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PREFACE





About twenty years ago, when I was an undergraduate, it occurred to me that the great English children’s writers from Lewis Carroll to A. A. Milne formed some sort of identifiable literary movement, like (say) Bloomsbury or the Georgians or the Romantics. And the vague ambition began to gather in my mind of one day writing a book about them. It was to be concerned largely with their personal psychology, which I could perceive to be in many ways very odd. Literary criticism was not to play much part in it. I wrote a couple of papers, one on Carroll and the other on J. M. Barrie, and put these and a few other fragments into a big ring-binder optimistically labelled ‘Children’s Writers’. And that was that, though occasionally I would come across a book – for example, Peter Green’s life of Kenneth Grahame – which stirred the ambition again.


Many years later I found myself co-editing The Oxford Companion to Children’s Literature. I thought that this would get the original project out of my system, but it didn’t. I became more certain than ever that the work of the great children’s writers between about 1860 and 1930 formed some sort of discernible pattern of ideas and themes. But the entries for them in the Oxford Companion could scarcely do more than hint at a web of connections, influences, and common purposes. Of course, studying them in detail showed up the differences as much as the similarities. And I had begun to realise that the important thing they had in common, whatever it might be, was not simply warped private lives. Certainly most of them were in some respect psychological curiosities, people whose personal difficulties in the real world had driven them inwards and helped to develop the childlike side of their imagination. But I didn’t now feel that this was what I was chiefly looking for.


With the end of work on the Oxford Companion in sight, I began to contemplate writing something about these authors, in depth; and almost at the same moment came a suggestion from a publisher friend that I might ‘do a study of the great children’s writers from the time of Alice to Winnie-the-Pooh’. So I set out on my quest, feeling at times that I was adding yet one more to the already appalling number of books about children’s books, yet all along wondering why nobody had ever tried to explain why so many children’s classics, and classics of a particular kind, should have appeared in England in the space of about sixty years. What was it that possessed the late Victorians and the Edwardians to create a whole new genre of fiction?


The book changed beyond recognition as I wrote it. I suppose my original notion had still been to concentrate on the biographies of the writers I was dealing with; but again and again the links between these authors proved to be not in their lives, but on the deeper levels of the books themselves. I examined the books as closely as I could, in the hope of coming to understand what Carroll, Milne, and the others were really trying to say, and to perceive why so many authors in this period of English history had chosen the children’s novel as their vehicle for the portrayal of society, and for the expression of their personal dreams.


The book claims to be ‘a study of the Golden Age of children’s literature’, but it is selective, dealing only with those authors whose work seems to me to require, and deserve, investigation of this kind. Many who wrote for children during this period, and were deservedly popular, have been omitted or treated skimpily, because their work scarcely touches on the themes that preoccupied their more puzzling contemporaries; Robert Louis Stevenson and Rudyard Kipling are the most obvious examples among British writers, and Mark Twain among American. Indeed I have said very little about American writing at all, selecting only Louisa Alcott for enquiry, because I believe Little Women to be largely a misunderstood book, and also because her choice of subject matter – a realistic novel about family life – throws into relief the British writers with their preference for fantasy. And it must be said that the wave of great books for children between the 1860s and the 1930s, though it certainly swept over the United States and gathered authors from that country into it, was all along predominantly British in character.


I had originally intended to call this book simply The Golden Age of Children’s Literature. The expression ‘Golden Age’ is often applied to the period of English children’s books from Carroll to Milne,1 and it is appropriate in more ways than one. Quite apart from the sheer quality of the books, one observes that many of them seem to be set in a distant era when things were better than they are now. And childhood itself seemed a Golden Age to many of these writers, as they set out to recapture its sensations; Kenneth Grahame even called his first book about childhood The Golden Age. In the end, however, I relegated this label to my subtitle, hoping that the main title I had chosen would convey the more subtle nature of the theme of so many children’s writings: Arcadia, the Enchanted Place, the Never Never Land, the Secret Garden. 




*





I would like to express my gratitude to Gillian Avery, who read the first draft of the book, and made many helpful comments; to Colin Matthew, for steering me towards some background reading on the social history of the period; to Julia Briggs, for looking through what I had written about E. Nesbit; to Susan Hamilton, for inadvertently helping me to find the final title for the book; and to my wife and co-editor of The Oxford Companion to Children’s Literature, Mari Prichard, for constant advice and support. Rona Treglown very kindly read the revised text and saved me from a wide variety of lapses and errors.
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PROLOGUE


The Road to Arcadia





All children’s books are about ideals. Adult fiction sets out to portray and explain the world as it really is; books for children present it as it should be. Child readers come to them hoping for a certain amount of instruction, but chiefly for stories in which the petty restrictions of ordinary life are removed: they want to encounter people who can fly, geese that lay golden eggs, frogs that turn into princes, spaceships piloted by children, anything which measures up to their ideals of adventure and imagination. Adults, on the other hand, are more likely to want to feed the children a set of moral examples. By all means let them have their fun, but the opportunity of providing models of ideal behaviour is not to be wasted.


These days we are accustomed to children’s books which fulfil both needs at once. For more than a century it has been possible to pick up stories which both satisfy the child’s desire for excitement and contain some moral truth or lesson. In fact, we would think fairly poorly of a modern children’s novel which did not satisfy both criteria. Occasionally one appears: Roald Dahl’s Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (1964) has been loved by children and hated by adults because it is full of fun and virtually amoral. And during the fashion in the 1970s for ‘problem fiction’ about the disabled and the socially deprived, it was possible to discover new books for children that were as joyless and heavily didactic as the Victorian evangelical novel at its worst. But these are exceptions. Far more typical of modern children’s authors are, say, Alan Garner and Philippa Pearce, to name two of the very best; their books are on the primary level full of excitement, but have a carefully conceived moral structure beneath the surface. Garner’s The Owl Service (1967) and Pearce’s Tom’s Midnight Garden (1958), in which both writers are working at full pitch, have narratives which deal largely in magical events: figures on china plates coming alive (the Garner story) and a child time-travelling each night into the Victorian age (Pearce’s book). But Garner is using a myth-come-alive plot as a way of examining relationships between modern adolescents, and Pearce is allowing her hero to learn about the necessity of growing up.


