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References in the Text





WORKS


Elizabeth Gaskell revised her work for new editions as well as for the transfer from periodical to volume publication. For consistency, I have quoted throughout from the only complete edition of the fiction, the Knutsford edition of The Works of Mrs Gaskell, ed. A. W. Ward, 8 vols (London, 1906), and for The Life of Charlotte Brontë I have used the Penguin Classics edition, ed. Alan Shelston (Harmondsworth, 1975). To allow easy reference to other editions, references are to chapters rather than page numbers.


LETTERS


All quotations are from The Letters of Mrs Gaskell, ed. J. A. V. Chapple and Arthur Pollard (Manchester, 1966), Unless otherwise indicated in the end-notes. At Professor Chapple’s suggestion only the longer, displayed extracts from the Letters have references, and these are to the page number (for example, L200) rather than to the somewhat complicated individual letter numbers. Following Chapple and Pollard, I have retained Gaskell’s sometimes idiosyncratic spellings and punctuation, and have used braces to indicate her deletions { }, and solidi for her insertions \ /.



















A Note, and Acknowledgements





Most of us still talk of ‘Mrs Gaskell’. That ‘Mrs’ sounds so comfortable, fit for the author of Cranford. Yet Elizabeth Gaskell’s first novels, Mary Barton and Ruth, shocked Victorian readers: the blazon of matronly respectability set its face against controversy just as much as the male pseudonyms Currer Bell and George Eliot.


I had always admired Gaskell’s fiction and the vigour and humour of her letters. I liked the way she stood at odds with orthodoxies and eluded pigeon-holes. Conservatives and radicals, Christians and sceptics, Marxists and feminists, all acclaimed different aspects of her work, but all in the end seemed to tap their pens in frustration: she somehow did not ‘fit’. I wanted to trace her life, out of curiosity. But in reading her work I became increasingly intrigued by her notorious ‘charm’ – a word which, when applied to her writing, at once praises and diminishes, and partly explains why such an original, passionate and sometimes rather strange writer is so often taken for granted. Virginia Woolf read Gaskell while recovering from her breakdown in 1915; ‘What a modest, capable woman,’ she wrote. Yet a fortnight later she grew impatient: ‘what I object to in the mid Victorians is their instinctive fluency – as if Mrs G. sat down to write with the cat on her knee’. One knows what she meant. Gaskell’s fiction seems so easy; she is the quintessential mid-Victorian, constantly described as ‘a born writer’, ‘a natural artist’, ‘an instinctive storyteller’.


What do those phrases imply? That she was somehow gifted with a ventriloquist facility for telling other people’s tales? Up to a point this rings true – she described her technique in Mary Barton as being to SEE the scenes I tried to describe’, and then to relate them as if talking to a friend by the fire on a winter night. An intimate, oral, winter’s tale tradition certainly lies behind her work. She was, however, very conscious of her craft, aware of the limits of realism, alert to cultural traditions and linguistic history; she saw writing as hard work. Furthermore, hers is a fiction of ideas, acting out the dilemmas that preoccupied her time.


Gaskell herself said she could never express herself so well as through stories. It was because of this doubleness, the sense of something learnt so thoroughly that it comes to seem ‘second nature’, that I called this book ‘A Habit of Stories’. (Habits, of course, can be compulsive.) Then, because Elizabeth loved clothes, I found myself thinking of a habit as a garment, a feminine cloak, a dress for action like a riding-habit, a badge of vocation like a nun’s. And since she grew up among women who incessantly explained the world through narrative – in gossip, letters and folk-tales – I began to see storytelling less as a habit than a habitat, subject to its own evolutionary laws. Our ways of reading, like Gaskell’s writing, have their roots in the mental landscapes of our age. But words from the past are still eloquent: we may accept ‘the death of the author’, but the habit of stories does not die.
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This book was prompted by Will Sulkin, and I should like to thank him, and Stephen Gill, for encouraging me at the start. Since the publication of The Letters of Mrs Gaskell in 1966 the principal debt of anyone exploring Gaskell’s life must be to the editors of that collection, J. A. V. Chapple and Arthur Pollard. I owe a special debt to John Chapple, who has generously shared his research, sent transcripts, told me of new discoveries, answered queries and read my text – his patience and joviality never seem to flag. Joan Leach, knowledgeable local historian and tireless secretary of the Gaskell Society, has been invaluable in showing me Knutsford and in supplying details of Cheshire history. John Geoffrey Sharps has been a great support: his book Mrs Gaskell’s Observation and Invention, with its spreading, meticulous notes, is a hoard of information, and he has also kindly allowed me to use his private collection of letters. Others working in this field have provided assistance or inspired ideas, particularly Barbara Brill (with her work on William Gaskell and her study of the Portico Library Archives), Angus Easson, John Gross, John Hodgson, Gunnel Melcher, Alan Shelston, Arthur Pollard, R. W. Webb and Patsy Stoneman.


I am grateful, too, to the following people: Rosemary Ashton and Kenneth Fielding for clarifying details about G. H. Lewes and the Carlyles; Hugh Cunningham, David Kynaston and David Turley for specific historical background; Andrew Motion for comments on early work; Janet Allen, formerly of the Portico Library, Manchester, for her warm hospitality and assistance with picture research; Deborah Rogers for practical and moral support; Jane Turner for her sustained interest; Susanne McDadd, Ron Costley, Helen Jeffrey and my witty, supportive editor, Julian Loose, for seeing the work to press; and Steve, Tom, Hannah, Jamie and Luke Uglow for being themselves. And finally – for reading everything, in bits and pieces and bundles, and for making me think things through – I especially want to thank my friends Hermione Lee, and Francis Spufford.
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Note to the 1999 edition





One of the delights of writing a biography is that it is so provisional – you always live in hope that more facts will come to light. Since I wrote this book, for example, John Chapple has published Elizabeth Gaskell: the Early Years (1997), a scrupulously detailed exploration of the background to Gaskell’s life up to her marriage in 1832. This adds fascinating information on her father, William Stevenson; on the milieu of the Stevensons, Hollands and Gaskells; on the naval career of her brother John; and on the sad life of Aunt Lumb, her ‘more than mother’, whose wealthy, unstable husband turns out to have had a second, illegitimate family.


It has been exciting to be part of a new wave of interest in Gaskell, to see more paperback editions and translations; to read the criticism of Hilary Schor, Kate Flint, Terence Wright and Deirdre D’Albertis; to hear the radio dramatization of North and South and to be involved with Andrew Davies’s television adaptation Wives and Daughters. But most important of all have been the publications which let Gaskell speak for herself, as she does in her touching maternal diary, now published in full in Private Voices: The Diaries of Elizabeth Gaskell and Sophia Holland (1996). In this respect the most significant event is the completion of the revised Letters of Elizabeth Gaskell, edited by John Chapple and Alan Shelston. Due to be appear in late 2000, this annotated volume adds some 300 letters to the Chapple and Pollard edition of 1966, including all those that I quote here from manuscript sources. The new letters illuminate yet more facets of Gaskell’s life: her dealings with publishers, her philanthropic role, her contacts with Florence Nightingale and her American friendships. Like everyone interested in Gaskell, I treasure the warm, tumbling tones of her correspondence. Each year, one or two are unearthed and 1999 saw a real find, when Robert Craig was sifting through some dusty carrier bags of nineteenth-century letters bought at an auction, and began to wonder if some might be from Elizabeth Gaskell. Indeed they were, and they have now been bought by the Gaskell Society, who will place them with related material in the John Rylands Library, Manchester.


The letters are headed ‘My Dear Daddy’, a teasing address to Barbara Fergusson, her children’s governess from 1844 to the later 1840s, and her ‘dear household friend’. Although they don’t radically alter our view of Gaskell, they add piquant details to the years before she became a published author. Here she is as a young mother, staying in Kutsford in the summer of 1845, with her daughter Florence, baby William and maid Hearn. She frets about the washing bill and the cook, and her new green gown, spoilt by hot milk poured ‘into a glass which cracked and flew up and down, and the milk came splash into my lap – very provoking indeed’. In the windy night she has been soothing little Florence, who has had bad dreams about a puppy:




But she is very well, very hungry, very merry, and very independent. Hearn and I between us made some terrible forgets in our packing up, no night gown, no night cap, no dressing gown, no tooth-brush; the last bought, the first I borrowed. The dress-maker says my gown is gone, nothing can be done but dying it. What else have I got to say? I try to think of something that will interest you, but I can’t.





In fact, of course, Gaskell always has something interesting to say but her tone is wilfully artless. On 29 October, 1848, when Mary Barton first hit the bookshops, she tells Fergusson:




Do you know ‘my book’ is out, and (I believe, praised from what the publisher writes me word in the Athenaeum and Jerrold’s newspaper). Of course here I hardly hear anything of that kind; nor do I care.





That insouciant shrug of the shoulders is typical. Yet once Mary Barton was launched the sheer weight of her writing activity, and her increasing professional acuity, were astounding. Deep down, Gaskell cared very much indeed. And when we trace her life and read her books, we share that involvement. Humourous, warm-hearted, passionate and profound, she still speaks directly and powerfully to us today.
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LEARNING VOICES


1810–48







‘We have only to look at a portrait of Mrs Gaskell, soft-eyed, beneath her charming veil, to see that she  was a dove … she was all a woman was expected to  be; gentle, domestic, tactful, prone to tears, easily  shocked. So far from chafing at the limits imposed on  her activities, she accepted them with serene satisfaction.


Lord David Cecil, 1934    




 





I feel a stirring instinct and long to be off … just like abird wakens up from its content at the change of theseasons … But … I happen to be a woman instead of a bird … and … moreover I have no wings like a dove to fly away.


Elizabeth Gaskell to Mary Howitt, 1838    
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Far and Near





On a wintry day in October 1831 Elizabeth Stevenson, soon to be Elizabeth Gaskell, was writing to her friend Harriet, scribbling at speed, her curling script crossing and recrossing the crowded page: ‘Oh this windy miserable weather; I am writing near a window where puffs of wind come through every now & then, & chill my intellects – you will ask why I don’t move – I suppose it is my vis inertia, and my being in a most comfortable arm chair – but I am squeezing myself into as small a compass as I can to collect all the warmth.’1


The draughts did not matter. She could write anywhere, under any conditions – in a freezing or a sun-filled room, at a desk or in a field, ‘gay with bright spring flowers … crunching up my paper, & scuttering my pencil away, when any one comes near’. In later life, while her husband retreated to his study and firmly shut the door, she wrote in the dining-room with the doors open to all the demands of children and guests, like Jane Austen in the midst of the household, only hiding her papers when visitors came. With no sign of inertia or a chilled intellect, Elizabeth Gaskell squeezed six long novels, a major biography, dozens of short stories and hundreds of letters into the compass of an extremely active life.


She was always hungry for stories, for involvement in other lives. From Woodside, Liverpool, where she was staying with cousins, she begged Harriet for news: ‘Remember, every little, leetle, particular about yourself, and your concerns, and gossipry, and scandal, are most welcome to me, but especially all that interests you, and Elizabeth personally, down to the uninteresting in general basons [sic] of tapioca you have at lunch.’2 How are the Rankins? she asks. What is become of Marianne Reed? How is Mr Turner’s cold?


In return Elizabeth pours out her own news – of bonnets and bazaars, phrenology and fashions, shipwrecks on the Mersey, cholera and Coronation Balls. Into the buzz of news there creeps now and then a note of longing, an impatience to be on the move: ‘I suppose we shall make wings to ourselves, and fly away, in the course of the next month, to our real home.’ The same feeling rises six years later in a letter to the writers William and Mary Howitt. Writing from Manchester, where the May sun gleams only feebly through the smoke, she explains that at the coming of spring:




‘I feel a stirring instinct and long to be off into the deep grassy solitudes of the country, just like a bird wakens up from its content at the change of the seasons and tends its way to some well-known but till then forgotten land. But as I happen to be a woman instead of a bird, as I have ties at home and duties to perform, and as, moreover I have no wings like a dove to fly away … why I must stay at home and content myself with recalling the happy scenes which your books bring up before me.’ (L14)




 





A feeling of frustration and reined-in energy was often to mark her flight into this inner world, even when she was an established writer, for although she could write anywhere, she was not always free to: ‘I … was writing away vigorously at Ruth when the Wedgwoods, Etc came: and I was sorry, very sorry to give it up my heart being so full of it, in a way which I can’t bring back. That’s that.’





Involvement in the near, yearning for the far, marked Elizabeth Gaskell’s life from its earliest days, a pattern established even before she was born. The story of her parents and their families bears directly on her life and work; when she came to write fiction, she returned again and again to the times they lived through, the movements they took part in, the ideas they were stirred by. Even in pictures of apparently static communities like Cranford, and still more in a novel like North and South, she is preoccupied with the pressure of change, with its losses and gains, painting the energy as well as the misery of the new towns, and the hardship as well as the beauty of the countryside.


Elizabeth Cleghorn Stevenson was born, on 29 September 1810, in Lindsey Row, Chelsea, at the house which is now 93 Cheyne Walk. Chelsea was still a village, not a fashionable neighbourhood, but it was already an area for writers and artists, many of them, like her parents, newly arrived from elsewhere. With their small son, John, the Stevensons had come to the city four years before after a series of moves which had much to do with the character of Elizabeth’s brilliant but erratic father, William. Both her parents were Unitarians, and this faith – a way of thinking and an attitude to life as much as a set of beliefs – was to be a central force in their daughter’s life.


The faith Elizabeth learnt was a simple one. Unitarians, as the name suggests, rejected as unknowable, and therefore impossible, such mystical doctrines as the Trinity and the divinity of Christ. In England, after the Dissenting ministers were ejected from the Church in 1662, Unitarianism developed within a strain of Presbyterianism strongly influenced by the ideas of Hobbes, Locke and Newton and by the rationalism and science of the Enlightenment. Unitarians followed Locke in believing the mind to be blank at birth, a tabula rasa, and grasped the psychology of David Hartley (developed in his Observations on Man, 1749) to explain how personality was formed. Hartley’s belief that ideas and attitudes are developed from an early age from the ‘associations’ of sensations led to a preoccupation with education and upbringing – a theme of Elizabeth’s writings from her earliest stories to her final novel, Wives and Daughters.


Unitarian doctrines were clarified and strengthened in the late eighteenth century by Joseph Priestley, Theophilus Lindsey (who resigned from the Church of England to found Essex Street Chapel in London) and Lindsey’s successor, Thomas Belsham, a brilliant organizer and spokesman, if not an inspired theorist. Unitarianism was a very open church, which asked of its members only a belief in the one God, an acceptance of the divine mission of Jesus and a reliance on the scriptures (although the Bible too was subject to reason and historical criticism). The nature of Jesus remained a matter of debate – he could be a lesser form of God, a man with a divine authority or, indeed, a human being, divinely chosen, yet physically vulnerable and morally fallible. Unitarians refused to accept the notion of original sin or the doctrine of atonement: Jesus was revered as a teacher and example, not a vehicle of grace. No one was ‘chosen’ and there was no elect. (Many believers – including other Dissenters – felt that in holding to one God and denying the divinity of Christ Unitarians had no right to call themselves Christians at all.)3


Above all they believed in freedom of thought and stressed the role of reason in the quest for truth. In the Dissenting Academies one of the texts studied was Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding and they held by his sanguine belief: ‘I doubt not but how that a man, by the right use of his natural abilities, may, without any innate principles, attain a knowledge of God, and other things that concern him.’4 Priestley argued that the universe was ruled by immutable laws which originated from God and applied to both the physical and moral spheres: these laws were, however, within the reach of man’s understanding and once understood they could be followed to advance God’s plan. This did not deny freedom of will, as he explained by quoting the image from Hobbes’s Leviathan of water flowing through a channel, at once free and determined. Men have liberty to act and yet,




‘because every act of man’s will, and every desire and inclination, proceedeth from some cause, and that from another cause, in a continual chain (whose first link is in the hand of God, the first of all causes), all things proceed from necessity.’5





One weakness of this rational, necessitarian framework was that it could feel constricting and arid, denying feeling and mystery. In a galloping list of Coleridge’s enthusiasms William Hazlitt (whose father was a Unitarian minister) summed up both its excitement and limitations. Coleridge, he said, became obsessed by ‘the great laws of association that binds all things in its mystic chain, and the doctrine of Necessity (the mild teacher of Christ) and the Millennium, anticipative of a life to come – and he plunged deep into the controversy on Matter and spirit’. Then ‘as an escape from Dr Priestley’s materialism, where he felt himself imprisoned by the logician’s spell, as Ariel in the cloven pine tree’, he had to move on, to poetry and cloudy transcendentalism.6


The faith might lack mystery, but it did not lack fire. Hazlitt’s mention of a millennium in this world, not the next, points to Unitarianism’s radical, inspiring power. It was essentially optimistic, assuming a dynamic of gradual progress to perfection, both in individuals and societies, and emphasizing personal action. Everyone should promote progress by questioning the status quo. Intellectual and scientific discovery was to be welcomed. Unitarians took the lead in founding the Literary and Philosophical Societies which sprang up in several English towns and cities in the 1780s and 1790s. Debate and experiment were encouraged, as the preface to the first volume of Memoirs of the Manchester ‘Lit. and Phil.’ makes clear: ‘Science, like fire, is put in motion by collision.’7


In ethics this challenge to convention put equality before hierarchy, moral justice before legal judgement. Unitarians asked, as Gaskell does in so many novels and stories, ‘Why do we live in an unjust world if we are all equal in the eyes of God?’ To the predominantly Anglican establishment, this made them suspect on political as well as religious grounds. They were identified with revolution because they believed that men and women should speak openly against the things they felt were wrong, in personal and social life as well as on issues of faith. This too was part of Elizabeth’s inheritance. Although their numbers were relatively small compared with other sects (there were only twenty declared Unitarian congregations by 1810, the year of Elizabeth’s birth), their influence was great. From Unitarian families came a succession of passionate reformers – men like William Roscoe, who voted for the abolition of the slave trade even though he knew he would lose his seat as MP for Liverpool, which lived off the trade. In the nineteenth century Unitarian women were as influential as men in social reform. Florence Nightingale, Harriet Martineau, Barbara Bodichon, Bessie Parkes, Emily Shaen and Mary Carpenter all shared a Unitarian background to some degree, and most were Elizabeth Gaskell’s personal friends. Like them, she believed that the witness to truth should be taken, if needs be, to the point of martyrdom. In every fierce controversy about her work – over Mary Barton, Ruth, even The Life of Charlotte Brontë – she would revert to this deep justification: she had to tell the truth.8




*





Despite its proud radicalism Unitarianism was also the most tolerant of all Nonconformist sects, embracing many shades of opinion. Elizabeth’s father and mother belonged to two different phases of the Church, the new and the old. While William Stevenson was a radical, a man of the modern world, his wife, Elizabeth, came from the old-established Dissenting congregations which had taken root in Lancashire and Cheshire in the seventeenth century. Her family, the Hollands, formed part of a community with traditional, even conservative views. Her father, Samuel, farmed at Sandlebridge, near Knutsford in Cheshire, on land which had been in the family since 1718.


