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Introduction







And, after all, we have lives enough of Jane Austen …


Virginia Woolf, A ROOM OF ONE’s OWN, 1928





‘To be burned’, Cassandra Austen wrote in 1843 on a bundle of letters sent between Jane and herself over many years. She later told her niece Caroline that she had indeed burnt ‘the greater part’ of her sister’s letters. Even among those letters which remained, as Caroline Austen noted, several ‘had portions cut out’. What dark secrets of Jane Austen’s life were lost forever on Cassandra’s bonfire? What shocking admissions or scandalous remarks could have been thought so discreditable that they must be consumed in the flames? None at all, we are assured by later members of the Austen family. There was nothing in the least shameful in any of the letters which Cassandra chose to burn. It was merely that aunt Jane was given to expressing herself in rather too ‘open and confidential’ a manner. After all, had not aunt Jane herself written in Persuasion that ‘no private correspondence could bear the eye of others’? Cassandra had merely been acting in a spirit of sisterly tact when she chose to suppress some of Jane’s private confidences.


Tact was the polite term which the Austens often invoked to justify their habit of suppressing awkward or embarrassing facts. It was tactful to make no mention of Jane’s ‘mad’ brother George, sent away from home as an infant and never afterwards referred to. It was tactful to pass over the details of Jane’s aunt Leigh-Perrot’s trial for grand larceny at Taunton assizes. Above all, it was tactful to censor the evidence of Jane Austen’s scabrous and invective wit. Three days before she died, Jane Austen wrote a short satiric poem. She had been unwell for several months, confined to her bed with fevers and frequent backache, and had been recently moved from her home at Chawton to lodgings in Winchester, where she could be attended by Mr Lyford, the Surgeon -in-Ordinary at the County Hospital. It was St Swithin’s day – 15 July – and the Winchester races had just begun. St Swithin was buried in Winchester and the coincidence of these two facts – the races and the saint’s shrine – provided her with comic material. But the real themes of this curious little six-stanza poem are death and immortality. Jane Austen pictured the saint leaping from his shrine to curse the depraved subjects of Winchester for idling their time away at the races. ‘When once we are buried you think we are dead/But behold me immortal!’ Three days later, in the early hours of 18 July 1817, Jane Austen died, aged forty-one. Cassandra copied out this last poem and even underlined those words, ‘When once we are buried you think we are dead/But behold me immortal!’ But the version of immortality which this poem represented was not of a kind that recommended itself to later members of the Austen family. Knowing that she was about to die, having made out her will and taken Holy Communion with her brothers, Jane Austen had spent her last conscious hours dictating a satiric incantation which took the form of a malediction. ‘By vice you’re enslaved/You have sinned and must suffer …/You shall meet with your curse in your pleasures.’ The last words she ever wrote took the form of a curse.


The fate of this last poem is indicative of how the family dedicated themselves to idealizing Jane Austen’s posthumous reputation. Her brother Henry had the bad taste to mention it in the ‘Biographical Notice’ which he published shortly after her death, even exaggerating the poem’s proximity to the hour of her demise. ‘The day preceding her death she composed some stanzas replete with fancy and vigour,’ he wrote. But Jane’s niece Caroline Austen and nephew James Edward Austen-Leigh were horrified that such ‘light and playful’ verses should be remembered as the last things their aunt had composed. Caroline protested that ‘the joke about the dead saint, & the Winchester races, all jumbled up together, would read badly as amongst the few details given, of the closing scene’. Accordingly, all references to the poem were deleted from subsequent editions of Henry’s ‘Biographical Notice’. James Edward Austen-Leigh made no mention of it in his Memoir of Jane Austen (1870), and it was omitted by William and Richard Arthur Austen-Leigh from their book Jane Austen: Her Life and Letters, published in 1913.


Instead, the family preferred to cherish the memory of Jane celebrated in some elegiac verses composed by her eldest brother James. ‘… Not a word she ever penn’d/Which hurt the feelings of a friend,’ he wrote (this of the woman who had once exhorted Cassandra to ‘Abuse everybody but me’). James went on: ‘And not a line she ever wrote/Which dying she would wish to blot.’ This claim was true, though hardly in the way that James Austen intended it. It was not Jane Austen who wished to blot out scandalous lines or censor satirical thoughts. But there were many other Austens who did wish to blot them out. Caroline Austen disapproved of the notion that any of Jane’s early satirical writing should be published; ‘one knows not how it might be taken by the public,’ she wrote. She similarly deplored the thought of publicizing anything about Jane Austen’s emotional life. ‘I should not mind telling any body, at this distance of time,’ she wrote to her brother, James Edward Austen-Leigh, in 1867, ‘but printing and publishing seem to me very different from talking about the past.’ In his Memoir of 1870, Austen-Leigh was accordingly discreet: ‘I have no reason to think that she ever felt any attachment by which the happiness of her life was at all affected,’ he wrote. Jane Austen’s great-nephew, Lord Brabourne, was inspired by similar feelings of family delicacy when he published the first bowdlerized edition of Jane Austen’s Letters in 1884. ‘No malice,’ he insisted, ever ‘lurked beneath’ Jane Austen’s wit. Where this was not the case, Brabourne sought to make it so by carefully omitting from his edition any malicious reflections that Cassandra had allowed to escape the flames. Henry Austen’s unfortunate reference to his sister’s final poem was carefully censored, but another sentence from his ‘Biographical Notice’ was widely proclaimed: ‘Faultless herself, as nearly as human nature can be, she always sought in the faults of others, something to excuse, to forgive or forget.’ That was how the Austen family were determined to remember her. Discreetly, they adjusted the records of her life in efforts to ensure that that was how the world should remember her too.


This family tradition of producing censored versions of Jane Austen’s life and works has had its inevitable effect on subsequent biographies, most of which have been based upon the tactful memoirs of later Austens. ‘Family disagreements, to say nothing of family quarrels, were unknown to them,’ wrote Elizabeth Jenkins in Jane Austen: A Biography (1938), exactly as the Austens themselves would have wished. ‘They were a devoted family,’ wrote David Cecil in A Portrait of Jane Austen (1978), preferring to gloss over the fact that one Austen son was excluded from the family entirely, while another son was sent away for adoption by wealthier relations. Tact is a commendable quality, and a biographer who insists on challenging such benign assertions may risk appearing as not merely tactless but as impertinent and prurient. But there are more important qualities than delicacy, as Jane Austen’s own writings suggest. Much as she may admire a proper sense of discretion, her strongest commendations are always bestowed on frankness and openness. Yet it is these very qualities that have been chiefly absent from traditional accounts of her life. What is a biographer to make of the strange silences created by the family policy of censorship: blank years, for which no letters exist; mysterious gaps in the family record? How should we interpret these enigmatic lacunae? In Mansfield Park, Jane Austen comments on the joy with which Fanny Price seizes upon a ‘scrap of paper’ containing a brief message from Edmund Bertram. ‘Two lines more prized had never fallen from the pen of the most distinguished author – never more completely blessed the researches of the fondest biographer. The enthusiasm of a woman’s love is even beyond the biographer’s. To her, the hand-writing itself, independent of anything it may convey, is a blessedness.’ The distinguished author of these lines would understand the frustrations of a biographer who well knows that so many of his subject’s most revealing letters have been deliberately destroyed.


During my researches for this book, I made several discoveries concerning the circumstances of the Austen family which may help to piece together some of the missing elements in Jane Austen’s life and work. If the portrait which emerges is less saintly and serene than the one with which most readers are familiar, it has at least, I hope, the virtue of greater authenticity. I have, as Jane Austen once wrote, ‘endeavoured to give something like the truth with as little incivility as I could’. Often the most beguiling of literary forms, biography may also be the most complacent. Unlike a novel, which relies upon the arts of invention and surprise to tease our expectations with a narrative whose conclusion is unknown, a biography is a story whose plot and characters are often disconcertingly familiar. In a sense, a biography is like a novel written backwards; taking as its starting point the well-known achievements of its subject’s maturity and tracing back the hints of inspiration which brought those great works into being. Blessed with the comfortable benefits of hindsight, a biographer may be tempted to describe the steady progress of genius from earliest childhood glimmerings to full adult brilliancy. Awkward gaps in the record may be invisibly repaired in the interests of a seamless narrative; discordant notes may be ignored as irrelevant to the central themes. Yet life itself is not lived backwards, but forwards, with no foreknowledge of what the next day, or the next year, may bring. The girl of fifteen, whatever her dreams or fantasies may be, has no predestined sense that she is to become a famous author. Her mind is filled only with the thoughts and imaginings of a girl of fifteen. Accordingly, in this biography I have sought, as far as possible, to present each moment of Jane Austen’s life as it was experienced at the time, not with the detached knowingness of hindsight.


This is a biography written forwards. In formal terms, it does not adopt the ‘objective’ view of a modern biographer but, like a novel, presents events through the perceptions of its principal characters (with only such occasional authorial interventions as might be permitted to the ‘omniscient narrator’ of a fictional work). In Northanger Abbey, Catherine Morland protests against history for being dull and tiresome. ‘Yet I often think it odd,’ she adds, ‘that it should be so dull, for a great deal of it must be invention. The speeches that are put into the heroes’ mouths, their thoughts and designs – the chief of all this must be invention, and invention is what delights me in other books.’ In this biography, the speeches put into people’s mouths are not invention, and those who wish to verify their accuracy may find the sources in the footnotes. Nothing is spoken which cannot be authenticated, and no incident presented for which there is not documentary evidence. But in the disposition of a character’s thoughts, as in the interpretation of his or her actions, there is some degree of invention. The novels Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice were not published until 1811 and 1813 respectively but had existed in draft forms (as ‘Elinor and Marianne’ and ‘First Impressions’) for some fifteen years before they appeared in print. In this biography I have drawn quotations from the later published works as indications of earlier unpublished preoccupations. This may be called ‘invention’, but I hope the insights thus obtained may justify the liberty I have taken. Similarly, the discoveries I have made are not marked out for special attention in the text since, though they may be new to us, they were not so to the Austens, whose lives I present from their own perspectives. These ‘new’ facts are therefore silently introduced through the consciousness of whichever character they most directly concern. Most readers, I believe, will not wish to have their reading interrupted by obtrusive scholarly claims. For those who are more inquisitive about such matters, the footnotes will supply all the necessary information.


 


During the time that I have been writing this book, Jane Austen has rarely been out of the news. When I began it, the newspapers were filled with angry reactions to the suggestion, first published in the London Review of Books, that she might have had lesbian feelings towards her sister Cassandra. Shortly afterwards, my own researches into Austen family dealings with the East India Company provoked a lurid headline: ‘Jane Austen’s father was an opium smuggler.’ Since then, there have been various film and television adaptations of Jane Austen’s works as well as innumerable literary sequels. Jane Austen has never been more popular, yet it is surprising how little we really know about her, and what fierce reactions are produced by any attempt to question that benign view of her character which her family were so anxious to perpetuate. Writing in the Athenaeum in December 1923, Virginia Woolf declared: ‘Anybody who has the temerity to write about Jane Austen is aware of [two] facts: first, that of all great writers she is the most difficult to catch in the act of greatness; second, that there are twenty-five elderly gentlemen living in the neighbourhood of London who resent any slight upon her genius as if it were an insult to the chastity of their aunts.’ I have had the temerity not only to write about Jane Austen, but to do so in a manner which challenges the familiar image of her as a literary maiden aunt. This is not because I wish to offer any slight to her genius. It is because I prefer to present her not in the modest pose which her family determined for her, but rather, as she most frequently presented herself, as rebellious, satirical and wild. ‘Pictures of perfection as you know,’ she wrote to her niece Fanny Knight in 1817, ‘make me sick & wicked.’






















PART I


Family Secrets







There are secrets in all families, you know.


Mr Weston, EMMA, I, xiv

























CHAPTER 1


Family Secrets





Bengal, 1773


It is the rainy season in the Sunderbunds. Inside his lonely makeshift hut the Surgeon-Extraordinary sits writing a letter home to his wife in England. The livid orange sun is sinking over this dismal region of fetid salt-flats, swamp and jungle, and he writes by the light of a reading-lamp she sent him in the last consignment from England. But the lamp has no glass shade, and without this it is practically useless, like the religious books she also sent him, which he has neither time nor inclination to read. It is three years since he last saw his wife, and he knows now that he will never see her again. Toil and disease have wasted his body and depressed his spirits. The richly embroidered waistcoat she made and sent to him hangs unworn in the wardrobe of his garrison lodgings at Calcutta. ‘I should be the most ridiculous animal upon earth,’ he writes, ‘could I put any finery upon such a carcass as mine, worn out with age and diseases.’1


He keeps her miniature portrait on the folding-table in front of him. It shows a slim, elegant woman, with large dark eyes and flowing lustrous hair, dressed in her favourite turquoise gown, with a pearl choker at her neck. The portrait was done for him by Smart in the months before he left England in the autumn of ’68. It was encircled by diamonds and meant as a keepsake that he could have by him constantly during his years of lonely exile. But already the fierce Indian climate is fading its subtle colours and smudging its delicate outlines. Before long, he knows, he must send it back to her to preserve it from utter extinction. Then his loneliness will be complete. Beside it, on the table, stands another portrait, of the girl he calls his daughter, made up of clippings from her own hair. But her lovely, smiling features are quite unrecognizable in this clumsy daub. He received it only weeks before and his dismay at seeing it was indescribable. Where were the bright eyes he loved, the soft pink girlish cheeks? All vanished. In this ugly misshapen caricature her face is broader than her breast, and her head far bigger than her body. He turns away from it in anguish. ‘Pray endeavour to keep Betsy’s recollection of me alive,’ he writes. ‘I fear she will only remember me by the name of father.’


