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Map showing the main places in Hampshire, where Jane Austen lived
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Map showing the main places around Over Stowey in Somerset, where William Holland lived
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Map showing the main places around Weston Longville in Norfolk, where James Woodforde lived for many years. The parish boundary is shown as a dashed line
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The counties of England and Wales in 1809, with major place-names and mail coach routes. The English counties (as spelled on the map) are: 1. Northumberland; 2. Cumberland;3. Durham; 4. Yorkshire; 5. Westmoreland; 6. Lancashire; 7. Cheshire; 8. Shropshire;9. Herefordshire; 10. Monmouthshire; 11. Nottinghamshire; 12. Derbyshire; 13. Staffordshire;14. Leicestershire; 15. Rutlandshire; 16. Northamptonshire; 17. Warwickshire;18. Worcestershire; 19 Glocestershire; 20. Oxfordshire; 21. Buckinghamshire; 22. Bedfordshire;23. Lincolnshire; 24. Huntingdonshire; 25. Cambridgeshire; 26. Norfolk; 27. Suffolk;28. Essex; 29. Hertfordshire; 30. Middlesex; 31. Surrey; 32. Kent; 33. Sussex; 34. Berkshire; 35. Wiltshire; 36. Hampshire; 37. Dorsetshire; 38. Somersetshire; 39. Devonshire; 40. Cornwall
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A 1797 map of London showing Covent Garden, the British Museum and the Foundling Hospital on the west side, extending to Whitechapel Road and Mile End on the east. Southwark lies to the south of the River Thames
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Detail from a 1797 map of London, with Holborn running from east to west, St Giles on the left and Fleet Street, Strand and Covent Garden at the bottom
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Detail from a 1797 map of London, with (from left to right) Blackfriars Bridge, Ludgate Hill, St Paul’s cathedral, Bethlem Hospital and the Royal Exchange (the Bank of England is adjacent)
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KNOW YOUR PLACE


One does not love a place the less for having suffered in it, unless it has been all suffering, nothing but suffering.

Persuasion, by Jane Austen




The place is an austere, wartime England. In the north Hampshire village of Steventon, Jane Austen was born in December 1775, and just 12 miles away in the cathedral city of Winchester, she died in July 1817. Such a short distance separates her birth and death, yet during her lifetime of forty-one years she travelled more than most women of this era, westwards as far as Dawlish in Devon, eastwards to Ramsgate in Kent, southwards to Portsmouth and probably as far north as Hamstall Ridware in Staffordshire.1 England was the only country she knew, and for most of her adult life, that country was at war. In fact, England was at peace for only twelve years and eight months of her entire life – a decade of peace was enjoyed from the end of the American Revolutionary War in 1783, with another brief interlude of peace between the ending of the Revolutionary Wars with France in 1801 and the start of the Napoleonic Wars from 1803, and then more permanent peace when the wars with France and America ended in 1815.2

Yet wartime England makes only a low-key appearance in Jane Austen’s novels. George Wickham, the villain of Pride and Prejudice, is a lieutenant in the militia who is bought off with a commission in the regular army, while Fanny Price in Mansfield Park has a brother in the Royal Navy and a father who is a retired marine lieutenant. War forms a backdrop to the novels, but no fighting took place on English soil – men sailed away to war at sea or in other lands. Even so, military men, preparations for war and foreign prisoners-of-war were encountered everywhere, and the threat of invasion by the French generated immense unease and, at times, panic. With a strong and efficient British navy, the danger of invasion was in fact small, but public perception was different. Invasion scares helped to make the population tolerate relentless rises in taxes, much of which went on the wars and on the extravagant royal family. This was a time of glaring disparity between the immensely rich minority and the poor majority, who suffered from steep rises in the price of food and from falling wages. It is hardly surprising that a good deal of support was shown for the French Revolution when it began in 1789.

The ruling class and the Church of England dreaded such an uprising in which they might be stripped of power and even put to death if the country became a truly democratic state. The Reverend William Holland, a Somerset clergyman whose background and status were similar to that of Jane Austen’s father, was forthright in his views about some of the lower classes: ‘They expect to be kept in idleness or supported in extravagance and drunkenness. They do not trust to their own industry for support. They grow insolent, subordination is lost and [they] make their demands on other people’s purses as if they were their own.’3 Even so, he was broadly sympathetic towards the plight of the poor: ‘I wish I could prevail on the farmers to sell their wheat to the parish at the rate of ten shillings per bushel and then keep the poor to their usual standard of allowance.’4

This was a period of drastic, sweeping changes that affected almost everyone and everything in England. The upper classes became fearful that the class structure was under threat, while the oppressed lower classes had to endure constant hardships. Although the poor were increasingly assisted by charities, such as the provision of free education and hospitals, they continued to be treated as an inferior part of society and were expected to know their place and show absolute deference towards their betters.

Despite some political protests and anti-royalist affrays, a French-style revolution never materialised. Instead, England experienced a revolution within industry and agriculture, with more efficient, often more scientific, production of food and manufactured goods. The people who did the hard work were at best regarded as just another factor in the economy, alongside raw materials, capital and land – those who had the least often lost the most, while the wealthy literally capitalised on the improvements. In both wartime and peacetime, Jane Austen’s England was not a tranquil place. Hundreds of disturbances and riots were ignited by protests against industrial change, the enclosure of common land and, above all else, high food prices. One desperate mob at Brandon in Suffolk in 1816 gathered under the banner ‘Bread or Blood’ and threatened to march on London.5

Throughout Jane Austen’s lifetime, King George III was on the throne. Only her last few years fall within the Regency period, when Prince George ruled as regent on behalf of his father, who was declared insane in 1811. When he died in 1820, the prince became King George IV, but immediately after his own death a decade later, historians, satirists and political commentators began to write about the evils of his regency and his reign as king. By the mid-nineteenth century the Regency period was recognised as an episode that had impoverished the nation at a time of war and damaged the influence of royalty through the lazy, self-indulgent and profligate life led by the Prince Regent. One saving grace was his patronage of art and architecture, creating a climate where all kinds of art, writing and music flourished. It was a world inhabited by poets such as John Keats, Samuel Taylor Coleridge and William Wordsworth, painters including John Constable, J.M.W. Turner and David Wilkie, and novelists like Jane Austen, Fanny Burney and Walter Scott.

Novels were in fact a fairly new art form in England that were able to develop from around 1700 once government controls over publishing had been relaxed. Being part of a family of avid readers, Jane Austen was well acquainted with the books being published, and for the first half of her life she had access to her father’s extensive library.6 One trend was for Gothic novels of horror, suspense and the supernatural, which flourished after the publication in 1764 of Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto. Subsequent successful writers of this genre included Ann Radcliffe, William Beckford and Matthew Lewis, while other novelists were drawn towards the dilemma of young women finding suitable marriage partners, as in Fanny Burney’s first novel Evelina, published in 1778, which she followed by Cecilia (1782) and Camilla (1796). Maria Edgeworth also wrote popular novels about English society, manners and marriage, most famously Belinda in 1801. Such novels were treated with suspicion by many, an attitude that Jane Austen described with amusement in her own works. In Northanger Abbey the narrator criticises those who are embarrassed by novels: ‘“I am no novel-reader – I seldom look into novels – Do not imagine that I often read novels – It is really very well for a novel.” Such is the common cant. “And what are you reading, Miss – ?” “Oh! It is only a novel!” replies the young lady, while she lays down her book with affected indifference, or momentary shame. “It is only Cecilia, or Camilla, or Belinda”.’

Having moved to Ireland with her father in 1782, Maria Edgeworth was better known for her four Irish novels, in particular Castle Rackrent (1800). Other writers also ignored England and chose the more romantic backdrops of Ireland, Wales, Scotland or the Continent, such as the Spanish setting of Matthew Lewis’s The Monk (1796) and the French location for Ann Radcliffe’s The Romance of the Forest (1791), while her Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) took place in sixteenth-century southern France and Italy. It was Sir Walter Scott who raised the status of historical fiction with his immensely popular Scottish tales, the first of which was Waverley, dealing with the Jacobite uprising of 1745, an event still remembered by many when Jane Austen was born. As she remarked to her niece Anna a few weeks after its publication in 1814, ‘Walter Scott has no business to write novels, especially good ones. It is not fair. He has fame and profit enough as a poet, and should not be taking the bread out of other people’s mouths. I do not like him, and do not mean to like Waverley if I can help it, but I fear I must … I have made up my mind to like no novels really but Miss Edgeworth’s, yours, and my own.’7 Anna was currently immersed in writing a novel, some of which she had recently shown to her aunt.