The Hollands were known in the area not only as farmers but as doctors, lawyers, bankers and businessmen. They were typical of the solid middle classes who formed the main body of the Unitarian Church in the provinces – where ‘a small but highly respectable body’ is a frequent description of a congregation.9 Shared beliefs were buttressed by education and by business and political alliances, forming a nationwide network: Hollands were linked by friendship and marriage to Wedgwoods, Darwins and Turners. Two black basalt vases gleamed in the parlour of Samuel Holland’s farmhouse, a wedding gift from Josiah Wedgwood.


Samuel’s farm was large, over three hundred acres, and he combined his work as a land-agent and farmer with that of a lay preacher, as Farmer Holman does in Gaskell’s pastoral novella, Cousin Phillis. His son Swinton felt Samuel’s life was ‘smooth and easy, happy and contented, but not brilliant; he was fond of farming, improved his estate, was respected by all the neighbourhood and those who knew him, and was remarkable for his strict integrity’, while his grandson Henry described him as ‘an admirable example of old age rendered venerable by all the gentler qualities of human nature. He was the most perfect practical optimist I have ever known.’10 He remembered him ‘walking cheerfully over his fields, or tranquilly smoking his pipe in an arm-chair coeval with himself’. Samuel’s wife, Anne Swinton, also came from a family linked to Knutsford for over two hundred years. She was far less placid than her husband, sharp with her servants and, like her granddaughter, ‘a person of extraordinary energy and will’.11 Elizabeth, their fourth daughter and sixth child, met her future husband in the early 1790s while he was working as a minister at Dob Lane Chapel in Failsworth, near Manchester, sixteen miles from her home. From then on she was swept from her settled life into his wanderings, physical and intellectual.


William Stevenson also came from an old Dissenting family, one tied not to the land but to the sea. His father is said to have been a naval post-captain at Berwick-upon-Tweed, and two of his brothers became naval officers: both died during active service in the Napoleonic wars. When he was eight, his mother, writing to her husband, told him that the children gave her no trouble, except William, who hardly ever attended school and was constantly running about the old city walls of Berwick which overlooked the sea.12 He must have tamed this restlessness; in 1787, after leaving Berwick Grammar School, he began training for the Unitarian ministry at Daventry, moving with the Academy to Northampton and then to Manchester.


William was a student in stirring times: since 1688 the Unitarians had drunk an annual toast to ‘civil and religious liberty the world over’, and many of the current leaders greeted the French Revolution with enthusiasm. Mary Ann Galton (daughter of the chemist Samuel Galton, a friend of Joseph Priestley) recalled a typical scene when young Harry Priestley burst through the door, waving his hat and crying, ‘Hurrah! Liberty, Reason, brotherly love for ever! Down with kingcraft and priestcraft. The Majesty of the People for ever! France is free, the Bastille taken.’13 But by 1791 news of the Terror in France brought a backlash of opinion in England. Anyone suspected of republican sympathies was a target, and feelings reached such a height that a mob attacked the Meeting Houses in Birmingham, where Joseph Priestley was a minister, set fire to his house and wrecked his laboratory. Three years later he left England for good, to settle in America. In Manchester, as elsewhere, arguments flared. Radical societies were formed and in 1792 the Manchester Herald was launched, supporting Tom Paine’s Rights of Man; the Unitarians of Manchester Academy and Cross Street Chapel were keenly involved. Amidst this turmoil William Stevenson graduated, at the age of twenty. He made a brief foray abroad, as tutor to an English student at Bruges, before the outbreak of war against France led to his return in 1793, when he took the post in Failsworth and met Elizabeth Holland. He preached at Failsworth and in the surrounding countryside on Sundays and, like many ministers on small salaries, taught during the week at the Manchester Academy as a classical tutor. By 1797, however, about to marry and begin a family, he had rebelled against both occupations. He had come to the conclusion that a paid ministry was wrong, and resigned. He had also decided that the study of classics was meaningless for a modern world, and that his teaching was therefore not only useless but positively harmful. In Remarks on the Very Inferior Utility of Classical Learning (1796) he declared that to spend seven years, as most boys did, on intensive Greek and Latin could only lead to ‘an overgrown memory and a weak and puny judgement; a blind and bigoted attachment to authorities, names and antiquity; disputes merely verbal; and, consequently the continuance of error and prejudice’.14 The pamphlet, influenced by Priestley’s writings on education, tells us much about Elizabeth’s father. He writes boldly and clearly, briskly dismissing all counter-arguments, impatient with forms, hierarchies and traditions, and looks not to ancient learning but to new – modern languages, engineering, physics, chemistry, natural history. The word ‘utility’ in the title is significant, for the practical, reforming aspect of Unitarianism closely resembled the Utilitarian ideas developed by Jeremy Bentham in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. (In fact Bentham’s most famous phrase, ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’, came from a passage in Priestley’s writings.)


It is not surprising, then, that when William Stevenson looked for a new way of life to fit his ideals, he turned from the abstract to the practical and took up scientific farming.15 After a six-month apprenticeship in East Lothian, he and Elizabeth took a farm at Saughton Mills, near Edinburgh. Here their first son, John, was born in 1798. William farmed with his friend James Cleghorn, a successful ‘scientific farmer’, who later edited the Farmer’s Journal, for which William wrote.16 The Stevensons could not match Cleghorn’s success. William became ill with ‘a severe leprous complaint, approaching almost to elephantiasis … which completely disfigured a countenance previously handsome’.17 In 1801, after four years of poor harvests, they gave up the farm and moved to Edinburgh, where they let lodgings to students in Drummond Street.


Edinburgh was then alight with debate – political, philosophical, literary, scientific. Debating societies, such as the Academical and the Speculative, founded in 1796 and 1799, saw passionate clashes between older Tories and younger Whigs, like Henry Cockburn, Francis Horner, Henry Brougham and Francis Jeffrey. This circle, with Sydney Smith, founded the Edinburgh Review in 1802. ‘The force of the shock was increased on each subsequent discharge,’ wrote Jeffrey of the Edinburgh. ‘Its talent, its spirit, its writing, its independence were all new.’18 William joined in the vigorous, convivial life of the dining clubs and informal salons.19 He coached at the university, worked on his System of Land Surveying (1805) and wrote reviews for the Edinburgh. In 1803 he became editor of the Scots Magazine, Edinburgh’s only monthly until Blackwood’s, in 1816; his contributors included the young Walter Scott, a lawyer in the city.20


The Edinburgh sojourn ended three years later when the possibility of a new adventure arose. The hot-tempered, clever Whig peer, James Maitland, 8th Earl of Lauderdale, newly appointed by Fox as governor-general of India, had admired William’s articles and now asked him to become his private secretary. The Stevensons sailed south from Leith with all their belongings, but just as they arrived in London the East India Company blocked Lauderdale’s appointment. William was left with no job, a wife and child to support and an expensive Mayfair address. Lauderdale came to the rescue, finding him a post as keeper of the records at the Treasury. Instead of travelling the world he came to rest in this quiet London backwater where he stayed until his death.


When the family moved to Chelsea, William’s wanderlust faded. He could have moved on: one story suggests that he refused an offer from the tsar of a chair of technology at Kharkov.21 On behalf of the new Board of Agriculture and Improvement, he toured Surrey (and, later, Dorset) examining crops, land and methods and interviewing farmers for his detailed, forthright and forward-looking General View of the Agriculture of Surrey (1809). Like William Hale White, author of The Autobiography of Mark Rutherford, a later radical whose principles barred him from becoming a minister, and who also finally became a clerk in the Admiralty, William worked steadily in the civil service, but poured his restless energy into a string of articles, pamphlets and books on subjects ranging from topography to naval history, all marked by clarity, energy and a strong, subtle understanding of economics and politics.


While William’s activities are chronicled in the Annual Obituary, about his first wife there is silence. As so often – as with Charlotte Brontë, George Eliot, Elizabeth Barrett Browning – it is her father who dominates accounts of Gaskell’s parents. We know about William, but have to speculate about her mother, Elizabeth. We can imagine, for example, that when she first married and was still near home, in many ways her life must have continued in familiar patterns; or that on the Scottish farm her childhood experience would have proved useful, although William’s experimental ideas were very different from her father’s traditional ways. But we cannot know. Certainly the failure of the farm was a hard blow, Edinburgh was an unfamiliar city and, to add to loneliness and struggle, Elizabeth was almost always pregnant. In the space of thirteen years she had eight children, of whom only the first and last, John and Elizabeth, survived.


For most of her married life she was far from her Holland relations, although by 1808, in London, one of her family was near. Her younger brother Swinton had travelled widely abroad in his youth and had settled in Trieste, where he was briefly imprisoned during the Franco-Austrian war. On his return he became a merchant in Liverpool and then moved into banking in London (in 1814 he would become a partner in Baring Brothers). Swinton was now living in the Unitarian heartlands of Newington Green and Hackney, but his sister was not to enjoy his company for long. She was forty when her last child was born and she never fully recovered. In the following summer the Stevensons moved to a larger house nearby, 3 Beaufort Row, but within a few months she was gravely ill. When her condition worsened, Swinton wrote to Knutsford and their sister, Hannah Lumb, came down to nurse her. Hannah was there when Elizabeth Stevenson died, on 29 October 1811.




 *





Hannah, Aunt Lumb, ‘my more than mother’, was to be the central figure in Elizabeth Gaskell’s early years. Her life had its own tragedies; soon after marrying a wealthy Yorkshireman from Wakefield she ‘discovered that he was insane, and fled back to Knutsford, her old home’.22 As if this were not hard enough, her daughter, Mary Anne (sometimes called Marianne), had been a cripple since early childhood after jumping from her nurse’s arms out of a window in excitement when she saw her mother coming towards the house. Mary Anne was now twenty, and it was from her that the suggestion came to take baby Elizabeth to Cheshire. She was loving, she had no occupation and she had money, or at least the immediate prospect of it, for when her father died, he had made her his heir, providing an allowance until she came into full inheritance at twenty-one. The day after she heard the news she wrote to her mother: ‘Poor little Elizabeth! What will become of her? She has almost been the constant subject of my thoughts ever since – and it is about her I have taken up my Pen, to write to you. Do you not think she could come to us?’23


She explains how she could care for Elizabeth herself, brushing aside all objections:




‘I know you will remind me of the time and attention such a charge will oblige me to sacrifice. I know it (for I have, I think, thought of everything); but can I not rise early in a morning, and by giving up some of my more trifling employments, such as practising for my own amusement only, working fancy-work, and by giving over keeping plants, surely I may find time for all that is needful.’





She had indeed thought of everything. She had carefully measured the space between her bed and the door. ‘I find there is ample room for a pretty large Crib,’ she wrote, but if her mother thought it was too crowded, or would be disturbed, she would take the baby ‘up into the Garret and sleep there’. She could even make her clothes, which, she added persuasively, ‘will teach me about contriving and planning, which is what I am least acquainted with of anything in the work-line’.


William Stevenson welcomed the idea and shortly afterwards a neighbour, Mrs Whittington, took Elizabeth to Cheshire. From now on, despite his evident concern for her, her living father was almost as absent from her early childhood as her dead mother.


So, at the age of thirteen months – a sturdy infant with brown curly hair and blue eyes, who had walked from the age of ten months – Elizabeth, soon to be known as Lily, came to Knutsford, the place she was to re-create nearly forty years later as Cranford. Sadly, Mary Anne, who so wanted to care for the baby, died the following spring. She had never been strong and may have been consumptive, for she is said to have died of ‘spasms’, a common description of the final tubercular agony. Her death came in Halifax, where she went with her mother to see the Lumbs’ solicitors about her will, planning to divide her money between her mother and Elizabeth. She died before her wishes could be carried out: Aunt Lumb was left to tend for her new charge on her own small income.24


Her house stood slightly apart from the main town of Knutsford, opposite the broad triangular heath which stretched away into the countryside around. Knutsford races were held on the heath from the seventeenth century until 1873, and in Elizabeth’s childhood a fair was held in race week, with ‘wild beasts and beautiful birds’. Here too the local people kept their cows, horses and flocks of geese. (The ladies of Cranford, however genteel, were ‘quite sufficient’, for ‘rushing out at the geese that occasionally venture into the gardens if the gates are left open’.) The Heath, now named Heathwaite, was a Queen Anne house of red brick with fine oak-panelled rooms. It had a square of garden in front and its drawing-room windows at the back looked out over lawns surrounded by flower-beds and shaded by a huge cedar, with vegetables, fruit trees, poultry and a paddock with two cows and a pony beyond.


After Mary Anne died the youngest Holland sister, Abigail, who had been living with her brother Sam in Liverpool and teaching his children, joined the household.25 The Heath was therefore a house of single women, but this was a source of strength rather than deprivation. While Abigail was known for her flaring temper, Hannah was kindly and sociable. Two years before little Lily arrived a young neighbour and relative by marriage, Sarah Whittaker, told her brother about the local parties, including Mrs Lumb’s, where ‘we are sure of having a pleasant evening where all are unconstrained & merry, which is I think pleasanter than formal tea & Card parties, which are in general very Stupide’. And in 1811 she declared that they had been uncommonly gay in Knutsford that winter with balls and suppers and a ‘Concert’ at the Lumbs’, ‘and Danced about Ten or Twelve couples and the Evening finished with a little spouting from some Young Ladies’.26


Cranford ladies, we are told, were sufficient not only for chasing geese and holding card parties but for ‘obtaining clear and correct knowledge of everybody’s affairs in the parish’ and for ‘kindness (somewhat dictatorial) to the poor’. In ‘The Last Generation in England’, a factual article which Elizabeth wrote in 1849, this well-meaning interest in the parish verges on downright interference. Remembering the town where she grew up, Elizabeth writes: ‘Eleven widows of respectability at one time kept house there; besides spinsters innumerable.’




‘You may imagine the subjects of conversation amongst these ladies; cards, servants, relations, pedigrees, and last and best, much mutual interest about the poor of the town, to whom they were one and all benefactresses; cooking, sewing for, advising, doctoring, doing everything but educating them.’27





Even at the end of Hannah Lumb’s life, when she was seriously ill, she fretted about others, as Elizabeth tenderly recorded in a letter to Eliza Gaskell, her future sister-in-law. Although it took Aunt Lumb five minutes to gasp out the sentence, she insisted that a bottle of scent be dispatched to Eliza’s sick mother. (Elizabeth added, more realistically: ‘I fear the scent wd not be worth the carriage or I would get it.’) Another day, although apparently asleep, she picked up bedside whispers of a local woman who had lost her baby, and was soon heard asking the nurse what was ‘good to assuage the milk’.


Hannah’s busyness and good deeds were part of the Holland tradition. In Cheshire Elizabeth found herself one of a vast, intricate, extended family, whose centre was the farm at Sandlebridge where old Samuel and Anne Holland lived. Sarah Whittaker told her brother about this too:




‘their common sitting parlour is a delightful old fashioned room; a stone floor, half of which near the fire is carpeted; a nice large old fashioned chimney piece, with a monstrous grate always well heaped up with Coal; and a “goody Cupboard”, always well stocked with mince pies, buns & tarts, pleased me much. We had a fire in our bedroom night & day, which we took care to get up twice in the night to stir.’28





Anne died when Lily was four and Samuel two years later, but their farm remained in the family. Its smithy and mill (now converted into houses) still shelter in their hidden valley by the brook, although the old three-storeyed Colthurst House – always known as Sandlebridge, the name of the village – was demolished in the 1960s. It was as familiar to Elizabeth as her own home, and remained a cherished retreat when she was older and had children of her own. There were several large bedrooms with room for three or four beds in each, and she often stayed there with her cousins. She loved its neat parlours, oak beams and flagged passages, huge loft, and casement windows and walls overrun with roses and honeysuckle. She was proud of the house and of its past. In 1849 she told Geraldine Jewsbury the story of the young Robert Clive (who had Holland relations) jumping across the gap between the great stone balls on the entrance gate: ‘Of course this made him into a hero before I knew there was such a place as India.’ This anecdote, like so much of her fiction, makes the past intimate, giving us a sense of the accessibility, almost the continuing presence of eighteenth-century lives.


It would be wrong, however, to think of this childhood as a rural idyll, with no wider outlook than ‘a quaint Cheshire village’.29 Knutsford had a population of over three thousand. It was the home of one of the two MPs for Cheshire, Sir William Egerton, and was the base for the Quarter Sessions. When Elizabeth was eight, the imposing classical Sessions House was begun, and later a gaol was built for seven hundred prisoners. The town’s prosperous past still shows in its two main streets, Princess Street and King Street (‘Top Street and Bottom Street’), with their houses of mellow Georgian brick. These streets run parallel along a gentle hill sloping down to a marshy valley known as ‘the moor’, where Tatton Mere peters out among tall reed beds, and they are linked by cobbled alleys whose names recall their past – Red Cow Yard, Slater’s Yard, Silkmill Street. By 1820 the silk mill had failed, but there were still five small cotton mills. Knutsford was far from sleepy. It had its cottages with neat front gardens, but it also had grand country houses: Tabley House, Toft Hall, Booths Hall and Tatton Park, the home of the Egertons, At the back of the Royal George, where the Royal Mail, the Bang Up and the Umpire drew up in the paved yard, were fine Assembly Rooms built by joint subscription of all the county families, with chandeliers, moulded ceilings and Adam fireplaces. The town was thriving and the Holland family were among its leading citizens.


