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1
            Introduction

         

         The Charlotte Mew I have come to know during the course of writing this book is quite different from the evanescent image I had in mind when I started, formed from a medley of information from the articles, websites, book chapters and theses I had read about her, as well as from two previous biographical accounts. One of these accounts is contained in an unpublished PhD thesis from 1960, by the American scholar Mary Davidow; the other – by far the more widely influential – is Penelope Fitzgerald’s affectionate and absorbing portrait Charlotte Mew and Her Friends, first published in 1984. As I got deeper into my own research, I found a number of the preconceptions I had about Mew’s character and work altering out of all recognition.

         Mew is perhaps best known for two things: she is the author of the much-anthologised poem ‘The Farmer’s Bride’, and she committed suicide while living alone in a single room in a street crowded with near-identical nursing homes. That much is true, and the gruesome manner of the death has continued to skew notions of who she was and how she lived her life, a distortion compounded by the fact that death itself is a recurrent motif in her poems and stories. It was the untimely loss to cancer of her beloved sister Anne that set the wheels in motion for the sad final weeks of Mew’s story. But in essence, her personality was rather different from that of the mythical tortured poet – as her friend Alida Monro was at pains to point out when she introduced the first complete collection of Mew’s poems in 1953:

         
            It must not be thought, as has been supposed by many who judge from Charlotte’s own writings, that she was always in a state 2of depression. This was far from the truth. She was a great teller of stories and always had new ones, never failed to see the humour in any situation, and never went on a visit anywhere without coming back with a riotous account of what had taken place.1

         

         Even so, the end – and the means of that end – was no surprise to Mew’s friends when it came. Anne had been closer to her than anyone: they shared not only a particularly close sibling bond but the burden of safeguarding various family secrets and the experience of being clever and ambitious women (Anne was a painter) at a time when it wasn’t seemly for women of their social class to be either. The author of Mew’s obituary in The Times, Sydney Cockerell, remarked that the pair ‘had more than a little in them of what made another Charlotte and Anne, and their sister Emily, what they were’.2 That assessment would have pleased Charlotte Mew. In her 1904 essay ‘The Poems of Emily Brontë’, she made a host of perspicacious comments about Emily’s life and character that so closely mirror her own she appears at times to be describing herself – specifically the more guarded version of her self that emerged in later years, shaped by the many sorrows she had weathered. Emily was, in Mew’s words, ‘one of nature’s outcasts – a self-determined outlaw’, who lived with the sadness of an ‘ever-unsatisfied desire’ and looked out upon the world ‘with a curious indifference and mistrust’, and yet her disposition – in spite, or perhaps because, of these personal torments – was ‘more than human in its compassionate gentleness for the doomed and erring’.3 The same could be said a hundredfold of Charlotte Mew, who displays in her work an unsettling facility for inhabiting the minds and voices of others. In her dramatic monologues, she not only speaks out for but through the mouths of the disappointed, the deranged and the desolate – a conjuring act so well executed that at least one contemporary newspaper reviewer seemed to think Mew possessed supernatural powers, crediting her with ‘an eerie ability to get beneath the skin of her broken men and women’.4 3

         Mew’s literary output was modest: a dozen stories and essays appeared in magazines, and twenty-eight poems were published in two editions of The Farmer’s Bride – the only book to appear during her lifetime; a further thirty-two poems make up The Rambling Sailor, the collection that was issued a year after her death. In his obituary, Sydney Cockerell suggested many more poems had been written that had fallen prey to house moves, spells of depression and an over-zealous editorial eye: ‘There can be no doubt that her fastidious self-criticism proved fatal to much work that was really good, and that the printed poems are far less than a tithe of what she composed.’5 Whether or not that is true, Alida Monro added weight to the supposition by recounting some years later an occasion when she’d visited Mew for tea and watched her making paper spills to light her endless cigarettes or to give to her parrot, Wek, to chew on. Noticing some writing on the spills, Alida asked if Mew was using up old letters that way, and was told, ‘I’m burning up my work. I don’t know what else to do with it.’6 Anne was also present on that occasion, and it is an indication of Mew’s playful, and often inscrutable, nature that neither Anne nor Alida could decide whether the comment was made in jest, or if Mew really was destroying original work.

         
            *

         

         Charlotte Mew once commented on just how much of a person remains hidden even from one’s nearest and dearest: ‘So little do we people who spend our days together know each other!’7 It follows that still less may be discerned by those who are not so near, and in Mew’s case, our vision is further obscured by the fact that she set particular store by her privacy. She was a woman who did not wish to be scrutinised or summed up – as several anthologists seeking biographical details learned to their cost. But in spite of these obstacles, a great deal comes to light, and the more we discover about this extraordinary writer, the more readily we understand her guardedness. She never married, and if she had lovers, she would certainly not have wanted posterity to know about them; but the strong seam of sensuality running through her work makes us more than usually curious about who 4the real-life recipient of such passion might have been. We are used to knowing such things: in the case of many other writers of Mew’s era, the beloved’s identity was either known at the time or was quickly brought to light by the most cursory biographical research. The emotional entanglements of T. S. Eliot, Thomas Hardy, D. H. Lawrence, W. B. Yeats and Oscar Wilde, for instance, are all well documented. In Mew’s case, no trace survives (if it ever existed) of any romances in her life – let alone of sexual encounters – and nothing that could be described as a love letter, either to or from her, has been found.

         There was one rumour in circulation during her lifetime that hints at an early taste of romance, and that was retold by her avowed ‘favourite’ cousin, Gertrude, to doctoral student Mary Davidow in the late 1950s. Gertrude revealed that there had been some sort of ‘mutual attraction’ between Charlotte Mew and Sam Chick, the elder brother of the Chick sisters whom Charlotte knew from school.8 Still, it is possible that, despite the passion of her poetry, she was a virtual stranger to romance, though not to the romantic impulse. Her work is full of shared kisses, sea breezes, the intoxicating scent of hair, the ‘wandering passion’ of lovers’ eyes and hands, and so on. She writes in the voices of male and female lovers alike. But the swarm of narratives that has amassed to fill the silence surrounding her romantic life and sexual preferences is almost wholly based on conjecture. The best known are those that recount Mew’s romantic attachments to three specific women, as outlined in Fitz gerald’s Charlotte Mew and Her Friends, but they are unsubstantiated and of doubtful origin. In the case of her friendship with short-story writer Ella D’Arcy, I have included a note at the foot of the main text at the point where my account differs most significantly from that given by Fitzgerald.

         It is curious that, despite a dearth of information on the subject, the question of Mew’s sexuality has become so closely linked both with her identity and with her work, and the idea that she was unarguably lesbian has stuck. In Chapter 7 I consider how and why that idea first surfaced. Mew may have been attracted to women, or to men – or indeed to both; 5whatever the truth about that, no clues have been left to suggest that her feelings ever found an outlet. Perhaps the most likely possibility is that she sublimated her sexual and romantic impulses into her work. It is chastening to consider what Mew herself might have made of such enquiries. To judge from her writings, she would have found it difficult to see how an insight into her sexual preferences could be relevant to her work. As she wrote of Emily Brontë, ‘It is said that her genius was masculine, but surely it was purely spiritual, strangely and exquisitely severed from embodiment and freed from any accident of sex.’9

         What is certain is that the difficult circumstances of Mew’s life meant there were many matters she prioritised over finding a sexual partner – chief among which was the decision, according to Alida Monro, not to have children because she didn’t want to pass on the family’s strain of insanity. In nineteenth-century Britain, that decision would have made good sense: eugenics, and the idea of a responsibility to future generations, was at its height in the 1880s and ’90s, just as Mew was coming into womanhood. The other choice she made was to put the wellbeing of her increasingly vulnerable family unit ahead of other considerations at every juncture. She was still in her twenties when, upon the death of her father, she effectively took on the mantle of head of the household, and her letters suggest that, from that time on, she was with the family for most hours of most days. Her daily life was filled with running the house, caring for her needy mother and her siblings, and arranging the family’s legal and business affairs. If the desire for a sexual relationship did play a part in Mew’s life, it was a facet that she barely allowed to see the light, if at all.

         
            *

         

         When The Farmer’s Bride was published, in May 1916, critic Gerald Gould told readers that if they followed his recommendation and bought Mew’s book for themselves, they could not possibly ‘fail to recognise the new and true note of genius’.10 Gould was well regarded (he 6would go on to become fiction editor of the Observer) and he was not the only person to enthuse about the collection. Mew’s work attracted strings of superlatives from those critics and writers who took note of it: Thomas Hardy said she was ‘the greatest poetess’ he knew of;11 Siegfried Sassoon that she was ‘the only poet who can give me a lump in my throat’;12 and American poet Hilda Doolittle that she was one of just three poets then living to have succeeded in the difficult form of the dramatic monologue.13 The problem was that, despite the high profile of these admirers, their number remained relatively small and their enthusiasm failed to spark a wider interest. Though sales gently gathered pace over the years, the book never sold in large numbers.

         It cannot have helped that Mew had, from the outset, an extreme antipathy towards self-promotion – an antipathy that stemmed from a deep desire for privacy that did her work no favours. She refused time and again to supply biographical information to editors of the anthologies and magazines in which her poems appeared. Nor was she willing to play the game of literary preferment: Lady Ottoline Morrell (an influential patron of the arts) tried in vain to befriend her on more than one occasion. Timing was against her too: the middle of the First World War was not the best time for a book like hers to appear. The reading public was hungry for poetry that was either written from the trenches or that offered some sort of bucolic escape from the madness of battle – of the kind produced by the so-called Georgian poets. Mew’s work, with its unusually long lines, mixed metres and emotionally challenging subject matter, was too startling for editors of a traditional bent. When A Book of Women’s Verse appeared in 1921, Hardy wrote to its rather conservative editor, J. C. Squire, with the comment that he was ‘disappointed to find you had omitted Charlotte Mew’.14

         Mew was a very different type of writer from most of the Georgians – as witness the fact that she was excluded from all five volumes of Edward Marsh’s influential Georgian Poetry. The fact that she was a woman may have contributed to that particular omission: the series’s opening volumes contained no female poets at all, while the final anthology 7included only the aristocratic, and well-connected, Vita Sackville-West. Mew, by contrast, was an inveterate outsider: except for a brief association, in her mid-twenties, with the crowd that attached itself to The Yellow Book quarterly, she kept herself apart from literary groups and cliques – in spite of living for three years on the next street from Virginia Woolf and her siblings. Edith Sitwell (who had her own literary circle) complained that she had tried to persuade Mew to visit, ‘but she is a hermit […] and though she was very nice to me, she wouldn’t come.’15 Mew’s stance was that literary renown ought to have nothing to do with personal celebrity. But while she had no interest in fame for herself, she was far from indifferent to the fate of her work: she was hurt by the lack of critical attention paid to The Farmer’s Bride and wrote to her publisher that, having heard all sorts of wonderful things in private from a number of potential reviewers, ‘it is clear that a privately & publicly expressed opinion are two different things’.16