An article in the Edinburgh Magazine in January 1799 examined why novels were so popular:

we fly for relief from the sameness of real life to the composition called Novels. In them we find common things related in an uncommon way, which is precisely the remedy we have been seeking to vary our amusements … It is this art of making much out of little that reconciles us to a course of novel-reading. We find how tame and insipid real life is; we awake in the morning, dress ourselves, go out shopping or visiting, and return in perfect safety to the same employment or amusements this day that we returned to yesterday, and which will probably engage our time to-morrow. It is not remarkable, therefore, if young and active spirits become tired of a routine so dull and unvarying, and are desirous of adventures which may distinguish them from the common herd of neighbours … Such are to be found in novels.8



In short, novels were considered as cheap escapism, the pulp fiction of their time, and not to be regarded as in any way realistic.

Jane Austen took a different direction, writing about what she observed of contemporary English society. She advocated authenticity and so advised Anna to steer clear of Ireland in writing her own novel: ‘you had better not leave England. Let the Portmans go to Ireland; but as you know nothing of the manners there, you had better not go with them. You will be in danger of giving false representations. Stick to Bath and the Foresters. There you will be quite at home.’9 Her meticulous attention to detail is highlighted by another comment to her niece: ‘Lyme will not do. Lyme is towards forty miles’ distance from Dawlish and would not be talked of there. I have put Starcross indeed. If you prefer Exeter that must be always safe. I have also scratched out the introduction between Lord Portman and his brother, and Mr. Griffin. A country surgeon … would not be introduced to men of their rank.’10 Other errors in Anna’s novel were also pointed out, such as the amount of time consumed by travelling: ‘They must be two days going from Dawlish to Bath. They are nearly 100 miles apart.’11

The novels and letters of Jane Austen provide realistic glimpses into the way of life in England, even if the world she depicts is largely the privileged end of society. But in order to understand the context of her novels, the rest of the nation needs to be considered. England was highly stratified, and everyone knew their place or ‘rank’. In 1709 Daniel Defoe roughly summarised the social strata as ‘The great, who live profusely; the rich, who live plentifully; the middle sort, who live well; the working trades, who labour hard, but feel no want; the country people, farmers, etc. who fare indifferently; the poor that fare hard; the miserable, that really pinch and suffer want.’12

In the ensuing decades little had changed to alter his sketch of society. The bulk of the population comprised skilled and unskilled labourers, craftsmen, servants, apprentices, the unemployed, vagrants and criminals. Even these lower ranks had subtle gradations, and social mobility was rare. Anyone’s hopes of bettering themselves might well be frowned upon by the ranks above, and William Holland certainly took a sceptical view of his servant’s aspirations: ‘Robert borrowed my horse to go to his brother’s wedding. He is [to be] married to a farmer’s daughter which has turned poor Robert’s head and he begins to think that both he and his family in a short time must rank with the principal men in the kingdom.’13

Apart from this strict social ranking, a person’s place in society was frequently influenced by their wealth. An increase in wealth could improve status, but would not erase memories of humble beginnings, as Holland revealed in a comment about a local man, Andrew Guy, ‘alias squire Guy, a rich old widower … the son of a grazier [who reared cattle] lifted up to the rank of gentleman, but ignorant and illiterate’.14 Nor could money alone bridge the gap between the elite and the working majority, as many newly prosperous merchants and manufacturers discovered. They would never be fully accepted, and the best hope was for their children to marry ‘above their station’, something that nevertheless carried a stigma. In the novels of Jane Austen, wealth and income often form part of a character’s description, and in Persuasion a rich bride is described as a ‘very low woman’ because, despite her wealth, ‘her father was a grazier, her grandfather a butcher’.

England itself measures roughly 360 miles north to south and 330 miles east to west at its widest extent. Jane Austen’s England was not an overcrowded country – in 1801 the entire population was approximately that of London today. Even though London was the largest city in Europe, most people at that time still lived and worked on the land. To the residents of London, the city seemed vast, prompting the politician George Canning to lament that it was possible to lose close acquaintances for days on end.15

There were pronounced regional differences and much variety in the way people lived – more so for the poorer classes who relied on local resources than for wealthier people who could afford to do or buy whatever they wanted. In the closing years of the eighteenth century, the insurance businessman Sir Frederick Morton Eden carried out a remarkable survey, which was published as The State of the Poor. In it he included a wide range of prices for common items across the country, such as potatoes selling at 1 shilling the bushel in Petersfield, Hampshire, 2 shillings and 8 pence in Winslow, Buckinghamshire, and 3 shillings in Brixworth, Northamptonshire.16

Fundamental changes were taking place in the very appearance of the countryside, as hedges, walls and fences sprang up to mark the boundaries of newly enclosed fields, while new turnpike roads and canals carved fresh lines across the land. The open landscape that had existed since before medieval times was fast evolving into the chequered pattern of fields still seen in some places today, or else was being devoured by rapidly expanding industrial towns such as Birmingham and Manchester. As William Blake saw it, ‘England’s green and pleasant land’ was in grave danger from ‘dark Satanic mills’.17

This place of radical change is the real England of Jane Austen and the subject of this book. We wanted to show how the mass of ordinary people, our ancestors, lived and fitted into her England. It used to be fashionable to trace your ancestry back to royalty, even if on the wrong side of the sheets, but even the most humble or most nefarious ancestors are just as interesting. They all had a part to play in shaping events and influencing history. Without them, history is nothing.

We used a similar approach for Jack Tar: The Extraordinary Lives of Ordinary Seamen in Nelson’s Navy, in which we charted the everyday details of what it was like to be a seaman rather than a high-ranking officer. The period we chose for Jack Tar was roughly 1771 to 1815, from when Horatio Nelson first joined the navy as a captain’s servant to a decade after his death, when peace finally came. This coincided with Jane Austen’s lifetime, and so we hope that Eavesdropping on Jane Austen’s England will provide a fascinating contrast and give a flavour of life on land two centuries ago.

When encountering a remote era of history, such as Roman or medieval times, it is not surprising to find an alien world, but life in Georgian England was also very different to the world of the twenty-first century. The basic amenities that we take for granted, like electricity, a water supply and sewerage, were non-existent or just being introduced, so that simply keeping warm, clean and free from hunger entailed laborious, time-consuming and inefficient tasks. Steam engines were transforming some industries, but travel relied on horsepower, manpower or windpower. If someone went away for several years, perhaps serving in the Royal Navy, they might not be recognised on their return, because there were no photographs to refresh memories.

Even walking the streets in bad weather was a different experience, since few buildings had guttering. Instead, roofs overhung the walls so as to throw rainwater away from the foundations. Naturally, people kept close to the walls for shelter, under the overhang – the eaves – and caught snatches of conversation from within as they passed. In a similar way to this eavesdropping, we have caught snatches of the lives of Jane Austen’s contemporaries from the writings they left behind. Our book is a snapshot of her era, reflecting the variety of life at that time. It is not a narrative of events, but of people’s daily lives. We have opted for a loose chronological thread, running from marriage (the main theme of Jane Austen’s novels) to the birth of babies, progressing through childhood, domestic work, religion, occupations, entertainment, travel, illnesses and finally death and burial.

We have relied upon the words of people who lived at that time, recorded in documents such as letters, diaries, travelogues, accounts of criminal trials and newspapers. The spelling in these eyewitness accounts has occasionally been corrected and the punctuation and style sometimes modernised, particularly the tendency to use dashes instead of full-stops, ampersands (&) instead of ‘and’, and upper-case letters for the start of many words. Most quotations have been only slightly altered, if at all, and the words and meaning have not been changed.

Personal letters and diaries were rarely intended to be published, but were written for the information and enjoyment of one or two people, or at most a family and their descendants, as William Holland revealed in January 1801: ‘I began reading my diary to my family from its commencement and shall continue to do so as far as the last year goes.’18 His extensive diaries allow us to become acquainted not just with him and his family in the Somerset parish of Over Stowey and beyond, but also with his overworked servants and the local people including various paupers, labourers and tradesmen. Only an abridged selection of these diaries has ever been published,19 and so the full, original manuscript diaries provide a fresh window on English life, rather like the diaries of the Reverend James Woodforde. Six years younger than Holland, he was an unmarried clergyman from Ansford in Somerset who spent much of his working life on the other side of England, in his Norfolk parish of Weston Longville. Although classically educated, Woodforde turned his back on such learning after leaving Oxford university, and instead filled his diaries with extraordinary details about everyday life. We have made use of the complete text of his extensive diaries that have been so ably transcribed over the years by the Parson Woodforde Society, superseding the edited extracts published decades ago.

