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      ‘There is nobody in the house with whom I can be on equal terms’1
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      The governess is an ancient institution. Traditionally she was employed by aristocratic families to live in their houses and
         educate their daughters. But during the nineteenth century, as the newly rich English middle classes did their best to imitate
         aristocratic lifestyles, governessing became both a normal method of educating middle-class girls and a way of keeping destitute
         ladies off the streets. If a middle-class woman had neither a husband to support her nor money of her own, this was almost
         the only way in which society allowed her to earn a living. In the 1851 census, 25,000 women – that is, 2 per cent of all
         unmarried women between twenty and forty – described themselves as governesses.
      

      
      This is a large number, but not, on the face of it, a large percentage. However, it must be remembered that most unmarried
         women, like most of the population, were working class and would have found jobs as servants or in the rapidly expanding factories.
         And since no middle-class woman worked unless circumstances compelled her to do so, that 2 per cent must mean that almost
         every respectable lady who was forced to earn her own living became a governess.
      

      
      All these governesses certainly wrote letters; many doubtless kept journals. But the direct sources – journals and letters
         – that would tell us about these lives from the inside are oddly lacking. Governesses may be glimpsed in the memoirs of their
         pupils and employers; they figure as heroines in many novels. And the realities of their lives may be inferred from the copious journalism they inspired, often taking the form of advice columns offering answers to readers’
         questions. Yet despite the volumes of paper they must have generated, there is comparatively little first-hand testimony from
         the governesses themselves. They were not only insignificant, they were poor. That was why they were governesses. And the
         possessions of the poor rarely survive.
      

      
      My selection of subjects is therefore rather arbitrary. Because people are naturally more interested in preserving papers
         that relate to the famous, several have celebrity connections: Eliza Bishop’s and Everina Wollstonecraft’s letters, as well
         as Claire Clairmont’s letters and journals, were kept only because they were related to persons so notorious that any scrap
         of paper that might throw light on them, however tangentially, was felt worthy of preservation. Others, like Anna Jameson
         or Mary Wollstonecraft, became famous in their own right. And a few documents surfaced by a lucky chance. Penrice Castle,
         where Agnes Porter ended her working life, has never been sold out of the family; her journals turned up in a drawer there
         more than a century and a half after her death. Nelly Weeton’s letter-books were found mouldering on a junk-shop shelf. Although
         Anna Leonowens published her Siamese memoirs, the book fell into obscurity and the true, revealing story of her life would
         not have emerged had not a quirk of fate made her the notorious heroine of a best-seller, followed by the Hollywood hit musical
         The King and I.

      
      Yet despite this dependence on chance survival, these seven lives, or (in some cases) groups of lives, tell a coherent story:
         of education as a tool for equality versus ignorance as the perpetuator of inequality. The governess, herself only partially
         educated, could teach only as much as she herself had learned; and this meant that so long as governessing remained the chief
         educational system for middle-class girls, women could never aspire to equality with men.
      

      
      Agnes Porter, my first subject, is essentially an eighteenth-century figure. Her employers, the Earl of Ilchester and his
         family, were landed aristocrats; Miss Porter absorbed their values and served them loyally, while they, for their part, treated
         her generously, as befitted the old family retainer she had by the end become. She is a sort of ideal type, a model of what
         governesses were supposed to be; and in the same way, her employers’ lifestyle – expansive, leisured, rooted – embodied everything the nineteenth-century middle classes aimed at from afar.
      

      
      Mary Wollstonecraft, born in 1759, was only nine years younger than Miss Porter. But Mary and her sisters occupied a very
         different intellectual world: that of the fierce battles raging around the Enlightenment, and the revolutions in America and
         France that were based upon its values. This extraordinary woman fought her way out of governessing to become a radical journalist:
         her Vindication of the Rights of Woman, published in 1792, claimed full equality for women, which could only be achieved through a fundamental change in the educational
         system. But in the blanket of reaction that descended after England declared war on France in 1793, such ideas became almost
         treasonous; and Mary’s two sisters Eliza and Everina, who spent their lives as governesses, found themselves blown from post
         to post, in a desperate search for families who would employ them. Their lives – powerless and desperate – would set the pattern
         for lone women for the next century.
      

      
      Claire Clairmont, born in 1798, was the stepsister of Wollstonecraft’s orphaned daughter Mary Shelley (née Godwin). Claire
         was determined not to become a governess, and managed to avoid it several times before succumbing to the inevitable in 1824.
         Unlike the brilliant circle around Mary and her husband Shelley, among whom chance had deposited her, there was never any
         prospect of escape for Claire. She possessed neither the money nor the talent that might have allowed her to live independently.
         In the twenty years of working life before a legacy rescued her, governessing showed her the world. But it was never her world,
         and it filled her with bitterness.
      

      
      Nelly Weeton, a little older than Claire, was born near Wigan, in Lancashire, and lived her life in and around the growing
         industrial towns of north-west England. She was not a governess for long – only four years, between 1810 and 1814 – and, unusually,
         took the job voluntarily, for she had enough money to live on, in a small way. But she felt that anything – even governessing
         – was preferable to the absolute solitude that, for a lone woman too poor to entertain or keep a servant, was its alternative.
         Yet governessing, too, was lonely, and that loneliness eventually drove her into a disastrous marriage. Nelly’s life reflects
         the narrow choices for a single woman in a man’s world.
      

      
      Anna Leonowens, though of English descent, was not really an Englishwoman; and this detachment from the rigid and stifling
         rules of class was perhaps what enabled her to survive as successfully as she did. Born and raised in India, and married young,
         at twenty-eight she found herself a widow with two children to support. In 1862 she took a post in Bangkok teaching the numerous
         children of the king of Siam. She stayed for five years and made a career out of her adventures. Her story is (among other
         things) about the governess as ambassador.
      

      
      With Anna Jameson, the governess’s tale takes another turn, into a more modern world. Like Mary Wollstonecraft, Mrs Jameson
         was one of those rare people able to stand outside their times and look objectively at a situation – women’s subjection to
         men – by which most of her contemporaries were quite simply engulfed. Freed for the fight by an absent husband who supported
         her financially, she began, in 1846, to question this powerlessness, of which the governess was so intrinsic a part. But although
         she shocked many and entranced a few, she was able to go only so far; while women’s thraldom was unacceptable, she could not
         in the end bring herself to question men’s natural leadership.
      

      
      It was left to the next generation to contemplate true equality. Barbara Leigh Smith, Bessie Rayner Parkes and Emily Davies,
         alone of my subjects, were never themselves governesses, yet they led the fight to ensure that women might take up any profession
         they wanted – not just governessing – and still remain respectable; which, as Mary Wollstonecraft had realized, had to begin
         with equal education for all. And they recognized, crucially, that in the end the interests of women would be furthered only
         by women themselves. In this struggle even well-meaning men could not be relied on; for this was a matter in which men’s and
         women’s interests were diametrically opposed.
      

      
      Virtually everyone who wrote about governessing portrayed it as hateful. For Jane Austen, to become a governess was to ‘retire
         from all the pleasures of life, of rational intercourse, equal society, peace and hope, to penance and mortification for ever’.
         She made this remark in Emma, where Jane Fairfax is passing her last weeks of freedom before taking up a ‘situation’. Jane compares it to slavery: ‘widely
         different certainly as to the guilt of those who carry it on; but as to the greater misery of the victims, I do not know where
         it lies’.2

      
      Twenty-five years later, things had not improved. According to the 1841 Ladies’ Journal the governess could be recognized by her ‘plain and quiet style of dress; a deep straw bonnet with green or brown veil and
         on her face a fixed look of despair’.3 Sir George Stephen, an old anti-slavery campaigner who subsequently took up the governesses’ cause, went even further. In
         his Guide to Service: The Governess, published in 1844, a handbook of good practice in a series whose previous books had included clerks, grooms, housemaids and
         dairymaids, he wrote:
      

      
      
         We must acknowledge that in … describing the office of governess we have had a sickening feeling at heart, such as we have
            not experienced in tracing any other department of active life. In every other human pursuit there may be found the encouragement
            of expectation … The servant may become master, the labourer may rise into an employer … but the governess, and the governess
            alone, though strictly a member of a liberal profession, has neither hope nor prospect open in this world.4

      

      
      All the advice manuals likewise assumed that governesses must be at best discontented, at worst thoroughly miserable.

