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INTRODUCTION



This book contains the life stories of six sisters and two brothers, the children of Thomas Strickland (1758-1818) and his second wife, Elizabeth (1773-1864).


The family originated in Lancashire, and believed it had ancestry in common with the Strickland family of Sizergh Castle. Thomas Strickland worked as a dock manager in Rotherhithe, Kent and retired to Suffolk, a wealthy man, in 1803. In 1808 he bought Reydon Hall, a large house with a small estate not far from the Suffolk coast.


Family circumstances changed dramatically in 1815 when Thomas Strickland lost most of his money in a business venture that went wrong. The situation became much worse in 1818 when he died suddenly, leaving a Will which tied his family to Reydon Hall, but without income to maintain it.


This book tells how his widow and children survived and how their lives evolved. It is based on family letters, biographical writings and newspaper articles of the time.


The sisters turned out to be a literary celebrity of the first order in England, and two pioneers of Canadian literature. The brothers became a successful Canadian pioneer and a Master Mariner. One sister married well; one was an author who chose to remain anonymous; and the sixth sister, despite ill health and being the daughter who stayed at home to care for their ageing mother, was also a writer of note.


The Strickland sisters and brothers were intellectually gifted and capable of great feats of endeavour. They had a range of personalities and frailties, and suffered misfortunes as well as successes in the course of their long and varied lives. They experienced romance and heartache, poverty and some wealth, suicide, murder and varying degrees of fame.


This Strickland family was extraordinary, and far more interesting and varied in their achievements than the other literary family of the 19th century – the Bronte family.


		

	


Part 1: From Lancashire to Suffolk and Ontario



Family roots in Finsthwaite; ship building in Rotherhithe; gout and family life in Suffolk; financial down-fall; writing careers begin; emigration to Canada; marriages


Strickland family origins


The Strickland family whose lives are chronicled in this book had an ancestral home at Finsthwaite Hall, in the Lake District, to the south-west of Lake Windermere. They believed themselves to be connected in some distant and unknown manner to another and more prestigious Strickland family, one based in Sizergh Castle, which lies about 20 miles east of Finsthwaite village. 


It was assumed that the split between these two Strickland families was due to the Reformation in the reign of Henry VIII, the Strickland family of Finsthwaite Hall adopting the new religion, whereas the Strickland family of Sizergh Castle remained Catholic. Although there had been this divergence in terms of religion, both branches of the Strickland family had been Royalist in the Civil War of the 17th century, and to varying degrees continued to support the Jacobite cause after the downfall of James II. 


When James II went into exile, the elder son from Finsthwaite Hall joined the exiled king in France. From there he joined the Franco-Spanish army, and fought in the War of the Spanish Succession against allied forces which included England and Portugal. He took part in the Battle of Almanza, in which the Franco-Spanish army defeated the English and allied army, but then disappeared and it was presumed that he died in battle.


When his father died, the elder brother had long been presumed dead, and the younger brother was assumed to be the rightful heir to the family estates, and behaved accordingly. However, the elder brother reappeared after a silence of 26 years, and successfully claimed his inheritance which dramatically changed the fortunes of his younger brother, who had a family of ten children.


The eldest of these ten children, named Samuel Strickland, was away at school when his uncle returned. Samuel’s education, reputedly at Winchester College, was abruptly terminated and he returned to Lancashire, no longer the heir to an estate and income, but merely a son of a younger brother.


Rather than remain in Lancashire and dependent on the charity of his uncle, Samuel Strickland moved to London, and got a job as a Clerk in a London Dock. One of his brothers and three of his sisters subsequently followed his example and moved to London.


Samuel Strickland married and among his children was Thomas Strickland, born in 1758, and father of the eight children whose biographies are the subject of this book.


1758-1791: Thomas Strickland’s early life


Thomas Strickland’s first wife was a great-niece of Sir Isaac Newton. She died young, and the only child of the marriage, a daughter, died in infancy. However, by means of this marriage, a few of Sir Isaac Newton’s belongings passed to Thomas Strickland and remained as treasured possessions in his home.


Thomas married as his second wife Elizabeth Homer, fifteen years younger than himself, having been born in 1773. Together they had nine children, of whom the first eight survived to adulthood but their last child, a daughter named Ellen, died in 1811 at the age of six months. 


1792-1803: The Rotherhithe years


The first five of Thomas and Elizabeth Strickland’s children were all daughters and were all born at Rotherhithe in Kent. The eldest daughter was named Elizabeth and was born in 1794. She was known as Eliza for much of her life, and, to avoid confusion, will always be referred to in this book as Eliza until after the death of her mother. 


Thomas and Elizabeth Strickland’s second daughter, Agnes, was born in 1796. At the birth of a third daughter in 1798, Thomas and Elizabeth took steps to preserve the family surname and her full name was Sarah Strickland Strickland. Her family nicknamed her Thay.


The fourth daughter, Jane Margaret Strickland, was born in 1800. The fifth and final child to be born at Rotherhithe was Catharine Parr Strickland, born in 1802. Both Jane and Catharine, although referred to by a single Christian name in this book, generally used both their Christian names when signing letters, including family letters. Catharine’s second name of Parr reflected a family belief that the family was, in some unexplained way, descended from or connected with Katharine Parr, the last wife of Henry VIII.


The family home in Rotherhithe was near the south bank of the River Thames to the east of the City of London, at a time when Rotherhithe was a centre for building, re-fitting and repairing ocean-going sailing ships. Thomas Strickland was a manager in the Greenland Dock which had been built to accommodate ships of the East India Company while they were being re-fitted and repaired.


Greenland Dock had been built in such a way that over 100 ships could be accommodated at the same time, every one of which could be moved to be worked on without disturbing any of the other ships. It was, in essence, a long and narrow rectangular basin, with ships moored parallel to each other down the long sides.


When it was built, Greenland Dock was in a rural area and trees were planted along each side to act as wind breaks. The ships were without cargo while they were being worked on, meaning there was little need for warehousing, and Rotherhithe when Thomas and Elizabeth Strickland lived there, was less industrial in appearance than the London Dock area in general. To some extent Greenland Dock still exists today, albeit mainly as a leisure space.


Thomas Strickland’s role as dock manager included superintending the mould loft, a large area with a flat floor where detailed ship-building plans, with all their complications, could be brought up to full size prior to construction. A family story, recorded by Catharine, was intended as an anecdote about Agnes, but it actually provides more information about Thomas Strickland and his work at that stage in his life than is available from any other source.


The story goes that in 1802, Earl Stanhope and his nephew Lord Camelford visited Thomas Strickland at his workplace in Rotherhithe. Charles Stanhope, 3rd Earl of Stanhope (1753-1816) was a scientist and a statesman, and was also brother-in-law to William Pitt the Younger, Tory Prime Minister from 1783-1801 and again from 1804 until his death in 1806. Earl Stanhope was a Fellow of the Royal Society, had studied mathematics and spent a considerable part of his income on scientific experiments. Lord Camelford (1775-1804), as well as being Earl Stanhope’s nephew, was a cousin of William Pitt the Younger, and had been in command of various ships in the Royal Navy.


Their reason for visiting Thomas Strickland and Rotherhithe was to examine and discuss with Thomas Strickland some particular improvement in one of the models or plans for a ship with which he was involved. Thomas Strickland was therefore a clever, skilled and highly-regarded man in a position of authority, and it was during his years at Rotherhithe that he became wealthy enough to retire in comfort.


The family anecdote was based on Earl Stanhope and Lord Camelford both being tall men, who were accompanied by another man who was unusually short. Agnes (aged 6) intending to be polite, offered chairs to the tall men and her own low stool to the “little gentleman”, which everyone, except perhaps the “little gentleman”, found amusing. Why Agnes was present at her father’s place of work during this important visit was not explained but is, in itself, an interesting point.


Of the five young daughters, Agnes was the most difficult to handle, being a mischievous and adventurous child. At the age of four she had been discovered by Peter (the family gardener) in the branches of an apple tree. The gardener rebuked her saying “Miss Agnes, young ladies should not climb trees” to which she is said to have replied “Peter, if climbing was born in me, then I must climb” and carried on doing so. This quotation and others referring to the early life of the Strickland family, generally derive from Catharine Parr Strickland’s later writings on the Strickland family. Where her writings are verifiable, they almost without exception turn out to have been accurate. It therefore seems reasonable to accept that her unverifiable comments are also true.


Living with the Strickland family at this time, and helping Mrs Strickland look after her young daughters, was a widowed gentlewoman called Mrs Harrison. She had been brought up with Thomas Strickland’s first wife but lost all her property in what Jane Margaret Strickland later described as “the great fire that consumed a part of eastern London.” By this she would have meant the Ratcliffe Fire of July 1794.


The fire began in the riverside hamlet of Ratcliffe, on the north bank of the Thames, a mile or two nearer the City of London than Rotherhithe. An unattended kettle of pitch boiled over and started the fire, and when the flames reached a barge loaded with salt petre, an ingredient in the manufacture of gunpowder, the barge exploded. Burning fragments shot in all directions and the fire spread through the narrow streets and barge-building yards of the area. With the help of a south-westerly wind, the fire spread rapidly eastwards and northwards. 


The Ratcliffe fire was the most destructive event in London between the Great Fire of 1666 and The Blitz of 1940, destroying over 450 houses and making about 1400 people homeless. Those who could not find shelter with friends and relations were given temporary accommodation in tents which were put up in the grounds of the local church and elsewhere.


Mrs Harrison, having been given shelter by Thomas Strickland after the fire, helped look after the children and taught them their first lessons. In Jane’s words “she proved a tender but self-constituted nurse.” 


In 1803 at a time when the Greenland Dock was about to change hands, Thomas Strickland retired at the age of 45. He was a wealthy man through his own endeavours, but he suffered from gout, and hoped that a move to East Anglia would improve his health.


1803-1808: Family life at Stowe House, Bungay


In East Anglia, Thomas Strickland continued to have business interests. These included being an early director of Norwich Union insurance company, which over the course of the next two hundred years evolved into the modern-day company named Aviva. 


After their move from Rotherhithe, the Strickland family had a town house in Norwich, and a family home in Bungay, on the northern edge of Suffolk, where the Waveney River forms the boundary between the counties of Norfolk and Suffolk.


Despite the town house in Norwich and Thomas Strickland’s business arrangements, nearly all the recorded family memories from this period relate to family life at Stowe House, Bungay, which Thomas Strickland leased from 1803 to 1808.


Stowe House had started life in the 17th century as a plainly-built farmhouse, but had been extended by the addition of a dining room and drawing room with bow windows on the ground floor; a large paved hall with a spiral staircase; and three sets of chambers upstairs. By means of these additions, the nature of the house was changed from a farmhouse into a gentleman’s residence. It was linked by an orchard and a meadow to the Waveney River and it was Catharine who left many and detailed memories of family life at Stowe House.


Of the house in general she said there was an upper room, reputed to be haunted by the ghost of an apprentice, whose death had been caused by the cruelty of a former owner of the house. It was used as a store-room, but the servants would only go there in daylight and even then it was a gloomy place, the windows having been covered with whitewash. In addition the outside wall had fruit trees trained against it, so that the limited daylight coming into the room flickered as it filtered through the leaves.


Catharine remembered as a child being taken up to this attic by the young cook who wanted company while she collected some herbs and onions. Catharine wrote: “Alice, or Alls as we called her, had set me down on the floor – when suddenly I called out ‘Alls there’s a boy over there! There’s a boy over there!’ and ran to her. No doubt it was my own shadow I saw on the wall but the poor superstitious woman thought it was the ghost of the dead boy. She snatched me up under her arm and rushed down the ladder stairs, and fell in a fit on the kitchen floor – fit after fit followed. At last she got so bad that her mother was sent for, and took the poor girl home.”


Catharine described a typical day at Stowe House, which began and ended with prayers: “At 7 o’clock the nurse came and told the children it was time to rise. The first thing before dressing, the little girls knelt down beside the bed, and said their prayers – the Lord’s prayer, the Collect for the day, and one or more verses of the beautiful old morning hymn ‘Awake my soul and with the sun.’ At night they stood up and repeated the Creed, and the Lord’s prayer and the evening hymn ‘Glory to Thee my God this night’ and the collect ‘Lighten our darkness’ and the Gloria – these were never omitted – even the little ones had to kneel in prayer.”


After morning prayers “The nurse took away the youngest ones to wash and dress, but the older ones had to dress themselves, and help one another – and to see that their night clothes were neatly folded, laid by, and the bed opened to air, and the windows opened.”


The next marker in the day was breakfast. “At 8 o’clock breakfast was ready in the brick parlour – a room that was a play room and a breakfast room. There was little furniture in it, a queer shaped corner cupboard, some high stools, and a long table – a little iron grate that could hold a few handfuls of coal – and the window was a very small casement of very many small diamond shaped panes.


“The breakfast consisted of oatmeal boiled in milk, not thick like porridge. A slice of dry bread not buttered, was placed beside each basin. That was all these children had for their breakfast. There was no grumbling among these little folk – they were wiser; for they knew what would have been done – the food taken away at once, and no more given to them till dinner – a long while to wait till two o’clock.” 


Although breakfast was spartan, the mid-day meal was not. “At dinner there was always a plentiful supply of well cooked food – the children were never allowed to ask for anything, they were helped to what was good for them, and if any objection was made – at a word the child was dismissed from the table and dessert.


“The oldest girls only were admitted to the tea table, the other children took their supper of bread and milk at another table. Nor did they ever have tea, except on birthdays, or special holidays – then they had it with cake and other dainties.” Catharine said that this way of treating children was the general custom in the early part of the 19th century and in her view it did them no harm: “The children grew up healthy and strong – the treatment suited them.”


