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Preface


My involvement with the life of Anne Lister began with a visit to the Calderdale Archives one late autumn afternoon in 1984. Due to work and family commitments, I had decided that any writing or research I wished to do must be centred upon a subject close to home. The generosity of Halifax families, firms and local professional bodies in donating historical records to the local archives has provided a rich source of historical data concerning the town of Halifax. The expert documentation of these sources by Dr Betteridge and his staff at the Calderdale Archives Department (and, of course, their predecessors), plus the work of members of the Halifax Antiquarian Society and other very able local historians, means that the rich history of Halifax and its earlier inhabitants is easily accessible to anyone who cares to make use of these resources.


In my case, my mind immediately focussed upon Anne Lister of Shibden Hall, Halifax. I knew that her letters were deposited in the archives and, on further enquiry, I found that her voluminous journals, extending from 1817 to 1840, were also held there. A further bonus was that they had been put on to microfilm and could thus be photocopied page-by-page and taken home for in-depth study. This last fact was most useful, for Anne’s journals are a mixture of long passages written in small, cramped handwriting, alternating with equally long passages written in a secret code, or cipher, of her own devising. Many months of scrutiny were necessary for the code, in particular, before her story was fully revealed. Luckily, I found that the code had been cracked by the late John Lister MA (1847–1933), the last Lister of Shibden Hall, and some of his friends in the Halifax Antiquarian Society, of which he was a co-founder and first president in 1900.


The key to the code, then, was available and I took a copy of it home with me, along with the first fifty pages of the journal. The next day I set myself the task of reading and de-coding the Anne Lister journals. From that day I have found myself engaged in a literary, historical and cultural adventure, the interest of which never ceases. It could be said that Halifax, for me, became two different towns. Physically, I moved around in my modern home town of twentieth century Halifax. Mentally, I lived in the small nineteenth century market town of Anne Lister’s Halifax. Similarly, I went to twentieth century Paris to research Anne’s Parisian background – but it was nineteenth century Paris which I uncovered, emotionally and psychologically, the spirit of which I have attempted to portray in this book by the selection of excerpts from the diaries and the photographs of nineteenth century Parisian scenes.


The process of selection from some 6,600 pages of Anne’s journals, containing around four million words, was not easy. The writing of a diary is not, of course, comparable to the writing of a novel. The diarist, obviously, does not know in advance what is to happen. Therefore, for a scrupulous diarist such as Anne was, every day’s events must be recorded as fully as possible. Who knows what, or who, will prove to be significant in two, ten or twenty years after the initial recording? The teasing out of themes, the highlighting of dramatic experiences, or the use of any other modus operandi which serves the purpose of putting together an economically viable and readable book out of a mass of material falls, therefore, to the lot of the editor or biographer. It was to the task of editing the journals that I turned first, for it seemed to me that Anne ought to tell her own story before anyone interpreted it for her. Hers is, after all, the truly authentic voice of the nineteenth century woman caught up in a dilemma not of her own making. She ought to be allowed to tell it as it was, from her own point of view.


Selecting and editing excerpts from a previously unpublished diary of a previously unknown person is a complex process. The editor approaches the task with no preformed idea of what sort of person is likely to emerge from the privacy of such a journal. My knowledge of Anne Lister was confined to the bare fact that she had once lived at Shibden Hall, a place to which I was taken as a child many times by my parents and to which I took my own children in turn. Short excerpts from what I now realise must have been her journals, mostly with the emphasis on events in the town during her lifetime, had been published from time to time in the local press. But Anne’s lifestyle and personality were unknown to me until the day I began my study of her journals. The adventure into another woman’s time and life had begun.


After a period of two years’ reading and decoding, I was firmly convinced that the uniqueness of the material lay in the depiction of how a woman, in the first half of the nineteenth century, could live her life and fulfil her emotional and sexual needs when her sexual orientation was towards other women. In other words, how did a lesbian conduct her life during an era so radically different from our own, managing to balance sexual fulfilment with social acceptability? Anne’s secret journal tells us.


It is at this point that I ought to make it clear that my decision to give Anne Lister’s love story to the world was not taken either lightly or from reasons of prurience. A great deal of thought and conscience-searching took place on my part. Yet, despite all my scruples about invasion of privacy, etc, I still remain convinced that the importance of gaining a new insight into the mores of female lives and sexuality in early nineteenth century Georgian England outweighs the possible hazard of administering a culture shock to the less robust reader of the type of historical ‘faction’ which leaves visions of an idealised and sanitised past intact.


My chosen theme, then, was the long-running love affair between Anne Lister and Marianna Lawton, with the added twist of Anne’s infatuation with Maria Barlow whilst in Paris. Sadly, because of my decision to concentrate upon this emotional triangle (with the ineffectual figure of Charles Lawton hovering in the background) it was only possible to give the briefest sketch of the historical background against which this personal drama was played out. Socially and politically, Yorkshire in the Georgian era and Paris in the age of the Bourbon Restoration are hugely complex scenarios, the full import of which is impossible to depict in a book of this nature. I can only direct the interested reader to my own background reading (which can still only provide a tentative beginning to the subjects) in the bibliography.


The technical problems of putting this book together have been numerous. Once the deciphering of the coded passages was completed, I concentrated on the further mysteries contained in Anne’s actual handwriting. Small, cramped, full of abbreviations and semi-archaic or near-obsolete English terms interspersed with French words and phrases along with a smattering of Greek and Latin, it was every bit as challenging as the code had been. Gradually, and thanks to modern technology which allowed the photocopier to enlarge the small pages of the original journals, I was able to read the script, both coded and uncoded, with a degree of ease. My apprenticeship, so far, has lasted eight years and looks set to go on for at least another eight. There is still much to be said and written about Anne Lister of Shibden Hall, not all of it by me, I am sure.