         Mew’s notion that the writing should be able to speak for itself has, in the end, proved prophetic. Since her death in 1928, her work has attracted enough support to keep it – in particular, the poetry – from fading into obscurity. In 1973, Philip Larkin devoted five pages to Mew’s poetry in the Oxford Book of Twentieth Century English Verse, a volume for which he had always intended, he said, to select good poems rather than defer to the big names.17 Larkin’s view was that a whole cohort of poets from Mew’s period was in danger of being forgotten: ‘I am interested in the Georgians,’ he told his editor, Dan Davin, ‘and how far they represented an “English tradition” that was submerged by the double impact of the Great War and the Irish-American-continental properties of Yeats and Eliot.’18 Partly because of her omission from Edward Marsh’s anthology series, Mew was never much associated with the Georgian school (and given their subsequent decline in reputation it might be argued that she had a lucky break), but nor was she striving for the same effect as Yeats or Eliot. It has been suggested that her approach was diametrically opposed to Eliot’s description of poetry as ‘an escape from emotion’; she believed, on the contrary, that 8‘the quality of emotion’ was ‘the first requirement of poetry’.19 But Eliot made a crucial qualification to his statement: ‘of course, only those who have personality and emotions know what it means to want to escape from these things’, and in reality, the approaches of the two poets were not so very far apart. Mew was continually exposing the basic stuff of her lived experience – what Eliot called ‘the present moment of the past’ – to the pressure of her own instinctive world of metaphors, and in so doing she forged precisely the sort of ‘new art emotion’ that Eliot extolled.20 In 1981, Val Warner’s seminal edition of Mew’s Collected Poems and Prose generated a fresh appetite for the work in literary and academic circles, and three years later, Penelope Fitzgerald’s book brought Mew to the attention of a more general readership. Poets Ian Hamilton and Eavan Boland have both edited selections of her poetry, with Boland describing The Farmer’s Bride as ‘one of the most remarkable poetry publications of the first half of the twentieth century’.21 John Newton, editor of Penguin’s more recent Complete Poems (2000), has also spoken out eloquently about Mew’s rightful place in the canon, describing her work as ‘powerfully direct, passionate, and charged in the simplest and purest English language’.22 Some of her stories, too, have continued to be printed in anthologies; when Elaine Showalter included Mew’s ‘A White Night’ in her Daughters of Decadence, she referred to it, memorably, as ‘a feminist counterpart of Conrad’s apocalyptic Heart of Darkness’.23

         It’s not difficult to see why Mew’s work has continued to find such devoted supporters. Hers is an instantly recognisable voice, speaking clearly above the babble of many of her contemporaries. The poems are full of strangeness and half-glimpsed narrative. Where did such a voice – as confident as it is startling – come from? ‘Mew’s are the kind of poems’, Ian Hamilton has said, ‘that force readers to want to know about the author’s life and personality.’ Charlotte Mew – part respectable Victorian, part New Woman – is an absorbing subject. Her life is full of the kind of tragedy, derangement and intrigue that she conjured for her own, rather gothic, short fiction. It is set against a complex 9backdrop of unrest and rapid change, as one century tilted into the next. Mew shows us what it was like to live through such a time as an outsider – from literary Bloomsbury, from the world of intimate relationships, from marriage and motherhood, and ultimately from the world at large because of the secrets she had to keep from it.

         It is partly because of the energy Mew put into keeping those secrets safe that half-truths and fictions about her have become commonplace in the years since her death. If her story is to be told, it ought to be told here as fully as possible and without embellishment. My approach has therefore been to take in the full span of her life and return to original sources: to her letters (many previously unexamined), her life-writing, her family’s household and medical records, and the diaries and testimonies of friends. In some instances even Mew’s poems may be called as witnesses to the narrative of her life – though so far there has been surprisingly little examination of the points of contact between her life and work. Of course, we should never assume that biographical particulars can be inferred from a writer’s fictional works, but there are suggestions that Mew was the kind of writer who took such a connection as read; she was certainly that kind of reader. In her essay on Emily Brontë she offers specific phrases from the poems as evidence of Brontë’s own character traits. She even goes so far as to claim that ‘the true – the one original likeness – Emily herself has sketched: it is outlined in these slim pages of neglected verse. The eyes that watched unweariedly to find “how very far the morning lies away”; the “chainless soul”, the “quenchless will”, the “savage heart”, and the “resentful mood” are mirrored here.’24 If nothing else, it is an invaluable insight into how we might read Mew’s own work for clues.

         And it is the work itself for which Mew should be remembered; my hope is that this life will lead readers back to that work. She herself believed in it so strongly that she insisted The Farmer’s Bride be printed in such a way that all its long lines might remain unbroken on the page, just as she had written them; she knew that their full effect would be lost if they were allowed to run over. Her insistence meant that the book had to be published in an unfamiliar shape, described by 10Alida Monro, of the Poetry Bookshop, as ‘a rather ugly quarto page’.25 In spite of such displays of apparent surety, Mew’s was a fragile kind of self-belief, easily shaken by the response of the outside world. Like many writers, she was more affected by a general inattention to her work than she was by the plaudits it attracted. In the final account, her disappointment was justified: her achievements continue to be insufficiently recognised despite the work’s extraordinary sensuality, its intimate, forthright tone and distinctly modern idiom. Besides an uncanny gift for ventriloquism, the poems demonstrate a masterful orchestration of sonic drama – sudden shifts in dynamics springing partly from the blow-by-blow accounts of the moments Mew describes, and partly from the music of her words.

         This Rare Spirit is a record of my quest to refind Charlotte Mew; my hope is that it might play its part in helping to restore her to her rightful place in our literary heritage. Above all, it is perhaps Mew’s skill at painting pictures that makes it most likely her work will prove, in the end, indelible. Once read, it is hard to dismiss from one’s mind the image of the villagers racing over the dark fields with their lanterns, in pursuit of the ‘Farmer’s Bride’; harder still to look away from the direct gaze of the institutionalised ‘Ken’ whose eyes meet ours reprovingly, ‘as two red, wounded stars might do’; or to forget the speaker of ‘The Quiet House’ as she hurries to answer the doorbell, opens the door onto an empty, lamplit street and concludes ‘I think it is myself I go to meet.’ By tuning in to Mew’s own words with the sort of alertness that allowed her to hear ‘the whole world whispering’, I hope that we too may manage, across time, to meet something of that self.

         
             

         

         julia copus,

         Somerset, 2020

      

   


   
      
         
11
            Prologue

            december 1876

         

         If Lotti craned her head right, to look out of the attic window of her nursery, she could see through the peeling, freckled green-grey trunks of the London planes into the locked gardens of Mecklenburgh Square. Four paths extended in an X shape from a cluster of central trees out to each corner. The trees were bare at this time of year, but in warmer months, when the yellow jasmine was in flower, the gardens would fill with croquet players and children and flocks of sparrows, chirruping loudly and feasting on the orange-scarlet hips of the sweet briar. Beyond the gardens was the Foundling Hospital, opened in 1741 by sea captain Thomas Coram in response to the alarming number of infants left abandoned on the streets of London. Sometimes on Sundays, her father would put on his top hat and walk with her and her two brothers, Harry and Richard, to hear the renowned hospital choir singing in the chapel. After the services, they would visit the dining hall to chat with the foundling children who ate their Sunday roast at long refectory tables. Her little sister, Anne, was only three and remained at home on these occasions, being considered too young to sit quietly through the length of a sermon.

         In the other direction, she could just see, a mile in the distance, the imposing steeple of St George’s Church, where her parents had married during the stormy winter of 1863, a week before Christmas. The church’s white, tiered pyramid, topped with a statue of King George I in classical dress, would remain a part of her psychological landscape all through adulthood, a symbol of religious obedience and piety which the child narrator of her poem ‘The Changeling’ would 12one day dismiss with a gleeful defiance: ‘But the King who sits on your high church steeple / Has nothing to do with us fairy people!’1

         The house faced west; on bright afternoons the sun poured in through the tall windows of the lower floors and the high, small windows of the attic. It stood at the north end of a salubrious Bloomsbury street, a fifteen-minute walk from King’s Cross station, which had been designed by Lewis Cubitt, the husband of Lotti’s great-aunt Sophia; their daughter, Ada, had been a witness at her parents’ wedding. Number 30 was positioned at the point where Doughty Street joined Mecklenburgh Square, and was laid out – like many others in the street – over five storeys. There was a kitchen in the basement and a day and night nursery in the attic, where Lotti passed most of her time, right at the top of the house, with her siblings and her much-loved nurse, Elizabeth Goodman. Elizabeth was in fact more of a second mother than a nurse. One day Lotti would publish a short memoir about her, saying as much.2 A Lincolnshire woman, fifty years of age, strict but fair, with an upright gait and dark, intelligent eyes, she was a strict disciplinarian, and more than once lately she had beaten Lotti for her naughtiness, with a calm crescendo between the spanks of ‘Will you? Will you?? WILL YOU?’3 In spite of her sternness, she had a youthful sense of fun, and the children loved her. She planned treats for them and dreamed up grand careers, and sometimes she invited them down into the kitchen, taking as much delight as they did in watching a lump of sugar in a spoon melt into dark ‘pig’s blood’ over the gas.4

         Lotti never stayed in trouble with Elizabeth for long, and for the most part her days were full of magic, in spite of their set routine. Each morning began with a plunge in the bath, which, for the tiny Lotti, was ‘cruelly cold in winter’.5 There was breakfast at eight, dinner at noon and tea at six. She ate her meals with her siblings at the round table in the day nursery, where Elizabeth also taught them their first lessons in reading and writing. Except on Sundays, the children were free to choose their own reading material, although reading purely for pleasure 13was an activity that Elizabeth tolerated rather than encouraged. Very likely the children had copies on their shelves of the ever-popular Robinson Crusoe, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, The Water Babies and Hans Christian Andersen’s Tales. There was poetry too. Lotti was particularly fond of Thomas Hood and Felicia Hemans – those ‘friends of my innocent childhood’, as she would later call them.6

         But there was one book that Elizabeth insisted on her charges reading every day. The Believer’s Daily Remembrancer was the work of a Baptist minister, James Smith, and comprised a series of page-long devotional readings, one for each day of the year.7 Many of the teachings were sobering, and some – for a small child – were probably downright disturbing. But the book had an unexpected compensation: beneath each day’s reflection was a short verse, nearly always in regular iambic tetrameter, occasionally in ballad metre, like the lines of a hymn:

         
            
               O may thy counsels, mighty God,

               My roving feet command;

               Nor I forsake the happy road,

               That leads to thy right hand.8

            

         

         With its emphasis on humankind’s unworthiness in the presence of an all-seeing God, the book must have made for daunting reading for Lotti and her siblings.

