a more serious tash than the one which,
asyou hnow, I was proposing to masddf  Sull T am very anvious to perform this
grave duty lard upon me welland fully Of course it strengthens my determination
to go over to Haworth as now I must sce Mr Bronte, and vou will extremely
obhge me by confiing to me any information respecting her which you may
possess, and not be unwithng to impart Do vou think that either yvou or T might
venture to ask for 1 daguerrotype of the Richmond now I think myv wish to have
acopy of 1t gains strength Tam so afraid of forgetung her face, and that was such
a beauuful Iikeness -

There can never have been any doubt in her mind, despite the tme
she said she had taken to consider 1t, that she would write the book It
had been fomenung m her magination for weeks past, and no other
subject could really have fired her to an equal fervour that summer The
farmily holiday plans taking shape fell in enactly with her mood and needs-
1t was already decided they were to go to Silverdale for sty weeks (in the

®J Lock and W T Duwon, A Man of Sorrom the Life, Letters and Times of the Rex
Patricl. Bronte (London, 1965}, p 493

" GL 245, 18 June 1855
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event from 1 August to 6 September), where she was certam of seclusion
m which to work

She made her momentous visit to Haworth on Monday, 23 July in
a blazing heatwave, taking Catherine Winkworth with her though she
hardly knew in what capacity, whether ally or chaperone, given the mixed
feelings of dread and daring with which she set out The day was to be
full of surprises, not the least being Mr Nicholls, whom she found,
contrary to all her expectations, very likeable Even before meeting um
she had begun to realize that she must not rely on Greenwood’s emotional
reports of anyone, and had written to George Smith 1 June- ‘One can
see that poor John Greenwood takes things according to the impulse of
the moment, from the contradictory accounts of Mr Nicholls that he
sends—I enclose you two more of his letters * It was mevitably ‘a most
pamful visit’, as she told Mananne afterwards ‘Both Mr Bronte
and Mr Nicholls cried sadly, I like Mr Nicholls We left very late and
got to Skipton that mght, dead tired " There she spent the might at
the inn.

Despite the emotions and fatigues of the day she came away fairly fired
with her mission, and with Mr Bronte’s rousing words ringing in her
cars ‘No quailing Mrs Gaskell! no drawing back "’ Though Mr
Nicholls disliked pubheity and shunned the exposure of the simple and
austere hines of his wife’s life to the curiosity of the world, he was over-
ruled by Mr Bronte’s now “impetuous wish’ to make her hfe known
Both gentlemen promised her every help, and rather naively handed her
some few family letters and mementoes as a basis for her work, utterly
inexperienced as they were of the most elementary requirements for her
task But the goodwill was there Ehzabeth learnt 1n the course of the
day that the mtiative for approaching her had come from Charlotte’s
lifclong friend, Ellen Nussey, who had been outraged at the malicious
and musinformed accounts coming from the press about the late Currer
Bell, and had begged Mr Bronte to put an end to them by authorizing
an official biography of his daughter, recommending Mrs Gaskell as the
obvious choice

What had brought the matter to a head had been the publication 1n the
Juneissue of Sharpe's London Magazine of Entertainment and Instruction
of an article on Currer Bell, ‘A Few Words about Jane Eyre’, a vulgar
and facetious production abounding in errors They had outraged Ellen

8 GL 244
® GL 259, 27 July 1855
' GL 257, 24 July 1855



-

104 THE LIFE O CHARLOTTIL BRONTL

Nusscy who stgmatized them to Mr Nicholls as ‘a tissuc of mahgn false-
hoods’ 't The article’s only mterest for the biographer of Mrs Gashell
15 11 15 curtously close adherence to the account of Charlotte Bronte first
given her by the Kay-Shuttleworths on the occaston of her visit to Winder-
mere, and which she reported 1n two letters written at the time (to
Catherine Winkworth and to Froude), not knowing that the source of
the grotesque allegations aimed particularly at Mr Bronte was Mrs
Bronte’s dismissed drunhen nurse, now living m Burnley, where she had
become known to the Shuttleworths The similarty of the two accounts
can leave hittle doubt that both were inspired from the same source, and
even suggest the possibihty of Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth being
responsible for the article 12

Be that as 1t may, Mrs Gashell was charged by Charlotte’ father and
widower to refute these and all other falsehoods concerming the hife of
her dear friend and to publish the true facts about her Ellen Nusscy,
she was told, would be the repository of more information about Charlotte
than anyone living, having been her close friend sinee therr schooldays
Without a day’s delay, Mrs Gashell wrote to Ellen Nussey, to beg for
her co-operation in the task before her, and suggesting calling upon her
within the week

Her cagerness to begm work was the effect of the normal creative urge
mn her when a new theme had taken possession of her imagmation, but
it was also, 1n the case of this particular bool, the effect of her passionate
destre to see justice done, as she believed, to a misjudged character It
has to be borne in mind that Mrs Gaskell undertool the ‘hfe of Charlotte
Bronte’ not merely as a record of the truth, but as an Apologia for an
admtred friend

In the furtherance of this purpose Ellen Nussey was a great help,
though her knowledge of Charlotte had never penctrated beyond the
domestic, personal limats of an old school friendship- she had never
probed nto Charlotte’s creative life A good woman herself, narrowly
Anghcan 1n tenets, Ellen Nussey had seen, and cvohed, nothing but
resignation 1n her friend, she could speak for her devotion to duty, pety,
and conscientiousness, but she had no understanding whatsoever of the
rebel artist within, whose works had shocked as well as delighted the
rcading public Currer Bell had been rechoned ‘a naughty’ wniter (as

' Shortcr, Fhe Brontes and thewr Carcle (London, 1914), p 16
2 A suggestion put forward 1n the 7LS 28 Junc 1963 by Richard Gilbertson that Mrs

G'\;kdl was the author of the Sharpe’s article disregards all Iikelshood of character and
style
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G H Lewes told the astounded Charlotte to her face) and had brought
down on herself such virulent strictures as Elizabeth Rigby’s 1n the
Quarterly Review, who declared that 1f the anonymous author of Fane
Eyre were a woman, then she was one who had forfeited the society of
her own sex Harriet Martineau had utterly condemned the ‘prevalence
of the one subject of the passion of love in Villette’® and had lost
Charlotte’s friendship by saying so In setting out to rectify these dis-
torted images of her friend, Mrs Gaskell, briefed as she principally was
by Ellen Nussey, erred just as much 1n the other direction by presenting
a portrait of Charlotte deprived, not only of the acerbities of her character,
but of that passionate temperament which had been present 1n her from
a child These had to be passed over 1n silence The very quahties that
had made the novels of Currer Bell open to the strictures of the godly—
their profound analyses of the sufferings of love and the movements of
the human heart which were as much a part of the author’s nature as her
rectitude and courage—had of necessity to be suppressed The declared
purpose 1 every apphcation Mrs Gaskell made to Charlotte’s friends
and acquaintances for details of her hfe was—to make ‘the world honour
the woman as much as they have admired the writer’ such an approach
sufficiently fixed the lines of the biography in advance It did not allow
for expansion or development—or even for a change of interpretation

It did not allow, above all, for any admission of Charlotte’s great though
unfulfilled love for a married man The role of M Heger 1n the biography
must be reduced to that of mere teacher—though after her meeting with
him 1n Brussels the following year, Mrs Gaskell came as near knowing
the truth as any one of Charlotte’s contemporaries The meeting with
Ellen Nussey was decisive 1n laying the foundation of Mrs Gashell’s
subsequent attitude towards her subject While Ellen knew more about
the Bronte famuly than anyone else, 1t did not follow that she knew every-
thing, and consequently she mnocently deluded Mrs Gaskell Ellen

was good and nice and loving, but since the days of their girlhood
Charlotte had never confided her mnner life to her Charlotte herself
made this perfectly plain

When I first saw Ellen T did not care for her [she confided to W S Wilhams, in
an attempt to explain the friendship]—we were schoolfellows—in the course of
time we learnt each others faults and good points—we were contrasts—still we
smted  now—no new friend, however lofty or profound m ntellect—not cven
Miss Martincau herself could be to me what Ellen 15, yet she 15 no more than

" Restew of Villette by Harniet Martineau in Dasly News, 3 Feb 1853
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a consuentwous, observant, calm, well-bred Yorkshire grl She 16 without
romance —1f she attempts to 1ead poetry —~or poctic prose aloud 1 am irntated
and deprive her of the book —if she talks 1t T stop my cars— bhut she s good—
she 1s truc—she s farthful and I love her '

Ellen’s exclusion fiom Charlotte’s obsessive mner hfe, its frustrations
and dreams, and the extenstve juvenilia m which she expressed 1t left
Mrs Gaskell without an important clue to her emotional life Indeed,
the revealing novelettes of her adolescent years, unknown to Ellen, were
disregarded by Mrs Gashell, who paid scant attention to the minute
manuscripts even when she held them in her hands

Breaking hor hohday at Silhverdale, Ehzabeth Gashell travelled to
Birstall to visit Ellen Nussey on Tuesday, 14 August, and thereafter hept
up a contunual correspondence with her over the following months

From Ellen Nussey she would hear all she hoped for concerming
Charlotte’s dedication to duty, her goodness to her asters, her courage
under affichion She would also sce the district—Birstall and Gomersal,
Hartshead and Roe Head—where Charlotte had spent her schooldays,
and which she had subsequently described n her essentially regional
novel, Shirley All this was precious background matertal for the
biographer The Nusseys had been landowners in the parish of Birstall
since the time of Edward IV, but already when Charlotte first knew them
in the carly 1830s ther fortunes were dechining They were obhiged to
abandon then fine ancestral battiemented house, Ry dings, the prototype
for ‘Thornfield’, for the smaller Brookroyd She stayed at both housces
and hnew most of the large Nussey family in her schooldays, even
recetving an offer of marriage from Ellen’s brother Henry Nussey (the
supposed prototype for ‘St John Rivers’ in Jane Eyre) For Mrs Gaskell
all this was valuable first-hand bwographical material Ellen lent her,
furthermore, Charlotte’s letters to her, some 350 of them As vet, she
did not hamper Mrs Gaskell with restrictions on the use of proper names
that made her task ultimately so difficult From Ellen also she learnt of
the identities of Charlotte’s other fricnds—the Taylors of Gomersal,
who had the distinction of figuning as the entire Yorke family i Shirley,
Miss Wooler, the schoolmistress, the Wheelwright girls whom she had
known at Brussels—all of whom she approached 1n due course and who
supplicd her with useful information Ellen Nussey could give her, more-
over, the names of the people who had employed Charlotte as governess,
the Sidgwicks of Stonegappe, the Whites of Rawdon, and, more sig-

1 Wise and Symington, The Brontes, m 63
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nificantly still for the fortunes of the book, she gave her the identity of
Branwell Bronte’s employers, the Robinsons of Thorp Green It was
from Ellen Nussey on the occaston of this first meeting that Mrs Gashell
heard the story of Branwell Bronte’s ill-fated love-affair with his
employer’s wife, which was to have such a disastrous bearing on her book
Assured of the truth of the facts communicated by Ellen Nussey, she
never hesitated to make use of them, with the sole precaution of omitting
the principals’ names from the published work The disgrace and rum
brought on Branwell by the Robinsons, which n turn laid such a heavy
burden on his sister, was an argument exactly suited to Mrs Gaskell’s
purpose of glorfying the character of Charlotte Bronte

She let no time pass 1n following up the line of inquiry opened by Ellen
Nussey, and wrote to an unknown correspondent particularly well
informed on Yorkshire affairs (possibly Monckton Milnes) on 23 August
for fuller details concerning, among other people, ‘the Robinsons (she
now Lady Scott) near York?'5 The dramatic value of the ruin of Bran-
well Bronte to the story of his sister’s hfe was apparent from the first to
her biographer, who was, 1t must never be overlooked, before all else
a novelist with a strong sense of drama and pathos Neither then nor later
did Mrs Gaskell, the survivors of the Bronte family, or even, more
surprisingly, her publisher George Smith, appear to consider the hibellous
character of such disclosures

At Silverdale until 6 September, and throughout October at home,
Elizabeth worked uninterruptedly in sifung the material supplhied by
Charlotte’s circle of friends, and was n a position to write to George
Smith by the end of the month ‘I almost fancy that I have materal
enough, or nearly enough, gathered together to enable me to make a vol
about the size of Carlyle’s Life of Sterling, but of course I can not tell
at present 16

The only interruption to her work had been caused by a three-week
visit to Glasgow 1n the latter part of September for a duty visit to her
stepmother and stepsister, whom she had not seen for twenty-five years
Even so and 1n those unpropitious circumstances, she kept 1n touch with
Ellen Nussey ‘Iam staying here with my unknown half-sister [she wrote
from Dunoon], whom 1t 15 24 years, as I think I told you, since I met

and I believe we shall remain among our relations in Scotland until some-
where about the end of next week "7

15 GL 266 16 GL 271, late Oct 1855

7 GL 267a, 25 Sept 1855 Among those ‘relations’ were the Maxwells of Dumfries
See below, p 210
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She paid a second visit to Ellen Nussey on 8 October, going on to visit
Miss Wooler and to see some of the houses 1n the Roe Head district where
Charlotte had visited She was impatient to begin her work, but nothing
1s more reveahing of her difficultics as a writer than the account of her
domestic commitments that autumn ‘I wish T had more leisure [she told
Elien Nussey], butitis my busiest time of the year just now, and our house
has been and 1s, almost fuller than 1t will hold of company, for whose
amusement and entertainment I have to plan cach day 1 think with much
pleasure of my two half-days with you "8

It was not a time of year when she could put her work before her family
and social commuitments ‘My work . . 1s getting on but slowly,” she told
Miss Wooler on 12 November, ‘owing to the pressurce of business of other
kinds that has been weighing upon me','* and Mecta wrote to Ellen
Nussey on her mother’s behalf

Mama 1s s0 terribly busy that she really cannot find time to write to you, but she
has ashed me to do so for her, as she cannot bear that you should rematn any longer
unthanked for your most interesuing account of Miss Anne Brontd's death at
Scarborough  which she hopes you will allow her to makc use of in the Memoir

Sheis sadly afrad vou will think her ungrateful — but she hopes you will under-
stand that 1t 1s want of ttme which has prevented her I am sure I can tesufy
to the many calls which there have been upon her ime for these last few weeks

First of all one of the servants was taken suddenly 1ll so of course Mama had
to pay her the greatest care Ever since that there has been a succession of
visitors staying 1n the house, which has quite prevented her from wnting 2

As a postscript to Meta's letter, added 20 December, Mrs Gashell told
Ellen Nussey ‘I have not yet written a line of the Memoir I hterally
have had notime  The very first hours of leisure T have shall be given
to this precious work 2 Not until the Christmas period was safely over
could she write to Ellen on g January to say ‘I beheve now my engage-
ments are clearing away, and that I shall soon be able to set to work in
rcal earnest 2 By 22 February twenty pages of the ‘Memoir’ were
written 23

News of the projected work was getting about and by early March she
had recerved an offer for 1t from the American firm, Tichnor & Fields
She had already promised 1t, however, as she told them** to Messrs
Appleton & Co of New York, who had offered her £75 for 1t—the

8 GL 2701, 20 Oct 1855 ¥ GL 272, 12 Nov 1855
0 GL 2754, 17 Dec 1853 2 GL 2754, 20 Dec 1855
2 GL 276b 2 GL 2801

2 GL 282, 14 Mar 1856



THE LIFE OF CHARLOTTE BRONTE 169

American publication, obviously, to follow publication n the United
Kingdom From the start, 1t was self-evident that the English edition
would come from Smith, Elder, as Currer Bell’s publishers, and Mrs
Gaskell reported progress to George Smith as the year advanced They
had not yet met when she sent him the first sheets in April His impression
was good and hearing that she was in London he suggested a meeting
She was, however, on the eve of taking an important step 1n her research
by a journey to Brussels, and wrote to him on 29 April

I am 1n London, 1 e Chelsea, to show my two httle girls London—in the true
Country cousin sense-of the expression,—and every day 1s planned cram-full
To-morrow we are off very early to Windsor Hampton Court and Kew
I am dechning all invitations till my return, as I do not wish to separate myself
from my children,—and consequently however great the temptation I could not

accept your kind proposal to meet Mrs Smth 25

Before sailing for Brussels she fitted in a visit to the Wheelwnight famuly,
however, who had known Charlotte Bronte at school there and who could
give her some leads She had already written to Mme Mohl asking her
to recommend somewhere to stay, and had been put 1 touch with a
Mme Haydon with whom she engaged rooms She did not take either
of her grown-up daughters (sensing perhaps the awkward situation with
the Hegers into which her quest might lead her), but took a confidential
maid, Ehza Thornborrow, who had been with the family off and on for
years, and who joined her 1n London on the eve of sailing Writing from
the Victoria Hotel, Euston Square, on ‘Tuesday morning’ to Marianne
she said

My own dearest Polly, I must not leave England without a lime or two to you
darhing child We go to-night by the route you planned via Dover and Ostend
Ehza 15 here all safe and night, so far so good! But so many other things have gone
wrong that I am in despair and can hardly keep from perpetually crymng which 1s
partly being so overtired 26

Her friend Lady Coltman was taking charge of Flossy and Julia for
a further weekend’s pleasures in London and then sending them home
to ‘Papa’ on Monday’s train

The rooms she had engaged at Brussels were at 47 Avenue de la
Toison d’Or, Avenue Lowse, 1 the fashionable quarter of the town
and also not far removed from the Rue d'Isabelle, where she must
go to call on the Hegers Of the outcome of that visit she later wrote to

% GL 284 % GL 286a, 6 May 1856
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Ellen Nussey ‘Mme Héger, understanding that I was a friend of Miss
Bronte’s, refused to see me, but I made Mr Heger’s acquamntance, and
very much mndeed I both hike and respect hum 7

The pirated French translation of Villette, published almost imme-
diately after the death of Charlotte Bronte under the title La Maitresse
d’ Anglais, ou le Pensionnat de Bruxelles, had by then reached the Hegers,
the very thing that Charlotte had always done everything to prevent
She had made a special agreement with George Smith to preclude a
French translation of Villette in her hfeuume, but the pirates had fore-
stalled her and the Hegers were by then in possession of the book 2 The
incriminating portrait of herself contained 1n 1t had irrevocably alienated
Mme Heger, she was mortally and implacably offended Years later,
English pupils in the school were still forbidden to pronounce the name
of Charlotte Bronte or, if they did, Madame visibly blanched 2

Whatever situation Mrs Gaskell may have expected to find on reaching
Brussels, the reality was so explosive as to need very careful handhng
Mercifully, M Heger came to her help He not only saw her, but was
frank with her In a gesture of trust, he showed her the letters Charlotte
had written to him after her return to England, the tragic letters that
betrayed her love for him, and which remamed unknown to the
world tll the Heger family donated them to the British Museum 1
1913

How greatly the revelation shook Mrs Gaskell 1s evident from her
mnstant decision to suppress all, even the shightest allusion to 1t 1n her
work Here was a situation that could never be explained to the readers
of her biography But even suppression had 1ts problems Smnce Villette
remained as a permanent signpost to the passion that had mspired 1t, and
Charlotte’s school-years in Brussels could not altogether be omitted from
an account of her life, some treatment of her relations with the Hegers
must be attempted It was decided then and there that M Heger would
furnish her with a few anodyne extracts from Charlotte’s letters, dealing
purely with her scholastic plans, and with a few of Charlotte’s and Emuly’s
French Devowrs written while at school, such as would fit suitably 1nto
the biography of M Heger’s one-time pupil His letter to Mrs Gaslell,
dated 22 May 1856, written to her after her return to England, ewsts
today 1 the keeping of Manchester University Library It 1s the irre-

7 GL 204, ¢ July 1856

* The present author was shown the actual copy of the book by the Hegers’ grand-
daughter, Mme Beckers-Heger

* Frederiha Macdonald, The Secret of Charlotte Bronte (London, 1914), p 259
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futable proof of Mrs Gaskell’s knowledge of the compromusing letters
that her studied avoidance of the subject in the Life makes so reveahing
Translated into English, M Heger’s letter reads

In comphance with your wishes I am sending you herewith some specimens of
the work of the two sisters Emily and Charlotte 1 also enclose a few extracts from
the texts of the letters that Mile Charlotte wrote me, and I will not delay in sending
you as you requested, a summary of the teaching methods on the subject of style
employed m my classes, but for lack of more ime today I must confine myself
to expressing anew, to you, dear Madame, my respectful regards C Heger

The immediate effect of M Heger’s confidence in Mrs Gaskell was
to tie her hands completely about Charlotte’s real experience in Brussels,
the greatest single emotional experience of her ife To account for
Charlotte’s growing despair during her last year i Brussels and for her
precipitate return to England n 1844, Mrs Gaskell had deliberately to
antedate the disaster overtaking the brother, Branwell, which n fact
did not occur t1ll eighteen months later As a scapegoat Branwell Bronte
did as well as another, and from that period 1n her story, she sought to
heap on him the opprobrium for all the unavowable emotional stresses
to which her heromne had succumbed Pity for Charlotte made her unjust
towards everyone else M Heger’s understanding compassion for his
unfortunate pupil only fortified Mrs Gashell in her intention He had
so far penetrated Charlotte’s feelings as to judge her a sick woman—he
spoke later of ‘son pauvre coeur malade’ (having first written ‘son pauvre
coeur blessé¢’)3'—and Mrs Gaskell knew that with him Charlotte’s
secret was safe

There remaned, however, a further subject of great embarrassment
for her on her return to England 1n the proposed posthumous publication
of Charlotte’s novel The Professor, the manuscript of which remained
as yet in Mr Nicholls’s possession George Smith was now eager to
publish this remaining work of the dead Currer Bell and urged Mrs
Gashell to get 1t out of Charlotte’s widower

This Mrs Gaslell refused to do, dreading, as she later confesses, that
The Professor might again implicate M Heger, whose confidence she
had sworn to heep 32 Other people, however, were not so scrupulous and
she found to her consternation that Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth was

% She further mentions her knowledge of the letters when writing to George Smuth,
1 Aug 1856, GL 299

3 Gern, Charlotte Bronte, p 247

% See GL 299, 1 Aug , 301, 13 Aug , 308, 7-8 Sept 1856
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resolved on browbeating Mr Nicholls into relinquishing the manu-
script Sir James had plans for ‘editing’ the work himself, a possibility
that Mrs Gaskell knew would have been wholly repugnant to the dead
Charlotte—who pecuharly disliked Sir James—and 1t decided her to
act 1in the matter herself She therefore went over to Haworth in Sir
James’s company on 23 July to act as mediator, if possible, between
Sir James, ‘who 1s not prevented by the fear of giving pain from asking
in a peremptory manner for whatever he thinks desirable’3? and the
bereaved gentlemen They came away with the manuscript of The Pro-
fessor, the first ten pages of Charlotte’s last tale, ‘Emma’, and the great
mass of the juvenilia—

a pachet about the size of a lady’s travelling writing case, full of paper books of
differentsizes  Mr Gashell says they would make more than 50 vols of print,—
but they are the wildest and most incoherent things, as far as we have examined
them, a/l purporting to be written, or addressed to some member of the Wellesley
family They give one the 1dea of creative power carried to the verge of insanity 3+

With this summary judgement of the literature of Angria, Mrs Gaskell
dismissed one of the most potentially fruitful Iines of research into the
creative processes of Charlotte Bronte

The reading of the manuscript of The Professor brought her greater
satisfaction, she found, to her unspeahable relief, that it 1n no way
concerned M Heger She had had perforce to confide to a certain extent
i George Smith, and wrote to him on 1 August.

I can not tell you how I should deprecate anything leading to the publication of
those letters of M Hégers 35 I have not seen the ‘Professor’ as yet, you must
remember, so perhaps all my alarm as to the subject of 1t may be 1dle and ground-
less, but I am afraid 1t relates to M Héger, even more distinctly and exclusively
than Villette does I foresee, if Sir James has set his will upon 1t, 1t is to be
published whatever may be the consequences He over-rides all wishes, feelings,
and dehicacy Isaw that in his way of carrying everything before him at Haworth,
deaf to remonstrance and entreaty Butafterall, 1t may not have so much reference
o M Héger as I dread, yet ever so little, falling on a ‘raw’ 1n his, and his wife’s
mind will be esteemed by them and their friends assuch I am sure from numerous
passages 1n her private letters that she would not have wished Sir James to edit
it Butalso, I could not undertake the editing (which would to a certamn degree

seem like my sanctioning 1t,) after receiving M Hegers confidence, and hearing
her letter(s) 1f, as I fear,—1t relates to him.36

33 GL 297, 25 July 1856 34 Tbid
* GL 299 3 Tbid
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In the cvent, her fears proved groundless, The Professor concerned
neither Monsieur nor Madame Heger

I dreaded lest the Prof should mvolve anything with M Heger [she wrote to
Emily Shaen on 8 Scptember]—1 had heard her say 1t related to her Brussels
Tife,—and I thought 1f he were agan brought before the public, what would he
think of me? I believed him to be too good to publish those letters—but I felt
that his fricnds might really with some justice urge him to do so,—so I awated
the arrival of the Prof  with great anxiety 37

Quute evidently, from the context of these Ietters to George Smith and
Emily Shaen, Mrs Gaskell had confided her knowledge of Charlotte’s
letters to M Heger to her intimates—though presumably ot to Ellen
Nussey—even while she intended resolutely to exclude all reference to
the situation they betrayed from the Memorr Her frequent allusion
to ‘those letters’ shown her by M Heger leaves no doubt whatever of
her full knowledge of the facts From then on, the difficulties in her
passage scem cleared away

Throughout August when she, Mr Gashell, and the girls stayed at
the houses of vartous Holland cousins—at Dumbleton near Evesham,
at Boughton near Worcester, and at Dewizes, she gave herself no respite
Her self-imposed programme was arduous

I wrote 120 new pages while we were absent on our holiday [she told Emily Shaen
afterwards], which was no hohday to me I used to go up at Dumbleton and
Boughton to my own room, directly after g o’clock breakfast, and came down to
lunch at 4p 1, up again, and write without allowing any temptation to carry me
off till 5—or past, having just a run of a walk before 7 o’clock dinner I got through

an immensc deal, but I found head and health suffering—1I could not sleep for
thinking of 1t 38

She drove herself as usual beyond her capacity, with the nevitable
cffects, and by mid September had to suspend work On 30 September
she wrote to George Smuth, 1n explanation of her ‘ungrateful non-
acknowledgement of your letters’, that she

had a long faintng-fit one day (‘quite promiscuous® as servants say,) consequent
doctor, consequent 1llness, consequent ordering to sea side and prohibition of
reading or writing, recetving or answering letters—I was to do nothing but eat
and sleep and breathe fresh air—-Now I'm home, not quite strong but pretty well,
and I find T don’t know how great an accumulation of letters 3

Y7 GL 308 3 Tnd ¥ GL 312, 30 Sept 1856
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Her daughters, Maranne and Meta, rehieved her whenever possible
of routine 1nquuties 1 connection with the book, and of correspondence
with Ellen Nussey, with whom she remained 1n close touch throughout
its composition

She was anous to read the manuscript to Ellen at the earliest oppor-
tunity, but even there was faced with difficulues, She found, as she
explained to George Smth, that

There 1s some httle jealousy (the nearcst word, but not the right once) of Miss
Nussey on Mr Brontc’s part, and he cspecially forbids my showing the MS of
my biography to her Now she 1s about the only person who would care to sce
it in MS, because she wants to know what extracts I have taken from all her
fetters, and she has a nght to know ths, if she wishes So, after some consideration,
I find I must read 1t to her  and today I have written to ask her to come here,
and be read to about January roth +¢

Mr Bronte’s mjunction, imposed on the author and auditor of the
book alike, may explamn why Ellen Nussey allowed the passages con-
cerning the Brontes’ childhood to stand. their deprnation of food,
education, elementary care—all the malicious reports derived from the
dismussed drunken nurse via the Kay-Shuttieworths that had eventually
to be deleted from the third edition Ina later letter Mrs Gashell suggests
that Ellen Nussey did actually read the manuserspt herself] or parts of
it, and 1t 15 true that Ellen had not known Charlotte 1n her early years
and that there were many things that Charlotte had never confided n
her Even so, from what she knew of the Bronte houschold 1t 1s hard to
believe that these damaging and untrue accounts, the effects of which
on public opmion 1t took decades to efface, would have remamned
unquestioned and eventually published had Ellen Nusscy read the
manuscript m full As it was, Mrq Gashell was unaware until too late
of their untruth, and at the time was pleased with Ellen Nusscy's com-
mendations Her visit to Plymouth Grove took place on 12 January 1857

and lasted several days Mrs Gashell was able to report on it afterwards
to W S Willams of Smuth, Elder

Miss Nussey was here last wech reading the MS I was grauficd to hear her
repeatedly say how completely the hife at the Parsonage appeared to her repro-
duced Much of this was owing to the remarkable catracts from letters, but she

said several times how cxactly and accurately T had written about the hifc and
characters +

% GL 322, 11 Dec 1856 w GL 335, 19 Jan 1857
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Thus lulled 1nto a false sense of security, Mrs Gaskell worked on to the
book’s conclusion, all-too-little advised of the danger lying ahead, despite
some few intimations from George Smith himself In a highly flippant
mood she had asked him, as early as 2 October, ‘Do you mind the law of
libel —I have three people I want to libel—Lady Scott (that bad woman
who corrupted Branwell Bronte) Mr Newby, and Lady Eastlake, the first
and last not to be named by name, the mean publsher to be gibbeted **
A too unemphatic warning from George Smith went virtually unheeded

First of all to the objection you raise [she wrote to him] It s possible that it would
be wiser not to ‘indicate so clearly’ (I was not aware that T had done so,) the lady
concerned 1n Branwell’s misdomng I will see how this can be altered What and
where did you think pointed her out too distinctly 4

Branwell’s Mrs Robinson, widowed long since and remarried to an
elderly utled relative, Sir Edward Dolman Scott, was the object of
Mrs Gaskell’s keenest sense of retributive justice ‘I wished to show
the contrast between her present life, and the hife which others had
led through her guilt, and for that reason I named the circumstances
by which she 1s surrounded at present 4

Defending herself for her strongly expressed feelings on the subject
mn a further letter to George Smuth, she repeated to him the reports she
had recetved at first hand about Lady Scott from sources quite removed
from the Bronte family Important and conclusive as these were from the
pont of view of historic truth, that they were dynamite 1n the hands of
a biographer Mrs Gaskell does not seem to have realized She remamed
deaf to her publisher’s warnings

About Lady — (did I tell you the name?) I see you think me merciless,—but
details of her life (past and present) which I heard from her own cousin when
T was staying at Sir C Trevelyans and which were confirmed by Lady Trevelyan
(also a connection) showed her to have been a bad heartless woman for long and
long,—and to think of her going about calling, and dining out etc etc—(her own
relations have been obliged to drop her acquaintance,) while those poor Brontes
suffered so—for bad as Branwell was,—he was not absolutely ruined for ever,
till she got hold of him, and he was not the first, nor the last However 1t 1s a
horrid story, and I should not have told 1t but to show the hife of prolonged
suffering those Bronte girls had to endure, and what doubtless familiarized them
to a certain degree with coarse expressions, such as have been complained of in
WH [Wuthering Heights] and the Tenant of Wildfell Hall you see why
T wanted to contrast the two lives, don’t you *s

2 GL 314 43 GL 326, 26 Dec 1856
+# Ihd 4 GL 328, 29 Dec 1856
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Up to the very last minute, however, she was uncertain of her plans
and what payment she might expect in advance royalues to defray her
expenses She planned to take Marianne and Meta with her, and as the
time approached, her excitement at the prospect of the journey equalled,
if 1t did not outweigh, her last anxieties for the book

I wished very much to set out for Rome next week [she wrote to George Smith],
but I hardly know when you are intending to publish the Lafe, and if you meant
to defer 1t long I would rather give up gomng abroad now, and go nearer to the
time of publication I suppose I have no right to expect any portion of the pay-
ment of the Memoir before the day of publication, but 1t would be a very
great convenience 1f you would kindly let me have 250[ 48

She gave hum directions for payment in Coutts’s Bank, Circular Notes,
to await her in London at Mr Shaen’s, 8 Bedford Row She reckoned it
would take them a week to reach Rome—and 1n order to economize they
determined to make the journey from Manchester to London through
to Calais 1n one day By the 7th she could write to Laetitia Wheelwright,
Charlotte’s friend, to say she had finished the biography that very day
and dispatched the last sheets to Smith, Elder in London They planned
to leave home on the 13th, expecting that by then the last exchanges with
George Smuth, relating to the plates for the frontispiece and all final
corrections to the proofs, would have been attended to

From the Storys she had received much useful information on Rome,
addresses for accommodation, the cost of hving, hints on chimate, dress,
and food, as well as a cordial invitation to stay with them at first until

suitable lodgings were found In a rising fever of excitement she wrote
to them on § February

We are really truly coming to Rome!11!1 We are starting off on Friday next—the
13th—and if you don’t want to have us on Saturday the 21st, will you write to us
etther to Pars, where we shall be on the 15th, 16th and 17th at the Hotel des
Missions Etrangéres, Rue de Bac, or to the Hotel de POrient, Marseilles, which
we hope to reach on the afternoon of Wednesday 18th, and to leave by the direct
(Thursday 1gth) boat for Civita Vecchia—arriving there according to promise
on 7 ¢’clack on Saturday morning, 1n time for the 10 o’clock dihgence to Rome

Will you really receive us for a few days?® And are we really coming—and shall
we truly see Rome? I don’t beheve 1t Tt 1s a dream! I shall never behieve 1t, and
shall have to keep pinching myself'+

With the last sheets of the biography only just dispatched to Smuth,
Elder, such precipitate flight out of the country would not have been

4 GL 338, 4 Feb 1857 % GL 342
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possible but for the help of Mr Gaskell He undertook ‘to complete all
arrangements’ with George Smith 5° She was leaving him a heavier
burden of responsibility than either of them could have suspected at the
time Her task completed, as she fully behieved, exhausted as always after
fimshing a book by the long continuous strain, she was desperate to
restore herself in fresh surroundings and thought only of weighing anchor
and heading out to sea

To George Smuth on the eve of leaving England, she explained her
peculiar feelings on finishing a book they were strongly detached,
surprisingly so in so maternal a woman It was as if the very fact of her
fulfilled maternity precluded her from feeling protective towards the
creations of her mind Thanking George Smith for all his ‘hindness and
obligingness’, she went on to hope that the book would be published
soon, adding

And please to remember 1 am just the reverse of Miss Bronte, I never want to
see or hear of any reviews, when I have done with a bool I want to shake off the
recollection thereof for ever T hope 1t will sell well for your sake,—for I think
you have behaved very hiberally about 1t 5t

50 GL 344, 11 Feb 1857 st Tnd



CHAPTER XVI1

ROMAN CARNIVAL

THE boat from Marseilles was tharty hours out at sea when the boiler
burst and they had laboriously to return to port,' the loss of time and
the double crossing adding 1mmeasurably to the fatigues of an already
exhausting journey Under normal conditions the crossing to Crvita
Vecchia took only forty hours They were so far behind schedule that
they did not reach Rome until late on 23 February. Driving through
darkened streets to the Storys’ house, the Casa Cabrale, at 43 Via San
Isidoro, they could not really feel that they had arrived till the next
morning when they awoke, transplanted as by magic mto the full hght
and clamour of a Roman day

They crowded out on to the Storys’ balcony and gazed incredulous at
the scene they had so often heard described at the azure hight flooding
the dome of the shy, at the brown huddle of roofs spreading about the
fabulous city with 1ts cypresses and parasol pines guarding the land-
marks, at the blossoming shrubs of mmmosa and myrtle and wisteria
pouring over the ancient walls Only then did they realize that they
were 1n Rome, and, though 1t was February elsewhere, that in Rome 1t
was spring It did not need the Carntval crowd already surging through
the streets to make them feel on hohiday It was Shrove Tuesday,
24 February 1857

The sheer novelty of the scene, the gaiety of the crowds disguised as
figures of high romance with their “T'ravestia’ and masks, completed the
spell cast by the spring morning The Gaskells were intoxicated with
the mere sight and sound of Roman hfe before ever they tasted 1t It was
like nothing they had expertenced before and they were, mother anc
daughters alike, then and lastingly, profoundly affected by the place
Everything, mndeed, conduced to make that morning magical

"To measure the importance for Mrs Gashell of the ensuing experienc
of the long enchantment of her Roman holiday, of the strong words s}
later used to describe 1t, one has to remember of course that from h

U Shaen, Memorsals of Two Ststers, p 170
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young womanhood mn Knutsford she had always been singularly sus-
ceptible to her environment Her spirits had soared or sunk according
to whether she was suirounded by things of beauty or deprived of them
Even her childish unhappness in her father’s house in Chelsea had been
mitigated by the sight of ‘the beautiful, grand river’ It was the first
impact of Wales that had made a writer of her, and 1n recent years, she
had consciously fled to Silverdale whenever she needed to write The
accumulative effects of years of bad weather, social problems, domestic
anxietics, and overwork, which were mseparable from her hife in Man-
chester, had m the end mjured her health and she was suffering from
constant and cripphing headaches Her fights from home were made
quite as much for her health’s sake as for enjoyment, their object thera-
peutic But only when her daughters were with her was she thoroughly
content

The cuphoria induced by Rome, therefore, had complex emotional
ongins It was enhanced by new and extremely agreeable human relation-
ships, and by the exceptional surroundings that made those relationships
romantic beyond the analysis of reason

The Storys had hired a balcony on the Corso from where to sce the
Carnival processions and were scttled there with their guests when
Charles Eliot Norton entered on the scene Meta Gashell recorded the
mncident many years later

1 shall heep the anmiversary of that Carmival Day when first we saw you [she wrote
to hum] as a festa, for I can truly say that your friendship has been one of the
greatest pleasures of my hife Itis scaled now, too, with deep gratitude to you for
your fasthful affection to Mama, which she prized as haghly as she returned 1t
truly Ican <ce your face and smile now (as distinctly asif I were only just turming
away from them) when you caught at some confetti that Mama was danghng on
a long stick from the balcony—and Mama smd ‘Oh look what a charming face?”
and Mr Story (I think 1t was) said ‘Oh, that’s Charles Norton®, and then there
was chorus of wclcome and bidding you come up 2

Meta elsewhere set the scene 1 recollection

The narrow street was filled with a bowsterous crowd of Romans, half mad with
excitement at the confitti-throwing and horse-1acing  Suddenly agamst this
turbulent background there stood out the figure of a young man just below the
balcony, smiling up at my mother, whom he hnew he was to see there and whom
he easily distinguished from the others It 15 fifty-three vears since that day, and

* Lettersof Mrs Gaslell and Charles Lliot Nortan, 1855-1863,¢d Janc Whitchill (London,
1932), Introduction, p 1%
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yet even now I can vividly recall the sweet, welcoming expresston on the radiant
face He was brought on to the balcony, but how little he and my mother thought,
as they greeted one another, that unul her death they were to be most true and
mtimate friends 3,

Charles Eliot Norton, aged just thirty at the time, was a fellow Ameri-
can and friend of the Storys, a student of art history of which he later
became professor at Harvard, and was then on his second trip to Europe
Seven years before he had been introduced to Mrs Gaskell during one
of her London visits at the Proctors’ house, and had retained a charmed
memory of her He was a sensitive and discriminating admurer of her
books, and wrote to tell her, after tus father’s death 1n 1855, how Cranford
read aloud had been one of his last pleasures on earth Norton joined the
Storys 1n Rome that spring and, advised by them of the expected arrival
of Mrs Gaskell, set out to renew the acquaintance

It was a momentous meeting for him as for her The middle-aged
writer (she was now forty-six) and the young historian of art had so
much m common, in temperament as well as taste, that the question of
age seemed never to enter into their relationship Her exceptional vitality
compensated for his youth

She 1s [he later told James Russell Lowell] like the best things 1n her books, full
of generous and tender sympathies, of thoughtful kindness, of pleasant humour,
of quick appreciation, of utmost simplcity and truthfulness, and umting with
peculiar delicacy and retrement a strength of principle and purpose and straight-
forwardness of action, such as few women possess 4

Such an apprecation, one of the most perceptive ever to have been
made of Mis Gaskell, gives the measure of Norton’s own rich nature,
and sufficiently explains the mstant sympathy that sprang up between
these two He was the perfect cicerone, she the 1deal recipient for every
beaunful scene or object he could bring to her notice The intensity of
her response to s guidance is apparent 1 all her recollections of the
time, her deeply aroused emotions and the aesthetic experience merged
indistingwishably into another one That experience can perhaps best
be described by the rather old-fashioned expression, Platonic Love
Given the total frankness of her nature, she abandoned herself to 1t with-
out reservation or scruple, because nothing could concervably be wrong
with 1t To Mrs Gaskell 1t brought a fulfilment that nothing she had

3 Letters of Charles Eliot Norton, ed Sara Norton ind M A DceWolfe Howe (London,
1913),1 155
4 Gaskell|Norton Letters, p xxiu
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Lnown before—as she quite clearly perceived—had equalled Her solemn
words on the subject, written later to the Storys, must be accepted as the
truth On her return to England she wrote

It was 1n those charming Roman days that my hife, at any rate, culminated I shall
never be so happy agamn I don’t think I was ever so happy before My eyes fill
with tears when I think of those days, and 1t 1s the same with all of us They were
the tp-top point of our lives The girls may see happier ones—1I never shall 5

Had these words been intended to convey disloyaity to her husband,
she would never have written them-—certainly not to strangers Her
response to the young man, half maternal and half Platonic, seemed to
be essentially an emanation of the place they were in, it could hardly
have arisen to the same degree elsewhere In subtlety it resembled the
situation m 2 Jamesian novel that defies analysis That 1t was also a
composite, family infatuation, Meta Gaskell’s recollections of the time
mahe apparent she wrote fifty years later about Norton to his daughter.