Italics are used in these printed extracts to denote words or phrases that were underlined for emphasis by Anne Lister in her journals. The three point ellipsis (…) has been used to delete repetitive material. I have also had to make a hard decision to exclude some material which, although interesting and of historical importance, has been well documented elsewhere. For instance, Anne’s descriptions of the tourist sights in and around Paris cover the same ground as many other English diarists who visited the city during the first half of the nineteenth century. It is only where I have felt that Anne witnessed an event, rather than a place, of historical importance that I have relaxed my rule. One example is the entry of Charles X into Paris to be proclaimed the new king of France. In addition, I have included one or two instances where Anne’s observations were of particular interest or sharpness during her sightseeing expeditions.


Other deletions concern quite long and detailed accounts of work done on the Shibden estate. Although of interest in the fields of social and economic history, the importance of which I am well aware of, much of it bears little relevance to the main theme of this particular book. I have, however, included sufficient material to indicate Anne’s altered lifestyle and degree of responsibility for managing the estate once her uncle had died and she had become the mistress of Shibden Hall.


The placing of an ellipsis in any part of an extract from the journal indicates the deletion of the type of material outlined above. However, I have not used an ellipsis at the start of any excerpt, even though I may have omitted previous material.




Dramatis Personae


I have included the main characters who were alive and involved in Anne’s life during the period covered by this book. I have not included people who were peripheral to the main drama.


Halifax












	Anne Lister (junior)

	1791–1840

	 






	Anne Lister (senior)

	1765–1836

	Anne’s aunt






	James Lister

	1748–1826

	Anne’s uncle






	Captain Jeremy Lister

	1752–1836

	Anne’s father






	Marian Lister

	1797–1882

	Anne’s sister






	Elizabeth Wilkes Cordingley

	 

	Maidservant at Shibden Hall






	George Playforth

	 

	Manservant at Shibden Hall






	MacDonald

	 

	Maidservant at Shibden Hall






	James Briggs

	 

	Steward for the Shibden estate







York
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Paris






	Madame de Boyve

	 

	Proprietess of 24 Place Vendôme






	Mrs Maria Barlow

	1786–

	Anne Lister’s lover in Paris






	Jane Barlow

	1811–

	Daughter of Maria Barlow






	Mrs Page

	 

	Maidservant to Mrs Barlow






	Madame Galvani

	 

	French tutor and friend to Anne







Lawton Hall, Cheshire






	Charles Bourne Lawton

	1771–1860

	Husband to Marianna Percy Lawton (née Belcombe)






	Marianna Percy Lawton (née Belcombe)

	1790–1868

	Anne Lister’s lover – married Charles B Lawton, 9th March 1816






	Watson

	 

	Housekeeper at Lawton Hall






	Christopher

	 

	Manservant at Lawton Hall






	Grantham

	 

	Lodgekeeper at Lawton Hall






	Mrs Grantham

	 

	Wife of the above and alleged mistress of Charles B Lawton







Langton Hall, near Malton, Yorkshire






	Mrs Anne Norcliffe

	1762–1835

	Widow of Thomas Norcliffe and mother to the Norcliffe family listed below






	Isabella Norcliffe (Tib)

	1785–1846

	One-time lover of Anne Lister






	Charlotte Norcliffe

	1788–1844

	Sister to Isabella Norcliffe






	Mary Best (née Norcliffe)

	1790–1837

	Sister to Isabella Norcliffe and widow of Dr Charles Best, who was Dr Belcombe’s medical partner prior to Dr Best’s early death






	Major Norcliffe Norcliffe

	1791–1862

	Brother to Isabella Norcliffe











Love shook my heart


like the wind on the mountain


rushing over the oak trees


Beautiful women,


my feelings for you


will never falter


I tell you:


in time to come,


someone will remember us.


Sappho, c600 BC


Taken from Sappho’s Poems and Fragments (trans Josephine Balmer. London, Brilliance Books 1984).







Prologue


On a late August evening in the year 1824, in an upstairs room of an old fifteenth century manor house, a woman called Anne Lister spent some time dawdling over arranging the contents of her writing desk to her satisfaction. She was about to leave her native Yorkshire and settle in Paris for an extended period of time. However much the adventure appealed to her, she could not avoid the ‘sickly feeling of going’.


Shibden Hall, tucked away in a fold of the Pennine hills, had been in the Lister family’s possession since the early seventeenth century. The Listers were of good social standing in the town of Halifax in the West Riding. The family had been one of the major landowners in the area, at one time owning much of the property in and around Halifax. By 1800, however, their estate had dwindled and by 1815, the time when Anne had come to live permanently at Shibden Hall, her bachelor uncle, James Lister, was content to live in quiet seclusion with his unmarried sister, Anne’s aunt Anne. Their main income came from the rents of the small tenanted farms on their land. There was also some investment income from shares in canals and turnpike trusts. In addition, James Lister farmed some of the land and leased off other parts for stone-quarrying and coalmining. Lack of ambition on James Lister’s part precluded any full-scale exploitation of his estate, but the family lived comfortably enough in their Pennine manor house with a few devoted servants to attend to their domestic comfort. James Lister was a quiet recluse, needing only his books and his farming activities. His sister, Anne, was an uneducated woman of simple, homely tastes, who spent her life organising the household around her brother’s needs and battling with a crippling form of rheumatism which had afflicted her in her middle age. They did not attend the social gatherings in the town of Halifax and James firmly discouraged any attempts on his sister’s part to entertain visitors at Shibden Hall.


Into this quiet, orderly, reclusive life burst the exuberant figure of their niece, Anne Lister.