The whole ‘Holland clan’, as their friends called them, played a part in Elizabeth’s early years. Her uncle Peter Holland, an irascible, humorous man, who limped from a leg injured in a fall from a gig, was the local doctor. He lived in Church House at the other end of town and when Elizabeth was small, she travelled in his dog-cart on his rounds in the country practice – much as George Eliot, nine years younger, was to travel with her land-agent father. His practice flourished, and his apprentices (like those of Mr Gibson in Wives and Daughters) lodged in Church House with his large family. His first wife, Mary Willetts, who died in 1803, was a niece of Josiah Wedgwood, and Peter, linked to the wider Unitarian network, was an influential figure, more involved with political and mercantile life than the term ‘local doctor’ implies. He cared for the apprentices at the Gregs’ model cotton mill, Styal Mill, a few miles away, but as surgeon to the Cheshire Yeomanry he is thought to have been present when the Manchester workers, with their wives and children, were cut down by the troops at Peterloo in 1819. This terrible day roused outrage in members of the Hollands’ circle, like his sister-in-law Mrs Sarah Whittaker, who saw the magistrates as ‘abettors of the Ferocious Yeomanry in their brutal attack upon a quiet & orderly assembly’ (though she was equally worried that moderate reformers might now be confused with militants).30


Peter was a Radical, whose forthright views (and downright rudeness) often caused family storms. One of his wife’s aunts had bitter memories of his ‘odious sneering’ at people who could not answer back. Although she saw that he loved his wife, Mary – ‘there he shone’ – she felt sorry for his children. She remembered him ordering his daughter Bessy to read Hume, a ‘wretched man’ in her Anglican view: ‘his immorality is dreadful, as well as his creed. Dr Holland I fancy from what I saw of him, has profitted by his pupillage.’ On one occasion, in 1821, his eldest son, Henry, was called in ‘to give his father the advice he often stands in need of in matters of civility & temper &c’.31


Cousin Henry was renowned for his smooth ‘civility’ and his career shows just how high provincial Unitarians could rise (usually dropping their Dissenting faith on the way). A medical student in Edinburgh when Elizabeth came to Knutsford, he was Princess Caroline’s doctor and gave evidence for her at her trial, and eventually became Physician in Ordinary to Queen Victoria; he was knighted in 1857. His Recollections drop names like confetti.32 He was a terrible snob and compulsive traveller: ‘Dr Holland has been at Moscow since you saw him, & is at Knutsford on his way to Algeria,’ Elizabeth wrote laconically in 1852. In the 1820s and 1830s Henry really was at the centre of radical and intellectual circles. His close friends included politicians like Brougham, writers like Walter Scott and Joanna Baillie, and especially scientists such as Humphry Davy, Joseph Banks, John Herschel and Mary Somerville. He himself was made a fellow of the Royal Society in 1816. Henry was married twice – his second wife was Saba, Sydney Smith’s daughter – but at various times his sisters Bessy and Mary kept house for him in London. Through him Mary became friends with Maria Edgeworth, whom Henry had met in Ireland in 1809. Maria visited Knutsford in 1813 and the two women exchanged frequent letters until her death in 1849 – including a long letter from Maria about Mary Barton.


The Church House family, therefore, were far from narrowly provincial in outlook. Nor were they solemnly intellectual, to judge by the account given by Catherine Whittaker, another of Peter Holland’s sisters-in-law, of Mary’s birthday party, shortly after Henry returned from an expedition to Iceland in 1810:




‘We had a Lottery for prizes of Bags, pincushions, litle Memorandum books – everyone had something; Bessy was dressed in a suit of clothes, as it may be called, of Icelandic fashion – consisting of a headdress, neck-collar, jacket, Apron & gloves, which Henry brought over with him, & she look’d a very outlandish figure. After tea we had a famous game of romps, in which Mrs Holland, Mrs Sharpe, & Mr Sam Holland join’d, with as much activity and spirit as any of the young ones – the game was blind man’s Buff, & when ever the blinded one cou’d catch Mrs Sharpe, there was great delight, & hints were given when she was near. If Sarah had been there, she wou’d have enjoyed it very much, altho’ she wou’d have betray’d herself frequently, by wishing to stifle a bursting laugh.’33





As young women Mary was ‘clever’ (at the age of fifty-four Elizabeth still smarted when snubbed by her), Bessy was ‘pleasing’ and ‘amiable’, while their sister Lucy was ‘rather a curiosity, a jumble of untrained ideas, of cleverness in some things, & stupidity in others, no tact, & a simplicity in speaking whatever she thinks, that is very amusing; her perfect good temper makes her take well the laughter, which it is impossible to restrain at her odd speeches, without wishing to make her ridiculous’.34


Mary and Lucy have been cited as originals for Deborah and Matty Jenkyns in Cranford and, though the point is debatable since they were only eighteen and ten years older than Elizabeth, these older cousins must have seemed more like young aunts and uncles than cousins. Charles and Susan, on the other hand, the children of Peter’s second marriage to Mary Whittaker, were nearer her own age. So were the children of her other uncles, Swinton, the London banker, and Samuel, a Liverpool merchant and owner of slate quarries in North Wales. Both these brothers had a talent for making money (though Sam had an equal talent for losing it). They were a contrasting pair: Sam speculative and jovial, Swinton cautious and dour ‘with a reputation for diligence and rock-like probity’. When Swinton obtained a place with Baring Brothers in December 1814, he wrote in his diary: ‘Omnipotent ruler of the Universe, may I be grateful to Thee, for this mark of Thy goodness in elevating my situation in life’ (the ‘progressive’ Unitarian faith could dovetail very neatly with the aims of the man on the make).35 Both these uncles, gentleman capitalists in very different ways, had large and lively families, and as the years passed Lily’s cousins would become her precious friends.




*





We have to search hard to see the small Elizabeth Stevenson in the midst of this clan. We can imagine her, perhaps, at two, gazing from the window at the race ground opposite, where ‘one of the finest Bonfires that ever has been’ blazed away and an effigy of Old Boney was committed to the flames amid wild ‘Huzzas’, in celebration of Wellington’s Peninsular victories. Or at three, wrapped up well in weeks of frost and snow so terrible ‘as never was remembered except by those who happen to be old enough to remember the great frost’. We catch a glimpse of her at five, when she and little Edmund Sharpe were being ’drawn about by a servant girl of Mr Hollands in a very nice little Carriage with four wheels, which we all thought it impossible cou’d be turned over, by which all the Children by turns have been drawn hundreds of times – it was in Mr Holland’s garden, & we conclude that as he was running very fast, she turn’d the corner so very quick as to get the front wheel under the Carriage, & so overset it’. (Poor Edmund broke his arm, but Mrs Lumb’s little niece emerged unscathed.)36 Her life merged with that of the family: she played with her dolls, went on picnics and walks in summer, and in winter slid with the girls down the sand-pits in the snow (while the boys skated on pools at the bottom). She went to the family parties, where the children danced ‘Roger de Coverley’ and the older girls were ‘gay as larks, with Quadrilles, Concerts and Beaux’.


Elizabeth was loved and cared for and never without friends as she grew up within these great clusters of aunts, uncles, cousins and second cousins, embracing almost three generations at once. Yet in a corner of her mind she felt alone. Knutsford was full of reminders of the mother she had hardly known. The intensity of her yearning still echoes in a letter she wrote when she was nearly forty to the Unitarian minister George Hope, who had sent some old correspondence:




‘I will not let an hour pass, my dear sir, without acknowledging your kindness in sending me my dear mother’s letters, the only relics of her that I have, and of more value to me than I can express, for I have so often longed for some little thing that had once been hers or touched by her. I think no one but one so unfortunate as to be early motherless can enter into the craving one has after the lost mother … I have been brought up away from all those who knew my parents, and therefore those who come to me with a remembrance of them as an introduction seem to have a holy claim on my regard.’ (L796–7)





William Stevenson had married again when Elizabeth was four. His new wife, Catherine Thomson, was the sister of Dr Anthony Todd Thomson, the doctor who had attended her birth and her mother’s death. The daughter of a colonial official (at one time Postmaster in Savannah, Georgia), Catherine seems to have felt superior to her husband and to have taken little interest in his daughter, especially after her own children, William and Catherine, were born in 1815 and 1816. Elizabeth did pay them quite long visits, sometimes with her Stevenson cousins. In a letter of 1820, when she is ten, her brother, John, writes that their stepmother ‘has been proposing that if you can manage to come up this summer she will ask your cousin Isabella to come up to meet you, and my father will take you down in the Autumn’.37 But to a small girl the London streets were strange after the leafy lanes and open heaths of Knutsford. The loneliness of a similar country child among city relatives is felt in North and South, when Margaret Hale looks back on her arrival at her aunt’s house in Harley Street:




‘She remembered the dark, dim look of the London nursery, presided over by an austere and ceremonious nurse, who was terribly particular about clean hands and torn frocks. She recollected the first tea up there – separate from her father and aunt, who were dining somewhere down below, an infinite depth of stairs … Oh! well did the tall stately girl of eighteen remember the tears shed with such wild passion of grief by the little girl of nine, as she hid her face under the bed-clothes in that first night.’ (Ch. 1)





Although Elizabeth returned to Beaufort Row several times over the next few years, she was always wretched there, as she told Mary Howitt many years later:




‘Long ago I lived in Chelsea occasionally with my father and stepmother, and very, very unhappy I used to be; and if it had not been for the beautiful, grand river, which was an inexplicable comfort to me, and a family of the name of Kennett, I think my child’s heart would have broken.’ (L797–8)





Of the London family only John, twelve years her senior, seemed to care for her deeply and she saw him only rarely, although in Knutsford he was fondly welcomed by Aunt Lumb and even won the heart of Aunt Ab. John was lively, warm-hearted and romantic, thrilled when an aunt in Berwick gave him his grandfather’s sword and his uncle Robert’s pistols, and full of pride when he received the Freedom of the City of Berwick, at the age of twenty-one. He had always wanted to go to sea like his Stevenson uncles and in 1821, when his sister was twelve, he left on his first voyage, as a ‘free mariner’ on the private vessels working the India route.


Elizabeth went to London to see him sail. They wrote often and met on his shore leaves. But although John remained a vital figure in her imagination, the chief memory she passed on to her daughters was of this first momentous parting. ‘When I was about ten years old,’ wrote Marianne Gaskell, ‘my mother told me that she could only just remember her brother [and] that he went to sea. I think she said that when she was quite a young girl, that she remembered coming up on a visit to her father from Knutsford to wish her brother goodbye.’38


Chelsea seemed even gloomier after John left. Catherine Stevenson found her stepdaughter impulsive and outspoken – not at all her model of a feminine young lady. The children, now aged five and six, were too young to be friends and she never did become close to them, referring years later to ‘my little miss of a ½ sister’. Her isolation was intensified because it was so hard to build any real relationship with her father. William was too preoccupied with his work to spare much time and, despite the clear mind and direct approach he reveals in his writing, he seems to have lacked the spontaneous warmth she needed in these early years. A rare picture of him around this time is, I believe, given in the work of his sister-in-law Katherine, the wife of Dr Anthony Thomson.


Katherine wrote novels and historical biographies, in her own name and under the pseudonym Grace Wharton, and among the portraits in her Recollections of Literary Characters is one of John Galt, who lived in Lindsey Row and whom she met, she says, just round the corner in Beaufort Row, in the house of his friend, ‘a clerk in the Record Office’. The date would be 1820 or early 1821 (the time of her marriage to Dr Thomson) as Galt was then writing The Ayrshire Legatees. In a letter of 1820 John told his aunts that the Galts had recently moved in next door and ‘their children being about the age of William form nice playfellows for him’.39


The description of Galt’s unnamed friend fits William senior well, although it is hardly flattering. The Record Office clerk is cultivated but taciturn, receiving Galt’s wild stories with ‘a philosophic incredulity, never expressed, but pictured in a face to which nature lent no charm’ (William was disfigured by his illness in Scotland). He is a good listener, one ‘who rarely grunted an approval, yet was too canny to differ openly’, and he also displays a touch of eccentricity, or perhaps just austerity. Katherine describes him entering the drawing-room after his evening stroll: ‘He was the last wearer of the willow hat; a blessed but not a becoming invention: on the same principle a gambroon coat was assumed in summer. He neither smoked, nor talked, nor played at cards.’ Yet he was, she acknowledged, a man of culture and learning, ‘a literary receptacle of knowledge, a man brimful of acquirement, rich in quality as the first champagne, but bottled and collared up with much care. He was a specimen of the pure literary man of the olden time.’40


This portrait bears a suggestive likeness to one aspect (but one only) of Mr Gibson, in Wives and Daughters, who bottles up his feelings after his second marriage so that his manner grows ‘dry and sarcastic’ and he becomes ‘hard and occasionally bitter in his speeches and his ways’. Gaskell makes wryly devastating comedy out of the new Mrs Gibson’s trivial snobbery and obtuseness. Less comically, she traces their effect on Mr Gibson’s good nature. Watching, his daughter Molly struggles with love for her father and despair at the way his marriage has taken him from her. Of course, like the picture of Margaret Hale’s loneliness in North and South, this is fiction not autobiography, imagined not remembered. The most one can safely say is that Molly’s keen awareness of the undercurrents shows that Gaskell well understood the buried feelings of a young girl in such a household.




*





It is particularly tempting to look to the fiction because Elizabeth so rarely wrote of her childhood directly. Her letters to George Hope and Mary Howitt are exceptional. Is this silence significant, a ban on the tongue, a withholding of the mind? Or is it simply an accident of what survives? Did she, perhaps, write about her early years in the many letters which her daughters burnt after her death? Did her own mother’s letters, so precious to her, also perish in that blaze? Was she more open in speech than on paper?


We may never know. But her silence did not stem from indifference. Her novels and stories show how much she remembered and how deeply she felt. On the simplest level, she draws on memories of her childhood and youth in Knutsford, of its characters, buildings, stories and scandals, and uses them, especially in Cranford, to create a world at once humdrum and exceedingly strange, real and surreal. Her eye for the bizarre was as sharp as it was for the mundane, and many of Cranford’s most peculiar stories are true. An old woman told Henry Green (Unitarian minister in Knutsford from 1827 and a close personal friend of Elizabeth in later life) that she immediately recognized the cow which fell into a lime-pit and was given a flannel waistcoat and drawers: the name of the cow’s owner, Miss Harker, is flimsily disguised as Miss Betty Barker.41


Some of the oddest stories were left out, like the carriage full of dogs, who were driven out in style, each dressed in the male or female fashion of the day, each ‘with a pair of house-shoes, for which his carriage boots were changed on his return’.42 As Gaskell explained to John Ruskin when he wrote to say how much his mother enjoyed the book, fact was really sometimes too ridiculous to make good fiction. The truth would stretch a reader’s credulity. For example, she told him, two old ladies had a niece who made a grand marriage (by Knutsford standards), so when the couple came to visit, they bought a new dining-room carpet in their honour. The visitors’ first meal was a little disconcerting:




‘All dinner time they had noticed that the neat maid servant had performed a sort of “pas-de-basque”, hopping & sliding with more grace than security to the dishes she held. When she had left the room, one lady said to the other: “Sister! I think she’ll do!” “Yes”, said the other, “she managed very nicely!”’ (L748)





The explanation, given as if the most natural thing in the world, was that the servant was new and the carpet was new, ‘with white spots or spaces on it, and they had been teaching this girl to vault or jump gracefully over these white places, lest her feet might dirty them!’


Cranford, however, is about interior as well as exterior worlds and is far from just a series of comic anecdotes. Elizabeth Gaskell was not formed as a novelist simply by what she saw and heard. Growing up in Knutsford, she was part of a small world yet in touch with a wider one, through her father and through the far-flung Unitarian web. From her earliest years she absorbed a set of teachings and beliefs: in tolerance, in justice, in the equal worth of all people rich and poor, in the force of conscience and in the importance of searching for the truth and bearing witness to what she found.


Hannah Lumb, in true Unitarian (and Holland) style, taught Elizabeth that kindness and nurture belonged not only in the family, but should be extended to the world at large. Moreover she could be ‘more than mother’ because – although Peter Holland was head of the family – in their actual household there was no husband or father whose needs must be met, whose whims obeyed. However much Gaskell may poke fun at the women of Cranford, remembering the women of Knutsford, her opening lines are not altogether a joke:




‘In the first place, Cranford is in possession of the Amazons; all the holders of houses, above a certain rent, are women. If a married couple come to settle in the town, somehow the gentleman disappears; he is either fairly frightened to death by being the only man in the Cranford evening parties, or he is accounted for by being with his regiment, his ship, or closely engaged in business all the week in the great neighbouring commercial town of Drumble, distant only twenty miles on a railroad. In short, whatever does become of the gentlemen, they are not at Cranford.’ (Ch. 1)





Male professions are explanations for an absence. Although men may seem to inhabit a sphere of movement and action while women sit still and gossip, this is to look at the appearance, not the reality. Elizabeth Gaskell, observing the world more closely, never made such crude distinctions. The lives of such women were far from sheltered. Widows and spinsters had to be self-reliant and in the unstable 1820s they were particularly vulnerable. When Sam Holland’s business faltered, his oldest daughters were busily ‘fitting themselves out for situations as governesses’, and one Whittaker relation gave a moving account of the collapse of Worswicks Bank in Lancaster, whose most distressing aspect was ‘the number of females, who have lost their all, and are left utterly destitute, without the means of obtaining support’.43


Gaskell’s fiction is full of single, self-sufficient women, creating the shape of their own lives, earning their living often, at the same time, caring for adopted children. In her short story ‘The Grey Woman’ two women even act as a couple, one taking the role of ‘husband’ and father to the child. Sometimes adoption is by choice, sometimes by chance: thus Alice in Mary Barton takes in her brother’s child, while in ‘Lizzie Leigh’ Susan Palmer loves and tends a baby that is simply thrust into her arms by a weeping woman in the street. Often, however, their act helps to heal the loneliness of the present and the miseries of the past, as it does for Miss Galindo in My Lady Ludlow, when she adopts the daughter of her early suitor.