         Of all of those siblings, it was her brother Richard with whom Lotti spent most of her playtime; he was closest to her in age, and co-conspirator in her schemes and games of make-believe. As it turned out, there was plenty of time for both: between meals and lessons, the children were broadly left to their own devices. If the weather was fine, they could play out in Mecklenburgh Square (as local residents, the family held a key), but they had at all times to keep in mind that outside the house they were on public display. In insisting on such standards, the Mew family was simply following the mores of the day. One anxious house-hunter, hoping to move his 14family into London around this time, wrote that a ‘garden attached to the house is preferable to a detached garden (like Gordon Square), as in Gordon Square children have to be dressed and nurse-maided regally, aristocratically’.9

         On bad-weather days, the nursery table, with its heavy, fringed cloth, served as a private cave; adults were forbidden entry. The children could help themselves to books from the nursery shelves and toys from the toy-chest. There was paper to draw and write on, and coloured chalks. There was a rocking horse, and a beautiful doll’s house with a fashionable bay window, built especially for Lotti and Anne by their father Fred, a talented architect. Best of all, there was a Noah’s ark, with painted wooden figurines. Along with a small troop of battered soldiers, these ‘unzoological animals’, as the adult Charlotte would describe them, became the heroes and villains of the children’s made-up stories.

         The nursery had been unnervingly quiet lately – a world away from the commotion of the previous winter, when another baby had joined them just days after Lotti’s sixth birthday.10 Most of Elizabeth’s energy had been taken up then with caring for the new arrival, and that was no bad thing as far as Lotti was concerned: while the baby was with them, she had enjoyed a period of unprecedented freedom. But baby Daniel – who had seemed healthy enough – died after only a few months. For a long while afterwards Lotti’s mother, Anna Maria, had been more than usually short-tempered; Fred retreated into his study, and Lotti made sure to tiptoe past it whenever she came downstairs. In the midst of this disquieting atmosphere, the children turned to Elizabeth for reassurance. She slept near them in the attic, but that didn’t stop Lotti lying awake for hours sometimes, worrying about Elizabeth’s eventual demise and ‘doing sums on the knots of the counterpane to prove that she could live on for years and years and was not really so very old’.11 Most of the time, though, Elizabeth seemed to the children ‘as fixed a part of the universe’ as their daily bath.12 She was tutor, nurse and confidante to them. Occasionally 15at bedtime, before pulling down the blinds in the night nursery, she would take Lotti’s finger and point to stars through the high window, naming them as she went. Lotti thought the stars were God’s angels and that Elizabeth was reciting a litany of their Christian names: Venus, Arcturus, Capella …13

         Looking back in later years, Charlotte would remark that her nurse had occupied ‘the place of chief friend and adviser, and, when trouble came to the house, of consoler’.14 But Elizabeth’s steady presence was no protection against the harsh realities of life. Not even a year had passed since baby Daniel’s death when Lotti’s brother Richard caught scarlet fever, for which everybody knew there was no cure. He was quickly removed to another room, which Harry, Lotti and Anne were forbidden to enter. Elizabeth looked after Richard with her usual fastidious care, but he died anyway, and the household was plunged into deep mourning for the second time in nine months, the rooms hushed, the mirrors covered in black crêpe. When Richard was with the rest of the children, they had been allowed downstairs in the evenings, to spend a short time with their parents and join them for pudding – blancmange or a piece of pie or steamed pudding with custard.15 Now everything had changed.

         
            *

         

         Lotti may or may not have seen Richard laid out in death; children were sometimes excused from viewing the body if there was thought to be a risk of infection. But if she did, the sight of the lifeless five-year-old boy must have left a lasting impression: Lotti herself had only just turned seven. Did she feel, as children often do with such things, that she was in some way to blame for the death? The lines she found in her Daily Remembrancer that particular bedtime – 9 December 1876 – would have offered little solace, and if she paid attention to them, we can only hope she knew better than to take them at face value: 16

         
            
               May I from every act abstain

               That hurts or gives my brother pain:

               Nay, every secret wish suppress,

               That would abridge his happiness;

               And thus may I Thy follower prove,

               Great Prince of peace, great God of love.16

            

         

         Whether or not she was taken to view the corpse, the shock of Richard’s death was to stay with her for life, and it seems a likely source for a late poem. ‘To a Child in Death’ (1922) is addressed directly to the absent child. In it, the speaker describes the sheer force of the protectiveness felt towards a loved one, as well as the ultimate powerlessness of that love in the face of death. By the time of its composition, unexpected imagery had become one of Mew’s hallmarks, and in the opening lines of this poem, she fixes on a characteristically startling simile to embody the protective effort: ‘Love made us feel, or so it was with me, like some great bird / Trying to hold and shelter you in its strong wing.’ A painful bewilderment about the purpose of a world that no longer contains the loved child pours from the closing lines of the first stanza:

         
            
               What shall we do with this strange summer, meant for you, –

                               Dear, if we see the winter through

                               What shall be done with spring?

               This, this is the victory of the Grave; here is death’s sting,

               That it is not strong enough, our strongest wing.

            

         

         But bewildering as it may have seemed, the world did continue, and Lotti did her level best to keep in step. Richard’s death was the first major trauma she encountered, and it set a pattern for life. Loss – and the deep and lasting grief it provoked in her – would also be a pervasive theme in her writing. By the age of seven, she had witnessed two deaths in the family, and was already learning to find solace in the 17world of words. Night after night she went to sleep with the rhythm of one of the Daily Remembrancer verses in her head. In years to come, the imaginative powers she had fostered in her make-believe games with Richard would help form the remarkable poetry of her adult years, as she searched for ever more compelling ways of telling her story. Her evolution as a poet had begun in the nursery.

         The absences that occurred in Charlotte’s life – caused sometimes by death, sometimes by other, less clearly defined events – would, in time, result in her growing detachment from the world. And if that detachment was sometimes judged as aloofness, it was one born always of a deep protective instinct rather than any sense of superiority. As the years passed, her family would become increasingly reliant on her, and Charlotte responded by turning inwards – withdrawing both to the privacy of the family unit and to her own inner world. The strange turns and reversals of the Mew family’s life, and the painful secrets they would feel it necessary to keep, bound Charlotte so tightly to them that at times she would be in danger of suffocating. To those on the outside, the defiant, fun-loving child appeared to grow into an adult whom Edith Sitwell felt at liberty to describe (in 1919) as ‘a grey tragic woman […] sucked dry of blood […] a hermit, inhabited by a terrible bitterness’.17

         She was never this to her friends, for whom ‘no one could be more warm-hearted and witty in her talk and in her friendship’.18 One friend thought her ‘the most sincere person one could meet’; another (who had known her since her schooldays) described her as ‘deeply affectionate’, and a third as someone who possessed a ‘peculiarly sweet’ nature.19 However sweet her nature, the delicate balancing act she sustained between her professional and private lives put Charlotte under a pressure that, more than once, proved all but impossible to bear. At the same time, it was precisely that pressure which (to paraphrase Auden) hurt her into poetry in the first place and helped shape the extraordinary writer she was to become.
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            1

            Good Five-O’Clock People

            pre-1869

         

         Anna Maria Kendall reportedly believed that in marrying Fred Mew she had ‘lowered her social rank’.1 In an age when such things mat­tered, the social standing of their respective families was not, in fact, so very different, but while Fred had been brought up amid the cut and thrust of his family’s two businesses, for Anna Maria even the business of housekeeping was, as Mary Davidow has suggested, ‘looked upon with disdain’: she ‘had never been taught how to manage the household finances; domestic tasks were regarded by her as the sole responsibil­ity of hired help’.2 To make matters worse, Fred was employed in the architectural firm owned and run by Anna Maria’s father.

         Anna Maria’s misgivings would have puzzled anyone acquainted with the Mews in their native Isle of Wight. Frederick Mew had been born into a highly respected family there, to Henry and Ann Mew (née Norris) on 14 March 1832, amid the noise and bustle of the Bugle Hotel, a busy coaching inn that stood in the middle of the high street in the ancient market town of Newport. With white stone pilasters either side of a corniced entrance, the inn was one of the oldest on the island and had been in the family since 1816. It served as the community’s main posthouse and the principal departure point for coaches to all regions of the island, the rattle of wheels and tramp of hooves a constant backdrop to proceedings. It ran its own ser­vices along several of the routes, and at the back of the property there were stables, watering facilities, fodder stores and harness rooms.3 In Isle of Wight dialect, a ‘bugle’ is a young bull (from the Latin for a steer, buculus), and when Henry Mew took over as licensee in 1829, he brought with him a family of bullish young sons. Once the family was 20complete, Fred Mew would be the second youngest of four boys who survived beyond childhood. There was also one girl, Frances (known from the start as Fanny). To Henry and Ann’s lasting sorrow, another daughter, Anne, had died at the age of eleven, just two months before Fred was born.

         Henry Mew was a grafter. As well as managing the day-to-day run­ning of the inn and stables, he hosted numerous dinners for the island’s many events, and quickly established a reputation for the warmth of his hospitality and the quality of his cooking. Just a fortnight after Fred’s birth (and not yet three months after his young daughter’s death), he was busy serving up a lavish supper to the Crockford Union pack of harriers after their final hunt of the season.4 The island’s papers marvelled at meals ‘served up in Mew’s surpassing style of excellence’ at which ‘every delicacy of the season’ could be found.5

         The festivities on these occasions were undoubtedly helped along by liberal supplies of alcohol. The Mews had long been a family of brewers, maltsters and spirit merchants; in 1814, Henry’s uncle, Benjamin Mew, had set up his own brewery. The company was passed on to Henry’s cousin, Walter Baron Mew, who made such a success of things that in 1873, Walter Langton of Lambeth injected £20,000 capital into the business, and the company became W. B. Mew, Langton & Co. The firm received a further boost in 1850 when it was granted a Royal Warrant to supply Queen Victoria whenever she was in residence at her home on the island, Osborne House.

         The Mews’ other family concern was nearby New Fairlee Farm, which provided extra quarters for the Bugle’s horses and pasture for the younger horses who were not yet working, as well as fresh produce for meals served up at the inn. The farm lay on the outskirts of the town, at the far end of a track leading from Staplers Road, looking out over the lively waters of the Solent.6 (The track, not officially named in Henry’s day, is now called Mews Lane.) It was here at the farm, rather than the inn, that Fred spent the majority of his childhood. The 1841 census shows him, aged nine, living at New Fairlee with 21his elder brother Richard (then fifteen) and younger brother Walter (seven), under the supervision of a Mr and Mrs Croad, while the farm itself operated under the stewardship of a young bailiff. It was a half-hour walk between farm and inn, and the boys went freely back and forth between the two, the journey on foot only tedious in wet weather when the lanes filled with mud.

         As Fred and his brothers approached school age, they were each enrolled in turn at Mr Wotton’s School for Young Gentlemen on the Old Kent Road in London.7 Whatever their individual ambitions, the assumption was that at least some of them would go on to run the family businesses. In due course, Henry junior took on the running of the inn, investing as much energy in the enterprise as his father had done before him, and in 1865, not long after his fortieth birthday, he was rewarded for his efforts by being elected Mayor of Newport. He responded by throwing a lavish ball at the Bugle, which was attended by around two hundred guests who ‘partook of a most liberal spread’ and danced until morning. ‘We feel convinced that the kindness and great liberality of his Worship and the Lady Mayoress will not soon be forgotten,’ gushed the Isle of Wight Observer.8 The farming business was managed at various times by both Walter (the youngest) and Richard, who would remain at New Fairlee Farm for the rest of his life, eventually raising a large family of his own there.