Born in Halifax on the 3rd April 1791, Anne had been brought up in Market Weighton, a town in the then East Riding of Yorkshire. Her father, Captain Jeremy Lister, brother to James and Anne Lister of Shibden Hall, had married Rebecca Battle, from North Cave, East Yorkshire. She had brought to the marriage a small estate at Market Weighton, known as Skelfler. Captain Jeremy Lister, a veteran of the American War of Independence, eventually resigned his commission in the army and settled down with his wife to farm, very improvidently, the estate at Market Weighton. Of their original family of four boys and two girls, only the girls Anne and Marian (the latter born in 1797 and six years younger than Anne) survived. Three of the boys died during childhood and the fourth, Samuel, drowned in a boating accident in 1813 whilst serving in the army. He had been heir-presumptive to the Shibden estates in Halifax. Anne was twenty-two when he died. It was decided by the elder Listers that she should inherit Shibden on her Uncle James’ death whilst her sister Marian should inherit the Skelfler property at Market Weighton. Accordingly, in May 1815, Anne, at the age of twenty-four, arrived in Halifax to live permanently at Shibden Hall in order to acquaint herself with the running of the estate and prepare herself for the role of eventual mistress there.


Anne’s lifestyle was unusual for a woman of that time. Disdainful of anything resembling feminine pursuits, Anne’s interests and hobbies were such as to cause a great deal of comment from people around her. Strenuous walking, horse riding, shooting and flute playing were hardly compatible with the air of delicacy required of the fashionable lady of leisure in the early years of the nineteenth century. In the year 1824, when this book begins, she was thirty-three. Her character was already formed and her determination to live her life according to the dictates of that character never wavered. At quite an early age she was a source of trouble to her mother. In later years, she describes herself, when a child, thus:






‘… I was a great pickle, ’scaped my maid & got away among the workpeople. When my mother thought I was safe, I was running out in an evening. Saw curious scenes, bad women, etc …’


(Saturday 13th November 1824. Paris)








Her mother, in despair, sent her as a boarder at the age of seven to a dame school in Ripon, run by a Mrs Haigue and a Mrs Chettle. Anne remembers ‘being whipped every day at Ripon’, probably in an attempt to curb her madcap ways. However, the punishment seems to have been administered more in sorrow than in anger, for a Mrs Taylor, who attended the school when Anne was there, remembers Anne as being:






‘… a singular child & singularly drest but genteel-looking, very quick & independent & quite above telling an untruth … whistled very well. A great favourite with Mrs Chettle …’


(19th November 1822. Halifax)








Anne’s scholarly development began early. At the age of twelve she wrote to her aunt at Shibden Hall:






‘… My library is one of my greatest pleasures after a good ramble in the fields … The Grecian History has pleased me much. You know Mr Trant made me a present of the Roman History … Have the goodness to purchase for me a dictionary. I mean one of the very best publications . . I have five guineas to spare & I don’t know how I can expend it better to my own satisfaction … It will be a valuable addition to my collection of books …’


(Thursday 3rd February 1803. Skelfleur [sic] House)








In April 1805, at the age of fourteen, Anne was sent to the Manor School in York as a parlour-boarder. It was about this time that Anne’s reputation as a ‘tomboy’ began to be viewed in a more serious light. The fact that her sexual orientation was towards members of her own sex was, perhaps, not unusual at the age of fourteen, when ‘crushes’ and romantic friendship between young people of the same sex are considered the norm. But Anne’s flirtations with her female contemporaries quickly acquired sexual overtones which she rapidly converted into sexual activity whenever the opportunity presented itself.


Anne’s first intense relationship was with a girl whom she met at the Manor School, York, and with whom she shared a bedroom – Eliza Raine. Eliza’s early life is obscure. She appears to have been the daughter of William Raine, a surgeon in the service of the East India Company. She was brought over to England in the legal care of a Mr and Mrs Duffin. William Duffin, an Irishman and also a surgeon working in India at the same time as Eliza’s father, came to live at York where he continued to practise his profession. Eliza was sent to the Manor School. There she became probably the first of Anne’s lovers, in a physical sense. The relationship was a doomed one. Anne herself admitted in later years that she used to flirt with other girls, causing Eliza much distress. The pathological jealousy displayed by Eliza seemed to be an early indication of mental derangement, according to the medical reasoning of the era. In 1814, Eliza was pronounced incurably insane and spent the rest of her life under the care of medical attendants in York. Anne, filled with remorse for her bad behaviour towards Eliza, never failed to pay her a visit – which was not always kindly received – when she was in York.


From this first affair, despite its traumatic end, Anne’s emotional development was set in a search for fulfilment which was only to be found in sexual love with other women.


Socially, the Manor School was the catalyst which served to release Anne from her rural, rather sequestered background in Market Weighton. The people with whom she mixed at the school came mainly from wealthy families. Anne became fired with the ambition to gain entry into their more sophisticated milieu and so leave her rustic origins behind. These ambitions, formulated in her early teens, never left her. They were to become the driving force behind her adventurous and problematical life.


York, at that time, was a thriving place of economic and social importance. Debarred from travelling abroad due to the turmoil of the Napoleonic Wars, the fashionable English spent their time and money in their own capital cities. Although London and Bath were the more fashionable places in which to spend their wealth, nevertheless York, the then capital city of the North, with its imposing cathedral, medieval streets and its rich mixture of legal, military, political and economic worlds meeting and mixing at the winter assemblies and balls, at the racecourse and the glittering musical festivals, exuded a lively social atmosphere which made it the focus of the wealthy and privileged people who lived in the North of England.