Nowadays we take this dual purpose for granted, but it was not always so. Until the middle of the nineteenth century there was plenty of material for the sheer entertainment of children, and plenty that gave them moral instruction, but the two scarcely ever met between one set of covers. ‘Instruction’ predominated over ‘Amusement’, to use the terminology favoured by the first English booksellers for children, who began business in the mid-eighteenth century. The greater number of children’s books published in England between the 1740s and the 1820s were sternly moral, using simple stories to convey whatever ethical message was then in fashion, whether it be that hard work always leads to improvement in one’s financial and social position (a moral much favoured from the 1750s to the 1780s), or that idle and thoughtless children would soon die an unpleasant death and then suffer everlasting torment in Hell (a message that became fashionable with the rise of the evangelical movement, early in the nineteenth century).2 As to entertainment, that was left chiefly in the hands of the pedlars of the popular literature known as chapbooks, which played much the same part in society as lowbrow television drama does now. For a few pence children could buy the thrilling adventures of Jack the Giant Killer, or Fortunatus who could travel round the world in a few seconds with his Wishing Cap, or Guy of Warwick who slew such splendid monsters as the fearsome Dun Cow, not to mention Robin Hood, whose interminable exploits were usually narrated in doggerel. The young themselves loved such stuff; Boswell, Wordsworth and Lamb were among those who looked back at it nostalgically when they were grown men, and regretted the moralists’ attempts to suppress it.


Those attempts were never really successful, and the chapbook tales kept pouring from the presses until well into the nineteenth century, to be succeeded in due course by the Penny Dreadfuls, yarns of hardened criminals and highwaymen, which again were lapped up by children. The moralists were, of course, playing Mrs Grundy, and their objections to the cheap popular literature as entertainment for children seem largely ridiculous to us now. But it was not entirely a case of blinkered prudery. There was a sense among the more intelligent moralists – such as Maria Edgeworth and Anna Laetitia Barbauld, to name two who stood out from the crowd at the beginning of the nineteenth century – that an opportunity was being wasted. Surely it must be possible to write entertainingly for children and convey a moral at the same time?


Miss Edgeworth and Mrs Barbauld, and one or two others, tried their best; but the results were very limp – handfuls of little stories about ordinary children discovering the nature of the world around them by careful observation and reflection. There was no vital spark in what Charles Lamb disparagingly called ‘Mrs Barbauld’s stuff’. Ironically it was the evangelical movement, growing daily in numbers and fervour at the beginning of the nineteenth century, which turned out stories that, despite their triply underlined morals, had real excitement in them. Take Mrs Mary Martha Sherwood’s fearsome hellfire tract The Fairchild Family (1818): this, the best known of all the evangelical tales for children, is peppered with gruesome but all too readable descriptions of rotting corpses, shown to his children by Mr Fairchild so as to demonstrate the transience of the earthly body. It may be deplorable, but it is far more exciting than the predictable stories by Maria Edgeworth about the daily doings of little Harry and little Lucy.


There were a few sensible books which managed to combine excitement with some sort of moral message. Aesop’s Fables was one such, and Robinson Crusoe and Gulliver’s Travels (suitably abridged) reigned almost unchallenged in their popularity with children simply because they held both tale and message in balance. And of all things one of the most genuinely enjoyable writers for children had emerged from the ranks of the seventeenth-century Puritans, a group that in its time had been especially fervent in denouncing imaginative literature for children. John Bunyan, in writing The Pilgrim’s Progress, produced a book which, though it was not meant primarily for child readers, continued to attract them for more than two centuries after its first appearance in 1678.


And there were fairy tales, at first just the native English ones (not very many in number or particularly distinctive in character), but from the early eighteenth century imports from France as well (all the Perrault tales), and the Arabian Nights, and then (a century later) the discoveries of the brothers Grimm. By the time the Grimms’ work began to reach England in 1823, the old opposition of the moralists to fairy stories had begun to fade away. But a little earlier they had opposed them as vociferously as they had opposed the chapbooks. Mrs Sarah Trimmer, self-appointed censor and reviewer of English children’s books at the very beginning of the nineteenth century, would have liked to see every single fairy story taken out of nurseries and burnt. ‘The terrific image,’ she told readers of her Guardian of Education, when reviewing a new printing of Cinderella, ‘which tales of this nature present to the imagination, usually make deep impressions, and injure the tender minds of children, by exciting unreasonable and groundless fears. Neither do the generality of tales of this kind supply any moral instruction level to the infantine capacity.’


This was not complete nonsense. No child is likely to be very frightened by Cinderella, but it is difficult to say what sort of notions about the world she or he might carry away from it. Fairy stories are only vaguely moral, usually in a haphazard way. What does Cinderella have to teach? It is not a rags-to-riches story, because Cinderella is just as nobly born as her step-sisters. One might assume that its message is that virtue will out, and true worth of character will be discovered; certainly many fairy stories are about things being perceived in their proper shape (the frog is really a prince). Yet Cinderella gets to the ball not because of her virtues but because she has a fairy godmother. Charles Perrault himself, who was responsible for the form in which the story is best known, seems to have had no clear idea what message to draw from it. He added two rhymed moralités to his original French text of 1697: the first states that the quality which won the prince’s hand for Cinderella was ‘Charm’, and the second that you will never get anywhere without a fairy godmother. The cynicism behind these ‘morals’ is far from inappropriate to the story. The main emotion that Cinderella is likely to summon up is delight at the downfall of the Ugly Sisters; many fairy stories, as the American critic Jack Zipes has pointed out, have a considerable ‘subversive’ element in them.


Fairy tales in fact occupy a moral no-man’s-land. Does Red Riding Hood really deserve to be eaten up by the wolf? In a sense, yes; she has been absurdly careless. But understandably children find her punishment too extreme, so a happy ending is usually added. Do the ogre’s daughters in Hop o’ my Thumb really deserve to have their throats slit while they are sleeping, through a trick played by the hero? They have done him no harm. As a reflection of the real state of the world, such stories are uncannily accurate. Reward and punishment, happy endings and disasters fall on people with just that degree of unpredictability and unfairness. The modern psychologist Bruno Bettelheim has indeed argued that the fairy tale contributes subtly to the emotional health of children by helping them to adjust to the external world. But as a vehicle for organised moral instruction the fairy story leaves a lot to be desired. One’s success or failure in life seems to depend much more on whether one is a third son, or has happened to meet a mysterious old man coming through the wood, or has found a firebird’s feather, than on any innate qualities of character, or even on making the right moral or emotional choices. The Grimms themselves seem to have been aware of this. According to a recent examination of their work by an American scholar, John M. Ellis,3 they reorganised much of their original folk material so as to reduce the ethical irrationality of the tales, and to present their readers with something approaching an ordered moral universe. Hans Christian Andersen, of course, writing original fairy stones rather than retelling or adapting traditional ones, was free to do this from the start, and his tales always have a clear moral structure. Unfortunately the emotion which ruled most strongly in Andersen’s mind seems to have been self-pity, and the feeling that his true worth had never been appreciated, so that his stories, while incomparably crafted, have a maudlin self-regarding streak that limits their moral applicability. They began to be read in England in the mid-1840s; it is interesting that they inspired few English imitations. Andersen’s particular form of introspection does not seem to have struck a chord in the British literary imagination.