      
      Yet this was not, on the face of it, the experience of the women whose lives this book examines. Or at least not most of them:
         for Eliza Bishop and Everina Wollstonecraft, their lives as governesses were little short of hellish. The Brontë sisters,
         too (whose lives are not examined at length but whose correspondence and novels are frequently referred to), hated the job.
         For the rest, however, their actual day-to-day existences seem quite often to have been not just bearable but actively pleasant.
         Agnes Porter genuinely loved her pupils and enjoyed the hours she spent with them. Mary Wollstonecraft’s pupils idolized her
         and she led a lively social life with her employers. Claire Clairmont’s Russian journals describe many delightful days in
         her employers’ country house. Nelly Weeton was happy enough so long as her employers remained decently civil, which they quite
         often did. Whenever Anna Leonowens forgot to be sternly Christian, her memoirs reveal how much she enjoyed Bangkok. Anna Jameson’s
         descriptions of accompanying her charges across Europe contain many moments of pure pleasure.
      

      
      The conclusion might be that these are atypical cases – if, indeed, there existed such a thing as a ‘typical’ governess. But their actions tell a different story. Mary Wollstonecraft became
         famous for proclaiming the horrors of the system governessing underpinned, in which a girl’s only career was to catch a husband.
         Claire Clairmont never ceased to proclaim her hatred of being forced to spend her life among people with whom she had nothing
         in common. Nelly Weeton found the job so uncongenial that, even several years into her appalling marriage, she maintained
         that it was better than the ‘freedom’ of the schoolroom. And in Anna Jameson’s writings on mothers and governesses, despite
         her own apparently happy experiences, employers are always portrayed as oppressors, governesses as the oppressed. Even in
         the best circumstances, no one liked governessing.
      

      
      Nevertheless, it was often the only possibility. As one of the many governesses’ advice manuals put it, ‘I hate teaching but
         I must do something, and there is no other occupation for a lady.’5 And teaching could indeed be a trial, especially if the hours were very long, and the governess and her charges did not get
         on. But once again, this was not, on the whole, true of the women discussed here. On the contrary, most of them seem to have
         had a real aptitude for that part of their duties. If they disliked governessing, the fault did not chiefly lie with the teaching.
      

      
      The real problem was subtler and more insidious: the change that occurred the moment the governess took up her first ‘situation’.
         Until then, she had possessed the recognized status every middle-class woman enjoyed: she was in charge – at least of her
         own life. Henceforth, however, she would be nothing but a minor appendage in someone else’s household – and also, by a bitter
         irony, something less than a lady. That she had been born one went without saying; it was the job’s basic requirement. But
         a lady’s defining characteristic was that she did not work for a living. So the mere fact of seeking paid employment instantly
         relegated the governess from middle-class respectability to an ambiguous limbo between upstairs and downstairs. As between
         those who employed servants and those who served, it was obvious to everyone – including herself – on which side of the fence
         she now stood. When W.M. Thackeray, in his ‘Book of Snobs’, makes his governess Miss Wirt drop names, he reveals not just
         her pathetic social yearnings but the ever-gnawing consciousness of her fallen situation:
      

      
      
         Do you know Lord Castletoddy, Mr Snob? – round towers – sweet place – County Mayo. Old Lord Castletoddy (the present Lord
            was then Lord Inishowan) was a most eccentric old man – they say he was mad. I heard his Royal Highness the poor dear Duke
            of Sussex – (SUCH a man, my dears, but alas! addicted to smoking!) – I heard His Royal Highness say to the Marquis of Anglesey, ‘I am sure
            Castletoddy is mad!’ but Inishowan wasn’t marrying my sweet Jane, though the poor child had but her ten thousand pounds POUR TOUT POTAGE!6

      

      
      Governesses’ insistence upon their lofty connections might (and did) become a joke; but that insistence was not surprising.
         It was the sole tenuous link between what they were and what they might have been.
      

      
      For the governess, this uncomfortably ambiguous status amounted to a sentence of social death. For novelists, however, it
         was a heavensent gift, affording a matchless entrée into Victorian society’s guilts, resentments, fears and taboos; so that
         in the first great governess paradox, this marginal figure became central to her society’s literature. Charlotte Brontë’s
         Jane Eyre, Thackeray’s Becky Sharp, Henry James’s Miss Jessel, could not be more different, yet all are governesses and are
         not merely memorable but among the most memorable characters in nineteenth-century fiction. And through the novels that they
         inhabit – not just Jane Eyre, Vanity Fair and The Turn of the Screw but Anthony Trollope’s The Eustace Diamonds, Wilkie Collins’ No Name, Anne Brontë’s Agnes Grey and countless others – the details of governess life have become familiar to us all: part of our shared cultural consciousness.
      

      
      Indeed, the governess’s career might have been expressly designed for fiction. Her fall from bourgeois comfort, and her long
         journey to its eventual restitution, provided both an instant dramatic structure and a plethora of plot possibilities. How
         had she come to find herself in this position? How would she cope with the distress of sudden relegation to the servant class?
         What were the tensions of sharing a house with employers whose equal she once had been, but now so markedly was not? Where
         would the children’s loyalties lie? Would she succumb to sexual temptation and, if so, what would transpire? When would the
         legacy arrive that might rescue her from her plight? Would she find the husband who represented her only way back into decent middle-class life and, if so, where? Should she stay single? Was there any alternative to governessing? And, if not,
         how was she to live once she got too old to work?
      

      
      Questions like these were the stuff of fiction. But – crucially – they were not themselves fictional. Quite how closely they
         followed real life becomes clear from a passage in Charlotte Brontë’s Shirley in which Mrs Pryor, who has spent her life governessing, spells out the job’s painful consequences in a curious mix of direct
         and reported speech:
      

      
      
         I was early given to understand that ‘as I was not their equal,’ so I could not expect ‘to have their sympathy.’ It was in
            no sort concealed from me that I was held a ‘burden and a restraint in society.’ The gentlemen, I found, regarded me as a
            ‘tabooed woman,’ to whom ‘they were interdicted from granting the usual privileges of the sex,’ and yet who ‘annoyed them
            by frequently crossing their path.’ The ladies too made it plain that they thought me ‘a bore.’ The servants, it was signified,
            ‘detested me:’ why, I could never clearly comprehend. My pupils, I was told, ‘however much they might love me, and how deep soever the interest
            I might take in them, could not be my friends.’ It was intimated, that I must ‘live alone, and never transgress the invisible
            but rigid line which established the difference between me and my employers.’7

      

      
      In fact the views set between inverted commas were not invented by Brontë, but were taken verbatim from a long article by
         the critic and art historian Lady Eastlake in the influential Quarterly Review, discussing governesses’ lives in the light of Jane Eyre and Vanity Fair, both then recently published – the former in 1847, the latter in 1848.8 Brontë, who had herself been a governess, evidently thought this summation of the governess’s plight not just accurate but
         eloquent – so much so that she herself could do no better.
      