During the seven weehs that we were in Rome, we saw him constantly He came
to the famous breakfasts at the Casa Cabrale, where Manning and Aubrey de
Vere were nearly ajways to be found Every time he came he brought a beaunful
bouguet of flowers, with the true American generosity and courtesy He constantly
jomed us mn our sight-seeing, and we learned from him, more vividly than any
book on art could teach, all the deep principles of painting and sculpture ©

The Storys’ apartment in the Via San Isidoro was in the same district
as the Spanish Steps where Norton lodged, the traditional artists” quarter
of the town to which visiting sculptors and painters hike themselves
naturally gravitated to seek each others’ company and to find their
models These, for generations past, were to be found posing on the
Steps, draped in togas or 1n Gladiatorial attire or as Renaissance Con-
dottieri, waiting for hire. They were among the last sights to entertain
the dymng Keats from his rooms in the Piazza di Spagna at the bottom
of the Spamsh Steps For the Gaskells no quarter of Rome could have
been more picturesque or afforded a more constantly animated and
evocative scene From the windows of the Storys’ apartment the view
was open and facing towards the Vatican on the one side and to the Sabine
hills on the other. It was a view to which Mrs Gaskell was to become
deeply and emotionally attached in her sojourn there From the outset,
the Storys made 1t clear that they would not consider allowing the
Gashells to move Their apartment was too spacious for themselves and

s GL 375, Sept 1857
¢ Letters of Charles Eliot Norton,1 155-6
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therr two children and they had an adequate staff of servants—characters '
to whom the Gaskells became much attached —to cope with any number
of visitors

In retrospect there was an almost poignant emotion mixed with
Ehizabeth’s memories of the place She wrote to the Storys fully three
years later

I think Rome grows almost more vivid 1 recollection as the time recedes Only
the other night I dreamed of a break fast—not a past breakfast, but some mysterious
breakfast which neither had been nor, alas! would be—n the Via Sant’ Isidoro
dimng-room, with the amber sunlight streaming on the gold-grey Roman roofs
and the Sabine hills on the one side and the Vatican on the other I sometimes
think that I would almost rather never have been there than have this ache of
yearnng for the great witch who sits with you upon her seven hills 7

The Storys were relatively young people (still in therr thirties at the
tume), with charming children—Edith, to whom Thackeray read “The
Rose and The Ring’ (to cheer her during an illness), and Hans Christian
Andersen the ‘Ugly Duckling’, and the httle boy whose subsequent
death brought the bereaved parents the lasting friendship of the Brown-
ings and Thackeray’s touching sympathy 8 The news that the Storys
had moved 1nto a vast apartment in the Palazzo Barberini the next season
really hurt Mrs Gaskell, who pictured them framed for ever in the same
setting she had known

Oh, I so long for Italy and Albano that 1t makes me 111! [she wrote them the next
summer] Iam glad Domenico 1s with you It1s bad enough your having changed
your house, I don’t like to think of your changing a single servant Have you stll
Serafino? Our remembrances to Luigt and Clarke Speak of us to Amante and
Domenico Have you still hittle birds for dinner, and the good ‘dolcr’, the creams
of which 1t was necessary to be forewarned, lest we should eat too much pre-
viously »

After the long days sight-seeing, arduous sometimes, lewsurely at
others, the evenings would end either at Norton’s rooms on the Spanish
Steps, where he lodged on the ‘ulimo prano’—the top floor—of his
house, or sitting over a wood fire 1n the Story’s apartment, ‘knowing that
the Vatican was m sight of the windows behind’ ' There were the

7 GL 482, °1860

& Henry James, William Wetmore Story and His Friends, i 285-7
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occasional grand evening outings to hear a Palestrina Mass, or to sec
a torchhight processton at the Vatican !

Writing to James Russell Lowell in later years to thank him for the
pleasure of hus book Fireside Travels, Mrs Gashell told him how he was
not unknown to her because of the echoes she had received of his Roman
visit from hus friends ¢ my personal knowledge of you began in Rome
1857, she wrote, ‘when (did you know it?) you and one other went about
with the dear Storys, and me and mine up and down Rome “Here James
and Anna lodged”—“Here we had such a happy day with the Lowells”
etc etc etc And our well-loved and highly-prized Mr Norton used to
say “I only know she came and went” to us in the happy evenings 1n the
Piazza de Spagna 12

Norton kept her very first note to him, concerning a drive he had
planned to take the travellers

Dear Sir, My headache 1s quite gone, and we shall ike a drive very much indeed

1 am afraid from what I saw of Miss Winkworth yesterday that she will not be
well enough to accompany us—so pray don’t trouble yourself to send her word

We are going to beg that Frangois [Norton’s courter] may take this note Will you
forgive me for taking the hiberty® It 1s on the principle of ‘Give an inch etc

Norton’s response to her was as sensible and spontaneous as hers to
him, he wrote frequently of her 1n his letters home, of her

uncommon sweetness of voice and animation of expression  she 1sa wonderful
story-teller, never exaggerating and always dramatic  The pleasantest cident
of the winter to me (setting aside what belongs to Rome specially and by 1tself)
has been the becoming acquainted with Mrs Gashell, who has been staying here
for the last month She 1s a very charming person, with all the qualities of heart
that are best—such a person as her ‘Cranford’ and the best things 1n her other
books would lead one to hope and expect she would be

A valuable tribute from an artist who saw the wholeness of Mrs Gaskell’s
personality, the perfect fusion between her identities as woman and
creative artist

It was Norton who organized the programme of their Roman outings
Being an art historian, he was better quahfied than most tourists to guide
therr steps and to help them appreciate what they saw It was he, Meta
recorded afterwards, who taught them to admire among the other masters

at the Pamphilt Dora gallery ‘the sad Titian with his rosebuds and
earrings’ 'S

W Gaskell{Norton Letters, p xxu 2 GL 584, 8 Sept 1865 13 GL 346
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For Mrs Gashell, however, the greatest appeal would always come
from nature rather than from art, and her fondest recollections of the
Dora Palace were not of the pamtings hung n 1ts galleries, but of the
anemones she gathered 1n 1ts gardens, and of ‘the little green hizards’ she
watched while sitting there She loved the gardens of the Villa Medici
and, above all, lost her heart to Albano where, as the heat ncreased,
they often fled When she analysed her love for Silverdale afterwards it
was, she reflected, because of ‘the expanse of view,—something lihe
what gives 1t’s charm to the Campagna’ 10

Her favourite reading during that Roman hohday was Edmond
About’s recently published novella of Roman hfe Tolla,'? for which she
felt a special tenderness, leaving her ‘shabby copy’ with the Storys to
be bound 1n the ‘pretty Roman vellum binding’ which she thought alone
worthy of its charm The copy got mislaid and years later she was appeal-
ing to them to try to find 1t '8 When asked by Eliza Fox who was on her
honeymoon 1n Rome in 1859 what she would like brought back, she
ashed only for her lost copy of Tolla 19

The story seemed to have a special significance for her It described
the touching love of a young girl subject to too strict parental authority,
and the tragic results of separating young lovers when the love on both
sides was not equally strong It was a subject, as would shortly appear,
that was preoccupying Mrs Gashell at the time The muted style in which
1t was written, the elegiac nature of the Roman landscapes described —
especially the vineyards of Albano-—were qualities to which Mrs Gashell
fully responded It seemed to epitomize her whole Roman experience

The Gaskells had always planned to stay in Rome over Holy Weeh—
Easter Sunday that year fell on 12 April—and after that they started on
the lewsurely journey home By luck, Norton and another congenial
American, the painter Hamilton Wild, were bent 1n the same direction,
and they hired ‘four horses and a good carriage that holds four people
mside and two out’ for the first lap of the journey—via Ronciglione, San
Lorenzo, San Quirino, to Siena After that they took the train to Florence,
called on the Brownings, and went on through Bologna to their main
objective, Venice, where they stayed until 10 May In his letters home,
Norton reported the failure of their visit to the Brownings and the reason
He wrote on 22 April ‘T went with Mrs Gaskell this morning to see the
Brownings,—but they could not receive us, Mrs Browning was in great

1 GL 4o1, July 1858 17 Published 1n Panis in 1856
8 GL 498, 1861
® GL 421,21 Mar 1859
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guief, having just heard of the death of her father I suppose she has not
seen him for years, and never has gained his forgiveness 20

Norton, who had previously lived and studied 1in Venice, was the 1deal
guide to the Tintorettos and the churches, and the mazes of waterways
through which to pursuc the city’s hidden treasures For Mrs Gashell
Venice left two special memories  the first was of a beautiful Sunday
when Norton took them out through the 1slands 1n the Lagoon to Tor-~
cello, whose hold on her imagmation she found 1t difficult to explain
‘Oh! that exquisite dreamy Torcello Sunday,—that still, sunny, sleepy
canal,—something like the Lady of Shalott,—tho’ how, why, and where-
forc T can’t tell 2t A full year after the visit there, she wrote to Norton
on the anmversary of the day

And do you suppose we forgot the Torcello Sunday? No! not to the matersal fact
of our hunger and cold when we came in! Our shy here was so like the shy over the
Lagoons on that day, and the lovely Stars of Bethlehem, and the stones, all carved,
and square cut below the water level of the Canal Banks, and the Cathedral—
oh happy lovely day 22

Norton wiote his mother his own pamter’s recollection of the day at
Torcello ‘Service was going on 1n the Cathedral and a hittle red-
haired boy sat on the steps of the altar like one of John Bologna’s singing
angels, chanting the responses as 1f he had long been used to domng so and
was rather tired of the work 23

The othcr memorable incident connected with Venice for Mrs Gashell
was her first sight of a copy of her Life of Chat lotte Bronte, in the Tauch-
mitz edition The English edition had appeared on 25 March Norton
spotted 1t mn a bookscllers, and bought 1t for Mrs Gashell who, after
glancing through 1t, gave 1t back to hum with a dedication Norton’s
reaction to the work 16 contamed 1n a letter to James Russell Lowell

You have read the life of Miss Brontc, which 1s almost as much an exhibition of
Mrs Gaskell’s character as of Miss Brontc's—and you know what a lovely and
admuirable character she has Sceing her as inumately as one secs a companion

on ajourncy, I learncd cver day to fecl towards her a deeper affection and respect
She s Iike the best things 1 her books 24

The only echo of her book to have reached her so far had been a letter
from Mr Bronte, written on receipt of his presentation copy Norton

® Letters of Charles Lhot Norton, 1 168 2 GL 384, 7 Due 1857
2 GL 394, 10 May 1858
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noted m his travel journal that Mrs Gaskell had read 1t to lum on therr
journey northwards, on 16 Apri

Mrs Gaskell read to me the letter Mr Bronte wrote to her on receiving the
volumes of her memorr of his daughter It was a fine, strong, strange letter, quite
charactersstic of hum  He speaks of the mingled pain and pleasure he had had
in reading 1t,—not a word of what Mrs Gashell had said 1n 1t of himself,

and finds 10 the whole course of the work but one or rwo unimportant errors
which may be easily corrected 1n a later edition 25

Mr Bronte had written ‘You have not only given a picture of my Dear
daughter Charlotte, but of my Dear wife, and all my Dear children, and
such a picture too as 1s full of truth and life The pictures of my brilliant
and unhappy son, and his diabolical seducer, are masterpieces '26

The commendation, the gratfication of the father of her friend and
the sponsor of the work, who repeated once again in that letter his
ongmal purpose—‘I was fully determmed that the Biography of my
Daughter should, if possible, be written’—can have brought the author
nothing but relief at the accomplishment of her task, and have left her
with few fears for the book’s general reception Even Mr Bronte’s casual
reference to the ‘few trifling mistakes’ to be corrected m due course, can
have given her no inkling of what lay ahead

The parting from Norton took place at Venice on 1o May It was made
less painful by the assurance that he was visiting England that summer,
and would come to them at Manchester without fail

Resuming their unhurried journey north via Verona, Milan, the Itahan
Lakes, Nice, and Marseilles, the travellers finally reached Paris late on
26 May, where at Mme Mohl’s they found the accumulated corre-
spondence of five weeks past,” containing among other matter the news,
forwarded by Mr Gaskell, that publication of the Life of Charlotte Bronte
was suspended following a court order A threatened libel action, brought
by Lady Scott, could only be averted by a public retraction of all the
‘offenstve matter’ mn the book, to be published m the press In concert
with Smuth, Elder, Mr Gaskell was preparing such a statement to appear
in the morrow’s Tumes Willlam Shaen, Emily Winkworth’s sohicitor
husband, was acting 1n the Gaskell’s snterest Mrs Gaskell’s immediate
return home was called for

By a cruel wrony she had wished to hear nothing about the book 1n her
absence abroad, dreading the reviews, and had asked Mr Gaskell not

s Iid 167-8
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to mention 1t 1n his letters 22 The result was that she had no warning of
the disaster nll she reached Paris and found his letters awaiting her
Barely resting a day in Paris, she travelled home without another break
and reached Manchester late 1 the evening of Thursday 28 May

¥ GL 3350, 5 June 1857
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that the hiterary weeklies caught up with them m reviewing the book
From the outset there was a chorus of praise The Athenaeum devoted
eight and a half columns to 1ts notice, concluding with the view that
‘As a work of Art, we do not recollect a life of a woman by a woman so
well executed” The Times of the same date declared ‘We regard this
record as a monument of courage and endurance, of suffering and
triumph > The Daily News reported ‘there 1s no feebleness of redun-
dancy, every circumstance has a direct bearing on the main object of
painting, vigorously and accurately, a real picture of the woman as she
was * In the Spectator’s view “The profound pathos, the tragic interest
of this book hes 1n the terrible struggle that life was to a woman endowed
with Charlotte Bronte’s conscientiousness, affection for the family, and
Isterary ambition Its moral 1s, the unconquerable strength of genius
and goodness’

By such comments, dwelling even more upon the character of her-
heroine than upon her own art, Mrs Gaskell might well have felt justified
in her attempt to show her friend as ‘a great and good woman’ For The
Globe, however, her own achievement was paramount 1t placed her on
a level with the best biographers of any country ‘It1s a truthful and
beautiful book No one can read 1t without feeling strengthened and
purified > Such a judgement, had Mrs Gaskell read it 1 tranquilhity,
would have exceeded her highest hopes As 1t was, she read nothing n
tranquillity, only n total disarray

Foreseeing an immediate rush on the book from 1its subscribers,
Mudies had ordered 1,200 copies, promptly augmented to 1,500 copies
Smuth, Elder, seeing the book’s sensational reception, hurried through
a cheap reprint of all Currer Bell’s novels in an edition at 6 shillings,
and announced a reissue even of the Poems of Currer, Elhs and Acton
Bell in an edition at 4 shillings on 11 April By 9 May sales of the Life
were such that the publishers announced a second edition, and the
advertisement, carrying laudatory excerpts from the reviews, appeared
for successive days sn The Times up until 16 May Thus, unul within ten
days of Mrs Gaskell’s return home, the book’s triumphant progress
seemed assured

The wide publicity, the rapid circulation, however, brought 1t also
mevitably to the notice of those whose concern 1t had been, m the past
years, to suppress some of the matter it contained Lady Scott, the former
Mrs Robinson, was widowed again and living 1n Curzon Street, Mayfarr,
a well-known society hostess The unmistakable references to the cause
of Branwell Bronte’s ‘wreck and ruin’, as The Times put it, represented
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a direct menace, 1t was, as The Times agamn put it, provoking ‘gossip
which for weeks past has been secthing and arculating in the London
cotertes’ 3 Lady Scott no sooner became aware of what was gomng on
than she wnstructed her family sohcitors, Newton and Robinson of York,
to threaten the author with a court case if the offending passages 1n the
book were not immediately removed. In Mrs Gaskell’s absence, 1t was
Mr Gaskell who received the unwelcome communication, and who
nstantly acted upon 1t There was no time to consult his wife, and he put
her defence 1n the able hands of their friend William Shaen—the husband
of Emly Winkworth

He drew up the following statement, dated 26 May, which, together
with Newton and Robinson’s reply was, at their request, published con-
currently in The Times and the Athenaeum—the papers that had given
the greatest prominence to the Life of Charlotte Bronte—on 30 May
Mrs Gaskell therefore reached home just 1n time to read the statements
drafted in her name and on her behalf—and without her knowledge
Among the hundred letters awaiting her at home was one from Norton,
to welcome her, and she answered 1t on 3 June ‘I found trouble enough
awaiting me from the publication of my Life of CB or rather not
“awarting me”’, but settled without me, settled for the best, all things
considered, I am sure

Under a large-type heading—ADVERTISEMENT ‘The Life of Charlotte
Bronte’—the correspondence appeared in the papers concerned,
accompanied by a note from Newton and Robinson

York, 27th May

1857
Str, We shall feel obliged by your mnserting the following correspondence We
are, Str,
Your obedient servants,
Newton and Robinson

This was followed by the official retraction drawn up by Wilham Shaen
on behalf of his client-

8§, Bedford Row, London,

26 May 1857

Dear Sirs, As Solicitor for and on behalf of the Rev W Gaskell and of Mrs
Gaskell hus wife, the latter of whom 1s authoress of the Life of Charlotte Bronte,
I'am mstructed to retract every statement contamed 1 that work which 1mputes
to a widowed lady, referred to, but not named therein, any breach of her conjugal,

3 The Times, 6 June 1857
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her maternal, or of her soctal duties, and more cspecially of the statement con-
tamed 1n chapter 13 of the first volume, and 1n chapter 2 of the second volume,
which 1mputes to the lady in question a guilty mtercourse with the late Branwell
Bronte All those statements were made upon information which at the tiume Mrs
Gaskell beheved to be well founded, but which, upon mvestigation, with the
additional evidence furmished to me by you, I have ascertained not to be trust-
worthy 1am therefore authorised not only to retract the statements 1n question,
but to express the deep regret of Mrs Gaskell that she should have been led to
make them —I am, dear Sirs, yours truly,
William Shaen

Messrs Newton and Robinson, Solicitors, York

The reply, notable for the moderation of 1ts tone, followed immediately
below

York, 27 May 1857
Dear Sir, As Solicitors of the lady to whom your letter of the 26th inst refers, we,
on her behalf, accept theapology therem contained, and we have toadd that nerther
that lady nor ourselves ever entertamned a doubt that the statements of Mrs

Gaslell were, as you say, made upon mnformation which at the time Mrs Gashell
beheved to be well-founded We are, dear Sir, Yours truly,

Newton and Robinson

Willlam Shaen, Esq ,
Bedford Row,
London

The publicity thus given to the subject can only have increased the
gossip, and the ‘coteries’ were given further grist to their mill by an
Editorial published 1n the Athenaeum of 6 June, under the heading ‘Our
Weekly Gossip’

We are sorry to be called upon to return to Mrs Gashell’s ‘Life of Charlotte
Bronte’—but we must do o, since the book has gone forth with our recommenda-
tion Praise, 1t 1s needless to point out, imphed trust in the biographer as an
accurate collector of facts This, we regret to state, Mrs Gashell proves not to
have been To the gosstp which for weeks past has been seething and c;rculatlng
n the London coteries, we gave small heed, but the Athenacum pubhishes a legal
apology, made on behalf of Mrs Gaskell, withdrawing the statements put forth
on her book respecting the cause of Mr Branwell Bronte's wrech and ruin These,
Mrs Gaskell’s lawyer 1s now fain to confess his chient advanced on msufficient
testimony The telling of an episodical and gratuitous tale so dismal as concerns
the dead, so damaging to the living, could only be excused by the story of sin being
severely, strictly true, and every one will have cause to regret that due caution was
not used to test representations not, 1t secems, to be justified It is in the intercst
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of letters that biographers should be deterred from rushing into print with mere
mpressions 1n place of proofs, however eager and sincere those impressions be
They may be slanders, and as such they may sting cruelly —Meanwhile, the ‘Life
of Charlotte Bronte' we apprehend, must undergo modifications ere 1t can be
further circulated

For George Smith the disaster might have meant ruin The second
edition, already advertised and ready for publication, had to be with-
drawn and, harder stll for the publisher just begmning to reap the
benefits of the book’s success, the outstanding copies of the first edition
had to be called in A radically expurgated text had to be prepared for
an eventual third edition, but even as Mrs Gaskell faced the task of
cutting the offending passages relating to Lady Scott, she received by
every post fresh protests and demands from outraged persons appearing
n or referred to in the book, threatening her with yet further legal actions
if the passages referring to them were not either deleted or altered On
16 June she wrote to Ellen Nussey

I am 1n the Hornet’s nest with a vengeance I only hope you dear good Iittle lady
that nobody 1s worrying you in any way We came home on May 28th and I never
heard of the Letters in the Times till my return I have much to tell you on this
subject, but I am warned not to write, and must keep 1t till we meet

Mr Carus Wilson threatens an action about the Cowan’s Bridge School

Mr Redhead’s son-in-law writes to deny my account of the Haworth com-
motions

Miss Martineau has written sheet upon sheet regarding the quarrel? mis-
understanding? between her and Miss Bronte

Two separate householders 1n London each declare that the first interview
between Miss Bronte and Miss Martineau took place at her house ¢

The triviality of some of the complaints crushed her even more than the
major problem of preparing the third edition which she had to do, and
which for her publisher’s sake 1f not for her own had to do quickly To
a writer who never wished to consider a finished work again, her task was
heart-breaking

1 am writing as if I were 1n famous spirts, and I think I am so angry that I am
almost merry 1n my bitterness, 1f you know that state of feehing, but I have cried
more since I came home that [sic] T ever did 1n the same space of time before, and
never needed kind words so much,~—and no one gives me them $

Had the disaster not made her unjust to all concerned, she might have
rechoned among her blessings of the hour, the gentlemanly and generous

4 GL 352, 16 June 1857 5 Ibid
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conduct of George Smith, who never uttered one word of reproach for
her disregard of s warnings Only later did she fully appreciate his
forbearance For the moment she was only concerned with practical
questions on how the corrections were to be made and the additional
material mserted

Of the absolute truth of what she had written she never doubted As
she told Ellen Nussey

1 did so try to tell the truth, and I believe now 1 hit as near the truth as any one
could do And T weighed every hine with all my whole power and heart, so that
every line should go to 1t’s great purpose of mahing ker known and valued, as one
who had gone through such a terrible hife with a brave and faithful heart ©

Her purpose, as we have seen, had been to present an Apologia for
the character of Charlotte Bronte and of her wnitings which in their time
had scandahized the censorious The need still to whitewash her friend’s
memory entered not a httle into her comments to such a former severe
critic as Kingsley Thanking him now for his apprecative letter after
reading the Life and telling him of the trouble into which the book had
run, she said

I can only say Respect and value the memory of Charlotte Bronte as she deserves
No one can know all she had to go through, but thosc who knew her well
I tried hard to write the truth 1 think 1 can stand it all patiently Only do think

of her, on, through all You do not Lnow what she had to bear, and what she had
to hear?

—a clear reference still to the scapegoat Branwell

Much that had been found shocking 1n the writings of Currer, Elhs,
and Acton Bell—the ‘coarse language’, the violent conduct, the unlady-
like knowledge of dissolute men—had mnevitably to be blamed on
Branwell On him too Mrs Gaskell had found 1t necessary to heap the
blame for his sister’s unhappiness at Brussels, so as to suppress the fact
of her passion for her Belgian schoolmaster How useful, therefore, had
been the evidence, received from Charlotte and from Mr Bronte alike,
of his haison with his employer’s wife, and of 1ts deady consequences 1n
wreching his life and 1n ruining the happimess of his home Here was
sufficient cause to explarn all that appeared reprehensible in the Brontes’
writings and all that was ‘unsociable’ 1n Miss Bronte’s way of ife To
expose the family sheleton had seemed to the devoted biographer of
Charlotte Bronte the fairest way to defend the memory of her friend

¢ GL 352, 16 June 1857 7 GL 351, 6 June 1857
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That 1t blachened the character of the living Lady Scott, as well as of the
dead Branwell, had not weighed with her, she had prejudged the case
and believed that Lady Scott fully deserved what came to her She was,
as Mrs Gaskell was already fully aware, the object of private family
ostracism To have to destroy the balance of her book for the sake of
Lady Scott’s blemished reputation, was hard for Mrs Gaskell to bear
Had the matter rested there, the task before her would not have been so
crushing But, as every day brought in fresh complaints from readers,
1t became more and more daunting

The one person who might, justifiably, have protested at some of her
unverified and highly coloured reports concerning him, Mr Bronte,
proved to be the one who brought her the most comfort in the end With
great moderation and humour he pointed out to her some of the most
glaring misstatements concerning himself and requested their deletion
1 the forthcoming edition ‘I do not deny’, he wrote her later that summer

(30 July)

that T am somewhat eccentrick Had I been numbered amongst the calm, sedate,
concentric men of the world, I should not have been as I now am, and I should
in all probability never have had such children as mine have been I have no
objection whatever to your representing me as a httle eccentrick, since you and
other learned friends will have 1t so—only don’t set me on in my fury to burning
hearthrugs, sawing the backs of chairs, and tearing my wife’s silk gowns—With
respect to tearing my wife’s silk gown, my dear little daughter must have been
misinformed—This you will be convinced of when I assure you that 1t was my
repeated advice to my wife and children, to wear gowns and outward garments
made only of silk or wool, as these were less inflammable than cotton or linen

T am much pleased with reading the opimions of those 1n your letters, and other
eminent characters, respecting the ‘Memoir’ Before I knew theirs, I had formed
my own opinon, from which you know I am not easily shaken And my opinion,
and the reading World’s opinion of the ‘Memorr’, 1s that 1t 1s every way worthy
of what one Great Woman should have written of Another, and that 1t ought to
stand, and will stand, 1n the first rank of Biographies till the end of itme 8

From this view Mr Bronte never deviated He early spotted, moreover,
the passages that would cause most lasting damage to his reputation, and
told Mrs Gaskell of them ‘Some slips there have been but they may be
remedied It 1s dangerous to give credence hastily to informants’, he
wrote to her on 30 July ‘I think I have already stated to Miss Marianne
Gaskell, that I never forbade my wife or children, or servants, the use
of amimal food The error committed on this head was unfortunate, as

8 Lock and Dixon, A Man of Sorrow, pp 508-9
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Mr Carus Wilson and his party, most uncharitably, turned it to the
advantage of their hollow cause % As he points out, this was scized
on to account for the decline and early deaths of his daughters Maria
and Elizabeth at the Clergy Daughters’ School, and to serve to exonerate
the regimen of Wilson

While Mr Bronte was left to bear the stigma of this tragedy, it was
from him notwithstanding that Mrs Gaskell received her most constant
support that ‘terrible summer’—as she came to speak of 1t afterwards
‘T am not the least offended’, he wrote 1n conclusion, ‘at your telling me
that I have faults—I have many—and, being a Daughter of Eve, I doubt
not that you also have some Let us both try to be wiser and better as
Time recedes and Eternity advances "°

Reflecting on the venom released by her unfortunate book, from Carus
Wilson’s family 1n particular, and the petty-mindedness shown by so
many whose part in the book was msignificant, she wrote to George Smith
on 23 August ‘I only hope Mr Bronte won’t be over-worrted Hitherto
he has acted like a ““brick™ (I hope you understand slang®)’* To Maria
Martineau (Harriet’s niece) she also wrote of letters just recerved from
him, ‘evidently meaning very hindly, and he really has been so steady 1n
his way to me all along, that I would rather let them all go on attacking
me, than drag him mto any squabble cither with me, or the public or
any one’ '2

It1sa pity that none of Mrs Gaskell’s personal views about Mr Bronte
were added to the third edition of the book, 1f only 1n justice to hum, for
after the lapse of the required fifty years when the origimal text was
reissued, all the old accusations reappeared without correction of text
and without reference to her later findings

It 1s significant that one of Mrs Gaskell’s first acts of reinvestigation
mto the evidence published 1n the first edition was to go to Gawthorp
m Burnley'? and to question anew the dismissed nurse who had made
the chief allegations against Mr Bronte When all the tattle was sifted
and weighed agamnst the witness of the faithful parsonage servants,
parishioners, and such educated people as the Bradford schoolmaster,
Willilam Dearden, who took her severely to tash for publishing such
rubbish, she saw how she had been gulled It was hard to admut, and she
sought what comfort she could 1n the thought that the same tales had
been told Ellen Nussey and Miss Wooler (and perhaps equally believed

® Lock and Dmxon, A Man of Sorrow, pp 508-9 o Ttnd
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by them?) '+ Though she appears not to have apologized to Mr Bronte,
she was deeply grateful to him for his forbearance and support

By any measure the troubles overtahing her in consequence of her book
would have been enough to overwhelm her that summer But they were
far from being the only ones Within a month of her return from abroad
she was suddenly confronted with a domestic problem of considerable
importance Her beloved Meta wished to enter into a hghtning engage-
ment and marry almost out of hand so as to follow her husband to India
The flirtation, begun two years before when Meta danced the night
through with the same partner,'s a Captain Charles Hill of the Madras
Engincers, appears to have flared up afresh the moment the young people
met again He was a widower with one chuld Mrs Gaskell admutted that
she hked him very much but the situation took on an alarming aspect
when news of the Mutiny at Cawnpore was received, all leave was
cancelled, and Captain Hill was ordered back to India He urged the
Gashells to consent to an immediate marriage so that Meta might
accompany him Despite their great and justified concern over such a
prospect, her parents did not stand in the way of what she considered
her happiness

In view of Mrs Gaskell’s subsequent admuission of the misery into
which that decision plunged her and Mr Gaskell, 1t 1s a measure of the
real freedom they allowed their children that they did nothing to oppose
1t Of all their daughters, Meta may be said to have been the favourite of
both parents, and the prospect of losing her for a mimmum period of five
years, toastrange country in the throes of racial violence, wasa terribleone

Mrs Gaskell’s loving kindness and understanding for her daughters
in all contingencies of life was a constant feature of their relationship
In the present nstance, however, when Meta’s security might have
justified pecular caution, her mother’s selflessness 1n permitting the
marriage can only be interpreted as a desire at all costs not to scem to
stand 1n her way It may not be too fanciful to see 1n her conduct the
reflection of the feehings aroused by her reading of About’s story Tolla
that had so moved her at Rome, with 1ts theme of the tragic consequences
of separating lovers She was essentially a woman of impulse and as hkely
to be influenced by the appeal of art as by any rational arguments

The first cffect of the sudden engagement was to decide her to delegate
the work of revising the Life of Charlotte Bronte to someone clse she
mstructed George Smuth to that effect 1n late July,' only to counter-
mand the decision a fortmght later ‘An immediate marriage has been

“ GL 368 5 GL 250, 8 July 1855 16 GL 303, 28 July 1857
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in contemplation,” she wrote on 28 July, ‘but after many preparations
were made i a tremendous hurry, absorbing a/l my time, and making me
very very anxious and unhappy this plan has been given up and she
does not go tll next year, when he mects her in Egypt 1f all goes well
Under the changed crcumstances, she was prepared to resume work
on her ‘weary and oppressive task’ 7

Her heart, however, was never in the work and was, understandably,
bound up with Mecta's affairs The fact that Smuth, Elder had publishing
and trade connections with India was intensely interesting to her Learn-
ing that the firm published an Indian paper, she wrote cagerly to George
Smith ‘Do you know India® How 1s 1t you publish an Indian news-
paper '8 On receiving mformation from him, she wrote again, n carly
August

Thank you very much for cvery word, every sign of sympathy about India From
the depths of ignorance, T am rouscd up to the most vivid and intense interest
This daughter of minc 1s 2 most dear friend, morc fike a sister to me than any thing
else,and Ithe Capt Hillextremely, but the engagementssamostanuousone 9

Captam Hill stayed at Plymouth Grove for his final embarkation leave
from 13 to 23 August ‘Capt Hill goes to-day,” Mrs Gaskell wrote to
Gceorge Smuth on the latter date, ‘and we are dreadfully 1n the dumps
Somebody is crying in every room "2 His departure, coming at the height
of the Mutiny reports, could not have been worse timed for the feclings
of the family In this as 1n so much else, the sisters were united in therr
sympathy for Meta

The scare of Meta’s marnage and threatened departure had not only
comcided with Mrs Gaskell’s troubles oy er her book, but with the widely
acclaimed Exhibition of World Masters held at Manchester that year
from May to October, which brought tourists to the city from all parts
of the globe, and an almost uninterrupted flow of visitors to the Gashells’
home Their hospitality was put to the furthest stretch not only of material
but of nervous capacity Fiom carly June when Ellen Nussey stayed five
days (“You shall go to the Exhibition every day’ 2 Mrs Gaskell promised
her) through July when Charles Norton came, playmg Box and Cox with
several other visttors, until August when Monsteur and Madame Mohl2
and a German nicce were expected for a fortmght, the flow of friends,
relatives, and mere connections never ceased

7 GL 163, 28 July 1857 ¥ GL 304, 31 July 1857
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“We have two rooms and 19 people coming to occupy them before the
Exhibition closes’, Mrs Gashell wrote to Eliza Fox on 26 August ‘We
are worn out with hospatality—but I should make no stranger of you dear,
but gape 1n your face if I chose Oh I am tired of 1t—X [the Exhibition]
I mean,—I shd like 1t dearly 1f I weren’t a hostess *2* ‘Our house has
been fuller than full, day and mght’, she wrote to Charles Norton on
28 September,

ever since you left, and this last fortmght 1t will be fuller than ever, as every one
will want to see the Exhibition before 1t closes I am very fond of all the people
who are coming, but so worn-out that 1t 1s hard word [stc] to lash myself up into
properly hospitable feelings Marianne said yesterday ‘Oh! are you not tired of
being agreeable! I do so want leisure to sulk and be silent 1n,’ and really after long
hard hot days at the Exhibition showing the same great pictures over and over
agamn to visitors, who have only time to look superficially at the whole collection,
one does want to ‘sulk and be silent’ in the evenings 24