In northern England, from Wigan to Liverpool, through the Lake District and Yorkshire, Nelly Weeton provides another perspective on life at that time. She was clearly very intelligent, but her potential was stifled by poverty and her low-class status as a governess. Nelly’s letters and diaries are filled with comments that were often as satirical and perceptive as those of Jane Austen herself. Numerous other voices are heard in this book, including Sarah and William Wilkinson, whose mundane letters to each other (while he was at sea) convey valuable insights into daily life, while the writings of foreign visitors such as the American Benjamin Silliman and the German Carl Moritz provide an outsider’s viewpoint. Such documents take us right to the heart of Jane Austen’s England, allowing us to eavesdrop on what people thought and discussed among themselves – the very words of those who lived two centuries ago.

In her novels Jane Austen brilliantly portrayed the lives of the middle and upper classes, but barely mentioned the cast of characters who constituted the bulk of the population. Mansfield Park was started in 1811 and published in 1814, and her account of how the Price family lived at Portsmouth is the closest she came to portraying the lower classes. It would be left to the genius of the next generation, Charles Dickens, to write novels about the poor, the workers and the lower middle classes. Born in Portsmouth in 1812, before most of Jane Austen’s books had even been published, Dickens was sent to work in a factory in London at the age of twelve and came to rely on writing to earn money. Looking back to the time of the French Revolution, his novel A Tale of Two Cities starts with the celebrated words: ‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair.’ This is a succinct summary of Jane Austen’s England, on which we are about to eavesdrop.

A chronological overview of the main historical events is given on p. 347, including some key events of Jane Austen’s lifetime. For more about this book, see our website www.adkinshistory.com.


ONE
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WEDDING BELLS


It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.

Pride and Prejudice, by Jane Austen




On a bitterly cold Norfolk morning in January 1787, Parson James Woodforde left the comfort of his rectory at Weston Longville and rode on horseback over a mile and a half along a muddy lane until he reached the imposing church of St Peter in the village of Ringland.1 Because its vicar was away, he had been asked by the parish officers to perform an urgent marriage ceremony – for the customary fee of 10 shillings and 6 pence. Inside this medieval church, the spectacular nave roof enhanced the impressive setting for the wedding, but it was not a day for joy and celebration, as Woodforde noted in his diary: ‘Rode to Ringland this morning and married one Robert Astick and Elizabeth Howlett by licence … the man being in custody, the woman being with child by him. The man was a long time before he could be prevailed on to marry her when in the church yard; and at the altar behaved very unbecoming.’2

Standing in the numbing cold before the altar, poor Elizabeth surely dreaded the prospect of being saddled with this man. Although his only alternative was to return to gaol, Robert proved highly reluctant to marry and almost needed to be dragged to the altar. His crime was not premarital sex, but causing a penniless woman and baby to be a burden on the parish, and as a result he was forced into marriage. Under the Bastardy Act of 1733, unmarried pregnant women were taken before the magistrate by the parish overseers of the poor and forced on oath to name the father – or alleged father. The named man then had the dubious choice of paying the parish for the upkeep of the child, marrying the woman (unless he was already married) or a spell in prison. If he ran away, a reward might be offered for his recapture. Nine days after Robert and Elizabeth’s forced marriage, John Hammonway in Northumberland escaped from prison, and the Newcastle Courant carried a detailed description of the offender:


COUNTY OF NORTHUMBERLAND

Made his Escape over a wall, in a yard joining to the House of Correction, at Morpeth, on the 3rd of Feb. instant [1787], JOHN HAMMONWAY, late of the town and county of Newcastle upon Tyne, nailer, was committed for bastardy.– The said John Hammonway is about 23 years of age, five feet five inches high, slender made, swarthy complexion, short black hair, dark-brown sully eyes; had on, when he escaped, a dark-blue coat, flowered cotton waistcoat, leather breeches, with metal buttons.

Whoever will secure the said John Hammonway, and give notice to John Doxford, Keeper of the said House of Correction, shall receive a reward of TWO GUINEAS, to be paid by JOHN DOXFORD.3




Forced marriages were commonplace, but the unmarried Parson Woodforde disliked them intensely: ‘It is a cruel thing that any person should be compelled by law to marry … It is very disagreeable to me to marry such persons.’4 He himself conducted several such weddings at his own church in Weston Longville. ‘I walked to church this morning between 10 and 11 o’clock,’ he recorded some years later, ‘and married by licence, one Daniel Tabble of Ling [Lyng] and Anne Dunnel of Weston, a forced match, she being very near her time, and he under custody of the parish officers ever since yesterday morning. I recd. of the officers for marrying them 0.10.6, being the usual fee for marrying by licence here.’5 Anne gave birth two months later.6 These weddings were a far cry from the romantic notion of courtship, love and marriage that form the essence of Jane Austen’s fiction.

Marriage based on love and on freedom of choice was becoming more common, and from the later eighteenth century romantic novels such as Evelina by Fanny Burney and Belinda by Maria Edgeworth confronted such issues, to be followed a few years later by the novels of Jane Austen. For many, though, particularly if accustomed to wealth, such an approach to marriage was totally impractical. A husband with a respectable income or a wife with a generous dowry was still extremely desirable, if not an absolute necessity, and the conflict between marrying for love and marrying for money and social advantage is a common element in Jane Austen’s writing. In Northanger Abbey she parodied novels such as Ann Radcliffe’s Gothic romance The Mysteries of Udolpho,7 and when Isabella’s impecunious brother John wants to marry her friend Catherine, she is pleased that Catherine is not interested, ‘for what were you both to live upon, supposing you came together? You have both of you something [some income] to be sure, but it is not a trifle that will support a family nowadays; and after all that romancers may say, there is no doing without money.’

A good number of parents arranged marriages to ensure that their children were securely established in life, and girls from wealthy families were provided with dowries, or ‘portions’, to make them attractive to male suitors. In Jane Austen’s novel Sense and Sensibility, Edward Ferrars is to marry the wealthy Miss Morton, and on learning that his older brother Robert is also contemplating her, Elinor Dashwood says: ‘The lady, I suppose, has no choice in the affair.’ Elinor’s own brother is puzzled by her reaction: ‘Choice! – how do you mean?’

Wealth was the key factor. Happiness was of secondary importance. For the upper classes, marriage was essential for the provision of legitimate heirs and for the survival of estates, fortunes and families, but for women of all classes marriage was crucial, because ways of supporting themselves were severely limited, resulting in the obsession with pairing off daughters with suitable men. For Mrs Bennet in Pride and Prejudice, ‘The business of her life was to get her daughters married.’

It was customary to marry within the same social class – because of hypocrisy and snobbery, marrying into a different class was problematic. It was frequently acceptable for a wealthy man to maintain a mistress of low rank, but he was despised and even shunned if he had the temerity to marry her. In 1810 Nelly Weeton was working as a governess at Dove Nest, a house near Ambleside in the Lake District. The previous year her wealthy employer, Edward Pedder, had married his dairymaid, as Nelly told her unmarried friend Bessy Winkley: ‘if you knew the sorrow that person must undergo who marries above herself, you would never be ambitious to marry out of your own rank; people call it doing well; they are most egregiously mistaken. Let the husband be ever so kind, it cannot compensate for the numberless mortifications a woman so raised must endure. Those married people have the greatest chance of being happy whose original rank was most nearly equal.’8

Originally from Lancashire, Nelly’s parents were both dead, and her younger brother Tom was a lawyer. She was forced to work because she had little money and at the age of thirty-three was still unmarried. A few months later, she elaborated on the former servant girl’s family:

Mrs. P. [Pedder] has a brother and sister … the sister keeps her father’s house, working in the fields, on the peat moss, or her father’s house, as occasion serves. What a difference in the situation of the two sisters! The one with her father wishes much to emerge from her present obscurity; but her father, an honest, warm-hearted, affectionate parent, sensibly says ‘there is more happiness in his humble situation, than where there is more bustle, show, and finery’; he thinks his eldest daughter might do just as well, or better, in marrying a farmer, as the youngest has done in marrying a gentleman. ‘People,’ he says, ‘do not always do well that marry so much above them, for they only get despised and abused by their fine new relations.’9



Finding a suitable marriage partner could prove stressful, since there were insufficient numbers of eligible men to go round, particularly with so many fatalities and injuries in the wars. Accurate figures are impossible to calculate, but throughout the Napoleonic Wars the combined casualties in the army and navy were on average about twenty thousand a year, and many thousands more were engaged in fighting overseas. Some eligible bachelors inevitably preferred the freedom of the single life, and countless young working men were prevented from marrying by restrictions such as apprenticeship contracts. Matchmaking and courtship therefore provided admirable material for Jane Austen’s fiction.