Anne was fascinated by the lifestyles of the people in the York circle into which she was eventually introduced. Through her friendship with Eliza Raine, she met Mr and Mrs Duffin, who lived at the Red House, York. Mrs Duffin was, in 1806, an ailing woman in her sixties. Hovering in the background of the Duffins’ lives was Mr Duffin’s mistress, a York woman called Miss Marsh who lived in lodgings at 58 Micklegate, York. Miss Marsh was playing a patient waiting game. Her aim, which she eventually achieved in 1826, was to become the second Mrs Duffin. Meanwhile, she virtually ran the Duffin household in place of the invalid wife, kept an eagle eye on all their business affairs, ministered to Mr Duffin’s every comfort and pried into, and gossiped about, the affairs of all her friends and acquaintances, particularly where Anne and her friendships were concerned.


Once befriended by the Duffins and Miss Marsh, Anne’s circle of acquaintances widened. She became friendly with the Norcliffe family, wealthy landowners who lived at Langton Hall in the small village of Langton near Malton, a market town situated between York and the east coast town of Scarborough.


To Anne, in her younger days, the Norcliffes represented the acme of sophistication. Rich, well-travelled, self-assured and socially confident people, they opened Anne’s eyes to the glamour of the cosmopolitan lifestyle to which their wealth gave them access. They inspired Anne with ambitions which were eventually to take her into European court circles, an elevation which would cause her to view the Norcliffes as, in their turn, rather provincial. Anne was a very able student of society!


Meanwhile, the main interest for Anne lay in her liaison with Isabella, the Norcliffe’s eldest daughter. Isabella was six years older than Anne, but they quickly realised that their friendship was more than ordinarily intense soon after their first meeting around 1810, when Anne was nineteen and Isabella was twenty-five. They embarked upon a serious and fairly long-running physical love affair. Isabella (or Tib, as Anne called her) badly wanted to become Anne’s life-partner. Anne was not so sure that Isabella suited her but, because of the social advantages which the relationship brought, she was happy to indulge Isabella in her fantasies of their eventually living together.


That the Norcliffes were a formative influence on the development of Anne’s social aspirations, there can be no doubt. All the more surprising, then, that when Isabella introduced Anne to Marianna Belcombe, Anne’s immediate sexual passion for this pretty young daughter of a relatively socially insignificant York doctor should cause her to jettison her relationship with Isabella in favour of a new one with Marianna.


Dr and Mrs Belcombe lived with their large and gregarious family of five daughters and one son in Petergate, York, in the shadow of York Minster. The connection between the Norcliffes and the Belcombes lay in the fact that Dr Belcombe’s partner, Dr Charles Best, had married Isabella Norcliffe’s sister, Mary. The daughters of the two families, the Norcliffes and the Belcombes, had become firm friends, particularly as the Norcliffe girls often stayed in York for the various social gatherings which were also attended by the Belcombes. By introducing Anne Lister to the Belcombe family, Isabella sealed her own fate. Anne became irresistibly attracted to Marianna and, by 1814, Anne, then twenty-three years old, and Marianna, a year older than Anne, had become lovers.


Despite their passionate attachment to each other, the hard reality of economic circumstances intruded upon their idyll. Anne was not the independent woman of means which she was to be in later life. Even had the lovers braved public opinion and attempted to live together, they had absolutely no means of support. Dr Belcombe, also, was not a rich man. He had five unmarried daughters on his hands. When a wealthy Cheshire landowner approached him with an offer of marriage for Marianna, the Belcombe family were delighted. His offer was accepted with alacrity.


The suitor, Charles Lawton, was a widower, some twenty years older than Marianna. He was the owner of Lawton Hall and its surrounding estates in the village of Lawton, Cheshire. Marianna was dazzled by the prospect of rising from her humble status of daughter to an impecunious York doctor to that of wealthy mistress of Lawton Hall. The marriage took place in March 1816. Anne was literally heartbroken:






‘… The time, the manner, of her marriage … Oh, how it broke the magic of my faith forever. How, spite of love, it burst the spell that bound my very reason …’


(Wednesday 20th August 1823. Halifax)








She became very ill and only the care of her York friends, Mr and Mrs Duffin and Miss Marsh, brought her back to her original state of good health.


The sense of betrayal never left Anne. Yet, despite her emotional trauma, she was unable to give Marianna up. They continued their sexual relationship whenever they found it possible to meet. They visited each other’s homes or stayed in York at Marianna’s family home. For, when Anne found that the marriage was inevitable, she and Marianna agreed that perhaps it need only be a temporary disruption, for economic purposes, to their life. They formed a plan to live together in the future when, hopefully, Charles’ early death (he was nearing fifty and, given the life expectancy in those days, it was not so unrealistic to assume early widowhood for Marianna) would leave the way clear for them. It would also render their relationship respectable in the eyes of the world. What was more natural than a grieving widow taking refuge in the home of her best friend, where together they would keep the memory of the dead husband sacred? Should there be any children of the marriage, the two women would bring them up together, combining their incomes from the two estates of Lawton and Shibden.


The plan served to sustain Anne through the lonely years which followed Marianna’s defection. During this long waiting period, Anne occupied herself by drawing up an intensive course of self-education. She felt that intellectual discipline was the only way to keep her unhappiness from overwhelming her:






‘… If I was once to give way to idleness, I would be wretched. Nothing but keeping my mind so intent upon study can divert the melancholy reflections which would constantly prey upon me on account of Marianna. Alas! They are even now a source of bitterness & disquiet that words can ill describe …’


(Thursday 22nd May 1817. Halifax)








She timetabled her day fully:






‘I … mean to turn my attention, eventually & principally, to natural philosophy. For the present I mean to devote my mornings before breakfast to Greek & afterwards, till dinner, to divide the time equally between Euclid & arithmetic … I shall recommence my long-neglected Algebra. I must read a page or two of French now & then, when I can. The afternoons & evenings are set apart for general reading, for walking, [for] ½ an hour, or ¾, practice on the flute …’


(Tuesday 13th May 1817. Halifax)








This programme of study, exercise and music was supplemented by helping her uncle on the estate, by occasional visits to the more important families in the town of Halifax and by long visits to her friends in York. Her main emotional outlet lay in the snatched meetings with Marianna and their exchange of letters.