      
      That the miserable embarrassment Lady Eastlake described arose from British snobbery, rather than governessing as such, becomes
         clear if it is contrasted with Meg March’s experience in Louisa May Alcott’s all-American Little Women, published in 1868. Here are all the familiar ingredients of Victorian fiction: the absent father who has lost his money;
         the girls who must help out by earning what they can; the eldest sister who finds a job as a nursery governess – in America
         as in Britain, then the most usual employment for a middle-class girl. We know that Meg does not much enjoy her job, because
         it is tiring and because the children she supervises have elder sisters ‘just out’ in society who possess all the pretty things
         that Meg would like, and who constantly remind her of her own poverty. But there the matter ends. Alcott’s America, a product
         of the optimistic Enlightenment, had not yet developed the intricate social demarcations that defined nineteenth-century Britain.
         In America, poverty was not shameful, but simply something people must work their way out of. What Lady Fawn in Trollope’s
         The Eustace Diamonds considers ‘the embarrassing necessity of earning bread’9 may be a necessity, but the Marches do not find it embarrassing. If the only way to earn that bread is to be a governess,
         then a governess Meg will be.
      

      
      However, when an English friend, Kate Vaughn, visits, it is clear she sees the whole thing quite differently. When Meg confesses
         that, far from having a governess, she is one, there is a crushing response: ‘“Oh, indeed! … We have many most respectable and worthy young women, who do the same;
         and are employed by the nobility, because, being the daughters of gentlemen, they are both well-bred and accomplished, you
         know,” said Miss Kate, in a patronizing tone that hurt Meg’s pride, and made her work seem not only more distasteful, but
         degrading.’10

      
      Of course Meg is not degraded, and all the March girls end up happily settled – Beth in heaven, the rest with good loving
         husbands: believable husbands unlike anything to be found in the pages of Charlotte Brontë, whose wives will lead useful, hard-working, American
         lives. America would have no equivalent to British governess fiction until Edith Wharton’s The House of Mirth, published in 1905. Wharton’s Lily Bart inhabits a society of snobbish exclusion consciously modelled on England;11 and although she is not a governess, the problems that she faces, as an impoverished young woman from an old family in a
         society fixated upon wealth, are comparable to those outlined by Lady Eastlake in England sixty years earlier.
      

      
      Yet even as society swept the governess to one side, she frightened it. Nothing else can explain the shrill and insistent
         cruelty detailed in Lady Eastlake’s litany of social exclusion. ‘Tabooed’, ‘detested’, a ‘burden’ and a ‘bore’ – what had
         the insignificant governess done to merit such violent distaste? Unlike the segregation of servants into their traditional ‘downstairs’ domain, which though resented by some was taken for granted by all, this smacked of panic;
         not just snobbery, but a closing of ranks against a perceived threat.
      

      
      To most governesses (Mary Wollstonecraft, in this as in almost every other aspect of her life, was an exception), the notion
         that they might inspire panic in their employers would have seemed laughable. On the contrary, the word that everywhere crops
         up in their writings, summing up all that made them most miserable, is ‘dependance’ [sic]. Most relied on their employment
         not just for a living, but for a roof over their head; when the choice lay, as it often did, between humiliation and homelessness,
         humiliation almost always won. ‘Egalité sounds so pleasing to poor dependants!’12 sighed Wollstonecraft’s governess sister Eliza Bishop, desperate to give up her job yet too frightened to do so, and looking
         enviously across the Channel to possibilities that in Britain had become treasonous even to mention.
      

      
      Employers, however, perceived things rather differently. For them, the governess represented not just one threat but several,
         ranging from simple sexual competition to an undermining of the Victorian social order’s fundamental premise: that women could
         not function independently of men.
      

      
      The sexual threat was obvious. In most middle-class houses, the governess and the family lived at very close quarters indeed,
         and the arrival of an unattached young woman might easily lead to complications. Husbands might stray, sons fall unsuitably
         in love. The advice manuals instructed their readers to ‘give up all thought of love … while in the position of governess’,
         for the result was ‘seldom matrimony’.13 Nevertheless, many such affairs inevitably occurred; and although it was true that they rarely ended in marriage, horror
         stories circulated among employers about lower-class girls who became governesses in order to insinuate themselves into families
         who would otherwise be far above their station (and who, in doing so, deprived deserving middle-class girls of work that was
         rightfully theirs).
      

      
      But other, darker jealousies were also in play. In a school, the interactions of teachers and pupils were diluted by numbers.
         Governesses, on the other hand, usually had only one or two charges, and all accounts – whether by pupils or governesses,
         whether of pranks played, discipline meted out, or simply of long hours spent eating meals together or going for walks – make
         it clear that they were expected not simply to teach but to supervise their charges’ every waking hour. And this enforced intimacy at once raised
         a visceral question. To whom did those children really belong: the person who gave birth to them, or the one with whom they
         spent their lives?
      

      
      This impossible situation is still familiar today, as working mothers frantically balance the demands of career and family
         by employing a nanny. If the nanny leaves, the household cannot function; if she stays, the children may grow too attached
         to her.* Of course, there are important differences. Governesses were often financially exploited, while modern nannies are
         well paid;15 nineteenth-century mothers employed governesses because in a society where caste was flagged by conspicuous idleness they
         had to be seen to do nothing, while modern parents hire help because today’s work culture requires them to spend ever longer
         hours at the office. Nevertheless, both were and are entirely reliant on the paid help, and the underlying tensions and jealousies
         remain the same.
      

      
      Of course, friendship between mother and governess (or nanny) was (and is) possible: my first subject, Agnes Porter, and her
         employer, Lady Ilchester, were devoted to each other. But this could only really happen where the mother was secure enough
         emotionally not to see the governess as a rival, and had the social assurance not to feel her position compromised if she
         treated her as a friend. That was a comparatively rare combination: rare enough for the feminist journalist Harriet Martineau,
         in her essay on governesses, to declare ‘friendship … with the mother out of the question, from their irreconcileable positions
         in regard to the children’.16

      
      This hostility might manifest itself in a thousand ways, but one of the most common battlegrounds was discipline. When the
         governess first arrived in the family, she was usually assured that she must keep the children in order, and that the mother
         would support her in doing so. The reality was that in this, as in other aspects of the job, independence was in practice
         frowned upon. Mothers did not like the governess to punish their children, however badly behaved. ‘I soon found … they are to do as they like. A complaint to Mrs
         Sidgwick brings only black looks upon oneself, and unjust, partial excuses to screen the children,’17 observed Charlotte Brontë on first taking up a governess post.
      

      
      Yet when she got on well with her charges, this too was ill received. Her biographer Mrs Gaskell described an occasion when
         Charlotte had been left to look after the children while the parents went out for the day; against their express instructions,
         an older boy enticed his little brother, aged three or four, into the stable yard. When she followed they threw stones at
         her, one of which cut her forehead.
      

      
      
         The next day, in full family conclave, the mother asked Miss Brontë what occasioned the mark on her forehead. She simply replied,
            ‘an accident, ma’am,’ and no further inquiry was made; but the children (both brothers and sisters) had been present, and
            honoured her for not ‘telling tales’ … One day, at the children’s dinner, the small truant of the stable-yard … said, putting
            his hand in hers, ‘I love ’ou, Miss Brontë.’ Whereupon the mother exclaimed, before all the children, ‘Love the governess, my dear!’18

      

      
      Here, clearly, is the seed of a scene in Jane Eyre in which Lady Ingram and her snobbish daughter Blanche discuss Jane, and the governess question in general, as though she
         were not present, even when they know she is seated only a few feet away. They are making it clear, among other things, that
         as far as they are concerned a governess has no social existence. The main message of Charlotte Brontë’s own story, however,
         is maternal jealousy. That the child might love the governess – a situation objectively to be encouraged – was in reality
         the mother’s great fear.
      