Gaskell is realistic about the cost of choosing to be mother to another’s child. She has no illusions about the sweetness and light of childhood and she confronts the most difficult choice imaginable in the story ‘Half a Lifetime Ago’, where Susan Dixon’s decision to keep her idiot brother at home destroys her chances of marriage. Susan’s ultimate consolation is not only the knowledge that she was right, and that she kept faith with her dead mother and her brother, but the realization that she can extend this caring to strangers. At the end she takes in the widow and children of the man who rejected her to ‘fill up the haunted hearth with living forms who should banish the ghosts’.


Perhaps, for Aunt Lumb, Elizabeth herself banished the ghost, though not the memory, of Mary Anne. Perhaps Aunt Lumb in turn kept at bay some of the pain of Elizabeth’s loss of her mother, and estrangement from her father. Elizabeth called Knutsford her home, and also ‘her dear adopted native town’. Adoption turns loss into gain, and one of the most noticeable of all the patterns which pervade her fiction is the pattern of the negative which turns out to be a positive. She almost never writes about ‘normal’ families, or at least about the standard version, with paterfamilias, loving mother, blossoming children.44 For Gaskell such a norm may never have existed, or not in the world she knew well. The person dearest to her was a single woman, while many of her cousins, her closest friends, had either lost their mothers or were the children of second marriages. For Mary Barton, Ruth and Molly Gibson she could invent an idyllic maternal relationship of tenderness and understanding, but this almost always, significantly, takes place before the real stories begin and in nearly all her novels the heroine is either the only child of one parent (usually the father) or an orphan. Those ‘normal’ families who live happily together at the start of a novel – the Robsons in Sylvia’s Lovers, the Hales in North and South, the Hamleys in Wives and Daughters – are, as the story develops, torn apart, broken by death and disaster.


And over and over again, within these broken families, Gaskell writes of women who find that in the end they must rely on their own strength, not the illusory strength of father or husband. They have to learn to step out from the shadow and speak and act for themselves, according to their conscience: ‘Father I will speak,’ says Jemima Bradshaw in Ruth. ‘I will not keep silence.’


The shape of her childhood helped to structure Elizabeth Gaskell’s imagination and art. A lover of fairy stories, old rhymes and local legends, which lie embedded like fossils in the layers of her fiction, she had her own folk-tale pattern: the lost mother; the absent father; the stepmother who rejects her; the good woman who takes her in; and the sailor brother, the wandering prince who may never return. She belonged to two places, two families – Cheshire and London, Holland and Stevenson – and her principal subject was to be the struggle of opposing worlds, dependent yet in conflict: country and city, North and South, masters and workers, men and women, present and past. She was fully a part of the ‘little, clean, kindly country town’ where she grew up, and one of the joys of returning to Knutsford after she was married was simply that she ‘knew everybody’. Yet beneath the security lay an awareness of loss, and this too finds a place in her work in the dead or absent figures who haunt the background of scenes filled with the immediacy of daily life. Beyond those city streets and rural farms, so solidly envisioned, lie foreign lands and distant shores, the flow of powerful rivers and the thunder of the dangerous, ever rolling sea.
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Books and the World





Even as a child Elizabeth was fascinated by magic and mystery. She read early. She learnt poetry by heart. She liked fairy tales, proverbs and old folk stories. She also read the didactic children’s books of the day, like Thomas Day’s Sandford and Merton (1783–9), a blend of Rousseau and liberal morality, and Mrs Trimmer’s Fabulous Histories or the History of the Robins (1786), warning against cruelty to animals, constantly reprinted until the 1870s.1 And she certainly knew Anna Laetitia Barbauld’s famous Lessons for Children (1780), and the Hymns in Prose for Children (1781), which were translated into five languages. Harriet Martineau too learnt them by heart at the age of seven ‘and there were parts of them which I dearly loved, but other parts made me shiver with awe’.2


These were books Elizabeth’s aunts themselves had read as girls. Until she was eleven she was largely taught at home by Hannah and Abigail and the pattern of her early schooling repeated their own. Unitarians felt strongly that girls, as well as boys, should be educated and should be encouraged to make their own moral judgements at an early age. They favoured a child-oriented teaching, like that advised by Maria Edgeworth and her father Richard in their Practical Education (1795), which opposed ‘tasks’ and suggested that ‘by kind patience, and well timed, distinct, and above all, by short lessons, a young child may be initiated in the mysteries of learning, and in the first principles of knowledge without fatigue, or punishment, or tears’.3


Both the Edgeworths and Anna Barbauld, an equally influential educationalist, were part of Henry Holland’s London circle. In 1874 when Mary Sibylla Holland came to visit her aunts, the now elderly Mary and Lucy, she told her sister:







‘This evening we are to read old letters – Edgeworth’s, Barbauld’s, Aitken’s, Darwin’s, Wedgewood’s, all that old set. Sir Henry Holland always figures as the fashionable young man in the vortex of London society. Miss Edgeworth’s letters are charming, and there are drawers full of them.’4





Elizabeth’s early education, though influenced by these reformers, was conventional in content, and domestic in style – like that described in her story ‘My French Master’, whose narrator recalls:




‘My mother undertook the greater part of our education. We helped her in her household cares during part of the morning: then came an old fashioned routine of lessons, such as she herself had learnt when a girl – Goldsmith’s “History of England”, Rollin’s “Ancient History”, Lindley Murray’s Grammar, and plenty of sewing and stitching.’





This story is set twenty years earlier than Elizabeth’s own childhood, but the works it mentions remained standard fare: she is deliberately listing books which all her contemporaries would recognize and smile at. Every schoolroom had the four substantial, vivid and enjoyable volumes of Goldsmith’s History of England (Jane Austen used it and it was still a staple of girls’ education as late as the 1860s). The Rollin was also constantly in use – when the father of Emily Davies (founder of Girton College) banned Scott’s novels from his house, he restricted the family’s reading aloud to ‘such improving works as Rollin’s Ancient History and Paradise Lost’. The grammar too was equally venerable; good teachers like Mrs Garth in Middlemarch ‘in a general wreck of society would have tried to hold their Lindley Murray’s above the waves’.5 Such were the ‘old books’ used by her aunt. She did have other teachers. M. Chalabré, the central figure in ‘My French Master’, an émigré from revolutionary France, was partly based on Knutsford’s own M. Rogier, who gave extremely popular dancing classes in the Assembly Rooms and may have taught Elizabeth French.


French émigrés were a noticeable group, even in the provinces, and many lived by teaching. Gaskell’s heroine praises M. Chalabré’s patience and ‘the untiring gentleness with which he made our stubborn English tongues pronounce, and mis-pronounce certain words’. Rogier was remembered more as a colourful local character than as a teacher: a good raconteur, a keen amateur botanist and a model of style, who amused the neighbourhood by the agility with which he kept his highly polished boots out of the Knutsford mud. He had been in the town for years and had even taught William Pitt the Younger when he stayed with Cholmondely relatives in Knutsford (allegedly declaring ‘there was nothing whatever in Pitt’s dancing to indicate what a great man he would become’).6


Whether Rogier was the teacher or not, ‘My French Master’ does give an impression of classes at the Heath:




‘Our life was passed as much out-of-doors as in-doors, both winter and summer – we seemed to have our French lessons more frequently in the garden than in the house; for there was a sort of arbour on the lawn near the drawing-room window, to which we always found it easy to carry a table and chairs, and all the rest of the lesson paraphernalia, if my mother did not prohibit a lesson al fresco.’





This relaxed approach was like that recommended by Erasmus Darwin, who had stressed pleasant surroundings, fresh air and exercise as antidotes to study, in his Plan for the Conduct of Female Education in Boarding Schools in 1788. Such views (plus a pretty patronizing view of women’s intellect) are felt in the story when the father bursts in while the mother is teaching:




‘“It was a shame to coop such things up in a house”, he would say, “when every other young thing was frolicking in the sunshine. Grammar! – what was that but the art of arranging words? – and he never knew a woman but could do that fast enough. Geography! – he would undertake to teach us more geography in one winter evening, telling us of the countries where he had been, with just a map before him, than we could learn in ten years with that stupid book, all full of hard words.”’





(When she grew up, Elizabeth always found stories of travel spellbinding – but she never could cope with geography.)


Aunt Lumb believed in handing on proven knowledge: Knutsford Library has a well-thumbed copy of The Monitor, or a Collection of Precepts, Observations etc, published in 1804, fondly inscribed to Elizabeth ‘from her affectionate aunt Hannah Lumb, Sept. the 29th, 1821’ – her eleventh birthday. Beneath the inscription are the pencilled ghosts of another, suggesting the little book had already done service to other relations. The sixty precepts, many firmly marked in the margins, are earnestly divided into sections: Principle, Virtue, Truth, Fortitude, Social Affections, Manners, Prudence, Religion, with Happiness last of all. The same values were instilled at Sunday school at the beautiful, peaceful Brook Street Chapel at the far end of town. Built of weathered red brick, one of the oldest Nonconformist chapels in the district, it was established in 1689, the year of the Toleration Act, which allowed Dissenters from the Anglican Church to gather for worship and erect their own meeting houses. Elizabeth would describe Brook Street in Ruth as Thurstan Benson’s chapel, a small building sheltering in a hidden part of town, looking more like a cottage than a church, with outside staircases at each corner where lookouts were posted in the early days of persecution. Beneath its uneven roof old oak pews formed three sides of a square round the minister’s raised pulpit. Its windows, clear now, were covered in ivy ’filled with nesting birds’, creating a green gloom inside.


The ways of Brook Street, like those of the Heath and Sandlebridge, looked to the past. Elizabeth had an old-fashioned upbringing, as she explained to her publisher George Smith in 1859, when he sent her a new edition of The Fool of Quality, Henry Brooke’s Rousseau-esque novel, first published in the 1760s. ‘I was brought up by old uncles and aunts, who had all old books,’ she told Smith, ‘and very few new ones; and I used to delight in The Fool of Quality, and have hardly read it since.’7 But Knutsford was not cut off from new ideas. The women of her family, like the men, read the reviews, lent each other new novels and discussed their reading knowledgeably and in detail. Nor were their interests purely literary, to judge from a letter of Catherine Whittaker in 1814:




‘We have in Knutsford a Mr Dalton who is giving a course of Lectures on Mechanics, Hydrostatics, Hydraulica and Optics – of the nine, we have already had four with which we have been much pleased – he is but an indifferent Orator, but his Apparatus & Models are very good.’8





John Dalton, the famous scientist, was only one of many such lecturers who toured the country districts during these years.


Different strands mingled in Elizabeth’s upbringing. On the one hand she was surrounded by busy, intelligent women, who may have loved gossip and matchmaking, and quibbled over their card-games, but who never felt confined to the domestic sphere. They spoke their minds freely – to men as much as to other women. They held strong opinions of their own on such issues as reform, or Catholic emancipation. They were far from sheltered. They travelled to Liverpool, Manchester, Newcastle and London, and at home they took an active, philanthropic role in the community. In 1806 Peter Holland’s wife, Mary, founded a Female Benefit Society in Knutsford and in 1821 her sister Martha Sharpe joined a ‘Committee of Ladies’ to find employment for female prisoners in the local gaol, putting forward proposals to the judges at the Quarter Sessions. Martha’s very human attitude shows her balancing home and public duties and (like all people who are nudged on to committees) hoping it won’t take up too much time:




‘We have very high sounding Names, Lady Maria Stanley, Mrs Egerton, Mrs R. Leycester, Miss Ross, Mrs Leigh, & myself. I was very warmly pressed into the service, & as the attendance will be trifling when we have got a Matron & our plans well arrang’d, I could not well plead my home duties as a reason for refusing, & I shall be very glad to aid so very necessary a thing, if I can be useful, without neglecting my own Chicks.’9





Mrs Leigh, an organizer of the Benefit Society as well as a member of the Prison Committee, left money in the Knutsford Savings Bank to provide ‘an annual dinner for ladies’. As she grew up Elizabeth could see women, both Anglicans and Dissenters, actively engaged in the life around them; but she also saw others cowed by overbearing fathers or husbands, or declining into deep depressions. And if pressed to say what the ‘natural’ role of women was and what a girl’s education was for, all these aunts – Hannah Lumb, Mary Holland, Martha Sharpe – would have answered without hesitation, marriage and motherhood. In the years when she went to school (perhaps, as Harriet Martineau suggested, because the relative prosperity of the middle classes during the Napoleonic wars had led them to ‘ape gentility’) this assumption that women’s role was primarily domestic was overlaid with a new emphasis on ‘femininity’ which belittled intellectual and practical achievement. She was given conflicting models of female independence and womanly subservience.


This duality, of course, was far from new. The two positions overlap even in the ideas of the radical educationalists of the 1790s, when girls’ education had come under fire from Evangelicals like Hannah More and when passionate radicals like Catherine Macaulay and Mary Wollstonecraft expressed horror at the different teaching of boys and girls and recommended enlightened co-education. Wollstonecraft trounced the conservatives, but also ruthlessly dissected the fashionable views of Rousseau: in Émile the boys were educated for independence, but their mates, the Sophies of this world, must remain relative creatures, ‘turning to men like sunflowers’.10 (Many Unitarians disapproved of Wollstonecraft’s life, but saw the sense of her words. When the Hollands’ relation, the Newcastle minister William Turner, wrote to his daughter Mary on the eve of her marriage in 1812 about the mutual responsibilities of husband and wife, he naturally assumed she had ‘perused the strong and often coarse, though too often well-founded strictures of Mary Wollstonecraft’.)11 But even Wollstonecraft, while she felt women could be carpenters and sailors and doctors as well as wives, saw their most important role as motherhood. More moderate reformers, closer to the Hollands, like the Edgeworths and Anna Barbauld, stressed this still more. A girl’s education should not be an end in itself. ‘In no subject is she required to be deep,’ wrote Barbauld, although ‘of none ought she to be ignorant’.12 She should know just enough to make her appeal to ‘a man of sense’ and provide recreation for a solitary hour.


The education designed to make a girl appeal to ‘a man of sense’ was a matter of dispute. Different educational approaches simply led to confusion. In the 1850s Elizabeth wrote a comic critique of the conflicts inherited from the eighteenth century which lingered on into her youth. In her story ‘Morton Hall’ Cordelia Mannisty is in the charge of three aunts, who look after her for a week in turn. The first is busy writing ‘The Female Chesterfield: or Letters from a Lady of Quality to her Niece’. She believes in manners and rote-learning: ‘good little girls can learn anything they choose, even French verbs’. (The narrator finds this unnerving: ‘“That child is cowed by somebody,” said I to Ethelinda. “But she knows a deal of geography,”’ her sister replies.) The second is a fan of Rousseau who talks of ‘the charms of nature, and tears and grief’ and encourages her niece to read romances aloud, play the spinet and meditate in the country (‘it was very dull,’ poor Cordelia confesses). The third aunt changes her mind from one minute to the next: Cordelia is dizzied by arbitrary rules: she must eat her food standing, never say ‘red’, never mention a ‘stomach ache’.


In the 1820s the standard schooling was often a ‘phrenzy of accomplishments’ mixed with facts learnt by rote with no idea of context, or sometimes, even, of meaning. Forty years later Harriet Martineau looked back hotly at the ‘mushroom growth of Ladies Seminaries – a byword for pretension, vulgarity and cant’, staffed by women as ignorant as their pupils:




‘Those were the days when saucy girls invented names of European capitals, and found the most extraordinary places on the map, with full approbation from a short-sighted teacher. Those were the days when the Sunday morning lesson might be learning four lines of Paradise Lost by heart, leaving off whether there was a full stop or not.’13





Such an approach, fiercely attacked by John Stuart Mill and the mid-century feminists, was brilliantly summed up by Elizabeth Barrett Browning in Aurora Leigh in 1857. Aurora’s aunt (aunts turn up so often as the principal educators) prescribes the following: a little French and German, ‘because she liked/ A range of liberal education’; algebra and mathematics, ‘because/She misliked women who are frivolous’; a smattering of genealogy, geography and dates, ‘because she liked/A general insight into useful facts’; and a great deal of music, dancing and modelling in wax, ‘Because she liked accomplishment in girls’. Most of all, Aurora remembers:






I read a score of books on womanhood …


             … books that boldly assert 


Their right of comprehending husband’s talk


When not too deep, and even of answering 


With ‘may it please you’ or ‘so it is’ …


As long as they keep quiet by the fire.








Not much had changed since the 1770s when Dr Gregory advised his daughters: ‘if you have any learning, keep it a profound secret, especially from the men, who generally look with a jealous and malignant eye on a woman of great parts and cultivated understanding’.14 (Dr Gregory is read aloud by the girls in Gaskell’s My Lady Ludlow, together with Mrs Chapone’s Letters on the Improvement of the Mind, Addressed to a Young Lady, 1773, and Sturm’s Reflections, translated in 1788, which ‘told us what to think about for every day in the year, and very dull it was’.) The danger of ostentatious learning was endlessly harped upon, for example in the much used New Female Instructor: or Young Woman’s Guide to Domestic Happiness (1806).


The worst sin – worse even than obvious intellect – was a tendency to argue. ‘So it is’ was the correct response. A wife should stay quiet by the fire, and girls should keep out of a dispute, said Hannah More, ‘even if they know themselves in the right. I do not mean, that they should be robbed of the liberty of private judgement but they should by no means be encouraged to contract a contentious and contradictory turn.’ Instead they should ‘acquire a submissive temper, and a forbearing spirit’.15 This deep-seated ruling partly explains why the authorial voice of so many women writers wavers and falters – as Gaskell’s would when she challenged accepted opinion in Mary Barton and Ruth – even when they are sure, at heart, that their ‘contentious’ argument is right.




*





A blend of progressive and conservative was a feature of Elizabeth’s more formal education, when she was sent away to boarding school in Warwickshire at the age of eleven, in the autumn of 1821.


It may well have been her stepmother’s sister-in-law, Katherine Thomson, who determined this step. Before her marriage in 1820 Katherine had taught for nine years with her sisters Maria, Anne and Jane Margaret Byerley at their school in Warwickshire. She and her husband were still closely involved; letters and advice flew to and fro and they took pupils on holidays to Belgium, Switzerland and France. The Byerleys’ school was an obvious choice for the Stevensons, and the Hollands would also have approved since the sisters’ grandmother was a Wedgwood, an aunt of Peter’s and Swinton’s wives. Margaret Byerley (the kind of strong woman who could have stepped out of a Gaskell story) had supported her family by setting up shop as a milliner and mantua-maker. Her brother Josiah Wedgwood helped, educating her son Tom and eventually making him a partner (after Tom ran off with strolling players and spent six years in America).