A ghmpse of those gruelling days 1s afforded by her note to a London
acquaintance, a Mrs Clive, dated 1 October

Thank you very much for proposing to call here, can you come and have a ‘pre-
Itmmary’ cup of tea at five? or can you come before 11 1n the morning,—I am
afraid that the rest of the day, 1e from 12 to 4, I shall be pledged to be at the
Exhibition But I will come at £ past 1, and § past 2 to the green seat m the transept
outside the Hertford Gallery, and will wear a lilac plaided silk, and a white
bonnet,—just like a young lady answering a matrtmonal advertisement—?2s

For Meta, showing enormous pluck in the separation from her lover
(she was reported by her mother to be ‘very bright and very cheerful,
much less anxious, indeed, I think than any of us’), there was compensa-
tion 1n the presence of the world’s masterpieces at her door She obtained
permission to go i to the Exhibition before opening time to copy
specified works 26

At length the closing day arrived, 15 October, the last visitors left,
and Mrs Gaskell was free to relax from the long stram of the ‘terrible
summer’ It left her prostrate ‘I am inclined, either from laziness or
depression’, she wrote to Ellen Nussey in December

to refuse all mvitations, and even to go out of the house as httle as possible
I believe, however, this 1s reaction after all this last terrible summer I kept
thinking during that latter time of the Exhibition—Oh, 1n three weeks, 1n 3 days,

3 GL 3703, ¢ 26 Aug 1857 2% GL 374
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1n 3 hours I may give way to sorrowful thinking, the deadly feelings of fanguce
Now I must exert myself and ltve 1n the present, and I lashed myself up to being
active, and talkative etc , when I really could hardly doit Of course I must ‘pay’
for this, and 1t 1s well T have such a quiet time to ‘right’ myselfin 27

In fact, she did not recover from the shocks of that year so soon As
a creative writer she was silenced for a long time to come and 1t was
twelve months befoie she even began planning any new work

Meanwhule, the current of life at Plymouth Grove resumed 1ts normal
course The regular mail came 1n from India, and the famuly’s worst
fears on Captain Hill’s account were calmed

The revised third edition of the Life of Charlotte Bronte came out on
22 August when Smuth, Elder advertised 1t widely 1n the Press. LIFE or
CHARLOTTE BRONTEL JUST READY NEW AND RLVISED EDITION WITH EMINDA-
TI0NS AND ADDITIONS The advertisement was 1epeated three times 1n
September Neither the Circulating Libraries nor the general public
were confident enough to rush to buy as they had before Mrs Gashell
was 1csigned to the book’s fatlure On g November she wrote to Harriet
Martineau

I had however determined that should any future editions be required —(a most
unlikely thing, as the success of this 3rd edition was problematical at the time of
publication,—and 1t has sold very slowly indeed 1n fact) that I would have nothing
more to do with preparing another edition for the press 28

She was much surprised therefore when 1n March 1858 she received
a letter from George Smith containing a cheque for £200 1n respect of
sales of the book ‘I do not think I was ever more surprized than by the
contents of your letter this morning’, she wrote by return

I had always felt that you had behaved to me most hberally 1n the first mstance,
and that 1n somc respects, the book must have been a great source of annoyance
and vexation to you  and now to receive a cheque for £200! I am most sincerely
and heartily obhged to you for 1t As money 1t 15 very acceptable just now, but
['am even more touched by the kindness and hiberality 20

It was a matter of mcredulity to her that the book, which had cost her
such pamn, could ever be anything now but a failure As edition after
cheap edition came from the press over the following years, she expressed
surprise, seldom satisfaction It was not the book she had concerved The
revised text had lost for her, with all 1ts errors, also some of 1ts deepest
truths She knew she had been right about the Clergy Daughters’

27 GL 385a, 30 Dec 1857 B GL 379 2 GL 387, 17 Mar 1858
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Schoal and about Mrs Robinson, even if she had been wrong about
Mr Bronte

It would have amazed her to know that the one just prognostic among
the many hostile opinions expressed was that made at the very beginning
by Mr Bronte, when he said that the book ‘ought to stand, and will stand,
i the first rank of Biographues till the end of time’



CHAPTER XVIII

WRITING SYLVIA’S LOVERS, 1859-1863

For Mrs Gaskell the year 1858 brought no alleviation to the cares of
the previous year and was as little conducive to sustamned creative
WrIting

In April the engagement between Meta and Captain Hill was broken
off on the imtiative of Meta herself While staying with friends in London
i March?® she received reports touching his character which, while not
positively affecting lus honour, were bad enough for her to take up with
him and his fanily He made no attempt to exonerate himself, despite
her repeated appeals to him to do so, and his own people, a brother
Captain Dudley Hill and two sisters, had regretfully to admit them to
be true Meta, probably the most ntelligent and self-reliant of the
Gaskell girls, acted without pressure from her parents in ending the
engagement We do not know what she had learnt about her fiancé, but
1t was enough to convince her that she would not be happy with him 2

What added immeasurably to Mrs Gashell’s distress was not that
Meta at the age of 20 should have been mistaken 1n a lover, but that she
herself and all the famly had been so taken mn They had all (perhaps
with the exception of Mr Gaskell who so dreaded the separation from
his favourite daughter that he could never be brought even to pronounce
Captain Hill’s name)3 liked him exceedingly This wasa sobering thought
for a mother with four daughters to marry Meta’s 1]l luck and her own
part m 1t—1n so far as she had been too kind, too trusting perhaps, too
unequal to saving her from such a wound—was a source of constant self-
reproach and sorrow to her over the next couple of years How deeply
the subject troubled her mind can still be percerved i the theme of the
first long novel she undertook after the event, Sylvta’s Lovers, the plot
of which 1s deeply and sustamedly concerned with the subject of the
suffering and perils of 1lljudged love It 1s but another example of the

' GL 421a, 21 Mar 1859
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start, and one that made her doubly cautious in her future dealings with
both Sampson Low and America

The tale of “The Doom of the Griffiths’, as she told Norton in December
1857, was ‘an old rubbishy one,—begun when Marianne was a baby,—
the only merit whercof 15 that 1t 1s founded on fact’,” but she had relied
on payment for 1t, and the disappointment was real She humorously
related to Norton how she tried to defend her rights In default of pay-
ment from Harpers, she sought to recover her manuscript from Low,
who had never acknowledged receipt of 1t

Very worldly, 1s 1t not? But really I had relicd on the money  So don’t give me
up as a mercenary tricky woman, though I acknowledge I should hike to out-dodge
Mr Sampson Lowe if ever our wits came 1n contact Are you never as wiched as
this? I am sure 1if T were a servant, and suspected and things focked up from me
ctc, I should not only be dishonest, but a very clever thief 8

“The Doom of the Gnffiths’ was published by Harpers in January
1858, without acknowledgement or fee But despite this unpromising
beginning she continued to deal with Sampson Low She collected three
previously published stories (seriahized i Household Words during
1855-6), ‘An Accursed Race’, ‘Half a Life-Time Ago’, “The Poor Clare’,
to which she felt entirely free to add ‘The Doom of the Griffiths’, and
a new tale, “The Half-Brothers’, to make up the second half of the collec-
non to which she eventually gave the generic utle of Round the Sofa * To
Iink the tales, utterly unconnected as they were mn subject and setting,
she thought up the 1dea of a group of friends, regulars at the Edinburgh
Monday evening drawing-room gatherings of an nvald lady called
Margaret Dawson, round whose sofa they related them 1n turns

She had, of recent years, made the acquaintance of the charming Mrs
Fletcher, widow of a former Advocate of the Court of Sessions of Edin-
burgh, a famous beauty and hostess 1 her time, on whose character and
salon m Castle Street she modelled that of her protagonist Margaret
Dawson—even to the extent of gtving her Mrs Fletcher’s matden name,
which had been Dawson To the Fletchers’ salon had come all the
mtelligentsia of Edinburgh, the editoral staff of the Edinburgh Review,
members of the University (amongst them Mrs Gashell’s father), and
the leaders of Whig society, including Lord Lauderdale, whose appont-
ment of Wilham Stevenson as his secretary 1n 1806 had been the cause
of his move to London Mrs Fletcher had also known and befriended
Mrs Gaskell’s cousin Henry Holland when he had been studying

7 GL 384,7Dcc 1857 8 {bid 7 Sue bedow, p 200
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medicine 1 Edinburgh i 1816 and onwards and retamned a lively
affection for im As a leading hostess in Edinburgh during that period
she had distinguished herself by serving only hight refreshments, followed
by tea and coffee, 2 notable mnovation in a soctety where heavy dinners
had for long been the rule in entertanment In Mrs Gaskell’s story the
guests to Margaret Dawson’s evemng gatherings are advised that
conversation and not food 1s the staple attraction

The acquaimtance between Mrs Gashell and Mrs Fletcher when the
latter was already eighty followed soon after the publication of Mary
Barton Mrs Fletcher had made the first approach Long ago widowed,
she was living with a married daughter and son-in-law, Dr and Mrs
Davy, at Lancrigg near Grasmere, and she begged Mrs Gaskell to call
on her when occasion permitted Thus resulted 1n regular visits, on the
first of which 1n 1850 she met Wordsworth

Mrs Gaskell always spoke of Mrs Fletcher as that ‘dear old lady’,
and entertained her and Mrs Davy at Plymouth Grove in November
1851, when they all attended a meeting at the Free Trade Hall to hear
Kossuth, the great Hungarian patriot, speak '© A further link between the
two ladies was therr mutual friendship with Madame Mohl, whom Mrs
Fletcher had known as Mary Anne Clarke 1n 1830 It may even be sup-
posed that the long out of context narrative concerning an incident in the
French Revolution mserted in My Lady Ludlow (Margaret Dawson’s
contribution to the tales m Round the Sofa) had 1its origin 1n memories
confided to Mrs Gaskell by Mrs Fletcher My Lady Ludlow was written
during 1858, the year of Mrs Fletcher’s death, which must have revived
in Mrs Gaskell the many memories of their acquaintance

The leisure and the partally restored peace of mind with which to do
even so much work was made possible by a six-weeks’ holiday at Silver-
dale where the whole family (except for Mr Gaskell who went on a walk-
ing tour with his brother) went to stay from 17 June

there we shall remarn [she told Norton] for six weeks, and all get as strong as
horses, 1t 15 to be hoped We live 1n a queer, pretty crampy house, at the back of
a great farm house [accompanying her words with a shetch] the house 15
covered with roses, and great white virgin-sceptred lilies, and sweetbriar bushes
grow in the small flagged square court  In the garden, half flower half kitchen
15 an old Square Tower, or ‘Peel’—a remnant of the Border towers Think of
the perils our legs of mutton undergo! First they are kept in the Lardcr, or lower
story of thc Tower Ram or fair they have to be carried to the hitchen to be
coched Rain or fair they have to be carred Aot across the court And to begin

1 Autobiography of Mrs Fletcher, p 292
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with Silverdale 15 so wild a place we may be happy to get a4 leg of matton at
all T have had to dinc 15 people, as hungry as hounds, on shrimps and bread
and butter, —and when they ashed for more had to tell them there was no bread
nearer than Milnthorpe 6 mules oft, and they had to come down to oateake, and
be thankful!"

She had obviously begun work on Ay Lady Ludlow before reaching
Silverdale, since the hirst serialization of the tale appeared in Household
Words for 19 June From then on untl 25 September the tale ran its not
quite regular course n the pertodical, grving Dichens cause for occasional
alarm when he feared that copy would reach the office too late for that
week’s issue ‘T hope Mrs Gashell will not stop, for more than a week at
all events’, he wrote to Wills on ¢ August 2

The speed of composition, her motive for writing 1t, and her uncertain
health, all contributed to making My Lady Ludlow a very unequal pro-
duction, laching 1n most of the qualities that made her stories so attractive
to the public Frrst seralized, as seen, in Household Words, 1t was pub-
ished by Haipers of New York later in 1858, and 1ssued in England
book form as the first volume of the two-volume collection Round the
Sofa by Sampson Low in March 1859. Whale 1t could add nothing to
Mis Gashell’s reputation, e served it immeduate purpose which was to
earn money to pay for the continental tip that was to 1estore Meta'’s
spirits She herself had no illusions about 1t To her sister-im-law Annie
Robson she wiote

You will be secing a book of mme advertized, but don’e be diddled aboutt, st 1s
only a REpublication of HW stories, T have a rascally pubhisher this nme (Samp-
son Low, who publishes Mrs Stowe’s books) and he 1s trymg to pass it off as new
[ sold the night of publication to him a2 hurry o get 100, to take Meta abroad
out of the clatter of tongues consequent on her braaking off her engagement V!

Marianne and Flossy accompanied Mrs Gashell and Meta for the first
part of the tour up the Rhine to Heidelberg which lasted, in the event,
for three months Herdelberg did all that was expected of 1t 1n occupying,
dehghting, and reviving Meta She stuch to a regular programme of worh,
studymg Geiman and drawing every mormng, and sight-seeing and
visiting with her mother every afternoon ‘Meta 1s better, indeed quite
well,” Mrs Gaskell was able to witte on 19 October to Marianne who
had returned home after a month abroad, ‘and that s the grand comfort "+
Of Flossy, aged 16, who remamed abioad with her, she added, ‘as for
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Flossy I never saw so blooming a creature, rosy, merry, hungry, strong
She says she 1s growing and sadly wants to have her frocks lengthened 15

As with each of the family trips abroad, the mother’s absence from
home was only made possible by the presence there of the invaluable
Hearn, to whom Julia’s happiness, as well as her well-bemng could be
entrusted But Juha was a genuinely delicate child, and Marianne’s
early return home was largely arranged on her account, as well as to
relieve Mr Gaskell who was always overanxious about the children’s
health

Mrs Gaskell herself was never 1dle, even during a pleasure trip like
this While at Heidelberg she worked at great speed to finish a couple
of short stories for the Christmas Number of Household Words, so as to
earn the ready money for the further trip to Dresden, where she longed
to take the girls In the event it did not maternalize, but for the stories,
written at top speed, Dickens generously paid her £40—more than they
were worth, she confided to Charles Norton,'® and 1n this opinion she
was right She was always at her most melodramatic when writing under
pressure ‘Mme Gaskell écrit quelque chose pour le Christmas number
des Household Words’, reported young Ida Mohl from Heidelberg to
her famous aunt in Paris on 4 November 1858 ‘Je ne sais ce que c’est—
Elle est trés occupée—1l faut que ce soit fin1 demain "7 One story, called
“The Manchester Marriage’, published 1n the 7 December 1ssue of House-
hold Words, would not be remembered now but for the fact that 1ts plot
foreshadowed the theme eventually treated in full in Sylva’s Lovers
the return of a lost husband to find his wife remarried 8

Despite the disappointment over Dresden, the nine weeks spent
modest lodgings at Heidelberg were life-giving, as Mrs Gaskell told
Norton She recalled

the most lovely, poetical wintry November, clear deep blue sky—white snow not
very deep, except where 1t had drifted into ghttering heaps,—icicles, a foot long,
hanging on fountamn and well,—trees encased n ghttering 1ce,—and weighed
down with therr own beauty,—streets—walks—clear and clean—and the high
peaked house tops so beautiful But it was not weather for travelling, being
18 degrees below something 1n Reaumur the girls worked away at German,
and we ‘marketted’ for ourselves, and dined at one,—and walked tll the early
November night came on, I hired a pi1ano and music, and laughed harder than

s Jbid
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I cver laughed before or ever shall again, the air, clear dehicious dry ar, put one
i such health and spirits '

November 1n Manchester was never like that

In Manchester, however, she had elected to hive, and 1t was there that
her deeply ngrained sense of duty found its fulfilment In a sensc she
not only did not want to move but positively refused to Early 1n 1859
Mr Gaskell made a momentous decision In March he was offered the
most sentor post 1n the Unitarian Church, that of mimster to the London
(Essex Street) Chapel, and he refused 1t His wife entirely shared and
supported him 1n his feehings Though it would have brought a higher
salary and meant living 1n London, where so many of her interests and
much of her business lay, she unhesitatingly encouraged him 1n his
refusal He did so ‘quite rightly’, she commented to Norton, and his
reasons seemed enuirely vahd ‘He has made his place here, and there
must be a much stronger reason than mere increase in income before
1t can be right to pull up the roots of a man of his age **° ‘Mr Gashell
was ashed to succeed Mr Madge,’ she wrote to Eliza Fox on 21 March,
‘and urged, and re-urged But he declined and wisely and rightly I think
He could never get in London the influence and good he has here, and
he 1s too old to be taken up by the roots and transplanted merely for an
extra hundred or soa year So he stays in Cross Street and the people are
very much pleased

The letter to Ehza Fox had been prompted, 1n the first place, by the
startling news, announced in The Times, of Eliza’s marriage in Rome on
9 March 1859 to the young landscape pamter Frederick Lee Bridell
(1833-63) The event was so romantic and so sudden that Mrs. Gashell
could not contain her curiosity, amazement, and delight Charac-
teristically, she ascribed 1t to the ambience of Rome.

We first saw 1t in the Times, and the news flew ike wildfire 1n the house
But we knew no particulars, so I wrote off to Mr Fov, and he gave us just a few
But after that came your letter You are a good darling, for remembering to wrnite
to me, and tell me all about 1t It does sound very nice Fancy you meeting your
fate at Rome (I dreamt of you and your husband at Albano, in the gardens of the
Villa Medici—think of me 1f you go there) I want to know a quantity more of
course  Oh, and 1s not Rome above every place you imagined®  Oh, wretch,
write! 1 am very glad you are married my dearest hitle Tottie, and so are
we all—-Mr Gashell’s love, and the girls send best love I think you are a very
fortunate person—which alludes especially to your being mm Rome

© GL 418 2 Ibid
® GL g21 2 Yind
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Bridell had already estabhished a reputation for landscape pamnting, 1n
the style of Turner, and during the sadly short duration of the marriage—
he died of consumption at the age of thirty mn 1863 —the couple exhibited
regularly at the Royal Academy and at the Suffolk Street Galleries In
the summer of 1860, following their marriage 1n Rome, both husband
and wife contributed romantically titled subjects to the Summer Exhibi-
tion Bridell’s picture was called The Coliseun by Moonhght and Ehiza’s
Amongst the Ruins—Rome > The couple settled i Eliza’s old home in
Charlotte Street where Mrs Gaskell visited them whenever she was
in London

Mrs Gaskell had been offered £1,000 for her next three-volume novel
by the ‘rascally publisher’ Sampson Low 2* Tempung as 1t was, she was
uneasy and decided to confess all to George Smuth She wrote to him
on 2 June 1859

1 must own, 1000£ does a little bit tempt me, 1t is such a great sum, but I do not
hike publishing with Messrs Lowe and moreover I do like publishing with you
But I know you have not the power of commanding a sale 1n America as they
cando  But I would much rather have 8oo/ from you than 10004 from them,
so I have been weighing and balancing and never answering t1ll the other day this
letter came which I enclose and I suppose I must decide Remember I mean
literally what I say I would far rather have 8oof from you than 1ocof from
them 25

George Smith was ready enough to match the £1,000 and she con-
cluded the agreement with him for her next novel Her gratitude and
heightened spirits radiate from her reply of 29 June ‘Oh! I will so try
and write youa good novel,’ she wrote from Auchencairn where the family
were on holiday that year, ‘as good as a great nosegay of honeysuckle just
under my nose at present, which smells not only of honeysuckle, but of
very good cake mnto the bargan 26 In this state of euphoria she concerved
the story to which she later gave the title Syfvia’s Lovers Begun i a glow
of gratitude to Mr Smuth (double gratitude when she remembered his
forbearance over the disaster following her Life of Charlotte Bronté) the
tale bore every trace of being a labour of love

Among the many influences affecting the origins of Syfvia’s Lovers
the holiday at Auchencairn itself was not the least decisive At the
beginning of the summer the Gaskells’ landlord had offered to redecorate
Plymouth Grove throughout on condition the family absented itself

% See DN B and A Graves, The Royal Academy of Arts A Complete Dutionary of
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2 GL 414, Feb 1859 % GL 430 2% GL 434
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For Mr Gaskell with his Manchester obligations this meant lodging with
various friends 1n town, for Mrs Gashell and the girls, 1t meant a round
of visits At the beginming of June they went to London where they stayed
three weeks tn rooms, and on 27 June travelled direct to Scotland for
a month’s holiday 1n a place new to them, Auchencairn in Kirkeud-
brightshire, ‘a httle village on a land-loched bay of the Solway’, as Mrs
Gaskell described 1t to Norton *7 The total seclusion of the place, ‘far
away from newspapers or railways or shops, or any sign of the world’,
exactly sutted her needs ‘I mean to be so busy here’, she assured George
Smuth, but at once had to confess that with the lure of rural hfe, and all
the delights of high summer, ‘I am, at present, continually tempted out
of doors’ 22 He had, 1n accordance with the generous custom he had
mnstituted with Charlotte Bronte, sent a parcel of his latest publication
to the Gashells for their holiday reading, which Mrs Gaskell greeted
with delight “You never no, never—sent a more acceptable present than
Cousin Stella and The Fool of Quahty,—and that irrespective of their
several merits But books are books here,—where potatoes have to be
sent for from Castle Douglas, nine miles off '

At Auchencairn, where Mr Gashell joined them for part of his hohiday,
they lodged 1n an old house, ‘larger than a farm-house, that had belonged
to a smuggler, 1n the palmy days of smuggling, close to all the scenery of
Guy Mannering, and within a mile of the Maxwells of Orchardston, an an-
cestor of whom was the lost hetr’ 3¢ The proximity of Sir James and Lady
Maxwell was to be of some importance 1n the evolution of Syfvia’s Lovers

This was not Mrs Gaskell’s first encounter with Sir James and Lady
Maxwell She had met them on her previous wvisit to Scotland, in the
September of 1855 when she was staying with her ‘unknown stepsister’
at Dunoon, and had improved the acquaintance subsequently in London
when the Maxwells had eagerly sought her out 3t (The choice of Auchen-
cairn 1tself for a summer holiday may indeed have been prompted by
them ) When she first visited them at Otchardston in 1855 she was
absorbed in the research for her Life of Charlotte Broute, and had the
good fortune to find Dr Scoresby, a foimer Vicar of Bradford, staying
there Dr Scoresby could tell her a lot about Haworth and, indeed, gave
her a highly coloured picture of the ‘unruly people’ of the West Riding,
whuch she duly mcorporated 1n her work 32 Mr. Bronte and Dr Scorcsby

27 GL 444, 25 Oct 1859 B GL 434 =9 Itnd W GL 444

3t She was, 1 a manncr of speaking, connected with the Maswclls of Dumfiis, through
the marnage of Dr Thomson (her stepmother’s brother) with Chstine Mavwedl—hus
first wife See above, p 167

3% Life of Charlotte Brome, Lverymwn «dn , p 18§
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had crossed verbal swords on more than one occasion during the fiery
contest Mr Bronte waged on his people’s behalf against the levy of
Church Rates by Bradford Though the subject was one of immediate
mnterest to Mrs Gaskell, from the sequel it can be supposed that Dr
Scoresby’s conversation was not wholly concerned with his experiences
of Haworth, butspread to his far more dangerousand dramatic experiences
1n early Iife as Captain of a Greenland whaler. A native of Whitby, he had
followed his father’s calling and served in the whaling fisheries, adding
to the financial profit gained by his dangerous occupation a scientist’s
acute observation of life in the arctic regions In 1820 he published An
Account of the Arctsic Regions with a Description of the Northern Whale
Fisherses An abridgement of the work was republished in 1849 Mrs
Gaskell no doubt heard of 1t when she first met him in 1855 but her
absorption in Charlotte Bronte’s Life makes it unlikely that she would
have read 1t then But the evidence of parallel incidents and descriptions
in Dr Scoresby’s work and Syfvia’s Lovers makes 1t plain that at some
tume she did so and was 1nspired by 1t.33 Without it, she could not have
ventured on a tale the nautical background of which required so much
technical knowledge It may be assumed that a copy was to be found 1n
Sir James Maxwell’s hibrary and that she read it during the summer at
Auchencairn For Mrs Gaskell, with her hife-long love of the sea, the
attraction of such a book was wrresistible. By the ume she made her
decisive journey to Whitby in November she was primed with questions
on two essential aspects of her novel the whalers and the press-gang

At what exact moment she decided to incorporate both subjects in her
new novel cannot now be traced That Dr Scoresby’s book was of tanta-
mount importance 1n deciding her to write about the whalers of Whitby
appears self-evident, and it was a subject quite naturally leading to the
action of the press-gang during the French wars, even without taking into
account Mrs Gaskell’s familiarity with Crabbe’s poem ‘Ruth’, where
the subject was treated much as she would treat it in Sylvia’s Lovers,
from the standpoint of broken lives and separated lovers She had also,
as her unsatisfactory story “The Manchester Marriage’ showed, recently
been haunted afresh by the old theme of the lost sailor’s return, and may
have planned her new novel on those lines and found m the enlarged
framework of the whalers’ ives and the press-gang’s activities the 1deal
treatment for the subject

From the moment that her choice of subject was made, she must also
have realized that 1t was a far more ambitious undertaking than any she

3% Sec Sharps, Mrs Gaskell’s Observation and Invention, pp 387-8
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excuse for this apparently uncalled for and unseasonal rush to the cold
east coast 1n winter Not even to George Smith did she give her true
reason for the journey, she was keeping the plot and setting of her book
a complete secret Taking Meta (and Hearn) with her as well as Jula
(not only as confidante but as illustrator of selected views) she left home
on Monday, 31 October, stayed overmght at York (which the girls
had not seen before) and reached Whitby the next day without having
booked lodgings They found rooms easily, however, at 1 Abbey Terrace,
with a fine view of the sea and an admurable landlady, Mrs Rose, who
supplied all therr needs, including recommendations and mtroductions
to townsfolk likely to provide Mrs Gaskell with local lore They stayed
for a fortnight Though the weather, to judge from Mrs Gaskell’s letters,
was consistently bad, they did ‘nothing but go out’?? as she reported to
Marianne who was keeping house at home

A fortnight, 1n the short days of November, was little enough time 1n
which to gather the accurate and detailed descriptions of the town and
surrounding countryside she was able to provide as the setting of her
novel All her work depended to a considerable degree on atmosphere,
on the character of the places 1n which she set her dramas There were
the strongly etched streets and old houses of Ruth’s native ‘assize town’
in the eastern counties (Ipswich), and the Welsh village and Lancashire
shore 1n the same novel, the Greenhey Fields of Mary Barton, the
smohe-laden sky of North and South—all of which had a vital symbolic
part to play 1n their respective tales It was to be even more so in Sylvia’s
Lovers Whitby was the setting and its character had to be evoked first
by observation and then by imposing her own vision on what she saw,
by bringing out a certain grandeur 1n the place which was both hterally
and symbolically true of 1t She had found an 1deal setting n fact, and
one that deeply moved her Her descriptions of the high surrounding
cliffs, holding up like a beacon to the ships at sea the noble rumed profile
of the abbey, of the steep streets and cobbled lanes leading to the harbour,
of the heathery grassy heights slashed by chines and dotted with sheep
farms where the hfe of the rural community was centred, are fine spon-
taneous evocations But not even the casual observer can overlook where
the heart of Whitby beats, down at the httle narrow harbour where the
Esk frets its way out to sea, and the fishing fleets come and go It was
there 1n the days about which Mrs Gaskell wished to write that the
twice-yearly drama of the whalers’ departure and return was played
out So impressive a spectacle, so momentous a yearly enterprise for the

37 GL 447, Nov 1859
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community that lived by the produce of the sea, could not be lost on a
woman of her wide sympathies and passionate response to the sea and sea-
faring folk Here was everything to hand, danger, herotsm, high drama,
and tragedy, in the daily lives of these people She was determined to
see, hear, or read every traceable fact about the past of the place and s
people She worked indefatigably and mussed little of the scene about her,
noting the ‘red and fluted tiles of the gabled houses of the town’, the
emplacement of the Butter Cross, the ‘mists and sea-fogs’ prevalent on
that coast, the country sounds within earshot of the sea—the ‘cackle of
the geese blending with the tones of the great church bell’ 38 The book
itself opens with a memorable passage on the whalers’ return

The narrow harbour at the mouth of the river was crowded with small vessels
of all descriptions, making an intricate forest of masts Beyond lay the sea, like
a flat pavement of sapphire, scarcely a ripple varying its sunny surface, that
stretched out leagues away t1l 1t blended with the softened azure of the shy On
this blue, trackless water floated scores of white-sailed fishing boats, apparently
motionless, unless you measured their progress by some land-mark, but, still,
and silent, and distant as they seemed, the consciousness that there were men on
board, each going forth into the great deep, added unspeakably to the interest
felt in watching them 39

Of the story which begins with an evocation of careless youth, self-
assured manhood, high spirits, and healthy pursuits, she herself ulti-
mately said it was the saddest she had ever written The tragedy emerged
from the varied material at her command, and the period she chose for
her action—the anti-press gang riots that took place 1n the town 1n 1793
at the height of the French wars Into that central and verifiable incident
she wove the drama of Charlie Kinraid—the ‘Specksioneer’, as the
chief harpooner on every whaler was called, who was loved by Sylvia
and ‘impressed’ unknown to her He 1s assumed lost at sea but returns
to find her married most unwillingly to his rival Phihp Hepburn Here
was the theme known to her from early womanhood when she was much
influenced by Crabbe and the theme of his poem ‘Ruth’ which was
published 1n 1819 At that tume 1t was her ambition to write lihe him,
as she confided to Mary Howitt #° It fitted perfectly into the framework
of the Whitby riots provoked by the press-gang, and the whole drama of
the arctic fisheries about which she had read in Dr Scoresby’s book
While at Whitby she took every opportumty for gathering first-hand
accounts of those events from the old people who stll remembered them

3® Sylva’s Lovers, pp 19, 66, 72 ¥ Ibd,p 15 4 GL 12, 18 Aug 1838
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One old resident, George Corney, lent her a copy of Young’s History of
Wintby (pubhshed 1817), the standard work on the town, which she
read 1n the evemings during her visit # She made use of Mr Corney’s
name 1 the book for the famly of Sylvia’s cousins He was thanhed for
his pains, as Mrs Chadwick relates,* by recewving an nscribed copy of
Sylna’s Lovers on publication, which was treasured and handed down
in the family

Mrs Gaskell’s origmal contribution to the plot, the character and
conduct of Philip Hepburn, has remained open to debate and criticism
ever since the book appeared As all readers of the tale remember, his
treachery 1n hiding from Sylvia the fact of Kinraid’s ‘impressment’, of
which he was an eye-witness, and his consequent marriage to her 1s the
pivot on which the whole plot turns The battle of conscience that such
an act provokes 1n a fundamentally honourable man makes heavy read-
ing, and the long-drawn-out drama of the couple’s marital relations and
its final melodramatic solution appears far-fetched and contrived in
contrast to the freshness and feeling for life of the opening chapters
Mrs Gashell’s fine perception of the phases of young love between Sylvia
and Kinraid are among the best in her work so far Sylvia 1n love 1s
described as being ‘in a new strange state of happiness not to be reasoned
about, or accounted for, but 1n a state of more exquisite feeling than she
had ever experienced before’+? Mrs Gaskell’s recent experience of
Meta’s aborted love-affair may well have intensified her perception of
such shades of feeling Certainly, as her own daughters grew up, her
preoccupation with girls in love in her books—Cousin Phillis following
shortly upon Sylvia, and ‘Molly Gibson’ upon Phillis—becomes
apparent

That she should be more at her ease with young women’s emotions
than young men’s 1s understandable, but with Philip Hepburn she
attempted more than she could achieve The character 1s subjectively
presented throughout—in contrast to the extrovert Kinraid, whose
ratthng talk and easy manner with women 1s both entertaiming and con-
vincing, while most subtly conveying the hollow core within Could his
character have been based upon Captain Hill?

With Philip Hepburn she was on far more treacherous ground He
would have cost Emily Bronte no pains to portray, since he was motivated
by genuine passion for Sylvia, but Mrs Gashell needed to moralize and
excuse, and ultimately chasten him for his sins, and so lost herself finally

3 Sce Sharps, Mrs Gaskell's Observation and Invention, p 375
+ Chadwick, Mrs Gaskell, p 364 43 Syluta’s Loters, ch 12,p 159
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in metaphysics far more suited to the pen of a George Eliot Yet Hepburn,
the diffident, stooping, narticulate young draper’s assistant and later
partner 1n the town’s main store, was a necessary figure in the plot He
introduced that third force 1n the social structure of the town, of which
Mrs Gaskell would have been made aware during her visit to Whatby
Alongside the all-important fishing fleets and the farming community,
there was the active trading 1nterest pursued by the townsfolk, of which
the Sanders brothers and their bank and man store in Church Street
were notable examples She clearly drew on them from first-hand reports,
representing them 1n the characters of the Quaker Foster brothers of her
tale, and she described their shop with the accuracy that only personal
knowledge can give Itsull standstoday Thename ‘] Sanders’, engraved
in the glass fanlight, can be clearly read, a measure of the respect 1n
which the brothers’ memory 1s held Bank notes 1ssued by the firm are
still on show 1n the local museum

Mrs Gaskell’s visit to Whitby both kindled her historical imagination
and provided the topographical and social bases for her plot, the focal
ponts being the harbour, Haytersbank farm, and Foster’s shop The
life of Whitby could not have been better epitomized

Meta, whose ongimnal shetch of Haworth Church and Parsonage
illustrated volume 2 of the Life of Charlotte Bronte, was useful to her
mother once again m tahing views of Whitby Marianne was told on
8 November ‘Meta 1s going to shetch out of a house in the East Terrace
to-day, where she fancies she shall have a pretty view—said house
belonging to a friend of Mrs Rose’s *+ In due course the shetch, of the
harbour, the parish church, and the abbey ruins on the cliffs above, was
reproduced mn Sylvia’s Lovers

On her return home Ehzabeth Gashell was so charged with the material
she had collected and the visual impressions she had receved that by
Christmas she could give George Smith the title she had chosen for the
tale—The Speckstoneer—and tell hum that though 1t was ‘not far on’ 1t
was ‘very clear in my head’ and that she wanted to write 1t ‘more than
any thing’ Four days later she told him she hoped to have the book
finished by September 1860 +5

She did not begin consecutive work on 1t, however, till 8§ Apnil, a bad
bout of influenza i Febtuary and March having incapacitated her, and
the reading required for the research having proved considerable She
studied the Admuralty records, and the reports of the trials held at York
Castle of the 1793 rioters, whose ringleader Wilham Athinson entered

# GL 447b ¥ GL 4512 and 452, 23 and 27 Dec 1859
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her story as Dan Robson, the father of her heroine, the former whaler
turned farmer who proved to be one of her best rustic creations

The simultaneous and prolonged absences from home of her two
elder daughters (Meta on a sketching tour of the Pyrénées, Marianne to
London), while the younger were still away at school, gave her the first
complete leisure she had known for years 1in which to advance her book,
and by early May she could announce to Marianne ‘I see nobody
I am getting on with my book, 117 pages done of 570 at least *# The book
farthfully reflects her early enthusiasm, in the breathless speed of the
opening sequences, up to Kinraid’s capture by the press-gang and
Philip’s opportune journey to London on his firm’s behalf But she had
not the stamina to keep up the pace ‘It 1s hard work writing a novel all
morning,’ she confessed to Marianne 1n the same letter, ‘spudding up
dandehons all afternoon, and writing again at mght Moreover, I had
a dreadful headache on Friday * The imuial impetus was over and, as with
all her work, the time of pressure and uncertainty had set in ‘Oh! I am
so tired of my story’, she told Marianne before May was out ‘I dream
about 1t It 1s lovely hot weather, lovely for doing nothing I mean 7

Writing to Charles Norton later in the summer she confessed how
much she had missed the girls, ‘and yet 1n the bustling life I too often lead,
one has so little time for quiet thought I got on splendidly too with
my new book, that-is-to-be ¥ She had just about finished the first
volume—which would have meant that a third of the task had been
accomplished—she told Norton, when on 6 June she was summoned to
London n all haste on an alarm that Marianne had contracted smallpox
As 1t turned out 1t was only a severe attack of chicken-pox, but Marianne
was never robust and the recovery was slow The doctor ordered a
convalescence 1n a reliably warm chimate and so Mrs Gaskell hurriedly
arranged to take the girls and Hearn to Heidelberg Marianne continued
abroad for an extra month in the charge of Hearn, but the rest of the
famuly returned home in mid-August

The autumn brought further disruption to work with the usual influx

of visitors, and since then, Mrs Gaskell reported to Norton mn her
December letter

we have never been alone, and I find two sitting rooms are rather small accomo-
dation for doing anything [1 ¢ writing], when there are 4 daughters, and three or
4 visttors mhabiting them So I seem to have read and wnitten nothing, ever since

4 GL 465, May 1860
V1 GL 466
8 GL 476, 27 Aug 1860
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we came back from Heidelberg I must write though, and finish my book, about
one quarter done 4

As 1860 drew to a close, the book, once rashly promised George Smith
for September, was still only a quarter fimshed It was notin fact finished
for another two years, and the loss in brilllance and the want of unity
that mar what promised to be her finest work to date may be explained
by the difficulty she had 1n devotng to it her full and sustained attention

The first half of 1861 was no better There appeared to be no specific
cause for her slow progress—neither 1llness, nor absence, nor influx of
visitors, nor other problems The everyday business of hfe with four
fast-growing daughters 1 the house was occupation enough In Apnil
1861 she sent Norton one of her witty diary-hke reports that sufficiently
explains her position

I am siting here by myself in the dining room by the light of one candle—
half disturbed and half~amused by the chatter of ‘the children’ in the next room—
(Juha just come to wish me good-mght, s0 1t 15 g o’clock) where Meta Florence
and Juha have been sitting till now, when Julia the chatter-box and perpetual
singer having gone to bed, sudden silence succeeds 1 suspect that Meta has taken
up either the 5th vol of Modern Paintcrs, or Tyndall on Glaciers, both of which
books she 1s reading now, and Florence 1s probably reading the ‘Amber-Witch’
Mr Gaskell 1s out, at a mceting of the Literary and Philosophical Socicty,
making arrangements for the meeting of the Briush Association for the Advance-
ment of Science, 1n Septr (4th to 1oth) and Elliott (Ellott, Mary and Hearn are
stall with us) has just come n to ask me 1f Master would like some bread and milk
when he comes home? So now you know the exact state of affairs on this Tuesday
evening Marianne has been ncarly a fortmght at Buxton  being a bridesmaid
at a friend’s wedding About the early middle of July we all go to our
dear old Silverdale on the borders of Morecambe Bay, to run wild there for
s1x weeks 50

Mr Gaskell was given a month’s hohiday every year by the Unitarian
Congregation of Manchester, which he usually spent partly with his
family (if they remained in England) and partly on walking tours with
friends In 1861, however, he was given two months’ leave of absence
and a cheque for £50 to cnable him to take a continental hohiday, to mark
his thirty-three years of “faithful service’ and also perhaps as a token of
gratitude for his decision to stay with the Manchester Congregation.
Mrs Gaskell lost no ume in contacting the Storys, who had given him
a standing invitation to join them at any time in Rome, to help organize
the ideal holiday for hm Humorously, and affectionately, she described

4 GL 480, 10 Dec 1860 50 GL 485, 16 Apr 1861
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his dilemma it was too hot for Rome, he was so tired that he was unequal
to planning anything, too shy to approach strangers, and too fussed by
his family to encumber himself with them Where was he to go and
with whom?

altogether he was very ‘low’ about where he was to go, and what he was to
do until Friday at dinner, when on our suggesting that he should make his
way to you 1n your summer retreat his face brightened immensely, and all he
said was ‘Oh they would think I was mtruding * So I took all the blame,
promused, that 1f need were, you should hate me and not hsm for ‘pushing himself
n upon you’,—and I sate down immediately to write the letter 1 shall send
hum off vid Marseilles to Genoa as soonas he willgo It is your bright charming
compantonshsp I want for ham, so that 1f he has a lodging near you 1t 1s everything,
and he 1s only too simple in his tastes and wants and wishes . Oh How [ shall
envy Mr Gaskell if he does reach you I feel so sure you will like each other 5

In one of her most revealing comments on her husband, revealing as
much of herself and of her complete understanding as of his character,
she described him.