Outside, the sky is dark with clouds and the foul stench from the salt-flats fills his nostrils. Tysoe Saul Hancock, Surgeon-Extraordinary to the garrison at Calcutta, has been in the Sunderbunds for over a month, overseeing his contract to supply chunam to the East India Company. The work is not going well. The Sunderbunds are a vast, desolate region of muddy estuaries and island jungles extending over an area the size of England, southward from below Culpee towards Luckypore in the east. The jungle is so thick it is impossible to see more than a few feet in any direction, except where the salt-makers have laboured to make a clearing. There is an absence of fresh water, save in those island hollows where tigers, wild hogs and rhinoceroses abound. In the Sunderbunds there are neither houses nor huts, and the labourers who work there making salt or chunam are obliged before sunset to remove in their boats from the shore into the middle of the rivers. Even here they are not perfectly safe, for the tigers sometimes swim out and take them from their boats.


Tysoe Saul Hancock’s thoughts turn once again to England, and to the Hampshire rectory of Steventon where his wife, Philadelphia, may, even now, be making one of her frequent visits to her brother, George Austen, the rector. How Hancock envies Austen’s peaceful life in his sturdy whitewashed rectory surrounded by lofty English elms and orderly rows of spruce firs! How he covets George’s sequestered hours of reading and meditation; his daily visits to see his infant sons, James and George and Edward, at their nurse’s cottage on Cheesedown farm; his life of rural contentment, disturbed only by an occasional dispute about a boundary wall between a Harwood and a Hillman. George is an honest man, unlike the coxcombs, politicians and cheats who make up the majority of the English colony in Bengal. In despatching consignments of diamonds back to his wife in England, Hancock has adopted a practice of addressing them to her brother George Austen, ‘to guard against accidents’, as he puts it. Among the accidents he has in mind are the machinations of their old uncle Frank. Frank Austen is supposed to be Hancock’s attorney in England, but it is months since Hancock has heard from him, or had any statement of accounts. Money sent to Frank Austen at Sevenoaks has an unfortunate habit of disappearing, he finds, whereas money or diamonds despatched to George Austen of Steventon are sure to reach Philadelphia safely.


Hancock turns once again to the columns of figures in his account book. The loss of the Aurora the previous year was a blow from which he fears he may never recover. Yet still Philadelphia complains at being obliged to apply ‘for every farthing’ to old uncle Frank. How many times must he write to her that he dare not confront Frank Austen directly, for ‘he has it in his power to hurt me’. Philadelphia’s extravagance is a constant anxiety to him. For three years in London they had lived the fashionable life in their handsome apartment off the Strand; for three glorious years there had been splendid parties, elegant balls and spending at the rate of £1,500 a year, which was double their actual income. But at last all the money was gone. And now here he is, back in the pestilential Sunderbunds in a forlorn attempt to regain his fortune selling chunam to the Company. ‘How heartily sorry I am,’ he writes to her, ‘that you do not understand accounts.’ Yet all his exhortations to thrift fall on deaf ears. When he tells Philadelphia of the resourceful Mrs Taylor, who ‘keeps her chariot and pays the schooling of her two children with every expense of housekeeping etc. with only five hundred pound a year’, even he cannot restrain a mocking aside: ‘Surely she must be a great economist!’ Economy, he knows, is not in Philadelphia’s nature, and in truth it is her extravagance that he loves. With every shipment home he sends her exotic gifts. He sends her the spicy Indian foods she had grown to love in their early married years together at Fort St David’s: pickled limes, pickled chillies, balychong spice and cassondy sauce. He sends her favourite rare perfume, the precious attar of roses from Echarabad. He sends her rich Indian fabrics: soosy quilts and palampores for bed-linen, Malda silks, flowered muslin, seersuckers, atlas, doreas and sannow to be made up into gowns and shawls and underwear. He sends rich silks from Cossimbazar and muslin neck-cloths from Pullicat. Although living a life of monastic frugality himself, he cannot bring himself to reprove his wife’s fondness for luxury. For Hancock knows if he should ever fail to provide for Philadelphia’s desires, however whimsical, there is another who will cheerfully do so; and if he should omit the tender duties of a father towards his darling girl Betsy, there is always a rival father ready to assume his place. Before Hancock finishes his letter, fresh news arrives of further tiger attacks on the chunam workers on the river. ‘We have unfortunately lost eight men by these terrible beasts,’ he tells his wife. But there is other news which may be of greater interest to her. ‘Mr Hastings is expected here the beginning of March,’ he writes, and adds: ‘his government will prove to him a crown of thorns.’



Deane parsonage, Hampshire, February 1764



It is nearly midnight in Deane parsonage, a damp, dilapidated building of small, dark, inconvenient rooms, scarcely any two of them on a level. George Austen sits at his desk by candlelight, laboriously rewriting the cramped and jumbled entries in the register of the adjoining parish of Steventon. He has had care of the parish for three years now, since his cousin Henry Austen resigned it in favour of the richer living of West Wickham, which lay in the gift of old Frank Austen of Sevenoaks. But George has only recently moved into the neighbourhood; for most of the past three years he has found it more agreeable to remain in Oxford, supported by his life fellowship at St John’s. Though the revenues of the Steventon parish have, in the meanwhile, provided a welcome addition to his stipend, he has been quite content to leave the duties of preaching, along with other parochial chores, in the capable hands of another cousin, Thomas Bathurst, the curate. Only the imminent prospect of marriage has finally prompted him to resign from the comforts of St John’s and retreat to the isolation of rural Hampshire. Now, as he toils over the parish records, he has reason to doubt the wisdom of that choice.


Torrential rain beats down heavily on the roof, and the uneven rectory floors are muddied with puddles of floodwater. For more than six months there has been unceasing rain in these parts; the river burst its banks in the first week of January, and since then there has been no passage on foot through the village. Several graves in the churchyard have fallen in, and there is no way of getting to church but through neighbour Harwood’s garden or yard. The parish well has overflowed and a constant stream of water runs through the village from Shepherd’s Pond by Hall Gate, through the common field and down to the parsonage meadow. There have even been small boys in the parsonage yard, catching fish from George Austen’s back garden.2


As he labours at his self-imposed task of rewriting the parish records, he ponders over the secret histories of the lives whose details are now freshly memorialized in his neat clerical hand. He marvels at the promiscuous career of Mary Bennett, with her three bastard children: Rachel, baptized in July 1742; Hannah, baptized in February 1747; and John, baptized on 23 June 1753 and buried just nine days later. He laments the short, sad life of William Collins, son of Jeremiah and Ann Collins, baptized on 13 April 1749 and buried eight weeks later.3 How silently these official records reduce the private joys and agonies of this secluded rural world to a few brief categories. How, he wonders, would the lives of his own Austen ancestors appear, abbreviated to such a bald summary? John Austen of Horsmonden in Kent (1560–1620); his son, John Austen II (1585–1650); and his grandson, John Austen III (1629–1705).4 These Austens had flourished during that fortunate period when the family was included among the wealthiest wool merchants in the county. Power-brokers at county elections, and owners of substantial manor-house properties, their names were proudly enrolled, alongside the Bathursts and Courthorpes, in the annals of that prosperous company of woollen traders known as ‘the Grey Coats of Kent’.5 No simple parish record could ever disclose the disreputable details of that reversal of fortunes which his own branch of the Austen family had subsequently endured, and from whose painful consequences George himself still suffered. For that he must turn to a more eloquent document. Reaching inside a drawer, he takes out a sheaf of yellowed papers, loosely bound together by an unpractised hand. This is the private memorandum which his grandmother Elizabeth Austen had set down ‘for mine and my children’s reading’, one bleak evening more than fifty years ago, when she found herself widowed, embattled and alone with seven impoverished children to support.6 Elizabeth’s husband – George’s grandfather – had been a reckless, improvident man, who left many debts behind him when he died suddenly of a consumption in September 1704. Yet at first his widow was not greatly concerned by financial anxieties. Her father-in-law, John Austen, was still living, and was a very rich man, though, as she wrote, known to be ‘loath to part with anything’. On his death-bed, her husband had begged his father to ‘consider one child was dear to him as another’ and besought him to take care of all seven Austen children. And his father had reassured him, though ‘by a second hand’, that he ‘would not have him troubled about his debts’, that he ‘would see all should be paid’ and that he would ‘consider all his children’. But once her husband was dead, Elizabeth was quickly to learn how little such promises signified. John Austen now said the funeral should be as private as possible, and refused to allow even expenses of £10 to provide mourning clothes for the widow and children. As to his son’s debts, he haggled, disputed and delayed, and at one point flatly refused to pay them. At last, after much argument, he was persuaded to part with £200; but on the day before the money was due to be paid, John Austen’s brain was seized by a sudden fever and he too died. This was in July 1705, less than a year after the death of his son. The reading of John Austen’s will had been a terrible shock to Elizabeth. Even as she recalled it, two years later, the memory of that day could still bring fresh tears to her eyes. She herself was never mentioned in it ‘unless as it seem’d necessitated to make me appear as no friend, nay rather an enemy to ye family’. But the heaviest blow was ‘to see my children so unkindly, nay I may say unnaturally dealt with’. For, in defiance of his promise, John Austen had singled out his eldest grandson (also called John) for special favour, but utterly neglected the rest. Grandson John Austen would inherit lands and estates; grandson John would be sent for education to Pembroke College, Cambridge; grandson John would ensure the survival and success of the Austen family line. What happened to his other grandchildren seemed not to concern him at all. Elizabeth had wept to see one child rewarded with a large estate, and ‘ye others but as if servants’. When she saw how her daughter Betty was to be ‘cut off from any prospect of future hopes’, she could ‘not forbear saying “Sure my father takes her for a bastard”’. Even the promised £200 to pay off her husband’s debts was now denied, since, it was said, ‘it was not specified in his will’. Nor was there anything she could do to challenge such cruelty. ‘I had no pocket to know ye opinion of my Lord Chancellor in these cases.’


Reading again the severe terms of his own great-grandfather’s will, George Austen was compelled to recognize in them an enduring Austen family trait. They were a family who had never scrupled to place sense above sentiment, and the calculations of prudence above mere affections of kinship. For a trading family in adverse circumstances, it was a matter of simple prudence to concentrate its resources, rather than parcel out lands and properties among a numerous progeny. But George’s grandmother Elizabeth had thought less of land and chattels than of love and charity. Trusting to God’s providence (‘I hope He will give a blessing to all honest endeavours’), she had sold off all her household silver, together with her best bed and hangings, to pay off her husband’s debts. She then let out the family home and moved to nearby Sevenoaks, where, as housekeeper at the grammar school, she got free schooling for her sons. ‘It seemed to me,’ she wrote, ‘as if I could not do a better thing for my children’s good, their education being my great care, and indeed all I think I was capable of doing for ’em.’


As he read through his grandmother’s meticulous household accounts (‘1708–9: For books, wax candle, school-firing and school-sweeping, 14s 6d’), George Austen wondered at the spirit of a woman whose resilience had rescued her children from the life of poverty to which their grandfather’s will had seemed to condemn them. Elizabeth’s dedication to the virtues of a sound education was something George Austen warmly approved. ‘I always thought,’ she wrote, ‘if they had learning they might get better shift in ye world, with yt small fortune was alloted ’em.’ With all the benefits of his own education at Tonbridge School and Oxford, George could not have expressed it better. By the time she died in 1721, his grandmother had the gratification of seeing all her children (save Robert who had died young) safely embarked on their chosen courses towards financial security. Betty was married to Mr Hooper of Tonbridge, and her four dispossessed sons were all apprenticed: Frank to an attorney, Thomas to a haberdasher, Stephen to a stationer, and William to a surgeon in Tonbridge. William Austen was George’s father, though his memories of him were slight. He had risen to take up his own practice in Tonbridge, where he married George’s mother, Rebecca Walter, the daughter of one physician and widow of another. George himself had been born in 1731, the third child of his parents’ marriage and their only son.