After breakfast came lessons. Thomas Strickland had a poor view of the way girls were educated in the early years of the nineteenth century, and undertook his daughters’ education himself. Catharine wrote: “There was an old fashioned cuckoo clock in the lower hall in Stowe House. When the cuckoo called the hour of ten, the young folks went to the study where their father and mother were ready for them. The three older sisters” (Eliza, Agnes and Sarah) “made their curtseys, as they took their place at the table with slates and copies, ready set, and their reading and spelling books and maps all in due order.


“The younger children” (Jane and Catharine) “went to their mother, where their books, needles, thimbles and work lay ready for them. At three years of age, the education of these little children had already commenced, under the dear mother’s care – and she was as strict with her infant class, as the father was with the older ones. There must be no noise, no talking, no crying – and disobedience was punished in the very youngest child.”


The punishment could be spending time alone in the brick parlour, having dry bread for dinner or having no dinner at all, or no play hour. Telling a lie, quarrelling with each other, being rebellious to the nurse or any of the other servants, would result in punishment, but again Catharine made no complaint about this treatment, feeling that she and her sisters were as “lively and happy as many other children who have every indulgence and have their own way unchecked.”


At twelve o’clock, lessons were finished, everything was neatly tidied away and the children were free to go and play outside. The meadow between the house and the river, as well as being a playground for the children, was where “Colly the cow and Billy the horse fed. Billy was a beauty and so gentle” that he was a great favourite with the children. There was also a tortoise-shell cat, and rabbits in a hutch in the granary for the children to look after.


The children’s games were simple – running races, skipping, building with the sand of the river bank and playing with dolls. Even in play the children’s education continued for the dolls were “rag dolls or paper dolls – for indeed we had no costly wax dolls – nor even jointed wooden dolls – not any toys but such as we made ourselves – no money was spent on toys.” 


This was not due to poverty for their father was wealthy and well able to pay for toys: “This was part of the system observed by our parents in the education of their children – to render them independent and to call forth their talents, and to form industrious habits.”


Thomas Strickland had a brass-bound wooden tool chest and the little girls were sometimes allowed to watch him making things, and he would suggest things which they could make, providing the necessary tools and materials. Catharine remembered him saying: “There are two ways to make this thing – a right way and a wrong way, now try and find out the right way” with “persevere and you must succeed” and “never give up” being phrases used to encourage them in their attempts.


The children each had a piece of garden to cultivate, as well as pet rabbits and pigeons to care for, all of which helped keep them busy and out of mischief. They were also taught to respect money. Catharine said: “It was one of the peculiarities of our home system – no money was given to us unless it was earned – nor were we allowed to accept money even from our most familiar friends or nearest relations, but every encouragement was given to obtain it by honest labour – The labour was light and such as was easy to be done – the weeding and taking care of vegetables – the gathering of ripe seeds in the garden for which a stated sum was given – liberal pay it was – Such little industries were encouraged.”


From Catharine’s recollections it seems that Thomas and Elizabeth Strickland, although strict about discipline and education, were kind and loving parents. The family spent their evenings in a half circle in front of the fire, listening to their mother telling stories, hearing accounts of their family history, singing, and reciting the ballads and poems they had learned.


Mrs Strickland, born Elizabeth Homer, had at least three sisters and at least one brother. She had family connections both in London and in Norwich. In the early 1800s Norwich was one of the richest cities in England, its wealth being based on the textile industry, while its geographical location and the condition of the roads meant it had easier links by sea with the Low Countries than by road with the rest of England. Later, during the Industrial Revolution, major manufacturing towns would grow up elsewhere in Britain and the relative wealth of Norwich would decline.


Thomas and Elizabeth Strickland had three more children while the family were living at Stowe House. Their sixth daughter, Susanna was born in 1803, and she was followed by two sons. Both boys carried forward Christian names used by previous generations of the Strickland family. Samuel was born in 1805, and Thomas (known as Tom) in about 1807.


When Susanna arrived there was some doubt about her survival, so she was baptized when only a few days old, at the church of St Mary’s in Bungay, in December 1803. Catharine remembered the older girls helping to choose a name for their new sister. Their suggestions were far from straightforward. Eliza, then aged 11: “suggested Cassandra for they were deep in Pope’s Homer’s Iliad” (which gives a flavour of the education these little girls were receiving). Agnes, aged 9: “insisted on the grand-sounding name of Andromache, her hero Hector’s wife” while Sarah, aged 6: “meekly suggested Hecuba.” When in later years Susanna objected to the name she had been given, her mother told her the story of what she might have been called, whereupon “Susie was reconciled” to the homeliness of her name “and quite thankful when she heard of her escape.”


When Samuel was born in November 1804 Catharine, although only three at the time, remembered the excitement caused by the birth of a son, and the associated puzzlement among his sisters: “The nurse came down and told us that we had a baby brother. She told us nobody would think of us now. We could not understand nurse’s meaning – six girls to be made of little account for the sake of one tiny baby boy!! Just eleven months younger than little Susie.”


Catharine remembered “being taken upstairs with the rest of my sisters to look at this wonderful little brother, only a few hours old, and hearing him cry when my sister Jane tried to open his tiny hand to present him with a small rag doll as a token of love and good will – but the gift was not appreciated by the ungracious baby, as forcing open the little fingers rather roughly had disturbed the little gentleman’s slumbers and caused a noisy demonstration on his part, which alarmed the nurse, who bundled us out of the room in double quick time – and the new baby was voted a cross ugly thing, not half as nice as the old baby.”


As a special treat to celebrate the arrival of a son, the cook prepared “sweetened gruel in which a liberal portion of raisins and spice had been boiled”. The children each had a small bowlful “As we were not often allowed any indulgence in the way of sweet cakes or luxuries, the plum gruel, or caudle, left an indelible impression on my memory.”


Samuel was named after his grandfather and an uncle and “grew to be a lovely healthy little fellow – his cheeks as red as roses, his eyes as blue as heaven and a head covered with golden curls – he was a beauty – and the pride and delight of his sisters’ hearts – Wilful and passionate as a child, which was not to be wondered at, all things considered, as he was much indulged by all of us. And no doubt might have been more spoiled, but for the addition to the family of another boy, who was called after my father, Thomas or Tom, as he was always called, who of course diverted some of the attention from his elder brother – which was no doubt a good thing for them both.”


Catharine made no other comment on the arrival of Tom and throughout all the family memoirs and letters it is usually the case that Tom is barely mentioned. As a result, written accounts of the Strickland family sometimes say that it was a family of seven children, Tom not having been noticed or counted.


Catharine in her reminiscences described the family’s religious observance: “Our Sundays were strictly observed no playing games, no noisy romping – Church service morning and afternoon – the text to be duly remembered and repeated. The Bible was read – even to the genealogies of the Jews – no explanations given – This was customary. Children were to receive all by faith, as truths not to be questioned. This was a firm, but fruitless faith.”


The Strickland family attended the church of St Mary’s in Bungay: “a fine building – there was a grand organ and choir – and a formidable personage – the Beadle who in a blue serge gown trimmed with yellow stalked up and down the aisles bearing in his hand a long white wand and casting terrible looks as he passed with noiseless steps the matted aisles on all idlers – The Beadle was the terror of us children and I well remember trembling lest he should spy me and take me to the bone-house – that was the fate of delinquents.


“I had an old prayer book which I was accustomed to hold upside down when I was four years old but at five I had made such progress” that Catharine could read the service and take part in the prayers. “One day I let this heavy book fall out of my hands and it fell on the head of a devout maiden Lady in a pew below the gallery. I was in an agony of fright. I saw the white wand moving in our direction and instantly concealed myself under the bench and behind my elder sisters’ frocks. The dreaded bone-house loomed in view but the stately official passed us by – but then my beloved book – when should I see it again. Never – for I dared not go to claim it – Great was my joy – next service – to find it in the pew.” 


The interior of St Mary’s Church in Bungay was described by a visitor in 1810 as a wonderful 18th century period piece. The interior was seated with uniform wainscoted box pews and the entire length of the south aisle was filled with a long gallery. On another gallery at the west end of the church was a fine organ, at that time a rarity in parish churches. It had 1,100 pipes and 21 stops and had been given to the church in 1728.


Dominating the interior and filling the east wall was a panelled altarpiece with five compartments. The Ten Commandments were in the centre panel and above that were the royal arms of King William III. This centre panel was flanked by painted figures of Moses and Aaron, which in turn were flanked by the Lord’s Prayer and the Apostle’s Creed. This description of the royal arms of King William being a dominant feature of the east wall explains Catharine’s memory of praying between 1803 and 1808 for King William and the Princess Anne, even though King William III had died in 1702, Princess Anne subsequently became Queen Anne and had died in 1714.


One would have expected the prayers to have been for King George III who had been king since 1760 and was to continue to reign until 1811 when, due to his mental ill health, his son George would be declared Regent. After the death of King George III in 1820, the Regency Period would end and Prince George would become George IV. However, this was in the future when from 1803 to 1808 the Strickland family attended church in Bungay and King George III was on the throne.


Catharine in later life described Susanna as a young child. Catharine wrote: “She early shewed a lively imagination. She lived in a sort of dream world of her own, clothing the fanciful images of her fertile brain in language that often partook of the poetical, rather than plain matter of fact words ... When she was about four years old, she would suddenly look up with her earnest grey eyes and relate some wonderful romance of her own creation ... she used to talk of great rivers, and big trees, and white ants, and snakes and crocodiles – Sometimes it was told in a dream but more often as a fact that she had seen.” Susanna’s stories would get her into trouble. Catharine wrote: “Susie was one of those children that are little understood, and being a little girl and original in her ways was often in trouble – She was either full of spirits or easily depressed, often seeing things through an excited imagination. As a very young girl she was often unhappy ... seeing things through an unreal medium, either too great or too small.”


At about the same time (1808) as 4-year old Susanna was day dreaming her stories, 12-year old Agnes Strickland made her first serious attempt at writing poetry and wrote an historical poem about the powerful Bigod family of Bungay Castle. She worked on the poem in secret for several weeks then proudly read it to her father, expecting to receive praise and encouragement. Instead he told her bluntly that her subject was lacking in originality and her work without merit. He told her not to waste any more time trying to write poetry until she understood what constituted good poetry and what did not. Agnes’s enthusiasm for writing poetry was duly crushed, at least for a few years. 


However, along with his harsh criticism, Thomas Strickland began to include the reading and study of poetry in his daughters’ education, and thus showed the breadth of his own knowledge, and the serious approach he was taking to the education of his daughters. He selected poems for them to read aloud and learn by heart, and he pointed out the features and styles of the various poets so that Agnes soon understood where her own poem had been deficient.


Apart from the morning lessons, Thomas Strickland got his daughters to read aloud to him biographies and works of history, following the readings with discussion of what they had just read. In this way, or so his daughter Jane later claimed, they hardly missed the lighter reading which was not permitted to them.


Agnes had an excellent memory, a characteristic which Jane and Catharine also displayed later in their lives. Agnes would voluntarily learn whole passages of Shakespeare and other works that she enjoyed, simply to have them stored in her memory. Eliza and Agnes had read most of Shakespeare’s historical plays before they were 10. As far as the War of the Roses was concerned, Agnes was very strictly a Lancastrian, in keeping with her family history, while Eliza was a staunch Yorkist, and the two sisters sometimes fell out when discussing the associated politics.


Although she had never seen a play in her life, and indeed the books she was allowed to read were very strictly limited, Agnes went through a phase of enthusiasm for acting, and decided to put on plays with the help of her four younger sisters, Eliza refusing to have anything to do with it. All went well and was tolerated by her parents until Agnes decided they would act the murder scene in Richard III, with Agnes playing the part of the doomed prince, while Sarah was “a good listener in Brackenbury” and also “the first nameless villain.” At the entrance of the murderers, however, the supposed villains all looked too young and cheerful for their supposed evil intent and they all burst out laughing. The tragic scene degenerated into a comedy, and private theatricals were thereafter discouraged.


Having read Shakespeare’s version of history, Agnes wanted to know if his version of events was true and if not, what had really happened, and she studied in great detail the reference books in her father’s library. These included Rapin’s ‘English History’ which had originally been written in French. Catharine described this as two great folios which were presented in such a dull form that even many adults would have been discouraged from reading them.


Thomas Strickland’s education of his daughters included subjects which were not usually thought necessary or suitable for the female mind, and he wanted at least one of his daughters to be an excellent mathematician but as Catharine observed: “Alas in this he signally failed. He aimed too high and mistook the real talent. Eliza with laudable perseverance became a good mathematician following the rules implicitly and believing with her teacher that numbers represented unchangeable truth. But Agnes who jumped at her conclusion often failed and was often punished, sometimes she proved the sums after a fashion of her own – by a set of rules she worked out in her own brain. She reached the right end but it was not by the regular way and I believe to the very last she pursued this mental code of calculation with success as to results.”


The education of the children was very wide ranging. Catharine recalled: “Many of our tastes were formed in our childish days fostered by our parents – The love of flowers, of birds, study of animals and insects with their ways and habits, drawing, architecture (especially that of the ancients) painting and literature were pointed out to our attention by our parents. We each had a garden to cultivate ... Our Father was an earnest disciple of good old Isaac Walton. From his early years he had been a lover of the ‘gentle craft’ ... When we lived on the banks of the Waveney, he often spent quiet hours with his rod and line and then some of us were in attendance to carry his garden chair, basket and rod, and sit beside him quiet as mice. We each had our own rod and lines and was it not delightful to be taught how to twist the lines with the little brass reel and wheel and to pore over dear old Isaac’s ‘Complete Angler’ ... I have the old book, it is to me a precious one. It was a favourite book of my dear Fathers and I shall leave it to my grandson, also a fisher out in the far Nor-West.”