He 1s very shy, but very merry when he 1s well, delights 1n puns and punning, 1s
very fond of children, playing with them all the day long, not caring for them so
much when they are grown up, used to speak Italian pretty well, but says he can’t
now, 6 foot high, grey hair and whiskers and otherwise very like Marianne 1n
looks You'll think him stiff till his shyness wears off, as I am sure it will directly
with you 52

Mrs Gaskell was rewarded for her confidence in all parties Mr
Gaskell’s holday through northern Italy and Switzerland, where he
joned up with the Storys—‘liking Mr Story extremely but saying little
about the rest of the family, and never naming Edie to our great sur-
prize’—was an unqualified success He returned to England at the end
of August, ‘extremely well and happy and enjoying English food’ 53 and
full of zest for the opening of the British Association Meeting the next
day, some of the delegates to which the Gaskells were entertaining in
their home

During his absence the family’s six-week holiday at Silverdale had its
usual restorative and inspiring effect. Mrs Gaskell came back from there
with her book half written and the resolve to get it done. She was, how-
ever, becoming uncertain of her title and told Norton, on the return from
Silverdale on 28 August, that she thought of calling 1t Phihsp’s Idol5+

51 GL 490, 23 June 1861 52 Tbid
53 GL 493, 28 Aug 1861 54 Tbid
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The change 1n utle, away from the emphasis on the whalers implhed
the ongmal The Specksioneer, indicated her growing preoccupation with
Philip’s obsessive and self-destructive love for Sylvia

Despite her good resolutions, she had only finished two out of the
three volumes by the year’s end, as she announced to George Smith on
¢ December, and would not commut herself to a date for the finished
work 55 To Maranne she wrote on 26 December confessing to the need
‘of a httle impetus to set me off well with my writing’ 56

Manrianne had gone, rather suddenly, to Rome on 18 November for
a five-month visit with a married friend, a Mrs Dicey, who wintered
regularly n Rome on account of an invalid son Her offer to take Marianne
had come at a moment of renewed anxiety for her health, never com-
pletely restored since the chichen pox the previous year To spare her
the rigours of a Manchester winter her parents had consented to the
proposal, and Mrs Gashell had been rushed with preparations for her
hurried journey and preoccupied with the problems of her setthng in
Marianne’s renewed contacts with the Storys and rapturous reports of
her happiness there had 1in due course their mnevitable effect on her
mother “You may fancy the visions Meta and I build up of the possibility
of our going to Rome to fetch her,” Mrs Gaskell wrote to Norton m
America on 31 December 1861, ‘but if we went, Florence would have
to go too, (Juha 1s at school) as she 1s too young and pretty to be left,—
and then comes 1n the great question of money But whenever a letter
comes from Marianne we go in imagination to Rome.’s?

As the new year began, and ‘the impetus to set her off” with her writng
did not come, she sent the manuscript of the first two finished volumes
off to Smuth, Elder 1n the hope of recetving from them ‘just the fillip of
encouragement’ for her ‘poor story’ that she needed There was no reply
for a full month, and when at last a non~-commuttal note came from Mr
Williams, the firm'’s reader, on 1 February it gave her no encouragement
at all She wrote 1n haste, and 1n confidence, to him rather than to Mr

Smth, to beg for his personal opinion and to confess to her nability to
get on with the book

In the first place, have you read my two vols of my new novel? If you have I am
afraid you do not lihe them because you say nothing about them But 1f you
have not read it I should be very glad if you would tell me so, as I cannot help
feehng a hrtle disheartened by the ambiguous sentence in your note to-day, which
I cannot nterpret either one way or the other as to your having read 1t or not
1f somebody (out of my own family) would be truly interested 1n my poor story

5 GL 495 ¢ GL 490 7 GL 497
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1t would give me just the fillip of encouragement I want Tam sure you will under-
stand this feelmg, though you may think I ought to be too strong to have it Mr
Smuth who has had 1t (the MSS of the first two vols) for a month has never said
a word about it, which has made me fear he does not like 1t, and though I do not
imagine him to be any great judge of 1t from an artistic point of view, yet as our
bargain was made beforehand I should be sorry if he felt himself bound to take
1t whether he liked 1t or no I cannot help liking 1t myself, but that may be because
firstly I have taken great pains with 1t, and secondly, I know theend 58

There are two matters to surprise the modern reader in this letter-
Mrs Gaskell’s low estimation of George Smuth’s ‘artistic’ or literary
judgement, and her own estimation of the ending of Sylvia’s Lovers In
her view it would justify the whole work Asking Mr Wilhams 1f he has
read the first two volumes, she went on to say ‘If you have, I should like
to send you a sketch of the third vol to make you see how everything 1n
the first two “works up” to the events and crisis n that * The wish to
point a moral, and the ability to do so, were obviously at variance. Her
gift as a story-teller was for freshly observed scenes and characters, for
the fine shades of speech, for the comedy and tragedy of spontaneous
actions, of passionate unreflecting deeds, she was 1ll at ease when 1t came
to preaching sermons It had been the stumbling-block in Ruth, and with
every melodramatic situation n the short stories, and though she aimed
atan apocalyptic end for her erring hero and heroine now, she was halted
1n the attempt, obviously realizing at some level of her consciousness that
the contrived ending risked spoiling what she knew was a fine book so far

Smuth, Elder’s delay in giving her the longed-for encouragement con-
firmed her fears, and brought the work to a standstill It was not, n any
case, she told Mr Willhams 1n excuse, a propitious time of year for
writing ‘I have so many interruptions that 1t 1s difficult to abstract one-
self sufficiently from the day’s business to write anything entirely out of
one’s head °

At the same time, she had found another occupation and evidently
some rehef in planning a series of short articles on French Society which,
she confessed to Mr Willilams, she had first mtended for Dickens’s new
periodical, All the Year Round ‘But 1 think my MSS promuses to be
very teresting, and I am rather unwilling to send 1t to ‘All the Year
Round’ to be broken up into bits* Begun as a study of seventeenth-
century society, her sketches resolved themselves mto ‘Memoirs eluci-
datory of the Life and Times of Madame de Sevigné’ (a hfe-long favourite
of hers) of which she gave Mr Williams the outline, and frankly owned

8 GL 499, 1 Feb 1862 59 Ibid
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she would much rather not have dealings with A/l the Year Round but
stick to Smuth, Elder untl Syfvia’s Lovers was finished ® Then perhaps
her Madame de Sevigné might be published with them in the Cornhill

Though anxious to earn some quick money and therefore driven to
think of ser1al publication, her disinclination to publish with All the Year
Round was not merely aesthetic—a distaste for seeing her articles ‘broken
up into bits’—but a personal distaste for further dealings with Dickens,
whose conduct towards his wife had greatly disgusted her She was, all
too evidently, m a very unsettled state of mind and could plan nothing
definitely Her last words to Mr Wilhams sufficiently betray her per-
plexity ‘I hope you understand this rather confused letter, and will allow
me to consult you as a friend on all these points 6

Mr Williams, one of whose first assignments as a young publisher had
been to see the dying Keats off at the docks on his last voyage to Rome,
and who had been the confidant of Charlotte Bronte's tribulations in
fimshing Villette, had a fund of sympathy m his nature that made uself
unobtrusively felt by all who came into contact with him He did not fail
Mrs Gaskell now, sensing how acutely anxious she was about the pro-
gress of her book, he sent her by return and with the utmost hindness of
cypression his not guite favourable judgement of 1t ‘I am truly obliged
to you for your frank kind note, a4 note which I know gave you both more
pain and more trouble to write than if your verdict had been more
favourable’, she replied on 6 February %2 Any criticism, even if adverse,
did her good 1n the state of mental lethargy into which she had fallen,
and she responded to lus comments on the title, which he did not hike,
by promptly suggesting her alternauve, ‘Phihip’s Idol’ Mr Wilhams,
meanwhile, got George Smith to read the manuscript, and by mid-March
publhisher and author were corresponding regularly again, Mr Smith
prepared to go ahead with setting the first two volumes n type, and Mrs
Gaskell concerned about the dispatch of the proofs to a prospective
German translator—a Frau von Schmidt she had met on holiday—who
needed to earn some money 93

At the very moment when confidence was reviving 1n her work, 1ll
news from a quite unexpected quarter came to halt all progress again
She heard from Rome that Marianne was seriously thinking of joining
the Roman Cathohic Church After a first warning from Mrs Dicey
(which Mrs Gaskell dared not communicate to Mr Gashell until
further confirmation) she received a most alarming letter from Willham

© GL 499, 1 Fcb 1862 & Ind
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Story who told her that Marmanne, had fallen under the persuasive
mfuence of Dr (later Cardinal) Manning The Storys and Manning
had been friends for years (Manning was a ‘regular’ at their Friday
receptions) and Mrs Gaskell herself had been charmed with him when
they had met socially in Rome The shock to both parents on receipt of
Story’s letter was overwhelming To Mr Gaskell, asa Unitarian minister,
the whole fabric of Catholicism was abhorrent, and the arguments of
therr apologists ‘utterly absurd’, as his wife told Story ® The effect on
Mrs Gaskell was doubly wounding, both on religious grounds and as a
fond mother who behieved she had always had her children’s confidence
She had taken such mfinite pamns with their religious and moral training
The mjury to her feelings had the mevitable effect on her highly wrought
nerves She fell 1l and had to go to bed

For the first ttme 1n her relations with her cherished eldest daughter
there entered recrimmations In the first heat of her anger she wrote off
to Marianne and to the Storys letters which she later admitted regretting,
and was glad to find that, in the event, the letter to Marianne was never
sent ‘I am glad the letter did not go,” she wrote her when sufficiently
recovered to be up for some hours each day,

as the quieter all 1s done and the less that is said the better I leave all at your end
to the decision of you and Mrs Dicey whatever you two think best had better be
done, only do avord Dr Manning 1 concentrate all my wish on that for the
present, till I know more but oh! 1f I do but hear good accounts of you my
child—good accounts 1n every way—that you are pretty strong, that you are not
led off by excitement to go a few steps (as you think only) on a wrong and terrible
way—that you are avoiding temptation and referring doubtful cases to Mrs
Dicey who, you know love, 1s at present 1n the place of a parent to you, I shall get
all ight Only tell me the truth Thereisnonews  compared with what I want

to hear from you Don’t go to the Storys’ Friday afternoons if 1t 1s there you meet
Dr Manning because 1t will be awkward

Very naturally, half Mrs Gaskell’s distress came from self-reproach mhy
had she consented to Marianne’s gong to Rome? ‘Oh! I am so sorry
I ever let you go to Rome—we have so missed you at home and if 1t 15
all to end this way, but I know 1t won’t Only you see I am not well and
am so stupid and do so want your letter 65

The ncident caught her at a moment of weakness She was harassed
by long overwork and worry about her book, and felt her responsibility
for what had happened more sharply than perhaps at a time of robust
health, not alone towards Marianne but towards her husband The event

% GL 507, 9 May 1862 % GL 500a
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1evealed her, to her super-sensitive conscience, as having failed both as
a wife and mother In her disarray, she quarrelled even with her beloved
Storys—a temporary quarrel soon healed—and for the first ime on
record had some harsh things to say of Maranne herself ‘Marianne’,
she told the Storys, ‘has all her hfe been influenced by people, out of her
own fanuly—and seldom by the members of 1t, 1n anything hike the same
degree, n all matters of opinion 66

Once safely home, however, Marianne showed her usual ammble
disposttion, and agreed to study regularly with her Papa and to try hard
to be convinced that the Unitarians were rnight ‘She 1s also trying to
be so good and humble,” her mother wrote to Norton, ‘that I feel as if
the grace of God would be given her to percerve what to her may be saving
truth %7 Soon the alarmed parents were pacified Maranne was hardly
equipped to argue on abstract principles, her strength, as her mother
satd, was essentially for practical things, and she was no match for her
Papa, whose erudition was now marshalled in the service of his paternal
love Snatched away just in time from the reach of Dr Manning (the
spells of the enchanter were not so potent north of the Alps), Marianne
settled down happily agam 1n the bosom of her family, and was soon too
busy falling in love to have much ume for dogma

There had been an unacknowledged attachment between her and her
second cousin, Edward Thurstan Holland, cldest son of Mrs Gaskell’s
cousin Edward Holland, since 1858, unachnowledged because of the
Hollands' disapproval Edward Holland was a very successful man
M P for Evesham, with a country house at Dumbleton between Evesham
and Worcester and a large family to provide for, he was not inclined to
countenance a poor match for his brilliant eldest son The Gashells for
their part had seen two real objections to the match  the consangumity
of the lovers, and the possibihity thatif Mr Holland cut his son off they
would have no money to start ife with Thurstan, however, promised
well to make his own way Educated at Eton and Trimty College, Cam-
bridge, he was ttamng to be a barnister and was already 1n his third year
How Mrs Gashell regarded him appears from the letter of introduction
she gave him for Charles Norton when he went for a six-month study
course to the States 1n 1858 ‘He 15 50 good and intelligent that T am sure
you will like him at once’, she then wrote ‘I am sure he will do credit
to any itroductions you may be kind enough to give him hus father
1s my very dear cousin, and he inherits—as well as mdividually
owns—a great piece of my regard '8

% GL 507 8 GL 504, 22 Apr 1862 % GL 389, 7 Apr 1858



WRITING SYLVIA’S LOVERS, 1859-1863 225

On Marmanne’s return from Rome m 1862, however, Mr Holland pere
was unsuspicious enough of the consequences to mvite her once again on
a visit to Dumbleton The proximity to Worcester was excuse enough for
the mustcal Marianne to be staying with her cousins for the concerts
and a pleasurable round of engagements to revive her spirits, while her
mother made a hurried and mainly bustess trip to Paris

The purpose of the visit was to allow her to pursue her research 1nto
the projected book on Madame de Sevigné, for which she had George
Smith’s blessing, and with which she was much more engrossed than -
with fimishing Sylua’s Lovers 1t 1s a great loss that the book was never
written, for no one was temperamentally better suted to the subject than
Mrs Gaskell She was immensely attracted to the seventeenth-century
‘erande dame’, whose devotion to an only daughter inspired a corre-
spondence that must rank among the finest 1n any literature Madame de
Sevigné’s gift for spontaneous self-expression, for vivacious description,
darting never pedantic, always witty but seldom malicious, and never
less than entertaiming comment could, at times, be equalled by Mrs
Gaskell herself They were two of a kind, as Mrs Gaskell obviously felt
in wishing to itroduce the French writer to the English public

She certainly set about research for her subject in earnest She went to
Paris with Meta 1n early May and was back in London, where Marianne
and Florence jomned her, on 3 June

Parns [she told Catherine Winkworth afterwards] altogether was abomnable,
nosy, hot, close, smelling of drains—and—perpetual cooking etc, and we were
none of us well there I however laid a good foundation for future work at Mme
de Sévigne, saw M Hachette about 1t, got all manner of mtroductions to the
private part of public collections of MSS, books, portraits etc, went to every old
house in Paris that she lived 1n, and got a list of books ‘pour servir’, and a splendid
collection of all the portraits of herself, family and contemporaries I could have
done much more 1f T had not found that Meta was becoming absolutely #// with
unappetizing food, noisy mights, close air

She went to Chartres and even 1nto Brittany to visit the Hotel de Sévigné
—Les Rochers—at Vitré ‘No one has ever said half enough of 1its
beauty’,® she reported Once agamn, she had found the natural setting
of her subject as captivating as the subject 1tself

In London, reunited with her daughters, except for Julia who was still
at school, and staying 1n lodgings 1n Belgrave Road, she entered into
around of gaieties with the girls, escorted by Thurstan Holland’s younger

® GL 509b, 23 July 1862
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brother Fred Fied, who happened to be staymng with a Canon Richson
i Belgrave Square near his aunt’s lodgings, came every moining to
escort her and his cousins on theit outings- -‘evidently most anxious to
heal the old Thurstan breach’ as Mis Gashell told Cathesine Winkworth,
adding signtficantly ‘you hnow Mananne fad just been staying at
Dumbleton’ 7 Tard upon Fred’s heels followed Thurstan himselt who
evidently knew by then that his aunt was not implacably opposcd to the
match e was allowed to escott them everywhere ~mcluding Fton,
where they were jomed by the youngest Holland, Scott, sull at school
theie, for the river pienics and regattas of the Fourth By the ume
Maianne It London, she and Thurstan had phighted thar troth,
though as yet no official engagement could be admitred.

Sylvia’s Lovers was sull unfinished  Early September biought fresh
and mcreasingly urgent appeals from George Smuth and Mr., Williams
fot some mdicavion of the date for the delivery of the manuscript, but
they recerved hutle comtort for ther pans, Mrs Gaskell could not, and
would not, be hurried. Her time, she told Mr., Snuth, was taken up with
“ocal causes” and she was ‘so much occupied that Tan unwithing to have
any speafied ume’, 7

FHad she been more expliait then about the causes that absorbed her
time, George Snuth nught have been molhficd Only later did she tell
him how, throughout the autumn and winter of 1862-3, she and her
daughters were caught up in the relief work, mamnly orgamzed by them-
selves, for the ‘distressed cotton operatives’ of Manchester thrown out
of work ay a result of the Amertcan Civil Wan

Being the woman she was, Mrs Gashell could not enter lightly into
such a commutment, but devoted all her tme and energies to the organiza-
ton of food hitchens, labour exchanges, and centres of tammg for women
and girls settng up sewing-schools to teach them how (0 make saleable
wares  In retrospect the pentod appeared as a nightmare to her. She
deseribed 1t 1o Chatles Norton,

[ast autumn and wmter was such hard work- we were often oft at nme, - not
to come howe till 7, or } past, too worn out to eat or do anything but go to bed
"The one thought ran thiough all our ik almost hike a discase. Maranne worhked
quite as hard, if not harder, than Meta,  (the’ we all gave our hives 1o ‘the Dis-
tress’ ) but Marianne did not thank so deeply about 1t all as Meta, nothmg
ke 1t She deaded quicker i mdividual cases, and shook them oft sooner, -
out of her mmnd I mean, - but Mcta labowred day and mght in weighing and
planning and thinking,  and going out agam, after a hard day it she thought one

" GL sogb, 23 July 1862 " GLste
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little scrap of duty or kindness or enquiry had been omutted And Oh! I was so
sorry to see her fade away underiwall 7

Disappomntment and disillusion with their protegés was the final trial
they had to face

at the last we seemed to have done more harm than good, people who were
good and hardworking before were found paying a man 6d a week to answer
to their name, and claim rehef for them n different districts Our charwoman

dechned coming to wash here (which she had done for 7 years) becausc she
could get more by not working, and applying to the Relief Board One local
Relief commuttee were found to have supphied themselves with great-coats
out of the Funds ntrusted to them 73

Dispirited by the results after the enormous expenditure of effort and
emotion, 1t 1s httle wonder the family reached the point of forbidding the
subject of the poor among themselves In a cry from the heart Mrs
Gashell told her publisher as the winter set 1n

I wish North and South would make friends, and let us have cotton, and then our
poor people would get work, and then you should have as many novels as you Iiked
to take, and we should not be kiiled with ‘Poor on the Brain’, as I expect we shall
before the winter 1s over We were really glad before leaving home [for a short
break to Eastbourne in September 1862] to check each other 1n talking of the one
absorbing topic, which was hterally haunting us 1n our sleep 7

Thanks to the escape to Eastbourne in September Sylvia’s Lovers
came within sight of the end, and the proof sheets of the third volume
were put 1n hand Even so, there was none of the elation at the end of
her labours that had marked their beginning Hers was a spontaneous
gift, losing 1ts strength as 1t consumed 1tself 1f no fresh fuel came to feed
it Sylua’s Lovers was but one of the many victims of the three-volume
novel convention, dear to the Lending Libraries, which, like the frog
in the fable, often distended a tale beyond 1its natural limuts, with lethal
results While the atmosphere of Sylvia’s Lovers 1s one of the most
evocative 1n any Victorian novel, the contrivances to which the author
resorted to keep her plot moving once the tale had run 1ts natural term,
with Kinraid’s return and Sylvia’s revulsion against Phulip, only gave 1t
a merely mechanical momentum The events of the third volume are
as far-fetched as any fairy-tale

Here, as 1n her previous tales, 1t 1s n character and natural setting that
she excels, not in plot By 1ts characters alone, however, the book shows

7 GL 526, July 1863 7 Ibid 7 GL 517, Sept 1862



228 WRITING SYLVIA'S LOVERS, 1859-1863

the hand of the mature novehist She had reverted once again, as i Mary
Barton, to a purely worhing-class community, with no leaven of intel-
lectuals as 1 North and South, or social snobs as in Ruth, with the
exception of the shopheeper-bankers, the characters i Sylvia’s Lovers
are all rustics and fishermen, living by the land and the sea

In the character of Damel Robson, Sylvia’s father, she added yet
another memorable portrait to the gallery of North Country types, both
men and women (one recalls the immimitable Sally in Ruth) in whose
presentation she delighted and excelled Boastful and loud-mouthed
yeta nonentity at home, a racy talker and an ineffectual docr, full-blooded,
warm-hearted, gullible, a butt for comedy yet the central actor in a gnim
tragedy, he represents a true and touching epitome of human fralty seen
through the eyes of genius—for 1n portraying such people Mrs Gaskell
showed genius She had a fine ear for catching the odd turns given by
local dialects to language, that could endow the Dan Robsons of this
world with the wisdom, as well as the ignorance, of the eternal rustic

The truth of her observation 1s apparent even in such thumbnail
shetches as those in which she brushed in the secondary characters.
Farmer Corney for instance, Robson’s neighbour and host for the
evening at his young folks’ New Year’s Eve party

Farmer Corney had no notion of relinquishing his customary place for all
the young people who ever came to the house It was his houschold throne,
and there he sat with no more 1dea ()fabéxcatmg 1n favour of any comer than King
George at St James’s But he was glad to see his friends, and paird them the
unwonted comphiment of shaving on a week-day, and putting on his Sunday coat
The united efforts of his wife and children had failed to persuade him to make
any farther change in his attire, to al} therr arguments on this head he had
rephed —

‘Them as doesn’t Iihe t'sec me 1' my work-a-day wescut and breeches may
bide away 75

As the mother of four daughters Mrs Gaskell had constantly under
observation the workings of the adolescent female heart, but even such
first-hand knowledge does not always carry with 1t sympathy, i her
case the sympathy was universal and could breach every class barrier
She could make herself the spokeswoman for such wholly untaught girls
as Mary Barton and Sylvia Robson, whose only dowry was in their wealth
of feeling She could register the fluctuations 1n a simple girl’s feehngs
with the exactutude of a barometer Her young women are a distnct

7 Sylua’s Lovers, pp 1467
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innovation m the hterature of her time when, except for her successor
in the field, George Elot, she was the only one to portray working-class
girls from within Her achievement was to show the middle-class readers
of England how intense could be the emotional hfe of a slum-dweller in
Manchester or of a country-bred girl Without her Manchester and
Knutsford background she would, doubtless, not have had these insights,
and 1n this respect she can be regarded as a regional writer, in the tradition
of Maria Edgeworth, Sir Walter Scott, and the Brontes

Her own notable contribution to the genre was in the creation of
sturdily true North Country types, fiercely individual men and women,
such as she had known and loved—different in strength of character from
the more amenable working classes of the south—and unaffected as yet
by the levelling processes of general education How wrong-headed they
could be she demonstrated in the tragedies of John Barton and Daniel
Robson, who both brought disaster on themselves, but such men were
allowed an inherent stature, that cast them undeniably in the heroic
mould

Mrs Gaskell’s strength lay in comedy, but in Sylva’s Lovers her
objective was not comedy She set out to describe the havoc wrought
by love, the deadening of once acute feelings, the failure of human
relationships and, by mmplication, the precarious bond of marriage
Maybe 1t was to reassure him that, contrary to her custom, she dedicated
the book 1n a loving tribute to her husband, when 1t appeared at last on
20 February 1863

This Book
Is Dedicated to
MY DEAR HUSBAND
By Her
Who Best Knows His Value

Sytuia’s Lovers was hittle appreciated by the reviewers For the
Athenaeum of 28 February 1863 the fact that the story was ‘laid 1n humble
hife and narrated chiefly in the broad vernacular Yorkshire dialect’ was
a ‘drawbach to the comfort of the reader and fatiguing to the eye’ Philip
was found to be ‘as wise, excellent and disagreeable a young man as can
be well imagined There 1s no fault to be found with him except that he
isdetestable  Mrs Gaskell tries very hard to furnish him with redeem-
ing traits of character and to make excuses but quite 1 vain * Of
Daniel Robson’s tral and conviction the critic found - “This part 1s told
vaguely and feebly, Mrs Gaskell shrinks from this part of her narrative,






CHAPTER XIX

KNUTSFORD REVISITED-
COUSIN PHILLIS

.

‘WE were all so knocked up,” Mrs Gaskell told a correspondent after
a second winter of mtensive relief work, ‘that, as soon as the great strain
of the Distress was lessened by the organization in the distribution of
Relief, and by the increased amount of mill-work for our girls, we
resolved to have some entire change before this next winter {ie 1863-4]
by going abroad for a ime * On 31 December (1862) the obhiging George
Smith had, on receipt of the completed manuscript of Sylvia’s Lovers,
paid Mrs Gashell the total copynght fee agreed, £1,000, and Mrs
Gaskell eagerly set about planning a contiental holiday

Her objective was Italy, Florence and Venice in particular, largely on
Meta’s account in order to give her the opportunity of seeing the Great
Masters at home Flossy and Julia were to be of the party, but for obvious
reasons after her misadventure in Rome the previous year Marianne was
not 1ncluded 1n the Italian 1inerary but was to join the travellers in Paris
on therr return journey In any case Marianne was far too taken up with
her own love-affair to wish to put any distance between herself and
Thurstan Holland, her unofficial fiancé She ostensibly kept house for
her father and visited convenient friends during her mother’s absence

Early in March 1863 Mrs Gaskell travelled as far as Paris, taking Jula
with her, to stay a few days with Mme Mohl, where Meta and Flossy
were to jomn them The trip almost ended there for, while in Paris, the
news reached her that Flossy had become engaged It was a totally
unexpected development and Mrs Gaskell felt obliged to offer to return
home As she later told Charles Norton, she wrote at once to the young
man, Charles Crompton, eldest son of Judge Crompton, a distant rela-
tion of the Gaskells, and to Flossy and Mr Gaskell, to ask if she should
still go on to Italy, ‘and all three said yes,—so we went, and our httle

lassie was very happy and peaceful, and enjoyed everything very much,
and was not anxious about letters or anything

' GL 5351, 10 Oct 1863 ? GL 526, 13 July 1863
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Flossy, of all her children, was the one Mrs Gaskell was least expecting
to see go She was so young for her age, so chingingly childish stll, so
inexpcrienced ‘I have had to take a good while to reconcile myself to
the parting from this dear child,’ she told Norton, ‘who still seems so
much a child, and to want “mother’s shelter” so much ™ The shock
engagement, while Flossy and Meta were travelling through London to
jomn their mother in Paris, was the result of a prolonged visit Flossy had
paid the Cromptons the previous autumn The young man himself was
not known to the Gaskells other than by a first introduction when ‘the
pleasant straightforward look on his face’ was about all that could be
judged He was ten years older than Flossy, a Fellow of Trimity, 4th
Wrangler, and a promising barrister The connection was unexception-
able and the marrage that followed was a total success. It took Mrs
Gaskell some time, however, not to fear for the consequences of so sudden
an infatuation Her daughters were rapidly growing up and she was too
attached a mother not to feel acutely every alteration affecting their lives
As mught be expected of her, however, the event found her selflessly
acuve 1n promoting Flossy’s happiness The trip to Italy, as the young
fiancé himself realized, was an advantage for Flossy that she would be
very unhkely to enjoy once she was married to a man with his career
to make

Following the old route via Marseilles and ship to Civita Vecchia—
where they arrived on 23 March—the Gaskells went on to Rome only
for a limited stay, their main objective being Florence, where they stayed
through April and part of May Their chief social pleasure there was 1n
the company of Thomas Trollope (Anthony’s brother) who with his
wife proved the most delightful of hosts They ‘completely won possession
of our hearts in Florence,” Mrs Gaskell later wrote to Catherine North,
giving her a letter of introduction to the Trollopes, ‘and I am so glad to
think of any friends of mine succeeding to the pleasure of our intercourse
at the Villino Trollope’ + Meta, as was to be expected, was reported by
her mother as ‘gobbling down pictures all day’ and commensurably
tired The heat, m Florence, Mrs Gaskell reported to Marianne on
20 May, was fearful, and they envied the Bishop of Siena, ‘who made
a gift to the Virgin of all his clothes’ 5

At Jula’s ‘most earnest desire’ they moved on to Venice for a week at
the end of May The journey north and homewards was begun on 6 June,
via Verona, Milan, and up to Lucerne, to reach Paris by 11 June

3 GL 526, 13 July 1863 4+ GL 527, 16 July 1863
5 GL 523a, 20 May 1863



KNUTSFORD REVISITED COUSIN PHILLIS 233

In Paris they were joined as planned by Marianne and Charhe Cromp-
ton To face the considerable expense of entertaining so large a party in
town Mrs Gaskell booked rooms at a Versailles Hotel, the Hotel du
Reservorr, from where they made daily incursions into Paris for the man
purpose of the visit, the choosing and confectioning of Florence’s
trousseau Nothing short of a Place Vendéme couturiére, a Mme Lamy,
would satisfy the anxious mother, though 1t left her financally crippled
and her own wardrobe ‘on 1ts last legs’ The latter circumstance was the
more daunting since the entire party were mvited to stay with the
Cromptons 1n their town house at Hyde Park Square for a fortmight on
their return from abroad Mrs Gaskell dreaded the prospect, as she
confessed to Marianne ‘I feel sure I shall never get on,—and I can never
play proper I am afraid and Florence 1s very shy of my going, I can see
I think she thinks we shan’t suit However I shall do my best 6 Such
misgivings present a picture of Mrs Gaskell from a quite novel angle

The trousseau was made 1n time and the travellers returned, and the
visit to the Cromptons clearly passed off better than anticipated Mrs
Gaskell had the opportunity to judge her future son-in-law’s character
and was satisfied by what she saw ‘His strong good, unsensitive character
1s just what will, I trust, prove very grateful to her anxious, conscientious
little heart’, she told Charles Norton afterwards 7 An early marriage was
agreed upon and the date fixed Florence was married on 8 September
at Brook Street Chapel, Manchester, by her father

It was a very quiet wedding [Mrs Gaskell told Norton later], a very serious one
to me, for 1t was the first breaking up of a home, and the whole affair had appeared
to me so very sudden, only I believe 1t was not, and that it really was for my child’s
happmess I trust so She had no doubts or fears, and she was in general an
undecided person 8

The marriage of Florence marked not only the ‘first breaking up of
a home’ as her mother put 1t, but the slackening of her life-long con-
nections with Knutsford While Florence had been at school there, from
January 1859 to midsummer 1860, these had been revived by the frequent
visits made to her by her mother and sisters Mrs Gaskell’s closest sur-
viving relatives by that time (her uncle Peter Holland having died in 1855)
were the two old maiden ladies, his daughters, her cousins Mary and
Lucy, who stll Iived on 1n the old Church House, but whose mode of
life was fast becomung a fossilized 1mage of exghteenth-century decorum
With them she found it increasingly difficult to stay, and during Flossy’s

6 GL 524, 1 June 1863 7 GL 526, 13 July 1863
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schooldays had preferred mostly her old friends the Greens, whose
daughteis’ school Flossy attended

These renewed contacts with Knutsford during Flossy’s schooldays
obviously revived Mrs Gashell’s memories, they also afforded her
a fresh image of the place undergomng cven then ats first major upheaval
in centuries with the coming of the rallways She had been premature
in portraying the eftect on Cranford society of the event when wniting
about 1t 1 the 1850s, since 1n fact 1t only happened 1n the carly 186os,
at the very aume Flossy was at school there The disruption brought to
local hite by the presence of mimported labour, of the large construction
sttes, of the laying of the line and the building of the elegant httle station
—still standing today—were witnessed by Mrs Gashell as she came and
went, noting the effect on the old rural community she had known so well
of the advent of the thrusting modern inventive city types brought there
for the construction of the line It cannot have been by mere chance that
the very next book she wrote, Coustn Philhs, serialized i the Cornfull
Magazine during the winter and spring of 1863-4, dealt preasely with
such a situation ? Knutsford railway station was officially opened on
12 May 1802

In September 1863 George Snuth appealed to Mrs Gashell for copy
fora serial in the Corniull, for which he had nothing in reserve Answering
him, just after Flossy's marrage, she said that, while she had ‘ever so
many things begun’, she feared that Cousin Phillis, the one she had par-
ticularly in mind, would be ‘too short for your purpose’,’® and, morcover,
she had intended 1t to ‘fill up and sell the copyright of a volume So
I don’t know exactly what to do * She was, once again, n pressing need
of money and was hoping for a quichk sale of the manuscripts she had
avatlable

The fact that she did not offer to lengthen Coustn Phullss to suit George
Smith’s purposes of seriahization would indicate that the story was
already too far advanced to change This 1s further evidenced by its
inclusion 1n the November 1ssue of the Cornhull Pushed as he was for
copy—even contemplating, to Mrs Gaskell’s great amusement, writing
a story himself to fill the gap mn his magazine—Smith immediately closed
with her offer and bought the ‘entire copyright” not only of Cousin Philhs
but of her other previously pubhished tales—‘Six Weeks at Heppen-
heim’, “The Grey Woman’, ‘Curious but True’~—for a total of £250,
her receipt for which 1s dated 4 November 1863 't Cousin Plullis began

:’ G Payne, Mrs Gaskell and Knutsford (Manchcster, 1900), p 12
GL 532, 20 Sept 1863 ' Shorter Collection, Brothcrton Library, Leeds
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at once to appear monthly mn the Cornkull, beginming 1n the November
1ssue and running until the February number, 1864

The money was wanted by Mrs Gaskell at the ime for the realization
of a plan she had at heart for Mr Gaskell to have another Roman hohday
She wasstill hurriedly writing the last section of Cousin Plullison 1 January
186.4 when she wrote to George Smuth asking by what deadline he needed
copy for the final instalment 2

Coustn Phillis 1s a long short story of a mere hundred pages, immacu-
lately constructed , the self-imposed limitation of length adding decisively
to the classic propoitions and the concentration of the plot The setting,
so familiar to the author, of the family farm outside Knutsford, the
Sandlebridge of her grandparents, where her mother had grown up
and where her father had first met her, was the perfect choice for the
1dyll she wanted to write It was there, according to the evidence of Meta
Gaskell, gtven later to Clement Shorter, that Wilhlam Stevenson had
come as an 1tinerant preacher when minister at Dobb Lane Unitarian
Chapel, Manchester, sent out on Sundays to preach to rural congrega-
tions '3 In the welcome given him by her grandparents and the love that
sprang up between him and Ehizabeth Holland, Mrs Gaskell found the
pattern for the similar situation in Cousin Phillis In portraying Farmer
Holman, his wife, and daughter Phills, she called up all her memories
of the old Hollands 1n their notable home (long since passed nto the
hands of Sir Henry Holland her cousin), the great rambling building
dating back at least to 1718

Once again in Cousin Phllis, as in Cranford, she dwelt lovingly on the
approach to the house (once the holiday home of Chve of India), up
a ‘shady grassy lane’ leading to the walled garden, called a court because
there was a low wall, and ‘two great gates, between pillars crowned with
stone balls, for a state entrance to the flagged path leading up to the front
door It was not the habit of the place to go m either by these great gates
or by the front door, I had to go round by a side-path, shghtly worn,
on a broad grassy way, which led past the court-wall, past a horse-mount,
half covered with stone-crop, and a httle wild yellow fumatory, to
another door "+

All round the house were acres of arable land, pastures for the splendid
herds of cows, hedges, and bordering woods Within such a framework,
hife 1s basically conditioned by the season’s changes, and Mrs Gaskell

12 GLSS

2 Shorter Collection, Brotherton Library, Leeds
W Coussn Phullis, p 8
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uses all her shill and knowledge of rural life to make the revolving year
convey the change in mood and fortunes of her characters Never did she
show herself more perceptive of the forces of nature at work in directing
the ltves of those who depend upon g, than in her memorable pictures
of the patriarchal houschold of Holman, the preacher turned farmer
Like her grandtather Samuel Holland, and her own father Willam
Stevenson, he too was a Dissenting minister who, hihe others of their
contemporaries, tried 10 combine the ministry with agriculture, before
saentific farming excluded such quinotic characters from attempung
to make a living in the face of impossible odds

The force of character needed to sustain such a way of hie 1s seen i
the person of Farmer Holman, an epitome, one senses, of all Mrs
Gashell’s admired forebears It 1s Phulhs who describes the day’s time-
table of work undertaken by her father Asked by the newcomer why he
gets up datly at three, and what he should have 1o do at that hour, she
replies
Whit has he not 10 do? He has s private exereise {prayerf n bus own room, he
always rings the great bedl which calls the men w nulhing, he rouses up Beaty,
our maid, 1s often as not, he gives the horses their feed before the man 15 up
he looks at the calves, and the shoulders, hedds, traces chaff, and corn, befere the
horses go a-field, he has often to whip-cord the plough-whips, he sces the hogs
fed, he looks into the swill-tubs, and writes hus orders for what 1s wanted for food
for man and beast, yes, and for fuel, 100 And then, if he has a bit of ume to spare,
he comes 1n and reads with me—but only English—we heep Laun for the even-
ings, that we may have ume to ungoy it, and then he calls 1n the man to braakfast,
and cuts the boys’ bread and cheese, and swes thar wooden bottles filled, and

sends them off to their work—and by this time 1t 1s halt~past six, and we have
our breahfast 3

In appearance he was a labourer, yet educated enough to teach his
daughter Laun

Such a way of life 1s punctuated only by the recurrence of the seasonal
operations—sowing, haymaking, harvesting, apple-piching—and receives
its first shock of change by the arrival in the district of the work force
engaged in laying the raslway line Here Mrs Gashell usesall her narrative
skills to introduce into the pastoral, almost biblical, family hfe of the
Holmans the go-ahead, efficient, travelled, and above all captivating head
engineer in command of the works, Edward Holdsworth He enters the
age-old crcle of the Holmans’ home to steal the heart of Phillis and,
without purpose or even intention, to proceed to breah it

S Cousin Phillis, p 14
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It would have been easy to make Holdsworth a villain Mrs Gaskell
did no such thing She made him vividly alive and attractive, the better
to account for Phillis’s love It was no drama of seduction and desertion
she was writing, Phillis Holman 1s no Hetty Sorel, any more than Holds-
worth 1s an Arthur Donnithorne Cousin Phillis1s something more subtle,
an analysis of wounded feelings that only a woman of keen sensitivity
and perception of others’ feelings could have written, she shows a
penetration rare even 1n her sympathetic studies of young girls’ hearts
Without betrayal and without loss of reputation like poor Ruth, Phillis
1s convincingly shown as dying of grief Mrs Gaskell’s advance as
a novelist may be judged by her greater acceptance of everyday experience
and less rehance on melodrama 1n developing the plot Phillis Holman
and Edward Holdsworth are shown as genuinely and mutually attracted
Holdsworth would have proposed and married her out of hand but for
the sudden prospect of a superior and challenging post overseas that
tempts him to postpone a decision He goes to Canada without proposing
to Phillis but fully intending to return Once gone, the attraction of the
new life of freedom and adventure, the allurements of fresh acquaintance,
soon decide him to settle there Within two years he 1s married to a
French Canadian girl, satisfied in his own conscience that, since he never
declared himself, he has nothing to reproach himself with, he had not
tampered with Phillis’s feehings He 1s altogether too extrovert, too rest-
less himself, to conceive of such feelings as hers

Mrs Gaskell used the simple but telling device of narrating her tale
through the eyes of an onlooker, young Paul Manning—a relative of the
Holmans and an articled engineer on the railway site under the orders
of Holdsworth It 1s through the innocent intervention of Paul, equally
fond of his cousin and admiring of his principal, that Holdsworth 1s
introduced mto the Holman household, and a result of his naive com-
munication to Phillis of Holdsworth’s unspoken love for her that the
mischief 1s done .