George Austen had never known his mother. She had died shortly after the birth of George’s sister Leonora, when George was barely a year old. But he did know his stepmother, Susannah Kelk, a selfish, unaffectionate old woman who, even now, continued to reside in their family home at Tonbridge, from which George and his sisters had been banished shortly after their father’s death. Naturally, there had been a will to justify his stepmother’s ways. George’s father had drawn up his will after the death of Rebecca, but before his marriage to Miss Kelk.7 Accordingly, no provision was made, or thought of, for any duties that a second wife might be expected to undertake on behalf of the children of a first. It was George’s uncles, Frank and Stephen, who were nominated to act as guardians in the unhappy event of William Austen’s death. Sadly, barely a year after making this second marriage, William Austen did die, quite suddenly, at the early age of thirty-six. His widow quickly left the children in no doubt that, since she was under no legal obligation to care for them, she wanted nothing so much as to be rid of them out of her house.


His uncle Stephen and uncle Frank had also proved themselves to be Austens of the severe and calculating kind. Whether it was that their own early education in the virtues of self-reliance and thrift had marked their characters with a zealous regard for economic self-interest, or whether it was an enduring jealousy of their wealthy eldest brother John, they had no time for any compassion which might interfere with trade. Both uncle Frank and uncle Stephen Austen had made it a point of principle to be rigorously unsentimental in the discharge of their avuncular obligations. Uncle Frank was then unmarried, and had neither the time nor the inclination to attend to the needs of a tribe of young nephews and nieces. He had set himself up in Sevenoaks, ‘with £800 & a bundle of pens’, close to the manor-house home of his brother John, where he contrived to amass ‘a very large fortune’.8 Uncle Stephen was married and had a son only one year younger than George. So the three Austen children, George, Philadelphia and Leonora, were sent off to his bookseller’s shop by St Paul’s Churchyard in London, at the sign of the ‘Angel and Bible’. But uncle Stephen had not taken kindly to receiving these three infant charges into his home. For him, as young George Austen quickly learnt, the business sign which swung and creaked in the high winds that blew along Ludgate Hill was little more than a colourful trademark; it carried no promise of Christian charity. How well George remembered the day when he and his sisters presented themselves at their uncle’s door, to be received ‘with neglect, if not with positive unkindness’.9 Everything that uncle Stephen had done for them had been done out of duty only, and with an undisguised ill will. His sole idea of education had seemed to consist in a settled determination to thwart every natural taste or inclination of his brother’s children.10 And, as soon as he had found a method to contrive it, he had despatched them on their travels once more, with no thought for their own wishes. George and his sisters had been cruelly separated and billeted out, one by one, in the homes of such relatives as could be prevailed upon to accept such an unwelcome burden. George himself was packed off to live with aunt Hooper at Tonbridge, where uncle Frank paid for tuition at Tonbridge School. Philadelphia was sent to their cousins, the Freemans, whence she had long since taken flight to Mr Hancock in Bengal; Leonora was despatched to begin that long, lonely existence as an object of family charity from which she had still not escaped.11


George Austen remembered Tonbridge School with a good deal of affection. It was there he had learnt to thrive under the patient discipline and sound instruction of his masters. The consciousness of his own impoverished circumstances had spurred him on to seize every opportunity for advancement. At the age of sixteen, he had gone up to St John’s College, Oxford, on a fellowship reserved for boys from the school. Oxford had been his salvation. How he had loved the rituals and traditions of its collegiate life! Thereafter, his progress had been swift: a College Exhibition in 1751; ordination as a deacon in Christ Church Cathedral three years later; a period of schoolmastering at Tonbridge School, then a happy return to St John’s as assistant chaplain and junior proctor. Oxford had always been good to him. Now, as he contemplated the uncertainties of married life in this damp corner of Hampshire, he was less sanguine about the future.


*


George Austen took out the miniature portrait that Cassandra Leigh had given him on their engagement two years earlier and contemplated the face of his future bride. Cassandra’s features were aristocratic; her hair was dark and her eyes an unusual tint of grey.12 She had an instinctive tendency to depreciate her own appearance; it was her elder sister Jane, she always insisted, who was the beauty of the family. But Cassandra did admit to a certain vanity concerning her fine patrician blade of a nose. She was amusingly particular about people’s noses, he remembered, like one of the characters in the Reverend Laurence Sterne’s strange new novel, Tristram Shandy. In the portrait, she wore an elegant blue gown which set off the slenderness of her face and her slight, spare figure. They had met first in Oxford, where the Leigh family had some very grand connections. Her uncle Theophilus had been Master of Balliol for almost forty years and was one of the university’s celebrated wits. Cassandra loved to boast how as a six-year-old girl she had entertained this august figure with some smart nursery charades of her own devising. The old man, she said, had been greatly amused and had immediately pronounced her ‘the poet of the family’.13 Praise indeed from a man whose own bons mots were applauded by no less an authority than Samuel ‘Dictionary’ Johnson! Cassandra’s father, Thomas Leigh, had also been an Oxford man, elected into a fellowship at All Souls at so young an age that he was always known as ‘Chick Leigh’. Cassandra had inherited much of her family’s formidable quickness of wit and sharpness of memory. Though she was much given to regrets that her education had been ‘not … much attended to’, it was her lively intelligence (what she called her ‘sprack wit’) that particularly endeared her to him. He did, though, experience a certain diffidence when she spoke, as she loved to do, of her family background.14 For the Leighs had rather more to boast of than mere academic honours. They were an aristocratic family with a distinguished pedigree stretching back to the Reformation. Cassandra was never happier than when rehearsing the stories of her noble ancestors. There was Sir Thomas Leigh, who as Lord Mayor of London had conducted Queen Elizabeth on her coronation ride to St Paul’s Cross in 1558. There was William Leigh of Adlestrop, who had forfeited his estates, and endured incarceration in Gloucester prison, in the cause of his sovereign, Charles I. And there was Sir Thomas Leigh of Stoneleigh, who had sheltered Charles against his Roundhead enemies when the gates of Coventry were shut against him.15 Cassandra’s grandmother, Mary Brydges, was the sister of the Duke of Chandos, and the name Cassandra, which she shared with her aunt, was a Leigh family tribute to the Duke’s wife, who bore the same name. All this was rather daunting for an orphaned boy whose own grandmother had been a school housekeeper. As he contemplated Cassandra Leigh’s slender, aristocratic features, George wondered how a woman from such a family would take to the unglamorous life of a country vicar’s wife in a humble rural rectory.


It was not that she was unfamiliar with the life of a country clergyman. Her own father had for twenty years been rector of Harpsden in Oxfordshire until ill health had latterly forced him to retire to Bath. But Steventon was not Harpsden. Cassandra had been visibly discouraged by her first sight of the countryside surrounding her future Steventon home. She had been unable to disguise her dismay at the low, undulating Hampshire landscape when compared with the broad river, the rich valley and the noble hills she had been accustomed to behold at her native home near Henley.16 Since their first meeting, George Austen had constantly striven to maintain a genteel air of confident prosperity. Their courtship had taken place in the fashionable squares and elegant crescents of Bath, or among the ancient quadrangles and sequestered college gardens of Oxford. Now, rather than dismay his future bride by disclosing the true privations of Steventon rectory (a small, dilapidated house of the most miserable description), he had hit upon a bold expedient. The rector of Deane, Mr Hillman, was a wealthy man who chose to inhabit the nearby mansion of Ashe Park rather than his own parish parsonage. Anxious to maintain appearances, George Austen had thought it a prudent investment to pay Hillman £20 a year in rent to live at Deane parsonage, rather than shock Cassandra with the prospect of Steventon’s narrow rooms.17 But he had reckoned without the rain and the floods. These recent inundations had reduced the parsonage to a state of waterlogged squalor, less prepossessing even than the rectory at Steventon. It was a useful lesson to him. He turned back to the parish records and resumed his work of patient transcription. ‘John Cooper, the bastard son of Elizabeth Payne, privately baptised Feb 23, 1762.’ Hereafter he would never seek to hide from his wife the realities of life in a rural parish.



Walcot church, Bath, February 1764



Away in Bath, Cassandra Leigh was leaving St Swithin’s church in Walcot parish, where her father Thomas had been buried a few days earlier. His death, after a protracted illness, must put an end to any further delays in her proposed marriage to George Austen of Steventon. She reflected on what a mighty change in her circumstances this marriage must entail. It was not, perhaps, the kind of match that might once have been thought of. In terms of character Mr Austen was all that she could wish. He was blessed with a bright and hopeful disposition, combined with a mildness of temper and steadiness of principle. In appearance, too, he was more than satisfactory. At Oxford he had been known as ‘the Handsome Proctor’ on account of his commanding height and distinguished features. His eyes were not large, but of a peculiarly bright hazel; his complexion was clear, his countenance animated and his whole appearance striking.18 Even in the miniature portrait which he had exchanged for hers at the time of their engagement, and in which he wore a pompous powdered wig with four sausage curls over each ear, the eyes retained their dark luminosity.19 But in material terms it was hardly a match from which she could anticipate much ease, far less riches. There was, apparently, the prospect of some freehold properties in Tonbridge which he would inherit on his stepmother’s death. That apart, they would be required to support themselves on Mr Austen’s clerical income, which her father had reckoned at no more than £100 per annum, together with whatever produce might be yielded from the use of nearby farmland. Then there was Mr Austen’s uncle Frank. Cassandra had heard a good deal about wealthy Frank Austen of Kent and what he might do to assist them. In recent years, it seems, Frank Austen had been busily buying up all the valuable land around Sevenoaks. Having remained thriftily single until he was nearly fifty, he had then married two wealthy wives. By the first, who died in childbirth, he had acquired some modest lands and properties; by the second wife, he had become a very wealthy man. She was a widow, left a great estate by her husband’s will. But the man’s family – the Lennards of West Wickham – had chosen to contest the will. The widow Lennard had then ‘flung her cause into the hands of … old Frank Austen’.20 Old Frank Austen had not only won the case, but won the wealthy widow as well. He had also persuaded the rich old Lady Falkland to act as godmother to his son, Francis-Motley. According to Mr Austen, this might easily produce a legacy to the boy worth £100,000. Cassandra knew that Frank Austen had recently purchased, on Mr Austen’s behalf, the livings of the two adjacent parishes to Steventon, Ashe and Deane, so that Mr Austen might enjoy the revenues of whichever fell vacant first. But she drew little consolation from the thought that her best prospect of material comfort must depend on some neighbouring clergyman’s death.


Yet, reflecting on her past experience (she was already nearly twenty-five!) and maturely considering with herself her best hopes of future happiness, Cassandra had decided that he must be the one. Many sensible men, she acknowledged, including perhaps her own dear Tom Lybbe-Powys, were somewhat alarmed by her habit of expressing opinions and her fondness for scribbling irreverent rhymes. She readily conceded that she was no great beauty. And of course, there was no question of anything that one could call a dowry. According to the terms of her father’s will, she would inherit some leasehold properties in Oxford and the sum of £1,000 on the death of her mother. But that, she hoped, would be many years off. Her aunt Cassandra had received a £3,000 dowry from the Duke of Chandos, in part on account of sharing his wife’s Christian name; but sadly, this tradition had not been continued to the next generation.21 Of course, things were very different for her brother James. He already enjoyed the life of a landed gentleman, thanks to the intervention of great-aunt Anne Perrot, who used to read them nursery stories, and taught fine needlework to herself and Jane.22 Great-aunt Anne had persuaded her childless brother Thomas to bequeath his estate at Northleigh to James. All that James had had to do was change his name from Leigh to Leigh-Perrot. James had then sold Northleigh to the Duke of Marlborough, and bought the charming Berkshire property of Scarlets, between Maidenhead and Reading. And now, it seemed, James was in the way to acquire yet more desirable properties. A marriage was in prospect with Miss Jane Cholmeley of Lincolnshire, who was heiress, as Cassandra heard, to grand estates in the Barbadoes.


Cassandra did not begrudge her brother his good fortune. Not herself romantic, her highest aspiration in matrimony was for kindness rather than wealth; her fondest hope was to emulate the contentment of her own parents’ marriage. Her father had been widely known as one of the most sweet-tempered and cheerful of men. Their family life together in the old red-brick rectory at Harpsden might have been a period of happiness without alloy, had it not been for poor Thomas. It was several years since Cassandra had last seen her younger brother. In the family, his name was seldom mentioned. But she could still vividly recall his unavailing infant struggles to form a syllable or pronounce even the simplest of words. No one seemed to know the precise nature of his affliction. The physicians had many names for it, but were unequal to finding a cure. And then one day, when Cassandra herself was barely ten years old, little Thomas had been taken from the rectory, never to return. It was, undoubtedly, the only wise solution. She understood that Thomas was boarded out at the little village of Monk Sherborne, near Basingstoke, by a kindly couple called Cullum. He must now be sixteen years old.