Unfortunately, one of Anne’s letters, in which she had referred to their hope of Charles’ early death, was found by him. He wrote a furious letter to Anne, forbidding her to visit Lawton Hall. He became extremely jealous of the friendship between his wife and Anne, intercepting all the mail and making it extremely difficult for the two women to meet. Anne’s response to this situation was to use an esoteric code, or cypher, to which only she and Marianna had the key. Anne also used the code in her journals when she wished to write about her emotions and her bouts of physical lovemaking with Marianna and also with other women. For, as the years went on and Charles continued in robust health, Anne began to realise the futility of the arrangement. She began to look at the possibility of finding someone else to fill the role of life-partner.


There was also an added complication to Anne’s sexual life with Marianna. In July 1821, Anne began to detect certain symptoms which led her to believe that she was suffering from some venereal disorder. It seems that Marianna had contracted a complaint from her loose-living husband and had infected Anne with it. Anne, in turn, had passed it on to Isabella Norcliffe, with whom she had sporadic and unenthusiastic sexual relations. Anne now began to feel a great sense of responsibility about indulging in sexual activity with any other woman. She made every effort to cure herself of the complaint, and included in these efforts was that of abstaining from sexual contact with Marianna for fear of further outbreaks of infection. Although she was not always successful in this last aim, the sobering fact of a venereal complaint certainly changed Anne’s attitude towards Marianna and towards future sexual conquests.


In addition to Anne’s emotional weariness, Marianna had become concerned about the lesbian nature of her relationship with Anne becoming known publicly. In 1823, after seven years of marriage, Marianna was a respectable figure in Cheshire society. She had a materially comfortable home with plenty of money and servants. Charles was away from home for long periods and, when he was at home, did not make excessive demands either on her person or her time. She was left pretty much to run her own life as she wanted. She had good women friends; she took up charitable causes, including the setting up of a small school for girls to whom she taught sewing; she had many hobbies and interests; and she was allowed to visit her parents in York frequently. Also, her sisters paid lengthy visits to Lawton Hall to keep her company. In short, she had become content with her station in life. She was prepared, at this stage, to overlook the fact that, basically, her marriage was far from ideal. She began to show an indifference to Anne, which served to heighten Anne’s already disillusioned feelings about Marianna.


The situation between them came to a head in the late summer of 1823. On a visit to York and Scarborough, Marianna made it clear that she felt ashamed to be seen in public with Anne because of the latter’s masculine appearance and unfashionable dress-sense. That Marianna was also mortally afraid of the world’s censure of their lesbian relationship now became apparent to Anne. She records in her journal that, on the subject of their love becoming publicly known:






‘… [Marianna] had a feeling she could not describe. [She] would make any sacrifice rather than have our connection suspected … The fear of discovery is strong. It rather increases, I think, but her conscience seems seared [closed] so long as concealment is secure … [I] told her she need not fear my conduct letting out our secret. I could deceive anyone …’








In the same entry Anne goes on to condemn Marianna:






‘… Mary, you have passion like the rest but your caution cheats the world out of its scandal & your courage is weak rather than your principal [sic] strong … It was a coward love that dare not brave the storm …’


(Wednesday 20th August 1823. Halifax)








The emotional shocks suffered by Anne from Marianna’s increasingly worldly attitude to their (for Anne) idealistic love did irreparable damage to the relationship. Anne felt that it was time to come to terms with the fact that Marianna was ‘another man’s wife’; that Charles seemed unlikely to suffer premature death; that life held other promises, other happinesses. Her ambitious nature prompted her to search for a wealthy, more socially elevated woman than either Isabella Norcliffe or Marianna. Perhaps even a titled woman? Disinterested love was no longer on the agenda. As idealism left by the back door, cynicism entered by the front. In terms of finding a life-partner, Anne became what could be termed a careerist.


Anne herself was to become a woman of property when her uncle died. She now wished her future companion to bring wealth and what she termed éclat to the partnership. Marianna, if she left her husband or became a childless widow, would bring neither. Isabella’s deterioration into drink and snuff-taking certainly wouldn’t ensure éclat. It was time for Anne to move away from old associations and broaden her experience of the world. She decided to put into operation her long-cherished plans to travel and was determined to begin by going to Paris for a lengthy visit. She would become proficient in the language, absorb the culture and acquire the polish of a cosmopolitan woman. These things could only be assets in her new phase of life. At the age of thirty-three, Anne was no longer the lonely, yearning lover waiting, in the fastness of her Pennine hillside home, for her loved one to be released from the bondage of marriage. Now she was about to step out into the wider world of travel and sophistication to try her luck with other women in different social milieux. It is from the revealing pages of her journal that we are allowed a fascinating insight into the successes and failures of Anne’s new direction in life.




A Parisian Prelude






‘Half Paris seemed sitting in groups under the trees listening, some to music, some to singing … It was altogether rather a fairy scene …’


(Friday 3rd September 1824. Paris)








Anne Lister’s description of an evening stroll in the Champs Élysées captures the surface gaiety of a city which was famous throughout Europe for its culture, luxury and taste. The dark under-belly of vice, corruption and counter-intrigue in one of the most sophisticated cities of the world surfaces but little in the pages of Anne’s journals. Like most visitors there, she was only too pleased to have the opportunity of being in Paris at all, for, during the period of the French Revolution and the subsequent Napoleonic Wars, the continent of Europe was virtually closed to all but the most intrepid of English travellers. Napoleon’s final defeat at Waterloo in 1815 opened the floodgates. The sea route between Dover and Calais became busy once more with peaceful, enthusiastic travellers, eager to take advantage of the diversion of foreign travel and to widen their cultural and linguistic horizons.