The role of Paul Manning, just launched on his career, and hiving for
the first time among strangers, may also have been suggested to Mrs
Gaskell by another circumstance of the ume A younger brother of
Flossy’s husband, Charlie Crompton, had at the very time she was
writing Cousin Phillis been articled to an engineering works in Man-
chester and was living 1n lodgings n the city Like Paul Manning, he
was eighteen and conscientious 1n his work and 1 the study 1t entailed
A nephew of Mme Mohl’s was recently arrived m England for a study-
course in engineering plants, and Mrs Gaskell referred him to young
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Crompton to gain inside mformation on certain worhks 1n Manchester
‘this father took counsel with most of the principal engineers of the
country,” Mrs Gaskell told him, ‘and followed their advice 1n sending
ham for a year, at least, to these works He will give you his opinion of the
work he has to go through in a very sensible way, I am sure He1s at home
every evemug (except Wednesdays and Fridays—) at work all day "6

Once again, as 1n Ruth, North and South, and Sylvia’s Lovers, a major
role 15 assigned by Mrs Gashell to a country servant, a type she excelled
in characterizing It 1s Betty, the Holmans’ farm servant, with her good
sense and forthright language, who sees most clearly what ails Phillis and
who helps her mn the end to survive

Now Phillss! we ha’ donc 2’ we can for you, and th’ doctors has done a’ they
can for you, and I think the Lord has done 2’ He can for you, and more than you
deserve, too, 1f you don’t do something for yourself If I were you, I'd nise up
and snuff the moon, sooner than break your father’s and your mother’s hearts wy’
watching and waiting, ull it pleases you to fight your own way back to cheerfulness
There, I never favoured long preachings, and T've said my say ~ ¥7

With a life-long accumulation of love for the scenes ot her childhood,
Mrs Gashell evohed 1n passage after passage of this nostalgic tale the
beauty and dignity of the work on the land For her the bounty of the
earth was a source of imspiration, and the communion with nature
the surest way to find the poetry of life It was haymaking-time at the
Holmans’ farm when Paul Manning returned there for a final visit

Deep summer peace brooded over the place, the warm golden air was filled with
the murmur of insects near at hand, the more distant sound of voices out n the
fields, the clear far-away rumble of carts over the stone-pased lanes miles away
The heat was too great for the birds to be singing, only now and then one might
hear the wood-pigeons in the trees beyond the ash-field The cattle stood knee-
deep 1n the pond, flicking their tails about to keep off the flies The minister stood
n the hay-field, without hat or cravat, coat or waistcoat, panting and smuiling
Phulhs had been leading the row of farm-servants, turming the swathes of fragrant
hay with measured movement She went to the end—to the hedge, and then,
throwing down her rake, she came to me So off I went, a willing labourer,
following Phillis’s lead, 1t was the primiive distinction of rank, the boy who
frightened the sparrows off the fruit was the last 1n our rear We did not leave off
ull the red sun was gone down behuind the fir-trees bordering the common Then
we went home to supper—prayers—to bed, some bird singing far into the might,

as I heard it through my open window, and the poultry beginning their clatter
and cackle 1n the earliest morning '8

6 GL 549, 9 Mar 1864 7 p 108 8 pp 8o-1
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Compared with the letters Mrs Gaskell used to write from Knutsford,
especially the letter written while at Sandlebridge in Mananne’s first
summer there,' the recollected scene has lost nothing by the passage of
the years, 1t 15, if anything, more deeply impressed on her memory, with
all the scents and sounds that convey the living atmosphere, and refreshed
by her recent visits After more than thirty years of Manchester life,
Knutsford was still her spiritual home, and 1n her desire to be a part of
1t again she almost at once started on her next book, Wives and Daughters,
which, more completely than Cousin Phillis because of the far wider
canvas, the more peopled scene, represents a tribute to the Knutsford
of her youth
19 GL 4, May 1836



CHAPTER XX

A WOMAN OF HER TIME

Tre fact that Mis Gaskell 1everted to the country sctting of her
beginnings for her last novels may have added to the impresston created
later—by the very excellence of the ‘Knutsford’ novels—that she was
at heart a provincal woman spiritually at home in a backwater—and
a backwater of past days at that The increasing populanty of Cranford
in the decades following her death, and the corresponding and inevitable
cchipse of the once topieal ‘social’ novels, tended to obscure yet further
the extent to which she had evolved, and how completely she had become
a woman of her time It has needed the evidence of the letters to restore
the ougial bheness of her as & woman hving fully, acuvely, and
influentially 1n the thich of contemporary life, durmg the most pro-
ductive years of the Victorian cxpansion

The long delays i the writing of Sylvia’s Lovers—to the book’s lasting
loss—were, as has been seen, due mn part to Mrs Gaskell’s complete
involvement 1n relief work during the Manchester Cotton Famine of
1862~3, 1t was the most recent and typical instance of her setting aside
her own interests 1n a public cause Like her carlier involvements in the
cause of the cotton operatves during the ‘Hungry Forties’, and 1n the
rescue work among prostitutes, the Famine showed her adaptability to
crises, her dedication to humanutarian causes, her practical sympathy

In nothing do the letters demonstrate these qualities more completely
than in the range and variety of her friendships with some of the most
famous men and women of her day To judge by the lack of mtellectual
men 1n her novels (clergy and Roger Hamley are the only exceptions)
and the eschewal of aristocratic bachgrounds (the exception again comes
from Wives and Daughters) she might never have been on a footng of inti-
macy or ease with such people, and yet the letters show her acquamntance
to have been with men 1n every walk of ife—not alone with Manchester
mill-ownets or cotton operatives or even with fellow writers, publishers,
and critics, large as these necessarily loomed n her hte, but with
academics and titled men and women, with churchmen (for a Unitartan
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minister’s wife, she knew a surprising number of bishops), artists,
Ruskin foremost among them, musicians like Hallé, whose concerts 1n
Manchester even Mr Gaskell made time to attend

Mrs Gaskell visited Oxford on several occasions, as the honoured
guest of heads of colleges, and was rushed through the ‘sights’ by doctors
in scarlet gowns (‘with scarlet wings flymng all abroad’, as she reported
it), was entertamned to dinner by Jowett and by Mark Pattison, and
dazzled by the manuscripts in the Bodleran I saw so much, I have hardly
yet arranged it in my mind’, she told Norton after one such visit
October 1857 ‘But I hke dearly to call up pictures,—and thoughts
suggested by so utterly different a life to Manchester I believe I am
Mediaeval—and u# Manchester, and un American I do ke associations
—they are hike fragrance, which I value so 1n a flower ™

Invitations to country-house parties became ncreasingly frequent as
her reputation grew, and her presence was made the occasion for large
gatherings of admirers She stayed frequently with Richard Monckton
Milnes (later Lord Houghton) and his wife in Yorkshire, with the
Nightingale famuly in Derbyshire, and Lord and Lady Hatherton n
Staffordshire How uncontaminated she remained for all the flattery
and fame, she herself best demonstrates reporting to Norton on a visit
to the Hathertons in October 1857, at which she met an American friend
of his, a Mr Sumner, she was wholly unimpressed

I don’t think we ‘got on’ together much, 1n our three days of being under the
same roof I can hardly tell why To be sure we only talked over ‘stock’ questions,
—condition-of-working-classes (which /e chose 1n compliment to the author of
M B ) which 1s too great a subject, and too much of a problem to be talked over
with a stranger except as the vaguest philanthropic generality of a subject, and
then one 1s apt to talk Cant, 1 e used-up forms of speech, with the life withered
out of them Then he talked Ant1-Slavery,—of the 1ns and outs of which I know
nothing,—so all I could say was that Slavery was a very bad thing, and the sooner
it was done away with, and the better So—don’t you see,—we ‘esteemed’ each
other exceedingly, and don’t care if we never see each other again 2

When 1n London, every hour of her day was engaged, and she was
sometimes so besteged as to have very little freedom at all Staying there
with Lady Coltman m May 1853 and mvited to meet friends of Mazzim
by Enuly Shaen, she had regretfully to dechne ‘I should so like to come,
and above all things to know a little of Mazzin, but there 1s a great dinner-
party here, made for me—Macaulay, Hallam, Sir Francis Palgrave, and

' GL 384, 7 Duc 1837 2 Ibid
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Lord Campbell [author of the fashionable Lives of the Lord Chancellors
of England]—1 don’t think I can get away before 10, and then 1t 15 3 miles
to go—but I'll leave 1t a little open please, for all that 3

Her own interests were by no means satisfied by contacts with the
curious and the great While in London she wished to see for herself the
new mstitutions then going up, the hospitals, homes for ‘Fallen Women’,
lodging-houses for working men, reformatories for delinquent boys Her
evenings might be spent at the opera, but her days had enlarged her sum
of knowledge about the reforming work afoot She was immensely drawn
towards, and influenced by, the pioneers of ‘Christian socialism’. Francis
Newman, ‘our own Mr Newman’, as she spoke of him, ‘he 1s so high,
and noble, and child-like’,* F D Maurice whose sermons riveted hers
(she, who was no lover of sermons), Kingsley, whom she called ‘my
hero® and whose tracts on Christian socialism she circulated among
Manchester working-men, and James Martineau, a lifelong friend and
fellow lecturer of her husband’s at Manchester New College, and, of
course, Florence Nightingale, whose work combined every ideal she
herself pursued

Before Florence Nightingale was completely caught up, first in the
cholera epidemuc and then in the Crimean War, Mrs Gaskell had an
opportunity of meeting her during a fortmght’s visit to the Nightingales’
home at Lea Hurst, near Matlock, in October 1854 Writing to Catherine
Winkworth then of her first impressions of her, she said

Oh! Katie I wish you could see her outside only— She 15 tall, very slight and
willowy 1n figure, thick shortish rich brown hair very delicate pretty complexton,
rather like Florence’s, only more delicate colouring, grey eyes which are generally
pensive and drooping, but when they choose can be the merriest eyes I ever saw,
and perfect teeth making her smile the sweetest I ever saw Put a long piece of
soft net round this beautiful shaped head, so as to form a soft white frame-
worhk for the full oval of her face and a black shawl on,—and you may get
near an 1dea of her perfect grace and lovely appearance She 1s hike a saint 7

It needed a fortmight’s propinquity, and Florence Nightingale’s startling
theories on the rearing of infants (the desirabihity of removing them early
from the care of their parents and placing them 1n 1nstitutions) to modify
somewhat Mrs Gaskell’s first rapturous impressions, where her maternal
feelings were roused, not even a samntly spinster could convince her

3 GL 1357, *27 May 1853 + See GL 52-5, Nov 1849
5 See GL 47, 170, 172, 203 ¢ GL 55,26 Nov 1849
7 GL 211, 11-14 Oct 1854
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There was, she found, a ‘Jar’ in Florence’s character, a lack, best exempli-
fied by the fact that she had—and sought—no friend

She stands perfectly alone [Elizabeth confided to Emily Shaen] She 1s so0
excessively soft and gentle 1n voice, manner, and movement that one never feels
the unbendableness of her character when one 1s near her she and I had
agrand quarrel one day She s, I think, too much for mstitutions, sisterhoods and
associations, and she said 1f she had mfluence enough not a mother should bring
up a child herself, there would be créches for the rich as well as the poor If she
had twenty children she would send them all to a créche That exactly tells
of what seems to me the want 8

Strongly personal as were her judgements on people, Mrs. Gaskell was
always curious to know what others thought of them ‘What would Miss
Bronte say to Florence Nightingale?’ she asked Catherine Winkworth
‘I can’t imagine' for there 1s intellect such as I never came 1n contact with
before 1n woman'—only two in men—great beauty, and of her holy
goodness, who 1s fit to speak ?*®

Mrs Gaskell could be prejudiced, as she was over George Elot’s
rrregular ménage, she could be unappreciative, as she was of Thackeray
(her admiration was ‘malgré elle’), and she could, frankly, be mistaken,
but her judgements were always her own, sharply perceptive, vividly
alive, never indifferent

To record the names of her personal acquaintance—assured friends
as most of them became—among contemporary writers, 1s to list all
great reputations of her day No dull woman—pace Mrs Carlyle—
could have caught and held the interest, confidence, and friendship of
such men and women There were Carlyle himself, Dickens, Forster,
Thackeray, Darwin, Froude, Kingsley, Charlotte Bronte, Harriet
Martineau, Geraldine Jewsbury, Florence Nightingale While her society
was originally sought for her books, the growth and continuance of her
friendships was enurely due to her own hvely, original, and refreshing
character, the quality of her mind, her charm of manner

She met Harriet Beecher-Stowe on two occasions, and entertained
her in Manchester Stowe’s reaction to her seems to have been typical

of others ‘She has a very lovely, gentle face, and looks capable of all
the pathos that her writings show 10

8 GL 217, 27 Oct 1854
® GL 223, 1 Jan 1855

La"’dChadwxck, Mrs Gaskell, p 288, quoting Beecher-Stowe, Sunny Memories of Foreign
nds
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Of Harriet Beecher~-Stowe Mrs Gaskell herself left a sketch

Oh! And Isaw Mrs Stowe after all, I saw her twice, but only once to have a good
long talk to her, then I was 4 or 5 hours with her, and liked her very much indeed

She 1s short and American in her manner, but very true and simple and thoroughly
unspotled and unspoilable She promised (almost offered) to stay with us the two
days she s allowing herself in Manchcester but I don’t know if she will, for
she 15 not famous for keeping her engagements !

The most notable, and to Mrs Gaskell grievous, exception amongst
her acquaintances was Tennyson, whose worhs she admired above all
other poets of her time, and whom she came so near to meeting while
at Windermere m August 1850 She regularly ‘begged, borrowed or
stealed’ his new works as they came out, their expense seldom allowing
her to buy a new copy for herself, though one of her characteristic actions
was to obtain one for someone else, the Lancashire weaver~poet Samuel
Bamford, a poor and proud man whom it was difficult to benefit without
offending Hearing of his devotion to Tennyson’s poems, she wrote to
Forster to beg his intervention with Tennyson to solicit an autographed
copy, a machiavelhian enterprise which, in the event, perfectly succeeded,
and which afforded her the joy of hurrying herself to Bamford’s cottage
with the coveted copy Shortly before her visit to the Shuttleworths on
Lake Windermere in the summer of 1850 where she met Charlotte
Bronte for the first ume, she had been reading the newly published I
Memorsam—from a copy borrowed from ‘an innocent young man’ who
felt ‘honoured’ by the request, as she reported to Eliza Fox ‘oh how
perfect some of them are—1I can’t leave them to go on to others, and
yet I must send 1t back to-morrow By dint of coaxing however, I've got
Wm to promuse he’ll give 1t me, so I sing Te Deum 2

Arrived at Windermere, she learnt from her host that Tennyson and
his wife were summering on Coniston Water and was promised by Sir
James that she should be taken to call on them Writing to Catherine
Winkworthafterwards, shesaid ‘After dinner we wenta drive to Coniston
to call on the Tennysons Sir James on the box, Miss Bfronte] and
Tnside very cozy, but alas 1t began to rain so we had to turn bach without
our call being paid, which grieved me sorely and made me cross "
To Eliza Fox she also complamed ‘Do you know, she wrote on
27 August, ‘T was as near as posstble seeing Tennyson He and Mrs are
staying at Coniston, and Sir James, Miss B and 1 were on the Lake

1 GL 162, 19 June 1853 2 GL 73,7 July 1850
B GL 75, 25 Aug 1850
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and bow to his will, like reeds before the wind, blow whichever way 1t listeth
He smokes cigars constantly Pére Robert, Arthur, Vernon (nay, once even httle
Francis), smoke constantly He disbeheves, they disbelieve, he wears shabby gar-
ments, they wear shabby garments, 1n short, 1t’s the most complete taking away
their own wills and informing them with his own that ever was I stand just
without the circle of his influence, resisting with all my might, but feeling and
seeing the attraction '8

The Gaskells duly invited the Froudes on their return from their honey-
moon i December 1849 ‘My dear Mrs Froude,’ wrote Elizabeth to her,
‘It will give Mr Gaskell and myself much pleasure 1f you and Mr Froude
will come and drink tea with us next Friday but one, (tomorrow week)
Pray get well, and come, though we have nothing to offer you but a very
quiet evening "' The acquaintance once formed ripened into friendship
between the two ladies, Mrs Froude helped Marianne with her music,
and Mrs Gaskell was sure enough of Mrs Froude’s sympathy to discuss
with her Charlotte Bronte and her affairs

The friendship that provided the greatest pleasure, mstruction, and
benefit both to Mrs Gaskell and to Meta, however, was that with Ruskin,
whose tickets for private views, exhibitions, lectures on art (held in Man-
chester during the Great Masters Exhibition of 1857), together with the
constant mspiration of his books, which Meta devoured with the under-
standing of an adult, her mother said, were a constant sumulus The
friendship was not without its problems for Mrs Gaskell, however,
who knew Ruskin 1n the first place through his wife, Effie Gray, who had
been a pupil at Miss Byerley’s school, though years later than Elizabeth
Stevenson When the marriage showed signs of breaking up, as 1t finally
did 1n 1855, a disagreeable situation arose for Mrs Gaskell First hints
of the couple’s disagreements came from Eliza Foxas early as 1852 These
were followed by reports from the Nightingales who had been staying
in the same house 1n the Highlands with the Rushins and Mullas 1n the
summer of 1853, and who reported Ruskin ‘very uneasy’ at the conduct
of his wife

The Nightingales knew the Ruskins [Elizabeth told Catherine Winkworth]—
were staying at some castle in the Highlands with them last year, with them and
Millais She used to say about 11 am ‘Everett, come and walk with me’, and they
were out till dinner time 7 o’clock, Ruskin very uneasy all the time She used to
come down to breakfast with natural flowers 1n her hair, which he also objected
to but she continued the practice 2°

8 GL 49, 21 Aug 1849 9 GL 58, 6 Dec 1849
®© GL 21x, 11-14 Oct 1854



A WOMAN OF HER TIME 247

When Forster finally broke the news of the rupture to Mrs Gaskell
laying the blame heavily on Ruskin, she was unwilling to admut 1t.

1 don’t believe one word of what you say about Mr Ruskin It has given me great
pain to have the idea, the diabolical idea suggested, —but I think I do know enough
of them to assure myself 1t 15 not true Now don’t think me hard upon her
if I tell you what I have known of her She is very pretty very clever,—and very
vamn Asa girl in Manchester her delight was to add to the list of her offers
(27 1 think she was at, then,) but she never cared for any one of them I don’t
think she has any more serious faults than vanity and cold-heartedness She
really 1s very close to a charming character, 1f she had had the small pox she would
have been so

Knowing too much of Ruskin’s ‘kindness and tenderness and generosity’
towards his wife (though admitting ‘his bad temper which every body
knows’), Mrs Gaskell never faltered in her defence of his character
‘I can not bear to think of the dreadful hypocrisy if the man who wrote
those books 1s a bad man’, she concluded 1n her argument with Forster 2!
She seldom missed public events of importance, and travelled up to
London with her husband and Meta to visit the Great Exhibition 1n June
1851 She was uninfluenced, however, by the huge publicity surround-
ing the event ‘I went 3 umes’, she told Anne Robson, ‘and should never
care to go agan, but then I'm not scientific nor mechanical Meta and
Wm went often, but not enough they say That’s difference of opinion ’22
George Smuth invited her to see Wellington’s funeral from his office
windows, but she was prevented from going Marianne, however, aged
seventeen and at school 1n London, was taken, and with all the accumu-
lated experience of her years, was wholly unimpressed by the spectacle

you sound tired! [her mother wrote to her after the event] I suppose that
makes you so utilitarian and Joseph Humy as you are about the Funeral You are
the only person among all those whom we have heard, who have not felt that the
solemn and 1mpresstve feelings of admiration excited 1n so many thousands 1s
worth the money expended, even supposing 1t had not (as those well acquainted
with the dead state of trade etc in London at this time of the year say 1t has,) given
employment to thousands and thousands As far as I can hear 1t was a far better
way of expressing a nation’s feelings than spending money on that great humbug
of an Exhibition—a thing [from] which Manchester has not recovered yet 23

The meetings with her famous contemporaries were not wholly
dependent on her London contacts By the mid-century, Manchester

* GL 195, 17 May 1834 2 GL 101, 1 Sept 1851
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was developing a strong cultural life of 1ts own and able to entice north
a successton of celebrities to lecture, perform, or exhibit, 1n the newly
completed lecture halls, concert rooms, and theatres of the city. Thus
Mrs Gaskell saw Macready’s Lear, heard Thackeray, Emerson, and
Ruskin 1n their respective series of lectures, missed none of Dickens’s
theatrical productions, and hived in the thick of the exhibition of Great
Masters of 1857, acting as hostess to a stream of visitors throughout the
summer

On 31 August 1852 the civic authorities gave a ‘Banquet to the Guild
of Literature and Art’ to which all the celebrities were invited—Dickens
of course (he flustered Mrs Gaskell by calling with his wife and Miss
Hogarth before 10 o’clock in the morning), Thackeray, Monckton
Milnes, Mark Lemon, Charles Knight, etc, etc, as Mrs Gaskell
reported to Maranne in London 2 Mr Gaskell had a ticket for the
banquet sent him at ten minutes’ notice Other events organized for the
following days took place 1n the Free Library to which Mrs Gaskell was
mvited 1nto the seats reserved for Dickens and his party The heat and
want of air, i spite of the room’s immense height and size, were, as
usual, too much for Mrs Gaskell and the speeches too long, so that she
‘could not attend and wished myself at home many and many a time,
my only comfort being seeing the caricatures Thackeray was drawing
which were very funny He and Mr Monckton Milnes made plenty of
fun, till poor Thackeray was called on to speak and broke down utterly,
after which he drew no more caricatures 25

Mrs Gaskell’s atutude towards Thackeray was mixed, made up of
genume admiration and fear From the Storys, who were his close friends,
she would never hear anything but good, especially of his genius with
children, but she never felt at her ease with him She herself described
her relations with him as dogged by “ll-luck’ ‘Somehow or another,’
she told George Smuth, after ten years’ acquaintance with him, ‘my Juck
1s against me 1n any intercourse with him, and being half-Scotch I have
a right to be very supersuitious, and I have my lucky and unlucky days,
and lucky and unlucky people Please to understand how much
I admire him, and how I know that somewhere or another he has got
a noble and warm self 726

She first met Thackeray in Dickens’s drawing room the might of the
David Copperfield dinner, on 12 May 1849, and was 1nevitably thrown
in his company on repeated subsequent occasions In October 1852 he

*# GL 131, 4 Sept 1852 » Ibid
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was mvited to give his series of lectures on the English Humourists
in Manchester They were held in the Athenaeum Rooms on Tuesdays
and Thursdays for three consecutive weeks, and created the expected
stir among Mancunians Mrs Gaskell, wishing to give a treat to Annie
and Ellen Green, the Knutsford girls, daughters of her Unitarran
munister there, mnvited them to stay overnight and took them to the
lectures, for which the Gaskells themselves had season tickets “The
lectures are dehghtful’, was Mrs Gaskell’s comment to Marianne #
Thackeray was sutably lionized 1n Manchester, staymng with the
Gaskells’ friend, Dr Scott, the first Principal of the new Owen’s College,
where they dined 1n his company After he had announced that he was
calling on Mrs Gaskell 1n the afternoon of 1 October and failed to come
after all, Mrs Gaskell declared to Marianne that she was not staying
in any longer to await him 28 Directly after his visit to Manchester he
was off to America On his return 1n the spring of 1853, Mrs Gaskell,
staying 1n London, dined on two consecutive occasions 1n his company,
and was struck how ‘gentle and kind and happy he 1s—he won’t hear
a word, or a joke against the Americans he says they never asked him an
impertinent question,—and are far less censorious and unkind than the
English,—he hopes to return there before long’ 20

If Mrs Gaskell was afraid of Thackeray, she was amused to know that
he declared himself to be afraid of Charlotte Bronte Hearing some of
Charlotte’s hottest assaults on his snobbery and love of titles, Mrs
Gaskell told Forster ‘She gave Mr Thackeray the benefit of some of
her piercingly keen observation My word! he had reason when he said
he was afraid of her But she was very angry indeed with that part of the
Examiner review of Esmond (I had forgotten 1t) which said his works
would not live 3¢

Despite Charlotte’s strictures—perhaps because of them—no one had
a greater admuration of Thackeray, and when she died Mrs Gaskell took
1t upon herself to write to Thackeray and ask him to condole with old
Mr Bronte who, she knew, ‘had so overbalancing a measure of pride 1n
his daughter’s fame, that a letter of sympathy from T— wd do much
to comfort his grief He never replied to either of these notes of mine,
nor did he ever write to Mr Bronte ®* Mrs Gaskell was rather hasty in
her conclusions on the subject, relying too completely on John Green-
wood’s information, as appears from the existence of a catalogue entry
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for a letter from Thackeray to Mr Bronte once owned by the Bronte
Parsonage Museum

Mrs Gaskell was unfortunate 1n angering Thackeray considerably by
the freedom with which she quoted Charlotte Bronte’s comments on
him 1n the Lsfe He considered that she had no right to publicize opimons
expressed 1n a private correspondence, and he made his feelings felt 32
‘Why should his mocking tongue so perversely deny the better feelings
of his better moods?’ Charlotte had asked her friend, and deploring his
“indolence’, declared ‘Mr Thackeray s easy and indolent, and seldom
cares to do his best’ 33 What man in public ife but would resent such
comment?

Whether Mrs Gaskell knew of his displeasure, or that she feared his
sarcasm generally, she declined publishing under his editorship when
George Smuth invited her to contribute to his new periodical, the Corninll
Magazmne, whose opening number appeared on 1 January 1860, and
whose first editor was Thackeray Replying to Smuth’s astonished query
about her reasons, she wrote back . my only feeling about not doing
any thing you ask me for the Magazine 1s because I don’t think Thackeray
would ever quite like 1t, and yet you know 1t would be under his super-
vision '3

She reverted to the subject a httle later when Smuth brought 1t up
agam at the end of the year (December 1859) She admutted to having
a story ‘Begun and I thunk good, intended for C M [Cornlsll Magazine],
but delayed because of extreme dislhihe to writing for Mr T ’35 In the
event, Smith was able to prevail upon her and her story, ‘Curious If
True’,appeared in the second, February issue of the magazine, apparently
without strictures from Thackeray

Thackeray’s daughter Anne, later Lady Ritchie, recalled a very
pleasant evening in June 1862 when Mrs Gaskell dined at her father’s
house in Kensington on the occasion of one of her visits to London,
‘talking to him 1n the big dining-room at Palace Green, looking up
laughing, inquiring, responding, gay, yet definite, such 1s the impression
I have of her presence’ 3¢ Between the Gaskell girls and Thackeray’s
daughters a friendship, 1imtiated during visits to Paris, ripened 1n time
to a permanent relationship, dispelling any rumour, if 1t once eusted,

32 Gordon Ray, The Letters and Private Papers of #Wilham Makepeace Thackeray (London,
1945), vol 1, p xcv n
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B GL 442 3% GL 4513, 23 Dec 1859

% Chadwich, Mrs Gaskell, pp 402-3, quoting Lady Ruchie, Chapters from Some
Memours (London, 1894)



A WOMAN OF HER TIME 251

of a coolness between the famous authors There was nothing but
generous sympathy in Mrs Gaskell’s feelings when news of the sudden
death of Thackeray at Christmas 1863 reached her, and she wrote at
once to George Smith ‘We were so glad to hear a word or two of the
poor Miss Thackerays from your note to-day How desolate they must
be? What are their plans? or have they any yet?’37

While Mrs Gaskell wrote unashamedly for money, 1t was never her
first consideration She had to write ‘out of the fulness of the heart’, or
not at all Sentiment dictated her motions, in private or professional hife,
and she deeply pitied other women writers, like her contemporary Dinah
Mulock (Mrs Craik) for the obligation to write for subsistence ‘I wish
she had some other means of support besides writing’, she said of her
to a friend ‘I think 1t bad in 1t’s effect upon her writing, which must
be pumped up instead of bubbling out, and very bad for her health, poor
girl *38 But once her own books had been conceived and produced, she
thought 1t no shame to secure as good a price for them as possible She
was too much a North Country woman for that Her exchanges with her
publishers are there to show how forthright she could be on the subject
of payment, and on the whole, she considered herself fairly dealt with
Only once, at the end of her career, when she was finding the sernalization
of Wives and Daughters for the Cornhill a longer and harder task than
she had reckoned, and applied to Smith for a higher fee, was she dis-
satisfied His refusal reached her at a peculiarly trying time of overwork
and frustration 1n finding the house of her choice, but what envenomed
the situation was her discovery that Smith, while refusing her request,
had just agreed to pay Wilkie Collins £5,000 for a new story for Cornhull
(the eventual Armadale that appeared during 1866) Mrs Gaskell’s
reaction to this news raises the whole question of her earning powers as
compared with those of her successful contemporaries Walkie Collins
could command a higher price than she could, even after the great
successes of her career, Cranford and the Lifz of Charlotte Bronte, and
yet, compared even with Trollope (not so popular then as now) the prices
she could command were uniformly high Trollope kept minute records
of his earnings, and while his career as a novehst covered thirty-odd
years and his total earmings, cluding all reprints of his books, reached
the respectable sum of nearly £70,000—a ‘comfortable but not splendid’
result as he himself viewed 1t—he did not command a price greatly
superior to Mrs Gaskell’s £2,000 for Wives and Daughters Only three

37 GL 545, 1 Jan 1864 3# GL 105, 29 Oct 1851
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of the novels he had published by 1864 brought him £3,000 or more,
and 1n his beginnings he had accepted even less than the f1oo paid to
the unknown author of Mary Barton, he recetved £20 in two payments
for The Warden 3 Setung aside the ‘giants’ of the day, Dickens and
Thackeray, who could command £12,000 apiece for a new work, the
only contemporary author who rapidly outstripped both Mrs Gashell
and Trollope in the price-race was George Eliot, who quickly soared
from £80o for Adam Bede 1n 1859, and £1,760 for Sislas Marner in the
first year of its publication, to £7,000 for Romola in 1862+ George
Elot’s advantage over her sister novelist was in having Lewes as her
business manager, who secured the best possible conditions for her,
including the reservaton of her copyrights

With Trollope, Thackeray’s successor as editor of the Cornhill, Mrs
Gashell seems never to have made personal contact, despite opportunities
and her enormous pleasure 1n his books ‘I wish Mr Trollope would go
on writing Framley Parsonage [then appearing in the Corulull] for ever’,
she wrote to George Smith in March 1860 ‘I don’t sce any reason why 1t
should ever come to an end, and every one I hnow 1s always dreading the
last number I hope he will make the jilung of Griselda a long while
a-doing "4

With Trollope’s brother, Thomas Adolphus, who had scttled in
Florence, she was more fortunate, and established a delightful holiday
relationship with him and his wife 1n the course of her second Italian
trip, in May/June 1863 ‘Both he and his wife completely won possession
of our hearts 1n Florence,” she told a correspondent to whom she gave
a letter of introduction to Trollope, ‘and I am so glad to think of any
friends of mine succeeding to the pleasure of our intercourse at the
Villino Trollope "2

Disappointed of a first meeting with Mrs Browning, on whom she had
the 1l luck to call in Florence on the very day news of her father's death
reached her (22 April 1857),% Mrs Gashell certainly met her on a subse-
quent occasion—possibly 1n London on one of the Brownings’ visits
to England, at any rate, by March 1859, she could send them messages
as to old acquaintances through Eliza Fox, whose marriage in Rome the
Brownings had graced ‘How come the Brownings in Rome?’ Mrs
Gaskell asked Ehza, ‘Will you give my very kindest regards to her, and

39 See Trollope’s Autobiography, ch 20
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my kind regards to im (I hiked her better than him; perhaps for the
reason that . he fell asleep while I was talking to him) ** Because of
the Brownings’ residence abroad, no very close contacts could be estab-
lished, and Mrs Browning’s death in 1861 put an end to any further
chance of meetings To Norton, who had shared Mrs Gaskell’s aboruve
attempt to call, she wrote on receiving the news ‘Oh! mwere you not sorry
about Mrs Browning’s death! I wrote to Mr Story to enquire all par-
ticulars and 1t seems he wrote me a full account, but the letter 15 lost
so I know little more than the bare fact ™5

The biggest, and most regrettable, omission 1n Mrs Gaskell’s con-
tacts with her fellow writers was with George Eliot, with whom she had
most in common and from whose intellect she had most to gain From
the first anonymous appearance of George Eliot’s works, Elizabeth
Gaskell had expressed enthusiastic admiration for them Captivated at
once by the truth and pathos of Scenes of Clerical Life, appearing n
Blackwood’s during 1857, she wrote to Norton 1n dehght. “They are
a discovery of my own, and I am so proud of them Do read them ™¢
She 1nstantly recogmzed the quahty of Adam Bede when it appeared,
still anonymously, two years later, and sought excuse for her own delay
n beginning the new book promised George Smith (Syfvia’s Lovers) in
the discouragement provoked by such rival perfection ‘I think I have
a feeling that it 1s not worth while trying to write, while there are such
books as Adam Bede and Scenes from Clerical Life—I set “Janet’s
Repentence” above all, sull’, she wrote again to Norton +7 Learning that
she herself was suspected of being the unknown author of the books, she
wrote a whimsical disclaimer to the true author in June 1859 who, she

had mustakenly learned by then, sheltered behind the pseudonym
‘Galbert Elhot’

Dear Mr ‘Gilbert Elliote’,

Since I came up from Manchester to London I have had the greatest compli-
ment paid me [ ever had 1n my hfe, I have been suspected of having written ‘Adam
Bede’ T have hitherto demed it, but really I think, that as you want to keep your
real name a secret, 1t would be very pleasant for me to blush acquiescence Will
you give me leave?