*





Round about 1810, it seemed as if something out of the ordinary was happening in English writing for children. The moralists were still firmly in command of much of the market, but the bolder London juvenile booksellers (John Harris most notable among them) were starting to produce jolly little hand-coloured books which were intended simply to amuse young readers, and did not draw only on the old chapbook stories or the traditional fairy tales. They were mostly in doggerel verse, chiefly imitations of a rambling poem about Old Mother Hubbard and her dog that Harris had published in 1805, or of an equally vacuous verse-tale called The Butterfly’s Ball which he put into print two years later. For a time it seemed as if facetious rhymes about Old Dame Trot and her Comical Cats, or Dame Wiggins of Lee and her Seven Wonderful Cats, or Dame Deborah Dent and her Donkeys, or ‘The Peacock “At Home”’ and ‘The Lion’s Masquerade’ would edge the moral tale right out of the nursery. Harvey Darton, the outstanding historian of English children’s literature,4 has called this period ‘the dawn of levity’. But the gaiety of Regency life faded, and with the 1830s and the advent of the Reform Bill all this jocose stuff for children vanished too. Its place was taken by whole bundles of dreary books of facts, published under such titles as Pinnock’s Catechisms and Mrs Marcet’s Conversations, in which young people were catechised (and thereby instructed) in every subject from the Kings and Queens of England to Vegetable Physiology. Dickens eventually satirised this fashion for fact-cramming in Hard Times (1854); a decade earlier, at the height of the fashion, the Quarterly Review for June 1844, discussing recent children’s books, observed that ‘the one broad and general impression left with us is that of the excessive ardour for teaching’. And it hinted that a renaissance in children’s books was overdue: ‘We should be happy if … we could assist in raising the standard of the art itself … What indeed can be a closer test of natural ability and acquired skill than that species of composition which, above all others, demands clearness of head and soundness of heart, the closest study of nature, and the most complete command over your materials?’


The writer of this piece clearly set the value of good children’s books very high; he or she was perhaps the first person to regard juvenile literature unequivocally as an art form. But it would be some years before the hopes expressed in this article were answered. The next voices to be heard were the strident, familiar tones of the evangelicals, returning to the field this time not with such straightforward hellfire tracts as The Fairchild Family, but with rather a different genre of children’s fiction.


The social unrest of the 1840s, and the growing awareness of the terrible plight of Britain’s urban poor, publicised by Dickens and later by Mayhew, led to the devising of a new form of evangelical fiction. It was up to date in that it dealt with slum life, and heart-wringing in that its heroes were wide-eyed raggedly clothed children. On the other hand, it preached not the relief of social misery through practical, earthly reforms (improvement in working and living conditions, higher wages), but taught that the poor should tolerate their lot in this world in the secure knowledge that there were better things to come hereafter. ‘We shall all be well-off in the “better land”,’ says a character in a typical evangelical novel of this sort.5 The riches of faith were the only kind of affluence authors of such books were prepared to allow the poor. One of the pioneers of this type of fiction, the Revd Leigh Richmond, addressed his Sunday School readers on this subject: ‘My poor reader, the Dairyman’s Daughter was a poor girl, and the child of a poor man. Herein thou resemblest her; but dost thou resemble her, as she resembled Christ? Art thou made rich by faith?’6 It was no doubt comforting to a middle-class affluent readership still haunted by the spectre of the French Revolution, and suffering deep anxieties at the sight of Chartism, to be told that the poor did not need better housing, food, and clothes so much as they needed the word of God.7


Nevertheless, the evangelical message was not to all tastes, and many parents must have wished that the less extreme factions in the Church of England could produce a literature with equal popular appeal but a different spiritual doctrine. By the late 1850s something of the sort was indeed happening. Charlotte M. Yonge, encouraged by her neighbour and friend John Keble and spurred on by the success of her novel The Heir of Redclyffe, had started to turn out tales about high-spirited daughters of the gentry who were attracted by the Oxford Movement and spent their spare energies collecting money to build new churches in poor districts. A little lower down the doctrinal barometer, Thomas Hughes, disciple of F. D. Maurice and a leading figure in the Christian Socialist movement, produced a tract which preached spiritual moderation combined with a large degree of physical aggression – the fists, he suggested, could be used when necessary in the service of God and right-mindedness. The tract, published in 1857, was called Tom Brown’s Schooldays.


It was from the point on the spiritual map occupied by Hughes, rather than by Charlotte Yonge, that the new movement in children’s literature was to begin. The Christian Socialists, whose doctrinal liberalism was combined with some rather vague attempts at social reform, played no small part in the creation of more than one of the outstanding children’s books that were about to appear. But they alone were not responsible for what was to happen. A change was now taking place in the attitude of adults to children, a change closely bound up with the Romantic movement.   




*





When Wordsworth published his ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality’ in 1807 he was issuing a call to revolution against the view of childhood which had persisted throughout the eighteenth century, a view which had dominated both education and the writing of children’s books. To the typical writer of the Enlightenment, a child was simply a miniature adult, a chrysalis from which a fully rational and moral being would duly emerge, providing parents and educators did their job properly. There was no question of children having an independent imaginative life of any importance, or of their being able to perceive anything that was invisible to adults. The only necessity was for instruction to be poured into their ears, and the only argument was about what sort of instruction it should be.


The mainstream of English child-rearing in the eighteenth century worked along lines laid down by Locke, practised moderation in all things, and gave children virtually nothing to stimulate their imaginations. Had not Locke inveighed against such ‘perfectly useless trumpery’ as fairy stories? Aesop and Reynard the Fox were the only imaginative works he thought fit for the nursery. Then there was the Rousseau school of child nurture, which had pockets of following in England in the late eighteenth century. Rousseau’s Émile was to have the noble savage in him cultivated more subtly than by Locke’s methods. Yet Rousseau had just as narrow a view as Locke of what children should be allowed to read. According to Émile, just about the only tolerable book was Robinson Crusoe. And alongside the Locke and Rousseau factions was a third group of educationalists, typified by Mrs Sarah Trimmer – the indomitable lady who delivered the tirade against Cinderella. Severe piety was their characteristic; they were concerned that children should be taught the true principles of religion, and they deplored both Locke’s emphasis on the child’s unaided use of his reason and Rousseau’s concept of the noble (and potentially God-less) savage. Yet they too agreed with Locke and Rousseau about not giving children reading matter that would merely excite the imagination.