Tom and his wife Frances had five sons and eight daughters. All were well educated and in 1809, using a legacy of £200 each from Josiah, the three oldest girls, Fanny, Maria and Anne, decided to open a school in Warwick. Within two years Fanny married and Maria, aged twenty-two, took over as headmistress, gradually bringing her younger sisters in to help. All the girls were involved at some stage, although the youngest, Charlotte, died in 1814 and Elizabeth and Katherine had married and left by 1821.16 In the early nineteenth century England was dotted with girls’ boarding schools, many merely incompetent, some, like Charlotte Brontë’s Cowan Bridge, cruelly starved of comfort and feeling. Many of the better schools were run by Dissenters like the Byerleys, with their modern subjects and humane, warm approach. As their reputation grew during the next thirty years, the Byerley sisters taught girls from leading Unitarian families – Harriet Martineau’s niece, Joseph Priestley’s granddaughters (sent from America), Julia Leigh Smith – while their Anglican pupils included Jessie Boucherett and Effie Grey, Ruskin’s future wife.


In the 1820s many Unitarians were arguing passionately for a more liberal girls’ education: the young Harriet Martineau’s article ‘On Female Education’ appeared in the Monthly Repository in 1821. But the Byerleys’ regime was conservative, broad-ranging – and Anglican. Despite their Dissenting background, the sisters were realists and as most of their pupils belonged to the Church of England, they firmly kept pews in the local church. They banked on their social acceptability: through their Wedgwood connections they had known the most brilliant minds of the day (one of Katherine’s earliest memories was of Coleridge reading aloud) and had an entrance to society denied to most Nonconformist families: their father, for example, paid an annual visit to the Queen as the Wedgwood representative.


When Elizabeth arrived, the school was at Barford House, a low neo-classical mansion on the outskirts of a village three miles from Warwick, where the sisters had moved in 1817. Many of the pupils were day girls, but there were seven bedrooms for a small, select group of boarders. Lessons were probably held in the long drawing-room overlooking the garden, but there was also a library, rather grand and very dark, lightened by a large mirror over the fireplace. The house was set among large gardens (boasting a classical temple), with parkland and open fields beyond. Elizabeth remembered the countryside fondly, and the river Avon snaking slowly through grassy meadows near the mill. In ‘Lois the Witch’ Lois recalls this peaceful scenery when she lands in the alien wilderness of New England, remembering the ‘old low grey church’ of Barford. Elizabeth worshipped in the church on Sundays and she always liked the Anglican liturgy. When she was away from home, she often went to church even if there was a Unitarian chapel nearby.


The school was welcoming, but at the age of eleven she must have missed her home, the affection of Aunt Lumb, the freedom of Sandlebridge, the busy Knutsford streets on market day. Her early biographer Mrs Chadwick could be right in identifying her with Margaret Dawson in My Lady Ludlow who has ‘long hard fits of crying’ when she first goes to Hanbury Court, feeling that she ought to be at home, and is comforted with jams and jellies by the kindly housekeeper (allegedly based on Anne Byerley, who was deaf and took charge of the domestic side of the school). But Margaret soon settles in and so did Elizabeth: the three years she spent at Barford left no recorded unhappy memories.


In May 1824, when she was nearly fourteen, the school moved to Stratford-upon-Avon, and took over Avonbank, an eighteenth-century mansion rebuilt from a rambling Tudor house which had once belonged to Shakespeare’s cousin. At an earlier stage still it was a medieval priory. The ten bedrooms and nine smaller rooms upstairs meant the school could take more boarders, and at one time the number of pupils, including day girls, rose to nearly sixty. The main schoolroom was the oval ballroom, part of the eighteenth-century renovations. In its chilly, elegant spaces under the high domed roof the girls sat on wooden forms behind long desks. The walls around them were hung with maps, and the tall windows, catching the morning sun, looked across sloping lawns to the Avon. Many of the rooms had nicknames and one of the oddest features was a covered way leading from the road to the house, which the girls called ‘the elephant’s trunk’.


The curriculum Elizabeth followed here was largely unchanged from that of 1810, when Fanny and Maria had advertised ‘Instruction in English Reading, Spelling, Grammar and Composition, in Geography and the Use of the Globes, and in Ancient and Modern History’. The extras – a standard part of the course but listed separately to make the main fees less painful – included ‘the French Language, Music, Dancing, Drawing and Writing, and Arithmetic’. (Accomplishments still rank higher than numeracy.) Later Italian was added, but the list did not change much: an 1836 school bill lists Italian, French, English and Composition, Dancing, Drawing, Writing and Arithmetic, Lectures and – in accordance with the principles of healthy exercise – Drilling.


Some extras were more expensive because they were taught by outside masters: two émigrés, again, taught French and dancing. And of course there was music. Elizabeth spent long hours carefully copying pieces into her music books.17 Most of these, copied in pencil and carefully inked over, have the name of the person who passed on the tune, either at school – ‘copied from Miss Lord’, ‘Sophia Smith’, ‘Mary Ann Lynn’, ‘Sara Priestley’ – or in Chelsea and Knutsford – ‘Louise Kennett’, ‘Louisa Holland’. There are Scottish airs, Swiss marches and waltzes and plenty of sad French songs of unrequited love. Copying music was a bond of friendship, something she deeply enjoyed, unlike Frances Power Cobbe, who lamented that ‘the piles of endless music, and songs never to be sung, for which our parents had to pay, and the loss of priceless time for ourselves, was truly deplorable, and the result of course in many cases (as in mine) complete failure’.18


Life at the Byerleys’ was undemanding. Elizabeth was friendly and effervescent: she may have been taught ‘propriety’, but she never quite managed ‘decorum’. Her only frustration was that she was so confined to school: she told Margaret Howitt that ‘as a schoolgirl I could not see much, but I heard of many places that I longed to know more about’. She did collect stories of nearby houses, like ‘a mysterious old farm-house near Clifford’, once the family mansion of the Grevilles, or the grander Compton Wynyates, Shottery and Charlecote, and in 1838 she sent William and Mary Howitt an account of a trip to Clopton Hall, home of the Wyatts, a fellow-pupil’s family. The Howitts reprinted ‘Clopton Hall’ almost unchanged in their Visits to Remarkable Places (1840). It may well have been based on something she wrote at school,19 since it has a distinct touch of ‘composition’ about it, like a set piece on ‘our day out’: ‘we set off one beautiful autumn afternoon, full of delight and wonder respecting the place we were going to see’ etc. And it gives a wonderful self-mocking picture of schoolgirls wallowing in Gothic shivers. After the tragic story of Charlotte Clopton, locked in the burial vaults, desperately gnawing at her own smooth white shoulder, comes the Northanger-Abbey-like discovery of a carved chest with a heavy lid:




‘and when it was opened, what do you think we saw – BONES! – but whether human, whether the remains of the lost bride, we did not stay to see, but ran off in partly real and partly feigned terror.’





‘Clopton Hall’ has touches of authentic Gaskell alchemy, bringing history alive through anecdote, humour and atmosphere. Although it was put into its final form in the late 1830s, it suggests that even at school she was drawn to dark images of women – buried alive, silenced, self-devouring and struggling to be free.


Avonbank girls were encouraged to write – all the Byerley sisters did. The women writers of the day were held in high esteem, like the elderly dramatist Joanna Baillie and the famous poet Felicia Hemans, or Mary Russell Mitford, whose ‘Our Village’ began in the Lady’s Magazine in 1819, and Katherine Thomson’s friend Letitia Landon, ‘L.E.L.’, a new star on the horizon from 1824. But Elizabeth and her fellows were not expected to star so much as shine demurely. They were being prepared not for scholarship or fame but for affluent, charitable, gently pious, mildly cultured lives.


The world the girls of Avonbank were expected to enter is vividly evoked by a book which Fanny, one of its founders, wrote in 1825 after fourteen years of marriage to William Parkes. Domestic Duties: or Instructions to Young Married Ladies, on the Management of Their Households and the Regulation of Their Conduct contains five hundred pages of solid advice, divided into sections under headings such as ‘Social Relationships’, ‘Household Concerns’, ‘Regulation of Time’ and ‘Moral and Religious Duties’. (‘Occupations at Home’ includes notes on ‘Light Reading, Drawing, Music, Light and Ornamental Needlework – Folly of Neglecting these Accomplishments in the Married State’.)


Elizabeth escaped this kind of married life, although she knew its manners well and described them brilliantly in Cranford, North and South and Wives and Daughters. While Fanny never says so openly, it becomes clear that she herself saw the conventional marriage as something of a challenge. Her book is full of pictures of family evenings spent in languid conversation and listless magazine reading, with everyone present ‘yawning respectfully until the wished for hour of bed arrives’.20 Or, worse still, the husband could be devoid of religious principles, addicted to vice, a rake, a wastrel – and only a good woman could save him.


Fanny’s stance is direct, and moral, but also humane: she is alert to the isolation of the young wife and, when writing of childcare, she recommends responsive sympathy rather than rigid rules. But from the beginning two voices battle for dominance in Domestic Duties, one telling the bride to suffer and be still, the other issuing a clarion call to arms and emphasizing women’s rights as well as duties:






‘It is not the desire, nor the intention of the author to maintain, unmodified, the doctrine of passive obedience in the married female to the wishes of her husband. Such a doctrine may be regarded as incompatible with that spirit which woman assumes as her right; nor is it to be expected that, in the individual who possesses energy of character, a yielding disposition should also predominate. Utopian dreams may portray a state of connubial life, in which the temper of each party so happily blends with that of the other, that no struggle for supremacy can arise between them. But reality and experience present a less pleasing, though truer picture to our view.’21





Within the limits of marriage she always maintains the right of women to govern their own lives and direct those of others. Individually, she writes, ‘our power is limited’, but ‘collectively we hold in our hand the happiness or misery of living multitudes’. And when she died in 1842, aged fifty-six, she left her property to her sisters, ‘for their separate use & benefit, independently & exclusively of any present or future husband, & without being in any wise subject to his debts, control or management’.22 Her daughter Maria nursed with Florence Nightingale at Scutari, and her niece Bessie Parkes, a friend of Elizabeth Gaskell and of George Eliot, was at the forefront of the mid-century women’s movement. Fanny’s beliefs in the combined importance of domestic duty and personal integrity pervaded the school she founded.




*





There is something of the closet scholar about Fanny Parkes (as there would be about Elizabeth Gaskell). She expects that women will find time to scurry away and study privately in the mornings, but guards against any ‘appearance of pedantry’ and advises that the only books fit for display in the drawing-room are those which can ‘afford topics for conversation when that which is afloat seems either to be declining in interest or to be turned to painful and disagreeable subjects’. Regretfully, she notes that the works of Beaumont and Fletcher, Rousseau’s Confessions and Fielding’s novels are now ‘becoming obsolete’ and would look out of place in the home of the young and fashionable.


She also warns against dubious matter – ‘which, I think will afford you little gratification’ – such as the works of Byron.23 ‘I think’ is nice – it was well known that although girls were not supposed to read Byron, almost all of them did. Elizabeth often quoted Byron and a year after she left school her brother John praised a criticism of his poetry that she sent to her father. Her music books, begun the year after Byron’s death at Missolonghi, have their due sprinkling of fervent songs about Greek independence. The Stevensons were broad-minded: many girls found that only after their weddings was their reading uncensored, as Mr Brooke in Middlemarch recognized when he said of Dorothea, ‘She may read anything now she is married.’


Unitarian families did not, like some sects, take a firm line on the evils of imaginative literature – either poetry or fiction. Elizabeth never had to shiver with guilt when reading good novels or say, as the nineteen-year-old Mary Ann Evans did in her most Evangelical phase, ‘I shall carry to my grave the mental diseases with which they have contaminated me.’24 The most popular novelist of Elizabeth’s youth was Walter Scott, whose Waverley novels were exempt from moral disapproval in all but the strictest households (a few years after her outburst the future George Eliot was reading Scott aloud every night to her father). After Waverley in 1814 his novels appeared at the rate of at least one a year until his death in 1832. In 1820 Sarah Whittaker wrote from Knutsford, with a typical mixture of insight, prejudice and sly humour:




‘We have been reading Ivanhoe: what do you think of it, compared with the Scotch novels – I seem to miss the Scotch character & Language, but the Jews are admirable, & the contention of a naturally good character with habitual avarice in Isaac of York, reminded me of a departed friend of our own – it is admirably imagined.’25





In Manchester, after her marriage, Elizabeth had a brush with a fellow-minister’s wife for having ‘five minutes conversation with one or two girls’ about Kenilworth during Sunday school (to illustrate the character of Queen Elizabeth):




‘Mrs. J. J. Tayler is shocked at such a subject of conversation on a Sunday, – so there I am in a scrape – well! it can’t be helped, I am myself and nobody else, and can’t be bound by another’s rules.’ (L63–4)





Her father had fostered this independence. Sometimes she went to Chelsea in the holidays, where he was busily writing: articles for Blackwood’s and material for the Annual Register. Perhaps John’s voyages revived his old love for the sea, since in 1824 he published his most substantial work, A Historial Sketch of Discovery, Navigation and Commerce. As Lily grew older William took an increasing interest in her schooling, coaching her in languages and Latin, and encouraging her reading, giving her Cowper’s Poems in 1823 and Gray’s Poems in 1825. He had no patience with the ‘submissive’ school of girls’ education. In a fascinating review in the Westminster in January 1826 he declared that women should be seen as ‘companions and cooperators’ with men in intellectual pursuits:




‘Women, therefore, ought to discountenance every kind of treatment and behaviour which, proceeding on the supposition that they are helpless, dependent and frivolous in their thought and pursuits renders them so, and bestow their approbation only on those men who regard and trust them as equal to themselves in their capacity for knowledge and usefulness.’26





In 1827, after Elizabeth left school, William told her that he was glad she was still studying on her own:




‘you must, however, work a large portion of the day if you have little or no time to read – as you have now been at Knutsford above a month. I hope you are again applying to your Latin and Italian; Let me know, when you write, in what manner you spend your day – I mean, so far as work or study is concerned.’27





He sent the latest number of the Literary Gazette, containing a review of Scott’s Life of Napoleon, ‘or rather long extracts from it’, and a review of Moore’s Epicurean.


But although William Stevenson was an important influence, Knutsford was Elizabeth’s real home and during the holidays she still read her favourite books from the stock at the Heath, Church House or Sandlebridge. The Hollands had a wide, if old selection, as Angus Easson points out: ‘Cervantes, Defoe, Fielding, Sterne, Smollett, Richardson and Goldsmith were obviously among them, and the Arabian Nights and those oriental tales that ornament the Spectator’.28 Aunt Lumb’s neighbours, the Sharpes, were typical of this circle, and this is how Martha Sharpe describes her girls, in November evenings, after watching a ‘grand display of fireworks’:




‘Emily is reading Pilgrim’s Progress, & enters into it very fully. Molly was devouring Guy Mannering last night to herself – but reads the English History to me, in which she seems much interested. I have promised to read a few of Shakespeare’s historical Plays with her, in an Evening, when Aunt Kate is gone, & we are quite alone, as a great Treat.’29





They also read Spenser’s Faerie Queene and Thomson’s Seasons, and their letters are full of rhapsodies about Scott and scandalized gossip about Byron (though The Corsair was read with enthusiasm).


A different idea of the kind of reading the Hollands enjoyed is given by a contemporary of Elizabeth, Hannah Macaulay, sister of the historian. Remembering how her father read aloud to them, Hannah says:




‘Among the books selected I can recall Clarendon, Burnet, Shakespeare (a great treat when my mother took the volume), Miss Edgeworth, Mackenzie’s Lounger and Mirror, and, as a steady diet The Edinburgh and The Quarterly Reviews.’30





(Interesting that in both families it is a great treat when the mother reads the Bard.) The Macaulays also read Pepys, Addison, Horace Walpole and Dr Johnson, and the novels of Richardson, Burney, Austen and Bulwer-Lytton. All these names appear in Elizabeth’s reading: the Edinburgh and Quarterly were taken in most Unitarian homes as well as in Evangelical households such as the Macaulays’, and her family, like Hannah’s, read poetry as much as prose.


She continued to read poetry for pleasure all her life: the epigraphs to her novels show that she knew the poets of her time – Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey, Landor, Byron, Hemans, Tennyson – but they also reveal a great fondness for the poets (and prose writers) of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This seems to have been an early taste, perhaps fostered by the popular books of extracts such as Lindley Murray’s The English Reader, or Elegant Selections in Prose and Poetry. In the commonplace book which she kept when she was twenty-one ballads and seventeenth-century poems intermingle with Shakespeare, Burns and Wordsworth.31


After she left school she read a wider variety of new books. In Newcastle, in 1829, her friend Harriet Carr lent her William Massie’s three-decker Sydenham ‘one rainy day’, and a year later she was reading the sequel, Alice Paulet. One of her favourite novels, which she claimed to have read three times in 1831, the year it appeared, was Susan Ferrier’s Destiny, or The Chief’s Daughter. Like her friend Walter Scott, Ferrier combined excitement, romance and local colour with a keen awareness of the dilemmas facing women, and pungent irony and comedy. Another ‘new’ novelist was Bulwer-Lytton: Pelham was all the rage in 1828, and Paul Clifford in 1830. ‘I have been reading Paul Clifford over again and am delighted with it,’ she tells Harriet, ‘as I believe I am with all Bulwer’s works in spite of their alleged immorality.’32


It may have been the alleged immorality that attracted her – the same letter refers to a current pamphlet which clearly both fascinated and shocked her: Facts Relating to the Punishment of Death in the Metropolis by the extraordinary Edward Gibbon Wakefield (later a moving spirit in the development of New Zealand). Gibbon had become interested in capital punishment while serving three years in prison for abducting a fifteen-year-old-heiress and persuading her, by lies and force, to marry him at Gretna Green. Furthermore this was a local scandal, since the heiress lived near Macclesfield, her father was Sheriff of Cheshire and she was at school in Liverpool when abducted. Elizabeth asked Harriet what she made of Gibbon Wakefield’s pamphlet, adding in a pursed-lip tone: ‘Can any good thing come from such a polluted source?’ She always had a weakness for tales of desire, crime, bigamy, detection – themes which run through her own short stories and novels – and in 1832, like the rest of the reading public, she was deep in Bulwer-Lytton’s new novel, Eugene Aram.