Well' of T had written Amos Barton, Janet’s Repentence and Adam Bede
I should neither be to have nor to hold with pride and dehght 1n myself—so

# GL 421, 21 Mar 1859
% GL 493, 28 Aug 1861
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I think 1t1s very well I have not  So, although to my friecnds I am known under
the name of Mrs Gashell, to you I will confess that I am the author of Adam
Bede, and remain very respectfully and gratefully,
Yours
Gilbert Elliote 48

Her unquahfied admiration was tempered by regret when George
Ehot’s true identity began to leak out, and the books were ascribed to
‘Miss Evans’, whose haison with Lewes had caused a sensation 1n 1ts day,
and which did, 1n the opinion of Mrs Gaskell, ‘so jar against the beaut:iful
book’ Mrs Gaskell could but hope that the report was not true While
maintaiming that Adam Bede was ‘a noble grand book, whoever wrote 1t’,
she pleaded with George Smith to deny the rumour ‘Oh, do say Miss
Evans did not write 1t’, she cried +°

Because of her dishke of the idea of Miss Evans’s authorship, Mrs
Gaskell fell into the trap set by the partisans of the imposter Liggins,
who claimed to have written both books, and had in the end to eat very
humble pie in penance for her gullibility Adam Bede, she had to accept
at last, was the work of Marian Evans What hurtand perplexed Elizabeth
Gashell was not just the fact that Marian Evans lived out of wedlock with
a married man, whose record had not been of the most savoury, but with
such a man as Lewes ‘How came she to like Alr Lewes so much? S0
soiled for a woman like her to fancy’, she asked George Smith outright 5°
When the fact could no longer be denied, she bowed her head to the
mnevitable, and with what philosephy—and charity—she mught, answered
Smuth

I was very much obhged to you for sending us so much about Mrs Lewes?
(what do people call her,—) Do you know I can’t help liking her,—because she
wrote those books Yes I do! I save tried to be moral, and dishike her and dishke
her books—but 1t won't do There 1s not a wrong word, or a wrong thought in
them, I do believe,—and though I should have been more ‘comfortable’ for some
indefinable reason, 1f a man had written them instead of a woman, yet I chunh the

author must be a noble creature, and I shut my eyes to the awkward blot 1n
her life 5t

Whatever Mrs Gaskell’s moral principles, they were not strong enough
to prevail against her sense of beauty, she wrote to George Eliot herself
a letter whose sincerity and frankness did not fail to touch the recipient
and to ehcit an answer equally frank and generous n return The letter

¥ GL 431, 3 June 1859 ¥ GL 438, 4 Aug 1859
% GL 446, 2 Nov 1859 st GL 451, 30 Nov 1859



A WOMAN OF HER TIME 255

from Mrs Gaskell was written from Whitby in November 1859 at the
tume she was planning Sylvia’s Lovers

My dear Madam,

Since I heard from authority, that you were the author of Scenes from ‘Clerical
Life’ and ‘Adam Bede’, I have read them again, and I must, once more, tell you
how earnestly fully, and humbly I admire them I never read anything so com-
plete, and beautiful 1n fiction, 1n my whole hife before ~ Perhaps you may have
heard that I upheld Mr Liggins as the author for long,—I did 1t on evidence

He 1s a regular rascal But I never was such a goose as to believe that such
books as yours could be a mosaic of real and 1deal I should not be quite true 1n
my ending, 1f I did not say before I concluded that I wish you were Mrs Lewes
However that can’t be helped, as far as I can see, and one must not judge others
Once more, thanking you most gratefully for having written all—Janet’s
Repentence perhaps most especially of all Believe me to remain,

Yours respectfully, E C Gaskell 52

With admirable self-restraint George Eliot replied by return of post

My dear Madam,
your letter, which has brought me the only sort of help I care to have—
an assurance of fellow-feeling, of thorough truthful recognition from one of the
minds which are capable of judging as well as of being moved I shall always
love to think that one woman wrote another such sweet encouraging words—
stll more to think that you were the writer and 1 the receiver
I had indulged the 1dea that 1if my books turned out to be worth much, you
would be among my willing readers, for I was conscious that my feeling
towards Life and Art had some affimty with the feeling which had nspired
‘Cranford’ and the earlier chapters of ‘Mary Barton’ {Describing how she
read Mary Barton during a trip up the Rhine to compensate for a spell of bad
weather, George Ehot concluded] I tell you these shght details because they will
prove to you that your letter must have a peculiar value for me
Yours with high regard, Marian Evans Lewes 53

The same day George Eliot wrote to Mrs Gaskell, she wrote to her
regular correspondent, Sara Hennell, to tell her of Mrs Gaskell’s letter,
and said “Very sweet and noble words they are that she has written me
I wanted you to know that good of her * The friends of George Ehot had
taken offence at Mrs Gaskell’s mnitial belief 1n the imposter Liggins

Despite the contact established, and the genume regard for each other,
no attempt at a meeting seems to have been made between the two
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women Opportunities cannot have been lacking on the occasions of
Mis Gaskell’s journeys to London, and 1t must be supposed that ‘the
awkward blot’ in Mrs Lewes’s life precluded the possibility of social
intercourse It was a form of ostracism to which George Eliot was well
accustomed-—none but men ever visited her—and she did not, apparently,
judge Mrs Gaskell any more harshly than the rest The loss to both of
them, however, can only be measured by the degree of their mutual
appreciation If, in her soctal dealings, Mrs Gashell outwardly sub-
scribed to the prejudices of the day, 1t was not without inward rebellion,
her words to Smith on the subject were not those of a Philistine, but of
a writer for whom there were standards of value other than those of the
Mosaic Law ‘I have tried to be moral,’ she wrote, ‘but I can’t help liking
her—because she wrote those books ’

As has been seen, Mrs Gaskell travelled extensively abroad, visiting
France, Germany, Switzerland, and Italy on repeated occasions
Through Norton she gained msights into the American way of life, on
which she continually questioned him When the Civil War broke out
she became an ardent partisan of the North Her on-the-spot comments
on public events, like the death of the Prince Consort in November 1861,
and the murder of Lincoln 1n 1865, remind us how caught up she was
in the dramas of her day ‘Every one here 15 1n deep mourning’, she wrote
to Marianne of the reaction in Manchester to the Prince Consort’s death
‘Such sad national grief I never saw No one wishes each other a merry
Xmas this year—as 1f by one common consent cvery one says ‘“‘the
comphments of the season, and a happy new year” 5+ On reading of the
President’s murder, she wrote at once to Norton

My heart burnt within me with indignation and grief,—we could think of nothing
else,—but we could hardly talk of that—and all night long we had only snatches
of sleep, wakening up perpctually to the sense of a great shock and grief Lzery
one 15 feehng the same I never hnew so universal a feeling 1 hope you will hear
of the dcep national sympathy by this mail 55

In all Mrs Gashkell’s carcer no single achievement brought her the
acknowledgement of her fellow writers so completely as did her Life of
Charlotte Bronte, despite the troubles 1t provohed With that work, n
the optnion of her compeers, she reached the front rank among the
writers of her age Whether published n the press or voiced privately,
there was only one opinion of the book’s artistic excellence If her
objective had been to justify the author of Jane Eyre—a book that had
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n 1ts ttme been pilloried as ‘lacking 1n a humble spint’, as showing
‘o rebellious spirit’, when not considered positively ‘rrreligious’—she
was rewarded by the complete change 1n outlook by such men as Kingsley,
who wrote to her after reading the Life

Let me renew our long interrupted acquaintance by complimenting you on poor
Miss Bronte’s Life You have had a delicate and a great work to do, and you have
done 1t admirably Jane Eyre 1 hardly looked 1nto Shirley disgusted me
at the opening, and I gave up the writer and her books with a notion that she was
a person who liked coarseness How I misjudged her! and how thankful I am
that I never put a word of my misconceptions 1nto print, or recorded my mis-
judgments of one who 1s a whole heaven above me Well have you done your
work, and given us the picture of a valiant woman made perfect by suffering
I shall now read carefully and lovingly every word she has written ¢

Kingsley spoke for the virtuous in Victorian society In the world of
letters no opinion bore more weight than that of Lewes—long noted for
his savagery and feared and deferred to by all for his criiques 1n the
Westminster Review—and when Mrs Gaskell recerved a personal letter
from him of unqualified praise, she must indeed—irrespective of her
dislike, her avoidance of reviews, her natural modesty—have regarded
it as the consecration of her career Lewes wrote her from the Scilly
Isles on 15 April 1857

I have just finished your ‘hife of Charlotte Bronte’—which has afforded exquisite
delight to my evenings  If I had any public means of expressing my high sense
of the shill, delicacy and aruistic power of your Biography, I should not trouble
you with this note The book will, I think, create a deep and permanent
impression, for it not only presents a vivid picture of a life noble and sad, full of
encouragement and healthy teaching, a lesson m duty and selfreliance, 1t also,
thanks to 1ts artistic power, mahes us famihar inmates of an interior so strange,
so original SO picturgsque that fiction has nothing more wild, touching

and heart-strengthening to place above 1t The early part 1s a trrumph for you,
the rest a monument for your friend 57

The book had brought hei tribulation enough, but whether she realized
it fully or no, 1n the opinion of those best qualified to judge, she had,
in writing 1t, produced one of the masterpieces of the century
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CHAPTER XXI

MR. GASKELL

MRrs GASKELL never left anyone, friends or readers, 1n any doubt that
she considered motherhood to be woman’s most enviable fulfilment,
and m her own case, certainly, her most rewarding joy To her, child-
bearing was 1n itself an exalting experience For her tragic heromes—
Mary Barton, Ruth, Lizzie Leigh, Sylvia Robson—the ultimate consola-
tion she could offer was in motherhood For Ruth indeed motherhood
was the way to redemption

Few women have written more tenderly, whether in ficton or in
letters, about young children, or with a closer sense of their physical
presence One recalls Ruth placing Miss Benson’s finger in the ‘little
red fist’ of her new-born chuld “That baby-touch called out her love,
the doors of her heart were thrown open wide for the little infant to go
m and take possession "' One recalls, 1n the early letters, the description
of Marianne aged eighteen months ‘at the very tip-top of bliss’ ar Sandle-
bridge, staggering about 1n the field ‘with a great big nosegay m each
hand and wanung to be bathed in the golden bushes of wallflowers’ 2

Commensurate with the joy of giving life was the extremuty of grief
in losing a chuld It happened to her twice, and was ‘the enduring
agony’

Happily, with four children to bring up, she had no lack of objects
for her love and, as they evolved, of companions to share in her active
hife Her hiberal views and benevolent training, at a time when repressive
measures towards the young were generally recommended, deservedly
won her the devotion and confidence of all her daughters There built
up between them a quite exceptional relationship of shared tastes and
Interests, enthusiasms and friendships, as appeared particularly in their
common fondness for Charles Norton It was to him that, 1n a little burst
of feeling, she wrote in January 1860 when the youngest was already
fourteen ‘My girls, my darlings, are such comforts—such happiness'
Everyone so good and healthy and bright I don’t know what I should

' Ruth, 160 2 GL 4, May 1836
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do 1f any one of them married, and yet 1t 1s constantly a wonder to me
that no one ever gives them a chance

In speahing of marriage, her own or other people’s, Mrs Gaskell was
noticeably more reticent One recalls her words n relating the return
from honeymoon of Charlotte Bronte and her husband ‘Henceforward
the sacred doors of home are closed upon her married hfe We, her loving
friends standing outside, caught occastonal glimpses of brightness, and
pleasant peaceful murmurs of sound, telling of the gladness within **
Physical love was not a subject of discussion for Victorian ladies, and
Mrs Gaskell’s own great reticence and hatred of anything approaching
indiscretion, precluded her from discussing her personal relationship
with her husband, even with her closest friends The result has been that
because these relations are less well documented than those with her
children, an element of doubt as to her happiness has crept in to the
judgement of posterity, without there existing a shade of evidence to
substantiate 1t The marriage has been represented as a detached partner-
ship between two very dissimular people

Since none of her letters to him has been preserved, and only one of
his to her, 1t 1s almost impossible at this distance of time to determine the
truth The destruction of the letters, however, need not, of itself, denote
anything to hide, but simply a reflection of the daughters’ complhance
with the mother’s wish to thwart all prospective biographers But if the
words of husband and wife and their manner of speaking to each other
are lost to us (he addressed her 1n the only extant letter, dating from 1860,
as ‘Dearest Lily’) there remarn the records of their actions, which appear
eloquent enough of lasting love

Dafferent as they were by nature and tramming—he reflective and
cautious, she impulsive and temperamental—and nevitable as the con-
flicts ansing from such constitutional differences of outlook may have
been, there 15 no trace in her many allusions to him of any fundamental
disharmony The frankness and humour with which she often, when
writing to his sisters or her close friend Eliza Fox, commented on his
oddities—the oddities of an anwious over-sciupulous, unworldly man—
are the best indication that she had no greater cause for complaint

Time mevitably works changes and emphasizes disparities of character,
just as first love dispels them, and makes relationships complicated that
appeared so simple 1n the carly euphoria of the first exchanges Both
husband and wife were bound to experience this, like the majority of

3 GL 453, 19 Jan 1860
* Life of Charlotte Bronte, Everyman odn, p 395
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men and women Mrs Gaskell showed her personal knowledge of such
changes and her acceptance of them 1n a passage in Sylvia’s Lovers where,
exceptionally for her, she discusses marriage

1t 1s an old story, an ascertained fact, that, even 1n the most tender and stable
masculine natures, at the supremest seasons of their lives, there 1s room for other
thoughts and passions than such as are connected with love Even with the most
domestic and affcctionate men, their emotions seem to be kept in a cddl, distnct
and away from their actual lives 5

It may not be fortuitous that this book, written between 1860 and 186z,
was the only one that Mrs Gashell dedicated to her husband

That they started their married hife deeply m love their honeymoon
letters to their respective families sufficiently attest Why should they
not> They were both young, good-looking, and exceptionally gifted
They shaied a love of natural beauty and an outdoor hfe, of poetry,
mustc, and all the arts, and a common purpose of service to thetr fellow-
men They were convinced hberals, followers of John Bright Both had
genuinely sympathetic natures, as well as conscientious ones, and felt
for the poor as well as wishing to improve them

There 15 no evidence whatever to suggest that Mr Gaskell under-
estimated his wife’s rich talents or sought to relegate her to the domestic
domain before the birth of their children On the contrary, 1t 1s evident
that, despite his own supertor learning and university tramming, he
regarded her as his partner m preparing his lecture programmes for
working men’s classes, and 1n this respect he may be said to have dis-
covered her talent and to have been the first to encourage her

It was Mr Gaskell, 1t has to be remembered, who urged her to write
Mary Barton when grief for the loss of her baby son had brought her
very low It showed the truest insight into the needs of her romantic and
imaginative nature that he realized how much herabsorption in the charac-
ters and incidents of her tale would divert her feelings from their present,
and real source of sorrow AMary Barton 1s a sad enough tale and she
suffered i writing 1t, but 1t assuaged her personal sorrow As will be
remembered, when the tale had aroused the interest of William Howtt,
Mr Gaskell accompanied his wife to London at Christmas 1847 to
support her during the negotiations for publication with Chapman, and
both were perfectly satsfied by the £100 offered by Chapman for the
copyright There was no thought, as yet, of her writing as an additional
source of income, she sull regarded her gift for story-telling as a service

S Sylua’s Lovers, pp 377-8
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to be rendered her fellow men It was Dichens with his repeated requests
to her for contributions to Household Words who put her work upon
a professional footing The steady rise m the prices she could command
over the next fifteen years from the mtal f1oo for Mary Barton to
£500 for Ruth, f80oo for the Life of Charlotte Bronte, £1,000 agreed by
George Smuth for Sylvia’s Lovers before even a word of the book had
been written, to the £2,000 paid in advance by him for the seven-year
copynight of Wives and Daughters, sufficiently shows her growing
potential as an author and the financial independence that it secured her

It was not “independence’, however, that she sought 1n the sense of
a scparate provision for herself The money she earned was, on every
occasion, used for the benefit of the family While the girls were at
school, 1t was to procure them first-class teachers for extra lessons-
Ttalian singing-masters for Marnanne, or drawing lessons with Rushin
for Meta It provided the long summer holidays at Silverdale, or as they
grew up trips abroad Her earnings allowed her to dress well, to dress
her daughters and develop their taste in dress, to accept mnvitations to
country houses, to travel on business or pleasure to London or Edin-
burgh, the Lakes or Wales None of these things could have been afforded
on Mr Gaskell’s salary

Much has been made by various biographers of Mrs Gashell’s half-
comic account of her husband’s ‘buttoning up’ the cheque for £20 she
received for ‘Lizzie Leigh’ in April 1850,% as though 1t were a regular
habit of lus Such comments only show 1ignorance of the financial position
of women at the ime As a married woman, Mrs Gashell could not open
a bank account 1n her own name, any sums made payable to her, by
money order or by cheques, had necessarily to be paid into her husband’s
account and he alone could withdraw them That Mrs Gashkell had the
disposal of her earnings, particularly as they dramatically increased, 1s
clear from the correspondence, where her arrangements with publishers,
and her applications for advance royalties for specific purposes, such as
holidays abroad, are fully recorded Her request to George Smith to
arrange for Circular Notes to be available for her Roman holiday was
n fact met by Mr Gaskell by arrangement with his bank

Her independence i fact prompted a moch complunt from Mr,
Guashell to the M P William Fox, Ehiza’s father, when he begged him
to introduce a Bill in Parlament ‘to protect husbands against wives who
will spend all their earnings’.? The sally was & propos of the petition then

% GL 70, Apr 18350
7 GL 276, Jan 1856
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in process of bemng drawn up for presentation to Parliament, to protect
married women’s property, to which all the women writers of the day
subscribed Mrs Gaskell did not think the petition would do much
good ‘I don’t think 1t 1s very definite, and pomted a husband can
coax, wheedle, beat or tyranmze his wife out of something and no law
whatever will help this that I see so though I don’t see the definite
end proposed by these petitions I'll sign

She was so httle militant by nature as to wish sometimes that her own
role 1n hfe was more clearly apparent to her Even after the success of
Mary Barton she was sull questioning what she ought to do 1n hfe
‘I long (weakly) for the old times where right and wrong did not seem
such complicated matters,’ she confided to Tottie Fox, ‘and I am some-
umes coward enough to wish that we were back in the darkness where
obedience was the only seen duty of women Only even then I don’t
believe Wilhlam would ever have commanded me @ A very revealing
comment, surely, on their mutual relations

That Mr Gaskell was ‘canny’ 1n the Scots sense of the word, 1s very
probable, 1t was a part of his cautious character His own Spartan and
sober habits were well suited to his pocket He had no expensive tastes,
preferring a supper of bread and milk after a long evening’s lecturing
to a large dinner But 1t 1s also plainly apparent that he was immensely
generous of his intellectual endowments, never counting the cost 1n
personal fatigue for his mussionary and educational work It 1s also
evident that he did not impose his own ascetic tastes on his lively wife
and daughters

Apart from thetr love for their children, husband and wife were drawn
together all through their married Iife by participation 1n each other’s
work She participated 1n his social work, giving classes for working
girls in her own home one Sunday n every month, wisiting the poor of
his parish, and when the emergency of the Cotton Famine arose, immers-
mng herself totally in the orgamization of relief His involvement 1n her
work absorbed an mncreasing amount of his time, as her writing became
a regular fearure of their life It was Mr Gaskell who, 1n addition to
acting as her agent and banker over the financial arrangements with her
publishers, acted as proof-reader of her books® and magazine con-
tributions as they went through the press, especially 1n the early days
Purist as he was, he frequently found as much to correct in her spelling
as n the printers’ errors After the publication of Mary Barton, he gave

8 GL 276, Jan 1856 9 GL 69, Apr 1850
0 GL 235,25 Apr 1855
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a couple of lectures on the Lancashite diatect nsed fnthe book, wishing
to make it better undetstood to teaders vutside Lancashive, "The eennes
were subsequently published. Sending Walter Savane Landor a complis
mentary copy, Mrs. Gashell said:

May T venture to send you a copy o my hushand™s Leetwes vn Uhe Faneashive
Dialeet® Tam not sure af has modesty would sunction this aet of mine i he were
at home, but, once done, 1hnow that he would teel gratitied by the thoughe tha
you had rewd them

He was, she later went on to explain, proud of his covaty, ikes to con-
sider these temnants of the ald strong kanguage as peentdine o Laeashiive
and the Yorhshne Dales’.'t He was obviowsly pleased thut hiy wife
became so distmetly a tegional writer, at home in the dinleet of hin
adopted county. During the writing of Syfvia's Loeers und the indeetiion
over the tile—whether o call it Philip's Idol, Monkshaven, ov The
Specksioneer—she wiote in reply to George Smith’s evident hesdtation
to accept the last because of its unpronounceability, Ve Gusholl nayn
1if you will come and pay him a visit ol w weeh he will undertake to teach
you how to pronounce “Specksioneer™ belore the end of that thne’,v?

Mr Gaskell played a major partin the threwtened libel aetion follow-
ing the publication of her Life of Charlotte Bronté in the spring of (45,
The entire onus of dealing with Lady Scotts solicitors and fn engaging
William Shaen to represent his wife's interests fell on hino, On lewving
home, suspecting no such eventuality but decading the seviews, she had
asked that no mention of her book be forwarded to hier during hier hollday,
Keeping strictly to the letter of her instructions, My, Gaglhell relrained
from all communication on the subject, waiting for her expected doival
in Paris on the return journey to break the news to her, fle had, on (lien’s
advice, agreed to the rotal retraction of Mrs, Gaskell's statements repai d-
ing Lady Scott and Branwell Bronte, She accepted what he had done
as right and unavoidable,

Where the differences in tamperaments and rastes between hashand
and wife began to tell was with the alicration in wayle of livinge foreed i
her by her growing reputation. Inevitably, as ohe became widely b,
and her charm and livdines made her cagerly <aught aftsr, Jhie had 1o
accept invitations, vhich he, increasingly, dunmed., §0mp8 ammony o »
he Ioved—and he sy devoted to b, brother, and <iger,, ofd ol
friends like fame, =~ the Potters, and s, o Qi o lerie o

wnd s177, ey 1404
Nar 1752,
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colleagues—he was not sociable, preferring an evening at home among
his books to accompanying his wife to parties

Among the unavoidable sources of friction, like this growing un-
soctability which was partly duc to fatigue, was the very nature of his
work which occupied not only the regular hours common to all men but
absorbed much of his leisure time too When the number and varsety of
Mr Gaskell’s regular commitments are considered, 1t becomes plain
how hittle of his time was left for his family This was often hard for his
wife to bear The burden of his work mevitably affected his health and
spirits and made him difficult at home At such times she might well have
felt that a less dedicated man would be casier to live with Within a few
years of their marriage, the number and nature of his appointments were
trebled at the least, without a measurable increase of income Despite his
wife’s goodness and charity, 1t 1s understandable and excusable 1f, on
occasions, she resented the exploitation of his time and talents 3

His appointment in August 1828 at the age of twenty-three as assistant
munister to Mr Robberds at Cross Street Unitarian Chapel carried with
it the normal routine as visiting preacher to outlying congregations, and
as teacher mn the Sunday Schools To this was added m 1836 his quite
voluntary work as lecturer to the working men’s evening classes at the
Mechanics’ Institute,™ which soon spread from Manchester to the out-
lying centres !5 Meanwhile he contributed no fewer than seventy-nine
hymns (many translated from the German) to Beard’s Collection of
Hymns, 1837 In 1840, when Manchester New College for the training
of Umtarian minsters returned from York to Manchester, he was
immediately appointed secretary to the Board of Governors, and con-
currently appomted lecturer in English Literature, History, Com-
posttion, and Logic, while his principal, Mr Robberds, was appointed
lecturer in Hebrew, Syriac, and Chaldaic languages A fellow minister
of his who was later to be his own assistant, the Revd James Drummond,
was appointed professor in theology at the college

While the Unitarians’ strongest appeal was directed to the growing
ranks of educated liberal-muinded men, they could not as yet hope to
reach the labouring illiterate masses To supply this want the social
reformer John Owens left his estate, at his death in 1846, for the founda-
tion of a college affording educational facihties open to all—the founda-
tion that came to be called Owen’s College, opened 1n 1851 The appeal
to Mr Gashell to contribute was instantly met, and he became one of the

13 GL 570, May 1865 # GLy, 10, 11, July, Aug 1838
W GL o, 12, Aug 1838
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1n very insanitary rooms at the top of a warchouse in Marsden Square
Eventually, in 1874, Mr Gaskell succeeded Dr Beard as the Board’s
Principal He retired only a few months before his death m 1884 He
had been tutor for thirty years, and Principal for ten

In addition to his tutorial work with these various bodies, he was joint-
cditor, with two assistants, of the Umtarian Herald, a weckly paper
published at one penny, to which he contributed regularly and supplied
many of the book reviews

His wife wrote of this accumulation of burdens and their effect on him
to his sister Anne Robson, in the last year of her life. Clearly resigned by
then to William’s oddities as something that could not be changed and
had to be accepted, she wrote

Everybody /ere wants him to take more holidays, and everybody there (away from
home) wants him to come to them, but 1t 15 almost impossibie to push, pull, or
stir him from home  He has his 3 days (of 4 hours cach,) at the Home Mission-
Board,—and that 1s 1n a very close room which (7 should say) added to the fatiguc
However the Memorial Hall will be opened in August, where he will have a good-
s1ized and well-venulated room Oncea week he goes down to lecturcat the Owen’s
College—for the six minter and bad-meather months of the year That takes up
two long hours, and on a Monday too which 1s often a hard day with committees
cte, but you might as well ask St Pauls to tumble down, as entreat him to give
up this piece of work, which does interest him very much, and which no one could
do so well certainly, only 1t comes at such an unlucky imc Then, there 1s the
plaguing Unitarian Herald, which takes up six or seven hours a week, (at the
office) and a great deal of odd time at home, and which we, his family, mish he
would draw out of, and leave to be conducted by younger men I think he really
fikes all these things, he meets with people he hikes, and all the subjects he 15
engaged upon interest him very much And when he #s at home, we only sce him
at meal-times, so that 1t 1s not the giving-up of the fam:ly hifc to him, that 1t would
be to many men He seems very well, and very happy, and says he 1s never so well
as 1n Manchester, but one wishes that at his age he could have a little more repose
of mind  He heeps his study terribly hot, but then he hikes 1t, and I sometimes
fancy 1t 1s because he can’t regulate the warmth of ether houses that he dishhes
so much leaving home

That Mr Gaskell detested change as much as his wife needed 1t remained
one of the unresolved problems between them She could hardly credit
how different her husband’s tastes could be to her own, for whom the
panacea for every 1ll was a change of air “The worst 1s that he dislikes
change and t1avel so very much,’ she wrote to Norton 1n March 1859,

3 GL 570, Mav 1865
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‘and 1f he gets a hohday I am afraid he will spend 1t 1n hus study, out of
which room by his own free will he would never stir "2
After every major pleasure enjoyed by herself and the girls, Mrs

Gashell could not rest until she had planned an equal pleasure for
William—even though the planning had to be done behind his back
Thus, on her return from her first Roman holiday when she found him
far from well, overworked and overtired, she longed to arrange an
equally good hohday for him

I wish Mr Gaskell Jooked stronger [she wrote to Charles Norton n June 1857],
he never complains, or will allow anything 15 the matter with him I long for him
to have the complete change of going from home I wish you could persuade him
to go to Amersca mith you The congregation would gladly give him leave of
absence—and I cd soon earn the passage and travelling money He wants change,
and yet hates leaving home His flesh wants 1t, but his spinit abhors 1t, do you
understand ?23

It became a recurrent leitmotiv of her letters to try to provide him with
an adequate hohday Speaking of the departure of his colleague for
London, in March 1859, she wrote to Norton

And as he goes off directly Mr Gaskell will have all the work to do for some time,
which I am very sorry for as this is the time of the year when his digestion always
gets wrong I have been trying to put in the fine end of the wedge to get him
a longer yearly holiday, —if only for once—after thirty one years of pretty hard
work he should have 1t.2+

It was not until the summer of 1861 that, having connived behind his
back to procure him an extended leave of absence from the ‘congrega-
tion’ for the months of July and August (‘not very long after 33 years of
farthful service’, as she commented to the Storys) and a £s50 bonus ‘to
make a continental tour’, she wrote to the Storys to arrange for him
to join them, erther in Siena or Spezzia, wherever 1t was that they were
spending the hot months, ‘to give my dear husband the welcome zhere
you have so often and so kindly offered him 1n Rome’

The urgency of her plea, to which the Storys cordially responded, was
accompanied by a description of her husband which, written after thirty
years of marriage, affords a clear indication of her feelings for him It
leaves no doubt whatever of her devotion, made up as 1t was of tolerance,
humour, admuration, vexation, love

he can find no one to go with him, but the women of his family, and he says
he feels so much the entire want of change, and the desirableness of having no

2 GL 418, g Mar 1859 3 GL 349, 3 June 1857 2 GL 418
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responsibility that he would rather not feel that he had any one dependant on him
And yet he would like society, 1f only to cheer lim up a bit,—he 15 s0 over-worked
—and I am sure you would hke him—he 1 such a punster, and so mcrry when
well, and so fond of children—after trying to tempt hitm to do what he onght by
telling him of all manner of places, and planning all manner of tours he has, within
the last 5 minutes, sard that “f 1t was not foraing himself on people, etc, etc’ —and
I have answered that T will take all blame of ‘forwardness” ‘intrusion’ ct¢, cte,—
and please, 1f you would like to have him, write directly back here %5

The great success of her ‘lovely plan’ in procuring Mr Gashell a
foreign holiday, and his conscquent revived health and spirits, only
further determined Mrs Gashkell 1n saving up for future continental
holhidays for all the family, including the reluctant Mr Gashkell After
her own prolonged second visit to Italy in the spring of 1863 with Meta,
Florence, and Julia, she set to work to organize a stmilar trip for him
Well aware by then of the prejudices and conscieptious scruples that
stood 1n the way of any enterprise designed simply to provide pleasure,
that nerther persuasion nor coercion could remove, she set about circum-
venting his every possible objection

With all the inventiveness of the tried novelist, she plotted to secure
a winter’s leave of absence for him, 1n the autumn of 1863, when he once
again showed signs of strain She hknew where to seek her allies, assured
as she was of the respect in which Mr Gaskell was held by his colleagues
She wrote to Dr Beard, the Principal of the Unitarian Mission Board
i September

My dear Dr Beard, I want you to enter mnto a conspiracy agamnst Mr Gaslell,
and like all conspirators you must be so hind as to do your work quietly and
stlently

The case 1s this For years past Mr and Mrs Story (the American sculptor and
his wife, he the son of Judge Story) who hive at Rome have been urging Mr
Gaskell to pay them a visit there Two years ago he met them 1in Swatzerland,
and he and Mr Story became real friends This year (1in August) Mr Story wrote
to beg him to go to them at Stena,—saying (all that 1s very true,) that Mr Gashell
would work the longer for having a complete hohday and change of scene That
was out of the question owing to our daughter’s approaching marriage Then
came the question ‘Could not Mr Gaskell go to them 1n Rome 1n the winter?
This, we, lus famuly, are exceedingly anvious that he should do The congrega-
tion (as far as we can learn) are most willing Six weeks would allow him nearly
5 weeks there The Storys entreat him to come He says ‘It 1s too far off to plan
for, but he does not see how he could go, because of the Home Mission * Now
could he not start directly after the January Eaamination, and would there not

s GL 489, 21 June 1861
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be some means, under the circumstances of prolonging his annual holiday from
Home Misston work so as to allow him siv weeks clear®> He will (as you know)
take no steps that can cause the shightest inconvensence to others, least of all to
the Students, nor do I know what could be done s there no teacher in Man-
chester who could do something to Leeping up the students to their work

I would willingly pay whatever mught be required to secure the services of such
aone  Youknow how Mr Gaskell will dishke any ‘fuss’—or asking any favour,
but 1t does seem to me a pity he should miss this opportunity, for you hknow Rome
1 not visttable after May, or before November 2

Her appeal was not lost on Dr Beard, to whom she wrote agan on
24 September “Thank you mest truly and hearnly With your help
I feel confident that 1 shall win; and if T do, I shall not forget that I more
than half owe my victory to you %

By mid-December Mr Gaskell’s visit to Rome was orgamized, the
Storys, themselves greatly encumbered with Americagrelatives, had
secured ‘a sleeping-room 1n the neighbourhood’ and written to say ‘that
he must entirely /roe with them’, Mrs Gaskell herself now set to work
with renewed vigour, and wrote to Dr. Beard of her husband’s extreme
fatigue

May I therefore ask you to fix a nme and place m town  when I can see you
and ask your advice how to proceed 1 do not believe that Mr Gaskell will make
any requests for himself, but I beheve he will gladly accede to any arrangements
made for him, to have a stn week’s hohday after the H M B Exanuination 1s over 28

Eventually, her persistence was rewarded, and Mr Gashell was accorded
a six-week holiday from 22 February 1864 She had, at one pont,
considered accompanymng him, but decided 1n the end

to send hum en gargon, for I dare say that he would feel more sndependent 1n an
hotel without me, and with no tie to bring him back from his Forums, or the old
book-stalls of the Piazza Navone, until the pangs of hunger remind him that there
15 such a thing as dmner 2

Mr Gashell’s visit to Rome was a total success He came home ‘a different
creature 1 consequence, showing the advantage of change and travel’,
as his wife jubilantly reported to Charles Norton 30

Already, at the beginning of 1865, Mrs Gaskell was thinking of the
approaching tume when, with his sixteth year impending, her husband
might lool. to retirement and a shedding of his burdens She might have

* GL 531, Sept 1863 27 GL 534
B GL 543, 14 Dec 1863 2 GL 535, 2 Oct 1863
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known better When he died, nearly twenty years later, he was still 1n
harness He resigned from none of his commitments, and indeed accepted
others on a voluntary basis, such as his work for the Manchester Literary
and Philosophical Soctety

His ardour for educating the masses found 1ts final expression m his
foundation of a scholarship 1n 1879, to be called the Gashell Scholarship,
worth £70 a year as a benefaction for Owen’s College This was made
possible by the gift of his congregation of £1,750 on the completion of
his fifty years ministry at Cross Street Chapel

At the ceremony held 1n the Town Hall of Manchester on 15 October
1878 to celebrate this occasion, n a succession of speeches made 1n his
honour by the ctvic dignatorics, the qualities in him that were most stressed
were his ‘generous spirit of religious charity’, his ‘work 1n the cause of
education’, his ‘devotion to the principles of civil and religious freedom’,
and his ‘kind and genial spirit of courtesy and charity’ In an address read
out at the celebration, the Commemoration Committee and members of
the Cross Street Congregation summed up his services to the community

In the pulpst and through the press, your generous sympathies, your high attain-
ments 1n scholarship and literature, your long and cultivated experience, have
all been devoted to the promotion of the welfare and happiness of those amongst
whom you have so long laboured

The person to whom these remarks would have brought the greatest
pride and pleasure was no longer there to hear them, but the tnbute,
paid by his fellow townsmen after fifty years of public service, remains
on record, as she would have wished, to show those who could not
penetrate the exterior of this essentially shy man what sort of a hushand
Mrs Gashell had married

She might, perhaps, at imes have found a less crochety man easier to
live with, or a more frivolous one better company , but none whom she
could more completely rely on, or more deeply respect For his part, he
might have found a less mercurial wife more restful So much—or so
little—mcompatbility was neghgible in the long run, however, and
could not undermine the solid fabric of mutual trust and love The very
personal terms 1 which she inscribed the copies of her works gnven to
lim over the years are worth recording  the first, Mary Barton, gnen
him on 22 March 1849, rcad ‘Willlam Gashell | With the dearest love [ of
his grateful and affectionate wife’, Round the Sofa of 1859, was inscribed

i Commemoration of the I'ifty Years' Mimstry of the Rev William Gaslell, M A
Report of the Proccedings at the Sotree Held n the Town Hall, October 15th, 1878, p 19
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to ‘William Gaskell / from his own beloved wife’, and the 1860 reprint of
contributions to Household Words, 1ssued by Sampson, Low as Right
at Last and Other Tales, was mscribed on 29 April 1860 “To my dearest
husband from his affectionate and grateful wife, E C Gashell’ 32 If
some admurers of Mrs Gaskell tend to pity her for a detached, over-
scholarly and unworldly husband, they should remember that she herself
was possessed of a priceless gift of humour that could lend a sparkle to
the dullest surface She was a woman of known good taste, who recog-
mized genuine worth when she saw 1t

Mr Gaskell had a special rapport with children, and 1n the eyes of one
child he was beyond compare perfect Beatrix Potter, who was very young
when he was very old, remembered the times when he stayed with her
parents 1n the Highlands and sought her company for his quiet morning
strolls “There has always been a deep child-like affection between him
and me’, she wrote on hearing of his death in June 1884 ‘Dear Old
Man if ever any one led a blameless peaceful life, 1t was he *33

32 From the complete set of her mother’s works, bound m morocco and preserved by
Marianne Gashell, now 1n the possession of Mrs Trevor-Jones
33 The Journal of Beatrix Potter, ed L Linder (London, 1966), pp go-1
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THE last instalment of Coustn Phullis appeared 1n the February 1864
number of Cornlull Magazime Mrs Gashell was still busy on 1t in January
when she wrote to George Smith inquiring by what date he must have copy
for the finalissue Yet, already by 3 May, she had a complete plan outhined
for her next novel, showing a burst of creative energy rare with her after
finishing a book The tale which she could already estimate as a probable
three-volume novel had taken such rapid hold of her imagination as quite
to supplant a former project for a new work submitted to Smith

I threw overboard the story of the “Two Mothers’ because T thought you did
not secm to hike 1t fully [she wrote to him then}—and I have made up a story 1n my
mind,—of country-town hfe 40 years ago,—a widowed doctor has one daughter
Molly,—~when she 15 about sisteen he marries again—a widow with one girl
Cynthia,—and these two girls—contrasted characters,—not sisters but hving as
sisters in the same house are unconscious rivals for the love of a young man, Roger
Newton, the second son of a neighbourmg squire or rather yeoman He 1s taken
by Cynthia, who doces nof care for him—while Molly does His elder brother has
formed a clandestine marriage at Cambridge—he was supposed to be clever before
he went there—but was morally weak—and disappointed his father <o much that
the old gentleman refuses to send Roger, and almost denics him cducation —the
eldest son lives at home, out of health, in debt, and not daring to acknowledge his
marriage to hisangry father, but Rogeris is confidant, and gnves himall the money
he can for the support of his inferior (1f not disreputable) wife and child No one
but Roger knows of this marriage—~Roger 1s rough, and unpolishcd —but works
out for himself a certain name 1n Natural Science,—1s tempted by a large offer
to go round the world (lihe Charles Darwin) as naturalist,—but stipulates to be
paid kalf before he goes away for 3 years 1n order to help his brother He goes off
with a sort of fast and loosc engagement to Cynthia,—while he 15 away his
brother breaks a blood vessel, and dies—Cynthia’s mother immediately makes
fast the engagement and speaks about it to everyone, but Cynthia has taken

a fancy for someonc else and makes Molly her confidant —You can see the Kind
of story !