It was only natural that Cassandra should have some misgivings at the momentous step she was about to take. Her first view of Mr Austen’s Steventon parish had not greatly endeared the place to her. The landscape was low and undistinguished by any striking natural features; the rectory was mean and in a state of disrepair. But most of all she felt a lingering regret about severing her ties of affection with Tom Lybbe-Powys. The two of them had been friends since infancy, when they had played together at Hardwick Hall, or with the Cooper children at Phyllis Court. At last, the time had come for Tom to tell her that childhood friendship had matured into adult affection; but he had then no income to support a wife, nor any prospect of obtaining one. Whereas Mr Austen was the rector of one parish with the promise of another. She remembered the day, more than a year ago now, that had brought the news of Tom’s appointment as rector of Fawley parish in Buckingham. By then she had engaged herself to Mr Austen, and the letter she had sent to Tom was filled with a tender regret. None of his friends, she wrote, could feel more real joy at this good fortune than she did herself. ‘I am infinitely happy to know you Rector of Fawley as I well remember to have heard you wish for that appellation at a time when there was little probability of our living to see the day.’ As she went on, she had allowed herself to indulge a brief fantasy of what might have been. ‘May every wish of your heart meet with the same success,’ she had written. ‘May every blessing attend you, for no one more deserves to be blessed; &, (as the greatest felicity on earth) may you soon be in the possession of some Fair one, who must be one of the very best of her sex, or she will not merit the good fortune that awaits her. If her heart is as full of love & tenderness towards you, as mine is –’ There she had paused. For a moment she had let the phrase stand as it was, as if complete: ‘as mine is’. Then she had forced herself to supply the obligatory closing cadence: ‘as mine is of esteem & friendship, you will have no cause to complain …’23  Cassandra Leigh was too rational a person to dwell in a world of what might have been. Her future lay at Steventon in Hampshire and she resolved to accept it. She hoped that neither she nor Tom would ever have cause to complain.


*


George Austen completed his revision of the Steventon parish register on 11 March 1764. Four days later, the marriage settlement between himself and Cassandra Leigh was signed. They were married by licence on 26 April 1764 at St Swithin’s church in Bath, where the marriage service was conducted by the rector of Fawley, Tom Lybbe-Powys. It was not an elaborate wedding. There was no money to waste on an extravagant bridal gown and, instead of virginal white silks, Cassandra wore a sensible travelling dress of hard-wearing red woollen fabric, cut in the style of a riding habit. The newly-wed pair set out straightaway for Hampshire, and their only honeymoon was a single night spent at Andover en route. Even that was hardly a romantic interlude. They were accompanied on their journey by a sickly seven-year-old boy – George Hastings.24



Hertford Street, London, June 1773



Philadelphia Hancock took a brief survey of the drawing-room of her new home in Hertford Street. For a modest house even here, in the most fashionable part of town, the rent still seemed excessive. But at last she need have no more worries on that score. She and Betsy need never worry about money again. The letter that had come from Calcutta that morning had filled her with sheer delight. Hancock had always said the girl was to have the very best music-masters, but had despaired of finding the money to pay for them. He had often decreed that Betsy should learn ‘to sit gracefully on a horse & ride without fear’ (for her health only; Hancock called fox-hunting ‘an indecent amusement for a lady’), but had lamented that he could not afford riding lessons. Now they could pay for everything – music-masters, riding-masters, dressmakers, even (if necessary) teachers of arithmetic. Philadelphia took up the letter once more, which trembled in her hand as she read it. ‘A few days ago Mr Hastings, under the polite term of making his god-daughter a present, made over to me a Respondentia bond for 40,000 rupees to be paid in China. I have given directions for the amount, which will be about £5,000 to be immediately remitted home to my attorneys.’25 Even Hancock, though he might regret the source of this sudden wealth, could not repine at its consequences. Betsy would now have a chance to become the fine young lady he had always wanted her to be. Philadelphia called out to Clarinda, her Indian maid, to make the girl ready for the first visit of Mr Berg, who was to instruct her in playing the guitar.26


*


Philadelphia Austen had first met Tysoe Saul Hancock at Fort St David twenty years earlier, in the late summer of 1752. She was then barely twenty-two years old, and had ventured all the little wealth she possessed on this daring voyage to India. For her, the choice had been stark and clear: either to live, like her sister Leonora, as a penniless dependent relative; or to find herself a husband as soon as possible. But, in the competition for eligible bachelors, Philadelphia had found herself at a serious disadvantage. Beauty and wit alone, she quickly found, were no substitute for a substantial dowry; and while her natural endowments might have proved sufficient to gain her any number of gentlemen admirers, they were not calculated to engage the serious attentions of sober men intent on matrimony.


An expedient had then presented itself. For several years, her uncle Frank Austen had acted as financial agent to a Surgeon Hancock of the East India Company, from which Mr Austen derived a useful profit by the investment of Mr Hancock’s private shipments of diamonds and gold. The surgeon, though no longer young, was in search of an English wife. He let it be known that he was not particular about a dowry, so long as his bride should be young and of a good family. Voyaging halfway round the world in pursuit of a husband of whose personal qualities she could frame no adequate notion, save that his character was generally declared to be ‘respectable’, was hardly an amiable prospect. Yet something about the boldness of it appealed to her love of adventure. And so, with Frank Austen’s assistance, she had petitioned the court of the East India Company for leave to travel to India aboard the Bombay Castle. The ostensible purpose of her journey was to visit friends at Fort St David, though no one was deceived by that claim. It had become quite a fashionable thing among young English ladies of great daring but small dowries to try the same experiment. Philadelphia found she was not alone on her voyage in search of a husband. The Bombay Castle carried eleven such hopeful ladies on its outward journey that January. ‘I would advise you to guard your heart well against them,’ a friend wrote to Robert Clive in Calcutta; ‘these beauties will have a wonderful effect upon you.’27 This was advice which Clive chose to ignore. He married one of the ‘beauties’, Miss Maskelayne, at Fort St David the following February. Four days later, Philadelphia Austen married the Surgeon-Extraordinary, Tysoe Saul Hancock, at the same place. She had been in India for just six months.


It had never been a perfect match. When Philadelphia arrived at Fort St David in 1752, her romantic inclinations were sadly unfulfilled by the elderly fiancé who greeted her. Mr Hancock was a man twenty years her senior, and quite the antithesis to her in most aspects of personal character. Mr Hancock was earnest, meticulous, hard-working and thrifty, whereas she was flirtatious and impetuous. From the first there was no great bond of intimacy between them. Philadelphia’s daughter Betsy was not born until nine years later. For much of their married life, the Hancocks lived apart; he up-country about Company business, she sharing the diversions of the English Bengal community with the other Company wives. Mary Buchanan was a particular favourite; Philadelphia had formed an acquaintance with her years before, and it was a pleasure to renew such an agreeable friendship. When Mary married Warren Hastings after the loss of her first husband (trampled to death in the terrible Black Hole of Calcutta), Philadelphia was among the first to offer her congratulations.


Hastings was an altogether more charming figure than her own husband. He was bold and witty and generous, whereas Hancock was often dull and mean. Hastings loved poetry and classical literature, but Hancock took little pleasure in reading, and if he did sometimes take up a book, it would be some earnest treatise on trade. Warren and Mary Hastings quickly had two children, while the Hancocks still had none. Little George was born in December 1757 and Elizabeth only ten months later, but the poor girl survived just a few weeks. When she died, Philadelphia had cried almost as much as Mary herself. Hancock and Hastings were often together, business partners in a host of private ventures, trading in salt and timber and carpets, Bihar opium and rice. But it was after Mary’s sudden death at Cossimbazar in the summer of ’59 that things began to change.


Elizabeth Hancock was born in the December of ’61, two years and a half after the death of Mary Hastings. She was named in memory of Mr Hastings’s own dead little daughter, and Mr Hastings himself agreed to act as her godfather. There was some gossip among the English colony at the time, but Philadelphia preferred to ignore it, and even Hancock chose to pay it little heed. In the spring of ’65 they had all returned to England, the Hancocks, little Betsy and Mr Hastings. Their voyage on the Medway cost the Hancocks all of £1,500, but the two men were flush with all the money they had made from their trading ventures and even that did not seem such a mighty sum. They had taken houses off the Strand, Mr Hastings in Essex Street and the Hancocks in Norfolk Street, where it had given Philadelphia great pleasure to boast to her brother George (still a penniless clergyman in his damp country parsonage) how vastly she had risen in the world. It was still unaccountable to her how the money had all disappeared so quickly. They had not lived so very extravagant a life; a carriage and servants and some small entertainments must surely be reckoned among the necessities of a London life. Still, she had reluctantly resigned herself, three years later, to her husband’s return to India, where he might accumulate a new fortune on their behalf. She and Betsy, she said, would endeavour to support his absence with equanimity.


Since his return to Bengal, however, Hancock’s letters, although regular (one every six months, aboard the Company ships), made depressing reading. His enterprises met with no success; he was gloomy and often unwell. He constantly hinted at conspiracies designed to thwart and defraud him, and she did not care for his hints and asides about the characters of the English women there. Most of these were women who had arrived in India, like herself, in hopes of finding a husband. She did not need him to remind her of the perils of such an adventure. Even when, as in her case, such matches had been arranged by relatives in England, she knew it was not unknown for a contract to be cancelled, and the poor girl left alone, cheated and utterly without friends. Hancock had written of the plight of one of them. ‘The motive of [her] coming hither,’ he wrote, ‘was an engagement of being married to a Major Blair,’ but ‘he died the day that she arrived here.’ The girl said Blair had ‘promised to leave her a thousand rupees, but that she had got nothing but two or three old trunks with some old clothes worth very little’. The consequence was easy to guess. On Christmas Day, sick with fever, she had come to Hancock and begged him to give her money. ‘I did so,’ he wrote; ‘but I am sorry to find that she has got with a set of people who, I believe, intend to make a market of her.’ The girl, he said ‘seemed not pleased at my enquiring so strictly into her situation’.28


This was not the only girl he told her about. He said much the same about two of her own former friends: ‘Liliana has two children, is very seldom sober and is quite common in the barrack at Madras,’ he wrote. As to her friend Diana, he had heard she was ‘in keeping with a young fellow who will probably leave her in the town very soon’.29 It had probably been a mistake on her part to suggest that Betsy might be sent to India when she was a little older. Hancock had seemed quite furious at that idea. ‘No argument can ever induce me to give my consent to the introduction of my daughter to so lewd a place as Bengal now is,’ he wrote.30 The girl, he said, would be arriving ‘at that period of life when she will naturally form to herself false notions of happiness, most probably very romantick, the disappointment of which may greatly embitter the rest of her days’. He then added: ‘Debauchery under the polite name of gallantry is the reigning vice of the settlement.’ But the sentence which had impressed itself most forcibly on her mind was one in which he seemed to hint plainly at her own former conduct. ‘You yourself,’ he wrote, ‘know how impossible it is for a young girl to avoid being attracted to a young handsome man whose address is agreable to her.’


Hancock was wrong to say ‘impossible’. It would not have been impossible for Philadelphia to have resisted Mr Hastings’s advances. It would, though, have been unfeeling, she believed, and even, perhaps, inhuman. The fidelity which depended upon insensitivity was not of a kind to which she had ever aspired. She remembered how utterly broken Hastings had been by the deaths, one after the other, of his daughter and his wife in the years ’57 and ’58. He had told his friends how he must ‘submit to ye will of providence’. But privately he had said he believed it had ‘fallen to the lot of very few men so early in life to be forced to so cruel a trial’.31 For all his brave words, it had not been the spirit of Christian resignation which had yielded him his greatest solace during that lonely time. The gossip had begun soon after Betsy’s birth. Philadelphia had heard of a letter from Lord to Lady Clive: ‘In no circumstances whatever keep company with Mrs Hancock,’ the Governor had told her; ‘for it is beyond a doubt that she abandoned herself to Mr Hastings.’32


Even now, poor Hancock, who had saved that vain woman’s life, was still excluded and despised by the Governor’s inner circle. In one recent letter he had written: ‘I am much mistaken if Lady Clive’s most extraordinary coolness be not owing to the pride of that woman. Surely I did enough for her when I saved her life; her return for which was the basest ingratitude to you.’33 There was such a strange, old-fashioned sense of dignity about the way he wrote that; as if he truly did not know the reason for Lady Clive’s coolness. How strange too his love for Betsy, even when he guessed the girl was not his own. In letter after letter he pleaded to be remembered to the girl he always called his beloved daughter. In one: ‘It affords me comfort that Betsy remembers me, poor child!’ In another: ‘She will find many three years pass before she will see me again, if ever she may.’34 And yet, however affectionate his words might be, Hancock could never match the warmth, the generosity of the man who contented himself with the title of Betsy’s godfather. Even when he was far away on Company duties, she remembered how Hastings would write constantly to the Reverend Stavely (‘Old Rattle’, they called him) for news of the baby’s progress. ‘Little Betsy is very fond of Miss Ironside & her guitar, she is a sweet little girl,’ Stavely had told him when the girl was just a few months old.35 Whereupon Hastings had tried to teach himself the guitar in order to amuse her. And now, thanks to Hastings, the girl was learning the guitar herself.