         Meanwhile, Fred had developed a taste for city living and, find­ing he had a talent for numbers and drawing, he set his sights on a career in architecture. By the age of nineteen, he had already com­pleted his apprenticeship, was working on his first commissions and had taken lodgings in Sidmouth Street – just a short walk from his future home in Doughty Street. In 1859, the year of his father’s death, he received a significant pat on the back when the renowned architect Henry Edward Kendall junior proposed him for membership of the Royal Institute of British Architects. By the following year, he had joined Kendall as junior partner and exhibited a design (an impressive but ultimately unsuccessful proposal for the new Assize Courts in 22Manchester) at the Royal Academy of Arts. Hard at work in the firm’s office at 33 Brunswick Square, he had ample opportunity to observe his boss’s pretty and dainty eldest daughter, Anna Maria.9

         While Fred was a newcomer to the profession, the Kendalls’ architec­tural pedigree stretched a long way back. They had played an important role in shaping the landscape of Brighton during the early 1800s. The Kemp Town esplanades beneath the cliffs were built to their designs – complete with sloping sea walls, steps down to the beach and a tunnel under the road leading to the private, landscaped gardens of Sussex Square. Lewis Carroll spent many of his summers in Sussex Square in the 1870s and ’80s, and it is thought that the Kendalls’ tunnel from the gardens to the sea (heavily clad in ivy by the time Carroll knew it) was the inspiration for the rabbit hole in Alice in Wonderland.

         The Kendalls were respectable in the way that counted highly in late Georgian and Victorian society; their family tomb in Kensal Green Cemetery was an elegant and imposing monument built in white stone and decorated with encaustic tiles. But beneath this veneer of propriety, there lay at least one scandal that seems never to have been alluded to in public: the subject of Henry Kendall jun­ior’s parentage. His birth certificate is missing from the records, but such evidence as can be gleaned from censuses and other documents suggests that Charlotte Mew’s maternal grandfather was illegitimate. His own obituary in The Builder states simply that he was ‘born in London’,10 while Colvin’s Biographical Dictionary of British Architects informs us that his father, Henry Kendall senior, was ‘described as a man of “gentlemanly manners, noble and generous in disposition, tall and handsome in person.” He married twice, and had a son and two daughters.’11 If Kendall senior did indeed marry only twice, then Kendall junior – already seventeen by the time of his father’s first doc­umented marriage, to twenty-eight-year-old Anne Lyon – was born out of wedlock. He was nonetheless brought up by his father in some style – and if that behaviour was unconventional, it was not perhaps out of keeping for a man who would go on, at the age of ninety-four 23and unhappy with the condition of widowhood, to marry a woman sixty years younger than him.12

         Illegitimacy carried a major stigma in nineteenth-century England, despite the fact that it occurred in all levels of society. If it was present in the Kendall family’s background, it might go some way towards explaining, on the one hand, the extreme guardedness with which Anna Maria approached life and, on the other, her preoccupation with appearances and tendency to hauteur. All these traits would eventually manifest, to varying degrees, in Charlotte herself. One friend who met the poet in her later years wrote of her ‘defiant reserve’ – although the same friend was also keen to point out that ‘as she got accustomed to a person this defiance vanished completely’.13 And among the many accounts testifying to Charlotte’s kind-heartedness, there is at least one report of her perceived snobbery: after visiting for tea, the American poet Sara Teasdale apparently left feeling slighted, and wrote to her husband afterwards, ‘It rather bothers me to be considered a vulgarian, but they all secretly consider us as such – that is, her type do.’14 By ‘her type’, she presumably meant to imply a societal group that had hung on to a certain brand of Victorian Englishness whose behaviour was inherently condescending. The truth behind Charlotte’s reserve was more complex: while she may have sympathised with the impor­tance her mother placed on outward show, she was all too aware of its shallowness. In an early poem, ‘Afternoon Tea’, an exasperated speaker makes it clear how little time she has for gossip and small talk:

         
            
               Please you, excuse me, good five-o’clock people,

                       I’ve lost my last hatful of words,

               And my heart’s in the wood up above the church steeple,

                       I’d rather have tea with – the birds.

            

         

         The writer of such a poem is unlikely to have shared the superior atti­tude of what Sara Teasdale branded ‘her type’, even if she did go along with the usual five-o’clock rituals. Close friends knew that Charlotte 24was no snob, but Anna Maria’s pretensions undoubtedly left their mark on her daughter. It would have been something of a miracle if they had not: Charlotte shared a house for over fifty years with this tiny but domineering woman whose death would one day leave her feeling, she wrote, as useless as a ‘weed’, rooted out of the earth and tossed aside.15

         
            *

         

         Whatever the truth of Henry Edward Kendall junior’s parentage, he was raised as a legitimate member of the Kendall family. His father not only gave him his exact name, in full, but employed him as a pupil in his practice. It wasn’t long before the son was making his own mark, and moving in distinguished circles. His influential Designs for Schools and School Houses (1847) is dedicated to Samuel Wilberforce, Bishop of Oxford and fierce opponent of Charles Darwin – an indi­cation, perhaps, of the climate in which his own children were raised. Charlotte’s mother, Anna Maria, was the eldest of those children, four of whom survived into adulthood. Charlotte knew best her aunt, Mary Leonora, who remained at her parents’ home until her death, and an uncle, Edward Herne. Anna Maria’s youngest brother, Arthur, signed up for the merchant navy at the age of sixteen, developed a taste for liquor and soon found himself banned from the family home. At the age of twenty-two, he forced his way back into the family’s new house in Burlington Road, Paddington, during the early hours of the morn­ing and burgled the wine cellar, making off with fifty bottles of wine (valued at £12) and a cameo shell and opera-glass (£8 8s). The local papers reported the subsequent court proceedings in colourful detail:

         
            A policeman named Beeby stated that on the morning of May 4, at two o’clock, he saw the prisoner, who was accompanied by four other young men, go up the steps of Mr Kendall’s house and knock violently at the door. […] At half-past three he saw the prisoner and two of his companions nearly opposite the house. The parlour window was thrown open and a person was opening the door from the inside. The prisoner and another walked up the 25steps and went in. The door was then closed. It was afterwards found that the door of the wine cellar had been forced open with a poker and a small butcher’s cleaver.16

         

         Charlotte’s grandfather, Henry Kendall junior, told the court that his wayward son had caused him ‘great grief and anxiety by his bad con­duct’17 – and not for the first time: it emerged that Arthur had stolen from him on three previous occasions. On the other side of London, in Doughty Street, Anna Maria was no doubt as sickened as her father at the disgrace her brother had brought on the Kendalls’ good name.

         By that time, she was Anna Maria Mew, a married woman, busy forging a new branch of the family and struggling to adjust to life in a less prosperous house than the one in which she’d been raised. Delicate, pretty and overly concerned with appearances, she was described by those who knew her as ‘not at all what one might call an intellectual’.18 She was conservative by nature – opposed to change because change made her nervous – but her strong inclination towards preserving the status quo would find itself increasingly challenged as time went by. Her children were born into a country that was near the height of its global power and poised for social change: workers’ rights were being formalised, the franchise was slowly being extended, and women were making a stand for their right to be educated. Liberal prime minister William Gladstone had been in office for almost a year when Charlotte was born. He was not a favourite with the fifty-one-year-old monarch, who would go on to describe him as ‘that half-mad firebrand’. But for the time being, Queen Victoria herself was largely absent from the scene: her beloved Albert had been dead for eight years and she was rarely seen in public. (She would eventually emerge from her seclusion when baby Lotti was not yet two.)

         Fred and Anna Maria were six years into their marriage by the time of Charlotte’s birth on 15 November 1869; the conflict of their thirty-five-year union would play out in her psyche for her entire life. Her mother’s overriding need to keep up appearances was forever at odds 26with her father’s instinctive sense of fun and devil-may-care approach to life. Charlotte’s own nature would take in all of this; and out of the warring components there would emerge a rare and generous spirit that – in spite of the fact that she was cherished by her friends – seemed never entirely at ease in the world, never entirely trusting. Two accounts left by friends who knew the poet in her forties attest to the complexity of her personality; indeed, they might almost have been written about two different people. In 1913, Catherine Dawson Scott noted in her diary that Mew had ‘a wonderful young soul – nei­ther quite boy nor quite girl’, and concluded some months later that ‘Under the curious husk is a peculiarly sweet, humble nature.’19 It was a shrewd but partial assessment and, of course, gave no indication of how Charlotte herself might be feeling.

         A second friend, Alida Monro, was asked to write a biographical portrait for a posthumous edition of Mew’s Collected Poems. She recalled the poet’s ‘square shoulders’ and ‘tiny hands and feet’; her ‘fine white hair’ and eyes ‘bright with black lashes and highly arched eyebrows’. The distinctive eyebrows and curly hair were her father’s, the small hands and feet from her mother; but the path Charlotte chose to carve out for herself was entirely her own. That path was difficult at the best of times; on occasions it seemed impassable. And perhaps it would have been had she not inherited one more, invaluable, trait from her father’s side. It was a trait that had enabled her ancestors to set up and grow two flourishing family businesses, and that belied her frail constitution and diminutive stature: an aptitude for sheer hard graft. Nobody could know, of course, how Charlotte perceived her surroundings from inside that ‘curious husk’, but a further detail from Monro’s biographical sketch provides us with a clue. Almost in passing, she adds that Charlotte ‘usually carried a horn-handled umbrella, unrolled, under her arm, as if it were psycho­logically necessary to her, a weapon against the world’.20

      

   


   
      
         
27
            2

            Bad Milk

            1876–1879

         

         At the start of 1876, Lotti’s father was spending most of his waking hours in his study. Now in his mid-forties, he was on the plump side, with a round face, high forehead and slightly hooded eyes. His curly dark hair had receded far back at the crown but was fuller at the sides, and more than compensated for by a thick moustache, sideburns and a greying chinstrap beard. He was by this time firmly established as junior partner in his father-in-law’s architecture firm – now renamed, accordingly, Kendall & Mew. When Fred and Anna Maria were first married, the firm’s registered address had been just a short walk away from them in Brunswick Square, where Grandpa Kendall and his family then lived, but by the time Lotti was born, the Kendalls had moved to Paddington. A few years earlier, the extra distance might have presented more of a problem, but the Metropolitan Underground Railway now ran regular services between Paddington and the city: glossy wooden carriages, gas-lit and hauled by steam locomotives. If Fred needed to meet with Mr Kendall in person, he had only to walk to nearby King’s Cross station to make the short train journey. For the most part, though, he worked out of his own office at home. He was not unusual in this: of the sixty-two houses on Doughty Street, seven were occupied by architects, and only one of those practised from a different address. There were also two solicitors, a surgeon and a mathematical instrument maker on the street, all running businesses from their homes.1 Only some of them had young families, as Fred did, however, and if Mew’s ‘The Quiet House’ has any basis in reality, the atmosphere must at times have tested him to the limit: 28

         
            
               When we were children old Nurse used to say,

               The house was like an auction or a fair

               Until the lot of us were safe in bed.