' GL 550
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This synopsis—evidence of Mrs Gaskell’s ability for sustamed
structural nvention—is remarkably close to the fimshed tale, with its
two-tier plot concerning the fortunes of the two interconnected families
It does not include, however, the Towers party, the Earl and Countess of
Cumnor, therr daughters, and anistocratic circle, who are mtroduced
to hold the social balance and provide the rrony latent in the socal
observances as practised in the provincial small-town hfe of Mrs
Gaskell’s girlhood

A more significant omission 1n the sketch of characters 1s that of Mrs
Gibson, barely mentioned 1n passing, the stepmother who 1s the book’s
pervading genius The author can hardly have foreseen at the time the
hold that she would take on her Plots may be planned, but characters
grow tn a way that may be outside the author’s control Charlotte Bronte
knew this, and submutted to the greater power that at times dictated to
her Sheoncetold G H Lewes of 1itin a letter which sufficiently impressed
Mrs Gaskell for her to include it 1n her life of Charlotte Mrs Gaskell
was too self-effacing a biographer to say whether she had ever had the
same experience herself, perhaps at the time of writing her friend’s
biography she had not That 1s the whole difference 1n the quality of her
early writing from that of her later work, and the difference that most
generally strikes the reader between her own and the inspirational
character of Charlotte Bronte’s writing To Lewes Charlotte wrote on
12 January 1848

When authors write best, or at least, when they write most fluently, an influence
seems to waken them, which becomes their master—which will have its own
way-—putting out of view all behests but 1ts own, dictating certain words, and
msisting on their being used, whether vehement or measured in their nature,
new-moulding characters, giving un-thought of turns to wncidents, rejecting
carefully-elaborated old 1deas, and suddenly creating and adopting new ones

Is 1t not s0? And should we try to counteract this influence? Can we indeed
counteract 1t ** .

Of Mrs Gaskell herself Charlotte once asked, astounded at her
capacity for detachment from the multiple pressures on her

Do you, who have so many friends—so large a circle of acquaintance—find 1t
easy, when you sit down to write, to 1solate yourself from all those ties, and their
sweet associations, so as to be quite your own woman, uninfluenced, unswayed
by the consciousness of how your work may affect other minds, what blame,
what sympathy 1t may call forth? Does no luminous cloud ever come between

2 Quoted 1n the Life of Charlotte Bronte, Everyman edn , P 240
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you and the severe Truth as you know it 1n your own secret and clear~-sceing
soul? In a word are you never tempted to make your characters more amiable
than the Life, by the inclination to asstmilate your thoughts to the thought of
those who always feel hindly but sometimes fail to see justly? Don’t answer the
question 1t 1s not intended to be answered 3

The theme, the setting, and the characters for Wives and Daughters,
were all to hand, and Mrs Gaskell now had the experience and pro-
fessional accomplishment, as well as the broad and humane tolerance of
her nature, fully to realize her purpose Mrs Gaskell was most herself
in this novel that reflects a life-time’s vision of the scenes and characters
that had animated her world She could not, however, have wnitten it
earlier The total experience would then have been lacking, and the pro-
cesses of growth 1n the young—that constitutes 1ts major charm—could
not have then been observed with so experienced and sympathetic an eye

Sylvia’s Lovers may be said to have been written without a moral to
teach and without a propaganda purpose, but a moral judgement 1s never
farabsent from theauthorialcomment Thebeauty of Wivesand Daughters
Iies 1n the absence of all authorial comment, 1n the severance of all visible
ties between creator and created —with the cutting of the umbalical cord
that alone gives a book total freedom from 1ts parent And this respect for
the independent lives of her characters, not fully achieved in her early
novels, gives Wives and Daughters the extra dimension of real life that
makes 1t her crowning achievement She was nearly fifty-four when she
began 1t

For those who scek the origins of inspiration, 1t could be said that there
were special contributing factors at the time that determined her par-
trcular subject the everyday, the apparently unremarkable subject of
women 1n the home—of wives and daughters, with the emphasis notably
on the latter

In the previous twelve months all four Gaskell girls had reached
decisive turning-points n their hves

Florence, as has been seen, had suddenly become engaged at the age
of twenty to a young barnister, Charles Crompton, whom she married
on 8 September 1863 While no possible objections could be raised against
so happy and suitable a match, which turned out well in all respects, the
surprise, not to say shock, which Mrs Gaskell felt on the marriage of so
young, so inexperienced a girl—the most ‘childish’ of all her daughters—
was not easily allayed, 1t left her long perplexed and anxious

The course of Marianne’s long-term love-affair with her second cousin,

3 Wise and Symungton, The Brontes, v 76-7
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Edward Thurstan Holland, had run far less smoothly 1n the six years
since the lovers had first plighted troth Both the fathers were aganst
the match, Mr Holland implacably so, on the grounds of consanguinity,
lach of fortune, and Maranne’s being shghtly the older of the two While
Mr Holland was a very rich man, he had a family of twelve children to
provide for and could allow Edward httle until he made his own way n
his profession—a barrister also mn Chancery law By July 1864, however,
after a good deal of woriy, and when Marianne was already thirty, the
young people made then engagement official with the sanction of
Mananne’s parents and 1 spite of the strong objections of Mr Holland
sentor The marriage had stll to be postponed, but from then on Edward
Holland became a pait of the Gaskell famly life n all 1ts concerns

In June 1864 Juha, aged seventeen, left school for good, ‘full of
promise’, her mother said, ‘the merriest grig, the most unselfish girl by
natwre, that I ever knew, with a deep sense of rehigion n her unusual,
I think, at so early an age’ + Already, in keeping house together for their
father 1n thetr mother’s absence that summer Julia and Meta were show-
g the strong mutual affection that was a foretaste of the hfe-long
friendship to come and that would last long after they were the last
survivors m the home Julia on return from school was soon ‘the hife of
the house’’ her mother noted with happiness Julia, whose promuise
Charlotte Bronte had recogmzed, was a continual source of interest,
surprise, and amusement to her mother, as the youngest and perhaps
most witty—certanly the most outspohen—of her children

Meta alone had been causing anxiety on the score of ill-health over
the last two years, a condition diagnosed on the very faulty medical
evidence of the time as ‘nervous exhaustion and utter want of bracing’,®
with symptoms of headache and spinal trouble, attributed by her mother
to overwork during the Cotton Famine, devotion to duty and refusal to
give in The evidence would suggest, however, that Meta’s long 1llness
was connected with the broken engagement to Captain Hill, bravely as
she had borne herself at the ime It was a suppressed sorrow that no
one, least of all the sufferer, would achnowledge The need of bracing
air prescribed by the family doctor, especially mountain air, was one of
the reasons for Mrs Gashell’s frequent journeys during the writing of
Wives and Daughters

In the daily contact with her four daughters Mrs Gaskell found as
absorbing a subject for reflection as any that could come to hand, at these
critical times 1 therr lives, and 1t 1s not surprising that 1n the young

* GL 551, 4 July 1864 5 GL 560, 5 Feb 1865 % GL 353, 25 July 1864
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heroine of her new book, Molly Gibson, she was able to portray all the
phases of girlhood so unerringly We see first the sturdy outspoken child
of twelve, who preferred her pony and swinging on trees, to the detri-
ment of her frocks, to the patronage of great ladies Through the teenage
years there 1s her open-hearted friendship with the Hamley brothers,
leading 1nto romantic adolescence when the language of flowers and
poctry could alone express her feelings Then she eaperiences the first
keen acquaintance with grief over her father’s remarnage, and the trials
of life under a stepmother , the growth of tolerance that experience brings
and, finally, the sclf-knowledge of first love Molly Gibson 1s never
otherwise than true to herself, honourable, kind, sensitive to the moods
of others, Mrs Gaskell could not go wrong 1n her portrayal because her
very soul was bound up 1n her image, as the hiving likeness of what she
most loved, her daughters

Furthermore, knowing her daughters as she did, she could not be
blind to their frailties If Molly astounds by the truth of her delineation,
no less does Cynthia, her opposite 1n all respects superficial 1n feeling,
defective 1n honour, seeking admiration where 1t may be found as the
breath of life, yet whoily credible, seductive and excusable Mrs Gashell
seems prepared to say that even 1n very lovable girls there can, given her
upbringing, lurk a Cynthia

One of the most significant inclusions 1n the synopsis of Wives and
Daughters 1s the comparison of the book’s hero, Roger Hamley (Newton
as he was called 1n the first draft), with Charles Darwin, ‘who works out
for himsclf a certain name 1n Natural Science’,” because Mrs Gaskell
had just recently been staying with such a man

On 25 January 1864 she went up to Edmburgh with Meta to stay at
the home of Dr and Mrs Allman who lived in Manor Place 1n the city
Dr Allman was Professor of Natural History in the university and was,
as she described him to Charles Norton during her first visit, ‘the most
charmingly wise and simple man I ever met with I mean he s full of
deep thought and wisdom and knowledge and also like a child for unself-
consciousness, and sweet humility  You would so like and value him 8
Dr Allman had married a connection of the Winkworths, Louisa Shaen,
the cldest daughter of the friends at Crix, who was known to the Gaskells
as far back as 1847 The subsequent marrage had 1n no way dimmished
the friendship estabhished, nor distance prevented meetings at one or
another’s homes Meta was only just recovering from a severe attack of

7 GL 550, 3 May 1864
8 GL 546, 1 Feb 1864
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influenza and had been ordered bracing air which, 1in default of mountain
air, was sought 1n Edinburgh with no loss of tme Mrs Gaskell took her-
there ‘on an nvalid bed’, and the change of air did wonders

The wisit to the Alimans lasted between two and three weeks, and
afforded Mrs Gaskell not only a deeper knowledge of her host’s delightful
character, but some understanding of his special studies and tastes
While staymg with him she asked Norton to get her from the States
a work on birds particularly wanted by Dr Aliman and unobtainable
in England It was to come as a gift from her

While Mrs Gaskell’s range of acquaintance was wide and included
most kinds of professional men—Ilawyers, doctors, clergymen, teachers,
and umversity lecturers—this appears to have been her first close con-
tact with a naturalistand sometime explorer, and the novelty of the species
to her and the character of the individual man were captivating enough
for her to observe with very close interest The conversation of such
a man, his utter directness of approach (‘un-selfconsciousness’, as she
percetved 1t), his keen response to information from whatever source,
his informal, natural manners, appealed strongly enough to her to
asstmilate him mto her novel as the prototype of her hero Roger Hamley
Her own appreciation of Dr Allman and obvious ease 1n his presence
adds piquancy to the fictional Mrs Gibson’s contempt for Roger
Hamley and his scientific work as little conducive to a good income or
a polished manner 1n society

She had met Darwin more than once, first 1n 1851 on the occasion of
a London visit, when he had dined at the Wedgwoods on purpose to
meet her He had been accompanied by his two sisters at what proved
to be ‘a large and very pleasant party’ 9 Acquaintance had been struck
up, and Darwin was expected to stay at Plymouth Grove in company with
one sister i October 1856, and subsequently his sister had travelled
with Meta on a shketching tour i the Alps in August 1860 © They had
found each other’s company so congenial that Miss Darwin had repeatedly
urged Meta the following year to arrange a similar tour !*

It was not, therefore, the fresh impact of a meeting with Darwin that
suggested the character of the naturalist hero in Wives and Daughters to
Mrs Gaskell, though Darwin, the first 1n the field, and the most eminent
of his day, was an obvious source for het to draw upon m describing her
character to her publisher

° GL 99, 100, July 1851
10 GL 476, 27 Aug 1860
W GL 484b, Mar 1861
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The physical description of Roger Hamley given on his first entry in
the novel, 1s, moreover, strongly evocative of Darwin

He was a tall, powerfully-made young man, giving the impression of strength
rather than elegance His face was rather square, ruddy-coloured hair and
eyes brown—the latter rather deep-set beneath his thick eyebrows, and he had
a trick of wrinkling up his eychds when he wanted particularly to observe any-
thing, which made his eyes look even smaller sull at such times He had a large
mouth, with excessively mobile lips, and another trick of his was, that when he
was amused at anything, he resisted the impulse to laugh, by a droll manner of
twitching and puckering up his mouth, till at length the sense of humour had 1ts
way, and his features relaxed, and he broke into a broad, sunny smile, his beautiful
tecth—his only beautiful feature—breaking out with a white gleam upon the
red-brown countenance '?

Had Mrs Gaskell meant Roger Hamley for Charles Darwin, 1t would
have been a sufficient reason for not giving him a physical resemblance
to the famous man and personal friend She had too much tact to make
Roger either Darwin or Dr Allman, he was an evocation of the scientific
naturalists then beginning to spring up and with whom she was making
personal contact

Such were the recognizable contributing factors to the mception of
Wives and Daughters A further deciding factor was the departure of
Mr Gaskell on 23 February for his two months’ hohday in Rome, which
allowed his wife the needed relaxation from domestic duties to advance
her story This she settied down to do—after the Edimburgh visit, and
a short stay in London with Flossy to see Mr Gaskell on his way—from
mid-March until the middle of July

George Smuth had agreed to a cash payment of £2,000 for the promised
work, retaining a seven-year copyright on the book He was, as ever, most
gencerous 1n the conditions he made, and when Mrs Gaskell asked him
on 25 July for an advance of £100 so as to allow her to take Meta to
Switzerland to tone her up, he readily complied Meta was 1n ‘utter want
of bracing’, and yearncd for the glacier air which had, on the previous
trip with Miss Darwin, done her untold good As with most of Mrs
Gashell’s journcys abroad, her decision was quickly made and ther
destination chosen It was to be Pontiesina, ‘a cheap unknown-ssh place’
where they would stay ‘en penston’ for economy Maranne, however,
was essential to Meta’s happiness ‘Minnic’s contrast of character works
so admirably on Meta’,”* her mother wrote, 1n a comment that illurmnates

‘2 Wives and Daughters, ch 8,p o6 3 GL 553
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much of the sisterly affection present 1n Wives and Daughters Flossy,
a ‘grass-widow’ at the time, and Julia must also be of the party, which
1n due course was jomned by Flossy’s husband and Thurstan Holland
Despite the size of the party and the attractions of the place, Mrs Gaskell
promised her pubhsher that she would write hard

A large part of Wives and Daughters was, in the event, written away
from home Not only Meta’s health, but her mother’s, was very poor for
the greater part of the time They went to Pontresina from 12 August
until early September when, on their return home, Mrs Gaskell reported
having ‘such a weight of writing” on her hands that she could undertake
no outside engagements 4 She was, very shortly, so 1ll from overwork
as to be confined to the house for the three autumn months

The first instalment of Wives and Daughters appeared 1n the August
number of Corniull 1n 1864 and was given the place of honour at the
beginning of the 1ssue From then on, throughout the long course of 1ts
serialization, the fear of falling behind with copy added immeasurably
to the author’s fatigue No one reading this luminous tale would guess
that 1t was produced under such constant pressure As always, the Man-
chester winter greatly affected Mrs Gaskell’s spirits, and only 1n the
spring of 1865 did she revive ‘Now, thank God ", she wrote to Norton
in February, ‘I am a great deal better, nearly quite strong again, I shall
be when fight comes back I am always influenced so much by darkness,
or cloudy shies ''s

The longing for country air, not 1n measured doses as a palliative for
ill health, but as a permanent condition of life, was becoming obsessional
with her now that Meta also was never well in Manchester ‘I long, shall
long, have longed, and will ever long t1ll I get 1t, for a whiff of Brighton air’,
she wrote to George Smith on 6 December after her 1liness that autumn

She had already confided 1n him the great plan taking shape m her
mind of acquiring a country house of her own, somewhere m the south
of England, where the climate was gemal and the skies undimmed by
smoke, as a present refuge from Manchester in the bad weather and
a future home for them all after Mr Gaskell’s retirement She was
putting aside what money she could save for the purpose Declining Mr
Smmth’s prompt payment of £100 for a reprint of North and South, she
told him 1n the same letter to keep 1t “for the purchase of the (1mpossible)
house’ ' Willlam Shaen, the family solicitor, had already £600 1n hand
of her savings ‘towards the nest egg for the house’ 17

* GL 555, 12 Sept 1864 5 GL 560, 5 Feb 1865
16 GL 557 7 Thid
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While confiding 1n her pubhsher, her lawyer, and her daughters, she
was not confiding the ‘tmpossible’ project to her husband, whose rooted
love of Manchestcr, congenital antipathy to change, and dread of ‘fuss’
or disruption of any hind would be hard to overcome, only, she believed,
faced with a fait accompl and the proof of the general benefit to all
would he consent to rest after his labours 1n the charming surround-
ings she intended therr retreat to have He was, essentially, a domestic
character deeply attached to his home

George Smuth had evidently told Mrs Gashell of a suitable house for
sale at East Grinstead which she now deplored not having snatched-up
i time ‘Oh! what a fool T was to let the East Grinstead house ship
through my fingers!” she cried '® From that first mention of her secret
purpose 1 December 1804, throughout the writing of Wives and
Daughters the following year, the thought never far absent from her mind
was the acquisition of the impossible house

Her great and increasing physical fatigue, and low health and spirits
m winter, were reason cnough for wishing to hive 1n more congenial
surroundings than Manchester, but there may also at this time have
entered mnto her feclings a more positive need, revived by the writing of
Cousin Plullis and the renewed contacts with Knutsford—a home-
sichness for the hife of the countryside and the pleasant ways she had
known 1n her girlhood Wives and Daughters may 1n this context be
thought of as an escapist novel, a kind of sequel to Cousitn Plullis 1n
exploring the fuller potential of the theme of rural life, after which Mrs
Gaskell was thirsting as after a lost Arcadia

There1s such a sense of pleasure apparent 1n all her descriptions of the
fields and lanes and copses and hedges of Hollingford, such amusement
felt 1n the exchanges of the Miss Brownings and the mischief-making
Mrs Goodenough, speaking an English that was antiquated 1n Queen
Anne’s day, such zest in the memories of the uncouth medical students
cating thewr huge helpings of pudding, such rehsh in the doctor’s cool
and cutting snubs at their eapense, such enjoyment of the numberless
subterfuges the gossips resorted to 1n extracting a hernel of slander from
an item of news There 1s excitement to be found n the daily pageant of
life in the principal street, at the draper’s, and the hibrary, by leaning out
of windows to see what 1s afoot, by chance encounters, and by observing
the carriages, gigs, and country carts as they occastonally stop for an
exchange of greetings One comes to know the mhabitants of Holling-
ford quite intimately, and over the whole scene, Mrs Gashell casts a

'® GL 557
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magic golden light This 1s not to say that she was not acutely aware
of the limitations and follies of such a way of Iife, and of the ridicule
it must provoke The rony does not escape her but it 1s muted by
her memories and by the essential good nature of the people she describes
There 1s no real malice, nor wickedness Mr Preston 1s a cad, ‘but
he 1s genuinely 1n love with Cynthia and motivated not by greed but
passion

The residents of Hollingford are more fully realized than therr
predecessors in Cranford. Cranford 1s the reflection of the world she
left on quitting Knutsford to get married, Hollingford 1s the place of
her return, seen with more penetrating eyes, its busy hum heard with more
acute ears, and above all absorbed by a mind matured by experience
Wives and Daughters is, of course, something more than a panegyrnic of
country life It 1s a long-term view, one might almost say a valedictory
view, of the author’s life and of life 1n general, particularly as 1t affected
women m relation to every phase of farmly commitment, as daughter,
sister, wife, mother

1t was a subject of topical and absorbing mterest to her at the time, as
has already been noted, with her daughters passing from girthood nto
young womanhood, developing their individual characters and abihities,
going their several ways, falling 1n love, marrying, realizing the potential
within themselves What Mrs Gaskell hoped for them 1s the measure
of the fulfilment she had hoped for herself It 1s noteworthy that, while
she secured her daughters the best education possible at the time to
develop what talents they had—whether for music or painting—in order
to promote their own pleasure in hfe and male intelhigent companions
of them for their future husbands, she never at any time contemplated
careers for them, and by her own hard work and earmings ensured that
they did not have to work for a living

This may appear the more surprising since she herself had proved
her own ability to do so She had become a successful author almost
mmperceptibly, not from ambition, certainly not in a bid for independence
‘The success, and the consequent financial advantage, had come almost
as by chance She had written Mary Barton as a work of propaganda,
moved to take up a cause that her geographical position at the heart of
industrial distress allowed her to speak about with authority and com-
passion Her success had exceeded all expectation and had, most of all,
surprised herself. The eager encouragement of Dickens and the carly
recognition of her original talent launched her on her career as a writer

But basically she never saw herself as anything but a wife and mother,
H
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and she envisaged no more for her daughters than that they should enjoy
the same fulfilment

Had they shown outstanding talents, her hopes for them might have
been different But there was really no perceptible advance in the position
of women from the time of Jane Austen to her own If a girl of good
fanmily had to eain her living there was little or no choice For Jane Fairfax
m 1815 or for Cynthia Kirkpatrick in 1865, the choice was the same
They must go out as governesses to a strange family—only for Cynthia
the horizon was broader because she had the offer of a post in Russia

Governessing did not totally rule out hopes of marriage for a girl, as
Jane Eyre 1s there to prove But Mrs Gaskell dreaded such a fate for her
own daughters and 1t was largely because of this that she was determined
to buy a family home which could be mherited 1n due course by those
who failed to marry

The underlying seriousness of the theme of Wives and Daughters may
be obscured for the reader by the sparkle of the style Never, for all the
beauty and sensitivity of her previous writing, had Mrs Gaskell been 1n
such total command of her medium, and the gamn in flurdity of style and
subtlety of effect 1s enormous The characters are built up from within,
allowed to speak for themselves 1n dralogue that subtly identifies them,
and Mrs Gaskell 1s much more ready to efface herself and much less
mclined to prompt her readers than 1n her earlier work This 15 a sign
of confidence

Mrs Kirkpatrick, as Molly’s stepmother 1s called before marrying
her father, 1s introduced to the reader only through the comment of
twelve-year old Molly, who thought ‘she was the most beautiful person
she had ever seen, and she was certainly a very lovely woman’ Mrs
Kirkpatrich’s admirable qualities, implied by a soft and plainuve voice,
are suggested even by the way in which she disposes of the lunch—
consisting of bread, cold chicken, a bunch of grapes, a glass of wine, and
a bottle of sparkling water—destined for the child whom the heat and
excitement of a day at Cumnor Towers have indisposed It 1s through
the child’s eyes that the reader sees the expeditious disposal of the tray
full of delicacies ‘Molly did as she was bid, and leant back, picking
languidly at the grapes, and watching the good appetite with which the
lady ate up the chicken and jelly, and drank the glass of wine She was
so pretty and graceful in her deep mourning, that even her hurry i
cating, as 1f she was afraid of some one coming to surprise her in the
act, did not keep her hittle observer from admiring her 1n all she did "

19 Wives and Daughters, ch 2,p 16



simply appeared “heavy lookings clumsy’™’ and “a person she was surc
she should pever get on with” ! Throughout this long storys the
characters play out thewr parts like actors on @ stage, apparently oblivious
to their audience Geldom 18 any direct appeal made to the reader

If a character is occastonally drawn grarght’, 1018 by means of a witty
aside The vicat, My Ashton, 15 presented as ‘a thoroughly good and
kmd—hearted man, but on¢ without an origimal thought 11 hum, whose
habitual courtesy and mdotent mmnd led um to agree 10 every opimion
not palpably heterodoX, and to utter platitudes m the most gentlemanly
manner’ > On the other hand, Squire Hamley, the fine old peppery
scion of Saxon stock, reduced m the world yet 100 plgheaded to tmprove
tus propertys who speaks 2 faulty and archaic English and cannot contro)
his temper, is only very gradually discovered 1@ have a heart of gol¢
beneath his rough exterior. Hes seen through hus gestures and explet1ves
banging s fist on the dining-table 10 some access of rage and unawar
that he1s making his wife’s heart ‘peat hard for some munutes’ He adort
her but 18 quite unable to measure her senstbihity, and does not eve
suspect that she 15 dying Lady Cumnot, who considers that her stat
entitles her 0 nterfere 10 the affairs of other people, 18 38 insensitive
he 15, but she wounds deliberately as 2 prerogative of her rank Call
on to give her opinion of Mr Preston’s looks—Mr Preston 15 her h
band’s agent»she rephes ‘] never think whether 2 land-agent

» Thd at Toud ,ch 8P g6
22 Thad ,ch 4P 4!
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I mean, I had not her dark eyelashes, but then my nose was straighter And now—
look at the difference' 1 have to live 1 a httle country-town with three servants,
and no carnage, and she, with her infersor good Jooks, will live 1 Sussex Place,
and Leep a man and a brougham, and I don’t know what But the fact 15, n this
generation there are so many more rich young men than there were when I was
agrl’

‘Oh, oh! so that’s your reason, 1s 1t, my dear? If you had been young now you
might have married somebody as well off as Walter?’

“Yes! said she ‘I think that was my 1dea Of course I should have liked him
to be you I always think, 1f you had gone to the bar, you might have succeeded
better, and lived in London, too I don’t think Cynthia cares much where she
lives, yet you see 1t has come to her’

‘What has—London”’

‘Oh, you dear, facetious man'! Now that’s just the thing to have captivated
ajury [ don’t believe Walter will ever be so clever as you are Yet he can take
Cynthia to Paris, and abroad, and everywhere I only hope ail this indulgence
won’t develop the faults in Cynthia’s character It’s a week since we heard from
her, and I did write so particularly to ask her for the autumn fashions, before
I bought my new bonnet But niches are a great snare’

‘Be thankful you are spared that temptation, my dear’

‘No, I'm not Everybody likes to be tempted And, after al), 1t’s very easy to
resist temptation, if one wishes ’

‘T don’t find 1t so easy’, said her husband ¢

Mrs Gashell’s daughters later mnsisted that there were absolutely no
prototypes in Mrs Gaskell’s family or among her connections for the
characters in Wives and Daughters, but 1t 1s hard to believe that her very
wide acquamntance among the medical profession—her uncle Peter
Holland to start with, her cousin Henry Holland, Mr Gaskell's brother
Sam Gashkell who was the doctor chosen for her children, to name but
a few—had nothing to contribute to her conception of the character of
Mr Gibson

There are recognizable in him other resemblances as well to men n
Mrs Gashell’s closest family circle not necessarily doctors, to Mr
Gaskell lumself for one—with his physical height, Scots accent that
returns in moments of emotion, his half-humorous, self-deprecating
manner with his little girl, even his pet appellation for her of ‘Goosey’
which 1s as far as he can go 1n betraying his tenderness for her In the
early years of their marriage Mr Gaskell very often called his wife
‘Goosey’

Mr Gibson 1s thus described ‘His accent was Scotch, not provincial

24 Ibid , ch 6o, pp 752-3
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but herself ~ When she had once got to the seat, she broke out with suppressed
passion of gref She did not care to analyse the sources of her tears and sobs—
her father was going to be married again—her father was very angry with her,
she had done wrong—he had gone away displeased, she had lost his love, he
was gomg to be married—away from her—away from his child—his Tttle
daughter—forgetting her own dear, dear mother So she thoughtina rumultuous
lind of way, sobbing till she was wearied out She had cast_herself on the
ground—thar natural throne for violent sorrow—and leant up agamst the old
mass-grown seat, sometimes burying her face n her hands, sometimes clasping
them together, as 1f by the tight painful grasp of her fingers she could deaden
mental suffering 7

However Mrs Stevenson behaved towards Elizabeth or however
Elizabeth regarded her (it cannot have been very cordially since she let
twenty-five years elapse before seeking to see her again after her father’s
death) Mrs. Gaskell dreaded a simular fate for her own daughters As
will be remembered from her confidences to her sister-in-law, she feared
the possibility of dymng 1n childbed (a frequent and very real danger at
that time) and leaving her little girls to a stepmother, and worried about
the harm that would come to them from the deprivation of the love and
sympathy to which they were accustomed “The want of them would
mahe MA an unhappy character, probably sullen and deceitful,” she had
written then, ‘while the sunshine of love and tenderness would do every-
thing for her "2 It was a situation of which she had personal knowledge,
but in Wives and Danghters she does not use 1t for tragic or even dramatic
effect, as one nught have expected Instead the figure of the stepmother
becomes a figiire of fun, a purely comic character There was a touch of
gentus in this Given the tendency to morbidity evident in the earher
novels, her deciston 1s some wndication of hex progress as an artist, and
her best work 1s linked not only with that of Jane Austen before her but
with the work of George Meredith to come

Mrs Gibson unfaltermgly and nexorably advances from folly to folly
with the utmost complacency She 15 self-deluding, shallow, untruthful,
and affected, insensitive herself to alt the finer feelings and constantly
reproving her stepdaughter for want of feeling But though she 1s pre-
sented as full of foibles 1t 1s not suggested that she 1s wicked We are told
she 15 good ta the poor (so she 1s not totally heartless) and she prides her-
selfon the total impartiahity of her treatment of daughterand stepdaughter
alike This 15 true, and 15 shown as pamfully unwelcome to Molly when

@ Ibid, p 128
® GL 16, 23 Dec 1841

A
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her old shabby bedioom that contains her dead mother’s antique furm-
ture 1s rudely renovated and the old picces 1emoved to match Cynthia’s
new and fashionable apartment Equality 1n treatment for the two girls
was not difficult for Mrs Gibson as she never deeply loved her own
daughter, who all too carly penctrated her mother’s hollow semblances
of charm

Of Molly Gibson, about whom so much could be said, what dis-
tinguishes her from her author's previous heromnes 1s not only her class—
she 1s a ‘lady’—but the gradualness and naturalness of her growth Her
childish ignorance 1s dehightfully conveyed by her surprise at every new
discovery about hfe Margaret Hale in Noi1th and South was unmistakably
a lady too, but she was already mature and the freshness of her reactions
to events, which 1s so much a part of Molly’s charm, 15 missing Mary
Batton, Ruth, Sylvia Robson, were care-worn and early caught up n the
struggle of life, starved of happiness they had no time in which to develop,
and remained confined within the hmitations of their circumstances
They could not be expected to respond to life 1n the same way as Molly
Molly, observed close at hand, known through and through by her
creator, 1s patently a portrait drawn from life, not after any specific
Gaskell perhaps but from an amalgam of the lot, the quintessence of
young girthood, and one of the finest specimens of her hind The measure
of Molly’s growth as a girl, of her development as a character, 15 given n
a final scene between her and her stepmother; where the impaticnce
of childhood, the passionate dishike of untruth and artifice—of her step-
mother's humbug 1n short—has given way to tolerance and some degree
of understanding At times, even Molly feels 1t 1n her heart to pity Mrs
Gibson for some more than usually astringent comment from her hus-
band Cynthia s mairied and gone from home, and the day has come for
Rogei Hamley’s departuie for a further six-months’ expediion in Africa
Molly 1s now aware of his love for her but has to keep the knowiedge to
hetself, her stepmother has no inkling of 1t The nfectious 1llness of
Roger’s Iittle nephew at Hamley prevents his calhing to make his fare-
wells, which 1s an additional heartbreak for the lovers Molly 15 sewing
with her stepmother

It was a rainy day and Mrs Gibson, who had planncd to go out and pay some
calls, had to stay mdoors This made her restless and fidgety She kept going
backwards and forwards to difterent windows 1n the drawing-room, to look at
the weather, as 1f she imagined that, while 1t ramned at one window, 1t might be
fine weather at another, ‘Molty —come herce! who 1s that man wrapped up 1n
a cloih—there—near the Park-wall, under the beech-tree—he has been there
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this half-hour and more, never stirring, and Jooking at this house all the time!
1 think 1t’s very suspicious ’

Molly looked, and 1n an instant recogmsed Roger under all s wraps Her first
nstinct was to draw back The next to come forward, and say —‘Why, mamma, 1t’s
Roger Hamley! Look now—he’s hissing his hand, he’s wishing us good-bye m
the only way he can" And she responded to his sign, but she was not sure if he
percerved her modest, quiet movement, for Mrs Gibson became immediately
so demonstrative that Molly fancied that her eager pantomimic motions must
absorb all his attention

I cali this so attentive of him,” smd Mrs Gibson, 1n the midst of a volley of
kisses of her hand ‘Really, 1t 1s quite romantic It reminds me of former days—
but he'll be too late! T must send him away, 1t 1s half-past twelve!” And she took
out her watch and held 1t up, tapping 1t with her fore-finger, and occupying the
very centre of the window Molly could only peep here and there, dodging now
up, now down, now on this side, now on that, of the perpetually-moving arms
She fancied she saw something of a corresponding movement on Roger’s part
At length he went away slowly, slowly, and often looking back, 1n spite of the
tapped watch Mrs Gibson at last retreated, and Molly quietly moved mto her
place, to see his figure once more, before the turn of the road hid him from her
view He, too, knew where the last ghmpse of Mr Gibson’s house was to be
obtained, and once more he turned, and his white handkerchief floated in the
air Molly waved hers high up, with eager longing that it should be seen And
then, he was gone !>

The setting of Wives and Daughters 1s recogmzably Knutsford, with
the George Inn from which the coaches start for London, and the
Assembly Rooms where the County Balls are held and the great folk
from the Towers put in a belated appearance to please the townsfolk and
tenantry whose votes they need The doctor’s house at the top of the
town 15, tightly, m sight of the park gates, and the paik 1itself, entered
by lodge gates at the top of the main street, with 1ts palladian mansion
among acres of old oak and beech, 1ts ponds and conservatories, 1s Tatton
Parl, the seat of the Egerton famly since Jacobean times Hamley Hall,
with 1ts ponds and 1slets and desolate disrepair, 1s Old Tabley Hall, the
scene of so many happy picnics in Mrs Gaskell’s gnlhood

The Miss Brownings’ tiny habitation oveslooking the principal street,
ideally situated for heeping an eye on everything that 1s going on,
belongs equally to Knutsford and Cranford Many scenes, situations,
and characters are related to Cranford, which 1s the only one of her
previous books in which she adopted a comparably satirical vern, though
the satire 1s much more astringent in Wrves and Daughters The obvious

2 Wives and Daughters, ch 6o, pp 750-1
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stmilaritics between the two books should not be allowed to disguise the
differences  Cranford falls short of Wives and Daughters in both intel-
lectual power and technical shill Whole scenes, hke the ball at the
Assembly Rooms, are admittedly aimost interchangeable, and the mimor
characters, Mrs. Goodenough, the Miss Brownings, the medical students,
could figure 1n cither story But when 1t comes to the oblique presenta-
tion of character, the reflection of conduct on character, the probing of
a mind at work, the awarencess of bewildered fechngs, by which the stages
i the narrative mn Wives and Daughters are veached, then the reader 19
made to recognize how far the author has advanced 1 the ten years
between the two books Indeed the improvement on the morc recent
Sylvra’s Lovers and Conusin Plullis suggests that Mrs, Gashell was only
then fully realizing her powers as a writer