For years, Hastings had sent private letters to Philadelphia, which arrived quite separately from the public letters between them. ‘Kiss my dear Betsy for me,’ he wrote in one, ‘and assure her of my tenderest affection. May the God of blessedness bless you both.’36 Hastings had always been generous with presents and little gifts of money, and Hancock was always telling her how grateful she should be. Here, in a letter sent three years ago, he wrote: ‘Mr Hastings was very kind in leaving you money. I am greatly in his debt.’ Now that Hastings had given Betsy a fortune of £5,000, it was clear to her that Hancock felt humiliated by such an extravagant bounty, and anxious at the gossip it must inevitably provoke. ‘Let me caution you not to acquaint even the dearest friend you have with this circumstance,’ he wrote. ‘Tell Betsy only that her godfather has made her a great present, but not the particulars; let her write a proper letter on the occasion.’37 Did that mean, Philadelphia wondered, that she should not even tell her brother George about it? Her visit to Steventon was already planned for the time of Cassandra’s next confinement. Surely Hancock would want them to know the good news? Rereading that morning’s letter she was struck by a familiar phrase. ‘Mr Hastings, under the polite term of making his god-daughter a present, made over to me a Respondentia bond for 40,000 rupees …’ Stepping to her writing-desk, she took out a letter sent by Hancock the previous September. ‘Debauchery under the polite name of gallantry, is the reigning vice of the settlement.’ Politeness, evidently, had acquired a somewhat equivocal significance in Hancock’s vocabulary. She had never suspected her husband to be guilty of anything so fashionable as irony. Could he really have intended a satirical reflection by that coincidence of phrase? She noticed, in Hancock’s most recent letter, that he had been careful to include details of Mr Hastings’s polite attentions to a pretty German lady, Marian von Imhoff, the wife of a painter of miniatures lately arrived at Madras.38



Deane and Steventon



The parsonage at Deane was damp and dark and made an inauspicious marital home. The parish itself was small, and offered few of the genteel amusements or lively companions to which Cassandra had become accustomed. Most of the surrounding land and property was owned by the Harwood family, who occupied Deane House, a handsome red-brick mansion next door to the church. The Harwoods had run the village for several generations, and the current squire, John Harwood, like so many other rural squires, was reputed to have been the model for Squire Western in Fielding’s Tom Jones. Harwood’s chief amusement lay in feuding with Hillman, the rector who lived at Ashe Park; together the pair of them engaged in protracted territorial disputes, providing much gossip for their neighbours and ‘good sport for the lawyers’. At first, Squire Harwood made a game of deferring to the formidable learning of his clerical neighbours, the Austens; but his boorish attempts at wit were a poor substitute for the urbane company of Oxford or Bath. ‘Do tell us,’ he begged George Austen on one occasion, ‘is Paris in France, or France in Paris? for my wife has been disputing with me about it.’39 With only the stimulation of such sparkling conversational gambits, Cassandra Austen felt herself truly isolated.


The principal landowning family in Mr Austen’s own parish of Steventon were the Knights, who preferred to reside in their handsome Palladian mansion at Godmersham in Kent and spent little time in Hampshire. Yet even they could not boast a family pedigree to match that of the Leighs. Mr Thomas Knight was not really a Knight at all. He had been born Thomas Brodnax, but had changed that name to Thomas May, in order to inherit a relative’s estate. He had then changed May into Knight a few years later to inherit the Chawton and Steventon estates. Since each change of name had required a separate private Act of Parliament, such rapid transformations had not passed without comment. As one honourable member was heard to remark: ‘This gentleman gives us so much trouble, that the best way would be to pass an Act for him to use whatever name he pleases.’40 Cassandra acknowledged that her own brother James had similarly altered his name; but she was pleased that James had not entirely renounced the aristocratic associations of Leigh in order to enjoy the wealth of a Perrot. It was a characteristic, she observed, of such new-minted gentry to wish to invest themselves with instant traditions. The wife of Mr Brodnax, alias May, alias Knight, was an Austen descendant, and it was thanks to her that a whole generation of young Austen clergyman cousins (Thomas Bathurst, Henry Austen and now Mr Austen himself) had benefited from the living at Steventon. Such a continuity evidently gratified the new Mr Knight’s desire to view himself as at the heart of a network of established family ties. It also, as Cassandra noticed, made plain the precise terms of relationship between the landowning ‘Knights’ and their dependent relatives, the Austens.


Money was a constant problem. For two years after her marriage Cassandra had no new clothes, but was reduced to wearing her red woollen wedding-dress as her constant daytime costume. Mr Austen did not spare efforts to augment his modest clerical income. The Steventon glebe was only a little over three acres, but Mr Knight kindly allowed them to sell produce from the 200-acre Cheesedown farm in the north of the parish. Mr Austen drew up a careful list of all the tithe-paying parishioners of Deane, though as yet their payments went to Mr Hillman, not to him. Save for the Harwood estates, the receipts from such properties as William Small’s, James Long’s or George Roberts’s were meagre and promised no substantial change to their circumstances.41


*


The boy George Hastings, who lived with them in the parsonage, was a sickly delicate child. His father was well known to the Leigh family as well as to the Austens, and the boy had lived at Adlestrop from his first arrival in England until Cassandra’s marriage to George Austen. In the interests of the boy’s education, however, it was then agreed that he should be accommodated at Deane, where he could be taught by Mr Austen. Had more consideration been given to his health than to his education, Cassandra thought he might more happily have remained in Gloucestershire, than in this damp and chilly house. Instead, the boy’s condition worsened, and in the autumn he died, the victim of a putrid sore throat. Cassandra mourned deeply over his death. She had grown so attached to him that his death, she said, caused her ‘as great a grief as if he had been a child of her own’.42


There was no time to write to the boy’s father, who had already sailed for England, with his friends the Hancocks, aboard the Medway. Mr Hastings was back in London by June, where he took a house off the Strand, close to the home of his sister Anne and her husband John Woodman in Cleveland Row. It was there that George Austen went to see him to explain the dismal circumstances of his son’s death. To Hastings, the blow was almost too much to bear. He had lost his daughter, then his wife, and now his son. Yet he attached no blame to George Austen, who, as the brother of his dear friend Mrs Hancock, and uncle of his beloved goddaughter Betsy, remained a trusted friend. The two men talked of literature and poetry. As a boy himself, Hastings had been a classical scholar at Westminster, and it had been a severe disappointment to him when, instead of proceeding to Oxford, he had been sent out to earn his living with the East India Company. He still liked to turn his hand to Latin versification, and George Austen knew that a judicious flattery of Hastings’s poetical achievements was the surest way to earn his favour or deflect his wrath.


*


The Austens’ first child was born at Deane that February and given the name James. He was followed by George in August 1766 and Edward in October the following year. It seemed a little strange to set down so many Austen names, one after the other, in the parish register, but no other children were born at Deane during these years. Mrs Austen made it a point of principle that her infant boys should spend as little time as possible in the parsonage itself. She was content to nurse them, but as soon as they were weaned, they were sent out to be raised by John and Bessy Littleworth at their cottage on Cheesedown farm.43 This was not entirely, or even mainly, on account of the dampness of the parsonage. It might perhaps be called a matter of pride, that the boys should be treated not with that domestic intimacy which characterized the family life of the lower gentry, but rather with the detachment which belonged to the Leigh family’s aristocratic traditions.


Cassandra took every reasonable care to see that the boys were not neglected. The infant boys were visited every day by one or sometimes both of their parents; or, just as frequently, were brought to see their parents at the parsonage. But the cottage was their home and would remain so until each boy was old enough to run about and talk. For a family of such modest means, it might appear a kind of extravagance to insist upon putting out the infant boys to be fostered in this way. But Cassandra was resolved that it would breed a healthy independence in her sons and Mr Austen did not care to contradict her in a matter upon which she seemed so determined. Considerable care was exercised over the choice of the boys’ godparents. James’s godparents included his grandmother, Mrs Leigh, and Mr Nibbs, a wealthy young man whom George Austen had tutored at Oxford, and who was heir to an extensive West Indian estate. George’s godparents included the surgeon Mr Hancock and Edward’s included Cassandra’s fortunate brother, Mr James Leigh-Perrot. Though the Austens were themselves quite poor, they could boast several very wealthy connections; it was a matter of simple prudence to furnish their sons with godparents who might provide for their hopes and expectations in future years.


Mr Austen laid out what small sums he could command for improvements and alterations at Steventon rectory, to house their growing family there and leave off paying rent at Deane to Mr Hillman. His financial worries were further eased in the summer by the sale of the Tonbridge family home. Miss Kelk had died that January, and Mr Austen was not such a hypocrite as to mourn the death of his hard-hearted stepmother, particularly when it brought him a sum approaching £1,200 as his share from the sale of the old house. Cassandra, too, received money, though for her it was an unwished-for gift, since it came in the form of a legacy from her mother, who died at the end of August.44 Jane Leigh was buried at Steventon on 1 September, and Cassandra watched her mother’s body being lowered into the chancel of St Nicholas’s church with a deep sense of loss and desolation. Mr Austen wrote on her behalf to the family at Adlestrop to discuss the details of Mrs Leigh’s estate and learnt that Cassandra’s portion would amount to some £1,000. This money, they both agreed, should not be laid out upon such ephemeral items as new clothes or personal adornments, but prudently invested for the future. Accordingly, a quantity of Old South Sea Annuities, amounting to a nominal value of £3,350, was purchased in Mrs Austen’s name. Mr Austen had permitted himself to spend some portion of his own new money on completing the improvements at Steventon rectory, which was now ready to receive them. The distance from Deane to Steventon was very short, not more than two miles at most, yet the journey there proved inconvenient and distressful. The summer had again been very wet, and the narrow lane become so rutted and muddy as to be impassable for a light carriage. Cassandra was expecting another child and found herself compelled to perform the journey perched awkwardly upon a feather-bed, placed across several pieces of soft furniture in the wagon which held their household goods. Despite all their best precautions, the joltings of the wagon proved too much for her constitution to bear. Almost her first experience upon entering her new home was to lose her baby.45


*


‘I cannot help wishing … that you would pass the time … at Steventon,’ Mr Austen wrote in the spring of 1770 to his ‘dear sister’ Susanna Walter.46 Although she was not in fact his sister, but the wife of his half-brother William Walter, Mr Austen did not feel such terms of family endearment at all misplaced. He felt quite as much kinship with Susanna as he did with his actual sister, Philadelphia, and eagerly invited her to come to Steventon, with her little daughter Phylly, while her husband was away. ‘I need not say you will make your sister Austen and myself very happy by such a visit, and I hope the change of air and place may be of some little service to you.’ George Austen and his wife had been living at Steventon a year and several months, and he was keen to demonstrate what mighty improvements he had made about the place. The boys were strong and healthy, though little George was often subject to alarming fits, but Mr Austen was assured that these were not uncommon in infants of his age. ‘You must not refuse my request,’ he told Susanna, ‘and I dare say you will not.’


He wrote this letter from Bolton Street in London, where he was visiting Philadelphia. Her husband, too, was away from home, not like Walter for several weeks but for several years. Yet Philadelphia appeared to view Mr Hancock’s absence with a certain equanimity. She had her daughter Betsy, now aged eight and full of mischief, for company; she had her Indian maid, Clarinda, her English servant, Peter, and a wide circle of fashionable friends. Although there was much talk of economy and poverty, Philadelphia always seemed to live in quite a style. Her visits to Steventon were very grand affairs. She would arrive in all her plumage, like some exotic bird of paradise, wafting a scent of attar of roses and wearing a diamond necklace. She had promised her assistance at Cassandra’s next confinement, though whether her presence would help much on such an occasion Mr Austen rather doubted. Yet he found it pleasant to observe how all the sisters discovered a companionship in mothering. Cassandra had volunteered to act in the same office of ‘nurse in ordinary’ to her sister Jane that summer, though her services had not in fact been needed on account of the baby boy presenting himself some weeks before his time.47 It was perhaps a little strange that Jane Leigh had not married earlier, being always reckoned the ‘acknowledged beauty’ of the family. Thirty-three was quite an advanced age for a lady of her rank in the world to be embarking on matrimony. But Dr Cooper was an agreeable man, who had cheerfully resigned his All Souls fellowship in favour of married life with Jane at Southcote manor. Their son, evidently, was more impatient for family life than his mother had ever been. Baby Edward Cooper was ‘of course, a small one,’ Mr Austen wrote to Susanna, ‘but however very like to live.’