The Romantics’ view of childhood turned this upside down. In England the first stirrings of change came in 1789 with Blake’s Songs of Innocence. Though they were in no way polemic, and made no statement about the nature of the child’s imagination, the Songs were nevertheless an ardent affirmation that children have access to a kind of visionary simplicity that is denied to adults. Blake’s introductory poem describes his ‘happy songs’ as those which ‘Every child may joy to hear’. Adults, it is implied, will not have the same instinctive understanding of their visions. Nine years later came Lyrical Ballads, to which Wordsworth contributed several poems describing the child’s view of the world. One of them, ‘Anecdote for Fathers’, celebrates a child’s simple directness of thought, and concludes:






Oh dearest, dearest boy! my heart


For better lore would seldom yearn,


Could I but teach the hundredth part


Of what from thee I learn.








One imagines that Locke, if not Rousseau, might have scratched his head and wondered precisely what it was that Wordsworth claimed to be learning from the child. But such poems in Lyrical Ballads contained only a hint, the first approaches to a thesis. That thesis was worked out more fully in Wordsworth’s ‘Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’, to give the poem its full title:






There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream,


The earth, and every common sight,


        To me did seem


    Apparelled in celestial light,


The glory and the freshness of a dream.


It is not now as it hath been of yore; –


    Turn wheresoe’er I may,


       By night or day,


The things which I have seen I now can see no more.







    Not in entire forgetfulness,


    And not in utter nakedness,


But trailing clouds of glory do we come


    From God, who is our home:


Heaven lies about us in our infancy!


Shades of the prison-house begin to close


    Upon the growing Boy …








The notion that children are in a higher state of spiritual perception than adults, because of their nearness to their birth and so to a pre-existence in Heaven, was not a new one in English poetry. The metaphysical poet Henry Vaughan expressed it in much the same terms in the mid-seventeenth century in ‘The Retreate’, which looks back nostalgically to ‘those early dayes! when I / Shin’d in my Angell-infancy’, and speaks of early childhood as a time when God’s face was still visible; growing up, says Vaughan, consists of putting on a ‘fleshly dress’ over this angel-innocence. The poem concludes:






O how I long to travell back


And tread again that ancient track!








Vaughan’s contemporary Thomas Traherne shared this view; in ‘The Approach’ he writes of the child’s nearness to God:






     He in our childhood with us walks,


And with our thoughts mysteriously he talks …


     O Lord, I wonder at thy love


Why did my infancy so early move … 








And he speaks of childhood itself as being ‘My tutor, teacher, guide’.


In all these poems there is surely a hint of Eden. Certainly it is not a far step from the Genesis story to the notion that, to children, the earth appears as beautiful and numinous as it did to Adam and Eve. Growing up becomes synonymous with the loss of Paradise. Does this perhaps have a little to do with the Victorian and Edwardian children’s writers’ fondness for the symbol of a garden or Enchanted Place, in which all shall be well once more?


Wordsworth’s Ode was perhaps not as directly influential on attitudes to children as the writings of Locke and Rousseau had been in their time. But by the mid-nineteenth century there had been a discernible alteration. The old view of the child as miniature adult, as moral chrysalis, had largely receded. On a purely practical level there were suggestions that children might simply be allowed to be themselves. Holiday House (1839), a novel for children by a Scottish writer named Catherine Sinclair, has some claim to attention as the first work of fiction in which children’s propensity towards naughtiness is actually enjoyed by the author, even praised. The book describes the pranks of young Laura and Harry Graham, left in the charge of a rod-of-iron housekeeper called Mrs Crabtree, and a jolly, tolerant uncle. At every turn of the story Mrs Crabtree is mocked for her severity, and the uncle delights in the children’s high spirits, even when they nearly burn the house down. (Harry is given a shilling for helping to put out the fire which he himself started.) Holiday House was too revolutionary to inspire imitations – its own author was sufficiently unsure about it to write some rather lugubrious closing chapters in which a dying brother exhorts Harry and Laura to reform themselves – but it is an indication of the reaction that was going on against the old view of childhood. It proved popular enough to be reprinted several times, and C. L. Dodgson (‘Lewis Carroll’) gave a copy to Alice Liddell and her sisters at Christmas 1861, a few months before he told them the story of Alice’s Adventures.


Around the middle of the nineteenth century the change of attitude towards children became visible in adult novels. Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights, both published in 1847, accept that children have a clear, even heightened, vision of the world. The child Jane’s imprisonment in Lowood School is narrated exactly as she herself sees it, and Emily Brontë’s melodrama is largely an instance of childhood passions being carried forward into adult life. Something of the same understanding of childhood may be found in George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss (1860) and Silas Marner (1861), and, more than any other novelist of this period, Dickens fully perceived the value of the child’s-eye-view. One notes how the Oliver Twist type of hero was also taken up and used for their own purposes by many evangelical writers in England and America, so that by the 1860s and 1870s the market was being flooded by novels in which orphan waifs were leading their elders spiritually by the hand and inculcating in them a true love of God. Gillian Avery writes of such books:




Children are not only shown as better than their parents, but are frequently the instruments of their parents’ salvation. It is not, however, Blake’s Innocent Child that we are shown. The tract book writers gave us a child who although appearing sinless to our eyes, knew he was sinful but was conscious that he had turned to Christ and Christ had saved him, and now urgently wished to pass on the message.8





Wordsworth’s child, trailing clouds of glory, had been put to a use that Wordsworth himself certainly did not have in mind.


By the second half of the nineteenth century, then, the child had become an important figure in the English literary imagination. The detritus of the moralists had not been entirely cleared away: alongside Holiday House on the bookshelves of Alice Liddell and her sisters, in the deanery of Christ Church, Oxford, seems to have stood a recent reprint of Isaac Watts’s Divine Songs, first published in 1715 and still going strong in the 1860s. These little verses, with their pious injunctions (‘Satan finds some mischief still / For idle hands to do’), were to be parodied wickedly in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland – a sure indication that they were still being read in nurseries. Copies of the old moral tales were still lying around too, and, despite the fact that fairy stories were no longer dismissed as useless trash, there was little imaginative fiction for children appearing from the presses. The typical mid-Victorian nursery would have its Grimm and Andersen alongside its Perrault, and a book of nursery rhymes too (these had been collected by scholars since the late eighteenth century), but as late as 1860 there was scarcely anything in the way of full-length imaginative children’s novels. Ruskin and Thackeray had attempted to provide something to fill this gap, but Ruskin’s The King of the Golden River (1851) was really only a Grimm-type story on a larger scale, with the moral all too clearly pointed, while Thackeray’s The Rose and the Ring (1855), though witty and deservedly popular, scarcely extended the bounds of imaginative writing for children, being a comic squib chiefly intended as a parody of the then fashionable style of London pantomime.