            

         

         These days Fred seemed hardly present in the house at all, and if his withdrawal derived in part from a desire to escape the chaos of his domestic situation, it was also driven by the pressure of a new and important deadline. At the start of the year, the Hampstead Vestry Committee had invited fifteen selected architects to send in designs for a purpose-built hall. Meetings were currently held in one of the dining halls at the local workhouse, a room that was ‘ill-ventilated and inconvenient, and not at all times available’.2 A small neighbouring house was rented in addition for the offices of the clerk, surveyor and others, but the cramped space was something of a fire hazard and generally ‘ill-adapted for its purpose’.3 The vestrymen’s wish list for the new building included airy offices, storerooms, a meeting hall and a larger, public hall that they could hire out for lectures, concerts and so on. Designs were to be submitted to the committee by the start of April and labelled, as was the custom, with mottos in place of the architects’ names. So it was that Fred spent the first three months of 1876 gathering more detailed information about the vestrymen’s requirements, making sketches, eventually settling on a plan, and refining his preliminary schematic drawings into a finished design. It would have been more than enough work for two men, but now that Mr Kendall was seventy-one and had begun to slow down, the lion’s share had fallen to Fred. He threw his full weight behind it, his determination to secure the commission fuelled by the need to provide for his still-growing family.

         While Fred was immersed in this challenging project, Anna Maria had her own preoccupations. At thirty-nine, her tiny physique was beginning to look bony, rather than dainty, in growing contrast to the oil painting that hung on the wall in the parlour reminding everyone of her glory days. Alida Monro, seeing the painting many years 29later, concluded that in her youth Anna Maria had been ‘very pretty and bright, like a little bird’.4 The painting is now lost, but Charlotte would go on to memorialise it in some detail in her longest poem, ‘Madeleine in Church’ (1916):

         
            
                                   There is a portrait of my mother, at nineteen,

                            With the black spaniel, standing by the garden seat,

                            The dainty head held high against the painted green

               And throwing out the youngest smile, shy, but half haughty and half sweet.

                            Her picture then: but simply Youth, or simply Spring

                                   To me to-day: a radiance on the wall,

                                   So exquisite, so heart-breaking a thing

                            Beside the mask that I remember, shrunk and small,

                                         Sapless and lined like a dead leaf,

               All that was left of oh! the loveliest face, by time and grief!

            

         

         Anna Maria’s face, in middle age, was not yet ‘sapless and lined like a dead leaf’, but neither was she young, and she had just carried her sixth pregnancy to full term. Fred’s emotional support would no doubt have been welcome, but he was pouring all his energies into his work. The vestry hall competition could not have come at a worse time. A month before the final designs were due in, an odd decision was made. The couple’s new baby had been named Daniel Kendall Mew at birth, but four months later, on 2 March 1876, both forenames were formally changed at his baptism to Christopher Barnes (Barnes was a name from Fred’s side of the family). Whatever the reasons for the name change, the conclusion that all was not well at 30 Doughty Street is hard to avoid.

         It turned out to be a timely baptism. On 21 March, just as Fred was pulling out all the stops to make his deadline, the baby died without warning, of convulsions. He had lived for only four months. The couple announced their loss in the London Daily News the following week. 30

         The death of a baby was not nearly so uncommon as it is today: infant mortality rates in Britain were growing in the second half of the nineteenth century, in spite of steady improvements in diet and sanitation. In 1860, the rate in England and Wales for deaths that occurred before a baby’s first birthday was 148 per thousand live births; in 1880, it was 153.5 The figures compare starkly with the current rate of around four deaths per thousand live births, but the relative prevalence in Victorian times did not, of course, make the experience less distressing for those involved.6 Heart-breaking accounts of such losses abound in letters and diaries of the period: ‘a sight full of agony’ is how one mother describes the vigil she kept at the bedside of her one-year-old daughter in 1856; ‘a peep into a gulf I had not looked down before,’ writes another, after the sudden death of her baby son: ‘I almost dread losing the sound of God’s voice.’7

         What must Lotti have made of her baby brother’s death? At the age of six, she was probably more unsettled than comforted by what she read in her Believer’s Daily Remembrancer on the day of his passing. ‘There is no rest for the Christian in the world. There will be always something to disturb, perplex, or distress him: it is an enemy’s land. But Jesus says, “I will give you rest.”’8 As soon as children were old enough, they were expected to take part in the grieving and mourning process, which included viewing the corpse after it had been washed and dressed, often in a white nightgown, with hands folded over the chest.9 If the aim was to give the impression of sleep, it’s hard to imagine who might be taken in, as Mew herself was to comment decades later in ‘Beside the Bed’:

         
            
               Someone has shut the shining eyes, straightened and folded

                        The wandering hands quietly covering the unquiet breast:

               So, smoothed and silenced you lie, like a child, not again to be questioned or scolded;

                        But, for you, not one of us believes that this is rest. 31

            

         

         The atmosphere in the house now went from bad to worse. Babies’ deaths from convulsions, though not uncommon, were thought to be largely preventable. A contemporary household guide advises, with a plainly accusatory tone, that seizures might be occasioned by ‘some fault in the food of the child’:

         
            The food may be unfitted to the tender wants of the infant. It may be artificial milk instead of maternal; or it may be bad milk instead of good. And even in the case of a child fed with its own mother’s milk it may happen that a sudden derangement of the mother’s milk – as, for example, by a fright – will occasion a convulsion in the child.10

         

         It’s not known whether Anna Maria fed baby Daniel/Christopher by breast or by bottle, but either way it must have been difficult for her to avoid feeling that she had somehow failed in her duties. If she did breastfeed, it’s possible she blamed the work-obsessed Fred for the stress that had caused her milk to become ‘deranged’.

         
            *

         

         At the time of the baby’s death, Fred had still not heard if his bid for the Hampstead Vestry Hall had been successful. The design he’d submitted, titled – as all his previous designs had been – Cavendo Tutus (the Latin meaning ‘safety through caution’), was Italianate in style, and was to be faced with red bricks and dressed with creamy Portland stone. At the start of April, the Building News and Engineering Journal ran a piece commenting on each of the submissions, and concluded that Cavendo Tutus was of all of them ‘the most symmetrical and dignified’.11 In the second week of April, Fred got the news he’d been hoping for: the vestry committee had voted to adopt his plans.12

         Much of Fred’s summer would now be given to settling the details and selecting suppliers for the many tenders that had been received 32for the building work. But for six-year-old Lotti and her siblings, the start of summer meant only one thing: a trip to the Isle of Wight to visit their father’s family – a trip that almost always went ahead, whether Fred was able to join them or not. Uncle Richard, who had grown up with Fred at New Fairlee, now lived on the farm with a family of his own: Lotti’s Aunt Fanny and her five Mew cousins – Fanny (the eldest), Ethel Louisa,13 Florence Elen, Gertrude Mary (‘Gertie’) and little Gilbert. Gertrude Mary was Lotti’s favourite,14 in spite of being six years her junior, and it was she who recalled in later years an incident that took place at the start of one of the summer visits. Gertie had set out one warm afternoon with her mother to the Newport railroad station in a fly to collect Lotti and her siblings, who that year had come alone with their nurse, Elizabeth Goodman. After the greetings were over, Lotti climbed up into the seat beside the driver so that she could enjoy an unimpeded view of the countryside as they rode home. When Elizabeth gave her a sharp thwack with a parasol and told her to take her proper place in the back, Lotti was so enraged that she grabbed the parasol, snapped it in two, threw it aside ‘with an air of complete defiance’15 and then refused to budge. It was an early display of an aversion to authority that would remain with her for life.

         Lotti treasured the time she spent at New Fairlee, where even the routines remained exciting for her. On Sunday evenings, the group would make its way down the long lane that led from the farm and then head west along Staplers Road to St Paul’s, a neat, grey stone neo-Norman church in the village of Barton, on the banks of the River Medina. The church still houses a stone tablet commemorating Charlotte’s cousin Fanny for her loyal services to the parish. The walk took around twenty minutes and along the way they passed the characters she would reanimate years later in her semi-autobiographical essay, ‘The Country Sunday’ (1905). It’s here that we read about ‘a strapping maiden from the rope factory’ who sang in the choir, a talkative blind man who informed her that Sunday was a ‘day of eyes’, and a woman rumoured 33to be the married vicar’s sweetheart: ‘a slim, white-frocked personage, with wandering blue eyes, which led in their time, and not unwittingly, more than one honest soul astray’.16 Charlotte later heard that this young woman, in her virginal white Sunday dress, had brought about the vicar’s downfall.

         Such observations, such curiosity about the strangers she encountered on the fringes of her life, suggest that in childhood, she already had one of the most valuable habits a writer can cultivate: she was a watcher – or ‘whacher’, to use the habitual spelling of a writer whose work she would come to admire greatly, Emily Brontë. In her essay on Brontë’s poems, she would describe her idol’s own steady gaze: ‘The eyes that watched unweariedly.’17 But at the same time as Lotti was doing her observing, she had the strongest sensation also of being watched, by something – or someone – unseen, so that she never felt quite private or alone. The blind man’s remark about Sunday being a ‘day of eyes’ apparently made perfect sense to her: ‘In the Sunday of my fancy,’ she wrote at a distance of some thirty years, ‘the sky hangs like a gigantic curtain, veiling the Face which, watching us invisibly, we somehow fail to see. It judged in those old days my scamped and ill-done tasks. It viewed my childish cruelties and still, with wider range, it views and judges now.’18

         Perhaps she linked this ‘Face’ – all-seeing and ever-present – with the statue of King George I that looked out with unblinking eyes across her London neighbourhood from the steeple of St George’s Church. ‘The eyes of the Lord are always upon us,’ she read in The Believer’s Daily Remembrancer; ‘may our eyes be ever towards the Lord.’19 It comes as no surprise to learn that the impression of being observed – and answerable to the observer – is a key theme in Mew’s work. Her poetry is crowded with images of eyes. Most of the time, they are human eyes – windows onto a wide range of emotions. Besides the passion and wantonness implied by the wandering blue eyes of the vicar’s temptress, they express, at various times, fear, calmness, fickleness or suffering – and occasionally an absence of feeling, 34as witness the ‘lightless’ and ‘frozen’ eyes of the old couple in ‘The Road to Kérity’, for instance, their expression glazed and unreadable. Now and then in the poems, we encounter eyes of a different kind. Distinctly ethereal, these eyes stand for a scrutiny of the most invasive kind: ‘To-morrow I will tell you about the eyes of the Crystal Palace train / Looking down on us,’ says the half-mad narrator of ‘In Nunhead Cemetery’ to his recently buried sweetheart, refusing to acknowledge her death. The image suggests not only the flat eyes of the train windows shining in the sunlight, but the scores of hidden, watchful eyes behind them. Here, as she would do so often, Mew took particulars from her lived experience and refashioned them for an invented scenario. The train line that was built to ferry the crowds to the Crystal Palace, after it had moved to Sydenham Hill, did indeed run directly past the cemetery at Nunhead, where she would one day have occasion of her own to stand and grieve.

         Watching and being watched were one thing, but they require the participation of only one party. When it came to issues of faith, Charlotte expressed, in both her letters and poems, a need for the gaze to be reciprocal. It’s not entirely clear when the idea first occurred to her, but as she grew older she began to feel that if she was to commit to faith in a divine being, then the onus was on that being to make itself manifest – which meant that she had to be able to see its eyes. How otherwise was she to really believe? Through the voice of the male adolescent speaker in ‘The Fête’, she voices the dilemma plainly:

         
            
               Mother of Christ, no one has seen your eyes: how can men pray

                                     Even unto you?