It was during Susanna’s visit that the Austens were forced to acknowledge what they had previously preferred to ignore in the sickliness of their own son George. Though she said nothing to the boy’s disadvantage, it was obvious to all of them that he did not thrive. Already four years old, he struggled to form a syllable and was still subject to strange fits. Cassandra scarcely dared to voice the fear that troubled her, that her son might have inherited the same mental infirmity that afflicted her young brother Tom. ‘I am much obliged to you for your kind wish of George’s improvement,’ Mr Austen wrote to Susanna after her return home to Tonbridge. ‘God knows only how far it will come to pass,’ he added; ‘but from the best judgement I can form at present we must not be too sanguine on this head; be it as it may, we have this comfort, he cannot be a bad or wicked child.’48 More cheerfully, he told Susanna that she might ‘depend upon it’ that, ‘if it is tolerably convenient, we will return your visit another summer’. He emphasized his use of the word we: ‘for I certainly shall not let my wife come alone, and I dare say she will not leave her children behind her.’ What he meant was that he certainly hoped Cassandra would not leave her children behind her again, since at the time of writing Cassandra was on her own in London, visiting Philadelphia.


Mr Austen did not greatly care for his wife venturing on such a solo expedition. He did not care for London, and he distrusted the influence of Philadelphia. ‘I don’t much like this lonely kind of life,’ he told Susanna frankly; ‘you know I have not been much used to it, and yet I must bear with it about three weeks longer, at which time I expect my housekeeper’s return, and to make it the more welcome she will bring my sister Hancock and Bessy along with her.’49 Of course, it was a little joke of his to describe Cassandra as his ‘housekeeper’. But, at the same time, it did vex him to suffer the multiplicity of domestic inconveniencies and privations entailed by Cassandra’s absence. It disturbed him that his wife might discover a taste for the expensive style of London life, in preference to the daily chores of a thrifty rural existence. His distress was all the greater from observing that his sons seemed to share none of his dismay at their mother’s absence. ‘My James … and his brothers are both well,’ he told Susanna, ‘and what will surprise you, bear their mother’s absence with great philosophy; as I doubt not they would mine.’ It was not upon their mother that the young boys doted, he discovered, but upon Bessy Littleworth, their foster-mother, whom they all called ‘Movie’.50 Mr Austen now found himself protesting against that very instinct of detachment which his own (and Cassandra’s) rational policy had been calculated to instil. The boys ‘turn all their little affections towards those who were about them and good to them,’ he complained. He attempted to console himself by viewing such insensitivity as a form of disguised blessing. ‘This may not be a pleasing reflection to a fond parent,’ he wrote, ‘but is certainly wisely designed by Providence for the happiness of the child.’ Yet it was a form of providential wisdom that distressed him, all the same.


On her return from London, Cassandra was quickly made aware of how Mr Austen had fretted during her absence. There should have been no cause for anxiety, she assured him. London was not the place for her. She wrote to Susanna Walter to insist how little pleasure she found in the ‘hurry’ of London life. ‘Tis a sad place,’ she said. ‘I would not live in it on any account; one has not time to do one’s duty either to God or man.’51 She was careful to fill her letter with details of the butter-yield of her little Alderney cows, as if determined to show that her own housekeeperly sense of duty extended not only to God and man, but even to domestic animals. That August, it was not the Austens who went to London, but London which came to them, in the shape of Philadelphia and her daughter Betsy. There was such a hectic bustle of self-importance about everything that Philadelphia did. She was like a grande dame of the stage whose every action hovered between tragedy and farce. Quite at a loss without her servants, her exit from Steventon had been like a piece of theatrical comedy.52 She had set out with little Betsy in a post-chaise, and they had got as far as Bagshot Heath when ‘the postillion discovered he had dropped the trunk from off the chaise’. Philadelphia had immediately sent the man back with the horses to find it, ‘intending to sit in the chaise till he returned’. But she was soon out of patience ‘and began to be pretty much frighted, so began her walk to the “Golden Farmer” about two miles off, where she arrived half dead with fatigue, it being in the middle of a very hot day’. That had not been the end of her misadventures. ‘When she was a little recovered she recollected she had left all the rest of her things (amongst which were a large parcel of India letters which she had received the night before, and some of them she had not read) in the chaise with the door open.’ So another man was sent to retrieve them. Miraculously, neither the trunk nor letters had been stolen, and Mrs Hancock and her daughter at last reached Bolton Street ‘about nine o’clock’. This was the same Philadelphia who now declared that she intended to exchange the vanities of London life for the quiet pleasures of a rural cottage in Surrey. Cassandra did not disguise her scepticism about that pronouncement. It came as no surprise to her when, only three months later, Philadelphia was complaining about the rain and solitude of autumn in the country. Byfleet was such a damp and dismal sort of place, she said, that she could hardly wait to return to town.53


Had Cassandra harboured any secret hankerings of her own for London life, they were quickly extinguished in the most effective manner possible. Barely nine months after her return to Steventon, she gave birth to her fourth son. Henry-Thomas Austen was baptized on 8 June; Philadelphia was chosen as one godparent and Tom Lybbe-Powys as another. Six weeks later, she told Susanna that she was ‘got quite stout again, had an extraordinary good time and lying in, and am bless’d with as fine a boy as perhaps you ever saw; he is much the largest I ever had, and thrives very fast’.54 This new birth must put an end to any thoughts of further gadding. ‘It is not in my power to take any journeys at present, my little family grows so numerous, there is no taking them abroad, nor can I leave them with an easy mind.’ This time Mr Austen determined against allowing his new son to think of Cheesedown farm as his true home and Bessy Littleworth as his true mother. Baby Henry was brought back to the rectory when only six months old, and Cassandra found herself much occupied with maternal duties. In November, she wrote again to Susanna: ‘As to my travelling into Kent it is not to be thought of with such a young family as I have around me. My little boy is come home from nurse, and a fine stout little fellow he is, and can run anywhere, so now I have all four at home, and some time in January I expect a fifth …’55 George Austen viewed his growing family of boys with some contentment. Though the expense of keeping them was by no means inconsiderable, he had at least ensured that his beloved ‘house-keeper’ would remain safely at home.


*


Little George was still a problem. Some time after his fourth birthday, Cassandra told Susanna: ‘My poor little George is come to see me today. He seems pretty well, tho’ he had a fit lately; it was near a twelve-month since he had one before, so was in hopes they had left him, but must not flatter myself so now.’56 Away in India, Mr Hancock, the boy’s godfather, seemed much concerned for George’s welfare, though Cassandra thought he might have been less peremptory in the expression of his concern. On receiving news of Henry’s birth he had written back to Philadelphia: ‘That my brother and sister Austen are well I heartily rejoice, but I cannot say that the news of the violently rapid increase of their family gives me much pleasure; especially when I consider the state of my godson who must be provided for without the least hopes of his being able to assist himself.’57


Four children in six years hardly seemed to Cassandra to constitute a violently rapid increase, nor a sign of reckless profligacy, as Mr Hancock appeared to believe. The poor man was no doubt very solitary, and much inclined to view himself as a victim of others’ self-indulgence. It suited him, apparently, to see his little godson as a fellow victim with himself. In her November letter to Susanna she wrote: ‘Thank God we are all well in health’, and said how glad she was to have all her four boys at home. But by the time of George’s sixth birthday, all her flattering hopes of him had gone. The malady could no longer be disguised, nor the resolution longer delayed. Madness, or mental infirmity, in a family was a sickness which afflicted not only the sufferer but also those who were compelled to be the daily witnesses of its melancholy effects. For the sake of the other children it was agreed that little George should be sent away from home. The Cullums, who had charge of the boy’s unhappy uncle, had proved themselves quite equal to such a task. Cassandra made no protest as the solemn edict was pronounced, and the boy removed into safe-keeping with his uncle at Monk Sherborne. There were to be no visits, no letters, no family memorials or family records beyond what was necessary for the maintenance of the poor child’s life. It would be almost as if the boy had never existed.


Despite Mr Hancock’s melancholy warnings, Cassandra was soon ‘heavy & bundling as usual’ and in January 1773 her first daughter, baptized Cassandra-Elizabeth, was born. Philadelphia was on hand to assist at this birth, and she promptly wrote to Hancock to acquaint him with the news. His reply was predictably gloomy. ‘I must own myself sorry to hear of you going to Steventon, & for the occasion of it,’ he wrote back to her. ‘I fear George will find it easier to get a family than to provide for them.’58 Sadly, it was true that the rectory finances had reached a parlous state. Despite the most rigorous economies, the sale of crops from Cheesedown farm, and their own most frugal husbandry of vegetables from the rectory garden, poultry from the yard and the produce of Cassandra’s domestic dairy, the Austens had been living well beyond their means. Mr Austen had been reduced to selling off his £800 holding of Old South Sea Annuities, until even that stock was now exhausted. Had it not been for a payment of £300 from Cassandra’s brother James that February, they might have been entirely destitute.59 Mr Hancock, though, had schemes to assist them. Despite frequently protesting against Mr Austen’s improvidence in fathering such a numerous progeny (here was yet another letter in which he declared: ‘I think he will find it difficult to provide for so numerous a family as his will probably be’), he always treated the Steventon family with great kindness. He sent Mr Austen gifts of neck-cloths woven from Indian muslin, and gave Cassandra a handkerchief of Pullicat silk. His suspicions of old Frank Austen were well known to them, and he now seemed convinced that George Austen and Mr Woodman would be more trustworthy and diligent agents in preserving the interests of his wife and child.


That December, Mr Hancock drew up letters of attorney enabling George to act on Philadelphia’s behalf in the confidential handling of receipts from India. Invoices for consignments of diamonds shipped to England were now made out in Mr Austen’s name, as well as Mrs Hancock’s, and he sent money-bills made payable either to Philadelphia herself ‘or to your brother George’.60 The precise legality of the many clandestine transactions in opium and gold and precious jewels in which both Mr Hancock and Mr Hastings were so deeply involved was something about which Cassandra preferred not to enquire. Susanna’s family, she knew, derived some wealth from the West Indian trade, as did her brother’s wife, Jane. The rich bounties which derived from such far-flung colonies were too considerable to warrant nice enquiries into the manner of their acquisition. Mr Hastings’s generous gift to Betsy, of which Philadelphia had informed them as a most solemn secret, was but one instance of those riches. The reasons for his generosity were not hard to fathom, and no doubt accounted in large part for that note of asperity which so frequently characterized Mr Hancock’s letters to his wife.


Happily, no such hints of scandal attended another increase in their income that year, which occurred when the living of Deane fell vacant on the death of Mr Hillman. Mr Austen assumed the care of both parishes, with additional annual revenues amounting to some £110. Their income might now be considered tolerably sufficient to support a family with no fear of insolvency; yet it amounted to no more than a modest competency. There was no surplus to guard against unforeseen disasters, nor to allow them even the most inferior of luxuries. Mr Austen, not wishing to subject himself and his family to a lifetime of mean economies, now resorted to that familiar expedient of impecunious but scholarly clerics – teaching. He proposed to take in boys to prepare them for university by schooling them, alongside his own sons, in classical studies. He had not taken any such pupils since the death of poor George Hastings. But his own son James was eight years old, and he reasoned that it would take no more time or effort to teach three boys than might be expended on one.


The first batch of new boarders arrived at the rectory that summer, and included the young Lord Lymington, Lord Portsmouth’s eldest son. ‘Jemmy and Neddy are very happy in [their] new playfellow,’ Cassandra told Susanna in June.61 Though the young lord was ‘very backward of his age’ (‘between five and six’), he was ‘good tempered and orderly’. She earnestly hoped that Susanna and her husband would come and visit them at Steventon soon. Mr Austen wanted to show Mr W. ‘his lands & his cattle & many other matters’ while Cassandra was equally keen to show Susanna ‘my Henry & my Cassy, who are both reckoned fine children. I suckled my little girl thro’ the first quarter; she has been wean’d and settled at a good woman’s at Deane just eight weeks; she is very healthy and lively, and puts on her short petticoats today.’ Her dairy, she boasted, was quite fitted up ‘and [I] am now worth a bull and six cows, and you would laugh to see them; for they are not much bigger than Jack-asses – and here I have got Jackies & ducks and chickens for Phylly’s amusement. In short, you must come, and, like Hezekiah, I will shew you all my riches.’