The most effective way for the middle and upper classes to meet prospective partners was at the various balls that were so frequently held in both public and private venues, but courting couples were expected to behave formally, even when greeting each other in public. In Sense and Sensibility, Elinor hears Willoughby using Marianne’s first name and so assumes they are to be married: ‘in his addressing her sister by her Christian name alone, she instantly saw an intimacy so decided, a meaning so direct, as marked a perfect agreement between them. From that moment she doubted not of their being engaged to each other.’

When a woman married she passed from the control of her father, who ‘gave her away’ at the wedding to the control of her husband. Her property became her husband’s, despite his promise in the marriage ceremony, ‘with all my worldly goods I thee endow’. As a wife, she could not legally own land or have a separate source of income, unless set out in a specific contract – the marriage settlement. Such a settlement might entitle her to receive the interest from her dowry in her lifetime and to bequeath the dowry to her children or use it as income if her husband died. Otherwise, she effectively had no legal status, and any children belonged to her husband.

The law governing marriage was Lord Hardwicke’s Marriage Act of 1753, which decreed that after 25 March 1754 marriages were valid in law only if they had been advertised by banns or sanctioned by a special licence and were conducted by an Anglican clergyman in a church. Marriages also had to be recorded in a register. A marriage conducted in any other way was not legal, and the person performing it was guilty of a felony and liable to transportation. The Act also advised that the ceremony should take place in the church of the parish where the bride or groom resided, but this was not essential for the marriage to be valid. The main intention of the Act was to prevent clandestine or irregular marriages and to prevent minors from marrying without parental consent – something that was of considerable consequence to the upper classes, who feared wealthy heiresses marrying impoverished husbands.

This Act was the first statutory law to require a formal marriage ceremony. Before 1753 all such matters were in the sole control of the Church of England, with the single requirement that the marriage should be conducted by an Anglican clergyman. Other requirements such as banns were not then essential, so all kinds of rapid and irregular marriages had been valid in law, and various places became notorious for the availability of pliable clergymen willing to perform clandestine marriages. Many churches in London conducted such weddings, mainly of Londoners, but some accepted outsiders as well. Weddings also took place at the Fleet prison, which claimed to be outside the jurisdiction of the Church. It was a prison for debtors whose inmates invariably included some clergy, and marriages performed there were called ‘Fleet marriages’. Most nonconformists, or dissenters, believed that marriage was not a religious ceremony, but for purposes of legality their marriages before and after the 1753 Act tended to be in parish churches, whereas Jews and Quakers, exempt from the Act, were allowed to marry according to their own customs. Not until 1837 could couples legally marry in register offices, or in their own chapels if a civil registrar was present.

After 1754 it was still possible to have a discreet wedding in a parish where neither bride nor groom was known, and for rapid marriages couples fled across the border to Scotland where the laws were much less restrictive. For those complying with the law, banns were called in the parish church of both parties on three consecutive Sundays or holy days in order to publicly proclaim the intended marriage. This allowed anyone to raise objections – something that happened in January 1791 at Weston Longville, as Parson Wood forde noted: ‘One Bush of this parish (whose daughter’s banns were published last Sunday) came to my house this evening to forbid the banns, the man being found out to be a very infamous character.’10 Five days later, he added: ‘Brown (whose banns were forbid last week by the girl whose name is Bush) called on me this morning and I returned him the half crown that I recd. last Sunday sennight [seven nights ago] by my clerk for publishing the banns that day.’11

For anyone with an urgent need to marry or who did not wish banns to be proclaimed in public, the more expensive option was to obtain a licence, for which an ‘allegation’ had to be sworn, usually by the groom, giving details of the couple and assurances of no impediments to the marriage. Normally, common licences were issued by archbishops, bishops and some archdeacons, or by clergy in certain parishes and officials acting on their behalf. A marriage was then permitted to take place within the jurisdiction of the person issuing the licence, in one of the parishes named on the licence, but the requirement to be married in a named parish was often ignored. The wedding could take place later that day, but usually happened the day after. In August 1788 Woodforde conducted such a ceremony: ‘About 11 o’clock this morning I took a walk to Weston Church and there married by Licence Jas. [James] Herring of Norwich to Miss [Elizabeth Ann] Peachman of this parish, for which I recd. of Mr. Herring 2.2.0 which I think very handsome of him.’12

Parental consent was required for anyone under the age of twenty-one marrying by licence, but minors could marry by publication of the banns, though parents were at liberty to object. The age of consent was fourteen for boys and twelve for girls, but most did not marry until their early twenties, even if they were betrothed at an earlier age. Apprentices were not permitted to marry, so many young men married late, in their mid- to late twenties. Richard Cureton, on becoming an apprentice in London in 1783, had to sign an indenture stating that during the seven years of apprenticeship he would ‘not commit fornication, nor contract matrimony’.13

For rich and poor alike, a church was the venue for weddings. By today’s standards most were low-key affairs, with few guests and moderate expenditure on wedding clothes and celebrations. ‘Smock weddings’ were a peculiar type of ceremony at which the bride was married naked – although usually she was barefoot and en chemise, wearing only a shift (‘chemise’), smock or sheet for propriety. The point was that if she brought no clothes or property to the union, the husband-to-be was thought not liable for any debts she might have. Such weddings, randomly reported, occurred mainly in the eighteenth century, particularly for widowed women whose deceased husbands had left debts.

One Derby newspaper in September 1775 chose to run a story about a marriage that had taken place over a hundred miles to the south: ‘Thursday se’nnight was married by licence, at Bishop’s Waltham, Winchester, Mr. Richard Elcock, bricklayer, to Mrs. Judith Redding, who, to exempt her future husband from the payment of any debts she might have contracted, went into one of the pews in the church, and stript herself of all her cloaths except her shift, in which only she went to the altar, and was married, much to the astonishment of the parson, clerk, &c.’14 A few years earlier, a similar wedding took place at St Michael’s church at Ashton-under-Lyne in Lancashire: ‘On Thursday last, was married, at Ashton-under-Lyne, Nathaniel Eller to the widow Hibbert, both upwards of fifty years of age; the widow had only her shift on, with her hair tied behind with horse hair, as a means to free them both from any obligation of paying her former husband’s debts.’15

It was sometimes wrongly supposed that a smock wedding enabled a bride to retain her own wealth if her husband-to-be had debts. In December 1797 such a wedding was held at St Philip’s parish church (now the cathedral) in Birmingham, with several newspapers reporting that the bride wore nothing (possibly not even a chemise) so that the creditors of her debt-ridden new husband could not seize her property:

There is an opinion generally prevalent in Staffordshire, that if a woman should marry a man in distressed circumstances, none of his creditors can touch her property, if she should be in puris naturalibus [stark naked] while the ceremony is performed. In consequence of this prejudice, a woman of some property lately came with her intended husband into the vestry of the great church of Birmingham, and the moment she understood that the Priest was ready at the altar, she threw off a large cloak, and in the exact state of Eve in Paradise, walked deliberately to the spot, and remained in that state till the ceremony ended.16



For the wealthier classes, a wedding was an opportunity to flaunt status and the latest fashions, as happens in Sense and Sensibility. With the marriage of Miss Grey to Willoughby being imminent, Elinor ‘could soon tell at what coachmaker’s the new carriage was building, by what painter Mr Willoughby’s portrait was drawn, and at what warehouse Miss Grey’s clothes might be seen’. The wealthy wore fine clothes for weddings, with white chosen for the bride and sometimes for the bridesmaids as well. Most people, including the brides, simply wore their Sunday best or something that could be subsequently used for that purpose. The bride’s wedding clothes were secondary to her trousseau, for which she might be given household linen, items of clothing and other articles for her new life. In Mansfield Park, Jane Austen wryly says of the wedding between Maria Bertram and Mr Rushworth: ‘It was a very proper wedding. The bride was elegantly dressed; the two bridesmaids were duly inferior; her father gave her away; her mother stood with salts in her hand, expecting to be agitated; her aunt tried to cry; and the service was impressively read by Dr Grant.’