            

         

         Charlotte would fret over the question of religious faith for most of her adult life. It’s an anxiety that’s explored at some length in the extraordinary ‘Madeleine in Church’, in which the protagonist confesses that she feels more comfortable kneeling in a dark corner, directing her gaze at a small plaster saint positioned in a low niche, 35than ‘over there, in open day / Where Christ is hanging’. The problem for Madeleine is that she would ‘rather pray / To something more like my own clay’, and she surmises that the experiences of the little effigy – who perhaps ‘Before he got his niche and crown / Had one short stroll about the town’ – must surely be closer to her own than those of the flawless Christ figure hanging so far above her. Even if Christ were watching her, that is not to say that she would be truly seen. At the height of her agitation, Madeleine addresses Him directly: no one can deny, she says, that He suffers too –

         
            
               But, up there, from your still, star-lighted tree

                        What can You know, what can You really see

                               Of this dark ditch, the soul of me!

            

         

         All this doubting might have surprised the Mews’ old nanny, who had done her utmost to instil in her young charges a proper sense of religious awe. Evangelical fervour was past its peak by then, but its influence lingered in the mid-Victorian nursery, and Elizabeth Goodman was a particular devotee. She followed the teachings of the evangelical John Wesley, and worshipped at a Wesleyan chapel in Great Queen Street, where she evidently paid close attention to proceedings: according to Charlotte’s 1913 account of her old nurse, ‘From Sunday to Sunday, she could repeat the sermon almost word for word.’20 Evangelicalism assumes the essentially corrupt nature of mankind, but also of each individual; and it places great importance on the individual’s personal relationship with God. Like many nannies of the period, Elizabeth insisted on daily prayers at bedtime, but for the Mew children, there was an added sting to proceedings: when they reached the phrase ‘Forgive us our trespasses’ in the Lord’s Prayer, they were required to specify what those trespasses were. Each night, just beyond the parish of St George Bloomsbury, Lotti knelt by her bed and listed her sins out loud under the stone king’s censorious and far-reaching gaze. 36

         This particular part of the bedtime routine may have a lot to answer for. At some point, anyway, the notion of paying the price for excessive joy (and not just sin) became entrenched in Charlotte’s moral code. And if there is any biographical basis in the 222 long lines that make up ‘Madeleine in Church’, it was a lesson she had learned in childhood. Even a joy as innocuous as watching shadows cross the lawn could arouse a sharp pang of guilt in her:

         
            
                               We are what we are: when I was half a child I could not sit

               Watching black shadows on green lawns and red carnations burning in the sun,

                                                    Without paying so heavily for it

                            That joy and pain, like any mother and her unborn child were almost one.

            

         

         
            *

         

         Towards the end of 1876, on Saturday 9 December, the Mew household was plunged into mourning once again, when five-year-old Richard succumbed to scarlet fever. The disease was rife during this period, and children between the ages of four and eight were particularly susceptible.21 Elizabeth Goodman would no doubt have known the signs: a sore throat that progresses quickly to a red, sunburn-like rash, accompanied by chills, headache, body aches, nausea and vomiting. There were no cures, and treatments were alarmingly primitive. A popular medical guide from 1871 noted that ‘in severe cases, when the brain suffers, some apply leeches, others take blood from the arm, and a few blister. From two to six leeches applied behind or below the ears, on each side, relieve the head symptoms, and are serviceable; but the lancet and blisters I would dissuade, having never been convinced of their benefit.’22

         One autumnal afternoon, not long after Richard’s death, it appears that it fell to Lotti to break the news to the family’s ‘unflinchingly 37agnostic’ needlewoman, Miss Bolt.23 Charlotte’s satirical description of this childhood figure, who was as important to her in her way as the God-fearing Elizabeth Goodman, is typically evocative:

         
            To outsiders she was simply an unusually incompetent little needle-woman; but our estimate of her personality found no adequate expression. We called her affectionately ‘Bolty’, and enthroned her silently in our hearts. Twice a week and on occasions of domestic pressure or festivity, she used to mount the creaky stairs. She sat by the window in a favourite corner making pinafores and darning socks, for which she received a weekly salary, and generously loading our minds with priceless experiences, less marketable, alas! than the labours of her failing eyes and unskilful hands.

            Her appearance was unprepossessing. In age she was about sixty; and in height not much over five feet. Two pale blue eyes guarded a nose, technically speaking broken, but practically almost extinct. A small allowance of faded drab hair was parted sparsely on her forehead and gathered into a net behind. Her mouth was only significant as a vehicle of speech. In describing her hastily from memory, one would be tempted to forget it altogether, but for reminders in the shape of a couple of very prominent front teeth.24

         

         Charlotte assembled her reminiscence of Miss Bolt some twenty-five years later, and it may never have been intended as straight memoir, but it is striking that, while she uses the needlewoman’s real name, the names of family members have been altered. Charlotte herself becomes ‘Miss Mary’ (her middle name), while her brother Richard is ‘Charlie’. Her elder brother, eleven-year-old Henry, is absent altogether, though he would surely have been around at the time, and most likely in the nursery itself. As the years rolled by, she would have increasingly good reason to protect her family’s privacy, and in particular in regard to Henry. 38

         On the afternoon on which Mary communicates the news of Charlie’s death, she is sitting beside a flickering fire, with her little sister on her knee. The weather is fittingly restive: through the window, leaves can be seen swirling along the pavements, ‘blown from the dead heaps in the square’. When Miss Bolt enters and enquires after the missing boy, Mary conveys the news as quickly as she can, taking care to avoid the word ‘dead’ so as not to alarm her little sister, but Miss Bolt sees no need for such delicacy:

         
            ‘Dead, dead, Miss Mary! Well, ’e’s ’appier where ’e is!’

            ‘What is “dead”?’ lisped my little maid softly. I bent and kissed the word away. But Miss Bolt answered the question solemnly, her eyes fixed on the low fire. ‘It jest means as you go out like the candle or the fire or a noo piece at the theater wot ’asn’t took. It don’t matter much to anybody but them as wants the fire to warm ’em, and ’im wot perduced the play. That’s it, ain’t it, Miss Mary?’ she said, turning a dim gaze on me.25

         

         However factually accurate ‘Miss Bolt’ may be, the essay contains important clues about the sort of child Lotti was, or would remember herself to be. In the fictionalised account, ‘Miss Mary’s’ primary concern in relating her brother’s death is to protect the ‘little maid’ on her knee: her beloved younger sister. Anne was only three at the time of Richard’s death, and over the years the roles adopted by the two sisters in this short memoir piece – the one guardian, the other ward – would help establish a strong and lasting sibling dynamic.

         Richard’s death would leave a deep mark on Charlotte’s psyche. The Christmas of 1876, coming as it did just two weeks after the tragedy, was doubtless marked by it too. Ordinarily, this was Lotti’s favourite season, a time when reality gave way to the enchantment of a world where, as she later wrote, ‘red lights gleamed from Manor House windows; ostlers bandied jests in the court-yards of lonely inns; the crack of whips and the hoofs of post-horses drowned the wheels of the 39crawling cab and the bell of the muffin-man ting-tinging down our long, dull street’.26 It’s hard to imagine the usual preparations going ahead with the customary giddy excitement: the cooking of mincemeat, plum pudding and cakes; the posting of cards; the buying and wrapping of presents. That year, Christmas at 30 Doughty Street must have been an altogether more subdued affair.

         
            *

         

         As the new year stuttered into life in the wake of the family’s loss, Fred discovered that building work on the Hampstead Vestry Hall was progressing less smoothly than he would have liked. It became clear that the completion date he’d had carved into the foundation stone (1877) was wildly optimistic. By March 1878, the committee members were growing impatient: when, one of them demanded to know, was the builder’s ‘horrible hoarding’ going to be removed?27 With a final, concerted push, the building was finished and ready for use in June; the vestrymen held their first meeting there at the start of July, and on a windy evening in November, a grand opening concert was given in the spacious hall on the top floor.28 The public reaction to the lofty new building was largely positive. Substantially built, from red Bracknell bricks, the hall stands on the corner of Belsize Avenue and Haverstock Hill.29 Its long and varied history is fittingly colourful: in 1913, suffragette Emmeline Pankhurst declared to a packed audience there that ‘The Government must introduce and carry through a Government measure giving votes to women next session, otherwise the Government must go.’30 But the hall is perhaps best known as a venue for weddings, including that of  T. S. Eliot to his first wife, Vivienne Haigh-Wood, in 1915; two on-screen ceremonies have also been filmed there, for Georgy Girl (1966) and Four Weddings and a Funeral (1994).

         The spring of 1879 brought with it a new distraction, and a potential new ally for Lotti. Freda Kendall Mew was born on 10 March, an event proudly announced in the Morning Post the following 40Saturday. Anna Maria would turn forty-two later that month, but things had gone more smoothly than with her previous birth and the new baby flourished. Freda would grow up to be as ‘remarkable’ as her sisters; according to a family friend, she was ‘like a flame’.31 With mother and baby doing well, Fred felt able to return to the Isle of Wight the following month to celebrate the completion of his latest project, the Bible Christian New Chapel in Newport. The opening ceremony was hosted by his brother Henry (who had been running the Bugle Hotel for some twenty years now), with Fred proposing the toast – for ‘Prosperity to the Borough of Newport’: he flattered himself, he said, that the new building would prove ‘a very attractive feature’ and hoped it might be taken as an indication of the town’s ever-improving fortunes.32

         
            *

         

         That autumn of 1879, Randolph Caldecott’s illustrated version of The Babes in the Wood appeared and was widely advertised in the papers. To celebrate the event, a special edition box set of Caldecott’s picture books, in brightly coloured bindings, was brought out in time for Freda’s first Christmas. It may have been at this point that the title was added to the Mew children’s bookshelf and made such a lasting impression on Lotti. She was enthralled by the story of two orphaned children who, on the instruction of their wicked uncle, are abandoned in a wood by a pair of crooks and left for dead; in 1923, she referred to it in the middle of three stanzas of ‘Fin de Fête’, a poem so admired by Thomas Hardy that he copied it out by hand from the pages of The Sphere:

         
            
               Good-night and good dreams to you, —

                       Do you remember the picture-book thieves

               Who left two children sleeping in a wood the long night through,

                       And how the birds came down and covered them with leaves?