A few other British writers had produced a little of what might be called ‘fantasy’. A Staffordshire clergyman named F. E. Paget, calling himself ‘William Churne’, wrote The Hope of the Katzekopfs (1844), which is strictly speaking the first original full-length English fantasy for children; but with its mixture of unimaginative fairy-tale narrative and heavy moralising it soon passed into oblivion. One or two other writers, such as the humorists Mark Lemon and Tom Hood, turned out original fairy tales, but nothing made a deep impression. Typical of the time was the Home Treasury series of traditional fairy stories, issued (under the pseudonym ‘Felix Summerly’) by Sir Henry Cole, mid-Victorian public servant and a founding father of the Great Exhibition, the Albert Hall, and the South Kensington Museum. Cole engaged ‘eminent modern artists’ to illustrate his Little Red Riding-Hood, Jack and the Beanstalk, and the rest; but the results, published during the 1840s, were heavyweight and reminiscent of a Royal Academy exhibition rather than exciting.


In fact, though in many respects the soil had been ready as early as 1830 for the development of imaginative writing for children, nothing could really happen in Britain during the first half of the nineteenth century. It was not enough for writers in general to perceive the qualities of a child’s mind and imagination: before anything of value for children could come out of this, individual authors would have to feel themselves driven away from an adult audience towards a child readership. That apparently could not really happen before the 1860s, because up to then the adult world seems to have been (despite its political and social troubles) too hopeful, too inviting, for men and women of literary genius to reject it and seek a private, childlike voice for themselves. The Great Exhibition of 1851 was a celebration of Britain’s position as a leader of industrial society, a leadership established painfully but in the end peacefully, for by 1851 even the working-class ferment visible during the previous decade in the Chartist marches, the Peterloo massacre, and the Bristol riots, had died down. Britain was indeed almost the only nation in Europe to have escaped the 1848 revolutions, and an enormous growth in the national economy was under way by the time of the Great Exhibition. The middle-class Englishman of 1851, like his counterpart a century later, had never had it so good.


Yet in the middle of this complacency a lone voice was beginning to mutter, chiefly into the ears of children. Its message was that the public world was vindictive and intolerant, and that the man of vision, the true artist, must alienate himself from society and pursue a private dream. Edward Lear’s Book of Nonsense, a collection of limericks, first appeared pseudonymously in 1846, five years before the Great Exhibition, and slowly established itself as the common property of English nurseries. The dedication of the 1861 reprint, to the great-grandchildren, grand-nephews, and grand-nieces of the thirteenth Earl of Derby, for whose parents ‘the greater part of … this book of drawings and verses … were originally made and composed’, might suggest that Lear had a comfortable niche in society. But by 1861 Lear had long ago abandoned his job as resident water-colourist to the Earl, and had exiled himself to the Mediterranean, where he scraped a living as an itinerant ‘dirty landscape painter’ – words which a passing English traveller once used of him. He was homosexual, depressive, and suffered from epileptic fits. Not surprisingly he felt himself to be an outcast. He lived his Mediterranean life largely in a state of deep unhappiness, but usually became cheerful when chance threw him into the company of children, whom he could reduce to helpless laughter with his comic drawings, funny alphabets, and rhymes. His alienation from society is the real subject of his Book of Nonsense, with its catalogue of eccentric individuals, many of whom suffer the contempt, hostility, and often violent reactions of the public world – which is always labelled as ‘They’:






There was an Old Person of Buda,


Whose conduct grew ruder and ruder;


     Till at last, with a hammer,


     They silenced his clamour,


By smashing that Person of Buda.








After the Book of Nonsense was published, Lear was able to turn his mind to more positive things, and his later verses for children consist largely of explorations of the possibilities of Escape:






They went to sea in a Sieve, they did,


     In a Sieve they went to sea:


In spite of all their friends could say,


On a winter’s morn, on a stormy day,


   In a Sieve they went to sea!








The purpose of such strange journeys is stated bluntly enough. As the Duck observes to the Kangaroo,






‘My life is a bore in this nasty pond,


And I long to go out in the world beyond!’








The Nutcracker remarks much the same thing to the Sugar-Tongs: ‘“Don’t you wish we were able / Along the blue hills and green meadows to ride? / Must we drag on this stupid existence for ever?”’ And Lear’s strange travellers, despite their often perilous means of journeying, usually get to their destinations. The Jumblies cross the Western Sea in their leaky craft and come to an earthly paradise where ‘they bought an Owl, and a useful Cart, / And a pound of Rice, and a Cranberry Tart.’ The Yonghy-Bonghy-Βò is borne away from a broken love affair on the back of a turtle, who carries him ‘Towards the sunset isles of Boshen’, and even the Pobble Who Has No Toes lands up in comfort at his Aunt Jobiska’s Park, while of course the Owl and the Pussycat come to the Land where the Bong-Tree grows. In these and other rhymes, published from the 1870s to the 1890s, Lear is stating a theme that becomes central to the great children’s writers: the search for a mysterious, elusive Good Place.


Such a place had in a sense been the goal of the religious writers for children from John Bunyan to Mrs Sherwood. But Lear rejected their view of the universe. He could not accept any form of hellfire teaching. The notion that, as he put it, ‘the Almighty damns the greater part of His creatures’ seemed ridiculous to him. He described himself as one of those ‘who believe that God the Creator is greater than a Book, and that millions unborn are to look up to higher thoughts than those stereotyped by ancient legends, gross ignorance, and hideous bigotry’.