She also dipped into newly published memoirs. Sometimes these were by famous people known to her family, like Lafayette, sometimes by unfamiliar authors like Alexander Mackenzie, whose A Year in Spain by a Young American she read three times, finding its egotistical style made it even more ‘entertaining and romantic’. (She was less keen on Thomas Moore’s serious biography of Lord Edward Fitzgerald, published the same year.) The book that pleased her most in May 1832 was Fanny Trollope’s outspoken and observant Domestic Manners of the Americans: ‘It is so very amusing and by abusing the Americans has won my heart. I don’t mean their more solid moral qualities but their manners which I have always disliked.’ (How many Americans had she known?)


By the time she married her likes and dislikes were already strong. She was never a literary snob. In 1849 William Gaskell became chairman of Manchester’s Portico Library and could borrow books for his wife and daughters as well as himself (women could not be members). Elizabeth hopped impatiently as she waited for each new novel – Esmond in 1852, Adam Bede in 1859. In the first decade of the Revd Gaskell’s borrowings, among hundreds of novels, memoirs, travels, histories, new scientific works and treatises on the poor and education are a host of books by women writers like Mrs Gore, Frederika Bremer, Julia Kavanagh, Fanny Trollope, Mrs Craik (Dinah Mulock), Margaret Oliphant, Miss Mitford and the popular Mrs Anne Marsh, author of Emilia Wyndham, Evelyn Marston and of the enticingly titled Time the Avenger (1851). (Perhaps the most startling of these varied titles, however, is Perversion: or the Causes and Consequences of Infidelity. A Tale for the Times, borrowed in June 1856.)33


As a schoolgirl Elizabeth had responded eagerly to books and to her teachers, but she showed no passionate hunger for learning; she was no Mary Ann Evans seeking fuel for her devouring intellect; no Harriet Martineau complaining that she had to sit in the parlour and sew instead of learning Greek. Nor did she, like the Brontë sisters, create her own imaginary world built from the books she read, the distant wars she heard of. She was a clever child, but those warnings against displayed learning seem to have had their effect, since for many years, as an adult, she hid her cleverness, claiming not to have read economics, not to understand science, not to like sermons, not to be ‘metaphysical’. But she did escape into literature and drew on her reading constantly, for comparisons with other lives, for different visions of the world – and for ways of telling stories.


She left Avonbank before she was sixteen. A letter of June 1826 from Jane Byerley, who was sending on her books, regrets that Elizabeth cannot visit the school on her way north to Knutsford from London: ‘we should have been happy to have seen you once more an inmate here, and to have known you in the new character of visitor’.34 Two other ex-pupils have just been back, ‘Jane Pickard and Sophy’, and in the person of Sophy we find the ideal Avonbank product. Sophy, says Miss Jane, ‘gives promise of being an honor to our sex: she is a noble minded intelligent ingenuous creature’, a girl of warm affections and strong principles who has, to her teachers’ delight, shown herself unaffected by the temptations of fashionable Cheltenham – ‘she has left the place sick of its miscalled pleasures’ – and who still prefers a country walk to ‘the gaiest ball or rout’. Jane writes more mournfully about Marianne and Sarah Priestley: Marianne is consumptive, while Sarah is showing her true religious spirit by sticking loyally to her fiancé, even though his family have lost their fortune. Jane said she looked forward to watching the progress of these girls through life. She watched Elizabeth’s too; in 1847, writing to Mrs Montagu, Elizabeth mentions hearing recently from ‘dear Miss Jane’. ‘Do you ever see Kate Thomson?’ she asks, ‘or any of our old schoolfellows. It is 20 years since I have been at dear Avonbank.’


‘Dear Avonbank’ helped form her taste and her character, but its teaching was ambivalent. It presupposed a life in which women were expected to be at once pillars of strength and models of meekness. While Elizabeth later chose to speak out rather than be silent, these contradictory values vibrate like tightened strings through her letters and her fiction. As a reader she might be able to say, ‘I am myself and nobody else, and can’t be bound by another’s rules’, but such a stand was harder to hold as a writer: if domestic duties were paramount, writing must come second. As late as 1850, the mother of four children and the acclaimed author of Mary Barton, she was still debating these opposing roles with her friend Tottie Fox. Tottie, a painter, had been studying in Paris, excited by the freedom she found there. Now she wanted to spend six months in Munich. Her father was ageing. Who would look after him while she was away? How could she resolve the conflict of ‘home duties and individual life’? Elizabeth responded with feeling: ‘It is just my puzzle; and I don’t think I can get nearer to a solution than you have done.’




‘One thing is pretty clear, Women, must give up living an artist’s life, if home duties are to be paramount. It is different with men, whose home duties are so small a part of their life. However we are talking of women. I am sure it is healthy for them to have the refuge of the hidden world of Art to shelter themselves in when too much pressed upon by daily small Lilliputian arrows of peddling cares … I have felt this in writing. I see others feel it in music, you in painting, so assuredly a blending of the two is desirable (Home duties and the development of the Individual I mean) … I have no doubt that the cultivation of each tends to keep the other in a healthy state, – my grammar is all at sixes and sevens I have no doubt but never mind if you can pick out my meaning.’ (L106)





She knew that for Tottie and herself art was more than a refuge. Painting and writing were an expression of their inner beings. As such, they might be seen as self-indulgent, the opposite of proper womanly self-sacrifice. Having slept on the puzzle, she wrote on the following day:




‘If Self is to be the end of exertions, those exertions are unholy – there is no doubt of that – and that is part of the danger in cultivating the Individual Life; but I do believe we have all some appointed work to do, whh no one else can do so well; Wh. is our work; what we have to do in advancing the Kingdom of God; and that first we must find out what we are sent into the world to do, and define it and make it clear to ourselves, (that’s the hard part) and then forget ourselves in our work, and our work in the End we ought to strive to bring about.’ (L107)





At that very moment she had to cut her letter short: their servant, Hearn, was away and ‘the little ones come down upon us like the Goths on Rome; making inroads and onslaughts into our plans’. As she was later to say of Charlotte Brontë, the separate duties of the woman and of the artist were ‘not impossible, but difficult to be reconciled’.
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Changing Places:


1826–31





‘Who – What, Where, Wherefore, Why – oh! do be a woman, and give me all possible details.’ (L540)




*





Thus Elizabeth badgered Tottie’s father, W. J. Fox, in 1859 when she heard that her friend had married in Rome. (Tottie married a painter, cleverly settling Art v. Domestic Duties). For Elizabeth the mere news was not enough: she needed every minute particular.


This thirst for detail, which she judged so feminine, struck at an early age. She began by finding out all she could about her family and friends, rich and poor, their past histories and their daily habits. Her first concerns are often unabashedly, conventionally female – clothes and cookery. But a world can be evoked through a wardrobe and meals can embody a whole way of life. The detail which makes Gaskell’s fiction so alive is also found in her letters, and those of the women she grew up with. Their fascinated interest in apparent trivia and in the small concerns of the moment tended to be joked about by men. Elizabeth’s cousin Henry Holland called her letters ‘a heterogenous mass of nonsense’, just as Martha Sharpe’s husband laughed at her marvellously vital and immediate scribblings. ‘I am sure, my dear William,’ Martha told her nephew jokingly, ‘that it is high time either for My Husband or his Rib, to thank you for all your kindness to us & ours.’ She felt ‘agreeably compelled’ to take on the task herself, she said, since Mr Sharpe was




‘now too busy to write any but scraps, & moreover highly compliments that Rib, on her superior talent for compiling chit-chat intelligence out of nothing.’1





From such small chit-chat intelligence Elizabeth’s interest fanned into a curiosity about the patterns of history, politics and faith which made people what they were. She became a superb social reporter and collector of oral history, traditions and customs. She quizzed everyone she met and sometimes she kept journals or made notes. When Charlotte Brontë told her how her father received Jane Eyre, Gaskell wrote it down next day. When she heard that Lady Hatherton’s gardener had worked for the Shah of Persia, ‘I was so much interested in the details he gave me that I made notes at the time.’2 We follow her grilling Mr Burton, his vegetables untended as she runs through her list: housing, clothes, travel, weather, food (very important), politics, festivals, public executions and the mysteries of the harem.


She began this tactful – or not so tactful – delving for detail when she was a girl. All the time she was noting the life of the town, its traditions and its intricate rules. Even the avid card-games, as she records in ‘The Last Generation in England’, had a strict etiquette which it was fatal to transgress. The curtains were drawn, the candles lighted, the tables set out with two new packs of cards, for which everyone placed a shilling under the candlestick.




‘Cards were a business in those days, not a recreation. Their very names were to be treated with reverence. Some one came to – from a place where flippancy was the fashion; he called the knave “Jack” and everybody looked grave, and voted him vulgar; but when he was overheard calling Preference – the decorous, highly respectable game of Preference, – Pref., why, what course remained for us but to cut him, and cut him we did.’3





Card-players like these told Elizabeth tales of local characters, such as Lady Jane Stanley, who left money for a footpath on condition it should only be broad enough for one, to discourage the indecent new habit of linking arms, and bequeathed her sedan chair to the women of the town, causing problems for the next generation, whose arrivals and departures had to be so carefully timed that they were like ‘Adam and Eve in the weather-glass’. One favourite source of stories was ‘a very clever old lady of one hundred and twenty – or so I thought her; I now think she, perhaps, was only about seventy’, who told the young Elizabeth about her Shropshire youth and passed on – like family treasures – mysterious stories of ghosts and disappearances that she herself had heard as a girl.4 As well as local gossip and old memories, national events had a hold on Knutsford imaginations. For two decades British life had been dominated by the French wars: stories of spies were rife and Bonaparte loomed like a black figure of legend. In 1821 Martha Sharpe asked her nephew: ‘I wonder whether, like me, you feel hardly persuaded that Napoleon is really dead, & has died a natural death – & can no more disturb the world by his restless spirit?’5 She had always imagined he would escape, and return in disguise.


Elizabeth listened and noted and remembered. With a curiosity about people went a passion for local places. There were endless family gatherings, like these of 1828: ‘a family party of fourteen at Mr Holland’s dinner table every day – & those chiefly young ones, could not but be very joyous – & we had Gigs, & ponies, 2 Sailing parties on Tabley Mere.’6 Tabley, the estate of the Leicester family a couple of miles outside Knutsford, was one of Elizabeth’s most frequent outings. An early letter to the Howitts (in the mannered style she must have thought they approved of) is full of nostalgia for the days she spent there with her cousins and friends: ‘Here on summer mornings did we often come, a merry young party, on donkey, pony, or even in a cart with sacks swung across – each with our favourite book, some with sketch books, and one or two with eatables.’ They walked or lounged on the grass and read or drifted on the Mere, singing, ‘in the old crazy boats, that would do nothing but float on the glassy water’. When it rained, they sheltered in the Old Hall, built on an island in the lake and abandoned by the family for the new mansion in 1744. The Jacobean house had kept its medieval hall, forty feet long, with a gallery on three sides and walls hung with weapons and armour. Elizabeth remembered a quartet singing Shakespeare’s ballads here, two singers in the gallery echoed by two below. It appealed to the lover of Scott and Romantic poetry – and its fate would have suited her own ghost stories. Today, ruined by subsidence, its tumbled walls are screened by a dense tangle of trees, rising from the spreading water lilies of the ancient moat.


Elizabeth soon began to put her impressions in writing. In the summer of 1827, hearing that the Hollands were planning a visit to Wales, her father advised her to keep a ‘regular journal of what you see and remember.’7 Her brother John had suggested a journal two years before in a letter to Aunts Hannah and Abigail. His motive was partly self-interest – if she kept a diary, it might provide more matter for her letters and ‘the difficulty of filling up her paper would soon cease’. In June 1827 he was still encouraging her journal-keeping, saying he was sure she could make it ‘very amusing as well as interesting’, and asking for ‘good long extracts.’8 John wrote to her often, teasing her as ‘a saucy girl’, asking about her chilblains, sending her books. His breezy love of literature and his own skills as a writer affected hers. He suggested she read Paul and Virginie and The Exiles of Siberia and sent lighter reading, like Friendship’s Garland.


John adored parodies, and his letters were full of them, mingled with jolly (if sometimes hair-raising) dramas of ship-board life: crossing the line, enormous sharks, men lost overboard. He too had clearly been begged to give every detail: his routine, his fellow-sailors and passengers. He dutifully described the new second-mate, tall, dark, with very long whiskers, ‘rather good-looking – are you satisfied?’ In more serious vein, he evoked each place where his ship docked, the food, customs, dress, economy and local politics. With an inquiring radical bent, he wrote of the mud huts and palaces of Calcutta, of the evils of the caste system, of the bloated dead bodies in the Ganges. Letters came from India, China, Burma, bearing the romance of the East. The very names of his ships had a touch of glamour: the Earl Kelly, the barque Marianne Sophia, the Recovery. His sea-stained missives were also part of Elizabeth’s education.


In 1827 her own horizons widened, though not as far as John’s. That summer she spent a month in North Wales with her Uncle Sam Holland’s family. Two years before, to the fury of local landlords, Sam had sold the lease of his Ffestiniog quarry to a government syndicate promoted by Nathan Rothschild, and he was now running a copper mine near Tremadoc His son, another Sam, also became a quarryowner, one of the most advanced of his day, and would later become MP for the area.9 In 1827, after three years of negotiations, ‘young Sam’, at the age of twenty-four, had just moved into Plas Penrhyn, a large white house on the hillside at Minffordd, near Penrhyndeudraeth, with sweeping views north-east up the valley towards Snowdon and west across the recently drained estuary to Portmadoc and Cardigan Bay. Plas Penrhyn became home for his mother and sisters and, from 1832, for his father. It was a favourite holiday place for Elizabeth both before and after her marriage; she would flee there in 1848, the week Mary Barton was published.


Sam was busy renovating and adding to his house (an obsession of all the younger Hollands). So his family, joined by the usual cluster of relations, spent a month at Aber, three miles from Bangor. From there they explored Snowdonia, visited Conway and crossed to Anglesey. Nine years later, in 1838, Elizabeth described her trip, ‘with 17 aunts and uncles and cousins and such like’, in a letter to her sister-in-law Eliza Gaskell, who was staying at the Anglesey resort of Beaumaris:




‘I wish you would go to Priestholme or Puffin’s Island – It is such a singular place & to a botanist (like you Ma’am) would be a great treat – Many ships returning from Foreign ports – used to make offerings at the monastery there, – and cast out their ballast, which often contained curious seeds which took root – The old monastery is in ruins – but there is a telegraph station; the man who kept it years & years ago in my youth, had fought in the Victory with Nelson – the Puffins too are queer uncanny looking animals.’ (L20–1)





A romantic list, despite the casual style. In the heat of a Manchester July she confessed: ‘I long to be in those wild places again, with the fresh sea breeze round me, so thoroughly exhilarating.’ But she wished, she said, that Eliza were in ‘a wilder more Welshy place’.


Wild Wales was an encounter with the Romantic landscapes of her reading, a parallel to the highlands of Scott, the lakes of Wordsworth. Although it was near to home – she could see blue mountains in the distance when she stood on a Cheshire hill – it seemed like a foreign land. Its history, customs, legends and language as well as its craggy mountains and encircling seas fired her imagination. Her second music book, begun on 12 June 1827 and continued for the next two years, reflects the new passion. Into the mix of English folk-songs, quadrilles, mazurkas, French and Italian songs come numerous Welsh tunes, sometimes accompanied by notes translating the title or identifying the place or the story: ‘Men of Harlech’, ‘The Death of Llewellyn’, ‘The Free Sons of Cambria’. Less familiar songs have the words carefully written in Welsh, like ‘Codiad yr Haul’, ‘Morfa Rhuddlan’, ‘O Swyth Edwart’, ‘Llwynon’, ‘Tri chant o’ binnau.’10


Elizabeth and her cousins were especially fascinated by the Welsh gentry, who, she would write decidedly four years later, seemed




‘not to have progressed beyond what the English were two centuries ago. The Lord of the Manor is so completely a little King, and may do what he likes, without being questioned, for everybody seems to consider justice and revenge in their own hands, and the scanty population make their crimes not to be heard of.’11





‘My cousin Anne and I,’ she continued, ‘are intending some day to publish a book, a history of crimes of innocent people.’ The innocent people and their crimes would provide material for ‘The Doom of the Griffiths’ and ‘The Well of Pen-Morfa’, stories set in the Lleyn peninsula and the country round Tremadoc, near Plas Penrhyn. Snowdonia would be the backdrop for the abandonment of Ruth, whose response to the mountains conjures up their impact on an impressionable girl:




‘It was opening a new sense; vast ideas of beauty and grandeur filled her mind at the sight of the mountains, now first beheld in full majesty. She was almost overpowered by the vague and solemn delight; but by-and-by her love for them equalled her awe.’ (Ch. 5)





Ruth was published in 1853, when Gaskell knew this landscape well. Yet even at seventeen Wales inspired her. In her 1838 letter she asks Eliza about a figure she remembered from her first Welsh holiday: ‘You never mention Captain Barton. Is he “to the fore” yet?’ This captain had intrigued her so strongly in 1827 that she built a story around him and sent it to her brother, combined with an account of her cousin Kate’s adventure on some shifting sands. John replied that she had made ‘a very pretty story’ of it – ‘it would almost make the foundations of a novel.’12 She was on her way to becoming a writer.