At the wedding that he conducted by licence in August 1788 between James Herring and Elizabeth Peachman, Woodforde was impressed by everything:

It was a smart genteel marriage, 2 close carriages with smart liveries attended. Sheriff Buckle of Norwich and Mr. John Herring who was Sheriff of Norwich the last year and his son, old Mr. Peachman, Mrs. John Herring, Mrs. Forster of this Parish, and a very pretty young lady very neatly dressed, and attended as a bride maid and whose name was Miss Wingfield were at the ceremony. The bells rang merry after. Mr. Buckle, Mr. Herring and son and old Mr. Peachman returned with me on foot from Church to my house and eat some cake and drank some cyder &c. Mr. Peachman pressed me much to dine with them but I was not well enough to go into company.17



Rather than riding in a carriage, most people walked to church, and it was customary for flowers, herbs and rushes to be strewn along the route or at the church porch. A poem published in 1796 by Henry Rowe, rector of Ringshall in Suffolk, alludes to this practice:


The wheaten ear was scatter’d near the porch.

The green broom blossom’d strew’d the way to church.18




For the lower classes, wedding ceremonies were simple. In November 1810 the Reverend William Holland of Over Stowey in Somerset described the marriage of two of his servants:

I went to church and married my servants Robert Dyer and Phebe [Phoebe Symons], and I trust they will be happy in each other and I gave them and their friends a dinner on the occasion and they are to continue with me as servants till Lady [Day] next … Dyer desired me to publish the banns now and they were to be married about Christmas. I answer’d if the banns be publish’d, ’tis best marrying immediately, and they took my advice. My wife [Mary] is to take Phebe with her to Bath where we mean to go if it please God after Christmas and Dyer will stay in the house to take care of things here.19



All weddings were morning events, since canon law decreed that they could be solemnised only between 8 a.m. and noon – a rule that held until 1886. Particular times of the year (especially Lent) were traditionally avoided, and Sundays could be a nuisance. Holland certainly grumbled in October 1800: ‘Had a wedding, but the clerk did not give me notice of the same the day before which made me very angry. Indeed Sunday is a bad day for these things, as it hurries me and I can scarce get myself ready for prayers.’20

The oldest customs, survivals from antiquity, were the wedding cake and the ring that was given to the bride during the ceremony. ‘The Wedding Ring is worn on the fourth finger of the left hand,’ according to the antiquary and clergyman John Brand, ‘because it was antiently believed … that a small artery ran from this finger to the heart.’21 Because the dissection of human bodies had disproved this fact, he added, ‘though the opinion has been justly exploded by the Anatomists of modern times’.22 He also mentioned that some wives never removed their wedding ring: ‘Many married women are so rigid, not to say superstitious, in their notions concerning their wedding rings, that neither when they wash their hands, nor at any other time, will they take it off from their finger, extending, it should seem, the expression of “till Death us do part” even to this golden circlet, the token and pledge of matrimony.’23

Brand was fascinated by old customs and folklore, and when conducting weddings in London and in Newcastle, he had observed the tradition of saluting the bride: ‘It is still customary among persons of middling rank as well as the Vulgar, in most parts of England, for the young men at the marriage ceremony to salute the Bride, one by one, the moment it is concluded. This, after officiating in the ceremony myself, I have seen frequently done.’24 For those who could afford to pay the ringers, a wedding was often marked by a peal of bells, and in the church of the Holy Trinity at Kendal, Westmorland, one bell bore the inscription:


In wedlock bands,

All ye who join with hands,

Your hearts unite;

So shall our tuneful tongues combine

To laud the nuptial rite.25




After the event, a meal might be laid on, and being a morning cere mony, a wedding breakfast was most common. More elaborate celebrations could continue the whole day, perhaps with a dinner and a supper, along with music, dancing, games and sports. Then as now, the wedding cake was an important element of the ceremony and was subsequently distributed to family and friends, something Jane Austen mentioned when writing to her sister Cassandra in 1808: ‘Do you recollect whether the Manydown family send about their wedding cake? Mrs Dundas has set her heart upon having a piece from her friend Catherine, and Martha, who knows what importance she attaches to this sort of thing, is anxious for the sake of both, that there should not be a disappointment.’26

Customs varied across the country, and in northern England the cake was broken up over the bride’s and groom’s heads or scattered into the crowd. Elsewhere, the traditions relating to the ring and the cake were linked when pieces of cake were passed through the ring and thrown over the heads of the newly-weds, or placed beneath the pillows of young people to induce prophetic dreams of lovers and marriage. Henry Rowe wrote that after the bells rang out for the married couple, the cake was passed through the ring:

The wedding cake now thro’ the ring was led, The stocking thrown across the nuptial bed.27



There were many local variations of the old custom of throwing the bride’s stocking. In one, the married couple sat up in bed and the bridesmaids sat at the end of the bed, with their backs to the couple. They then threw the stockings over their shoulders, and whoever managed to hit the bride would soon be married themselves.

The next day, most married couples began their everyday life together. No modern concept of a ‘honeymoon’ then existed – the term still referred to the month after the wedding. Rich newly-weds might make an extended tour, usually in Britain as the country was so often at war. The couple rarely went away alone, but were accompanied by friends, relatives and, of course, servants. The less well-off settled for whatever they could afford, perhaps staying with relatives for a week or two, while the lower classes had little or nothing in the way of a holiday, most returning to work the next day. Unless it was a royal or aristocratic wedding, in which case the newspapers would report the event at length, a modest notice might appear in a local newspaper. One from the Derby Mercury in June 1802 is typical: ‘Married … Sunday se’nnight, Mr. James York, chymist and druggist, to Miss Weston, both of Nottingham.’28 These notices were more common after 1800, though still confined to the middle and upper classes.

Less welcome to the families involved were sensational newspaper accounts of elopements, as in February 1815 when the Western Luminary reported:

ELOPEMENT.– Another fashionable couple have eloped, it is supposed from the neighbourhood of Bristol. They arrived at Stourbridge about half-past six o’clock on the morning of Saturday se’nnight, in a post-chaise and four, and stopped at the Talbot hotel, where they changed horses. The Lady must have emerged in great haste from her bed-chamber, having no covering but a flannel petticoat and a great coat. They wished to purchase a bonnet in that town; but did not procure any other covering for the damsel until they reached Penkridge. They gave the different post-boys a 1l. [£1] note each, and proceeded northward from Stafford, for that celebrated spot, Gretna Green. The parties were unknown.29



In novels such as Jane Austen’s, the heroines are invariably concerned with relationships and about overcoming impediments to those relationships. Had she been writing some decades earlier, clandestine marriages might well have featured, but as they were now illegal, elopement was the solution where a couple was desperate to marry without parental consent. The Bennet family in Pride and Prejudice is dismayed to discover that young Lydia has run off with Wickham. In a letter, Lydia describes her happiness: ‘I am going to Gretna Green … for there is but one man in the world I love, and he is an angel … I can hardly write for laughing.’ Wickham actually has no intention of marrying, and they are eventually tracked down in London.

Villages just over the Scottish border were favoured locations for couples fleeing from England to be married, and the best known was Gretna Green, some 10 miles from Carlisle. In a letter to Bessy Winkley written at Dove Nest in the final days of 1809, Nelly Weeton described how her employer had eloped: ‘Mrs. Pedder was a dairy maid at Darwen-Bank, Mr. P’s house near Preston [Lancashire], when he fell in love with her. Her father heard of the connexion and fearing his daughter might be seduced, sent for her home. He lives near-by here. Mr. P. followed her, took her off to Gretna Green and married her … She is not eighteen yet … Mr. P. is a little man of about 34.’30

Scottish marriage law required only a declaration before witnesses, a role performed by various Gretna Green inhabitants, including Joseph Paisley, who was a farmer, fisherman and smuggler. For sixty years from 1753 he officiated as Gretna Green’s parson. He was known as a blacksmith, though according to his successor Robert Elliott, he ‘only acquired that name from his quickness in uniting eloping parties, for the common saying there was, “strike the iron when it is hot, Joseph”.’31 Robert had become acquainted with Paisley in 1810 and took over his business three years later. He left his version of the marriage ceremony:


It is very simple. The parties are first asked their names and places of abode; they are then asked to stand up, and enquired of if they are both single persons; if the answer be in the affirmative, the ceremony proceeds.