      
      This unspoken and inadmissible hostility often expressed itself as an inability to let the governess get on with her duties.
         ‘It is presumed that you visit your children’s study daily; not injudiciously to meddle, and dictate, and interrupt; but to
         encourage and to observe. … Do not rashly interfere,’ sternly enjoined the mid-century feminist writer (and one-time governess)
         Anna Jameson in her advice to mothers.19 But they did rashly interfere; they did meddle, they did dictate, they did interrupt. It was one of the things that governesses
         most resented, because it fatally undermined their authority; which of course is exactly what it was meant to do. The more the children respected
         the governess, the more the mother felt threatened.
      

      
      But the governess represented more than just an emotional threat. She also set a dangerous social example, her presence offering
         an inescapable reminder of two constantly nagging dreads.
      

      
      The first, in an era of tremendous financial fluidity in which fortunes were easily won and as easily lost, concerned the
         pupils she was hired to teach. Since no lady would become a governess unless forced to do so, it was safe to assume that her
         family, if not clerical (i.e. combining poverty and respectability, like the Brontës, whose father was a vicar), had suffered
         some sort of financial catastrophe: ruination through debt or a bank failure, the untimely death of a father, the collapse
         of a business. ‘Take a lady, in every meaning of the word, … and let her father pass through the gazette [i.e., be bankrupted],
         and she wants nothing more to suit our highest beau idéal of a guide and instructress to our children,’ observed Lady Eastlake. ‘ … There is no other class of labourers for hire who
         are thus systematically supplied by the misfortunes of our fellow-creatures.’20 And since these things might easily happen to anyone, who was to say that your own pampered and loved daughters might not,
         in their turn, have to become governesses? Their governess’s presence constantly brought to mind this chilling possibility.
      

      
      The second fraught question was that of women’s place in the world. In Victorian society, where the middle-class woman’s sole
         career was supposedly marriage and motherhood, independent spinsters presented a worrying anomaly. In the words of the social
         commentator William Rathbone Greg, writing in 1862, ‘In place of completing, sweetening, and embellishing the existence of
         others, [they were] compelled to lead an independent and incomplete existence of [their] own.’21

      
      Greg believed that God had made men and women different but complementary. In this view – shared by many in the reactionary
         post-Enlightenment years, which were dominated by a peculiarly narrow form of flag-waving Anglicanism – treating the sexes
         in the same way, educationally or legally, could never be anything but misguided. And one of the chief differences between
         the sexes was that while men were able to exist quite satisfactorily without women, the reverse was not true. Not only were
         most lone women unfitted to earn the living their single status required, but spinsterhood itself defied God’s dispensation, in which man supported and woman sweetly depended.
         In this view, the notion of an independent woman was quite simply a contradiction in terms. Yet – ironically, given her own
         intolerable sense of dependence – the governess was just such a person: undeniably, a respectable woman earning, however exiguously,
         her own living.
      

      
      In Greg’s ideal world, such a person as the governess had no place. And yet, she was essential to the dissemination of his
         ethos, along with the strictly limited amounts of knowledge – enough to catch a husband and run a house, but no more – that
         perpetuated women’s acceptance of their subordinate role. Once again, Thackeray’s Miss Wirt (governess to the Pontos in the
         ongoing serial for Punch that he called the ‘Book of snobs’) demonstrates the realities of governess education:
      

      
      
         I asked … in what other branches of education she instructed her pupils? ‘The modern languages,’ says she modestly: ‘French,
            German, Spanish and Italian, Latin and the rudiments of Greek if desired. English of course; the practice of Elocution, Geography
            and Astronomy, and the use of the Globes, Algebra (but only as far as Quadratic Equations); for a poor ignorant female, you
            know, Mr Snob, cannot be expected to know everything. Ancient and Modern History no young woman can be without; and of these
            I make my beloved pupils PERFECT MISTRESSES. Botany, Geology, and Mineralogy, I consider as amusements. And with these I assure
            you we manage to pass the days at the Evergreens not unpleasantly.’
         

         Only these, thought I – what an education! But I looked in one of Miss Ponto’s manuscript song-books and found five faults
            of French in four words; and in a waggish mood asking Miss Wirt whether Dante Algiery was so-called because he was born in
            Algiers, received a smiling answer in the affirmative, which made me rather doubt about the accuracy of Miss Wirt’s knowledge.22

      

      
      But this was the whole point of Miss Wirt: to provide rather the impression of an education than the thing itself. In young
         ladies like her pupils, inaccuracy was not just tolerated but central to society’s workings. Governesses thus constituted
         a system of education both directed against their own interests as women, and reliant upon a class of person – an independent working woman of the middle class – not supposed to exist. Far from being, as everyone assumed,
         a minor and marginal by-product of the society in which they lived, they were in fact one of its vital props.
      

      
      Oddly (since it undoubtedly was one) governessing is not usually considered as an educational system. Perhaps this is because
         systems imply groups, while the governess’s essential state was solitude. In fiction, this was often underlined by making
         the governess–heroine an orphan (for example Charlotte Brontës eponymous Jane Eyre and, in Villette, Lucy Snowe; Lucy Morris in Trollope’s The Eustace Diamonds; Becky Sharp in Thackeray’s Vanity Fair, Jane Fairfax in Jane Austen’s Emma.)

      
      This device served several purposes. It was a reflection of the frequent literal truth. And it invoked fairytale and myth,
         in which orphans play so important a role. Jane Eyre – poor but respectable, alone in the world, held back and tormented by
         a wicked stepmother, mocked by richer and more fortunate girls, picked out and courted against the odds, once again cast down,
         finally reunited with the prince who always recognized her true qualities – is a figure known to every child by her true name
         of Cinderella. But this parentless state was also a powerful metaphor. Making the governess an orphan reflected her isolation,
         both social and emotional.
      

      
      This loneliness was partly a function of the job’s nature. Both Nelly Weeton and Agnes Porter described working days lasting
         from 7 a.m. until 8 or 9 p.m. seven days a week, and spent almost entirely in the sole company of children. And quite often,
         when the children had gone to bed, the governess, as Charlote Brontë found, was expected to help with the family sewing.
      

      
      However, work was not the only isolating factor. The governess, as a lady employed by another lady, theoretically expected
         to find a home from home in her charges’ family, but in practice it rarely worked out quite as this might imply. ‘Home’ implies
         a life lived in common; employers, however, preferred not to be faced, every evening across the family hearth, with someone
         who was at once an awkward social liability, a reproach to their consciences and a constant reminder of everything that they
         prayed their own daughters would never become.
      

      
      In this respect, society sided with the employers. Harriet Martineau, expressing her sympathy with ‘the employing class, who
         are at present very unpopular’, spoke of ‘the sacrifice … when parents receive into their home a stranger who must either be discontented
         from neglect, or an intruder upon the domestic party’:23 The anonymous author of Hints to Governesses, ‘while I would strongly urge no Governess to enter a family where she will be entirely excluded from all society’, pointed
         out that she should ‘let [her] pupils be sometimes alone with their parents’ and should ‘never, unless invited, remain with the parents when they are alone’.24 The result was that governesses’ off-duty hours tended to be spent in their own company. When Anne Brontë’s Agnes Grey visits
         her old pupil Lady Ashby, she takes her meals alone in her room even though she is supposedly there as a welcome friend. To
         do otherwise would be too uncomfortable for all parties.
      