These sentiments are extraordinarily close to those expressed in 1939 by A. A. Milne. In his autobiography, It’s Too Late Now, Milne condemned organised religion for its narrowness of view, and pleaded for the recognition of ‘God’ as something far huger and more mysterious than the deity of Christian doctrine. A thread of connection runs here between Lear and Milne; for, almost without exception, the authors of the outstanding English children’s books that appeared between 1860 and 1930 rejected, or had doubts about, conventional religious teaching. The doubts, as we shall see, are less visible in the writers who operated earlier in this period. Charles Kingsley, Lewis Carroll, and George MacDonald were all three clergymen, and their religious uncertainties can only be detected beneath the surface of their writings for children, though they were a very strong motive behind them. The group of writers who followed later – Kenneth Grahame, Beatrix Potter, J. M. Barrie, and A. A. Milne – were more conscious of their rejection of conventional Christianity. Their search for an Arcadia, a Good Place, a Secret Garden, was to a very large extent an attempt to find something to replace it.9
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By the time that Edward Lear published his Nonsense Songs (1871), the book which contained ‘The Owl and the Pussy-Cat’, his urge to comment sardonically on the public world was beginning to be shared by writers of a very different kind. The mid-Victorian belief in progress, which had steered Britain to her recent economic successes and had motivated the Great Exhibition, was starting to be shaken. The realisation had dawned that the apparent triumphs of the Industrial Revolution had produced widespread misery for the working classes. First Dickens in fiction, then Henry Mayhew in his documentary survey of London poverty (concluded in 1862), revealed this truth. Many writers tried to find some solution to the dilemma. Among them were Ruskin, whose Fors Clavigera (1871–84) inveighed against working-class poverty (and incidentally attacked complacent Sunday School teachers for showering the children of the poor with useless little moral tracts), and Charles Kingsley, who before turning to a child readership with The Water-Babies wrote adult novels about the insanitary lives of the poor. The Pre-Raphaelites, and William Morris in particular, started to preach that the route back to a healthy society lay through a flight from industrialisation, a return to medievalism, and the revival of the old methods of craft. Morris’s ideals led him to write The Earthly Paradise (1868–70), a narrative poem which describes the search for a land ‘across the western sea where none grow old’. George Borrow went searching for earthly paradises on the real map, escaping from industrial England to Europe and the East; in such books as Lavengro (1851) he created his own literature of Escape, which was to influence Kenneth Grahame. And in 1871, the year of ‘The Owl and the Pussycat’, Matthew Arnold, whose voice was among the loudest being lifted against industrial society, had this to say in Friendship’s Garland on the subject of urban life:




Your middle-class man thinks it the highest pitch of development and civilisation when his letters are carried twelve times a day from Camberwell to Islington, and if railway-trains run to and fro between them every quarter of an hour. He thinks it is nothing that the trains only carry him from an illiberal, dismal life at Islington to an illiberal, dismal life at Camberwell; and the letters only tell him that such is the life there.





This growing vein of scepticism about the quality of contemporary life was accompanied, during the final quarter of the nineteenth century, by a certain faltering in Britain’s fortunes in the public world. The prosperity of the 1850s and 1860s gave way to a period of economic uncertainty and even depression. François Bédarida, in his Social History of England, 1851–1975 (1979), observes that during this period the economic health of Britain ‘was not so radiant as it had been in the past’, and describes a crisis of confidence which ‘shattered all the old certainties’, so that ‘pessimism and anxiety became the rule’. For contemporary confirmation of this, one need turn no further than to the private journal of Beatrix Potter, compiled in code during the 1880s and 1890s. Potter draws a picture of the English middle class (to which her family belonged) deeply worried by workers’ protest marches, by explosions set off by Irish Home Rulers, and by the supposedly incompetent and wrong-headed Prime Ministerial behaviour of Gladstone. ‘I am terribly afraid of the future,’ Beatrix Potter wrote in 1885. No wonder that she turned away, in her Journal, from the contemplation of public affairs to a meditation about her own happiness in early childhood, and eventually began to create a series of books set in a world which, though far from safe and untroubled, was not touched on by politics or other overtly adult concerns.


This widespread uncertainty, from the 1870s onwards, came despite the great expansion of the British Empire, just then taking place. The imperial spirit (certainly to be found alongside the pessimism) did not go unnoticed by writers for children, but the books it inspired were ephemeral. During the 1880s such writers as G. A. Henty turned out sheaves of stories about brave British lads abroad; but this optimistic school of fiction was to produce no classic, no narrative of more than trivial interest. Probably the nearest that one can find to an ‘Empire’ classic for children is Kipling’s Stalky and Co (1899), an apparently amoral book which is in fact subtly organised to demonstrate that boyish anti-authoritarian pranks at school are a good training for manly service in the cause of one’s nation. In the final chapter Stalky is seen putting into good effect as an officer on the North-West Frontier the lessons in cunning he learnt from his pranks at the College, with Beetle and M‘Turk. But almost no other children’s book of note reflected the imperial spirit, while Kipling’s own children’s writings spread into an area not far from that occupied by Kenneth Grahame and A. A. Milne; their stories have certain affinities with his Jungle Books (1894 and 1895) and his Just So Stories (1902). Moreover, Kim (1901), Kipling’s brilliant study of a white child adrift in the Indian underworld, has something of the Arcadian yearnings of the great introspective children’s authors, with its account of the old lama’s search for a sacred River, an Enchanted Place where he can find peace.


Kipling was almost the only writer who straddled the two streams of children’s literature, which divided in about 1860 and never really came together again until the 1950s. On the one hand was the breezy, optimistic adventure story, set firmly in the real world (though greatly exaggerating certain characteristics of that world). Stories of school life, pioneered by Thomas Hughes and then mass produced by hack writers from the 1880s, belonged in this category, as did the girls ‘stories by L. T. Meade, Angela Brazil, and other popular novelists of the same sort.’ Realistic’ fiction of this kind attracted few writers of any quality – besides Kipling, Robert Louis Stevenson was almost the only outstanding author to involve himself with it, in Treasure Island (1883) and Kidnapped (1886) – and it was not, of course, ‘realistic’ in any deep sense. Except in the hands of a Kipling or a Stevenson it dealt in stereotyped characters and ideas and presented a thoroughly rose-coloured view of the world. Its ideals were a reductio ad absurdum for children of the notion of ‘chivalry’ which dominated Victorian society and was derived from a spurious Arthurian-style medievalism.10 The ethic of this strand of children’s fiction – a belief in heroism for its own sake, a condemnation of the coward or ‘muff’, and a conviction that the English were the best race in the world – may have contributed to the causes of the First World War.


The other strand of writing for children, the one with which this present book is chiefly concerned, was introspective, and is generally described as ‘fantasy’ in that its stories, more often than not, involve some impossible thing, such as talking animals or toys, or inexplicable or magical events.11 To this strand belong most of the great names of the late Victorian and Edwardian nursery: Kingsley, Carroll, MacDonald, Grahame, Potter, Nesbit, Barrie, with Milne as a latecomer. While it was not overtly ‘realistic’ and purported to have nothing to say about the ‘real’ world, in this fantastic strain of writing may be found some profound observations about human character and contemporary society, and (strikingly often) about religion. It dealt largely with utopias, and posited the existence of Arcadian societies remote from the nature and concerns of the everyday world; yet in doing this it was commenting, often satirically and critically, on real life.