Anne Lister was amongst those able to afford the cost of living and travelling on the Continent for prolonged periods of time. Her first visit to Paris with her aunt in 1819 had given her a taste for the life and climate there, and she was determined to repeat the experience. This time, in 1824, she took only her maid, Elizabeth Wilkes Cordingley, to accompany her. The two women left their home in Halifax, a small Pennine town in the West Riding of Yorkshire, on the 24th August 1824, and were not to return to England until the spring of 1825.


The journey from Halifax to Paris had not been without some adventures. In London, Anne felt an elevation of spirits that led her to record:






‘… In walking about London this morning could not help feeling proud of the metropolis of my country. What magnificence, what comfort, what luxury. Like Tyre of old, her merchants are princes.’


(Thursday 26th August 1824. London)








A rather bizarre event occupied much of her thoughts during her stay in London. Anne had gained permission from the magistrates at Hatton Gardens1 to see the treadmill at Cold Bath Fields prison2. She then found, to her horror, that her visit there had been written up in The Times of the day. Mr Webb, the proprietor of Webb’s Hotel3 at 220 Piccadilly, where Anne and Cordingley were staying, brought up to Anne’s room:






‘… a roast of mutton & a newspaper, asking me if I would like to look at it. I casually answered “Yes”. He said there was this business at Hatton Gardens in it. He had never thought of it getting into the papers & now it would be in them all. “Ah,” said I, “the thought & fear of it struck me last night. I am very sorry for it.” It was the “Times” newspaper of today. The whole thing very fairly put in. At the moment I felt mortified & annoyed at the idea of what a quiz it would be against me. Mr Webb saw this, which was probably more than he expected. I soon, however, grew reconciled, as I always do & told Mr Webb when he came in again. I could not help laughing at the thing …’


(Saturday 28th August 1824. London)








Anne decided to draft a letter in defence of her action. She did not, in the end, send off the letter, which contained the following explanation of her motives for the visit:






‘… since the matter has been made public. I feel desirous that my motive should be divested of the “scientific” nature to which it had been attributed, & reduced to the simple wish of examining for myself the merits or demerits of the tread-mill … I cannot help feeling persuaded, from the ease with which all the persons, male & female, seemed to perform the exercise of the tread-mill, as well as from the short trial I myself made of it, that the labour is not so excessive as it has been represented, nor by any means so great as that daily undergone by a large portion of the lower classes of society …’


(Friday 27th August 1824. London)








After this mortifying experience, Anne and Cordingley travelled to Dover, crossed the Channel by steam packet and arrived at their lodgings at 11.35pm on Wednesday 1st September 1824.


For the English resident in Paris, life in a modest pension in the mid-1820s was hardly a passport to the highest circles of fashionable French society. It was at just such a small guest-house, run by Madame de Boyve and her husband, at 24 Place Vendôme, that Anne and her maid eventually arrived. There they were provided with the rather unexceptional round of eating, drinking, socialising and entertainment expected by genteel, upper middle-class people and, on a lower level commensurate with their class, their servants. Anne Lister at this stage of her life was not ambitious enough, wealthy enough or socially confident enough to desire entry into the aristocratic strata of Parisian society. For now, fully aware of her unpreparedness for the haut ton lifestyle, she was content to use her time in Paris to look about her, learn the language, familiarise herself with the cultural aspects of Parisian life and attempt to obtain an improvement in her health by consulting medical specialists in Paris.


Her arrival at 24 Place Vendôme, late, travel-weary and hungry, had not proved an auspicious start to her new life there:






‘… Arrived, & myself & my luggage upstairs (187 steps from the ground), in my room at 11–35. The family had gone to bed. Only servants up. They had expected me earlier. Thought I should not arrive tonight. The room looked dirty & untidy & felt desperately hot, even to one who had been nearly boiled to death in the cabriolet of a diligence. What could be had to eat & drink? Not much & that not in a hurry. At last, I had a teapot of hot water brought (could not get a 2d, there was no fire to heat more water) & some vin de pays & a little bread & butter & Cordingley got some tea after waiting about an hour. It required some contrivance to arrange that “order” which is “space”. Cordingley not fit for anything. Sent her off to bed. I up till 2–20. A few thoughts of home & my journey passed in my mind …’


(Wednesday 1st September 1824. Paris)








It was only the resilience of Anne’s nature which allowed her to overcome this depressing start and summon up a positive attitude in order to gain the maximum benefit from her Parisian experience. The structure of her daily life there left her very little time for privacy or study, which was one of her main passions in life, but her attention to her journal was never relaxed.


The guests at Place Vendôme took breakfast in their own rooms at an hour of their choice. What was then left of the morning was devoted to walking, reading in the Tuileries gardens or shopping. Luncheon was at one o’clock, after which, sightseeing or excursions filled the afternoon. Dinner was officially at five-thirty but more often than not at six, and then, on fine evenings, Anne sat under the trees in the Champs Élysées listening to music and watching the spectacle of the Parisian world stroll by. Other evenings were spent in social entertainments organised by Madame de Boyve at Place Vendôme, when card games, word games designed to extend the guests’ knowledge of the French language, other paper and pencil games, and musical soirèes would fill the time. Eventually, visits to the opera and the French theatre added diversity to the chillier autumn and winter evenings.