            

         

         41Despite the traumas it contained, Charlotte would look back on her early life as a time of enchantment, joy and carefree extravagance. The fabric of her childhood may have been shot through with grief, but what remained with her, above all, were its ‘dazzling lights and colours’.33 She raced about the gardens of Mecklenburgh Square, woke up excited on her birthdays (‘The sparrows in the square always seemed to chirp louder on such mornings’34), made up stories and acted them out, and looked forward to long summer holidays with her Isle of Wight cousins. Under the low ceiling of her nursery, she learned, with her nurse’s help, to read and write, threaded needles for Miss Bolt and soaked up the anecdotes the old woman told as she mended pinafores or darned socks. As a writer, the idea of childhood  was tremendously important to her. The words ‘child’ or ‘children’ appear no fewer than twenty-nine times in the twenty-eight poems that make up The Farmer’s Bride. Childhood was transitory, and therefore to be treasured. Once it had gone, it could never be re-encountered; and neither could the artfully mythologised figures who populated it. The kind-hearted Bolty disappeared from Lotti’s life one autumn evening, apparently without saying goodbye. This awkward little needlewoman was, for Charlotte, the ‘last relic […] of life’s most exquisite possession – youth’. She also embodied a quality that seemed to Charlotte to belong expressly to the province of childhood, ‘the spirit of goodness’: ‘Poorly and comically clad, it greeted me in the person of that sad, neutral-tinted little workwoman, who left me, like the childhood in which I knew her, mysteriously and without farewell.’35
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            A Rosebud Set with Little Wilful Thorns

            1880 –1883

         

         The 1881 census shows four children living at the Mews’ narrow house in Doughty Street: Henry (fifteen), Charlotte (eleven), Anne (seven) and Freda (two). Henry and Charlotte are both listed as ‘scholars’, and it’s likely that Lotti had been at her small private day school in Gower Street for a year already. Many girls from middle-class families like hers attended such schools from around the age of ten, for five or six years, though the education they received varied widely, according to the priorities and experience of the head teacher.

         Lotti loved school. She was bright, sociable and popular, and had a knack for lightening the mood; she told funny stories purely for the joy of making people laugh. She was well turned out, but she dressed simply: a black-and-white checked dress for weekdays and a plain brown one for Sunday best. Her exceptionally curly hair was cut short (it was neater that way, and easier to manage) and there was a bounce and eagerness to her movements. Her quick, alert mind made her a rewarding student to teach, and the fact that she had a natural musical gift and was clever with her hands meant that she also excelled in the ‘drawing room’ accomplishments considered so crucial for girls of her class. Perhaps surprisingly, for a child as strong-willed and free-thinking as Lotti, she found she actually enjoyed acquiring the artistic skills that were intended to make a lady of her: in time, she became a skilful pianist, and could turn out intricate pieces of embroidery executed to her own designs.

         But the institution she attended, at 80 Gower Street, was no mere school of manners. The Gower Street School for Girls was a successor to Bedford College School, a girls’ preparatory day school that was 43attached to the college and therefore used to high academic standards. The school was housed, like other proprietary establishments of its kind, in a private residence. Its headmistress, Lucy Harrison, was in her thirties and lived on site with a younger teacher, Ellen Mathews, and three female domestic helpers.

         Among the visiting staff was the professor of modern history, Samuel Gardiner, a family friend of the Harrisons who is still acknowledged as one of the foremost authorities on the Puritan revolution and English Civil War. The geography teacher, Miss Chessar (who also taught at the highly regarded Laleham School, to the west of the city), wrote to Miss Harrison to enthuse about the standard at Gower Street and the cleverness of the pupils, concluding that ‘I only know that in your school I find the greatest pleasure in teaching the children, who respond so well.’1

         The academic opportunities the Gower Street School offered its girls were not the normal fare. In 1876,  just a few years before Charlotte started there, the Schools’ Inquiry Commission observed that while boys’ education equipped them for the wider world, girls were being prepared only for life in the home.2 Needlework and cookery were among the core subjects for female students, and most commentators – women included – saw them as essential training for the girls’ futures as housewives. From a physiological standpoint, the level of mental stimulation required for serious academic study was generally considered harmful for girls – a view that Lord Hatherley expressed, although couched in somewhat guarded terms, in a speech he made at the opening of the new Leeds High School for Girls. His words were reported in the Journal of the Women’s Education Union:

         
            He did not wish to say anything offensive, but medical men said there was not the same physical power and strength in the fibres of the brain as would enable the majority of girls to compete with each other in the high branches of mathematics and other subjects of that kind requiring great mental power and attention. 44There were cases of persons having become seriously unwell in consequence of having their studies pushed too far in that direction.3

         

         Quite how the medical men reached their conclusions is unclear, but in any case Lucy Harrison had no apparent concerns about the delicacy of the fibres in her pupils’ female brains. Alongside the science-based courses offered at her school, she herself taught English, Latin and Natural History. She had grown up surrounded by books and book lovers – most notably her aunt, the poet Mary Howitt, whose admirers included Queen Victoria. Mary and her husband, William, also a writer, moved in elevated circles, mixing with prominent literary figures of the day, including Charles Dickens, Elizabeth Gaskell and Elizabeth Barrett Browning. In 1837, the couple had stayed with William and Dorothy Wordsworth during a tour of the north of England. From her earliest childhood, then, writers had been more to Lucy than names on the spines of books; but her lifelong passion was for the words themselves. Her lessons were inspiring because her enthusiasm for books, and for poetry in particular, was so clearly heartfelt. One former pupil recalls ‘the zest of anticipation’ with which she and her classmates looked forward to literature lessons:

         
            I remember just how it felt when Miss Harrison came into the room, bringing with her, as she always did, a serene sense of freshness and space and of august things. And how swiftly we fell to work, fired by that noble earnestness, and under the unfailing impression that the poets she read with us were her own personal friends – as indeed they were. She had the power not only of imparting knowledge but of communicating atmosphere and beauty, with the result that she made many good lovers of poetry, eager to read and glad to learn by heart. I think that was one of the greatest things she did for us. One learnt how profoundly poetry counts, or should count, in life.4 45

         

         Born in Birkenhead, Lucy Harrison was from an old Yorkshire Quaker family, and the youngest of eight children. She was in her thirties when Lotti started at the school. She wore her curly hair short – just as Lotti did – and had a warm smile, clear blue eyes and a steady gaze. By contrast with Lotti’s mother – now in her mid-forties, bad-tempered and wearied by childbirth and ill health – the elegant Miss Harrison moved about the school with purposefulness and grace: she was, as one acquaintance put it, ‘illuminate with strength and gentleness and merriment’.5 She also did her bit outside the school, not least in support of the social reformer Octavia Hill, later founder of the National Trust. It was at Hill’s request that Harrison supervised weekly baths for children in the Marylebone slums. For all her affability and compassion, she was no pushover. There were few formal rules at the school, but the respect she commanded ‘made talk about rules unnecessary’; they were simply kept.6 She didn’t suffer fools gladly and had no time for know-it-alls and socialites. But if pupils were willing to conform to a simple code of conduct, there was nothing Miss Harrison would not do for them. She wrote plays tailored to their strengths, and offered extra lessons to the older girls as needed.7 Teaching, for her, was a vocation, and her pupils adored her.

         Like most of the women who staffed the new schools and colleges for girls, Miss Harrison was unmarried. Full-time, paid employment was still taboo for middle-class women after marriage: it would have been an unthinkable slight on the capabilities of the wage-earning husband.8 But Miss Harrison had additional reasons for wishing to remain single. Not only did she treasure her independence too much to think of marrying, her romantic feelings were for women rather than men, as would soon become apparent.

         Miss Harrison’s sexual orientation did not preclude men from being attracted to her, of course. In the 1860s, she had helped out at the Working Women’s College in Queen Square, Bloomsbury, where at least one of her male colleagues took an interest in her ‘finely proportioned figure’. Arthur Munby taught Latin at the college, 46 had an eye for the ladies and confessed his libidinous thoughts in his diaries. He was nearly forty when he first made mention of the twenty-two-year-old Lucy Harrison: ‘Found Miss Harrison, the pretty superintendent, at her desk, with rose-coloured ribbon in her hair; and student girls lounging in the saloon-like coffee room.’ He was as taken by Miss Harrison’s boldness as he was by her looks: at a college function in March 1866 he had noted that she ‘whistled an elaborate accompaniment of a song which her sister sang and played’, adding that he had never heard a lady whistle before. He admired, too, her ‘buxom’ physique: she looked, he mused, ‘like a more intelligent dairymaid’.9

         Good-natured, attractive, inspiring and in the prime of life, it would be surprising if Miss Harrison hadn’t been a romantic focus for some of her pupils over the years, especially given the increased prevalence of same-sex crushes in same-sex schools. Novelist and suffragist Evelyn Sharp, one of the writers into whose circle Charlotte would later be drawn, revealed in her memoirs that she had regularly fallen in love with ‘Olympian goddesses’ in the years above her at school.10 Whatever the nature of Lotti’s feelings for her teacher (and she may well have been unclear about this herself), we know that she was deeply attached to her. It’s impossible to overestimate the importance of the connection. Recent studies have shown just how fundamentally the support supplied by a close teacher–pupil relationship can affect a child’s mental health, particularly if that child is emotionally vulnerable.11 No matter what happened at home, Miss Harrison was a constant and unchanging presence in Lotti’s life; she had become, like Elizabeth Goodman, a ‘fixed part’ of her ‘universe’. Such lodestars would remain crucial to her throughout her life. Luckily, whether by fortune or design, she would rarely find herself without one.

         We might picture Lotti in one of her English lessons, straight-backed, her small face tilted upwards as Miss Harrison held forth on the nefarious representation of women in certain Middle English texts – a subject on which the teacher would later publish her thoughts: 47‘In the Middle Ages when monkish ideals prevailed, women were regarded as the evil par excellence; they of all creatures were to be avoided if a man would save his soul alive.’12 The trope of the purportedly ‘evil’ woman was one of Lucy Harrison’s bêtes noires, and it’s one that Charlotte would explore in several of her poems, most extensively in ‘Madeleine in Church’, in which the narrator comments of her namesake, Mary Magdalene, ‘She was a sinner, we are what we are: the spirit afterwards, but first, the touch.’