It is notable that this fantasy writing took root most quickly and deeply in England. Other European countries produced only a tiny handful of memorable children’s fantasies before 1914: Carlo Collodi’s chaotic but charming Pinocchio (1883) and The Wonderful Adventures of Nils (1906–7) by the Swedish writer Selma Lagerlöf are really the only examples of note. America was almost equally unproductive before 1900, and most fantasies that did appear there were imitative of British writers. Only with The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, published in the first year of the new century, did the United States produce a fantasy which, like its great British counterparts, examined society critically in fairy story terms. Baum’s was an isolated voice (and a rather shaky one: he wrote sloppily and scarcely bothered to work out the implications of his subversive tale); no one managed to equal his achievement for more than half a century after the first appearance in print of Dorothy, the Tin Man, the Scarecrow, and the Cowardly Lion. America was still possessed with the kind of optimism that had infected British society around the time of the Great Exhibition; and optimistic societies do not, apparently, produce great fantasies. It was to take the Vietnam War and the general loss of national confidence during that period before fantasy could flower in America to the extent that it had in England. J. R. R. Tolkien produced the seeds: his English-made The Lord of the Rings (1954–5), with its lyrically melancholic portrait of a society in decline and threatened with total destruction, became the subject of a ‘campus cult’ just after the assassination of John F. Kennedy, and during the time when the international arms race was building up. The eventual consequence of this was the creation of a whole breed of native American fantasy novels, some of them of high quality.12
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All books, of course, require readers, and the upsurge of introspective, non-realistic writing for children in Britain during the late nineteenth century suggests that a new audience had arisen. The general market for children’s books had been active for a century before this; the business of being a ‘juvenile bookseller’ really became economically viable in the 1740s, concurrent with the rise of a middle class sufficiently leisured to undertake the ‘instruction and amusement’ of its children’s minds, and sufficiently affluent to pay for the books that this required. The audience for the books of Lewis Carroll and his successors, more than a century later, was in a sense unchanged: almost entirely middle class and affluent. Comfortably off parents bought Alice and The Water-Babies for their children, while the children of the poorer classes had to make do with the pious trash that the Sunday Schools handed out as ‘reward books’. But there was a certain difference between the middle-class child readership of the mid-eighteenth century and that which greeted the works of Carroll and Kingsley in the 1860s.


During the second half of the nineteenth century small families were coming into fashion among the middle classes in England, America, and Western Europe. Until the middle of the century it was perfectly acceptable socially, indeed almost the norm, to produce large families. One only has to look at the authors themselves to see this. Edward Lear, born in 1812, was the youngest of twenty children. Charles Kingsley (born in 1819) and George MacDonald (1824) were each one of six; C. L. Dodgson (‘Lewis Carroll’), born in 1832, was one of eleven. Then around the 1850s the birth rate fell, at times steeply. Rosalind Mitchison writes, in British Population Changes since 1880 (1977):




The birth rate in Britain began to decline in the last quarter of the  nineteenth century. The decline was not uniform: it was faster in  times of economic recession and slower in booms, but on the whole it  became progressively steeper until [it] reached a low point in 1933 …  This decline in fertility has its parallels in other European countries  and in other developed parts of the world. Most such countries  maintained a high birth rate until the 1870s, then experienced a fall, and the fall continued until the 1930s.





 The reasons for the decline have never been entirely explained. Mitchison observes that ‘similar changes took place in countries at very different stages of their economic development’, and it appears that factors other than the purely economic were in operation. The middle classes, themselves still a comparatively new element in society, seem to have experienced a vague but widespread feeling that their children could ‘do better’ if there were fewer of them to feed, clothe, and educate. And certainly increasing knowledge of birth control was a factor; in the words of François Bédarida it led to ‘the fading of that age-old fatalism, which meant that all children were accepted passively as “sent by God”’. In particular, the trial in 1877 of Charles Bradlaugh and Annie Besant, accused of obscenity because they had reprinted an old pamphlet about contraception, helped to publicise birth control methods, judging by the marked fall in the birth rate in many countries (including Britain) from that date onwards. Quite apart from this, the medical profession was by this time stressing the debilitating effects of too many children on a woman’s health. One writer13 stated that ‘it is looked upon as supremely ridiculous to have a great many [children]’, and Dr Elizabeth Blackwell, in How to Keep a Household in Health (1870), went so far as to say: ‘I do not consider, as it is so often stated, that the great object of marriage is to produce children; marriage has higher humanitarian objects.’


The numbers of children dropped perceptibly. Again we may see this from the children’s writers themselves. Beatrix Potter, born in 1866, was one of two siblings. Kenneth Grahame, though he came from a large family, and A. A. Milne, though he had two brothers, were each to produce only one child when they married. They were not untypical. And the beginning and end of the period of the falling birth rate coincide almost to the years with the time during which the outstanding English children’s books were being written.


Parents with small families inevitably tend to lavish closer attention on their offspring than do those with large broods,14 and it is scarcely surprising that one literary result of the falling birth rate should be a sentimental idealisation of childhood, the creation (chiefly by lady writers) of such beings as Little Lord Fauntleroy (Frances Hodgson Burnett’s novel was published in 1886). Any tendency towards a tougher attitude to children must moreover have been modified by the fact that there was no corresponding decline in the death rate of children before the beginning of the twentieth century. Despite a general increase in hygiene and continuing improvements in medicine, the young frequently fell victim to scarlet fever (the children’s writer Mrs Molesworth lost a daughter because of it), or tuberculosis (Frances Hodgson Burnett lost a son through it), while others were sent to their grave by the continuing fondness of the medical profession for over-administering semi-poisonous medicines such as calomel (Charles Kingsley and Louisa Alcott were among those overdosed with this).


One suspects too that the late Victorians tended to lavish more attention on their children because of the uncertainty of the adult, public world. It was a climate which must have encouraged people to turn inward to their own families, to obtain from their children the sense of security and stability which the outside world was not providing. In such conditions, the work of the great introspective children’s writers was especially likely to be appreciated.
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By the beginning of the 1860s, then, the conditions had been reached in which ‘escapist’ literature, aimed ostensibly at children, was likely to be written, and likely to find a sympathetic audience. And when the new movement in children’s books began, it did so with a striking suddenness. Up to 1862, nothing had happened. But by the end of that year, two of the first wave of outstanding writers for children had their first stories composed, while a novel by a third of them was already being published in a magazine. It was called The Water-Babies.



