      
      But where, if not in the drawing room, was the governess to spend her solitary evenings? Agnes Porter and Mary Wollstonecraft,
         working in the grand houses of the aristocracy, could retire to their own comfortable apartments, but few middle-class houses
         were large enough to permit anything but the uneasiest separation. Often, like Agnes Grey, the governess shared a bedroom
         with her charges; if she did have a room of her own, it was almost certainly very small. ‘I sit alone in the evening, in the
         schoolroom,’25 noted Nelly Weeton. ‘Really I should be very glad of some society in an evening, it would be such an enjoyment, but there
         is nobody in the house with whom I can be on equal terms, and I know nobody out of it, so I must make myself contented.’26 In schoolrooms up and down the country, thousands of other lonely women did likewise.
      

      
      Miss Weeton, like most of this book’s subjects, was working too far from home for family or friends to visit. Yet even if
         the governess found a situation near her own home, there was no certainty that visits would be allowed. Charlotte Brontë,
         though suffering agonies of homesickness and longing to see her friends, worried that visits from them might be ‘considered
         improper’.27 In fact, unusually, her kindly employers the Whites encouraged her to invite her friends. Many families, however – whether
         they preferred the governess not to intrude her own life on theirs, or simply because they lacked a convenient space for her
         to entertain at home – were less accommodating. According to Harriet Martineau, ‘a close and equal friendship in the house
         or neighbourhood is an impossible blessing to a resident governess … it is practically (and naturally) never tolerated.’28

      
      In any case, if you were far from home, where were such friends to be found? Although High Royd, where Nelly Weeton’s employers
         the Armitages lived, has now been swallowed up by Huddersfield, Nelly, writing in 1810, described it as being ‘at such a distance
         from any other house, that Mr and Mrs A. can have little or no company in Winter’.29 One obvious social focus was church on Sunday, but Nelly, who in any case considered a governess to be ‘more a prisoner than
         any servant in the house’,30 grumbled that she was ‘a tenfold closer prisoner than any other governess in this neighbourhood, and am staying home this
         afternoon (Sunday) for want of a decent bonnet to go to Church in. Mrs A. knows this but neither offers me a holiday, nor
         a conveyance to Huddersfield to buy one; and I’ll stay at home these two months before I ask her.’31 While we can safely assume that few governesses would have swapped lives with female mineworkers, forced to spend their waking
         hours half naked below ground and harnessed to trucks of coal, mineworkers and factory workers could at least feel themselves
         part of a close community. The governess was on her own.
      

      
      This isolation put her at a particular disadvantage when negotiating terms – especially since, by the mid-nineteenth century,
         she was at the mercy of a buyer’s market. ‘I wrote to all the Scholastic Agents. I advertised in the Times and the Church of England Magazine. No answers,’32 reported one in 1858. It was the experience of thousands.
      

      
      This oversupply was partly due to a spate of bank failures during the 1830s, which threw large numbers of middle-class women
         abruptly into the necessity of earning a living. But bank failures were not its only cause. There was also, in this society
         where marriage and motherhood constituted the only acknowledged female career, a huge pool of spinsters. The 1851 census found
         that of rather less than 3 million women between twenty and forty, 1, 248, 000 were unmarried. ‘The proportion of women above
         twenty years of age … who must and ought to be single, being six per cent, the actual proportion who are single is thirty per cent. According to the Registrar-General, “Out of every 100 females of twenty years of age and upwards, fifty-seven are wives,
         thirteen are widows, and thirty are spinsters,”’ observed Greg, whose essay was revealingly entitled not (for example) ‘Where
         are the husbands?’ but, starkly, ‘Why are women redundant?’33

      
      One cause of this imbalance was the different mortality rates of the two sexes. Although more boy babies were born than girls, girls had a better life expectancy – in 1841, 42.18 years as against
         40.19 years for boys.34 A further factor was emigration. A great many single young men, unable to make a satisfactory life in Britain, left to try
         their luck in Australia or America or one of the other colonies; hardly any single young women joined them.
      

      
      Both these factors, of course, applied across the board, to all classes. But middle-class girls suffered another disability
         when it came to finding the husband for whom they had been reared: the reluctance of middle-class men to marry. Between 1840
         and 1870, the average age at marriage for clergymen, doctors, lawyers, merchants, bankers, manufacturers and ‘gentlemen’ was
         thirty;35 the 1851 census showed that out of every 100 men in England and Wales, sixteen were unmarried at the age of thirty, eighteen
         at the age of thirty-five, twelve at the age of fifty.36

      
      This state of affairs was facilitated and encouraged by that very British institution, the gentleman’s club. As The Times remarked in 1861, ‘The luxuries which a bachelor can command at his lodgings and in his club on an allowance of £300 a year,
         are altogether out of proportion to those which a prudent father of a family would afford himself out of a joint income of
         thrice that amount, and it is not every man who will make the sacrifice.’37 And as The Cornhill Magazine further pointed out, these outlays did not compare with the real expenses of marriage. ‘For £100 a judicious man may get
         a great amount of [champagne, stalls at the opera and expensive dinners]; but if he wants to keep a roomy house, and to provide
         clothes, food, washing, attendance, change of air, doctors, repairs, and furniture for a wife and several young children,
         his £100 will go much faster than it would in any prudent and reasonable kind of personal indulgence.’38 Trollope’s Frank Greystock, in The Eustace Diamonds, is a successful lawyer and a Member of Parliament, but the notion that he should marry the poor governess Lucy Morris just
         because he has promised to do so is greeted by his family with horror. Frank’s father ‘would not for the world have hinted
         to his son that it might be well to marry money; but he thought that it was a good thing that his son should go where money
         was. … Frank had gone out into the world and prospered, – but he could hardly continue to prosper unless he married money.’39 And that, ipso facto, ruled out governesses.
      

      
      Men did marry, of course, whether they could afford it or not, with the result that many families lived beyond their means.
         And if one was looking to economize, one’s daughters’ education was an obvious place to start.
      

      
      In 1845, if you earned £100 a year (in the view of one observer, ‘barely sufficient to provide what is required for the family
         in the shape of lodging, food and raiment’40), you could expect to spend £4 – 4 per cent of income – on domestic help. But if your income was £500, the wages bill rose
         to £74, or 15 per cent of income. A cook at this period cost £15 a year, a housemaid, £11, a nursemaid, £11;41 all three were essential in any middle-class household.42 Boys must go to school and, later, to university, or they would not earn a living, but girls were another matter: earning
         a living was precisely what (in theory) they were not required to do. Why send them to pick up accomplishments expensively at school if they could learn the same things cheaply
         at home? ‘To be under a governess is the safest, the healthiest and pleasantest, the most effectual and cheapest form of education,’43 authoritatively declared the household oracle Jane Loudon in 1840.
      

      
      No governess would argue about the cheapness, for this buyers’ market was inevitably reflected in the salaries on offer.

      
      At the top, these were adequate and, in a few cases, excellent. In 1844, Sir George Stephen found one governess who was paid
         £400 a year, three who were paid £300, several who earned £200, and many with a salary of £80. But many others earned far
         less than this. Charlotte Brontë, in 1841, received only £20 a year, which deductions for washing reduced to £16. The unknown
         author of Hints to Governesses by One of Themselves, published in 1856, knew of ‘many cases … where a Governess has not a salary equal to that of a cook’; she herself ‘was once
         offered £6 per annum. The requirements were too many to mention here.’44 Harriet Martineau reported that she knew some families who paid their resident governess ‘£12, £10, and even £8’.45 A letter to The Times told how
      

      
      
         a daily governess of highly respectable connections called on a lady, living in a splendidly furnished house, not 100 yards
            from Notting Hill Square, who, it seemed, had four children – the eldest a girl of twelve years of age – requiring tuition
            in French, German, drawing, and the usual routine of a polite education. After stating that four hours a day – 9.30 to 1.30 – would be requisite, the
            governess naturally expected a handsome remuneration; but, Sir, you may well conceive her astonishment at the liberal offer
            of eight shillings per week – one penny per hour per pupil.46

      

      
      A ‘common charwoman’ at 2s 6d a day, the writer pointed out, earned more than that.