Each is next asked:—‘Did you come here of your own free will and accord?’ Upon receiving an affirmative answer the priest commences filling in the printed form of the certificate.

The man is then asked, ‘Do you take this woman to be your lawful wedded wife, forsaking all other, [and] keep to her as long as you both shall live?’ He answers ‘I will.’ The woman is asked the same question, which being answered the same, the woman then produces a ring which she gives to the man, who hands it to the priest; the priest then returns it to the man, and orders him to put it on the fourth finger of the woman’s left hand, repeat these words, with this ring I thee wed, with my body I thee worship, with all my worldly goods I thee endow in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, Amen. They then take hold of each other’s right hands, and the woman says ‘what God joins together let no man put asunder.’ The priest says ‘forasmuch as this man and this woman have consented to go together by giving and receiving a ring, I, therefore, declare them to be man and wife before God and these witnesses in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, Amen.’32




The upper classes set great store by the legalities of marriage, but the lower classes were rarely worried by such niceties, and many couples simply lived together rather than pay fees to marry in church, particularly after the 1753 Act made the less costly clandestine marriages illegal. Some only married once the woman was pregnant. There were alternative, cheaper methods of marrying, mainly comprising informal declarations, but although acceptable by custom they were not actually legal. Few poor people could afford to elope to Gretna Green unless they were marrying someone wealthy, but the clergy could make life difficult for those living together without marrying.

William Holland kept a close eye on what was happening in his Somerset parish of Over Stowey, and in October 1800 one couple felt obliged to marry: ‘It seems the persons were but lately come into the Parish and they had lived together before and they brought a bouncing child to be christened the very day of their wedding. I gave them a good jubation [severe rebuke], and told them that had I known there were such people in my Parish I would not have suffered them to have remained long in that situation. This they were aware of, so came to be married.’33

While unmarried couples were censured, single unmarried women like Nelly Weeton were pitied, because with their limited options in life they most likely faced penury unless they had a private income. They had long been referred to as ‘old maids’, a disparaging term for spinsters unlikely ever to marry.34 The poet and biographer William Hayley wrote a substantial work on old maids. For an unmarried woman from a good family, he said,

it is probable, that after having passed the sprightly years of youth in the comfortable mansion of an opulent father, she is reduced to the shelter of some contracted lodging in a country town, attended by a single female servant, and with difficulty living on the interest of two or three thousand pounds, reluctantly, and perhaps irregularly, paid to her by an avaricious or extravagant brother, who considers such payment as a heavy incumbrance on his paternal estate. Such is the condition in which the unmarried daughters of English gentlemen are too frequently found.35



After her father died in 1805 such was the condition of Jane Austen herself, and she would remain single for the rest of her life. In her novel Emma, published a decade later, she has Harriet express her horror that her friend Emma might never marry:


‘But still, you will be an old maid! And that’s so dreadful!’

‘Never mind, Harriet, I shall not be a poor old maid; and it is poverty only which makes celibacy contemptible to a generous public! A single woman, with a very narrow income, must be a ridiculous, disagreeable old maid! The proper sport of boys and girls; but a single woman, of good fortune, is always respectable.’




This was fiction, but Jane Austen said something similar when writing to her niece Fanny Knight in March 1817: ‘Single women have a dreadful propensity for being poor, which is one very strong argument in favour of matrimony.’36

The same point was made by Nelly Weeton to her brother Tom a few years earlier, in 1809, after he accused her of having the ideas of an old maid. She hinted that she might soon be married, but only ‘to avoid the finger of contempt, the smile of ridicule. If it were not for that, I am too happy to wish for any change.’37 She added: ‘An old maid is a stock for everyone to laugh at. Every article of dress, every word, every movement is satirized. Boys play tricks upon them, and are applauded. Girls sneer at them, and are unreproved. Upon my word, I think I will write an essay upon the pitiable state of old maids for some Magazine or Paper.’38 Her hints at marriage were not then realised, but in 1814 she wed the Wigan widower Aaron Stock, a cotton manufacturer. The following year a daughter Mary was born, but it turned out to be a desperately unhappy and violent marriage that ended in a deed of separation in 1822.39

It was not easy to end unhappy marriages – and just about impossible for women, short of deserting the husband, murdering him or waiting for him to die. There was no divorce law before 1857. Instead, couples could obtain an annulment or separation through the ecclesiastical courts, which was costly. A divorce could then be sought by private Act of Parliament, which ensured that inheritance and legal heirs were safeguarded. Such a process was prohibitively expensive, and between 1700 and 1857 only around three hundred such Acts were passed, almost always undertaken by the husband, virtually never by the wife, who usually had no wealth to bequeath and no funds to secure an Act of Parliament. It was customary that the mother lost custody of (and usually all contact with) her children.40

General William Dyott’s wife, when an invalid in Bath in 1814, asked him for a separation, having fallen in love with someone else. Two years later, when he was fifty-five, his bill was passed, as he described:

The second reading of the bill for the divorce in Parliament was fixed for the 7th of the month, when it was necessary for me to attend. Nothing was more kind than the exertion of Lord Lauderdale in carrying the bill through the House of Lords; the third reading having taken place in the House of Commons on the 2nd July and was passed in the House of Lords the next day previous to Parliament being prorogued. Thus ended the most melancholy event, which deprived my children of a mother and me of a wife.41



Dyott never remarried, and he and his children never saw or heard of his wife again until she died in 1841, six years before his own death.42

Most people could not afford to involve lawyers, and so many suffered terrible marriages instead. Women could not even divorce on the grounds of cruelty, since a man was allowed to beat his wife and ill-treat her, unless his behaviour was judged as life-threatening. Because this was difficult to prove, the law usually sided with the husband, sometimes showing a surprising leniency towards the guilty party. At Winchester in 1796 William Gamon received a mild sentence after being found guilty ‘for ill-treating, and threatening to murder Hannah Gamon, his wife, and for refusing to … appear at the next General Quarter Sessions’.43 As punishment, he was bound over to keep the peace for three years. Many, probably most, cases of husbands abusing their wives never even came before the courts.

One way of ending a wretched marriage was for a husband to sell his wife – regarded as the poor man’s divorce. Some sales were by consent of the wife, but at other times they were carried out against her will. Leading a wife to a public place with a rope tied round her neck and then selling her, like an animal at a market, was thought – wrongly – to be a legal and binding transaction, transferring the marriage to somebody else. Commentators considered wife-selling a barbaric practice, but it persisted to the late nineteenth century, and John Brand noted: ‘A remarkable superstition still prevails among the lowest of our Vulgar, that a man may lawfully sell his wife to another, provided he deliver her over with a halter about her neck. It is painful to observe, that instances of this occur frequently in our newspapers.’44

Many such sales were to pre-arranged buyers, but they still needed to be carried out in a public place, as one newspaper reported in January 1790: ‘Another Bargain and Sale of a Wife.—A Man in the Neighbourhood of Thame, in Oxfordshire, two or three Years ago, sold his Wife for Half a Guinea; and his Neighbours telling him that the Bargain would not stand good, as she was not sold in public Market, he last Tuesday led her seven Miles in a String to Thame Market, and there sold her for Two Shillings and Six-pence, and paid Four-Pence Toll.’45

The Morning Post newspaper described another incident in January 1815 at Maidstone in Kent, after one man, John Osborne, realised it was not market day:


the auction was removed to the sign of the coal-barge, in Earl street, where she was actually sold to a man named William Serjeant, with her child for the sum of one pound: the business was transacted in a very regular manner, a deed and covenant being given by the seller, of which the following is a literal copy:—

‘I, John Osborne, doth agree to part with my wife, Mary Osborne, and child, to William Sergeant, for the sum of one pound, in consideration of giving up all claim whatever: wherunto I have made my mark as an acknowledgement.

‘Maidstone, Jan. 3, 1815. X’

This document was witnessed in due form, and the woman and child turned over to the buyer, to the apparent satisfaction of all parties; the husband expressing his willingness to take his spouse again at any future period.46




A woman being widowed could result in her sinking into poverty, because property and wealth usually passed to male descendants or relatives. Remarriage was therefore desirable, and in December 1808 Jane Austen wrote to Cassandra from Southampton: ‘Lady Sondes’ match surprises me, but does not offend me; had her first marriage been of affection, or had there been a grown-up single daughter, I should not have forgiven her; but I consider everybody as having a right to marry once in their lives for love, if they can, and provided she will now leave off having bad headaches and being pathetic, I can allow her, I can wish her to be happy.’47 Mary Elizabeth Milles had entered into an arranged marriage in 1785, becoming Lady Sondes, but Lord Sondes died in 1806, and she was now remarrying for love.