         If Charlotte was also influenced by her teacher’s literary preferences, it was a solid foundation for her later life as a poet. Miss Harrison particularly enjoyed giving lessons on Early and Middle English literature, from Beowulf to Shakespeare, but her tastes were far broader than that. She was a voracious and inquisitive reader, as witness the many books mentioned in her diaries during her years at the school. The works of Spenser, Shakespeare, Dickens and George Eliot nestled on her shelves alongside the histories of Carlyle and Macaulay.13 Her favourite poets included Dante, Coleridge and Wordsworth (especially the Lyrical Ballads and The Prelude), Emily Brontë, Tennyson and Browning, whose poems she found ‘a great delight and refreshment’.14 Miss Harrison believed that a poem could provide the reader with a fresh access to reality – a belief she expounded on in a school-leavers’ address, in which she advised the girls to look again at the poems of Alice Meynell:

         
            Read her sonnet ‘To a Daisy’. There I think you will find something about the daisy that you have never thought of before, though you have loved it from babyhood, have gathered it, drawn it, thought of it, and have known it in almost all its aspects. She will tell you something not only about the daisy but about your own mind and about the universe.15

         

         In the sonnet in question, the flower serves as a symbol for the mysteries of creation. The daisy hides secrets that will only be revealed when the speaker is part of eternity, looking back out at the world 48through the daisy itself ‘from God’s side’. What is it like to view the world from this fixed, flower-sized perspective? Or indeed from any perspective other than one’s own? The poem suggests that we cannot properly know – or not, at least, in this life. But we can try. Harrison was urging her pupils, as they went out into the world, not just to read poetry but to apply the insights they learned there to their daily lives. In later years she would write to a friend, ‘What a happy world it would be if more people really took poetry to help them to live. I am more and more struck as I grow older in noticing how very few people regard poetry seriously or ever think of applying it to their lives, and all the while it is the supreme essence of life.’16

         The poetry Mew wrote in her adult years suggests that Miss Harrison’s early lesson on perspective had gone deep. Time and again in her poems she imagines her way into the heart of another life and gives it voice. Sometimes the being with which she identifies is human; other times, as in Meynell’s ‘To a Daisy’, it is not. But Mew being Mew, she went a stage further than her predecessor: in her work, the identification is so intense – so absolute – that the resulting poetry sounds less like an act of ventriloquism than an instance of possession, even when the poem is delivered in the third person. John Keats once described in a letter to a friend how ‘if a sparrow come before my window, I take part in its existence and pick about the gravel’.17 Mew had the same ability. Towards the end of her life, some of the magnificent old London plane trees (just like those overlooked by her nursery window) were cleared from Endsleigh Gardens, on the south side of Euston Square, to make room for new buildings. Mew’s response, ‘The Trees are Down’ (first published in 1923), recounts how the trees had stood in all weathers, feeling the winds that blew in over the rooftops from the sea; and how her own heart had flinched with every stroke of the axe. The lines themselves are sonically and emotionally resonant, but the sentiment itself, throughout most of the poem, is nothing exceptional. Then, in the final five lines, she does something that lifts the poem beyond mere reflection: with an eerie sense of theatre, she cuts out all background noise 49– the gales and the incessant blows of the axe – and locates us inside the felled trees themselves as they lie dying in the grass, so that we hear with them ‘a quiet rain’, ‘the sparrows flying’ and ‘the small creeping creatures in the earth where they were lying’.

         It would be simplistic to overemphasise the contribution Lotti’s school years made to her ability to write lines like these, but certainly she flourished under Miss Harrison’s tutelage. In literature lessons, her early love of words was applauded and nurtured – just as well, perhaps, since the ‘making of verses’ wasn’t countenanced at home, where Elizabeth Goodman was in the habit of sweeping densely covered sheets of manuscripts, over which Lotti had laboured ‘pathetically’, into her dustpan with a gesture of ‘indiscriminate disgust’. The habit of writing poetry, so Nurse Goodman told Lotti and her siblings, with some disdain, was no better than that of smoking. Both vices were unquestionably ‘injurious to the brain’.18

         
            *

         

         As important as Miss Harrison was, Lotti also needed company of her own age, and the Gower Street School had plenty to offer. Other girls were drawn to her natural exuberance and sense of fun; Lotti herself, it seems, was looking for something more profound. She took her friendships seriously and went to some lengths to maintain them, making an effort to get to know her best friends’ families and writing long, chatty letters in the vacations, which she peppered with little ink-drawn sketches to illustrate some joke or other. Her efforts were evidently appreciated: several of the relationships begun at Gower Street survived into adulthood, including a few made with older girls, like Margaret (‘Maggie’) Robinson, who was six years her senior. The daughter of a prosperous draper, Maggie went on to study at Newnham College, Cambridge, became a gifted zoologist and married the renowned marine biologist Edward Browne. The couple would provide valuable support for Mew during stormy times ahead.

         Also at school with Lotti were Edith, Mary and Harriette Chick.19 The Chick family were successful lace-makers from Honiton in 50Devon, who had recently moved into London, just north of Oxford Street. When the family was complete, there would be seven girls and three boys. A photograph from 1886 shows the adolescent Lotti, arms crossed and looking suitably sullen, with six of the Chick sisters clustered round her. (Dorothy, the youngest, was not yet born.) The Chicks, too, were to play an important role in Charlotte’s adulthood. The eldest girl, Edith, was almost exactly Lotti’s age, and the two became close friends, but it wasn’t long before Lotti grew attached to the whole family.20 She visited them often throughout her teenage years and early twenties, and at Christmas she never failed to send gifts: linen handkerchiefs initialled by hand, meticulously made pieces of embroidery and, every year, without fail, a handmade pocket-sized calendar for the father, Samuel, illustrated with intricate pen-and-ink drawings, little figures brought to life with skilful cross-hatch shading.21

         One of these calendars, for the year 1890, survives. It depicts a rural scene at harvest time. In the top left corner, a young woman is emptying the sheaves she has gathered in her apron into a wicker basket, while in the opposite corner a second woman stands upright, resting her back. In the centre foreground, a brawny man with his sleeves rolled to the elbows is embracing another woman from behind. The woman looks down and away, with a coy tilt of her head. He carries a pitchfork in his free hand; she, a rake, which she has balanced nonchalantly against her shoulder while the man leans in towards her, as if whispering sweet nothings in her ear. The detail in these drawings is extraordinary, given that each figure is no more than two inches high. Anne was the sister who would go on to specialise in art, but Lotti was clearly gifted in this area too.

         Besides the Chick clan and Maggie Robinson, Lotti’s closest school friend was a quiet, self-possessed girl called Ethel Oliver. From North Country Quaker stock, Ethel had dark eyes, sharp, chiselled features and a reputation for integrity and reliability. There was a hint of the North Country in her speech, as well as the occasional ‘thee’ and ‘thou’.22 She lived with her family in the Keeper’s House next to 51the main entrance of the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, where her father, Daniel, was Keeper of the Herbarium. He was also Professor of Botany at University College, London, a stone’s throw away from Miss Harrison’s school, and since the Oliver family was – like Lucy Harrison – Quaker, the Gower Street School seemed a sensible choice for Ethel. The only problem was that Kew was some nine miles from Gower Street and the trains were infrequent. When Daniel had first taken on the professorship in 1860, he’d known that in order to make time for both his jobs, he would need to deliver his lectures at eight o’clock in the morning. Ethel’s great-nephew, Sir Stephen Oliver, has pointed out that the only railway station serving the district in those days was Kew Bridge, and no train left from there early enough to get Daniel to his lectures on time. The solution he settled on added an extra leg to the journey, but it ran like clockwork:

         
            [Daniel] was woken each morning at 5 o’clock by the Gardens’ night-constable tapping with a pole on the bedroom window until an answering hand appeared – varied on Fridays by the hand releasing an agreed gratuity of 2s. 6d. for the week’s service. At 6 a.m. a cab arrived to take Daniel to Hammersmith, from where the journey was completed on the Metropolitan Railway.23

         

         We can only hope that by the time Ethel started at Gower Street, the train service from Kew had improved and she was spared this gruelling journey before the start of the school day. Either way, it’s likely that she would have accepted her circumstances with a quiet forbearance. She was not given to making a fuss. Indeed, compared with her outgoing elder sister, Winifred, she was distinctly taciturn; Miss Harrison’s niece, Amice Macdonell, a fellow pupil at the school, remembers her as a ‘stiff, silent girl’,24 though Amice was six years younger than Ethel, and formed this impression at an age when composure might easily be taken for stiffness. Above all, Ethel was a carer – kind-hearted, non-judgemental and fiercely loyal. Over the years Charlotte grew to appreciate 52more and more what she saw as her friend’s ‘Quakerly’ quietness.25

The two were almost exactly a year apart in age (Lotti was the younger) and they had many things in common. They both became accomplished pianists while still at school, and were passionate about art and literature, and they both had older brothers who had begun to follow their fathers’ career paths. After leaving school, Henry Mew was articled to Fred as an architectural student, while Frank Oliver studied his father’s subject, botany, at University College, London and then Cambridge.26 Lotti’s and Ethel’s sisters, Anne Mew and Winifred Oliver, also had parallel interests: both were talented painters who would go on to study at art college (Anne at the Female School of Art in Queen Square, and Winifred at the Slade).27

         But while the outward facts of family connections corresponded, the atmosphere in the Mew and Oliver households could not have been more different. While Lotti’s father retreated to his office to work on his architectural projects, Ethel’s parents typically spent their evenings ‘sitting together under the light of an old colza lamp with a Turner Liber print propped up between them; the mother at her needlework, and their father reading some art book’.28 Professor Oliver – a talented draughtsman and painter in his own right – was lifelong friends with John Ruskin, a frequent visitor to the house on Kew Green.29 Among his other friends were painters Alfred William Hunt and Arthur Hughes, whose daughter also attended Miss Harrison’s school in Gower Street. Not surprisingly, the Olivers owned a number of original paintings. True, the walls of the Mews’ home were hung with paintings too, but they were nearly all of the technical type – architectural drawings and paintings of buildings that Fred or his father-in-law had worked on.

         As for the mothers of the two families, Mrs Mew was a proud and needy woman who went to considerable lengths to keep her private life private – sometimes at great cost to those around her. As a result, first-hand accounts of her are thin on the ground, but here and there we catch a glimpse. Lotti’s school friends saw her occasionally when she 53brought little Freda Mew to dance classes at the school. One of these friends remembers her as ‘certainly silly’ and ‘all decked out in blue boas’.30 Ethel’s mother, Hannah, on the other hand, was deadly serious and moved in altogether more cultivated circles. She was a close friend of the poets Dora Greenwell and Jean Ingelow, who in turn counted Tennyson and Christina Rossetti among her own friends.31

         Here was a family whose sensibilities were close to Lotti’s own, but if she dreamed of being welcomed into its fold, then, for the time being at least, she was to be disappointed. In spite of the Olivers’ artistic leanings, attitudes at the Keeper’s House were far from permissive. Hannah was rather remote and disapproving – ‘a bit of a sourpuss’, in the words of one of her grandsons.32 The family anecdote that she insisted all money coming into the house should be washed suggests that she was also rather neurotic – if not an out-and-out snob. She wasn’t keen on her daughter’s excitable friend, though the reasons are unknown. In her early teens, Lotti went through a High Church phase; she wore a small cross around her neck, silver on weekdays and a gold one ‘for best’.33 Stephen Oliver has suggested that, as a confirmed Quaker, Hannah may have worried about the influence Lotti was having on Ethel’s thoughts on religion. Or perhaps Lotti was simply a little too lively for her tastes. Either way, it made no odds: Ethel was self-assured enough to listen to her own judgement on the matter, and she stuck loyally to her friend.

         Lotti was by no means the only target for Hannah’s disapproval. When Winifred Oliver brought back her carefully worked drawings from a life class, her mother demanded that she bury them in the garden – in order, she said, to avoid corrupting the servants.34 To twenty-first-century sensibilities her reaction is pitiful – not to mention cruel; at the time it would have been less surprising. Nudity aside, in certain quarters of society it was still thought inappropriate for women to express themselves publicly, through paint, print or any other means; nor were they considered quite up to it. So it was that Winifred and Lotti stood by as their early artistic efforts were 54swept out of sight. The ignorance surrounding such responses to women’s creative efforts seemed ignorant even of its own existence. There were names for the type of girl who disregarded the usual constraints placed on her gender; author and phrenologist Amy Barnard described her as ‘a rosebud set with little wilful thorns’ – an epithet that particularly applied, she said, to those girls who displayed ‘bookish’ tendencies, as Lotti did.35 For the time being, there was very little Lotti could do about the situation. But she was not about to abandon her passion. If the products of her imagination were destroyed for now, the imagination itself remained very much intact.
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