      
      Sometimes no salary was offered at all: ‘Wanted, a Governess, on Handsome Terms. Governess – a comfortable home, but without
         salary, is offered to any lady wishing for a situation as a governess in a gentleman’s family, residing in the country, to
         instruct two little girls in music, drawing and English; a thorough knowledge of the French language is required.’47 Handsome terms indeed. Punch ran a satire on this advertisement, implying that it was particularly outrageous, but for many lone women the only way to
         find a home was to accept an offer of this sort. Charlotte Brontë, in agreeing to an annual wage of £16, acknowledged the
         trade-off: ‘I have made a large sacrifice in the way of salary, in the hope of securing comfort, – by which I do not mean
         to express good eating and drinking, or warm fire, or a soft bed, but the society of cheerful faces, and hearts and minds
         not dug out of a lead-mine, or cut from a marble quarry.’48 By the 1840s the small ads in The Times were full of desperate pleas: ‘Superior English Governess – terms 60 guineas, but a comfortable home of more consequence.’
         A permanent home is required for a lady in a highly respectable family, where society and not emolument is an object.’49

      
      By no means every prospective governess set so little store by earnings. But even if she was unhappy with the salary offered,
         the aura of respectability that was her most essential qualification forbade her to argue about money. The special class of
         posts reserved for respectable women unable to find a man to look after them – traditional female occupations such as the
         care of the elderly, the nurture of children, dressmaking and millinery – were the kinds of things that women were in any
         case born to do. To demand pay for them was already a kind of imposition; to haggle about that pay was almost blasphemous.
         As one advice column put it, ‘If a woman allows the cankering consideration that she is underpaid to come between her service
         and those little ones, she is but a mercenary soldier of the Master Who loved them so well.’50

      
      Of course this view of things suited many employers perfectly. But for governesses the result could be near or actual destitution.
         Unlike (say) doctors, or cooks, or engineers, their working lives were short. Given the choice – and by the mid-century there
         was always a choice – who would not prefer to share their house with a young girl, still malleable and hopeful, rather than
         a depressed middle-aged woman, set in her ways? Sir George Stephen pointed out that while men’s earning power was at its height
         between forty and sixty, few governesses could expect to obtain situations after the age of forty. Frances Power Cobbe, as
         a young journalist detailed to follow up readers’ tales of woe, recalled the case
      

      
      
         of a poor lady, daughter of a country rector, who was found (after having been missed for several days, but not sought for)
            lying dead, scarcely clothed, on the bare floor of a room in a miserable lodging-house in Drury Lane. I went to the house
            and found it a filthy coffee-house, frequented by unwashed customers. The mistress, though likewise unwashed, was obviously
            what is termed ‘respectable’. She told me that her unhappy lodger was a woman of 40 or 50, perfectly sober and well conducted
            in every way. She had been a governess in very good families, but had remained unemployed till her clothes grew shabby. She
            walked all day long over London for many weeks, seeking any kind of work or means of support, and selling by degrees everything
            she possessed for food. At last she returned to her wretched room in that house into which it was a pain for any lady to enter,
            – and having begged a last cup of tea from her landlady, telling her she could not pay for it, she locked her door, and was
            heard of no more.51

      

      
      Naturally all the advice manuals urged governesses to put something by, however meagre their salary; and on the face of it
         saving should not have been impossible. Since a resident governess lived with the family ‘all found’, earnings of £80 or even
         £60 (though of course many earned less) should amply have covered her expenses, with plenty to spare. She would be expected
         to keep herself provided with up-to-date books and music, but those were no dearer then than they would be now in terms of monetary value; in 1845 ‘accurate historical works for schools and families’ cost 2s 6d for a history of
         France, 3s 6d for a history of England, while a book of ‘new music for the season’ cost 1s. And although the governess was
         required to ‘dress like a lady’,52 that did not mean she had to be fashionable. On the contrary, her mistress would almost certainly disapprove of anything
         too showy. And as in all other aspects of her life, it was the mistress’s taste, not the governess’s, that mattered. A governess
         should not ‘be offended at being spoken to about her dress; if she comes from some country place it is most probable that
         the lady of the house knows more about the subject than she does’.53 In the absence of such advice, ‘Dress consistently,’ was the recommendation of Hints to Governesses. ‘It is not necessary for you to have a different dress for every evening in the week; you had much better appear in the same,
         and a high [-necked] dress is most becoming.’54 Another advice column recommended ‘a costume in dark colours’, with the reservation that ‘some people have a strong objection
         to black’;55 Nelly Weeton’s summer dress was ‘very plain, that I may pass unnoticed; a dark print’.56 For the winter a governess’s dress would probably be made, as Jane Eyre’s was, of ‘stuff’ – the kind of coarse woollen fabric
         that today is used for junior barristers’ gowns. If she did not make her own clothes, she could have a dress made up by a
         dressmaker from her own fabric for 6s.57

      
      It was a restricted palette, especially for a young woman in her teens or twenties, but few governesses, even when their salaries
         were relatively generous, could afford fashionable clothes. Their earnings, during their brief working lives, were usually
         needed elsewhere, to support other members of the family. In the reports of the Governesses’ Benevolent Institution, formed
         in 1841 because so many were left destitute, case after case reiterated the same story:
      

      
      
         Maintained her mother until her death, apprenticed a brother, took the entire charge of one of his daughters, and assisted
            him in educating some of his other children … Materially assisted two cousins … Began a school at the age of thirteen with
            an elder sister, to support her mother, deserted, with seven children, by her father – continued to support her mother for
            twenty years … Supported her mother, and lent her subsequent savings to a widowed sister in reduced circumstances.58

      

      
      In such situations, even £80 a year did not go far.
      

      
      It is hard to know how aware employers were of all this. It was probably easier not to enquire – particularly if the governess
         spent her evenings in the schoolroom. That not only avoided awkwardness, but made it possible to pretend what almost all employers
         would probably have wished: that outside the schoolroom she did not really exist. Harriet Martineau strongly condemned ‘such
         picture-drawing as the Brontës, and many other novelists, have thrust into every house’, declaring that it made governesses
         ‘suffer keenly and indignantly … They feel they have their troubles in life, like everybody else, and that they ought, like
         other people, to have the privilege of privacy, and of getting over their griefs as they may.’59 But one cannot help feeling that the true embarrassment was that these terrifically successful novels concerned governesses’
         private lives and thoughts, at a time when society found it more comfortable to assume that on entering the schoolroom they
         gave up their right to any such luxury.
      