Forty-nine-year-old Welshman William Jones was vicar at Broxbourne in Hertfordshire, then a peaceful country village a few miles north of London. He noted in his diary: ‘Many mothers have I heard warn their dear daughters against “hateful matrimony,” yet few, very few daughters have I known inclined to listen to the warning.’48 He believed that daughters were in part encouraged by widows who remarried time and again: ‘They will … try the experiment for themselves!—&, with the less apprehension, when they observe widows, (even their own Mothers …) adventure a second, & perhaps a third, time.’49

For many, whether in happy or unhappy relationships, marriage was an end to childhood and the start of adulthood and running a household. For young women it most likely meant years of childbearing, which was considered to be the very purpose of a Christian marriage. Jane Austen, in almost her last letter to her niece Fanny, warned her not to worry about getting married too soon, because ‘by not beginning the business of Mothering quite so early in life, you will be young in Constitution, spirits, figure and countenance’.50 Given the likelihood of at least one partner succumbing to an early death through disease, accident or childbirth, many marriages did not survive for long.


TWO

[image: image]

BREEDING


If tenderness could ever be supposed wanting, good sense and good breeding supplied its place.

Mansfield Park, by Jane Austen




Some years before her daughter Jane was born, Mrs Cassandra Austen wrote to her sister-in-law: ‘My sister Cooper has made us a visit … Her boy and girl are well, the youngest almost two years old, and she has not been breeding since, so perhaps she has done.’1 The word ‘breeding’ had two meanings – on the one hand, education, manners and respectability; on the other, the reproduction of children, which may sound strange today when applied to humans rather than birds or animals. In an era without effective contraception, breeding could be never-ending. In February 1798 the newspapers announced one mother’s latest birth: ‘On the 21st ult. Mrs Banting, of Little-Rissington, near Stow-on-the Wold, Gloucestershire, was safely delivered of a daughter, being the thirty-second child by the same husband.’2

A few months later, Jane Austen wrote to her sister Cassandra: ‘I believe I never told you that Mrs. Coulthard and Anne, late of Manydown, are both dead, and both died in childbed. We have not regaled Mary with this news.’3 Mary, the wife of their brother James, was due to give birth, but the family shielded her from these tragedies, a reminder of the dangers of childbirth. The next day Jane had pleasing news: ‘I have just received a note from James to say that Mary was brought to bed last night, at eleven o’clock, of a fine little boy, and that everything is going on very well.’4

A good marriage was measured by a couple’s ability to produce children, which for many women meant a succession of pregnancies unless they were unfortunate enough to die in the process. Maybe this influenced Jane Austen to remain single, preferring not to face the constant possibility of death and referring instead to at least one of her books as ‘my own darling child’.5 For the upper classes and royalty a male heir (or more than one, as a spare, in case of death) was essential, given that property and the family name descended via the male line. In 1809, on a visit to her former home village of Upholland in Lancashire, Nelly Weeton heard about the scale of preparations for the birth of the first child of Mr and Mrs Bankes at nearby Winstanley Hall,6 a Tudor mansion on the edge of Wigan:

She [Mrs Bankes] had been married eleven or twelve years, I think, and had never been in the family way before … When her pregnancy was announced, it occasioned great joy at Winstanley, and great preparations were made. It was determined upon that the child should positively be a son. Malt was procured for brewing ale, to be drank when he came of age. The caps and other garments were all ordered, and made in the boyish forms; not so much as a single one for a girl. For the child and for Mrs. B. upon the occasion, between 5 and £600 worth of linen were purchased, £400 worth of which came from London. Alterations were made in the house, partitions taken down, and rebuilt for the accommodation of a couple of nurses … She had scarcely been allowed to stir during the whole time of her pregnancy, not so much as to reach a chair nor shut a door; nor to remove from one room to another without one or two assistants, for fear of a miscarriage.7



During pregnancy, there was a superstitious dread of omens that might affect the fate of the baby. The physician Hugh Smith was scathing about such beliefs and related the story of when one pregnant woman, ‘a lady of quality’, suffered convulsions:

When her ladyship came a little to herself, she cried out, ‘The black cat! the black cat!’… the servants diligently searched for the object; when in a tub, placed to receive the rain water, near her ladyship’s dressing-room window, poor puss was discovered. This sight so terribly affected the lady, that her fears were ever uppermost, and she was miserable until the time of her delivery … she was fully persuaded that her child’s face would be like this black cat’s.8



Her fears were unfounded, and she was ‘brought to bed of a lovely boy without either mark or blemish’.9

Women due to give birth were treated like invalids and confined to the house. During this period of ‘confinement’ or ‘lying-in’, they were expected to stay indoors, preferably in bed, for up to six weeks after the birth. The same terms were also used for the entire pregnancy, as was the expression ‘in for it’, which Jane Austen put in a letter to Cassandra in January 1801: ‘So Lady Bridges, in the delicate language of Coulson Wallop [MP for Andover], is in for it!’10 This was her first child, a son born five months later, called Brook-William Bridges.

In readiness for the birth, one tradition required the husband to provide a cake and a large cheese, which John Brand described:

It is customary at Oxford to cut the cheese (called in the North of England, in allusion to the mother’s complaints at her delivery, ‘the Groaning Cheese’) in the middle when the child is born, and so by degrees form it into a large kind of ring, through which the child must be passed on the day of the christening. In other places the first cut of the sick Wife’s cheese (so also they call the Groaning Cheese) is to be divided into little pieces, and tossed in the midwife’s smock, to cause young women to dream of their lovers. Slices of the first cut of the Groaning Cheese are in the North of England laid under the pillows of young persons for the above purpose.11



Most women gave birth at home; only the poorest went to a hospital or the workhouse. Poor married women in London had access to charitable lying-in hospitals that had been established from the mid-eighteenth century. Other towns and cities were slow to follow, though at Newcastle-upon-Tyne one was founded in 1760, while at Manchester a lying-in charity was established in 1790 by Charles White.12 Working-class women rarely had the luxury of preparing for a birth, but worked as long as possible. Those with access to a hospital were admitted during the last month of pregnancy and remained there for a while after the birth.

Around 5–7 per cent of children were illegitimate, a figure that had been rising steadily since the early eighteenth century and would reach a peak of about 7 per cent by the early Victorian period, before falling again in the late nineteenth century. However, the numbers of illegitimate children were probably under-reported, and so the percentage may be a little higher. Describing Upholland during her visit in 1809, Nelly Weeton complained: ‘[it] is, if possible, more licentious and more scandalous than when I lived in it; such numbers of unmarried women have children, many of whom one would have thought had years, discretion, sense, and virtue to have guarded them’.13

Unmarried mothers-to-be were not well treated. In Norfolk in November 1794 Parson Woodforde was unhappy to learn about his servant: ‘My maid Molly has declared herself with child, more than half gone. Molly is with child by one Sam. Cudble, a carpenter of the parish of Coulton, and he says that he will marry her. The man bears a fair character. However, in her situation, it is necessary for me to part with her as soon as possible. To morrow therefore I intend at present to dismiss her. She is a very poor, weak girl, but I believe honest.’14 Being unmarried himself, Woodforde was obliged to dismiss Molly to avoid scandal and so sent her away the next day:

After breakfast, I talked with Molly, paid her three quarters of a year and one months wages, which amounted in the whole to 4.7.0 and after packing up her things, about one o’clock she left my house, and walked off for Coulton [Colton] where she is to be at Cudble’s father’s, till such time that they are married. She says that Cudble made not the least objection to marrying her, she foolishly denied being with child till the middle of last week, and then obliged to, the work becoming too much for her present situation. I don’t think that she is far from lying-in by her appearance. For my own part, I have long thought her breeding.15



Molly, who was actually called Mary Woods, did marry Samuel Cudble, and their daughter Elizabeth was born on Christmas Eve 1794. Sadly, Elizabeth died on Christmas Day 1810, just sixteen years old.