*





John always kept her in touch with Stevenson news. By the late 1820s all was not well in Chelsea and Elizabeth’s stable life was threatened, at first imperceptibly, by her father’s troubles. During this decade, while the Hollands had prospered, the Stevensons had found life increasingly difficult. William’s finances were insecure and he also had to untangle the financial affairs of his wife, Catherine, and her sister (her partner before her marriage). He took on more work, however ill paid, writing for the Reviews and constantly suggesting new books to his publisher, William Blackwood. His letters to Blackwood often apologize for not turning work in on time – and equally often appeal for money. The pressure did produce some fruits, especially the series of articles ‘The Political Economist’, in which he tried to work out a sound theoretical basis for this new science, and appealed (as his daughter would) for ethical values to replace market demands.13 But his money troubles grew. Blackwood had to lend him money for his son William’s education and in June 1827, with Catherine’s agreement, he sold stocks, worth £800, which had made up part of her dowry, stipulating in his will that this should be repaid before any legacies to his older son and daughter.14


The following July John reported that Catherine and the children were ‘going down to Scotland where they intend to remain till the end of September’. In mid-August he told Elizabeth about Colonel Kennett and his boisterous sisters. Far more important, he wrote of his own dashed hopes of being a published writer:




‘I have just got the final answer from Smith and Elder – they are extremely sorry to decline taking my book &c &c, but dare say Longman would take – as a sort of douceur for thus disappointing me, they enclosed a friendship offering and a book on the present state of slavery in the West Indies – to end my hopes of being an author.’





Restless and uncertain of his future, unable to rely on his father for financial support, John had decided to quit England, give up the sailor’s life and settle in India. His letter sounds almost desperate in its resignation; ‘You yourself seem convinced that nothing is to be done in England – thus it seems I must be contented to be a banished man for what use is it returning and having nothing to do.’ His only sure income was £3 a month, probably from investments, and on that, ‘What can I save – What can I do?’ The letter ends:




‘And now, my dearest Elizabeth farewell – Should we never meet again, accept my very best wishes for your welfare through life and may every blessing attend you –, with Love to all enquiring


Believe me to be    


Your ever affectionate brother    


Jno. Stevenson’15    





His premonition proved fearfully accurate. These letters of July and August 1828 are the last which survive, almost certainly the last Elizabeth received. That winter John vanished from her life. He was lost, either at sea or after his arrival in India: no definite news ever came of his fate. She never wrote or talked about this loss, just as she never openly reflected on her childhood. But the figure of the sailor in peril moves through her fiction with the power of a recurring dream – like the vision which haunts Mrs Hale, in North and South, longing for news of her son:







‘I dream of him in some stormy sea, with great, clear, glass-green walls of waves on either side his ship, but far higher than her very masts, curling over her with that cruel, terrible white foam, like some gigantic crested serpent. It is an old dream, but it always comes back on windy nights, till I am thankful to waken, sitting straight and stiff up in bed with my terror.’ (Ch. 14)





Like the frail, feminine ship itself, Elizabeth could not protect her brother; she did not know if he was dead, she dared not hope he would return. In her novels and stories the sailors are strong, reckless, warmhearted. Whether they return or not, they are figures of loss and longing, mingled fear and hope: Will Wilson in Mary Barton, Peter in Cranford, Frederick in North and South, Kinraid in Sylvia’s Lovers. ‘Disappearances’ was the title of one of her first articles for Household Words, and such stories of people who vanished without trace, she said, ‘haunted her imagination longer than any tale of wonder’.


During the winter of 1828–9 Elizabeth went to Chelsea. Her father was devastated by John’s disappearance and was ill and anxious. On Friday, 20 March, at tea with his family, he suffered a stroke and was temporarily blinded, and although he recovered slightly, a second stroke came two days later, which he did not survive. On 27 March 1829 his funeral was held at St Luke’s, Chelsea. He was buried beside his first wife in King’s Road Cemetery. As with her brother, Elizabeth’s grief, and her complex feelings about her father, are never mentioned in her letters. In her fiction fathers would often be ambivalent figures, whose strength conceals weakness and who are viewed by their children – especially their daughters – with mingled tenderness and resentment, longing and anger.


Elizabeth stayed in London for three long months while her father’s chaotic will was sorted out (not only was it undated and unsigned, but William had called his executor, Dr Anthony Thomson, by his father’s name, Alexander Thomson). On 15 June, the day after the weary process ended and the will was finally proved, Catherine Stevenson wrote to Hannah Lumb about Elizabeth:




‘I often think how fortunate it was her being with us, when her poor father died; and it must always be a source of comfort to her to think that she had seen him. Often did he intend writing to you about Elizabeth and frequently spoke to me about her. Indeed both he and I considered her much improved altogether and although he said little, I could easily see that he felt proud of his daughter. I do not recollect at present in any one instance he was either hurt or vexed about her. Her conduct at the time of her Father’s and my distress was certainly very beautiful and more like a person much older. Indeed she was a very great comfort to me, my own girl being young and consequently not so thoughtful. I shall ever love Elizabeth as my own child, and trust that nothing will ever break that friendship which I trust is between us at this time, and also the love that she and her brother and sister have for each other.’16





The voice in this letter is uncannily like Mrs Gibson of Wives and Daughters in its backhanded compliments, its implied vexations, its emphatic, guilty ‘indeeds’, its egocentricity. Despite the fulsome ending there was no real love between Catherine and Elizabeth. The Chelsea connection was broken for good; the house was sold and in September Catherine returned to her family’s home town, Dumfries, ‘She will have much to contend with in her new way of life,’ wrote Jane Byerley to Elizabeth in November.17 Elizabeth did visit her there – but not until twenty-five years had passed.




*





When her father died, Elizabeth was still a minor, technically (and uncomfortably) dependent on an uncongenial stepmother. Once more, as after her mother’s death, the Hollands took charge. The whole family offered shelter and support, homes where she could rest and face the future. There was no sense of hurry: with her reduced inheritance, Elizabeth was hardly a sought-after heiress and no one expected her to marry at once. The Heath was still her home, but over the next two years, to continue her education and broaden her experience, it was arranged that she should visit various relations, often (as was the custom of her class) for weeks or months at a time.


At first, in the summer of 1829, she stayed in the south, visiting the Holland families there and entering briefly into their prosperous lives. Her cousin Henry was well established at 25 Brook Street, earning £5,000 a year and being firmly attached to the highest social circles (he eventually attended six prime ministers as well as the royal family).18 Elizabeth does not seem to have spun into his elevated sphere – nor to have liked him much (almost all her passing references are mildly sarcastic). She preferred her other cousins, ‘the good people at Park Lane’, the home of Swinton’s son Edward. Swinton had died the previous year, but ‘Aunt Swinton’, and Edward, Louisa and Charlotte, often appear in Elizabeth’s letters. She stayed with them in London and at Dumbleton Hall in the Vale of Evesham, bought by Swinton in 1823 and now inherited by Edward. She must have told her old teacher Jane Byerley how much she enjoyed it, for Jane replied in November, sounding like Miss Bates in Emma: ‘you describe a most happy kind of life, such as realizes one’s idea of felicity in the country.’19


By late autumn she was back in Knutsford, but not for long. That winter, and the next, she spent at the house of the Revd William Turner in Newcastle-upon-Tyne. Turner was a third-generation Dissenting minister: both his grandfather and his father had been ministers for short periods at Brook Street Chapel, and in the bewilderingly entwined Unitarian community he was trebly related to Elizabeth. His mother was the eldest sister of her grandfather, Samuel; his first wife Mary was her mother’s cousin (the daughter of Thomas Holland of Manchester); his second wife, Jane Willetts, was the sister of her uncle Peter’s first wife, Mary, and of Swinton’s wife, Anne. Jane had died in 1826 and he now lived with his unmarried daughter, Ann, who was in her early thirties.


Peter Holland’s children had all spent time with the Turners: Henry Holland lived with them for four years, from 1799 to 1803, from the age of eleven to fifteen, and Mary, Bessy and Lucy paid lengthy visits. Henry remembered fondly that in his Newcastle days ‘there was very little constraint upon me, quiet instruction and a cheerful home’. Tyneside was a great contrast to rural Cheshire and he was profoundly impressed by everything he saw, ‘the collieries with their vast and varied machinery – the Tyne, with its crowded navigation and its then perilous opening to the sea – the chemical and other manufactures (now multiplied fourfold) which already lined its banks.’20


When Elizabeth arrived, industry and commerce had not yet multiplied fourfold (the great shipyards rose later in the century), but they had greatly expanded. In 1801 William Turner had called Newcastle ‘a country town’; by 1830 it was the second port to London, handling over 200,000 tonnes of merchant shipping.21 Coal was the basis of its wealth, and mining syndicates and marriage settlements linked the old landed families to the new merchants and industrialists. There were chemical works and soap and glass factories on the river, whose banks were also lined by the yards of small shipbuilders and repairers. A set of engravings, by J. W. Carmichael, made in 1828–9 shows the city exactly as Elizabeth would have seen it, with the narrow lanes and crooked cottages giving place to broad thoroughfares and grand stone buildings. Through and beyond the city the Tyne swirled down to the North Sea, with many kinds of craft crowding across the treacherous Tynemouth bar: the famous London traders taking coal to the south; barques bringing goods from the Baltic, the Mediterranean and the West Indies; local sloops serving the east coast ports.22


After the end of the French wars the reduction of the navy put many Newcastle keelmen out of work, and in the 1820s there was still great hardship. William Turner’s ministry bridged rich and poor and during her stay with him Elizabeth met the kind of work, and the kind of people, she would find in her future life as a Manchester minister’s wife. In 1829 Turner, now nearly seventy, was one of the most respected figures in Newcastle. He had been minister of the Hanover Square congregation for nearly half a century, since he came there at the age of twenty-one in 1783. Like his friends Joseph Priestley and Theophilus Lindsey, he had played a major part in the development of Unitarianism. For many years he had his own school in Percy Street and led the way in Newcastle’s educational and intellectual life, starting the first Sunday school in the north of England in 1784, founding the Newcastle Literary and Philosophical Society in 1793, opening Jubilee Schools for the poor in 1810 and establishing the Mechanics Institute in 1824.


Yet despite his power and energy, Turner was a modest man. He could command fees of £200 for each session of twenty lectures at the Lit. and Phil., but he lived simply and was compulsively generous. Indeed he had to be forcibly stopped from giving all he earned away, as his exasperated nephew, the Manchester businessman James Aspinall Turner, said, ‘to assist in enriching some knave who has imposed on your good nature’. The practical, long-suffering Ann despaired when she discovered her father’s secret transactions, such as the selling of stocks (actually left to her by her mother) to pay off a poor man’s debts. She pointed out acerbically that while she could survive, he himself might be penniless in his old age. He nearly was, for he tried three times to renounce his pension.23 But although he may have been lacking ‘in worldly wisdom and business-like prudence’, William Turner’s transparent integrity and boundless charity won him respect among all denominations, and he must have been canny enough in his way if he could deal with local factions and intrigues successfully for fifty years.


Turner was liked by all, including children – even by the seven-year-old Harriet Martineau, who disliked all clerics on principle (chiefly because they ignored her):




‘The first of the order who took any direct notice of me was, as far as I know, good Mr Turner of Newcastle, my mother’s pastor and friend before her marriage. At Newcastle we usually went to tea at his house on Sunday evenings; and it was then we began the excellent practice of writing recollections of one of the sermons of the day.’24





‘One of the sermons’ – how many did this small girl have to sit through? Any strain, however, was dispelled by Ann Turner, then fourteen, who went back to Norwich with the Martineaus and became Harriet’s mentor and friend, as she was to be Elizabeth’s twenty years later.


The Turners lived at 13 Cumberland Terrace, in a small red-brick terrace house, every detail of which Elizabeth Gaskell remembered when she described the house of Thurstan Benson, the minister at Eccleston, in Ruth.25 She called Ruth ‘my Newcastle novel’ (although Sylvia’s Lovers has more direct connection with ‘Newcassel’ and the Tyne, and Eccleston is clearly not Newcastle but a Lancashire town). Benson resembles Turner only in his kindness and charity, but his relationship with his realistic sister Faith does sound remarkably like that of William and his daughter Ann.


From the windows of her room on the top floor of Cumberland Terrace Elizabeth could see the Rothbury Hills beyond the city. Downstairs the minister’s room opened directly on to the street, so that people needing help could come in and out without anyone knowing. The centre of the household was the back parlour, which looked out on to a small yard. In the novel Ruth comes down on her first morning to this parlour, ‘bright and still and clean’, full of the scent of mignonette and stocks, to find Miss Benson arranging China and damask roses in an old vase, while her brother reads ‘in some large folio’. All is peace – for a moment:




‘With gentle morning speech they greeted her; but the quiet repose of the scene was instantly broken by Sally popping in from the kitchen, and glancing at Ruth with sharp reproach. She said – 


“I reckon I may bring in the breakfast, now?” with a strong emphasis on the last word.’ (Ch. 3)





Such servants, loyal but tough, often act as useful counters to sentiment in Gaskell’s fiction.


Elizabeth liked the sturdiness of Newcastle, which Sally evokes, and was affected by the goodness, quietness and order of the Turners’ household. Other sides of the minister’s life were equally impressive. Turner was still secretary of the Literary and Philosophical Society, which had moved to a new building in 1825 and now had eight hundred members. In 1828 the society marked his long association by commissioning a portrait and bust, and in 1831 his fiftieth year in the city was celebrated by a dinner for over a hundred people. Although he had also started a literary society in 1814, his real passion was science: by 1830 Newcastle had three scientific societies, including the Natural History Society, launched the previous year. Turner himself lectured at the Lit. and Phil., and the subjects on which he spoke during Elizabeth’s visits included ‘The Vegetable Kingdom’, ‘Mineralogy and Geology’ and ‘Optics and Astronomy.’26


Historians of science see William Turner as a pioneering figure, ‘linking the scientific movement with a wider scientific audience, and with local society generally’, and point out that for his audience he looked to the new men of power, ‘the merchant, the manufacturer, the engineer, the shipwright and the navigator.’27 Many new ideas and inventions, idealistic and practical, were explored at the society, from Sir George Cayley’s paper ‘on the possibilities of an apparatus for flying’ to vital new safety lamps for the local collieries. Turner’s interest was practical as well as theoretical, and one of his most famous tributes came from George Stephenson, whom he helped as a struggling engineer. ‘Mr Turner,’ said Stephenson, ‘was always ready to assist me with books, with instruments, and with counsel, gratuitously and cheerfully. He gave me the most valuable assistance and instruction; and to my dying day I can never forget the obligation which I owe to my venerable friend.’28 From 1828 to 1830 the society’s members were proudly following the construction of Stephenson’s pioneering Liverpool to Manchester railway.


Elizabeth would later encounter a similar scientific fervour in Manchester. In her novels the passion for science cuts across classes and generations, inspiring Job Legh, the artisan-scholar in Mary Barton, as much as Lord Hollingford with his private laboratory in Wives and Daughters. In Cousin Phillis a shared interest in railway engineering connects the narrator’s father, Mr Manning, a workman inventor with hands blackened by the foundry who shows ‘the same genius for mechanical invention as that of George Stephenson’, to the new professional, Edward Holdsworth, with his university degree, southern drawl and elegant clothes.


Gaskell also shows how the work of the new generation, like Holdsworth and Roger Hamley in Wives and Daughters, took them overseas: building railroads in Italy and Canada, seeking botanical specimens in the heart of Africa. Her engineers and scientists resemble her sailors, touched by romance and danger. And when sailor and scientist meet, in Mary Barton, the world uncovered by science seems even stranger than that of the seafarers’ myths, with its own outlandish language. To Mary’s amazement Job Legh discredits Will Simpson’s tales of mermaids (which she has heard of), but believes his accounts of flying fish (which she has not):




‘“Ay! Ay! young man. Now you’re speaking truth,”


“Well, now, you’ll swallow that, old gentleman. You’ll credit me when I say I’ve seen a critter half fish, half bird, and you won’t credit me when I say there be such beasts as mermaids, half-fish, half-woman. To me, one’s just as strange as t’other.” …


“It’s the Exocetus; one of the Malacopterygii Abdominales,” said Job, much interested.


“Ay, there you go! You’re one o’ them folks as never knows beasts unless they’re called out o’ their names. Put ’em in Sunday clothes, and you know ’em, but in their work-a-day English you never know nought about ’em. I’ve met wi’ many o’ your kidney; and if I’d ha’ known it, I’d ha’ christened poor Jack’s mermaid wi’ some grand gibberish of a name, Mermaidicus Jack Harrisensis; that’s just like their new-fangled words. D’ye believe there’s such a thing as the Mermaidicus, master?” asked Will, enjoying his own joke uncommonly, as most people do.’ (Ch. 13)





Will is right to poke fun (as Gaskell always does at jargon), since the grand Latin name takes one no further than the visually accurate ‘flying fish’. But she is making another point, that Mary is excluded from the ‘strange language’ of science, while she is attuned to that of romance; her first explanation of the ‘wizard-like’ scientific paraphernalia in Job’s room is that he must be a fortune-teller.


In Gaskell’s books women half glimpse the transforming power of scientific perceptions and languages, but the prevailing culture conspires against them. In Wives and Daughters, set in the late 1820s, Miss Browning and her sister Phoebe are intrigued by Roger Hamley’s ‘kindness’ to Molly Gibson:




‘“Now, Phoebe, attend! How was he kind to you, Molly?”


“Oh, he told me what books to read; and one day he made me notice how many bees I saw – ”


“Bees, child! What do you mean? Either you or he must have been crazy!”


“No, not at all. There are more than two hundred kinds of bees in England, and he wanted me to notice the difference between them and flies. – Miss Browning, I can’t help seeing what you fancy,” said Molly, as red as fire, “but it is very wrong; it is all a mistake”.’ (Ch.13)





Yet Miss Browning is right. Love, not knowledge, is the Victorian heroine’s fate. Science, like industry, is the province of men. In fact in the late 1820s Elizabeth did know women in both spheres. By then Jane Marcet had published two Conversations written specially for women, on Natural Philosophy and Vegetable Physiology, and Mary Somerville (another Unitarian) was giving papers to the Royal Society. Both women were patients and friends of Henry Holland. As for industry, in Newcastle Elizabeth knew the forceful Miss Losh, who inherited her father’s ironworks and ran them extremely successfully until 1847.29 But in fiction she wrote of the norm, not the exception.


Women were not excluded from the Newcastle Lit. and Phil.; in the 1790s it was the first society to open its doors to them. By the more conservative 1820s this caused something of a problem: an enormous fuss arose over the huge male sculptures by John Graham Lough, a local mason, which were exhibited at Hanover Square in 1827: the cast of Milo had to be moved to the Committee Rooms, ‘where female delicacy might not be exposed to that trial to which it is now subjected.’30 In January and February 1829, while Elizabeth was there, an equally fierce row brewed over the issue of ‘proper books’, spurred by the committee’s purchase of Don Juan. Finally, like poor Milo, Don Juan was expelled from the library.