      
      On a personal level, almost all my subjects had to deal with one or more of these problematic situations. Agnes Porter, seemingly
         so happily placed, nonetheless keenly felt the subordination of her personal life to the demands of her work and was still
         desperately angling for a husband – and the independent life that only marriage could bring – until well into her forties.
         Eliza Bishop, bewilderingly dumped into governessing on the failure of her marriage, found her misery intensified by the realization
         that, although her employers had once been family friends, the fact that she was now their governess meant that neither she
         nor her family could hold any further personal interest for them. Mary Wollstonecraft’s pupil Margaret King wholly transferred
         her affections from her mother to her governess; Wollstonecraft so entranced her that she eventually abandoned everything
         her parents stood for, deserting wealth, high society and respectability – in the person of her husband, Lord Mountcashel,
         and her five children by him – for a life of unwed bliss compatible with her governess’s feminist ideals. Claire Clairmont
         experienced in an acute form the division of her life into an idealized before and a miserable after, living her last fifty-seven years in bitter nostalgia for the person she once had been. Nelly Weeton was actively prevented
         from pursuing the education she craved, because it was thought to make her unfit for the female future that inexorably awaited her. The all-defining straitjacket of class forced Anna Leonowens to invent a completely new ancestry
         for herself – in vain; the British class system followed her even to Bangkok. Anna Jameson, like Nelly Weeton, made a disastrous
         marriage because the only alternative was a lonely life in the schoolroom, with no possibility of children of her own.
      

      
      Unlike all governesses, and indeed almost all women, the pressure group known as the Reform Firm – Barbara Bodichon, Bessie
         Rayner Parkes and Emily Davies – had money, independent minds and progressive, as well as powerful, connections. So long as
         their political energies lasted, they, uniquely, had no need to compromise. In Bessie’s case those energies were eventually
         directed into marriage; in Barbara’s, they were sapped by increasing ill-health. Emily, however persisted to the end. It was
         she who finally destroyed the vicious circle that confined women to the elementary level of education, and secondary place
         in society, that governesses were employed not only to impart but to perpetuate.
      

      
      Together, these stories form a picture of lone women’s lives between the end of the eighteenth century, when Enlightenment
         hopes came crashing down, and the 1860s, when the first women’s college held out new possibilities for those who would otherwise
         have been condemned to a lifetime as governesses. For although governesses continued to ply their trade until well into the
         twentieth century, Girton College broke the spell. Despite its tiny student numbers, the mere fact of its existence destroyed
         the myth upon which governess education, or non-education, was founded: that women were fit only for the confines of domesticity,
         to be protected by men and subservient to them. How this myth became established, how it was upheld, and how, finally, defeated,
         is the story of this book.
      

      
   
      
      2

      
      ‘In these days, there do not exist such people as Miss Porter’1

      
      [image: image]

      
      Alone of my subjects, Agnes Porter spent the whole of her working life as a private governess. Born in 1750, she taught two
         generations of the Earl of Ilchester’s family: first, from 1784 until 1797, his daughters and then, after a two-year break,
         the children of one of those daughters, Lady Mary Talbot, with whom she remained until her retirement in 1806. Like the Brontës
         and many other governesses, she was the daughter of a clergyman. Poor yet respectable, governessing did not come as a shock
         to clergymen’s daughters. If they did not marry, it was their almost inevitable fate – and even if they did, it could not
         necessarily be avoided: Agnes’ younger sister Fanny, who married a curate, took live-in pupils to make ends meet.
      

      
      When Miss Porter first arrived at the Ilchesters’ house, Redlynch, in 1784, they had three daughters: Elizabeth, aged eleven,
         Mary, almost eight, and Harriot, five and a half. The month after her arrival another daughter, Charlotte, was born; yet another,
         Louisa, arrived in 1785. In 1787 came a son and heir, Henry Stephen Fox Strangways, Lord Stavordale, always known as Harry,
         and finally, in 1790, Susanna Caroline.
      

      
      In 1791, not long after Susanna’s birth, Lady Ilchester died, an event that deeply saddened Miss Porter, who referred to her,
         in a letter to her daughter Mary, as ‘your angel mother’. From then on, it was the governess who chiefly provided love and
         care for the now motherless family.
      

      
      
         Bolted my door till I had said my prayers, then opened it, and in rushed my two children. A thousand things have they to say
            to Po [her pet name within the family] after a night’s separation. Heard them say their prayers … Saw my darlings at eight
            o’clock, happily seated over their milk and bread, then left [them] with their maid and took a turn round the shrubbery. Breakfasted
            at nine, my loves by my side at play with their dolls. Told them if they played very prettily I would certainly allow of their
            reading and writing a little afterwards as a reward. They soon claimed my promise … N.B. the grand punishment for misconduct
            is not to allow them to do their studies. They returned to their play and I practised the harpsichord till twelve, then we
            walked out in the shrubbery. The weather very rough and cold – made my loves take exercise. We were out till two. Sent them
            to dress and read an hour in Peter the Great … Dined at three, spoke French all the time at table. After dinner told them a tale, then our little studies, then they played
            while I was at work an hour. The weather very bad so I made a party with them at ‘puss in the corner’, found my own spirits
            rise as I endeavoured to amuse my darlings. Sent them with their maid at seven to supper … At eight I heard them say their
            prayers and saw them in bed. Said my prayers, and to bed at eleven.2

      

      
      This cheerful routine, so far removed from the grim picture painted by such writers as Jane Austen and the Brontës, was what
         every governess, and every parent, aspired to. But although comparably harmonious situations must always have existed, it
         is noticeable that almost all the writings about governessing that appeared during the nineteenth century inclined to the
         Austen–Brontë view of things. What was it that enabled Agnes Porter, it would seem so unusually, to enjoy her work? Was it
         her character, her environment, the times? What happened in the half-century between Miss Porter’s governessing years and
         those of the Brontës, to alter perceptions so violently?
      

      
      One explanation was the social setting. Private governesses in the eighteenth century were a luxury of the extremely well-to-do.
         Agnes was undoubtedly a lady: in Edinburgh, where her mother came from, the family was connected with the best society, while
         one of her closest girlhood friends became Lady Home: in later life Agnes spent many months sharing her lonely life in Scratby
         Hall, on the Norfolk coast. The Ilchesters, however, moved on an altogether more elevated social plane. Had she not worked for them, Agnes could never
         have met them socially. And this sense that she was not their equal made her subordinate position in the household seem natural.
      

      
      Forty years later, this was not true of the Brontës. Anne’s employers, the Inghams and the Robinsons, and Charlotte’s, the
         Sidgwicks and the Whites, were certainly richer than they were. But all that separated them was money. Indeed, in Charlotte’s
         view, the Brontës’ social standing was higher than the Whites’. Mrs White had been an exciseman’s daughter: Charlotte, who
         thought she had ‘a very coarse unladylike temper’,3 pointedly noted the family’s lack of culture and broad Yorkshire vowels.
      

      
      In Miss Porter’s day, families such as these would never have employed a governess. Yet in the half-century between her first
         arrival at the Ilchesters’ and the Brontës’ schoolroom experiences, private governesses became a mass phenomenon – often employed,
         as in Charlotte Brontë’s case, precisely because they could impart a veneer of class to the ‘wild and unbroken’4 children of the nouveaux riches. Nelly Weeton, who worked as a governess between 1810 and 1813, noted that for both her employers
         – the Pedders, who were bankers, and the Armitages, who were clothiers – this was the first time that the family had employed
         a governess. The Pedders required her not just to teach little Miss Pedder, but to show Mrs Pedder how to run the house and
         behave in society.
      

      
      One of the effects of this change was to position the governess and her mistress, both psychically and physically, too close
         for comfort. Naturally, not all the establishments inhabited by governesses during the eighteenth century were as grand as
         the Ilchesters’, but they were generally spacious enough to allow the governess her own comfortable room. Agnes Porter, Mary
         Wollstonecraft and Eliza Bishop all worked in great houses (though not, in Eliza’s case, for titled people), and all commented
         on their pleasant quarters. Middle-class houses, however, were smaller. When Agnes Grey’s charge Mary Ann emits one of her
         piercing screams with a vindictive ‘Now, then! That’s for you,’5 her mother hears and comes running to find out who is tormenting her darling. Lady Ilchester’s daughters almost certainly
         did not scream in that way, but had they done so, their mother would probably have been too far away to hear.
      