The Strickland family lived at Stowe House until Eliza was 14 years old and Agnes 12, and Catharine felt that the location of Stowe House had a lasting effect on the writing of these two sisters. She wrote: “Stowe House was in the vicinity of the old romantic and historic town of Bungay, with a view of the Castle, Hill and ivied walls, and ruins of that stronghold of the rebellious Bigod, Bungay Castle – from which the defiant Earl Marshall sent forth his refusal to come forth to his irate sovereign’s command. No doubt the traditions that still lingered in that neighbourhood and to which they listened with enthusiasm, formed and fostered the tastes of my sisters, and which in after years gave the peculiar tone to their writings.”


With the lease of Stowe House coming to an end in 1808, Thomas Strickland bought the Reydon Estate to form the family’s permanent home thereafter. The property included a farm together with Reydon House, and was situated in an isolated position, over half a mile inland from the parish church. 


In late December 1808 the family moved to their new home, which was 15 miles south and east of their old home, and increased the distance to Norwich from 15 miles to 25 miles. At this time Thomas Strickland was 50 years old and his wife Elizabeth was 35. 


Catharine described the family move from Stowe House to Reydon as taking place in two stages. “It had been arranged that the two eldest girls” (Eliza and Agnes) “were to go to the new house some days previous to the rest of the household – It was late in the month of December, and an intensely cold winter had commenced with severe frosts and heavy snow storms when the moving took place. And it was necessary that my eldest sister should be in the house to arrange the furniture as it arrived. There were new servants hired, all the old ones having been discharged. I remember the cheerless look of the dismantled rooms as by degrees all the necessary articles of household use were taken away.


“My father, mother, the baby” (Tom) “and my little brother Sam just three years old, and my sister Jane left in a closed carriage and Sara, Susie and I were to follow later in the day in an open conveyance, under the care of Mr Sallow, the head carpenter and builder who had been engaged for many weeks making the changes and repairs in the new house, and had come the previous day to say all was done and ready for my father’s reception – And he undertook to deliver up the keys of the house to the landlord’s steward and to drive my sisters and me to Reydon. It was Christmas Eve (1808) we took our last farewell of the dear Stowe House and the old town of Bungay.”


1808-1810: Early years at Reydon House


Although they had moved only a few miles, the climate at Reydon was colder and damper than at Bungay. Catharine wrote: “We were not clothed to resist the cold. The bleak sea breezes chilled us, and we soon felt the change in the shape of rheumatic fever which had never visited us in the sheltered vale of the Waveney. Agnes suffered severely from ague which for a long time injured her constitution as it did some other members of the household.” 


Reydon House, which gradually became referred to as Reydon Hall, had been built of brick in extensive grounds at the end of the 17th century. It had ornate chimneys and Flemish gables and was, and still is, situated in a lonely spot about half a mile inland from Reydon’s parish church of St Margaret. 


Like Stowe House, Reydon House could boast haunted attics. Catharine wrote: “There was a garret that was said to be haunted by the ghost of an eccentric old bachelor – said to have died in this old chamber which had been his secluded domicile for twenty years. It was a curious place, papered with old almanacs, dated in the last century. There was in this room a tiny iron grate with its rusty bars and the hooks that held up the hangings of the forlorn old recluse’s bed. The servants said he never mingled with the family. His brother’s wife made him live in the garret, she disliked him and never allowed him to sit at table. All the noises in that old part of the house were attributed to old Martin.”


While Martin seems to have been a harmless presence, a second ghost was rather less friendly. Catharine said: “She was a little old woman in grey who occasionally played fantastic tricks. The maidservants who slept on this upper floor, where stood the huge old mangle in its massive oaken frame (it took the gardener or the cook to turn the crank) declared that it used to work by itself and turn the great linen rollers without hands, unless it were those of old Martin’s ghost? Or the little old lady in grey? No doubt this restless little woman had been a busy housewife in her day. She must have been a spiteful sort of ghost, by those whose chambers she haunted, that she would come to them and shake her skinny hand in their faces and hiss at them, while a cold blast from her breath chilled, and made their blood freeze.”


Reydon House was relatively isolated compared with Stowe House. Catharine wrote: “The chief want that was felt by my mother and elder sisters was congenial company” and their father was adversely affected by the climate. “Our father now suffered from longer fits of gout so from that time he was never able to walk without crutches.” On the positive side, the family in the summer could enjoy the pleasures of living near the sea, and from some of the upper windows of Reydon House could see “ships sailing in the offing.” 


The children’s lives were now very different from when they lived at Stowe House. As Thomas Strickland’s health deteriorated, Mrs Strickland had to spend increasing amounts of time nursing him, and there was less time and energy to devote to the education of their children. For a while the children were left free to follow their own inclinations, but they began to run wild, and a governess was employed to restore order.


After only six months the governess left to run a school, and was not replaced. Instead, the older sisters were given the task of passing on to their younger sisters the lessons which they had themselves learned. Even so, outside the class-room, according to Catharine: “We younger ones were left a great deal under the control of nursemaids and we were cowed into obedience by terror – Horrible tales of ghosts, murders and highway robberies – gypsies and chimney sweeps carrying off bad children, all of which we listened to and believed.”


While the six Strickland girls were proceeding one way or another with their home schooling, their two young brothers were set on a different path of education. They began by attending the small school in the village. Catharine said: “When four years of age and while still wearing frocks and little white trousers, Sam was sent daily to a school in the village kept by an old and very respected couple who for forty years had been the instructors of nearly three generations of children from their earlier years till old enough to take their place in the world.” The girls and little boys of the village were taught by Mrs Newsom in one building, while the older boys were taught by Mr Newsom in another building.


Catharine wrote: “My little brother was set on a low bench in front of all the classes of girls, along with three other little boys of about the same age, to be taught his ABC and what else filled up the weary hours from eight in the morning till twelve. A bit of scarlet wool was given to each of these infant scholars, and one of the girls showed them how to wind it from one thumb to another, this was all they had to keep them quiet till the time arrived for their spelling lesson. Then the maid or two of his sisters came to release the poor little prisoner, and take the young animal home – This was our brother Sam’s first school” and presumably also the first school for his younger brother Tom. 


Catharine continued: “Our eldest sister was his next governess, and after that, he and his brother Tom were placed as day scholars at Dr Valpy’s school Norwich.” This school was founded in 1547 and was located in the Cathedral Close, Norwich. The school, now called Norwich School, still thrives.


During periods when Thomas Strickland was confined to bed with gout, Eliza and Agnes shared the task of reading their father to sleep. Catharine remembered: “The newspapers were Agnes’ expected task. Perched on the foot of the bed, she would read with grave interest the political events of those stirring times, and the long speeches of the Ministers in the House of Commons. Her attention was so deeply engaged that she would arrange our schoolroom into a House of Commons, and give us a grand speech from Mr Canning, whom she was supposed to represent, and we thought it great fun to cheer and cry ‘Hear, hear!’ ” The Napoleonic Wars were in progress, having begun in 1803.


Despite Thomas Strickland’s strictness in the classroom, he had no objection to his children having opinions which differed from his own. Catharine noted: “Oddly enough, the Father and his child politician seldom agreed upon historical subjects. He was a Whig and a great admirer of William III, whom she detested being a devout champion of the unfortunate House of Stuart. Yet I never remember any trouble arising out of their opposition. She loved her father and was ever constant in her attachment.” Maybe Thomas Strickland was thus teaching Agnes how to marshal and present her facts, and how to be an effective speaker in a debate.


1811: Eliza has a sad romance


In 1811, according to Catharine, Eliza’s life entered a very difficult period: “We children were confined for hours to the school room. We did not know that Eliza had had a great trial laid on her which made her grave and impatient of our teasing ways. When yet a gay lively girl of sixteen, she had been asked in marriage – by a gentleman who was greatly attracted by her grace and talents. Captain W- applied to our father for leave to address Eliza. He was on the eve of taking command of a fine new East Indiaman, the Harleston – which was destined for making the long journey to India – a three years absence. 


“The leave was granted provisionally and Eliza was thus far engaged to the gallant Captain and he sailed with the proviso that Eliza was to be his wife if nothing prevented. With him also went his younger brother, a bright lad of sixteen. The ship was launched under bright auspices but from that hour she was heard of no more. It was supposed that the vessel was burnt at sea – or perished with her crew in some wild hurricane or cyclone in the Indian Ocean. Our sister Eliza never married – I know not if this first blight that fell on her young heart chilled its affection but though she had many other suitors – she never loved again well enough to give her hand to anyone who sought it.”


This is a sad little story and the beginning and the end of it seem to be true, but there is something wrong with the middle of the account. In January 1811, when Eliza was sixteen, two Suffolk newspapers gave an account of the launch of a ship named the ‘Harleston’. The Bury and Ipswich Post on Wednesday 30th January 1811 reported: “Friday se’nnight a fine new ship of 580 tons burthen, called the Harleston, intended for the East India trade, was launched from Mr Bailey’s yard at Halifax near Ipswich.”


The Suffolk Chronicle on Saturday 26th January 1811 gave a more enthusiastic account: “Yesterday the Harleston East Indiaman, of 579 tons burthen, built by Mr Jabez Bayley, of this town, was launched at Halifax Yard, in the presence of a considerable concourse of spectators. She was built for Peter Everett Mestaers Esq and is one of the handsomest and largest vessels ever launched from our yards. The swell of water, occasioned by the launch, rather damped the ardour of many female visitors who stood on the shore ... She went off in a fine style, highly gratifying to the builder, and to all those who witnessed this dashing event.”


An article in the Hampshire Chronicle on 20th May 1811 further corroborated Catharine’s account, for in this article the captain of the ‘Harleston’, named by Catharine as Captain W-, was given his full surname: “Wednesday a Court of Directors was held at East India House, when Captain Hine of the Lady Lushington, Captain Templar of the Baring, and Captain Walker of the Harleston took leave previously to departing for Bengal direct.” Other accounts gave Captain Walker his Christian name which was Thomas.


The ‘Harleston’ had been chartered by the East India Company, as was customary, and as in Catharine’s account only undertook one such voyage. However at that point Catharine’s story and the facts, as established via newspaper archives start to part company. The ‘Harleston’ under the command of Captain Thomas Walker sailed from Portsmouth on 21st June 1811 and reached Calcutta on 2nd November the same year. Its return journey was reported in stages, being recorded at Saugar on 2nd January 1812, Benkulen on 25th January and St Helena on 12th May 1812.


The ‘Harleston’ travelled on from St Helena under the protection of a Royal Navy frigate, leaving St Helena on 24th of May 1812, and passing Portsmouth on 20th July 1812 as one in a convoy of nine East India ships returning from Bengal. The ‘Harleston’ arrived safely at Deal on the Kent coast on 23rd July 1812. Captain Thomas Walker can therefore be presumed to have returned safely from this voyage, whether or not accompanied by a younger brother.


Soon after it had returned to England, the ‘Harleston’ was sold by Peter Mestaer, its original owner, and it never undertook another voyage for the East India Company. Its new owner Davypersaud Ghose was based in Bengal, and the ‘Harleston’ was still listed there in 1823. However, in 1813 Peter Mestaer bought another ship, an American vessel which had been launched in 1810, which he also named or re-named the ‘Harleston.’ This is also the name of two small East Anglian towns, one in Norfolk and the other in Suffolk. This second ‘Harleston’ was used as a West Indiaman, sailing between England and the West Indies for several years. This ‘Harleston’ finally became a whaling vessel, but on only its second whaling voyage in 1826 it was condemned at Mauritius as unseaworthy.


Therefore, whatever happened to Captain Thomas Walker, he did not disappear on his return voyage to India in 1811-1812, nor did he disappear on a voyage in either of the ships named ‘Harleston’. He returned to England after one year, not three as Catharine had remembered, but can be traced no further, because there were several merchant navy captains surnamed Walker at that time, and it was rare for Christian names to be recorded. What happened to him and to the alleged unofficial engagement is a mystery, but the end of the story was as Catharine recorded. Eliza did not marry a gallant sea captain, and nor did she marry anyone else.


1808-1814: The Norwich and Reydon years


As Thomas Strickland’s attacks of gout became longer and more severe, he had to spend the colder months away from the chill of Reydon and in the milder climate of Norwich, where his sons were at school. Catharine recorded: “It was therefore decided that part of the household, with my father and eldest sister” (Eliza) “to superintend it, should remove to Norwich, while our Mother remained at the Hall with the rest of the family to manage the farm and home establishment – Occasional exchanges were made among the young people – This was a pleasant arrangement for us all and it gave us opportunities of seeing a little more of the world than we could do in the lonely country house – my eldest sister came home and my Mother took her place with our father, but as soon as spring advanced the father returned and passed the summer with the Mother at the old house, going back to the city in the autumn.”


The daughters who were in Norwich were allowed to borrow books from the circulating libraries, and could read the novels of the day and a wider range of literature than at home. The Waverley novels of Sir Walter Scott were beginning to appear and were very popular. 


During these years Agnes went through a period of mental ill health, but which was not recognised as such. Catharine said: “A change came over Agnes that began to affect her health and spirits. Instead of the high-spirited bright creature, she became quietly studious – to shun noise. She was nervously excitable, started at any sudden change. The long rambles she used to enjoy were now weariness, and unfortunately the cause was attributed to want of ability or mental indolence. The poor young thing silently bowed beneath her yoke which for several years pressed heavily upon her, and but for the protecting care of her elder sister, she might have sunk beneath the ill judged severity of those who did not understand, that she was being crushed under the stern rule that was conscientiously thought to be the right one to raise and strengthen the weak. It was in after years acknowledged with deep regret to have been a great mistake.” As a result either of this period of mental ill-health or simply as a result of growing up, Agnes changed from being a mischievous and adventurous child, and became a calm-tempered and physically timid adult.


Catharine remembering the year 1814 wrote: “At 18 Agnes’s poetical talents began to show themselves. Eliza with many high qualities and acquirements delighted in the development of her sister’s talents. So wedded were these remarkable sisters in heart and mind that they often wrote and composed together; one would start an idea and together it would grow into a form and be wrought out – and yet they differed greatly in person and essential points of character and in some especial talents.”