Newcastle provided Elizabeth with a different education. There was a buzz of excitement in the air: the hum of ideas as well as the clatter of industry and trade. And she was living for the first time in an atmosphere of active politics. One of Turner’s chief allies in Newcastle was James Losh, a prominent barrister on the Northern Circuit, an organizer of the anti-slavery campaign, a friend of Brougham and passionate supporter of parliamentary reform. The 1820s, after the long period of anti-Jacobin feeling, had seen much repressive legislation swept away: the repeal of the Combination Act in 1824, and the Test and Corporation Acts in 1828, meant that trade unions could develop more freely and Dissenters could hold public office for the first time. At the end of the decade the Catholic Emancipation Act tumbled Peel’s government from power and let in an uneasy alliance of liberal Tories, Whigs and Radicals committed to the extension of the franchise. In 1830, while regimes toppled abroad, unrest erupted in Britain, first in the south among the agricultural workers with ‘Captain Swing’ and the rick-burners and then, in the following January, among the militant factory workers of the north. Demand for the Reform Bill grew increasingly fierce and the ups and downs of the debate in parliament, the upheavals at Westminster, the petitions, parades and marches in the country at large filled the papers. In Newcastle the carrying of the second reading of the first Bill in the Commons caused a sensation: bells rang in every parish, bonfires were lit, bands paraded, cannon were fired.31 Elizabeth embraced the reformers’ cause.


At this age, however, she was really more interested in parties and dancing than science and politics, however heady the atmosphere. The wealthy merchants in William Turner’s congregation were very sociable, and Elizabeth made many local friends, whom she always remembered with affection. Just after she was married she asked William Turner to give ‘my kind love to Ann, the Rankins, the Eldonites, Mrs Welbank, Althusens, Mortons and Carrs’. Many of the names she mentions in her letters to Harriet Carr – Losh, Cayley, Brandling, Collinston, Headlam and Reed – figure large in the history of the city at this time. Harriet herself was the best friend of all. Carrs had been distinguished on Tyneside for many generations, but Harriet’s father, George, had only recently moved north from London. He had been a Baltic merchant in St Petersburg and was now agent for the new branch of the Bank of England, opened in 1828; his salary exceeded £1,000 a year.32 The Carrs lived in Clavering Place, in the old heart of the city near Hanover Square, although many of their set were already moving out to villages like Jesmond, soon the smartest of the new suburbs. After she left Elizabeth wrote happily about tea with the Carrs on rainy days, when they practised the mazurka and she went through her repertoire of popular songs, ‘with a voice that was much better suited to “Sleep no more, my voice doth murder sleep”’, or of evenings at Jesmond where she could not keep a straight face when a ‘fraud’ of a man began to sing. Harriet was rich and she was fun: ‘Harriet Carr and giddiness (synonyms)’, according to Elizabeth.


She was clearly quite giddy herself. ‘You used to complain of me being a “general liker”,’ she wrote. She made an impression on everyone, and it was probably while she was in Newcastle (not, as is generally thought, in Edinburgh) that a bust of her was sculpted by David Dunbar. Dunbar was working in Newcastle during these years (he presented his bust of ‘Earl Grey of the Reform Bill’ to the Literary and Philosophical Society in 1833) and later became famous for his sculpture of the local heroine, Grace Darling.33 His elegant public style makes Elizabeth look rather matronly, though it catches a hint of her eagerness. She was teased about this dignified portrait: ‘Mr Losh told my cousins in town that he thought my bust so very like Napoleon – do you?’


Yet she could be restrained and proper, as she is in one letter to Anne Burnett, a member of the wealthy family who owned lead mines near Newcastle. Elizabeth thanks Anne for a kind note, and ‘the accompanying book which I have long wished to see’ (she does not say what it is), and continues:




‘I hope I shall never require anything to remind me of any of my kind Newcastle friends, or of the many pleasant hours I have spent here, but, as a token of your regard, you may be very sure I shall always value it exceedingly.’34




 





(‘Far too demure to be at all typical,’ notes John Chapple, joint editor of Gaskell’s letters.)





Elizabeth spent two successive winters at Newcastle, and at some point she also went with Ann Turner to Edinburgh. Later Elizabeth’s daughter Meta quashed a suggestion that the two women were sent north to escape the cholera (which did not reach Newcastle until autumn 1831). Instead, she said, her mother simply went to stay with ‘friends of her parents.’35 We know little about this visit, although it is generally accepted that Gaskell used some of her memories when she wrote the prologue to Round the Sofa in 1859. Four years before, in 1855, she had visited relations in Scotland and her thoughts may also have turned to Edinburgh after the death in 1858 of her old friend Eliza Fletcher, who had known William Stevenson there at the turn of the century.


Round the Sofa is a collection of disparate pieces, and to provide a framework Gaskell invented an Edinburgh salon, whose members tell a story each week. She rarely, if ever, wrote about settings she did not know and one can recognize her own brand of impatience in the portrait of the young country girl who comes to the Scottish capital with her companion, ‘poor grave Miss Duncan’, and has to dress neatly and go for ‘stiff walks in the streets’ instead of the country rambles she is used to. Perpetually evading the sly old landlord’s demands for money (a former tutor to university entrants, like her father), and perpetually hungry because the meals are so meagre, she feels bored, lonely and ‘longs for company’. The evenings are the worst, until they are asked by kindly Mrs Dawson to her Monday evenings ‘at home’ (‘if it had been to spend an evening at the dentists, I believe I should have welcomed the invitation’). At Mrs Dawson’s they enter a different world:




‘In came Edinburgh professors, Edinburgh beauties and celebrities, all on their way to some other gayer and later party, but coming first to see Mrs. Dawson, and tell her their bon-mots, or their interests, or their plans. By each learned man, by each lovely girl, she was treated as a dear friend …


It was very brilliant and very dazzling, and gave enough to think and wonder about for many days.’





Gaskell may have been drawing here more on the memories of Mrs Fletcher, who had held such a salon, than on her own.36 But she would have had an entry into ‘brilliant’ society through connections of the Turners and the Hollands, Stevensons and Thomsons. Scotland’s leading miniaturist, William John Thomson of Edinburgh, painted Elizabeth, and there has been speculation as to how this came about since she was far from rich and could not have commissioned him.37 There is no mystery – Thomson was the elder brother of her stepmother, Catherine. His family may therefore have been the ‘friends of her parents’ to whom Meta referred. William Thomson, however, was a prominent figure in the Scottish art scene, a member of the Royal Scottish Academy and the holder of several official posts. He had just declined a knighthood and his house in Northumberland Street was a far cry from the dingy Old Town lodgings where the narrator and Miss Duncan stay in Round the Sofa. In Thomson’s conventionally romantic portrait Elizabeth looks back over round white shoulders, her face framed by soft brown hair falling from a rich coil piled on top of her head. Her small waist, amid billowing sleeves and stole, is tightly circled by a black belt, but while the effect is sensual, the sideways glance of the blue-grey eyes is alert, intelligent and cool.


At the start of the 1830s Edinburgh saw itself as a Scottish metropolis, a cultural centre rivalling London. The city’s latest idol (or object of abuse, depending on your point of view) was George Combe, the phrenologist, who began his extremely popular lectures there in 1825; around the time of Elizabeth’s visit these had been temporarily suspended, following the disputes over his book The Constitution of Man.38 Phrenology was just one of the crazes ranging from hydropathy and vegetarianism to mesmerism and spiritualism which swept Britain in the 1830s to 1840s. Its devotees argued that each separate intellectual and temperamental faculty – reason, sensuality, affection – had its precise position in the brain, and that these, and character as a whole, could be calculated by measuring a person’s skull. It appealed particularly to women, because it countered suggestions of mental inequality between the sexes, and Elizabeth could hardly escape the theory which held Edinburgh in thrall, although (unlike George Eliot a few years later) she did not take it very seriously. Her sense of the absurd got the better of her. In 1831 she told Harriet:




‘I have been studying Spurzheim on Phrenology during my retirement and intend to illuminate the world in the character of Lectures soon, so completely am I convinced of it, more especially as I have the organ of causality, alias the reasoning faculty, so very strongly developed, and you know what a reasonable person I am.’39





The retirement which drove her to read Spurzheim followed her return to her Holland relations. Her polite thank-you letter to Anne Burnett was one of farewell: ‘I am looking forward with great pleasure to reading your most acceptable present when settled for the Summer at Woodside, where I hope to join my Aunt the day after tomorrow.’40 Her days of travelling were almost over. She remained very fond of William Turner until the end of his life. He baptized her second daughter in 1837 and after he retired in 1840, he and Ann moved to Manchester, where his daughter Mary lived. Elizabeth read aloud to him in his old age and when he died, aged ninety-seven, her husband preached the funeral sermon.41




*





In June 1831 Hannah Lumb was already at Woodside, Birkenhead, with Samuel Holland’s family, and Elizabeth stayed there with her until September. She complained to Harriet, who had been enjoying the ‘pomps and vanities’ of London, of the terrible weather and the quiet life: ‘unless I told you how the hay crops &c were going on and what show of fruit there is I could send you little news’. Glumly she turned to the books she had read so often. At the end of August, on a day of such rain that muddy streams were running down the road she groans: ‘Fancy our agreeable situation – not a book but what we have all read hundreds of times’, such as ‘odd volumes’ of Dante and Shakespeare and a few old newspapers. Perhaps ‘hundreds of times’ is overdoing it, for in the same letter she writes of Mme de Sévigné, ‘eternal woman – how often have I begun both her and Sir Chas. Grandison, and never finished either’. Sir Charles Grandison may have stayed unread but Mme de Sévigné became her heroine, to the extent of planning to write her biography. The old books made their impact.


Elizabeth did not spend all the time at Woodside reading. Her laments about lack of news are misleading – like most people, she was a chameleon correspondent. Writing to Harriet, with her smart social life, she always put on her most worldly face. In reality she showed no sign of languorous ennui. It is clear that she thoroughly enjoyed Birkenhead and Liverpool, as she seemed to enjoy herself everywhere. She liked her teasing uncle Sam and sensible aunt Katherine. Her cousin Charles was a merchant in Buenos Aires and young Sam was busy with his house in north Wales, but Anne and Fanny, now in their early thirties, and Kate, six years older than herself, were witty and lively companions. It did not rain all the time (but she wrote her letters when it did) and far from sitting alone, Elizabeth went to dances and conceits, dinners and regattas, and sails on the river, letting slip in an unguarded moment: ‘I do like Liverpool and the Mersey and the accent and the people very much.’


Liverpool had trebled in size in thirty years, its ships trading with ports across the globe, from Calcutta to New York and Rio de Janeiro. Crowded quays were piled with bales of raw cotton destined for the textile towns inland and with finished goods for the markets overseas. By the 1820s ‘the country mansions of merchant princes were to be found dotting the country side, scattered over Everton Hill, frequent in the southern part of Toxteth Park, and even as far afield as Childwell and Allerton.’42 Until recently the Hollands had lived in the Toxteth area, in Wellington Road. But the slums had mushroomed as fast as the mansions and one of the worst districts was not far away, at the north end of Toxteth Park.


Liverpool Unitarians responded philanthropically to the over-crowding and disease of the growing city. Among the people Elizabeth dined with was Dr Traill, soon to become professor of medical jurisprudence at Edinburgh, and a moving spirit behind Liverpool’s Royal Infirmary School of Medicine, founded in 1834. Elizabeth took part in the inevitable ‘good works’, which sometimes made her groan. The great preoccupation of August 1831 (almost eclipsing William IV’s coronation on 8 September) was




‘the bazaar for the benefit of the Infirmary and oh! how I wish the name of bazaar like that of Macgregor might perish for ever! there is to be a Ball one of the nights, a much more sensible way of being charitable I think – Feet versus Hands.’43





In these letters frivolity is uppermost. Events are filtered through the lens of social life and even tragedies are the stuff of dinner-party chat, like the loss of Rothsay Castle, sunk on its way to Beaumaris. Outraged as she was by the way the irresponsible owners had grossly overloaded the boat, a certain flippancy creeps into her eager account of the news:




‘I had a slight dining acquaintance was on board and he survived. I dined with him on Monday at Dr. Traills but as he said he had been a hero nine times that day I could not, much as I longed, make my enquiries as to his feelings, him having been quite insensible when taken up he must have experienced all the sensations of drowning!’44





She dashes on to gossip of mutual friends. On the next page the heroic survivor is merely identified, in passing, as ‘the drowned gentleman’.


Friends, clothes, music, books, weddings – these are the subjects she likes best. Despite Sam Holland’s ups and downs in trade, money did not seem to be lacking. When they set out to buy wedding presents, there was a ‘grand dispute’: ‘I am for a magnificent dressing box for it is a thing I always long for, with plenty of cut glass and silver about it – but I am quite in the minority, and a timepiece is the conqueror I fear. A cousin of mine here has just had a commission to buy sixty pound worth of jewellery for a wedding present.’ The contrast between such extravagance and the agony of the poor would become one of her great themes, but in 1831 her reforming zeal had temporarily faded: ‘Oh! how tired I am of the Reform Bill – and my Aunt, and most of my cousins, are quite anti-reformers and abuse Lord Brougham and think him superficial.’ Hearing that Harriet was going to Ascot, she confessed that she would quite like to see the royal family, ‘proper and improper. In spite of my political principles I can not help admiring high blood and aristocracy.’ Instead of her social anger, these early letters show her love of glamour and romance and her playful, free-ranging imagination, spinning across space and time from tiny details of shared women’s lives:




‘The other day being in Liverpool, I thought I would get some coloured cloth to work upon for stools, à la mode of some we saw the other day: so stept into a shop to ask for some fine cloth – to my great astonishment the man quite seriously asked me if I wanted it for pantaloons! … Do you know that at Buenos Ayres, very large combs for the hair behind are quite the fashion, but as they have them all from Paris, they can’t afford to have one a piece, so three or four subscribe for one amongst them and take it in turns to be in the fashion – It is pretty much the case with the pen in this house for we have but one fit to write with among us, and can none of us mend one were our lives at stake – Or it is like the reign of Edward the third where some antiquary has rummaged out that one needle was the common allowance among four or five sisters, and when one tore her gown the needle was brought forth like the pen now – which good pen as you have probably found out is monopolized by another scribbler, so that poor I have in good sooth, sometimes one little better than a stick.’45





(She was at home in this sisterhood of dress, of sewing, of writing – but all her life she would moan about her pens.)


She borrowed stories from everywhere. For lack of news she pads one letter with a vivid account of the emigration to America of Colonel Murat, whom ‘my Aunt’ (probably Swinton’s wife, Anne) knew when she was ‘living in Naples’. Charles sent his gossip from South America and Edward (Swinton’s son) from Prussia. Other friends went to Russia – in August 1831 Edward’s sister Louisa joked that it is ‘a point of dispute as to whether Mr. Wm. Cayley is gone to get a wife or Cholera Morbus in St Petersburg’.


This joke turned sour. A second wave of Asiatic cholera, which had reached Russia in 1830, was driving its way across Europe. Elizabeth was wrong when she rejoiced with Harriet, who feared for her St Petersburg friends, that the disease was now abating. By midsummer of 1831 it had reached Riga, by early autumn it was ravaging Hamburg and the Baltic ports and in October, crossing by the ships to the Tyne, it took its first British victim, a Sunderland keelman. Despite desperate attempts at containment, including blockades on the roads, cholera spread through Britain, killing over thirty-two thousand people in the next two years.46 The Hollands and their circle escaped – it was mostly the poor who died – but Elizabeth, despite her great capacity for sympathy, recorded little of their suffering. In Knutsford the following summer she felt only the lurking shadow of the epidemic, when she learnt that it had reached some nearby villages or heard a man cursing in anger, ‘Cholera seize Thee!’


In September 1831 Elizabeth and Aunt Lumb left Liverpool, and went home. There had been plans for Lily to spend a month or so at Plas Penrhyn, but these were shelved due to more work on the house. It was good to be back after so long. She went out to Sandlebridge with Peter Holland’s daughter Susan, and in beautiful weather they rose and went to bed ‘almost’ with the sun and spent nearly all day outdoors. There were no interruptions except ‘now and then, when the carriage came from Knutsford bringing letters and meat and an importation of cousins for an hour or two’. In October Aunt Swinton and cousin Charlotte were due to descend and, to prepare for them, she returned to the Heath. ‘I am now settling down to the winter,’ she wrote, ‘and mean to be very regular and quiet – I really am glad of it for it is a long time since I was steadily settled at home with my various books, writing materials and “helps to learning” about me.’ Her time was hardly quiet: as well as her London relations, Peter Holland’s daughters were all at home until Christmas, when two were to go to Henry in Brook Street. Elizabeth taught them the mazurka: ‘I keep my pupils at first step however having forgotten the figures, though I don’t acknowledge it.’


At twenty-one she was lively, gregarious, restless. Love affairs filled her mind. She was intrigued when her cousin Louisa told her of a grand ball at Park Lane with ‘capital “flirting places” in the balcony’. Matters often went beyond flirtation, to judge by this Jane Austenish comment: ‘What do you think of my knowing forty-three couples engaged – couples, not single people.’ A touch of exaggeration perhaps. She teases Harriet about a certain Matthew who is building a house, saying she thought he had one ‘and only wanted a Mrs Matthew to complete his decorations’. (It appears that Harriet did eventually marry Matthew Andersen, a Russian merchant.) And she may have dallied with the idea of a Newcastle marriage herself, though it was only a passing fancy:




‘I shall like to hear your opinion of my house in Jesmond, since mine it will be, without doubt, and your present (you are a very interested creature) when the happy event takes place, shall be even unto the half of my kingdom. I never knew such a week as this has been for marriages – no less than three intimate friends of ours became fiancées during this last fortnight, and what is more extraordinary I am not one of the number!’47





This was soon to change. That autumn Elizabeth went with Ann Turner to Manchester, to stay with William Turner’s elder daughter, Mary, who was married to John Gooch Robberds, minister of Cross Street Chapel. It was probably at the Robberds’s house in Greenheys that she met the assistant minister, a brilliant man only five years older than herself, extremely tall, extremely thin, extremely attractive – the Revd William Gaskell.
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