Anne found herself comfortable at Place Vendôme despite the fact that her room was situated many steps above ground level. In letters to her friends, her main complaint was the noise of the carriages and the cracking of the coachman’s whip as the vehicles rumbled past the house:






‘… Ill-hung, rattling carriages perpetually rolling over a rough pavement, making a din more easily imagined than expressed – the whole house vibrates like the needle of a mariner’s compass … The cracking of whips … is quite indescribable. We have no whips in England clumsy enough to make such an infernal-sounding din …’4








Anne’s letters home to her friends and family give a good general impression of her life in Paris, but it is to her journal that she confides the more intimate and detailed accounts of her day to day living. At first she attempted to stand aloof from the social interaction which took place at Place Vendôme, but her own strong, forceful nature, her desire to be liked and accepted by people of her own class and, above all, her penchant for pretty women and her propensity for flirtations – and more – with them, soon made her the centre of the small dramas enacted behind the respectable façade of 24 Place Vendôme.


[image: image]






	Thursday 2 Sept.

	THE PENSION AT PLACE VENDÔME







Had Cordingley & had a thorough dusting of all the drawers, cupboards, etc, not before they wanted it. Arranged all my things & not dressed till 11¾ Then had my bed made & room swept. Mme de Boyve came up to pay her respects at 12½ … [She] is very handsome. Has a very good address & I admire her. Introduced to an elderly lady, a Mrs Richardson of Chichester; a Mrs Mackenzie & daughter; & a Mrs Barlow & daughter. Not much style about any of them. I must make out who they are. Mrs Barlow, the widow (her daughter aet. 13) of a Lieutenant-Colonel … Mrs Barlow’s maid is an Englishwoman but speaks French well, a great comfort to Cordingley, but makes sad complaints of the servants’ living. They can get breakfast but seldom anything fit for dinner … The servants dine after us (we are said to dine at 5½ but it is always near 6) but the housekeeper takes everything away as it comes out of the room & lets the servants have little they can eat. There are 3 of them [servants] & she gives them each 1 bottle of wine to last a week. Mrs Barlow’s maid has complained till she is tired, & is very miserable here. Her mistress has spoken to Mme de Boyve, who says no servant shall alter the regulation of her house.






	Friday 3 Sept.

	THE FLIRTATIOUSNESS OF FRENCHMEN







Breakfast at 10½. Then went down to consult Mrs Barlow what things (clothes) I should get. Looked at some shawls Mme de Boyve had sent for but did not purchase … I have nothing proper to dress in & cannot speak the language at all & feel as if I could not get on … In the evening, went with M. & Mme de Boyve & Mr Franks, an Irishman who is in the house, to the Champs Elysées. Half Paris seemed sitting in groups under the trees listening, some to music, some to singing. Really very good. We formed a little party, joined by a French captain of the Garde du Corps, a de St Aubun, who returned home with us after we had been at least a couple of hours walking about & sitting under the shade. I enjoyed the music & singing. It was altogether rather a fairy scene. A beautiful evening. I had not ½ the clothing on I should have had at home. The air was so delightful it seemed like the gentle freshness of a lady’s fan. On our return & sitting round the drawing room table, found Capt. de St Aubun a striking example of forward foppery, of what they say are the manners of the French gents. I was talking to the Misses Mackenzie & Barlow (quite girls in their teens) & observed some forfeit should be paid for speaking English; they knew not what. Said Capt. de St Aubun, ‘Baiser un Francois’ [Kiss a Frenchman]. But his afterwards coming to claim the penalty made me at once think how careful I should be in trusting daughters of my own in French society. It was all a joke on his part – but it shewed [sic] that he might have been in earnest with giddy girls & that when Frenchmen marry Englishwomen they probably pay their addresses ‘tout droit’ [straight on] or, as we should say in low Yorkshire, ‘court by the breeches buttonhole.’ In my memorandum made at the moment, M. le Capitaine is unceremoniously styled ‘an impudent fellow’. Probably he neither meant to be nor thought of being so. Said Miss Mackenzie, ‘They are all alike, at least all I have seen. Always something about ‘baiser’ [kissing]. Came to my room at 11½.






	Saturday 4 Sept.

	ANNE BEGINS TO MAKE FRIENDS WITH MRS BARLOW







Mrs Barlow came about 11½ [am] & sat with me till 1. She is quiet & tolerably ladylike but a very heavy companion. Her spirits seem weak. She appears to have delicate health & talks of thinking much, & looks a look of melancholy. The most good she did me was looking at the gown Madame Romatier made for me two years ago [when Anne was last in Paris], advising me to put it on at dinner with a handkerchief & saying it would do very well & so it did. Mrs Barlow is a connoisseur in spelling but, as she herself observed, not very profound & this was one of her chief subjects of conversation & that Mme de Boyve was selfish … A Monsieur Sorteval (with mustaches [sic]) came in the evening. Not speaking French so beautifully as Capt. de St Aubun but not using the word baiser & tolerably agreeable. Mme de Boyve has a multiplicity of little games, etc, with which & with conversation we amuse ourselves in an evening. Tonight we have had a little lottery & les questions, e.g. everyone writes a question, then they are all jumbled together or given out as Mme de Boyve chooses for each one to answer. Then, this done, they are all returned & read aloud by Madame. We had also, as we always have at dinner, those little bonbons wrapt up in mottos. Last night we had letters forming different words to make out. If I could speak the language well I could get on agreeably enough – & I think Cordingley seems more reconciled. Tea is always brought in about 9 and each person has one cup.






	Sunday 5 Sept.

	AN EVENING SOIREE AT THE PENSION







A soirée in the evening. A lady & her daughter (Mrs Kidd & her daughter) & a young man, really gentlemanly tho’ a little priggishly dandyish, & Messrs Sorteval, whom we had last night, Phillip & Bellevue, a diminutive, rather deformed man but gentlemanly. Speaks French beautifully & intelligibly & I liked him the best of the 4 gents. The elderly lady played écarte the whole evening with M. Sorteval or M. Bellevue. The rest of us sat round the drawing room table, had a little lottery or 2 & different sorts of games et les questions. Yet there was not much conversation or play made & such a party would have been called stupid in England. Thought I, if I could speak French as well as English, I could improve all this if I chose & make the thing pleasant. The English crept away early, soon after 10, & I came upstairs at 10–55 & left the French to talk us over. Mme de Boyve evidently likes me. She praises the questions & answers I write & is very civil. I am certainly attentive to her with something of flattery of manner she is not used to from ladies. I could make my way if I could speak better & am in better hope about it tonight. In mannerism I have certainly the advantage of all our English party. The ease I feel ½ surprises myself.