1815: Thomas Strickland has a financial blow


The family circumstances changed dramatically in 1815 when Thomas Strickland lost money in a way which Jane Strickland described as resulting from “the misconduct of a near relation of his wife” whose maiden name had been Homer “in whose business he had invested the chief part of his property.” Elsewhere the blow is described as Thomas Strickland having acted as a guarantor for a firm which failed, and so his own money was lost.


A notice appeared in the local papers on 2nd June 1815 which gave formal notification that: “the partnership lately subsisting between the undersigned Wm Homer and Thos Strickland, trading in the City of Norwich as Coach Makers under the name of Wm Homer was this day dissolved by mutual consent, their manufactory being at St Giles’s Gates, Norwich.” Debtors and creditors of the partnership were asked to settle their accounts.


Following the dissolution of the partnership, Thomas Strickland took over the business and continued to run it on his own, presumably in an attempt to repair the financial damage that had been done. 


1817: Sarah and Catharine are very brave


With their father’s efforts now concentrated in Norwich for financial as well as health reasons, some of the children were at times living at Reydon with both parents absent, and were in a mildly hazardous situation. Catharine wrote: “It chanced that our mother was detained unusually long at the town house during the early part of 1817 – a cold season it was, and an anxious one – the country was full of disbanded soldiers, from the continent.” The Napoleonic Wars had ended after the Battle of Waterloo in 1815. “A general feeling of discontent existed, owing to many political causes – and the bad harvest of the previous summer.”


Catharine continued: “In our lonely isolated home, we knew little of the outside world, and few strangers came to the house. Still there were tramps and smugglers and loose hands about, which kept us cautious. It was one of the precautions that was enjoined upon my sister, and the servants, to see that all the doors and windows were securely locked and barred, and every room examined each night before going to bed. This was no trifling duty, as the house was large and even the unoccupied garrets were entered every night before dark.


“The wintry winds would shake the windows and doors on a stormy night, and the far off sound of the ocean waves on our coast, added to the loneliness of the situation and made it more gloomy. Nor could we always account for sounds that seemed to have no natural causes and seemed to come from the cellars. These subterranean noises, we found out long afterwards to have been caused by the trusted but treacherous gardener who was in league with a band of smugglers. Their contraband of the lighter, more valuable sort, were often deposited in these underground vaults. The vigilance of the revenue officers of the coast guard had not been sufficiently aroused to keep the coast – a lonely one it was – free from the daring men that carried on their illicit trade.


“The winter of which I speak had been remarkable for reports of daring deeds, not without bloodshed between the smugglers and the coastguard men, and there were many instances in our vicinity of house breaking, but it was chiefly with the view of getting food and clothing. No violence had been shown to the inmates, still it was an alarming situation for unprotected women, but our sister” (Sarah) “was brave, and kept us from being frightened. We made the gardener on whose faith we had the most implicit confidence, instruct us in the art of loading and firing off a pistol that we discovered in a drawer of my father’s bureau. Against such an unheard of unfeminine accomplishment our faithless gardener remonstrated. Well we never heeded – but made a good hit one day at a chalked mark on the garden door and felt wonderfully brave afterwards.


“Not many nights after this Sarah and I” (aged 19 and 15 respectively) “were awakened from our sleep by the sound as if someone was trying to pry open the barred shutters in the dining-room and without any thought of fear, Sarah got the pistols, gave me one and armed herself with the other – our design was, to fire off the pistols from a front window, to bring help from the gardener’s cottage. We planned as we thought very prudently – the report of the pistols rang through the night air, and echoed back from Reydon Wood – but no aid came – but we detected a figure half bent disappear from the cover of the shrubs, and take a circuitous way across the fields beyond the road. This was no doubt the gardener himself. Then all remaining quiet, we went shivering to bed, and felt we had done great things in defence of the house, and shown ourselves no cowards in the hour of danger.


“Next day we asked Lockwood why he did not come when we fired the danger signal, but he said ‘There was no danger, so he did not heed it’ but his wife said ‘He did not hear it for he was out all night and never came home till near daylight.’ After that we had no more nightly noises to alarm us. Lockwood had taken good care that there should be no harm done – for he had only loaded the pistols with powder – so we could not have winged our man in spite of our bravery.”


1817: Catharine and Susanna become authors


In the same way that a close friendship had formed between the eldest daughters, Eliza and Agnes despite their different personalities, a similar situation had developed between the two youngest daughters, Catharine and Susanna.


Catharine was placid and steady, and formed a bridge between her older sisters and her younger siblings, Susanna, Sam and Tom. Catharine described Susanna who, Catharine wrote: “was naturally of an impulsive temper, she was often elated and often depressed, easily excited by passing events, unable to control emotions caused by either pain or pleasure, morbidly sensitive to reproof, which if conscious of fault created self-reproach and made her for a time miserable – but if undeserved roused in her a spirit of resistance against what she regarded as tyranny and injustice, and having made her protest against it, she retired into herself and made no concession to the higher powers – I think I must often have acted the part of the brake on a steep hill, for the safety of the inside passengers. A few tender words had the effect that oil poured on water has - it smoothed the waves of irritated feelings, and calmed the rising storm. Susie was controllable by love – it was the magnet that she obeyed – opposition, stern remonstrance produced the opposite effect.”


Life for those at Reydon House in the long winter months was dull. Catharine said: “We passed the days in the lonely old house, in sewing, in walking in the lanes, sometimes going to see the sick, and carry food and little comforts to poor cottagers – but reading was our chief resource, we ransacked the library for books. We dipped into the old magazines of the previous century and dull enough much of the contents proved. We tried history and drama – voyages and travels – of which there was a huge folio.


“To break the tedium of the dull winter, Susanna and myself formed the notion that we would try and write something of a novel ourselves – The idea was just to amuse ourselves by reading at night to our elder sister, what we had written during the day – our indulgent sister” (Sarah again) “made no objection to the proposed plan. We next turned our attention to getting the necessary materials for carrying it into execution – The want of the simple articles, pen, ink and paper, being a serious obstacle to our important undertaking. We had no money and even if we had had cash in hand – we should hardly have known what sort of paper to ask for at the shop in Southwold. We were such babes” despite being 14 and 15 years of age.


“Now it so happened that Sarah remembered having seen at the very bottom of the great Indian coffer of papier machee that stood between the windows in our bedroom, and which formed the receptacle of stores of household linen – sheets, blankets and spare quilts – reams of blue paper, blotting paper, and dozens of quill pens, ready cut, which had been sent to our father after the death of our uncle who had been a clerk in the Bank of England – and these had been deposited, by our mother at the bottom of this old Indian chest. The blue paper we pounced upon – for though not exactly the orthodox sort of stationery for such a purpose – it would do for a rough copy – and the ready made pens were just the very thing we wanted, as we knew little of the art of pen-making, we regarded them as real treasures, and as we knew there were cakes of Indian ink in a drawer in the bureau, we managed to make some very respectable ink for our work. Susanna and I stitched up the blank book, folding the paper to a convenient size.


“We had found among the old books a fine atlas, full of maps, and abounding in the most interesting geographical histories of the European countries, legends that we never questioned, and flourishing descriptions that just suited our romantic ideas of countries we had never seen. Susanna chose the period of the ‘Thirty Years’ War’ – the great Gustavus Adolphus was one of her heroes and with her flexible imagination, she laid the foundation of a romantic tale of that period. She finally arrived at a successful and very sensational conclusion to her story while I was wading through a labyrinth of domestic life in Alpine regions, in the days of William Tell. Mine was meant to be an interesting love story, but being a novice in such matters, I found myself somewhat at a loss, and finally, in spite of sundry hints from my elder sister I left my Hero and Heroine in some inextricable muddle, and fell out of love adventures altogether and altered my plan and style, to one that proved far more to my taste and ability, and ended by writing a juvenile tale, which I brought to a successful conclusion.


“Every day we wrote a little of our stories, and every night we read aloud what we had written to our patient indulgent sister and thankfully received any advice and suggestions she offered – And it was thus that we passed the time till our mother’s return. We kept our secret closely after she came home, bringing my eldest sister Eliza with her for a visit. Now came the crisis. One morning I was sitting on the step of our dressing-room door, reading to my sister Sarah my last chapter – when the door silently opened – and a very white hand, very gently took my manuscript out of my hand, and disappeared. It was our mother. Not a word she said – With dismay I looked at Sarah’s alarmed face – Mamma had suspected that there was some secret hidden from her. She had already taken possession of Susanna’s manuscript.


“I was covered with confusion – what would Eliza say? We dreaded her criticism and truly it came in very cutting and sarcastic terms ‘I think my dear Katie and Susan you had been better employed in improving your grammar and spelling, than in writing such trash as that.’ Up sprang the indignant Susan and snatched the despised manuscript and threw it in the fire – I hung my head and finally made a retreat in tears of shame at the well merited criticism. And then no more was said about our blue paper manuscripts. Now I am sure Sarah and I lamented over the destruction of Susan’s story. It had merits far beyond what could have been supposed – a perfect plot, and characters full of fire and interest – so we thought – And it was finished.


“Well a year or two passed by. I had a reluctance entirely to destroy my production so I kept it laid by in secret – a sort of instinctive feeling that there was some merit in it I suppose. Two or three years after, I rewrote the story on good paper and it was sold for ten guineas by my Guardian.”


(1817: Literary context - Jane Austen dies)


Jane Austen’s first novel ‘Sense and Sensibility’ had been published in 1811. She died on 18th July 1817, aged 42. The last two of her six novels, ‘Persuasion’ and ‘Northanger Abbey’, were published posthumously in 1818.


1817: Agnes returns to writing poetry


Agnes’s desire to write poetry re-emerged, stirred into action by the death of Princess Charlotte, who was heir to the throne, being the only legitimate child of the Prince Regent. She was a popular princess who married for love rather than for dynastic reasons, and her first child was due in November 1817. To the shock of the nation, Princess Charlotte died in child-birth and her son was still-born. A period of national mourning followed during which Agnes wrote a poem suitable to the event.


Agnes had been severely ill with some kind of fever in the autumn of 1817, and worked on the poem in secret, for fear of being forbidden on health grounds from carrying on with the task. Her understanding of poetical construction was now on a firm foundation and her poem ‘Monody on the Death of Princess Charlotte’ was in a different league from the earlier poem which had been so thoroughly rejected by her father.


The family were sufficiently impressed by Agnes’s poem that one of her younger sisters persuaded her to show it to someone who Catharine later described as “a literary friend of her father.” He in turn showed it to the editor of a local newspaper, the ‘Norwich Mercury’, who published it anonymously in his paper, making this poem the first published work of the Strickland family.


Agnes now had her father’s approval and encouragement in her poetical endeavours, and having written many minor pieces, she set to work on a lengthy poem, a romance set in the time of the War of the Roses which she entitled ‘Matilda.’ This she read to Thomas Strickland when he had returned to Reydon Hall with Eliza. He was, in Jane’s words, delighted and astonished, and Agnes remembered his praise for many years, it being the last poem she read to her father before his death.


May 1818: Thomas Strickland dies


Soon after Agnes had gained her father’s approval for her poem, the event was overtaken by one of far greater importance. Thomas Strickland, after his period of becoming increasingly an invalid, died suddenly of a heart attack. Catharine wrote: “In the May of 1818 we lost our dear Father. A sudden attack of the gout seizing his heart was the cause of his death. It was our first great cause of sorrow.”


Jane described her parents’ marriage and the effect on Elizabeth Strickland of her husband’s death. Jane wrote: “The blow was sudden, the bereavement appearing yet more terrible from its being wholly unexpected. The happy union of four-and-twenty years had been in a few moments brought to a close. There had been no discord to mar the wedded life of the couple now separated by the inexorable hand of death.” Jane said of her father: “His patience in sickness, and cheerful spirits when convalescent were remarkable. His varied talents and accomplishments, his vast mental stores, fine person, and charming manners, had made her willingly renounce, for his sake, the gaieties of life, though she was nearly twenty years his junior. The loss to her was indeed irreparable, and rendered still heavier by pecuniary losses, which compelled her to practise a rigid and unsocial economy.”


Thomas Strickland’s death was announced in the local papers with the words: “Died on Monday 18th May 1818, in St Giles, Norwich, Thos Strickland Esq. – respected and esteemed by the world, beloved by those whose nearer approach enabled them to estimate his talents and virtues.” In accordance with his wish to be buried in a quiet churchyard if he died in Norwich, he was buried at Lakenham, two miles south of Norwich Cathedral just outside the city walls.


December 1818: Thomas Strickland’s Will


When Thomas Strickland died, a Will which had been duly signed and witnessed was officially accepted as his final Will, and work had begun on implementing it, when a hand-written and un-witnessed but later Will was found. The later Will was dated 10th April 1818 and the question of whether or not this should be regarded as his final Will caused legal difficulties and delay.


It was decided that if the hand-writing could be convincingly pronounced as that of Thomas Strickland, the Will written in April 1818 would be accepted in place of the earlier one. The two people who were deemed to be very familiar with Thomas Strickland’s handwriting, and who were willing to vouch that they believed Thomas Strickland to be the true author of the document, were both relatives of Thomas Strickland’s widow Elizabeth, whose maiden name had been Homer. 


The two men were John Homer and William Homer, both of whom lived in Norwich. John Homer described himself as a wine merchant, and William Homer said he was a coach-maker. There can be little doubt that he was the William Homer whose business partnership with Thomas Strickland had been dissolved, and who is implicated as the cause of Thomas Strickland’s financial downfall. 


It took until 19th December 1818 for the later Will to be legally accepted in Norwich, and a further stage of legal procedure had to be carried out which necessitated Elizabeth Strickland being in London on 7th January 1819, before the three executors could get to work implementing it. The executors to Thomas Strickland’s Will were his widow Elizabeth Strickland, Richard Morgan of Norwich, and the Rev John Robinson, Vicar of Southwold.