To his dismay, Mr Austen soon found that the young Lord Lymington, for all his wealth and title, was not much of a scholar. The boy stammered and shook and showed scarcely more signs of reason than poor George, his own son. Neither was he himself the ideal tutor for such a nervous boy, having, as he would acknowledge, ‘little toleration for want of capacity in man or woman’.62 Before long, the boy’s mother became alarmed at the hesitation in his speech, which grew worse, Cassandra observed, during his time at the rectory. She removed the boy from Mr Austen, and resolved to place him under the care of a Mr Angier in London, who professed to specialize in the cure of such disorders. In his place came Master Vanderstegen: ‘very good temper’d and well-disposed’, said Cassandra. This was more than she could say for her baby daughter Cassy, who was ‘almost ready to run away’.63 Cassandra was interested to hear of Susanna’s nephew George going to Jamaica that spring. It was ‘high time’, she said, for the young man to have some employment, and, by all she could learn, there were no better opportunities to be had than in the East or West Indies.



Calcutta, October 1775



It is evening in Calcutta, and a warm, dry wind flutters the coloured awnings of the street bazaars and sways the branches of the toddy palms and pepul trees. Away to the north, on the plains of Oudh, there are wars between the Rohillas and the Marathas. Inside the garrison, and throughout the Company offices, there are conflicts of another kind. Warrants have arrived from India House in London for the dismissal of officials accused of maintaining a corrupt monopoly in the trade in salt and betel-nut and tobacco. There are even rumours of accusations and cabals against Governor Hastings himself.


Inside his dingy rooms, the Surgeon-Extraordinary sits writing out his will. For him, the struggle is nearly over; on the desk before him is a pile of papers, the evidence of a life of blasted hopes and vanished opportunities. By now, all his fond dreams of gaining a fortune in India have long since been rudely shattered. He had foolishly hoped his post as surgeon to the garrison would be a sinecure; but instead it had involved him in endless toil. His return to Bengal had coincided with a terrible famine which half depopulated the province. He remembers the stench of dead and dying bodies lying in every street. ‘You know how much I hate the practice of physick,’ he had written to Philadelphia; ‘yet I am obliged to take it up again: nothing could have induced me to do so, but the hope of thereby providing for my family.’64 In return, she had sent him jars of currant jelly and raspberry jam which arrived full of maggots; a copy of Goldsmith’s History of England with almost half its pages missing. And she had continued to send him hand-embroidered waistcoats despite his repeated protests that he was too old for finery. ‘It is fully sufficient to have been a coxcomb in my younger years,’ he had told her, but she had taken no heed.65


His trading ventures had all been dismal failures. Once, he remembered, he had boasted to her that ‘the Gentlemen of the Council’ had made him manager of ‘a joint trade on a very large stock … with the compliment of my being the most capable person in India’. Yet only a few months later he had been forced to confess: ‘my hopes are totally frustrated by the gentlemen having entirely given up the scheme. All my expectations are vanished like a dream & have left me astonished how I could, against all experience, imagine that fortune would be long kind to me.’66 For years he had lived a life of monastic frugality, totally without company, seldom going abroad, and never inviting a single person to his table, on which, at his insistence, ‘was never placed more than a fowl or a bit of mutton, & that only at noon’. Yet even this resolution had misfired, as he had explained to Philadelphia: ‘I was given to understand that I was looked upon as one whose misfortunes had sour’d his temper and made him unsociable; accordingly I was shunned by almost everybody. This had a bad effect on my affairs.’67 Looking back over his career, it seemed to Hancock that almost everything he had touched had turned to disaster. His scheme to supply the Company with chunam had failed when his labourers were killed by tigers and his business partner reneged on the contract, leaving Hancock with a heavy loss. Then there had been his plan to turn ‘carpenter and blacksmith’, with a contract to provide the Company with gun carriages and carpentry work at the New Fort. Hardly had the contract been signed, when the Company reversed its policy and announced an entire stop to all such work. To Hancock, all such reverses are evident manifestation of a malign destiny. ‘You see how little industry and application can avail when Fortune or whatever else you please to call it is against a man.’


Fortune is not the only name that Hancock gives to the insidious forces which have thwarted his hopes at every turn. Conspiracy is another. He knows he is a victim of conspiracies both within the Company and beyond it. Frank Austen is a man whom he particularly distrusts. More than a year ago, he had taken a firm resolution to take all his affairs out of Frank Austen’s hands. Turning over his papers, he finds a copy of his angry letter, sent to Philadelphia at that time.




Your uncle has used me extremely ill in not having followed my directions to discharge my bonds with the first sufficient cash. Not having given me the least account of the sums you mention his having received, and not having answered one of my letters, nor written to me one single line. I know you are anxious not to disoblige him, but you are to consider he will soon have in his possession the whole of my fortune, and should any accident happen to him before he has settled my account and given proper vouchers for what he has received, you and the child may be left entirely destitute.68





For all the time that Hancock’s bonds had lain uncashed in Frank Austen’s hands, Philadelphia and Betsy had been supported not by Hancock’s hard-earned revenues but by Hastings’s easy philanthropy. Hancock reflects bitterly upon the contrast between the Governor’s flourishing schemes for self-enrichment and his own frustrated efforts. It was said that in the first year of his Governorship alone, Hastings had shipped out some fifty-two chests of opium, not to mention the handsome profits from his trade in rubies, emeralds and diamonds. ‘It is almost a moral impossibility,’ Hancock wrote to Philadelphia, ‘that anyone should get money here who is not in high station or a very great favourite with the Government.’69


Hancock’s body is racked with pain from gravel and the gout, and he no longer harbours expectations of any personal favours from the Governor or his staff. ‘I must own myself much hurt by my disappointment,’ he confides to Philadelphia: ‘it has cured me of vanity, and sunk me very low in my opinion, for I am convinced that Mr Hastings did not forget me, but was determined by my incapacity.’ Slowly, and with frail, painstaking hand, he begins the inventory of his obligations. ‘Item: To my sister Olivia Hancock of Canterbury, £30 per annum …’ There he pauses. Foremost among the heap of documents spread out before him on the desk is a copy of the Governor’s latest ostentatious deed of gift to Hancock’s own wife and daughter. Two years ago, Hastings had promised them a bond of £5,000, which was generous enough. Now he has gone even further. Hancock takes up the document and reads. ‘Indenture: Between Warren Hastings, Governor General of Fort William of Bengal, and John Woodman Esquire of London and the Revd. Mr George Austen of Steventon in Hampshire, two trustees nominated and appointed by the said Warren Hastings …’ His eye skips down the pompous terms of the preamble:




… as well for the love and affection he hath and beareth unto Tysoe Saul Hancock, merchant of Calcutta and Philadelphia Hancock his wife and unto Elizabeth Hancock their daughter … and for diverse other causes and valuable considerations him thereunto especially moving … he hath given and granted … the full and entire sum of Ten Thousand Pound sterling lawful money of Great Britain.70





Hancock puts down the document. Ten thousand pounds, he knows, is more than the entirety of his own stock will yield. Even in death, it seems, the Governor is determined to outdo him. He turns once more to the terms of his own bequests and thinks again about his spinster sister Olivia in Canterbury. He writes: ‘in case my estate shall not amount to eleven thousand pounds sterling … then this legacy to my sister is to be totally null & void and I can only recommend her to such assistance as my wife and daughter can afford to give her’.71 There is a meanness in this gesture, he knows, but it is a meanness which the humiliation of circumstances has forced upon him. Only the week before, in the business of the Persian cat, there was yet another instance of the way the Governor seemed determined to humiliate him. Returning to the pile of documents, Hancock retrieves from it the only letter his beloved Betsy has sent to him all year. The girl has all but forgotten him, despite his pleas to Philadelphia that she should teach her to retain ‘some small notion of a father who went to India’. To Betsy herself, now almost fourteen, he writes:




My dear child,


… The Governor, your godfather, desired me to send a very fine white Persian cat of mine to you as a present from him, which I would have done with pleasure. But your cousin Stanhope, having quarrelled with a gentleman who lives at a house next to mine, & the cat having strayed into his house, this gentleman, or some of his people, shot her; I suppose to be revenged on Mr Stanhope …72





Revenge, he thinks of adding, is a very powerful human emotion, but she is probably too young to understand. Instead, he contents himself by adding: ‘If I should be so fortunate as to procure another, I will send it next year.’ Together with this letter he sends her four strings of pearls ‘exceeding even’ and a filigree bottle sewn into a bag. But for his final bequest he has another thought in mind. Returning to his will, he adds this clause.




To my daughter Elizabeth I bequeath the miniature picture of her mother painted by Smart and set in a ring with diamonds around it which I request she will never part with, as I intend it to remind her of her mother’s virtues as well as of her person.





He hesitates over the final words. How will Philadelphia understand this reference to her ‘virtues’? As a final gesture of forgiveness, or as a last mocking rebuke? The word has a pleasing ambiguity. For fifteen years he has lived the shadow life of a cuckold, and for seven years the solitary existence of an exile. But it affords him some satisfaction that Betsy Hancock should know he was not entirely a fool.


Steventon


Late in the summer of 1775, George Austen received the revised terms of Warren Hastings’s trust fund on behalf of Philadelphia and Betsy. It came with an accompanying letter from Hancock, which Philadelphia brought down to show him. The letter was written with Hancock’s usual despondent fussiness and peremptory obsession with detail. ‘You must get your brother to come to town & with Mr Woodman to sign the deed,’ Hancock instructed her, but then, with his constant concern for the state of the Steventon family budget, he had added this note: ‘It ought not to occasion any expense to your brother, therefore you must repay what his journey to London may cost.’73


Cassandra was expecting her seventh child to be born some time in November. ‘I am more nimble and active than I was last time,’ she wrote to Susanna.74 Happily, the rest of the family were all doing well: baby Frank ‘very stout’ and already running about on his own; little Cassandra ‘talks all day long’ and proving herself a very entertaining companion. Four-year-old Henry had been in breeches some months and ‘thinks himself near as good a man as his bror Neddy’. Indeed, she wrote: ‘no-one would judge by their looks that there was above three years and a half difference in their ages, one is so little and the other so great.’ Master Vanderstegen had departed for his holidays earlier that morning, leaving the Austens to enjoy the late summer together.


*


Tysoe Saul Hancock died in Calcutta in November 1775 at the age of sixty-four and was buried in the Great Burying-ground at Chowringhee. A few weeks later, on 17 December, Mrs Austen gave birth to a baby daughter at Steventon. It had been an unusually protracted pregnancy, as George Austen explained to Susanna.




You have doubtless been for some time in expectation of hearing from Hampshire, and perhaps wondered a little we were in our old age grown such bad reckoners but so it was for Cassy certainly expected to have been brought to bed a month ago. However, last night the time came, and without a great deal of warning, everything was soon happily over. We have now another girl, a present plaything for her sister Cassy and a future companion. She is to be Jenny, and seems to me as if she would be as like Henry as Cassy is to Neddy.75





It would indeed be pleasant, he thought, for Cassy, who showed every sign of being a very lively girl, to have this little sister as a playfellow. Jane Austen’s birth occasioned no great excitement at the rectory, beyond some natural concern at the inordinate length of her gestation. Her mother quickly resumed her domestic duties among her galiny hens and dairy cattle, while her father’s thoughts soon ran upon more masculine diversions. As long as the present severe frosts did not continue, there would be a ploughing-match the following Tuesday, ‘Kent against Hampshire, for a rump of beef’.
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PART II


Steventon







People get so horridly poor & economical in this part of the world, that I have no patience with them.


Jane Austen, Letter to Cassandra, December 1798

























CHAPTER 2


Noisy and Wild







… she was moreover noisy and wild, hated confinement and cleanliness, and loved nothing so well in the world as rolling down the green slope at the back of the house.


NORTHANGER ABBEY, 1, i






The cradle of genius



But the severe weather did continue. The winter of 1775–6 was among the harshest in living memory. Roads were blocked with snow and ice; the local post-chaise, Collyer’s ‘Flying Machine’, was out of service for the whole of January, and the Austens’ baby girl did not receive her formal baptism in St Nicholas’s church till early April. All winter, the newspapers carried regular reports of the revolt of the American colonists. Two days after Jane Austen’s birth, the 36th regiment marched into Portsmouth from Fareham, Waltham and Wickham and embarked from South Sea beach to strengthen the British forces in New England. Throughout the year, the Hampshire Chronicle reported the arrival of further regiments of foot at Portsmouth and Winchester, where they beat up for recruits in the market-place, offering great encouragements ‘during the present trouble’. The local Hampshire militia was placed in a state of readiness with regular training exercises and drilling. ‘All Militia men who shall absent themselves,’ the Chronicle warned, ‘will be fined and punished.’1 Before long, the columns of the paper were filled with lists of casualties from the American war, details of the latest military manoeuvres and information on the fitting-out, fire-power and commanders of war-fighting ships-of-the-line.