	Monday 6 Sept.

	THE FEAST OF ST GERMAIN







At 11 we were all off to the fête, or fair, or rather feast St Germain, held 2 miles from the town in the forest close to a nunnery or school … Stopt to see Malmaison5 – the prince, Eugene Beauharnais6 died a year ago & the place is kept very neat by the guardians of his son, quite a boy. Shewn over the house – upstairs, too. The bedrooms (we saw 3) low. The state room & bed hung with crimson damask & gold fringe. Another room with satin which, I should think [was] originally very light blue or pink. Another with white calico, as was also the bath room where Napoleon used to sit for hours & drink his coffee … Passed thro’ St Germain & got 2 miles into the forest to the site of the fete … It was 6 before we squatted down on our carriage-cushions to the cold dinner we had brought with us & spread out on the ground. After dinner we walked about among the booths. As it became dark, the lighted lamps among the trees had a pretty effect. Yesterday was the vulgar day (being Sunday) – all the common people there. Today many genteel people were said to be among the crowd, this being considered the best & genteelest fête in the neighbourhood of Paris. Mr Brande supposed about 20,000 people there. 2 good bands played quadrilles, one for the higher orders in an inclosure [sic] under the trees, for admittance & which we paid 5 sols each. The other for peasants. Among the former we noticed some genteel-looking persons, a few English among them. Among the higher orders it is now the fashion, since the English have been so much here, not to dance too well. Before each lady & gentleman danced as well as an opa. dancer & thought of & studied little else than this & dress … Mme de Boyve delights in these things and I, for her sake & novelty’s, made no objection. There was a circus, horse-riding, balancing, etc., but this, we thought, would keep us too long. Saw the cheval savant, a wise horse, which told the oldest, youngest, la plus amoureuse [the most loving], etc., of the party. Then we had a little sleight of hand and electricity but the people let go before the shock came round. And all this for 2 sols each person. Then we saw, for 2 sols also each person, a sort of puppet-shew, marionettes, representation of the life of our Saviour, his birth, being found in the Temple with the Jewish doctors, his condemnation, death, resurrection & ascension. The man who shewed it drawled out the explanation as he would have done that of any other puppet-shew & the people looked & seemed as interested as they might have been at the life & adventures of Tom Thumb. To us protestants these things seem blasphemous; to French Roman Catholics they are bien bon. Then for 2 sols each, we saw the marionettes perform Les Brigands.7 We then walked about among the people & tents & booths. Ate some grapes at one of the latter & sauntered about till 10. Then got into our carriage & set off home. 3 hours in coming & got back at 1.






	Tuesday 7 Sept.

	MRS BARLOW BECOMES CONFIDENTIAL







Mrs Barlow called about 11 & sat with me above an hour. Came about ordering my gown. Very civil & communicative. Says she has a very affectionate disposition, etc. Lt. Col. Barlow (I suppose he was) commanded the 61st Regiment & was killed at Salamanca.8






	Friday 10 Sept.

	ANNE DECIDES SHE IS THE MOST POPULAR PERSON IN THE PENSION







[From 9½ pm] to near 11, Mrs Barlow & Miss Mackenzie & I sat up talking, apparently all well satisfied with each other’s company. Miss Mackenzie is a nice girl. Mrs Barlow quiet & ladylike & manages her small income well but is not profound nor, after all, without vanity, which I know how to manage. I think I am the favourite in the house.






	Saturday 11 Sept.

	ANNE STARTS FRENCH LESSONS WITH MADAME GALVANI







At 12, Madame Galvani9 came. A countess in her own right. Her estates confiscated by Napoleon because her husband, being entrusted by him with 3 millions of public money on some particular service, ran off with the money & has never since been heard of. Mme Galvani’s manners are good & I like her manner of teaching French very much … I am to have Moliére. She will bring me a 8vo. edition. The smaller ones are very incorrect & it is necessary to me to have one correctly accented. Mme Galvani has a pretty, ladylike hand & very good & beautifully clean nails & looks like a foreign gentlewoman. I see I have much to learn, much difficulty of pronunciation to surmount but I shall not despair … Dinner at 6 … I talked almost entirely to Mrs Barlow & a little to Mrs Mackenzie. Mrs Barlow tells me I am certainly not plain. They all think me a fine woman & I am very sensible & agreeable. I rather gently compliment Mrs Barlow … [She was] born in Guernsey, her father a colonel at least, perhaps a general, Mackray.

OEBPS/images/Art_16.jpg
Dr William Belcombe

Mrs Marianne Belcombe

Sarah Anne Sherson Belcombe
(Nantz)

Henrietta Willan Belcombe
(Harriet Milne)

Eliza Stibert Belcombe
(Eli)

Louisa Meynell Travis Belcombe
(Lou)

Dr Henry Stephen Belcombe
(Steph)

1757-18a8
17601842
178571847
1787-1860
nd
nd-1871

17901856

‘Mananna Lawton s father
Marianna Lawton’s mother

Sisters to Marianna Lawton

Brother to Marianna Lawton






OEBPS/images/9780349006895.jpg
/ 0 ‘Priest
But Love

THE JOURNALS
OF ANNE LISTER
1824-1826

Helena Whitbread






OEBPS/images/sborn.jpg