Thomas Strickland in his last Will did his best to protect and provide for his widow and children, but he must have thought that he had a few more years of life in front of him, with time to repair the financial damage he had suffered, because the wording of his Will was more financially optimistic than was warranted by his circumstances when he died.


His estate was valued at under £4,000 and he left everything to his widow to provide for her during her lifetime, but with some very strict instructions attached. He bequeathed to Elizabeth Strickland all his personal belongings and household contents “either at Reydon House (or) at my Houses at St Giles’s Gates” in Norwich. He also left her his “Freehold and Copyhold estates” at Reydon “to receive the rent profits and income thereof during her life or to cultivate and crop the land herself if she so chooses” for the maintenance of herself and their children.


He then recorded that he held leasehold premises “at or near St Giles Gates ... Norwich and a coach manufactory carried on in the said premises under the firm of Thomas Strickland & Co”. His Will was very clear that this firm should be sold at the earliest opportunity and that Elizabeth Strickland should retain absolutely nothing which could in any way associate her with the business. His wording implies a continuing suspicion that his wife/widow, unless clearly prevented, might find herself drawn back into fresh financial problems as a result of the coach-making business and her relative William Homer. His exact words regarding the coach manufactory were that his executors should “as soon as possible dispose of the same to the best advantage turning everything possible into money or good securities for money but on no account to have any concern in the business of coach-making by receiving an annual profit from the business” nor should they “leave any assets on the premises undisposed of” which could be “construed into a partnership at some future time.”


Having thus done his best to protect his wife from future difficulties in that direction, he specified that the money so raised was to be used to pay all debts and expenses, and to pay off the mortgage on the Reydon estate. Any remaining money was to be invested “in the Bank of England in the public funds in the names of my executors. The interest of the said stock to be received by my wife” during her life. 


Finally, Thomas Strickland left to his wife Elizabeth everything associated with his farm at Reydon – animals, crops, equipment etcetera – if she should wish to cultivate the farm on her own account. If not, money raised from anything sold was also to be invested in government stock and the income from the investment was to be available to Elizabeth during her life.


Thomas Strickland having, as he thought, protected and provided for Elizabeth Strickland during her lifetime, then looked further into the future and specified that on Elizabeth Strickland’s death, Reydon Hall and all its contents should be sold and the proceeds divided equally between his eight children. Unfortunately, this well-intentioned specification had the effect of trapping the family at Reydon Hall, unable to move from or sell it until Elizabeth Strickland herself died. His Will contained very little else apart from the request that Elizabeth Strickland should accept the advice of the two other executors of his Will in case of difficulty.


Once they had permission to act, the executors very soon found a buyer for the coach-making business in Norwich. The business had been sold by February 1819 and notices were placed in newspapers asking people indebted to the estate of Thomas Strickland to settle their accounts. However, selling the business had been a far easier matter than getting customers to pay what they owed, and eighteen months later there were still many bills outstanding, and the executors had to resort to public threats of legal action to try and get the situation resolved.


Unfortunately, the money raised from selling the business was a long way short of clearing Thomas Strickland’s debts. There was a mortgage of £1,400 outstanding on the Reydon property, and this mortgage would remain undiminished throughout Elizabeth Strickland’s life, all she was able to do was to pay any annual interest on the loan to prevent the debt increasing, but she was never able to reduce the mortgage, not even by a trifling amount.


Elizabeth Strickland, in order to clear remaining debts and pay funeral costs, had to borrow money from Richard Morgan, who was subsequently referred to by the family as their guardian, as well as being an executor of their father’s Will. The loan was for £309 16s and was to be repaid, without interest, 30 years later. Thomas Strickland’s instruction that excess money should be invested in the Bank of England was therefore an irrelevance. All that Elizabeth Strickland and her eight children had to live on, was any income that could be made from farming at Reydon, plus any rents that could be charged, minus any interest that had to be paid on the mortgage.


Therefore Elizabeth and her eight children had to maintain a large property and exist more or less on thin air, plus what they could earn by other means. The eldest daughters, Eliza and Agnes were 24 and 22 years old when their father died, and the youngest children, Sam and Tom were 13 and 11 years old, and were both still attending a fee-paying school in Norwich.


1819-1820: The family adjusts


Whilst Thomas Strickland’s Will was being sorted out, the family continued to have homes in both Norwich and Reydon. Over the summer of 1818 Catharine lived at Reydon under the care of Eliza, while Sam and Tom lived in Norwich to continue their education. The other family members did a certain amount of journeying between the two places. Catharine when referring to this period wrote: “Sometimes Susanna and my mother stayed with us, and sometimes one of our other sisters drove over and remained a few days.” However, it must have become clear to Mrs Strickland quite soon after her husband died that this was no longer affordable. The coach-making business having been sold, Sam and Tom’s schooling was ended, and the home in Norwich was given up. The Strickland family moved to Reydon as their permanent and only home.


Catharine, who has left such a detailed account of the everyday life of the family up to 1818, quietly drew a veil over the ensuing few years, referring neither to the straightened circumstances in which the family found themselves, nor to any romances involving herself or her sisters. She summed all this up by writing: “Years brought changes in our lives, occupations and friendships. Though still living in the retirement of Reydon House, we were not quite shut out from society – many friendships were formed, and we occasionally left home to visit distant friends.”


She added: “It is not my intention to dwell on attachments necessarily arising from a more enlarged sphere of intimacy, with those who were attracted by talent or natural beauty – for among the six sisters there were some who were remarkable for their personal attractions inherited from my father who was remarkably handsome – therefore lovers were not wanting, but we pass those things by, as no matter of interest, to anyone of the present date.”


Catharine did, however, leave a description of her two eldest sisters. Of Eliza, Catharine wrote: “In person Eliza was tall, slender and elegantly formed. A brunette with hazel eyes and chestnut hair, her features were small and delicate. Her hands with long slender fingers seemed to excel in all works of skill with pencil or brush – for she became a charming self-taught flower artist, as well as adept at catching likenesses of the human face. She danced gracefully the slow minuet de cour, the cotillon, these were the fashion of the day. She was passionate in temper, quickly roused to anger and had all the pride of the old ancestors and a little added to it.” Eliza, self-contained and easily angered, was the most studious of the family, and Catharine later in life regretted not having paid better attention to Eliza’s attempts to instruct her in botany and the natural sciences.


Catharine’s description of Agnes shows more contrasts with Eliza than similarities: “Agnes on the contrary was a serene and contemplative temper. She had a great share of family pride like her sister and father – the old historical legendary lore that the sisters listened to and the sort of books they read. While Eliza excelled with her pencil in drawing, Agnes could not make the outline of a flower with pencil or even copy a simple engraving, but put a piece of paper and a pair of scissors in her hands, and she could give the exact outline of any face that she studied for a few minutes, her profiles were perfect and she cut the semblance of any animal, bird or object, tree or flower, and produce landscapes that were like shadowy drawings so exquisite was the workmanship.”


Another difference between her two eldest sisters that Catharine noted was in dancing. “Agnes did not care for dancing – it did not suit her, she would have excelled in music, but in those days teachers were few and the piano only begun to be introduced – she was disgusted with the inferior instrument in our house and gave up just as she was beginning to master the difficulties of the learner. She abandoned the music to the younger ones. I said her temper was serene. It was so, for I never saw her descend to any violence of speech or gesture. There was a quiet dignity that marked her all through life. She was beloved by the servants who would do anything for dear Miss Agnes – the labouring poor men, women and children held her in deep reverence and affection, she had kind words and looks for them all.” Agnes had black or very dark brown hair and eyes rather than the chestnut hair and hazel eyes of Eliza. 


At the end of the biography of Agnes which Jane was to write, are Jane’s descriptions of her sisters Agnes and of Eliza. That of Agnes reads: “She was attractive, though not to be called beautiful. She was tall and remarkably upright. Her bust and arms were very fine; her hair black as ebony, glossy and silky in texture, as well as abundant; her complexion somewhat pale, unless brightened by exercise or excitement, when it became roseate.”


The written description of Eliza reads: “She was tall, but scarcely appeared so from the symmetry of her form. Her features were small and delicate, her teeth beautiful, her hair dark chestnut, and so profuse that it reached to her knees; her eyes were hazel, the complexion of her face that of a warm brunette. Her bust, hands and feet were remarkable for their beauty; her conversation was lively and intelligent; her disposition generous, her temper warm to faultiness; but she was very unselfish, and willing to help all who needed her assistance.”


Of Eliza’s abilities, Jane wrote: “She was a fine dancer, an excellent botanist and florist, drew well in many styles, was well versed in heraldry, and found great pleasure in antiquarian research. Unlike Agnes, whose health was often delicate, she possessed a fine constitution, and though so sylph-like in appearance, was personally strong. Well skilled in business. It was to her application was made in case of any difficulty in the family, which, in fact, she ruled, possessing the governing powers in no ordinary degree, and perhaps exercising them not always to the liking of the governed.”


With the need to supplement the family income, some of the family turned to writing as a means to earn some money. In 1818 at the age of 16, Catharine had a children’s story sold on her behalf by her guardian, Richard Morgan. It was published in London by Harris of St Paul’s Churchyard who paid her five guineas, and asked her to write more stories in a similar vein, paying her the same sum each time. 


Also thanks to the efforts of their guardian, Agnes had the opportunity to have a long, narrative poem, ‘Worcester Field, or The Cavalier’ published in monthly parts in ‘The London Magazine.’ However Agnes did not think the terms were good enough and refused the offer, a decision she later regretted.


1819-1820: Relatives begin to rally round


Although money was always in short supply, the Strickland children had relatives on both their mother and their father’s side of the family who were in a position to help, and who soon began to do so. Susanna was an early beneficiary, but with mixed results. In 1819 she caught whooping cough, and she wrote later “for 8 months it hung upon me like a tormenting fiend. I became a perfect skeleton in consequence, and made my first visit to London for change of air which had the desired effect, and gave me my first mortifying knowledge of the world.”


Catharine’s account of Susanna’s early life gave more details. She wrote: “When Susanna was about sixteen, my mother received an invitation from a married sister (whom she had not seen for a number of years) for one of her nieces to visit her. My aunt had not seen any of us since we were babies – It was decided that Susanna should be the one chosen to go to London – This was the first time she had ever been from home.


“The unknown Aunt did not take kindly to her and after a few weeks my sister did not find the sojourn a pleasant one and went to stay with my father’s sister who received her kindly and with this Aunt” (Sara Stone) “and Uncle” (Stone) “she remained some months very happily, returning home the following spring.”


Catharine, true to her intention of not revealing anything about young romances, said nothing further, but a footnote to Catharine’s written account, but not in Catharine’s handwriting, added: “The truth is she fell in love with a young man, who was not at all her equal and her Aunt was naturally very much displeased.” 


1821: Writing begins in earnest


In 1820 King George III died and the Prince Regent became King George IV. In the Strickland household by 1821, Susanna and Catharine were both writing, and were both getting their work published. Catharine said: “It was after Susanna returned home that she began writing some of her earlier productions and we passed very pleasant times, reading, writing and taking big walks and I think it was in that year or the following that she wrote her historic tales of ‘Spartacus’. During the following years she published several popular books among them ‘Hugh Latimer,’ ‘Prejudice and Principle’ and ‘Roland Massingham’.” ‘Spartacus’ is said to be Susanna Strickland’s first known work, a romantic historical novel published in 1822 by AK Newman.


In common with her elder sister Agnes, Susanna was writing poetry and getting it published in newspapers, in Christmas Annuals and occasionally in book form. Catharine said: “Susanna also wrote many small poems that appeared in the Annuals of those years which gained friendly notice. On being encouraged by some of her literary friends, she again visited the great city while her volume of poems was passing through the press. This book was published under the title of ‘Enthusiasm and other poems’ by Susanna Strickland. The first edition was soon exhausted, and it was very favourably reviewed but already the taste for poetry was beginning to decline – Southey, Coleridge, Wordsworth still held the field in poetry but the public began to turn their attention to prose.”


Catharine’s own work did not include poetry and her written works, whether sketches, short stories or books, were generally intended for children. This was the genre which she had discovered came most easily to her, when she had made her first attempt at writing in 1817. Her early published works were ‘Disobedience; or, Mind What Mama Says’ published in 1819, ‘Nursery Fables’ published in 1821 and ‘Little Downy; or, The History of a Field Mouse’ published in 1822. ‘Little Downy’ was sometimes wrongly attributed to Susanna.


From 1821 onwards stories written variously by Agnes, Jane, Susanna and Catharine Strickland appeared in the Christmas Annuals which were then very popular, some directed at children and some aimed at adults.


At this time, Agnes and Eliza together wrote ‘The Rival Crusoes’ and followed this with ‘Historical Tales of Royal British Children,’ which Jane said succeeded in making them “a little ready money.” Jane also had a book published in the early 1820s, entitled ‘Harry Percy’, while poems by Agnes and by Susanna were appearing in newspapers on a fairly regular basis. By these means five of the Strickland daughters were building a name for themselves in the literary world. Sarah and Tom were the only children of Thomas and Elizabeth Strickland who never made any attempt to earn money by writing.


With income from the farm at Reydon and a little rental income, plus the money the daughters gained from their writing, the Strickland family managed to keep their heads above water. However, parts of the large house had to be shut up to reduce running costs, while the building as a whole, and even the parts that were still occupied, gradually deteriorated due to the family’s lack of money.


1822: Tom is the first to leave home


Sam and Tom having left school, Sam set to work on the family farm at Reydon, and Tom decided that he wanted a life at sea. There were no openings in the Royal Navy in 1822 and so the Merchant Navy was his only option. At the age of fourteen, Tom started his naval life. 