For most of Jane Austen’s life, England was a country at war. Yet, famously, her novels rarely hint at this fact. Her characters may include several handsome officers, but they appear less as fighting men than as gentlemen in uniform whose principal manoeuvres concern the capture of female hearts, not the storming of French garrisons. Absence of war is a condition of Jane Austen’s fiction much prized by modern readers, who find great charm in her apparent depiction of a tranquil realm of domestic harmony and rural peace. The temptation to view Jane Austen’s chosen fictional milieu (‘3 or 4 families in a country village’)2 as an accurate social microcosm of Regency England has proved irresistibly beguiling to readers wishing to discover, in the pages of her novels, a lost England of innocent pride and faintly comic prejudices.


Steventon plays a vital part in the familiar Austen myth. In this secluded Hampshire village, deep in a curving valley some seven miles from Basingstoke, Jane Austen spent the first twenty-five years of her existence, or rather more than half her total life-span. The rectory itself no longer exists, demolished soon after her death to make way for a new parsonage on the opposite side of the valley. In its place, all we have are nostalgic family memories of the house, its gardens and surrounding countryside, the flowering hedgerows and winding lanes; memories which unconsciously refashion the landscape into a topographical metaphor for Austen’s art. Here are ‘no grand or extensive views … the hills are not bold, nor the valleys deep’. The beauties of the place are all small and unassuming; small winding lanes ‘fringed with irregular borders of native turf, [that] lead to pleasant nooks and corners’; a small village of cottages ‘scattered about prettily on either side of the road’; gently sloping meadows ‘well sprinkled with elm trees’.3 Steventon, wrote Jane Austen’s nephew, James Edward Austen-Leigh, was, ‘the cradle of her genius’.


Generations of later Austens have embowered that cradle in the nursery landscape of a vanished pastoral arcadia. There are loving descriptions of the rectory’s old-fashioned gardens, ‘in which vegetables and flowers … combined, flanked and protected on the east by one of the thatched mud walls common in that country and over-shadowed by fine elms’. There are picturesque evocations of the village lanes with their flowering hedgerows, under whose shelter ‘the earliest primroses, anemones and wild hyacinths were to be found’. For Jane Austen’s niece Anna Lefroy (née Austen), who spent two years of her infancy at Steventon after her mother’s sudden death, this beloved place with its enclosed garden, its row of spruce firs and its romantic ‘Wood Walk’, had the magical quality of a childhood paradise.




… near the Wood Walk gate, and garden bench adjoining, was placed a tall white pole surmounted by a weathercock. How pleasant to childish ears was the scrooping sound of that weathercock, moved by the summer breeze! How tall its stem! And yet how much more stupendous was the height of the solitary silver fir that grew at the opposite end of the terrace, and near the church road door! How exquisitely sweet too the honeysuckle, which climbed a little way up its lofty stem! … Oh me! we never saw the like again.4





Other family members and friends have embellished the arcadian scene with the depiction of smiling peasants dotted among the landscape. We are invited to picture the village wives spinning flax or wool in their thatched and whitewashed cottages scattered round the green. We are encouraged to imagine the flowering shrubs extending their tendrils across each little casement window. We are assured that on Sunday afternoons this village green became the village playground, where cottagers would laugh and gossip beneath the old maple tree.5


Such images of Steventon as an English bucolic paradise form an essential part of the Austen myth. Yet Jane Austen’s own silence on the subject of her native landscape (save for complaining, now and then, about the dirtiness of the lanes) is eloquent. Unlike her niece Anna, Jane Austen has left us no delicious Proustian memories of the rectory’s magical garden, with its fragrant honeysuckle, its sunny cucumber-frames, its abundance of pot-herbs and marigolds. Unlike her nephew James Edward, she was not inspired to graveyard meditations on the centuries of ‘sweet violets, both purple and white’ nestled in their ‘sunny nook’ beneath the south wall of the church.6 For her, the rural isolation of Steventon implied privation rather than pastoral contentment. ‘People get so horridly poor & economical in this part of the world,’ she wrote, ‘that I have no patience with them.’7 Frustrated by the cramped rooms, low ceilings and limited horizons of Steventon, she longed for the elegant drawing-rooms and fine company of the Knights’ magnificent Godmersham mansion in Kent. ‘Kent is the only place for happiness. Everybody is rich there.’ ‘To sit in idleness over a good fire in a well-proportioned room,’ she wrote in 1800, ‘is a luxurious sensation.’8


By contrast, the rectory was busy, noisy and overcrowded. On the ground floor there were three rooms at the front of the house, the best parlour, the common parlour and the kitchen. Behind these were Mr Austen’s study, the back kitchen and the stairs. Upstairs there were seven bedrooms and three attics, ‘low-pitched but not otherwise bad’. Even to a Victorian sensibility, anxious to discover quaint charms in Steventon’s rural simplicity, there was a distressing lack of elegance about the property: ‘No cornice marked the junction of wall and ceiling; while the beams which supported the upper floors projected into the rooms below in all their naked simplicity, covered only by a coat of paint or whitewash.’9 Despite George Austen’s improvements and extensions to the property, Steventon remained a homely place with few pretensions to architectural refinement, and even less to genteel leisure. Visitors to the rectory would find Mrs Austen busy with her darning-needle in the parlour, or supervising her poultry and dairy cattle in the yard. Lodged in their attic dormitory, George Austen’s pupils were rather less enchanted than Anna Lefroy at the perpetual ‘scrooping’, creaking and groaning of the rectory weathercock.


Beyond the rectory’s garden walls, village life in rural Hampshire, especially in wartime, was rarely tranquil or untroubled. Hardship and illness, harsh weather and poor harvests, rural poverty and rural crime were as much a part of everyday life as the sound of the weathercock creaking in the wind. A typical charge-list for the county assizes reveals cases of highway-robbery near Wickham, attempted murder at Bedhampton, rape at Fareham, burglaries at Froyle, house-breaking at Alverstoke, sodomy in Winchester and bestiality on the Isle of Wight.10 The murder of illegitimate children was a disturbingly frequent offence. In July 1773, the Chronicle reported the case of Jane Goodall, charged with murdering her bastard child by drowning it in a ditch. ‘It is become a melancholy reflection,’ the paper noted, ‘that so many infants should be unfairly made away with, at a time when our country is greatly depopulated.’11 Infant mortality at this period was always high, but reading through the Steventon parish register, it is noticeable how many of the village’s illegitimate babies met early deaths: John, the bastard child of Mary Bennett, privately baptized on 23 June 1753 and buried nine days later; William-Jolliffe, the bastard child of Christian Collins, baptized in May 1774 and buried the following August; William Edmund, the ‘base-born’ son of Sarah Tilbury, baptized in January 1789 and buried in May.


The proximity of several large army camps, with other wartime establishments, brought further social disturbances. In 1778, a thousand French prisoners of war were imprisoned in the King’s House at Winchester, and their frequent escape attempts caused alarm throughout the neighbourhood. The following year, two new military encampments for some eight thousand men were established on either side of Steventon, at Andover and Basingstoke, as increasingly large tracts of the Hampshire countryside came to assume the character of an armed camp. Inevitably, the arrival of so many military in the area had profound effects on local life. Some of these, undoubtedly, were welcome, as when the officers of the 25th regiment, quartered in Winchester, sponsored balls and assemblies in the city. Others were less so. The courts were frequently required to deal with cases of rape, burglary and murder committed by drunken troops, though some of the soldiers’ violence was self-inflicted. In July 1776, the Hampshire Chronicle reported on a sergeant in the 25th who hanged himself in his room. ‘It appeared the poor man had lately turned methodist,’ it noted, ‘and was assured by his teacher that faith alone would carry him to Heaven.’12


The two principal families in Steventon were the Austens at the rectory and their neighbours, the Digweeds, who rented the Tudor manor house, opposite St Nicholas’s church, from the Knights. The rectory stood at one end of the village, at the corner of the lane leading up to the church. The manor house was an altogether more handsome edifice of flint and stone, with mullioned windows and generously proportioned rooms, standing in a grove of elms and sycamores. In addition, there were some thirty other families living in the parish. They included shepherds, who tended their flocks on the chalky downs, and labourers, who worked the surrounding fields, producing wheat and sainfoin, turnips, peas and beans.13 Wives and children worked in the fields, or at home, spinning flax or wool, or were employed as servants by the Austens, the Digweeds, or James Holder at Ashe Park. We find their names in the parish register, inscribed in George Austen’s clear and formal hand: the Adams family and the Tilburys, the Lovells and the Armstrongs. The Staples, with their nine children, received charity from the Austens and were employed as servants at the rectory. Mary Steeves did the rectory washing; the Littleworths nursed the infant Austens at Cheesedown farm. From time to time their numbers were swelled by travellers and vagrants, who would spend a season in the neighbourhood, cutting peat and furze. In December 1766, Francis, ‘the bastard son of Sarah Eyles, a vagrant’, was baptized in the parish church.



Of love and friendship



Such alarming reports as one read in the newspapers concerning the depopulation of our rural villages did not ring true to Philadelphia Hancock’s ears. Whenever she visited Steventon she found the rectory filled with all the noise and hubbub of young children and, as like as not, her sister Austen already pregnant with the next. Now, at the age of forty, Cassandra had just given birth to her eighth child, a baby boy called Charles. It was quite a blessing that poor George had been sent away or where would they have found the space to keep him? James, the eldest, had been packed off just a week after this latest little brother’s arrival. Only fourteen, he was gone up to Oxford – to his father’s college, St John’s – with the grand title and privileges of ‘Founder’s Kin’, thanks to his mother’s Perrot family connections. James Austen always struck Philadelphia as a solemn, studious boy, already full of high ambitions. He was going to be a poet, he said; not a mere scribbler of comic verses like his mother, but something in the high romantic vein. Of course, he was still very raw. There was a story of how, soon after arriving at the university, he had been honoured by a dinner invitation from Cassandra’s uncle, the Master of Balliol. Being unaccustomed to the habits of the place, James had been about to remove his academic gown, quite as if it were a great-coat, when the old man, who was considerably turned eighty, said to him with a smile, ‘Young man, you need not strip, we are not going to fight.’14


The necessary economies attending such a life of domestic duties were no doubt less irksome to those who were long accustomed to endure them; but the life of rural virtue held little appeal for Philadelphia. George Austen’s income she reckoned might amount to some £300 per annum. She herself was condemned to subsist in London on an annual income barely twice that sum, which she considered a state of virtual pauperdom. It was impossible, she told Cassandra, to maintain herself and Betsy (who was now quite a young lady, and had a young lady’s taste) in any degree of style in London on such a beggarly amount. She had heard that the living in Brussels was somewhat more reasonable, and just as fashionable as London. Accordingly, she set out with Betsy and Clarinda to seek their fortune on the Continent. They went first to Germany, passed a summer at Brussels, but eventually settled in Paris. Mr Hancock had always wanted his daughter to acquire some of the tasteful refinements of French culture; but Eliza (as Betsy now called herself) moved in a more exalted company than he could ever have dreamed of. Philadelphia encouraged the girl to write home to her cousins in Hampshire and Kent to boast of her present good fortune. ‘We were a few days ago at Versailles,’ she wrote, ‘& had the honor of seeing their majesties & all the royal family dine & sup.’15


*


At Steventon, Cassandra Austen sat nursing her baby son Charles, and watching, from the corner of an eye, as his little sisters, Jane and Cassy, made searches through her work-bag for ends of colourful threads. Cassandra was relieved to know the rectory finances seemed in a tolerable way to improvement. Mr Austen enjoyed a high reputation as a teacher, and there was scarcely a wealthy family in the neighbourhood that would hesitate to place their hopeful sons under his care. At present he had four pupils, each paying £35 per annum for their tuition, board and lodging. Master East was Sir William East’s son, of Hall Place in Berkshire, and Master Fowle the son of George’s university friend, Thomas Fowle.16 Frank Stuart’s father was godfather to their own son Charles, and Master Deane came of a most respectable family at Reading. East was the least scholarly of the company. His youthful spirit seemed to find it quite mortifying to grind through his two lessons daily from Virgil’s Aeneid, however often Cassandra might twit him (in verse) that the story, though in Latin, was ‘quite entertaining’.17 It often fell to her part to encourage the boys with little comic rhymes in this way. Her style of poetical coaxing, the Austens had discovered, frequently proved more effective with recalcitrant minds than her husband’s more severe manner. When young Buller and Goodenough would complain at the noise of the weathercock over their heads, it was she who pacified them by mimicking their protests in rhyme. She penned some doggerel verses on their behalf which she grandly entitled: ‘The humble petition of R. Buller and William Goodenough’.





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/faberfindslogo_online.jpg
]

FABER & FABER





OEBPS/9780571316793_cover_epub.jpg
Faber Finds

David Nokes

Jane Austen