      
      This inconvenient nearness led to interference and hypersensitivity – on one side to any perceived slight, on the other to
         any overstepping of social or emotional boundaries. And this is perhaps why, of the lives recounted here, only those whose
         positions were in large and comparatively relaxed aristocratic households formed genuine friendships with their charges. This
         happened with Agnes Porter and the second Ilchester daughter, Mary; with Mary Woll-stonecraft and Margaret King, who modelled
         her life on her governess’s theories; and with Anna Jameson, one of whose charges, Hyacinthe Littleton, remained a lifelong
         friend.
      

      
      It is true that in all these cases, either the circumstances or the governess herself were exceptional. With Miss Porter,
         the friendship was cemented by the fact that, when the first Lady Ilchester died, her daughter Mary was in the throes of adolescence
         and was gently helped through the crisis by kind Agnes, to whom she ever afterwards turned as to a wise aunt. And both Mary
         Wollstonecraft and Anna Jameson were outstandingly brilliant and charismatic – the kind of woman that any young girl might
         look up to in awe, and whose friendship she might cherish. But what really made these friendships possible was that in none
         of these aristocratic families was the governess demeaned, as those often were who worked in less socially secure, middle-class
         homes. Eliza Bishop, whose employers had made their money in trade6 and were at pains to emphasize their superiority to a mere governess, found that the climate of belittlement in which she
         worked meant that she received nothing but impudence from her charges. By contrast the aristocratic employers of Agnes Porter,
         Mary Wollstonecraft and Anna Jameson held them in high regard and their daughters, seeing this, treated them accordingly.
      

      
      There were two other ways in which Agnes Porter was unusually fortunate. The first was her disposition. Unlike those many
         governesses who took the job unwillingly and because there was ‘no other occupation for a lady’, she loved children and was
         a born teacher. She took an interest in the latest ideas on education, had read Richard and Maria Edgeworth’s Practical Education and had met Madame de Genlis, the celebrated French writer on educational matters. Putting their theories into practice,
         she taught through play and experience rather than by rote repetition; the result was the delightful atmosphere that she describes.
         Perhaps, in what one might term a virtuous circle, it was this sympathetic and enlightened approach that drew Lady Ilchester to feel so warmly towards her – which in its turn made
         the children more biddable and affectionate.7

      
      The Brontës, by contrast, were not (as Charlotte’s biographer Mrs Gaskell tells us) naturally fond of children, and this absence
         of natural sympathy resulted in mutual mistrust. Charlotte found her charges ‘riotous, perverse, unmanageable cubs’, while
         her employer, Mrs Sidgwick, ‘care[d] nothing in the world about me except to contrive how the greatest possible quantity of
         labour may be squeezed out of me’.8 And in Agnes Grey, a novel clearly reflecting her own dismal governessing experiences (including a low point when, in despair, she actually
         tied one particularly unruly charge to a table leg), Anne Brontë described her own schoolroom hell:
      

      
      
         Master Tom, not content with refusing to be ruled, must needs set up as a ruler, and manifested a determination to keep, not
            only his sisters, but his governess in order, by violent manual and pedal applications … A few sound boxes on the ear, on
            such occasions, might have settled the matter easily enough: but as, in that case, he might make up some story to his mother,
            which she would be sure to believe … I determined to refrain from striking him, even in self-defence: and, in his most violent
            moods, my only resource was to throw him on his back, and hold his hands and feet until the frenzy was somewhat abated.9

      

      
      Such a scene would have been inconceivable in Miss Porter’s gentle, ordered world. But unlike the Ilchester girls, whose behaviour
         reflected not just their governess’s competence but her friendly relations with their mother, Agnes Grey’s uncontrollable
         charges knew that their mother, while not exactly condoning their naughtiness, would not punish it.
      

      
      Miss Porter was fortunate, too, in her pay: a hundred guineas a year. (A guinea was £1 1s, a way of charging a little more
         for one’s services without seeming to. There were twenty shillings in a pound: Agnes therefore earned £105 a year.) This was
         less than the £300 that the Edgeworths recommended in Practical Education, but more than most governesses could expect. Mary Wollstonecraft, setting off to take up a situation with Lord and Lady Kingsborough
         in 1786, two years after Miss Porter’s arrival at Redlynch, was offered £40, a salary she accepted without demur. That was what a head
         gamekeeper or a cook earned, while £100 was what an establishment like Lord Ilchester’s paid the house steward, the most responsible
         member of the household. (Reflecting the usual inequality in female pay, the housekeeper, who organized the servants, received
         only £20.10)
      

      
      Yet despite her excellent situation and cheerful nature, Agnes Porter was not really satisfied with her life. Like all governesses
         she longed for family, friends, and the independence and financial security that could come only if she married. And like
         all governesses she had drearily to acknowledge that without that financial security, family and friends would inevitably
         be forced into the margins of her life. ‘All the morning with my dear mother. Endeavoured to chear her spirits; was her handmaid
         in dressing and settled many little conveniencies for her comfort. Had I an independency, how happy should I be to attend
         on her, but fortune forbids such satisfaction, as I could not give her my company without lessening her provisions and comforts.’11

      
      Agnes’ devotion to her mother and desire to be with her reflected more than just natural affection. For a single woman – and
         especially for a private governess, living under someone else’s roof in a place where she was often both overworked and routinely
         humiliated – her parents, and the parental house, embodied everything represented by the word ‘home’. Agnes deeply resented
         her feckless sister Betsey, who lived at home but failed to take proper care of their ailing mother, while Agnes, who asked
         nothing better than to nurse her, had to live far away, earning money to keep that home going.
      

      
      It was not that Agnes did not feel at home at Redlynch. Unlike those many governesses who found themselves suspended awkwardly
         between the worlds of upstairs and downstairs, being welcome in neither, she seems to have been unusually at ease in both.
         In novels the housekeeper often counterpoints the governess, her comfortable domestic authority acting as a foil to the governess’s
         dangerously unmoored figure. As the chief representative of the servants’ hall, her relationship with the governess is often
         equivocal. ‘I don’t like them governesses, Pinner,’ remarks Mrs Blenkinsop, the Sedleys’ housekeeper in Vanity Fair, to the maid. ‘They give themselves the hairs and hupstarts of ladies, and their wages is no better than you nor me.’12 Even where, like Mrs Grose in The Turn of the Screw and Mrs Fairfax in Jane Eyre, she is benevolent, the housekeeper points up the governess’s rootlessness and uncertain social status (a contrast used to
         particularly chilling effect by Daphne du Maurier in Rebecca, where the new wife, her position as ill-defined as that of any incoming governess, is terrorized by the long-established
         housekeeper Mrs Danvers).
      

      
      Once again, however – perhaps as a consequence of her warm relations with the mistress of the house, perhaps because of her
         own unusually sociable and relaxed nature – Miss Porter was the exception. Her relations with the Ilchesters’ housekeepers,
         Mrs Fye and Mrs Hayes, seem to have been friendly and companionable; as single women in positions of responsibility, they
         evidently felt a mutual bond. (Housekeepers, in real life as in fiction, styled themselves ‘Mrs’ though they were often unmarried.
         It was an honorific to which any woman of a certain age and status felt herself entitled. As she moved into her forties, Miss
         Porter, too, became Mrs Porter. ‘I begin to be rather too advanced in life for a Miss,’ she told Lady Mary Fox-Strangways,
         in 1792.13 But she must have been thinking about it for a while, for Lady Ilchester, who died in 1791, had already christened a favourite
         spot in the Redlynch grounds ‘Mrs Porter’s Walk’.14
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