How he joined and in what role has not been recorded. But Catharine said that he left home: “in a Merchant ship bound for the South Pacific” and so, from the very start of his career, he was working on the large sailing ships which made long and hazardous voyages, with absences from home which lasted many months or even years.


By the time Tom returned from his first voyage, his brother Sam had left England and as Catharine recorded: “Thus were the brothers separated and they met again only once, many years after.”


The early 1820s: Eliza is the next to leave home, followed on a part-time basis by Agnes


The next of the eight children to move out of the family home on a fairly permanent basis was Eliza, who had been 	born in 1794. In the 1820s she moved to London, lived in furnished rented accommodation and got work as a book reviewer and magazine editor.


Agnes to some extent followed her elder sister’s example and lived in London for months at a time but whereas Eliza chose to live independently and more or less permanently in London, Agnes’s home continued to be at Reydon. When in London she seems generally to have stayed with relatives. These were mainly her father’s cousin, Thomas Cheesman, and her father’s married sister, Mrs Leverton.


Thomas Cheesman


Thomas Cheesman had been born in 1760 and was a renowned engraver. His work included making engravings of portraits, including twenty portraits now in the National Portrait Gallery. In her biography of Agnes Strickland, written many years later, Jane described the situation thus: “A new source of intellectual pleasure was opened for (Agnes) by the study of the Italian language – her kind instructor being an elderly cousin of her father, an engraver of some eminence, and a highly accomplished man. He generally passed the summer months at Reydon, where he was a very welcome and beloved guest.


“Being a man of vast acquirements, a fine musician, a great antiquary, and one who had seen much of life, his company enlivened the solitude of Reydon; and he kindly devoted himself to the task of completing the education of his young cousins, who on their parts took some pains to draw him out of his eccentric old bachelor ways, but of course with very little success. Agnes was a great favourite with this amiable old gentleman, with whom she read Petrarca, Ariosto in select portions, and Dante. Of the most obscure passages of the last he could give a learned exposition.”


Another description of Thomas Cheesman and his connection with the Strickland family at Reydon House, was left by Catharine when she wrote her memoirs many years later. Elaborating on the family history which has already been referred to, Catharine wrote: “too proud to seek favour of any of his own, our grandfather left the North country and came up to London where he got a situation as confidential clerk in Halletts Dock Yard. After a while his brother William followed his steps and was employed in a large mercantile establishment of which he afterwards became the proprietor. Three sisters subsequently left home and married in London but two were childless – one only left a son” (Thomas Cheesman) “who became a pupil of Frances Bartolozzi – well known as an artist and engraver – now chiefly remembered by his cousins who loved and greatly valued him – he was a solitary eccentric old man, full of knowledge and talent, devoted to music and the fine arts, music, poetry and languages, a man of genius and rare accomplishments but so foreign in his habits and manners that he seemed to stand apart from his fellow men as if he belonged to a different era or another country.”


Jane when referring to Thomas Cheesman wrote: “Her cousin painted a fine miniature of Agnes during one of his visits to Reydon, which is now” (1887) “in the possession of her sister.” (Sarah) “This was an excellent likeness of her at the time it was taken, as she was then fuller in person than in more mature years.”


During the course of the family correspondence, two other miniatures painted by Thomas Cheesman were mentioned, miniatures of Sarah and of Susanna. No mention has been found of miniatures of any of the other three sisters, and only three miniatures have appeared in subsequent publications. These pictures were printed in the first instance in a biography of Agnes Strickland written in 1940 by Una Pope-Hennessy who names them as Agnes, Susanna and Sarah. No firm dates have been attached to the portraits which would appear to have been painted at different times. 


Thomas Cheesman’s niece lived with him in London, looking after the running of his household. Due to difficulties with hand-writing, the niece’s name is not known precisely. It will be given as it seems to be on each occasion when it crops up. At this point her name seems to be Miss Standen. Thomas Cheesman’s home at the time when Agnes and her sisters were visiting him, was in Newman Street, not far from Oxford Street, where he had previously lived. His last work to appear in an exhibition of the Society of British Artists was in 1834 and he probably died in 1834 or 1835.


Mrs Rebecca Leverton and ‘Worcester Field’


The other relative who regularly provided a London home for the Strickland sisters, was Mrs Leverton, a Strickland by birth. In 1803 she had married her second husband, Thomas Leverton, a well-known London architect who died in 1824. Among Thomas Leverton’s professional works was the building and internal decoration of his home at 13 Bedford Square in London. He may indeed have been the architect of the whole, or a major part of Bedford Square, which Susanna described in a letter as “a very pretty part of Town, though not quite as fashionable as my ambitious sister poet” (Agnes) “would wish.”


Mrs Leverton’s contribution to the lives of the Strickland sisters, apart from inviting them to stay in her London home, was to hold Drawing Rooms at Bedford Square, social events to which she invited the literary people of the day, including editors of the numerous magazines then in operation. In theory this provided the Strickland sisters with contacts for placing their work in fashionable magazines. However Eliza and Agnes soon realised that many magazines were not likely to accept their work because literary ladies, notably Lady Fanny Morgan and Miss Landon (known as LEL), had a substantial influence over the editors or owners of the magazines, and it was necessary to gain the support of these women in order to progress.


As Miss Landon claimed to have an annual income of over £250 from the poems she published, Agnes made another attempt at earning a living through her poetry, believing her own work to be just as good as that of Miss Landen. However Agnes’s efforts at publication were markedly less successful than those of LEL, possibly because her private life was less colourful.


Agnes, having turned down the offer to publish ‘Worcester Field’ which her guardian had obtained, herself managed to find a publisher for the poem. Unfortunately, this publisher went bankrupt while he was working on the poem, and Agnes had to pay to retrieve her own manuscript.


She then found people willing to put their name down for a copy in advance of publication, with the aim of covering costs. Agnes made no profit, and may even have needed the help of Mrs Leverton to draw even, but the publication of ‘Worcester Field’ enhanced her reputation as a published poet, and from 1827 she was referred to, when subsequent work was published, as “the author of ‘Worcester Field’ ” until a better reference became available.


1820-1830: Agnes and Eliza work with Henry Colburn


One of the men who founded and financed several magazines was Henry Colburn, with whom Fanny Morgan was particularly closely associated. Among his numerous publications were ‘The Literary Gazette’, ‘New Monthly Magazine’, ‘Court Journal’ and ‘Athenaeum’. Agnes managed to get work from Henry Colburn as a writer in the ‘New Monthly Magazine’ with payment at a guinea and a half for a page of poetry, and ten guineas for a prose sketch.


Eliza also worked for Henry Colburn. Lady Morgan may have realised that Eliza Strickland, unlike Agnes, had no literary ambitions, and simply wanted to earn a living. With or without Fanny Morgan’s involvement, Eliza started working for the ‘Court Journal’ and was subsequently appointed as a member of staff. By the time King George IV died in 1830, being succeeded by King William IV, Eliza had become editor of the ‘Court Journal’ with a regular income and a settled situation in London. 


1825: Sam emigrates to Canada


Tom having left home for a life of adventure and hardship at sea, his elder brother Sam also felt he wanted more than the quiet life of a Suffolk farmer, and he decided to emigrate. Catharine recorded the event in her reminiscences, and Sam himself wrote a book 27 years later which described his emigration and life thereafter. 


Catharine wrote: “Sam after he returned from school attended to the cultivation of the Reydon farm – But the first wave of emigration had set in, the great depression both in the Mercantile, and Agricultural affairs, had caused people to turn their attention towards making homes for their families in the Colonies – The books and pamphlets that were written set forth the advantages of emigration to Canada in very flattering colours and to this subject my brother turned with all the hopefulness of youth. He was young, just nineteen, full of vigour, strength and as sanguine as could be. Arrangements were made to enable him to reach the land of freedom and the friends to whose care he was consigned by the dear anxious mother.” The friend was James Black who had gone out to Canada early in the 19th century and had settled with his family on a half-cleared farm near Lake Ontario. 


Sam described his own attitude: “A preference for an active, rather than a professional life, induced me to accept an offer made by an old friend, of joining him in Darlington, in Upper Canada in 1825. I therefore took leave of my family in Suffolk, and engaged a passage in the brig ‘William McGilevray’ commanded by William Stoddart, an experienced American seaman.” The area of Canada that Sam moved to in 1825, known as ‘Upper Canada’, had changed in name to ‘Canada West’ by the time he wrote his book in the 1850s. Both names refer to modern-day Ontario.


Sam was to set off at the end of March 1825 and Catharine described his departure: “Mother and some of the sisters bade him farewell over night, but Sarah and I kept vigil, and slept little, that we might prepare a hot breakfast for the dear traveller, who must start on his journey before sunrise to meet the London coach at Yoxford, ten miles from Reydon – we had resolved to accompany him to the coach.


“Well do I remember that day 25th March 1825, the early breakfast that we made as cheerful as we could, not to dampen the spirit of the bright hopeful boy. The glorious sunrise as it broke over the dark Henham woods – it had been by a setting moon that we had left home – the frost glittering on the grass. We reached the picturesque old Town where we parted with this dear one – now for the first time launched on the wide world.


“How well I remember his bright handsome face – smiling as he waved his cap and the light morning breeze lifted his bright sunny curls from his brow as the coach passed us, and we now realised what a parting this was – and it was with saddened hearts we returned home.”


Sam gave an account of what happened next: “On the 28th March 1825 we left London Docks, and dropped down the river to Gravesend, and on the following day put our pilot ashore off Deal, and reached down as far as the coast of Sussex where we were becalmed for two days.


“It blew so fresh for two or three days, that we made up for lost time, and were soon out of sight of Scilly. The 18th and 19th of April 1825 were very stormy, the sea ran mountains high; we had a foot of water in the cabin. The gale lasted till the following morning, but though the storm had lulled the wind was against us.


“The weather was foggy near the bank of Newfoundland. We passed over the Great Bank without any danger, though the wind was high and the sea rough. On the 29th April 1825 we fell in with some icebergs” a spectacle which he found “magnificent and imposing” as well as “very fearful and sufficiently appalling. We took care to keep a good look out, but the fog was thick.


“We entered, on the 5th May 1825, the Gulf of St Lawrence. The 6th of May found us in the river St Lawrence” where snow fell all day. “On the 8th of May 1825 we sailed as far as the Seven Islands – we could hear the howling of the wolves at night, to me a new and dismal sound. On the 10th of May we stood for the island of Bic, and took on board a pilot. On our progress through the river – the shores were dotted with farm-houses with fine gardens and orchards, while lovely islands, covered with lofty trees, rose from the river and delighted the eye.


“On the 13th May 1825 we passed the island of Orleans and the Falls of Montmorenci. Quebec soon came into view, with its strong fortress crowning the imposing heights. The next day our brig was taken in tow by the fine steam-boat, the ‘Richelieu de Chambley’ and we proceeded at a rapid rate. The next day saw us safely moored in the port of Montreal, just forty-five days from our departure from the London Docks.


“The river here is very broad. The Lachine rapids commence immediately above the town. I took my passage in a Durham boat, bound for Kingston, which started off the next day. We had hard work poling up the rapids. The next evening we landed at Les Cedres. I now determined to walk to Prescot to take a steam-boat for Kingston on Lake Ontario. I fell in with an Irishman and we travelled in company for three days. I remained two or three days at Prescot, waiting for the arrival of my baggage from the Durham boat then I left Prescot by boat in the evening for Kingston.”


From Kingston, Samuel took the schooner ‘Shamrock’ which sailed “through the Thousand Islands – the Archipelago of the St Lawrence.” Two days journey got him as far as Cobourg, then a small village, from which he walked the last six or seven miles “to my friends in Darlington. I was received with the greatest kindness and, in a few days felt quite at home.”


Mr Black’s farm consisted of over 200 acres of cleared land, mainly meadows and pasture, and, according to Sam “Mr Black had held a situation under government and had lived in London all his life prior to emigrating to Canada” and had therefore struck a poor deal when buying the land. The township when Sam arrived in 1825 “boasted only a grist-mill, saw-mill, a store and half-a-dozen houses.” At this stage Sam was intending to stay with the Black family until the following spring, to learn Canadian ways of clearing land and farming. He then intended to buy land of his own.


Sam soon fell in love with one of Mr Black’s daughters. Catharine’s version of events, written for family reading, was that Sam “won the affection of one of Mr Black’s daughters, a very sweet girl, not quite eighteen, but they said to ‘Wait a year or two’ but love will venture in where reason says nay and they made a stolen marriage.” Sam’s version of events, written to be published in a book, was slightly different: “During my domestication under my friend’s roof, I became attached to one of his daughters. The affection was mutual, and our happiness was completed by the approbation of our friends. We were married: and it seemed there was a goodly prospect of many years of wedded happiness before us.”


Catharine wrote: “In those primitive days in the Colony, young people married at very early ages, and often began life with little more than a shanty roof over their heads. They were contented without luxuries, home made furniture of the roughest description, pork, potatoes, bread with a store of maple syrup and molasses, and tea to furnish the light portion of the menu. It needed much real faithful love to furnish contentment, and cheerfulness – this dear Sam and his pretty young wife thought they possessed in full measure.”


1825-1826: Friendship develops with James Bird


It was at about the time Sam emigrated to Canada, that the Strickland family in Reydon began a correspondence with James Bird. He was a sociable man with a wide circle of literary friends and lived in Yoxford, Suffolk with his wife Emma and their children.


James Bird ran a pharmacist shop which also sold stationery and books, and he was also a published poet. Yoxford is a village some ten miles south-west from Reydon, and a stopping point for coaches travelling to or from London.


Some of the letters to James Bird which originated from the Strickland daughters have survived, the letters dating from 1825 until James Bird’s death in 1839. The correspondence contained orders for medicines and stationery, requests for news about literary matters, and general family news.


1826-1829: Tom’s next voyage


When Sam left Reydon early in March 1825, Tom had not yet returned from his first voyage to the South Pacific, which he began three years previously. There is no record of when he returned but after a period at home he set off again in the autumn of a year which is most likely to have been 1826.