In March 1865, with the book safely faunched in Cornfifl and work on
the following instalments well in hand, Mrs Gaskell broke offto go to stay
in Paris with her friend Mme Mohl who had been il She left home on
1o March and stayed with Mme Mohi in the Rue du Bac fiom 12 March
to 20 April Contrary to her custom she took none of her daughters with
her, as the visit was not intended for sightseeing but for work

It was, as 1t turned out, an unfortunate arrangement, as she worked
too hard and under difficult aircumstances The Mohls' salon was the
centre of a vast circle of callers and acquaintances, including itlustrious
oriental scholars, German students, international travellers, French
pohticians, and journalists, who appeared at all hours of the day and late
into the night to interrupt Mrs Gaskhell’s work and exhaust her reserves
of energy The regime 1n the Rue du Bac had always put a stramn on her
animal spirits by the peculiar character of 1ts domestic cconomy She
was not accustomed to the long ntervals between meals, and even to
reach the Mohls’ apartment on the fourth and fifth floors of a great
manston built 1 Louts XIV’s last years was a thoroughly cvhausting
experience During the first three weeks of her stay, the weather being
cool, she made good progress with her book and still had reserves of
energy to fall back upon She described her situation 1n a long letter to
Enuly Shaen on 27 March

On the fourth story are four lowsh sitting rooms and Mme Mohl's bedroom On
the fifth slopes 1n the roof, kitchen, grenter, servants® bedrooms, my bedroom,
work-room, ctc , all brick floors, which 1s cold to the feet My bodroom s very
pretty and picturesque I Iike sloping roofs and plenty of windows stufled into
therr roof anyhow I have no watch, there 15 no clock 1n the house, and so
[ have to gucss the ime by the monks’ singing and bells ringing (all might long
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but) especially n the morming So I get up and come down into the smallest and
shabbiest of the sitting-rooms, 1 which we hve and eat all day long, and find that
M Moh! has had his breakfast of chocolate 1n his room (hbrary) at § past 6, and
Mme Mohl hers of tea at 7, and T am late having not come down (to coffec) tll
a httle past 8 However I take 1t coolly and M and Mme come 1n and talk to
me, she 1n dressing gown and curlpapers, very, very amusing, he very senstble
and agreeable, and full of humour too  Then, after my breakfast, which hingers
long because of all this talk, T get my writing ‘Wives and Daughters’ and write,
as well as I can for Mme Moh!’s talking, till ‘second breakfast’ about 11 Cold
meat, bread, wine and water and sometimes an omelette—what we should call
lunch, 1 fact, only 1t comes too soon after my breakfast, and too long beforc
dinner for my English habits After breakfast no 2 I try to write again, and very
often callers come, al/mays on Wednesdays on which day Mme Mohl receives
I go out for a walk by myself 1n the afternoons, and when we dine at home 1t 18
at sty sharp No dressing required Soup, meat, one dish of vegctables and roasted
apples are what we have 1n general After dinner M and Mme Mohl go to sleep,
and I have fallen into this habit, and at eight exactly M Mohl wakes up and makes
a cup of very weak tea for Mme Mohl and me, nothing to cat after dinner, not
even 1if we have been to the play Then Mme Mohl rouses herself up and 1s very
amusing and brilhant, stops up till one, and would stop up later 1f encouraged by
hsteners She has not been well, but for all that she has seen a good number of
people since 1 came 3°

Eatly in April there was a sudden heat-wave as the spring burst on
Paris, and despite Mrs Gashell’s long craving for the sun 1t prostrated
her when 1t came and she had something 1n the nature of a breahdown
She was too 11l to work, to go out, or to travel, and was totally confined
indoors for a fortmight She was not fit to travel home until 20 Apnil
Even so she had to break the journey in London and stay at Flossy’s

It was a warning of the danger ahead, of which none of her doctors
seem to have given her the least indication She was forced temporarily
to take notice of her condition, feeling too 11l to see friends, even George
Smiuth and his wife He had, however, to be informed of the situation
‘I broke down 1n Paris,” she wrote to him, ‘and for the last fortmght
could not leave the housc tll the day I came here I am not strong and
not able to see anyone Don’t cither you or Mrs Smith take the
trouble to call T am not strong enough to sce anyone just yet ~Oh for
a house 1n the country 3* Her 1llness had brought the realization of her
nced of rest more forcibly before her than ever before While 1n London

she was resolved to make good use of her ime 1n finding the “mpossible
house’ i the country

* GL 564, 27 Mar 1865 3 GL 565, Apr 1805
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Witing to Marannc from Flossy’s on 24 Apnl, she sad

1 am not stiong I mpas <o well that first 3 cold wechs i Paris, but the close over-
powering heat, and the real want of food, and lowness of dict have made me so
weak, T almost get out of spints about ever beng fit for anything agun, which
1s I know nonsense, especially remembering how well T was 3 weeks or a month
ago I want to sce as much as I can about houses while here Pleasce ash 17H
[Edward Thurstan Holland, Maranne’s fiancé] to send me the admission to the
Wallingford House, 1f 1t 1s stsfl unsold But T have but httle hope, T don’t know
why Mecta comes today at 2 p m 32

From Meta’s arrival until the return to Manchester on 6 May, Mrs
Gashell had a fresh burst of energy and she and the rest of the famuly,
apart from the unsuspecting Mr Gashell, were busily engaged n answer-
ing advertisements of properties for sale She had no decided views about
1ts location, what mattered was a rural position within reach of London
Houses as far apart as Putney, Wallingford, Bookham, even Arundel,
were considered and their owners apphed to While Mecta eliminated
the impossible ones (too large and too expensive, hke Arundel House)
and visited the near-by ones (lihe the ones at Putney and Bookham),
Mrs Gaskell visited only once house herself, at Sunningdale, on a day’s
outing to Windsor with Florence, Charles, and Meta Tt was a sign of
the improvement i health that she was reporting to Marianne i her
last letters from London ‘I am <o pleased to be feehng better and
stronger, I am taking Mr Mellor’s tonics * She was already planning
the family summer holiday and longing for the sea ‘T hope I shall come
back quite strong now Only T should hike some good sea air ths year ™%

Maranne was staying at home to take the burden off her mother in
finding and nstalling a new cook against her return, any worry of the
hind was beyond her at that ume Her state of nervous debihity can be
judged by her refusal to face her ‘Cousin Mary® (the redoubtable Mass
Holland from Knutsford) who had been staving at Plymouth Grove in
her absence In that last letter from London she wrote to Martanne
“Thank you for all the trouble you are taking for me, darhng 1 dont
want to come home till Cousin Mary 1s gone She did so snub me that
day at Knutsford " She had, indeed, reached a degree of lowness 1f the
fear of a Deborah Jenkins could so disarm her ready repartee

Without having found a house, but more resolved than ever to do so
that year, Mrs Gaskell returned to Manchester, just two months after
leaving for Pans

- GL 566, 24 Apr 18653 W Gl 567, 25 Apr 1863 W Itad
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the weekly parts as che had written for Househo d Wards, Were

harassing 10 her now There were 10 margins 0 gpare for Jness, &15
\nchnation 0 write, Of suspended mepration She had 10 supply her
pub‘hsher with rwenty-four pages for the Cornhll (conmderab\y more 11
her own wrnng) for each month’s 155U6s and throughout the summer
st never went casily Alghough the reader 18 unhkely t0 detect the constant

She was tied to her tash, unable to go o with her house-hunting bu
avidly scanning house—agents’ advernsements qone the 1ess

There were other subyects of vexation and woiry that summer, whic
though not connected with her work or her house-hunting hampere
progress with both Not only Meta but Marsanne and Julia had spel
of i1l health 10 early summer, anyiety enough for ¢herr mother witho
Hearn, the {anly stand-by, falling 1l a8 well Hearn’s 1liness was me
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in the nature of a nervous depresston ‘Hearn 1s not at all well just now,’
Elizabeth told her sister-in-law, ‘as much depression of spirits as any-
thing, I think —She wants some change of thought and scene, and we
have a variety of plans for giving 1t her, as she has no home to go to,
now-a-days She 1s a dear good valuable friend ** Mrs Gaskell came
gradually to connect Hearn’s 1llness and the girls’ 11l health that summer
with the defective drains of Plymouth Grove Thesubject,and itsremedy,
runs hke a leitmotiv through her letters of the time, and 1s seen as the
immediate cause of her own prostrating illness in August The defective
dramnage system of the great urban centres of the day was a frequent
subject of complaint by contemporary writers Dickens wrote eloquently
about them in London, and Mrs Gaskell had suffered acutely from them
in Paris on previous summer visits While the cleaning out of the Plymouth
Grove drams was a major operation that had to be deferred untl the
famly were from home, 1t can be rechoned as one of the subsidiary factors
in deciding Mrs Gaskell to find a house without further loss of time
After a summer of general family 1ll health, she commented at the end
of August, when work upon the drains began, ‘Manchester 1s not a place
to regain health 1in’ 5

It was with the primary aim of finding a healthy position for a house
that she took up an advertisement in mid-June for a property at Alton
in Hampshire, 300 feet above sea-level and within sight of the downs
She could not leave her work to visit 1t, but Meta and Flossy, who were
acting as her scouts, went down to see 1t on her behalf They had already
a house to see at Bookham, and both visits may have been made on the
same day, but it was the Alton house that won their hearts

The report they sent their mother was so attractive as to decide her,
without seeing 1t herself, to write to the owner and make an offer Her
mmagination was fired by Meta’s description and the agent’s catalogue
The price was £2,600, of which she could find f1,600 It was George
Smith who advanced her the remaining £ 1,000 ‘onan equitable mortgage’,
as she reported to Charles Norton,® which she was to pay off by future
writings George Smith had been 1n her confidence from the beginning
about her plan to buy a house for Mr Gaskell’s eventual retirement, and
for a permanent home for her unmarried daughters, but tll the debt
was paid off Mr Gaskell was not to be made privy to the transaction
His horror of borrowing money and of putting himself under anyone’s
obligation was too well known to his wife, his disapproval would wreck
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the happy effect his wife counted on when the house should become hers
She rechoned to have completed the purchase just i nime for Mr
Gashell’s retirement Till then, probably for the next three years, she
planned to let 1t furnished unul the mortgage was pard off “Till then’,
she told Charles Norton, “t 1s a secret from Mr Gashell When I have
got 1t fiee we plan many ways of telling um of the pretty house awaiting
him 7 It was the fear of never gammng that freedom that frustrated 1its
own purpose, and by driving her even more unsparingly to work made
a sick woman of her that summer

While George Smuth raised the purchasc-money, the legal business
concerning the house had to be conducted on Mrs Gaskell’s behalf by
her barrister son-in-law, Charles Crompton, and her prospective son-tn-
law, Thurstan Holland, since under the existing laws regulating property
no married woman could acquire or sell property without her husband’s
knowledge and consent Her daughters were equally active and devoted,
travelling to and fro to meet the owner, the land-agent, and the valuer
to esttmate the furniture to be taken over Florence’s residence in London
sufficiently explamned her sisters’ frequent visits there should Mr
Gaskell’s suspicions be roused

The engagement of Marianne and her cousin Thurstan Holland was
at last agreed to by the fiancé’s parents, and Marianne spent the greater
part of the Law Vacation at his home at Dumbleton, near Evesham (Mr
Holland’s constituency), and Mr Holland himself resumed his old
cordial relations with his famous cousin Elizabeth Gaskell, and helped
her to sell the shares she had in the Katharine Docks Co to provide the
cash she now so urgently needed

On the face of 1t July was an uneventful month, the family living very
quietly at home with no visitors to interrupt Elizabeth’s steady pro-
gramme of work With Marianne mostly away at the Hollands and Meta
frequently staying with Flossy in town, only Juha was regularly at home,
and Juha like Hearn was out of health and spirits Whale care for Julsa,
the housekeeping, and ‘nursing and cheering up Hearn’ were Ehzabeth’s
only admutted mnterruptions, she was carrying on a vast correspondence
as well as answering advertisements in The Times and the Hampshire
Herald for the tenant who did not materialize Every letter written on
the subject brought threefold comphcations and added daily to the sheer
volume of writing to an already overburdened writer By carly August
the stramn, the smell of drains, Hearn’s continuing 11l health, and the
worry over her house proved too much and she was t00 11l to go on with
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her book She was incapacitated for three weehs ‘I've done nothing,’ she
wiote to Marianne 1n mid-August,? ‘but lic on a sofa and be cross this
last 3 weeks’, an admussion only wrung from her by a near-collapse—
severe headaches and sleepless mights aggravating her condition

She got so behind with her work that she was obliged to catch up
during a short weehend’s visit to Lord Houghton and his wife at therr
countiy house at Fryston in Yorkshire where she was nvited to stay
with Meta on 19 August She was really unfit to travel, and unwilling
to go, and had to force herself to try and walk a hittle mn order to prepare
herself, as she admitted to Marianne, ‘I don’t know how to bear the
journey, and the “being agreeable™ tomortow Fryston 1s as muggy
and damp as this, 1 a fow {lat country all intersected with dykes " She
had to write hard at her book, before breakfast and late at night, and
came home not a whit refreshed for the change and in dejected sparits
Merafully, Mr Gashell had by then started on his annual holiday and
was gone to stay with his friends the Potters in the Highlands The need
to put a good face on her worries was removed and she could give free
vent to her feelings Putung through the purchase of a house at long
distance was an almost impossible task, that added immeasurably to the
difficultics and to her weariness The mounting pile of business letters
with all concerned caused constant misunderstandings, even with
Marianne and Thurstan, who mistook the date agreed for visiting the
house 1n her company The strain on her nerves reached breaking-point
and she wiote inanother fit of irmitation and unreasonableness to Marianne
on returning from Fryston ‘I am sich of the whole thing and very much
regret that 1t has all to be settled just now when I must save all my health
and strength for writing and have no one to whom I can delegate the
acting I am very sorry indeed for your day yesterday and terribly
disappointed that you have seen the house without me T am <o badly
behindhand 1in Wives and Daughters Al these worries about Alton do
0 incapacitate me from writing "¢

As by malice intent, every small problem appeared magnified and
designed to overwhelm her ‘Itis very hot and distressing here’, she com-
plamed ‘My old sleepless nights have begun agan and Julia scems very
much out of order ~ We are going to have the drains up in the yard and
see1f anything 1s wrong there "'t She seemed on the verge of a breakdown

‘I heep thinking of your disappointment yesterday at not finding us
there’, she grieved aloud to Marianne, allowing herself to be flooded by
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morbid fancies, ‘s an unilucky house and I believe I was a fool to set
my heart on the place at all For it will be a perpetual worry, finding
tenants and replacing furniture and worry tells on my writing power
Yet writing will be the only way to pay off the debt which the necessary
purchase of furniture will largely increase I shall never write up the
money for the house I'm afraid "1

The next moment, good sense prevailing, she took the long overdue
resolution of domng something for her health ‘However,” she added as
an afterthought for Marianne, ‘I’m going to take a tonic (by Meta’s and
Hearn’s compulsion) and see what I can do * The effect, whether of the
tonic or of the good resolution, or of the more cheering report from Alton
that the valuer who had been holding everything up was at last expected,
was a revival of spirits Meta, accompanied by Hearn, was dispatched
to meet the valuer to settle about the furniture and make hsts of the
wanted pieces—sizes, shapes, matching colours, price, quantity required,
storage—and empowered to take all decisions on her mother’s behalf
Meta and Hearn travelled up to London on 24 August, Mrs Gaskell
excusing herself to George Smith for delegating Meta for such a trichy
busimess ‘I have had such bad head aches (before I went to Fryston),
—that T am behindhand with Wives and Daughters,—wherefore I let
Meta go,—1 hope 1t 1s not selfish, and 1 hope she won’t be knoched up 13

In the event Meta needed her mother’s backing for the major decisions,
and appealed to her to join her in London Coming on top of her own
qualms of conscience at leaving such responsibility to her 1t was an
appeal she could not ignore, though she could 11l afford either the time
or the money It meant travelling the cheapest way, by eacursion ticket,
leaving carly one morning and returning late the third day There was
no time to lose, and once embarked she threw herself into the adventure
Her accounts to Maranne of the gruelling two days’ shopping in London
read hike the report of an athlete out to beat a record

She went up to London on Wednesday, 30 August, by the g 30 am
tramn Meta and Hearn were waiting at Euston to bear her off ‘to Heals
directly, and staid there as long as 1t was light’, as she wrote to Marianne
that evening, ‘bought all the bed-room things (Meta having wants and
measurements etc) except carpets Then came here and dined’ '+ ‘Here’
was Flossy’s home, which was at their disposal while Flossy and her
husband were on holiday abroad The next day, Thursday, ‘no time was
to be lost, and we have been all day at Shoolbreds, in the City (after
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carpets,—a fallure—) Shoolbreds again, Heals, Copelands in Bond St
(for China and glass—Mr Smith gets us 223 per cent discount there,
and did not come home till 8 to dinner, dead-beat I am quite worn
out tonight ’'s

Writing to Thurstan Holland the same might (‘so tired I hardly know
what I say’) to thank him for negotiating the sale of her Katharine Docks
shares, and to discuss the provisos of her Will respecting the new house,
1t 15 the same reframn of utter exhaustion partly alleviated by the satis-
faction derived from what she had accomplished ‘I go home to-morrow
after a morning’s final shopping ~ We have got afl the things at 3 or 4
shops "¢ To Marianne, after reaching home ‘nearly dead for want of food
and rest’, she reported on the last ‘crazing day of furmshing, going mto
the City—far beyond St Paul’s out of duty, being told carpets were
cheaper there,—but they were coarse common things, not really cheaper,
so we came bach to Shoolbreds  Homeat8  Oh Decar! I am nearly
killed, but the stress of everything 1s nearly over "7

Whatever doubts she had had about the house were now dispelled,
from the moment she could be active about 1t herself, her spirits rose
The trip to London had perhaps been the stimulus she needed, for the
first time n weeks her confidence in the wisdom of what she had done
was restored, and tired though she might be she was content Everything
was under control, the house to be vacated by the Whites on 29 Sep-
tember, the furniture bought and stored till the removal day

With the decisive effort now behind her, and rechoning that the
journey’s cost n fatigue would be cheap at the price, she turned her
energies without any loss of time to planning a holiday abroad for the
family that would be within her means That they needed and deserved
it after the heat of Manchester and the fatigues of acting as her aides over
the house, was obvious to her, her only problem was the cost of a trip
abroad But she was resolved they should have 1t ‘Ifthe house gets let,’
she wrote to Marianne on 2 September immediately on reaching home,
‘and the work cleared off, I think we may go (with Cook’s Excursion
ticket 6£—0s) there and back for a month to Switzerland, Genéve, Berne
Frebourg Neufchatel the week after next Remember, this has been
our bustest week * Even while making the rapid readjustment required
from house-furnishing to foreign travel, she realized that for her there
could be no rest from writing ‘I must however write a great deal more
at Wives and Daughters first My 1llness (3 weeks from bed to sofa
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and vice versa—caused by drams I do believe)—threw me terribly behind
hand  oh kow dead I feel!'—"18

In the event, 1t was not until early October that they got off on therr
holiday, and then only as far as Dieppe It was everything Mrs Gaskell
needed—‘the arr and sky are splendid and I feel like a different creature’,
she reported to Marianne, while commiserating with ‘Poor dear Juha’
whose heart ‘so yearns after Switzerland that she can’t enjoy this place’ '
Honest as ever with her daughters Mrs Gashell debated the pros and
cons with them of staymg or moving on ‘We have had a talk this morning
(very tantalising to my dear girls,) about gomng there, but we have settled
that the misess thing 1s to stay ncar the sea ’ Everything she needed to
revive her was to be found there—and cheaply and pleasantly into the
bargain

We have a pleasant sitting-room au premuicr, !mo double-bedded rooms, (one
opening out of the sitting room,—) breahfast (coffee bread and butter m our
room—) lunch any time we like—~chocolate, cold meat, bread and butter Neuf-
chatel Cheese and grapes—in the Salle 4 Manger at a Iittle table, and dinner at
the table d'hate (10 persons only 1 gentleman which Julia finds dull—) soup,
fish, 2 meats, puddmg and desert—for g francs a picee, service included, Bougacs,
wine and fire extras We are 2 minutes from the sea, and the house 15 as sweet
as a nut For ] a franc we can go into the Establissement close at hand, hear

a (shoching) out m air band and vead the news Everything 1s shutting up for
the winter 2°

They stayed at Dieppe three weeks, moving on from there to Boulogne
for the last days before returning home

From Boulogne she wrote to Thurstan Holland on 25 October to
remind him that they expected him to join them at Alton at “The Lawn’—
naming her house very grandly for the first time and with evident enjoy-
ment ‘You won’t mind everything being rough’, she wrote 1n great
spirits. “We can give you bread and cheese and cold meat, and “Alton
Ale” and tea and bread and butter and “excellent milk”’ (Hearn says,)
and a hearty welcome Come sooner 1f you can I want all sorts of advice
about the garden etc, etc No time for more *2!

Hearn was already at Alton to prepare their welcome

The great day, so long and so anxtously awarted, was come at last,
and Mrs Gaskell, in totally relaxed mood, was launching her first infor mal
mvitation to the new house Accompanted by Meta and Julta she went
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directly to Altan on arriving off the boat tramn in London Holybourne,
her new village, was only one and a half miles out of Alton, and could be
reached by local cab

In the dusk of their arrival and 1n the November light of the following
days, not every feature of her prize could be distinguished at once, but
1t was never less than enchanting to her mind, 1f not to her sight Within
a day or two of arriving she was already planting apple trees, and potatoes
and onions for her kitchen garden, and visuahizing the roses 1n the flower-~
borders She had been trying to visualize the house ever since June when
Meta had first described it to her, and now as she saw 1t 1n the late autumn
1t came up to all her dreams

It was—and still remains today—a charming early Georgian house
built of rose-coloured brich, plastered in the style of the time, with long
French windows overlooking the lawns, and trellised walls half covered
with summer chmbers The house was screened from the road by a long
wall and entered by white pallisaded gates and a drive through shrub-
beries, the front door being set in a side wall of the house, which made
for seclusion The surrounding garden, hitchen garden, and paddochs
gave her three to four acres of ground She had told Charles Norton n
a letter of 8 September what she knew of it “The house 1s large—(not
quite so large as this [Plymouth Grove]), in a very pretty garden (hitchen,
flower-gardensand paddock  )and 1n the middle of a pretty rural village,
so that it won’t be a lonely place for the unmarried daughters who will
mherit 22 There was bedroom accommodation for ten people (1in Mrs
Gaslell's rechoning there would certamnly be children helping to fill
the vacant rooms) and four fine sitting-rooms on the ground floor The
drawing-room loohing out on to the main lawn through three floor-to-
ceiling French windows It was a beautiful, well-proportioned room with
corner recesses for china, books, and flowers, and a wide Adam-style
fireplace The entrance hall had a graceful archway dividing the front
and rear portions of the house, and the large dining-room opened on to
the hall by a wide archway curtained off There was, on the opposite side
of the hall, a good-sized room well fitted for a hbrary The stairs were
perhaps the most typically carly Georgian feature of the building,
drviding on the first floor 1nto two equal flights of shallow stairs leading
nto the two opposite sides of the house Pointed window fiames, 1n the
neo-Gothic style dear to Georgian architects, were carried throughout
the house The servants’ quarters ran over the stables and outhouscs,
which belonged to the oldest part of the house It was said to have been
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the village coaching inn before a newer White Hart replaced 1t higher
up the road Parts of the house were reported to date from Jacobean
nimes The unmistakable glory of the place was the noble cedar tree
fronting the drawing~-room windows and already over a century and
a haif old when Mrs Gaskell saw 1t The garden surrounding the house
onall sides sloped gently down towards the stream marking its boundaries,
the Bourne, which flowed from the churchyard some half a mile away,
and was said to rise from under the altar-stone

The Lawn, viewed from within or without, was a graceful, pro-
portioned, tranquil place, where an author might hope to live out the
rest of her days 1n mspired peace

The travellers’ immediate concern was with the present, however, and
with making the place habitable Charwomen had been at work for the
last five weeks and already Mrs Gaskell had engaged a ‘very nice servant
(out of place) to come 1n and cook and clean the rooms we hrve in’2 for
the next day Writing cven 1n the midst of chaos she could report to
Marianne on 31 October that ‘It will be very mice and so complete
Every day we like 1t better and better even mn the mdst of all the kalf
furmished state, painters, and charwomen ’ She longed for Marianne 1o
see 1t for herself 24

The principal beneficiary, Mr Gaskell, was out of the picture for the
tume bemng, and 1t was never possibie for the rest of the family to be
together at the same time in The Lawn Marianne had to keep house in
Manchester, bemng the only one so far to have had a long summer hohday
Mrs Gaslell had written to her husband almost at once on returning to
England, 1 terms as unreveahng and as httle dishonest as she could
manage, to tell um that his dear ones were back ‘I did not say where
from or to where’,* Mrs Gaskell wrote conspiratorially to Mananne,
who mght have to parry questions if her Papa showed any cunosity
Flossy and her husband, whose absence everyone deplored, were kept
m town at the Cromptons’ home by the illness and death of Charles’s
father—‘the dear kind judge’, as Mrs Gaskell called him Lady Cromp-
ton’s need of both young people at the time was more pressing than her
own, Mrs Gashell hastened to acknowledge

The two families had the most cordial relationship The Cromptons
could never sufficiently spoil Florence, and Charles was not only a general
favounite with the Gaskell ladies but with Mr Gashell, who lihed him
exeeedingly The death of the judge saddened them all in the midst of
ther new excitement
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But a happier note was struck by the ringing of the church bells to
welcome the new residents at The Lawn a couple of evenings after their
arrival Amused and touched, Mrs Gaskell reported to Marianne the
men coming round to say what they had done, and the discreet exchange
of half-a-crown a piece 1n thanks for their performance, which, Mrs
Gashell added, no one had heard—except Hearn, who had lhiked 1t
very much 26

The house still necded ‘little bits of joinering and painting the wood-
work of the window-frames—and other wood work to keep all
together until the future painting of the whole house’, and Mrs Gaskell
was thinking 1n terms of a two to three weeks’ stay until the prospective
tenant (a Mrs Moray was even then making an offer) would move mn
The days were hardly long enough to place the furmiture bought in town,
lay the carpets (bought by the yard, and needing cutting and binding),
to put the china and glass away 1n the cupboards, and hang the curtains
But however hard she worked, every task seemed light 1n the soothing
atmosphere of her new house, and there was even leisure for writing She
wrote to Marianne on 31 October that she was confident now of being
able to finish the book while there 27 After a year of stress and 1llness and
worry, 1t was like being back 1n port again after a storm at sea

The last mstalment of Wives and Daughters for the January 1ssue had
still to be written Everyone knew how the story would finish now—she
had often enough discussed 1t with her daughters She had brought
Roger and Molly to an understanding, and though he was 1n Africa for
s1x months to complete his findings there, everyone knew that he must
come back Except for Mrs Gibson, of course, whose disregard of the
feelings and fears of others must continue to the last page to provide the
book’s purest comedy It was with Mrs Gibson that the author was
concerned during the brief periods she could find for writing—‘constantly
called off’, as she was, during the days at The Lawn

Thurstan, who had joined the party as requested, and was a witness of
Mrs Gaskell’s high spirits and regained health and vitality, noted 1n par-
ticular how ‘more than ordinarily happy and full of spirits’ she was, and
how repeatedly she said how much better she felt than for years past
and, indeed, was feeling ‘years younger than she had been doing a few
weehs before’ 28 In that cuphoric mood 1t would be no licence to suppose
her smiling to herself over Mrs Gibson n those last exchanges with
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Molly, where, even at that stage in the story, the freshness of the character
and the mexhaustible humour of the situation never flag

Cynthia’s return from her honeymoon has been announced, and Mrs
Gibson nstantly seizes on the occasion-

‘Mr Gibson, we must have the new dimner-service at Watts’s I've set my heart
on so long! And, Molly, you must have a new gown’

‘Come, come! Remember 1 belong to the last generation,’ said Mr Gibson

‘And Cynthia won’t mind what I wear,’” said Molly, bright with pleasure at the
thought of sceing her agan

‘No! but Walter will He has such a quick eye for dress, and I think I nival
papa, if he’s a good stepfather, I’'m a good stepmother, and I could not bear to
see Molly shabby . I must have a new gown, too It won’t do to look as 1f we
had nothing but the dresses which we wore at the wedding?”

When Mr Gibson had left the room, Mrs Gibson softly reproached Molly

for her obsti ~acy

“You mught have allowed me to beg for a new gown for you, Molly, when you
knew how much I adnmred that figured silk at Brown’s the other day And now,
of course, I can’t be so selfish as to get 1t for myself, and you to have nothing You
should learn to understand the wishes of other people Stili, on the whole, you are
a dear, sweet girl, and I only wish—well, I know what I wish, only dear papa does
not like it to be talked about And now cover me up close, and let me go to sleep,
and dream about my dear Cynthia and my new shawl»

Leaving Mrs Gibson to her comfortable nap, Mrs Gaskell would be
called off yet once again by her busy household aides to settle some
domestic problem, and resume, without perceptible strain, the role of
housewife as she had just assumed that of author No one can say which
was her truer element

Florence and her husband came after all for the weekend of 11-13
November, and while arranging everything for their reception on the
Saturday—the first official guests to be entertained at The Lawn—
Mrs Gaskell wrote late that evening to William Shaen, her solicitor,
to arrange to see him the following Wednesday. The visit concerned the
Will she had asked him to draw up directly she had acquired her pro-
perty. Some exchanges had passed between them already on the provisos
of the Will, which she wished to be made simple and clear, arranging for
the house to pass, after their parents’ deaths, to her daughters—to the
unmarrnied ones m particular Under the existing law, the proviso must
be made unequivocal, else the house would go to some collaterals of Mr.
Gaskell’s which Mrs Gaskell wished to provide agamnst She would
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prefer, as she had already told William Shacn that ‘her daughters’ child-
less widowers should have 1t’ 30 William Shaen, receiving the instruc-
tions and the nvitation to Alton, noted with pleasure the cheerful tone
of Mrs Gashell’s letter, which was ‘full of hife and spirits® 3!

Florence and her husband arrived on the Saturday, and saw over the
new house It needed only Maranne now to complete the famaly circle,
pending the ime when thesecret need no longer be hept from Mr Gashell,
and his wife, having ‘worked her passage’ to freedom and paid off her
debt, could confess to her latest flight of fancy and welcome him to their
very own home The thought sent her spirits soaring as, n the first flush
of possession, she showed her children round the delightful place

Being the woman she was, fundamentally religious, 1t was natural she
should wish to go to church on the Sunday. Fatigue or no fatigue, it was
part of the discipline in which she lived, and she had no prejudice what-
ever against the Anglican Estabhishment—a willage church was a part
of the country life she hoped to Iive thercafter With Florence and Juha
she went to the afternoon service while Meta and Charles Crompton
took a walk The church, whose bells had welcomed her, was a good
distance away up a country lane, it was old and beautiful, standing high
above 1its graveyard with the Bourne outhning 1ts boundaries

It had been decided to have an carly tea, 1n style, round the drawing-
room fire when the family reassembled—perhaps the first time furniture
and fittings were all in place—and it was 1n the nature of a celebration,
with so many of the family present, that the meal was taken There was
much animated talk, and Mrs Gaskell, in the fullness of her own happi-
ness, was grieved for Lady Crompton’s sorrow, and discussing with
Flossy the best way of offering her the use of The Lawn as a change of
scene during her ime of mourning In the muddle of a sentence she
stopped, and her daughters, waiting for her to resume, saw that she was
shpping forward off the couch, and only caught her from falling just 1n
time For a few moments they thought she had fainted, or had a stroke,
and Charles and a servant ran for a doctor When he came, and told them
the truth, that she was already dead, and obwviously suffered from a
‘diseased heart’—a fact neither known nor suspected before—they
realized that she had died without any perceptible sign of struggle or
suffering She had simple ceased to breathe 32

For the family there would, 1n time, be consolation in the manner of
her dying, which would appear to them hike the perfect consummation
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of her life She had often spoken, Thurstan Holland told Charles
Norton,3 ‘of dying a sudden painless death like this and we all belicve
that the end was particularly happy . . She had just got everything into
order and readiness and was rejoicing 1n the carrying out of her wish’

Death had, indeed, come to her like a grace rather than as a destruc-
tion, she would never now know ‘the weariness of failing powers’, as
Meta wrote to Ellen Nussey 1n reply to her letter of condolence; that
would have been the worst for her. ‘I cannot tell you’, wrote Meta, ‘how
beautiful a “sunset” 1t was—though we didn’t know 1t was that at the
time—all Mama’s last days had been fu!l of loving thought and tender
help for others—she was so sweet and dear, and noble beyond words.’34

Mr Gaskell had to be informed, and on Charles Crompton devolved
the terrible task Qut of consideration, he decided rather to travel up
to Manchester to break the news in person than to send a telegram While
he travelled north the next day (Monday) Thurstan, who had not remaned
at Alton, returned to stay with the girls till their father arrived.

At Plymouth Grove Charles learnt that Mr. Gaskell was gone to
Altrincham for a meeting of Unitarian ministers, and telegraphed him
to return home. As though Mr Gaskell suspected the nature of the
summons, he asked his friend and colleague, Samuel Steinthal, to
go back to Plymouth Grove with him, where on arrival, he heard
the news.

It was in such circumstances that Mr Gaskell learnt his wife’s ‘terribly
grand’ secret, the purchase of the house that was to be their future home,
and all the trouble she had gone to to acquire it for the happiness of all,
as she had fondly hoped. Together with Marianne and Charles Crompton,
he made the journey to Alton.

The family were unamimous in wishing Mrs Gaskell to be buried at
Knutsford, and the funeral corteége left The Lawn on the Thursday
morning, 16 November, to travel north The funeral took place on the
17th m the little Unitarian chapel graveyard, the totally unpretentious
ground that she had known since childhood and described mn Ruth The
service was conducted by her life-long friend, the Revd Henry Green
Only the men of the fammly attended, Mr Gaskell’s two brothers, Dr
Samuel and Mr Robert Gaskell standing by him, and the sons-in-law,
Charles Crompton and Thurstan Holland Though the daughters could
not face the ordeal, all Knutsford was there; not out of curiosity but out
of love. The return of the famous author was not marked by the presence

3 Thid
3 Letter to Ellen Nusscy, 22 Jan 1866 Shorter Collection, Brotherton Library, Leeds



300 THE PERFECT PLAN

of distinguished strangers, but of her oldest friends. It was not the funeral
of a celebrity, but of a traveller returned to her home

On the Sunday followsng, 19 November, the traditional funcral
scrmon was preached at Cross Street Chapel, Manchester, in the presence
of the family, by the Revd James Drummond, who took as his text ‘The
Holiness of Sorrow’. The preacher, who quoted Mrs Gaskell’s favourite
hines from Tennyson.

Oh, we must hope that somehow good
Will be the final goal of 11—

knew her well enough to find the illuminating tramn of thought by which
to rcach out to the hearts of her sorrowing family ‘Sorrow’, he said,
‘belongs to us as immortal beings It marks our greatness, and 1s designed
to make us greater It lifts us towards the umversal sympathy of God.’

With this gift of umiversal sympathy Elizabeth Gaskell had herself
been peculiarly endowed It made her what she was as a human being—
charitable and kind—and as a writer—cloquent to speak with the tongues
of others
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THE house at Alton never served Mr Gaskell, predictably, never
abandoned his post at Manchester, and died 1n harness there at the age
of seventy-nine, after fifty-six years’ public service

He lived to the end with his two unmarnied daughters, the married
ones, though gone from home, were never far away Echoes of their
devotion and of the close affection binding the famly still persist over
the years A rare note of Mr Gaskell’s has been preserved addressed
to Marianne and scribbled in the train at the outset of a journey in
March 1866

My dearest Polly,

I got off very comfortably at g4, Florence accompanying me to the station, and
so far I have got on very comfortably  and my three fellow-passengers, like true
Englishmen, never open their lips nor the windows either, which 1s also to my
hiking I have begun a similar scribble under difficulties to Meta

We are now slacheming speed for Rugby, and I must attach my sandwiches,
and my brandy and water

Leighton Buzzard

T’ve finished my sandwiches and my brandy and water ~ and have just been
mndulging 1n a bat of your ginger, which I found toothsome and pleasant

Your loving Papa

Mananne, who married her cousin Edward Thurstan Holland the
year after her mother’s death, was the longest-lived of the family, dying
only in 1920 She settled first at Wimbledon and finally in Hereford Her
eldest son, William Edward (she had seven children in all) was born
1867, and 1n the recollection of her granddaughter, Mrs. Trevor-Jones,
living today, she mherited much of Mrs Gaskell’s charming and hively
disposition, even mto old age

After Mr Gaskell’s death 1n 1884 (Florence predeceased him 1n 1881)
Meta and Julia, the ‘Miss Gaskells’ as they became known throughout
Manchester, carried on their mother’s teaching and example, devoting
much of their time to furthering schemes for higher education among the
working classes, and in promoting holiday plans for women and girls
Under them, Plymouth Grove continued to be an active centre for
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cultural activities and social services There was no benevolent enterprise
afoot n Manchester i which they did not have a part When Melta, the
last to go, died 1in October 1913, cighty-one years after her parents settled
in the city, the flags on public buildings were flown at half-mast; for
Manchester 1t was the end of an era
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