PART ONE


Arrears of Destruction
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Parson Lot takes a cold bath


Charles Kingsley and The Water-Babies





Kingsley’s story appeared very modestly at first, making its bow in monthly parts without preamble or illustrations in the rather stodgy-looking pages of Macmillan’s Magazine. In the issue for August 1862, and thereafter until the following March, it was printed under the heading The Water-Babies: a Fairy Tale for a Land-Baby, stated to be by ‘The Rev. Professor Kingsley’. Then in May 1863 the whole story was reissued as a rather plain-looking green-covered book. The publishers, Macmillan again, thought fit to include only two complete illustrations, though there were decorations at the head of each chapter. Yet despite this rather self-effacing start in life, The Water-Babies was assured of public attention, for its author was already one of the most popular writers of the day.


Kingsley had made a big reputation in the fifteen years before it was published, first as a campaigner for social reform, then as a popular novelist, and later still as a writer on marine biology – and also, for good measure, as a reteller of classical myths for children. Clearly he was versatile, even a polymath; he was currently holding the Regius Professorship of Modern History at Cambridge. Yet even so, his public, which included Queen Victoria herself, could scarcely have expected such a curiosity as The Water-Babies to be the next production of his pen.


It was most curious, this tale of a North Country chimney-sweep’s ‘climbing boy’ who, covered in soot and escaping across the moorland after a misunderstanding at a country house where his master has been employed, plunges himself into a stream to get cool and clean, and finds that he has turned into a tiny ‘water-baby’, less than four inches long and able to live an immortal existence beneath the surface of river and sea. Those who had read Kingsley’s Glaucus, or the Wonders of the Shore, published seven years earlier and used in many nurseries, would not perhaps have been very surprised at Tom’s encounters with salmon, lobster, and many smaller denizens of sea and river-bed; Glaucus was full of lively accounts of the habits of these creatures. But there had been nothing in Kingsley’s writings – or for that matter in anyone else’s – to prepare the reader for Tom’s magical-cum-moral lessons at the hands of the maternal underwater fairies Mrs Bedonebyasyoudid and her sister Mrs Doasyouwouldbedoneby, or for his quest far across the ocean bed to find his old master Grimes and save him from his own hardness of heart.


Perceptive readers might recognise a touch of The Pilgrim’s Progress, and its ancestors the old medieval romances, in these last chapters; others might catch a whiff of Gulliver, and those who knew their Hans Andersen might think that Kingsley had something of the Danish author’s purpose and manner. But the book was really quite unprecedented. Nobody had ever before dared to mix together a fairy tale – and a completely invented one at that: there was nothing about water-babies in Grimm or Perrault or anyone else – with a touch of social comment about conditions of the working poor, a lot of specialist information about the habits of underwater creatures, and an almost Dantean account of a soul’s moral and spiritual education in Purgatory; for Tom’s experiences were quite clearly supposed to be those of a soul after death. To top it all, Kingsley had the nerve, as one reviewer spotted, to write the book chiefly in the style of Rabelais.15


It was quite different from anything else ever before written for children, and like all Kingsley’s work it was both brilliant and a failure, self-contradictory, muddled, inspiring, sentimental, powerfully argumentative, irrationally prejudiced, superbly readable. In a small space it managed to discover and explore almost all the directions that children’s books would take over the next hundred years. And in exploring them it usually fell flat on its face.                  
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Charles Kingsley is a very puzzling figure to readers in the late twentieth century. In some respects we find him immensely congenial, a liberal in the modern style. Yet at a closer inspection the liberalism seems to crumble away, and we are left with something far more enigmatic, even distasteful.


He does not at first sight appear to have had in his personality the makings of an outstanding children’s author. The Water-Babies seems an odd book to come from someone so active and extrovert, so concerned with public deeds, and apparently so little occupied with introspection. But again a closer investigation produces a different picture, and we find in him certain traits which we can discover in other great children’s writers.


He was born at Holne in Devon in 1819, the same year of birth as Queen Victoria – ‘appropriate enough,’ observes the best of his biographers, Susan Chitty, ‘for one who combined in his person so many of the conflicts that racked the Victorian era’. He was the eldest of seven children of the Revd Charles Kingsley; his father had been brought up a country gentleman, but the family fortunes were squandered (first by guardians during his minority, then by himself), and, finding himself penniless at the age of thirty, he decided on the Church of England simply as a way of making a living. Once ordained, he moved with his wife from parish to parish as circumstances dictated; Holne was his second curacy, and only six weeks after Charles’s birth the family had to shift again, this time to the Midlands. A couple of curacies later, with Charles aged five, they found themselves in the Fens, at Barnack in Northamptonshire, where they were at last able to make a settled home for a few years. Just as they arrived there, Charles’s seven-month-old sister Louisa Mary died, an all too common event even in comfortably off English families at the time, largely thanks to that fondness of Victorian doctors for dosing babies with strong medicines at the slightest sign of illness. Charles tried to get his revenge in The Water-Babies, when Mrs Bedonebyasyoudid




called up all the doctors, who give little children so much physic … and then she dosed them with calomel and jalap and salts and senna and brimstone and treacle; and horrible faces they made; and then she gave them a great emetic of mustard and water, and no basins; and began all over again; and that was the way she spent the morning.





And did the death of little Louisa Mary plant in his mind, even then in his early childhood, some notion of a paradise or purgatory peopled entirely by children who have died young?


He himself nearly followed his sister to an early grave, for the damp atmosphere of the Fens was thought to be making him ill, and he was heavily dosed with calomel. He survived both the illness and the treatment, but afterwards claimed that mercury poisoning from the calomel had inhibited the growth of his jaw, and so caused the stammer which was to afflict him in adult life.


He was a sturdily imaginative child; he delighted in stories of Button Cap, the ghost of a wicked old parson who was supposed to haunt the Rectory. And he liked to dress up in a pinafore for a surplice and preach sermons to the nursery chairs. His mother wrote down these sermons and showed them to the bishop, and she also preserved poems that he made up. She lavished a lot of attention on him, and throughout his life he felt especially close to her. He once wrote to his wife: ‘I have nothing to care for in reality but my mother and you.’


His father was a remote, rather chilling figure who seems to have treated religion as a matter of business rather than spirituality, and who discouraged any display of affection. Charles’s most frequent contact with him seems to have been when he went into the study to repeat his lessons aloud, an experience which many nineteenth-century children had to undergo till their brains seemed to turn to water, especially if they were being crammed with the books of ‘general information’ that became fashionable in the 1830s. Again, Charles got his revenge in The Water-Babies, when Tom comes to the Isle of Tomtoddies, where the people are turnips – all heads and no bodies – and worship the great idol Examination:
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