This date is deduced from a letter which Susanna wrote to Emma Bird saying: “I take the opportunity of my dear brother passing through Yoxford on his way to London to beg your acceptance of a basket of apples for the children. Whom I doubt not, like the feathered race whose names they bear, are exceedingly fond of fruit. Mamma would have sent some before but we could not find a conveyance without occasioning a greater expense than such a trifling tribute of our esteem and friendship was worth.” 


The letter continued: “My brother received a hasty summons last night to rejoin his ship bound for India immediately so that you may imagine the bustle and confusion his sudden departure has occasioned but we are scarcely allowed time to think of the long and painful separation that is about to take place and shall feel his absence more tomorrow than we do tonight. I love him so tenderly that I feel my heart none of the lightest.” Silence about Tom and his life in the family chronicles is not, therefore, due to any family antipathy towards him, merely that none of the family have thought fit to record much about his early life. Similarly, and equally to be regretted, there is little about Sarah or Mrs Strickland in family reminiscences, and barely a mention of Jane. 


If sailing for India in the autumn of 1826, Tom might not have been expected to arrive back until early in 1829.


1826: Sam becomes a settler


Sam kept to his original intention of helping Mr Black and learning from him for a year, then setting up on his own. In 1826 he began to look for land to buy, but was unable to find anything suitable near to his parents-in-law in Darlington. One of his brothers-in-law had bought land fifty miles away on the banks of the river Otonabee, a mile from the newly laid out town of Peterborough. Sam and his wife Emma decided to go and settle there, and bought a plot on the river bank adjoining Emma’s brother’s land.


Sam in his book wrote: “Otonabee contains over 80,000 acres which at that time had just been opened by the Government for location. The only practicable road then to this settlement was from Coburg, distant some 12 miles. The price asked was fifteen shillings per acre, which was high for wild land at that time, but the prospect of a town so near” had put the asking price up, even though the town had only got as far as consisting of a lay-out and a few log houses. 


Sam needed £150 to buy the land, plus enough cash to survive on while he did the basic clearing and building work, and turned the land into a farmstead. In his published account written many years later, Sam glossed over how he came by this money, simply stating that money was sent to him by his family in England. When Sam asked for the money in 1826 he would have been well aware how difficult it would be for Mrs Strickland to send him any money at all, but he seems to have asked for, and she seems to have sent, £300.


Mrs Strickland raised the money by putting a value of £300 on the one-eighth share of the Reydon Estate which Sam would inherit on her own death. She then notionally bought it from him, and mortgaged the share in return for the £300 cash which she sent to Sam. Three of her daughters (Eliza, Agnes and Jane) stood as sureties for the repayment of the mortgage. These were Sam’s three eldest sisters, two of whom were managing to earn something of a living for themselves. This sounds all very well for Sam, but a bit hard on the female members of the family struggling to make ends meet in Suffolk.


However, with the money promised and subsequently sent to Canada, Sam reported that he: “closed the bargain and became a landed proprietor in Canada West. On the 16th of May 1826, I moved with all my goods and chattels, which were easily packed into a single horse wagon, and consisted of a plough iron, six pails, a sugar kettle, two iron pots, a frying pan with a long handle, a tea kettle, a chest of carpenter’s tools, a Canadian axe, and a cross-cut saw. My stock of provisions comprised a parcel of groceries, half a barrel of pork and a barrel of flour. The roads were so bad that it took three days” to go the fifty miles.


Sam’s wife Emma was by this time expecting their first child, and remained with her parents while Sam got on with the work of preparing their future home helped by two hired labourers. Their first task was to build a simple shanty hut for immediate shelter whilst they cleared land and built a proper house. The house was to be 36 feet long and 24 feet wide, to be made of elm logs, with three rooms, entrance hall and staircase on the ground floor, leading to three bedrooms upstairs. Sam’s aim was to complete the outside walls, roof and chimney before the winter of 1826/1827 set in, so that he would “be able to work at the finishing part inside, and with the benefit of a fire.”


One evening in the autumn of 1826 Sam wrote that: “upon returning to my shanty in the evening, I was surprised to find that my brother-in-law had just arrived with the intelligence of the birth of my first-born son, and the dangerous illness of my dear wife. My poor Emma had been safely delivered of a fine boy, and was supposed to be progressing favourably, when some alarming symptoms made it necessary to send for me.


“Long before dawn I was some miles upon my sad journey to Darlington. I had no horse – I had had neither time for rest nor appetite for food. I loved my wife with all the warmth of a youthful husband. I am very fond of small children, and the idea of having one of my own had given a stimulus to all my labours but my first-born seemed dearly purchased now at the cost of his poor mother’s peril. Fifty five miles lay between me and my suffering wife. The roads were heavy from the late rains. It was evening by the time I reached Darlington Mills, and I was still some five miles from my father-in-law’s.


“It was quite dark, and I was so over-powered by my fifty miles’ walk, that I stopped at a tavern and asked for some tea. I had scarcely been seated two minutes before some men entered. They were discussing what was to them merely local news, but the question ‘When is the funeral to take place?’ riveted my attention at once. Putting down the much-needed but untasted refreshment, I demanded of one of the speakers ‘Whose funeral?’ My heart at once foretold from its inmost depths what the dreaded answer would be.”


So it was that Samuel Strickland became a father and a widower when still only twenty one years of age. A notice was inserted in the Bury and Norwich Post in England on 6th December 1826 which read: “Died – on the 8th October 1826, at her father’s house in Darlington, Upper Canada, 10 months after her marriage, and 9 days after her delivery of a son, in the 22nd year of her age, Emma, fifth daughter of James Black, Esq., and wife of Samuel Strickland, Esq., formerly of Reydon House, in this county.”


Summer 1827: Sam returns to his farm and re-marries


After Emma’s death, Sam made arrangements for the care of his baby son, and after a few months absence went back to his own farm. He wrote: “I returned in sadness to my lonely and desolate home. I had to begin life again. I had left my land unsown, and therefore the prospect of a crop of wheat for next year’s harvest was, I felt assured, entirely gone” but when Sam arrived back at his farm, he found: “My fallow was not only sown but showing green blade, for some kindly hands had been at work that pecuniary losses might not be added to my heavy domestic bereavement.”


The kindness had been done by “my excellent neighbour Mr Reid and his sons.” Mr Reid on being thanked “said that he had done nothing more than a neighbourly duty, and insisted that I should take up my abode with them. Mrs Reid treated me with maternal kindness, and in their amiable family-circle my bruised heart recovered its peace.”


Sam in his later account reflected on Canada in 1827. He wrote: “The country was quite unsettled, excepting here and there the nucleus of a small village appeared, for the clearings were mostly confined to the vicinity of the Great Lake. There were no plank, gravel or macadamized roads then; saw and grist mills were few and far between. It was no uncommon thing for a farmer to go thirty or forty miles to mill, which sometimes detained him a whole week from his family; and even more if any accident had happened to the machinery.”


Sam spent the spring and early summer of 1827 in the company of his new friends: “I used to go down to the farm every morning, and return in the evening to a cheerful fire-side and agreeable society. I fenced in my fields, planted my spring crops, Indian corn and potatoes. I had my house nearly finished and considered it time I should go and reside in it, and not trespass any longer on the hospitality of my friends.”


Catharine recorded the life of Sam’s son: “On going to visit his baby son, my brother found that the Irish woman in whose care he had left it, had not taken proper care of it, and the child was suffering from neglect and the dear child was kept in a miserable state of dirt. He took the poor child away from its unfeeling, ignorant nurse, and hiring a horse from a farmer, and with a pillow on which the little one was placed as comfortably as could be, he bore his priceless burden, and it arrived none the worse for its long days journey. It was tenderly received by Miss Reid and her sister and devotedly cared for. Very soon little Edward grew healthy, a lovely child, loved by all the young ladies of the family.”


Sam, having decided to take up residence in his own house “did not like the idea of living the life of a hermit. I proposed to, and was accepted by my friend’s eldest daughter” (Mary Reid) “in whom I found what I sought – a faithful mother for my child, and the most devoted and affectionate wife for myself. A better woman, indeed, never existed.”


September 1827: Reydon Farm is rented out and there is an auction


After both her sons left home, Elizabeth Strickland continued working the farm at the Reydon estate for a couple of years. She then rented out the farmland, and sold all the farm equipment and stock.


On 11th October 1827 an agreement was signed in which Elizabeth Strickland leased “several parcels of land containing 72 acres together with a double cottage, barns, stables, neathouse, outhouse and buildings in Reydon” for a period of eight years at an annual rent of £144 to ‘William Adams of Brampton, farmer’.


With the land and buildings in the process of disposal, a sale of the livestock and equipment was organised and announced in the local press: “To be sold at auction on Monday 24th September 1827, all the farming live and dead stock, implements in husbandry, dairy utensils &c of Mrs Strickland, who has let her farm.”


The main items for sale were “4 capital chestnut mares and geldings, a 2 year-old filly, capital grey pony rising 5 years old fit for saddle or harness, 4 excellent milch cows, sow and 10 pigs, close-bucked wagon 3 ¾ tumbrels, luggage cart, taxed ditto and harness, 2 foot ploughs, 2 wheel ditto, cultivator, 2 rolls, wheel chaff engine, cart and plough harness, numerous hand tools, and agricultural requisites; all the dairy utensils, and 4 iron-bound barrel beer casks, and 5 half barrels.” 


The auction began at mid-day and after it was over, Agnes wrote an account of it to James Bird. She wrote: “Praised be our stars! That day of fuss, anxiety, bustle, expectation and disappointment is over. And it is our consolation for the low rate at which our prime milch cows, worthy horses, and freshly painted blue and red implements sold, to reflect that they are gone, and cannot return to trouble us with causing another public auction day on their accounts.


“I could not help wishing that Wilkies had been present last Monday to sketch our auction and its attendants, many of whom had about as much business there as your little Catharine, craving the dear child’s pardon for coupling her name with that of the company at our auction which consisted mainly of Southwold Pilots, who understanding that our parish Clerk, mine host of the Bear, had set out a board in our meadow, for the purpose of selling cakes, apples and strong beer to the company at ‘Madam Strickland’s’ auction, yielded to the force of the irresistible attraction and followed him hither, which was a complete work of supererogation on their parts as they might have had the facsimiles of the beer, cakes and apples, two miles nearer to their own town had they stopped at the Bear instead of seeking so public a place as our orchard to indulge their sottish propensities.


“However they were of a different opinion, and they sat under the trees on the damp grass, smoking their pipes and drinking till it was dark night and mine host of the Bear carried off his empty kegs and panniers with the full conviction that he, at any rate, had made a good day’s work.


“Then every purchaser who had bought anything of the amount of five shillings poured into the house with demands for liquor wine or beer written in legible characters on every feature of their faces, and there were refreshments to be provided (according to their degrees) in parlour and kitchen before they would pay for their respective bargains till we thought there would never be an end of their cravings. It is however all over, and it is well that it is so, and it was a characteristic winding up of poor Mamma’s farming campaign.” 


December 1827: Agnes publishes a book of poems


In 1827 Agnes was still hoping to earn her living as a poet. She put together a volume of fifty poems which was printed for her by Messrs J R & C Childs of Bungay. The Childs family of Bungay, like the Bird family of Yoxford, were sociable people with a wide circle of acquaintances, and became friends with the Strickland family as well as having business dealings with them.


In September 1827 Agnes sent a message asking how the printing was getting on and Robert Childs sent the reply: “Tell Miss Agnes she writes faster than we can print, but she shall have it out before the New Year.”


The longest poem in the volume had the title ‘The Seven Ages of Woman’ and this was used as the title for the book as a whole. The book added to Agnes’s reputation as a writer, and for a while thereafter advertisements for anything she wrote carried the reference “author of ‘The Seven Ages of Woman’.”


Catharine was also busy producing a published volume. In Catharine’s case the writing did not necessarily carry her name as her task was to produce the end product, a Christmas annual for children. Agnes sent a copy of the completed annual to James Bird as a present for his 9 year old son, also called James. Agnes wrote: “I have enclosed a copy of ‘The Juvenile Forget-Me-Not’ for my little friend James if he does not consider it too juvenile for his acceptance. I think I told you when at Yoxford that it was a work of Catharine’s with the exception of the poetry, which is by me.”


In December 1827 Agnes again wrote to Mr Bird, taking advantage of an opportunity of sending a letter to Yoxford by hand and receiving a reply by the same means, and therefore free of charge. Agnes had been unwell and described her symptoms to Mr Bird in his role as pharmacist: “I have an improving bulletin to announce on my part, since I feel an abatement of the most unpleasant symptoms, and have been able to take the air several times last week, but I am still lamentably feeble, and you may perceive by the character of this exquisite writing, how much my hand trembles.


“I still suffer from bile and flatulence and look very sallow and wan. If you will oblige me by making up the tonic draught as before, or anything else you think would be beneficial in my deranged state of the nervous and digestive system, Mr Adams the bearer of this, will I know take charge of the packet. I think it would be as well to put up a half pint bottle of the mixture which would be giving it a fairer trial. It certainly did me much good while taking it. I suffer much with weakness in the knees, which makes getting up and down stairs a difficult matter. I should much have enjoyed to peep in upon your Xmas party yesterday, and hope you and dear Mrs Bird and the little ones, spent a happy and cheerful day. We were dull enough, the indisposition of Catharine and myself precluding much mirth, and I am generally the merriest of the circle.”


Agnes’s book of poems was nearing publication and extracts from it had been appearing in newspapers since November. Agnes wanted news of the book’s reception and Mr Bird, with his contacts and stationery-cum-book-cum-pharmacy shop, was in a position to help. Agnes wrote: “Mr Seth Stevenson has kindly inserted a second extract from my book in his paper, and the Editor of the Sunday Monitor has inserted ‘An Original Greek Song’ which I sent him thinking it would come in well after Navarino.”


The Battle of Navarino had been fought in October 1827 as part of the Greek War of Independence. It was a decisive victory for allied forces from Britain, France and Russia against the Ottoman and Egyptian forces which were trying to suppress the Greeks. Agnes added, with a mixture of curiosity and despondency: “I am curious to know whether any of the revues and magazines for the ensuing month will notice my volume. I suppose the monthly review will clapper claw it in a remorseless way as they did ‘Worcester Field’.”


January 1828: A Sunday School is opened at Reydon parish church


The Strickland family attended the local parish church in Reydon, despite the poor spiritual state of the Church of England during the Regency period and thereafter. Catharine many years later described the situation: “The greatest state of deadness and supineness existed, not only in our Parish Church but in all the neighbouring ones – There was a state of spiritual destitution, against which no one lifted up their voice to remonstrate, so indifferent had people become – the parishioners listened patiently to long winded homilies, but this state of things was not always to continue – there are now no fox-hunting horse-riding men in our Suffolk churches. The old race is now dead and gone, and better men fill their pulpits – those were the dark days under the reign of the Georges.”


As the Strickland children grew from childhood to adulthood their attitude to the world around them began to change, as also did the nature of the local clergy. Catharine wrote: “As the years went by we began to understand the condition of the people among whom we lived, and that we had duties to perform with them, not only to ease the burden of sickness and poverty, but also to take an interest in their higher welfare. With the aid of our young and enlightened vicar, my sisters and myself succeeded in establishing a Sunday School for the children of the labourers in our parish.” The Sunday School at the Reydon parish church of St Margaret came into existence on the first Sunday of 1828.


The Strickland sisters not only helped get the Sunday School at Reydon off the ground, they also taught there. Susanna described the pastime in a letter to James Bird in October 1828, a letter which shows the friendly links between the Bird, Childs and Strickland families. Susanna wrote: “I have increased my cold at the Church this afternoon in teaching eight dunces their ABC. Little Frank Childs is still with us, he helps me not a little with my class in the school and hears the elder children their Catechism while I teach the little ones to read. I am serving my apprenticeship at tuition. Surely all children are not as stupid as my class. I never knew I possessed a grain of patience till today. I do assure you my dear friend it was tried to the utmost.”


March 1828: Agnes meets Sir Walter Scott


As the winter moved towards the spring of 1828, Agnes prepared to go to London to visit her aunt, Mrs Leverton. She was to catch the London coach that picked up passengers at Yoxford, which gave her the chance to pay a social visit to the Bird family en route. Her letter to Mr Bird of 28th February 1828 is a combination of sociable and literary chat, including mention of the poem ‘Dunwich’ by James Bird which was about to be published. 


Agnes, who had been ill over the winter, wrote: “My Dear Friend, The period of my visit to London being now determined, and friday week being the day appointed to travel by Yoxford day coach” she asked if it would be convenient for herself and Susanna to visit for a few hours the previous day “we should arrange to sleep at the Inns, which would insure my being up in time for the friday’s coach. My health is a little improved within the last week, I am under the care of Mr Tag, our regular man of pills, and am taking bitter draughts, and pills thrice a day.


“On Monday week I was at Bungay, where I mentioned your ‘Dunwich’ to my friend Mr Childs, who said he would take a copy. I wish he had said 10. Mrs Bardwels ‘the stationer at Southwold’ asked me to request you to write to her, what would be the price of the book, and when forthcoming, as she thought she could sell some. She has sold up my poems, but I always let her have my book on sale or return, and she has (her own proposal) 20 per cent profit on each volume. This is rather better than the sale of ‘Worcester Field’ at Longmans, where my 100 copies, have returned considerably less than they cost me for printing and boarding.


“I have been busily employed in writing tales designedly for the annuals and have produced three. I want to write one or two more, but last week I was obliged to visit the mantua maker making and altering my robes for London, and the eternal flounces and furbelows, fitting and re-fitting, frilling and quilling, and all the long etcetera of female costume, chased from the secret chamber of my brain a multitude of excellent ideas – now I am again at leisure, all my imaginative treasures have fled, and I am as dull and incapable of wit or pathos as any Lane and Newman writer”. As an afterthought she asked: “Will you have the goodness to enquire for me the inside fare by the Yoxford coach to London. I am told the Saxmundham is cheaper.”


However, Agnes had to postpone her visit due to poor health, and a week later she wrote again to James Bird saying: “I am not yet myself, but this weather is as much against me, as it is inimical to the poor snowdrops, who are hanging their heads, in a truly forlorn manner, and shrinking from the bitter blast. All things considered my dear friend I have resolved to postpone my journey till Monday week, longer I cannot on account of Mrs Leverton’s impatience to have me in town. I will leave Reydon after dinner on the Monday so I shall not be with you till some time about five o’clock, when I shall with much pleasure, accept an invitation to take tea with Mrs Bird in her chamber, if she be well enough to bear the accession of clack.” Emma Bird was expecting a baby in the near future.


Mrs Strickland having sold the family horses at the auction in 1827, the family transport now consisted of a donkey and cart if walking was impractical. Agnes continued: “Susan will probably be my companion. We shall most probably journey to Yoxford with my long eared Pegasus, attended by a mere foot page, most appropriately eclept John Phastar. He seems a very worthy creature, and suits our quiet service much better than that complete prototype of Callum Beg, the late John, whom Mamma has been forced to discharge on account of his incorrigible pranks.” It was probably on this visit to London that Agnes met Sir Walter Scott, author of the very popular Waverley novels in which Callum Beg is a character.


There are two versions of how Agnes came to meet the famous man. One version is that Sir Walter Scott was a guest at one of Mrs Leverton’s Drawing Rooms and that Agnes met him there. In this version of their meeting, they shook hands and their conversation was about his novels and he said that the idea for them came from his reading an earlier Scottish novel by Jane Porter, a friend of Agnes.


The other version of the meeting was given by Susanna in a letter to Mr Bird. She wrote: “Agnes has introduced herself to Sir Walter Scott at a public exhibition. He shook hands with her and complimented her on her Poems. She is delighted.”


April 1828: Sam has a career change


The Canada Company had been set up as a land and colonization company in 1824. In 1826 it bought two and a half million acres of land from the government, about half of which lay in the Huron Tract (western Ontario), the rest being in relatively small scattered areas.


In his auto-biography Sam wrote: “In the spring of 1827 the Canada Company began operations at Guelph, under the superintendence of John Galt, Esq. I had heard a great deal about the fertility of their lands, especially in the Huron tract, containing a million acres in one block. I resolved to go and judge for myself; and as I heard the superintendent was then in Toronto, I determined to call upon him there, and collect all the information in my power.


“My first interview with Mr Galt took place at the Old Steam-boat Hotel in February 1828. He received me with great kindness, and asked me many particulars of Bush-life connected with my first settlement. I suppose my answers were satisfactory, for he turned to me abruptly, and asked me if I would like to enter the Canada Company’s service. He wanted a practical person to take charge of the outdoor department in the absence of Mr Prior who was to be sent to the Huron tract with a party of men to clear up and lay off the new-town plot of Goderich.” Sam was told he would “have charge of the Company’s stores, keep the labour rolls, and superintend the road-making and bridge-building, and indeed everything connected with the practical part of the settlement.”


Sam accepted the offer at once: “This was just the sort of life I wished. No salary was to be named till I had been three months in the Company’s employ” which Sam accepted as he believed he would in due course be paid “according to my deserts.”


As agreed at the interview, Sam arranged his affairs then returned to: “meet Mr Galt in Toronto in April 1828 at the commencement of the spring operations.” He was sent to Guelph, travelling by wagon and reaching his destination on the afternoon of the second day. At Guelph Sam found “some twenty or thirty log-houses, about as many shanties, a large frame tavern building, a store, two blacksmith’s shops and the walls of two stone-buildings. One of these would be the company’s offices. Dr Dunlop and Mr Prior each had a good house, and there was the Priory, a large log-building afterwards occupied by the superintendent.” Sam wrote that “this was pretty well, considering that only a year had elapsed since the first tree was felled.


“I was fully employed the whole summer in constructing two bridges, one over the Speed, and the other over the Eramosa branch, also in opening a good road to each. These bridges were built of cedar logs, and on a plan of my own, which Mr Galt highly approved.” It sounds as though Sam had learnt from his father or through his sisters how to turn his hand to practical work, and how to build things well.


Sam also had other jobs to keep him occupied. He wrote: “We had no medical man in Guelph for some months after my arrival so, for want of a better, I was obliged to turn physician and soon became very skilful in bleeding and tooth-drawing, and as I charged nothing, you may be sure I had plenty of customers.” After his three month trial period, Sam was given a salary and a house in which he and his family lived rent-free, and Sam’s second wife, Mary was able to join him.


November 1828: Susanna breaks off an engagement


In August 1828 Susanna wrote to Mr Bird to arrange a social visit: “Kitty and I are only waiting for a fine day to pay you a flying visit of a few brief hours but they will be hours of pleasure. Green spots in the desert of life. We propose getting up very early and coming with the donkey to be with you in the forenoon and start for home about seven.” 


Susanna, aged 25, was engaged to be married, possibly unofficially, but the relationship was ended soon after. At the beginning of September 1828 she told Mr Bird: “Today I had a letter from Asker. He is now in Norwich, but gives me no hope of seeing him again this year. I am vexed with him on many accounts. If he were not Asker I should positively hate him. I query now whether I shall ever be his wife, certainly not if he goes on in his present extravagant career. You will smile and say lovers quarrel. But I abhor selfishness and this trait in a husband of mine would drive me mad.”


Two months later she told James Bird: “This day has been a heavy trial, of shuddering agony. I have written him his final dismissal. My eyes were tearless but my brain seemed to burn and my heart to wither but it must be so. I must now strive to forget him. I could not write to him in scorn or anger, and when I signed the warrant that gave the death blow to the hopes of years my heart was overflowing with tenderness to the author of my sufferings. But I will never be his wife – No Never!”


February 1829: Agnes enthuses about phrenology


During much of 1828 Agnes was ill and her letter to James Bird, which she wrote on 19th February 1829 was a mixture of stationery order, exchange of general news and chatter, and a letter to Mr Bird in his role as pharmacist. Agnes wrote: “I am taking a great deal of exercise walking an hour thrice a day but am still so bilious. I look – oh Juno! how I look! – a perfect orange colour and nothing I take does me any good, yet I have no pain in the side, or tension about the liver, I am not subject to affections of that kind, this is a stomach complaint debility indigestion and flatulence. If you think Colosinth pills would be serviceable to me, send a small box. If not I must be guilty of one extravagance of a box of Dixons Antebilious. I would never use any other if they were not so atrociously dear.”


The Strickland family was still avoiding postal charges where possible, using whatever means of communication they could find. On this occasion the carriers were members of the local constabulary. Agnes wrote: “I am as normal in a great hurry therefore if you will have the goodness to book the order against the next opportunity of sending I shall be grateful. Perhaps Mr Constable Bringston or the Wangford Constable Bensons may (if there have been any naughty doings in the parish) attend your Yoxford justice sitting, and either would take a parcel for us. Are not the channels of poetical and literary communications between we Suffolk bards remarkably choice and refined!” 


This letter also covered the subject of phrenology and the Childs family of Bungay. Members of the Childs family are the only people in Bungay ever mentioned in the Strickland correspondence, so it may be supposed that if any of the family visited Bungay, they would have met at least one member of the Childs family while there.


The printing business of J R & C Childs was long-established and flourishing. It was run by John Childs, and by his younger brother Robert, and by his son Charles. They specialised in printing inexpensive editions of classical works and of the Bible, as a means of increasing public literacy and of raising intellectual standards. The family were prominent non-conformists, and politically they were radicals.


They were also keen phrenologists, believing that the detailed shape of a person’s skull gives an indication of character and mental capabilities. The idea had arisen in the 1790s and, after being roundly condemned as nonsense by the Edinburgh Review and defended by its originator, Dr FJ Gall, many people in the 19th century became fascinated by the idea.


The Strickland sisters were among those interested in phrenology, and Agnes encouraged James Bird in the same direction. In her February 1829 letter to James Bird, she wrote: “And my dear friend you have at length visited Bungay and made acquaintance with our worthy Phrenologists. I rejoiced to hear it for I am sure you must be mutually pleased with each other. I can assure you that your excursion has been productive of no small pleasure to me in reading your witty and spirited lines on the occasion of your visit to R Childs’s Golgotha as we always call his scull museum, and now confess that you did not leave it untainted with the Phrena-mania.


“It is a very epidemical place for that sort of thing. Few people leave it without experiencing a spice of the infection and however they outwardly protest against giving the slightest faith to the science, may nevertheless be detected from time to time in the act of examining their own bumps and making sly inquisitions upon the craniums of all their acquaintance. Such are the first suggestions of an inclination towards phrenology but they become gradually stronger till the party at length acquires sufficient evidence of the truth of the science (especially if he be blest with a fine head of his own) to acknowledge himself a decided phrenologist.”


The phrenology craze could be somewhat unsettling as was later recalled by James Ewing Ritchie who was a son of the Rev Andrew Ritchie of the Suffolk village of Wrentham, and a friend of the Strickland family. When describing John Childs he wrote: “He was a great phrenologist and I well remember how I, a raw lad, rather trembled in his presence as I saw his keen, dark eyes directed towards that part of my person where my brains are supposed to be. I imagine the result was favourable, as at a later time I spent many a pleasant hour in his dining room, gathering wisdom from his after-dinner talk and inspiration from his port.”


John Childs was hospitable, and many intellectually adventurous people met around his table. James Ewing Ritchie added a physical description and said that John Childs was: “almost Napoleonic in appearance, with a habit of blurting out sharp cynicisms and original epigrams, rather than conversing.” 
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