Stillbirths and premature births were feared by all classes, and in October 1798 Jane Austen wrote to Cassandra from Steventon: ‘Mrs. Hall, of Sherbourn, was brought to bed yesterday of a dead child, some weeks before she expected, owing to a fright. I suppose she happened unawares to look at her husband.’16 Parson Woodforde noted when the squire’s wife went unexpectedly into labour one summer afternoon in 1783:

Nancy [his niece] and myself dined and spent part of the afternoon at Weston House with Mr and Mrs Custance … Whilst we were at dinner Mrs Custance was obliged to go from table about 4 o’clock, labour pains coming on fast upon her. We went home soon after dinner on the occasion … After supper we went up to Mr. Custances to enquire after Mrs Custance who was brought to bed of a fine girl about 7 o’clock and as well as could be expected.17



The next day Woodforde baptised the baby at Weston House: ‘I walked up to Mr Custance’s this morning soon after, named the little girl by name Frances Ann[e], and a very pretty infant she is.’18 Since the baby had arrived earlier than anticipated, this was a precautionary measure in case she did not survive to be christened in church, though Frances actually lived to beyond her ninetieth birthday.

Two years later, in July 1785, Woodforde recorded another premature birth: ‘I was sent for to go to Weston House to name a child of Mrs. Custance’s who was brought to bed this afternoon about 2 o’clock. I therefore walked up directly to Weston House and named the child by name Mary Anne, the smallest infant I think I ever had in my arms. The child came 10 weeks before its time, therefore afraid that it would not live.’19 Mary Anne survived just seventeen weeks.

Childbirth traditionally involved only female friends and family to assist in the birth and possibly a paid midwife – someone possessing experience, though no formal qualifications. When educated surgeons became involved in obstetrics, as ‘man-midwives’ or ‘accoucheurs’, they replaced some of the female midwives. In London the radical Francis Place, by trade a breeches maker, related: ‘After the birth of our first child [in 1792] … we employed a medical man in good practice, he had two guineas for his first attendance and a guinea for each of the succeeding two. The guinea was always carefully saved and immediately paid.’20

Man-midwives transformed childbirth, making use of the recently invented forceps and scientifically researching, debating and publishing on aspects of pregnancy. The most famous man-midwife was the Scottish anatomist William Hunter, at whose anatomy school in London deceased women in various stages of pregnancy were dissected. After years of work, he published The Anatomy of the Human Gravid Uterus Exhibited in Figures in 1774, containing for the first time life-sized images of the developing foetus.

In this era before anaesthetics, antibiotics or any understanding of infection, giving birth was hazardous and painful. Most mothers suffered at least one miscarriage or stillbirth, and many died of complications during labour or afterwards from sepsis (usually called ‘puerperal fever’).21 Those in the lying-in hospitals were at particular risk of bacterial infection, which could spread rapidly. Jane Austen in Northanger Abbey made Catherine Morland’s mother more robust: ‘She had three sons before Catherine was born; and instead of dying in bringing the latter into the world, as anybody might expect, she still lived on – lived to have six children more – to see them growing up around her, and to enjoy excellent health herself.’

For women who experienced complications in childbirth, the only option was a caesarean section, but surgeons were reluctant to attempt this procedure. The first operation in which the baby survived, though not the mother, was performed in London in 1774 on Elizabeth Foster. When twenty-four-year-old Elizabeth Sedgley had married Joseph Foster at St Andrew’s church, Holborn, in April 1759, she was ‘perfectly strait, very thin, and measured five feet four inches’.22 A succession of children and deteriorating health followed. ‘When in labour of her eighth child,’ the physician William Cooper related, ‘she was a patient of the lying-in charity, for delivering poor married women at their own habitations, to which I am one of the physicians. The attending midwife, therefore, after waiting a proper time, sent for me on December 18, 1770.’23 Elizabeth was in such a bad state that Cooper removed the foetus by an embryotomy.

For the next two and a half years she was helpless, with severe curvature of the spine, ‘scarce ever able, without assistance, even to turn herself in bed’.24 Yet in this state her husband impregnated her twice more, the first time leading to a miscarriage. By the next pregnancy, ‘she measured only four feet four inches; and she generally stooped so very much, especially lately, as to appear to be little more than three feet high’.25 In mid-August 1774 Elizabeth was ready to give birth and in such severe pain that Cooper persuaded John Hunter (brother of William Hunter) to come to her home in Robinhood Court, close to St Andrew’s church, and perform a caesarean. ‘During the whole of the operation,’ Cooper recorded, ‘the poor woman behaved with remarkable patience and fortitude.’26 Without anaesthetics she was, of course, fully conscious. The next day she died and two days later was buried in St Andrew’s churchyard.27 Incredibly, the baby girl, Sarah, survived and was baptised at the same church in July the following year.

It was the surgeon James Barlow from Blackburn in Lancashire who performed the first caesarean in England where the mother survived. She was forty-year-old Mrs Jane Foster, a mother of several children from the village of Blackrod near Wigan. Some months earlier, she had been attended by Charles White of Manchester and Mr Hawarden from Wigan after falling beneath a cart and fracturing her pelvis.28 Not long afterwards, she became pregnant again, and when she went into labour in late November 1793, it was realised that the pelvic injury made giving birth impossible. Barlow was consulted, and he recommended a caesarean, even though ‘of the nine or ten instances then on record, in which that operation had been performed in this country, not one had furnished a voucher for its success’.29 Mrs Foster refused to give consent, but relented on the fifth day of labour. The baby was pulled out dead, but the woman survived and lived another three decades.30

Barlow later discussed the case with Charles White, the celebrated man-midwife and former pupil of William Hunter in London. In 1773 White had advanced the understanding of caesareans and other aspects of childbirth when he published A Treatise on the Management of Pregnant and Lying-In Women. With old traditions difficult to eradicate, he warned: ‘The nurses in London are a numerous and powerful body, and an attempt to reform their ancient customs might be looked upon as an open attack upon them, and an actual declaration of war.’31

Meanwhile, their practices were killing women, and he advocated that mothers-to-be should give birth naturally, with minimal interference from midwives or instruments, and that they should be clean and not remain stationary in bed. In his opinion, ‘The thick fustian waistcoats and petticoats usually worn during the lying-in, are much too warm.’32 He disagreed with the old customs that were intended to prevent women from catching cold:

As soon as she is delivered, if she is a person in affluent circumstances, she is covered up close in bed with additional cloaths, the curtains are drawn round the bed, and pinned together, every crevice in the windows and door is stopped close, not excepting even the key hole, the windows are guarded not only with shutters and curtains, but even with blankets, the more effectually to exclude the fresh air, and the good woman is not suffered to put her arm, or even her nose out of bed, for fear of catching cold.33



One of White’s recommendations was for increased ventilation, so that the ‘lying-in chamber should in every respect be as sweet, as clean, and as free from any disagreeable smell, as any other part of the house’.34 In most cases the bedroom where the birth occurred was anything but sweet and clean. Women traditionally recovered in overheated, airless rooms, which was no doubt true for Mrs Austen when her daughter Jane was born on 16 December 1775, at the start of a severe winter.

Before 1800 around 1.5 per cent of mothers died in childbirth, but where White worked, in Manchester, the situation was much improved, with a mortality rate of less than 1 per cent. The details he gave of one woman who became ill after giving birth must have been typical of paupers across the country:

MARY LORD of Manchester, a poor woman aged 31, was delivered on the 25th of May 1772, in the morning, by a midwife in the neighbourhood. She had an easy labor … her third lying-in … [but] she gradually grew worse till I first saw her, which was on the fourth day in the evening … The whole family lived in the same room in which she lay, being the only one they had; it was very warm, having a large fire in it, and smelt very disagreeably. I desired the fire might be lessened, and more air let into the room, accordingly the window was set open and remained open all night. She had scarcely sitten up in bed since her delivery, but had lain in a horizontal position all the time. I advised her to sit up frequently in bed, and to get out of it once every day, to put on clean linen … On the fifth day the room was much cooler, and did not smell so disagreeably … On the sixth day all her complaints were vanished.35



The wealthy were not immune from death in childbirth. Despite the lavish arrangements for the birth of the first child of Mr and Mrs Bankes at Winstanley Hall, both mother and baby died, even though the renowned Charles White attended. Nelly Weeton described what happened: ‘Dr. White from Manchester resided in the house upwards of three weeks before Mrs. B’s confinement … After suffering a most severely painful time, a son was born, but heir only to the grave, for it was dead. The mother survived little more than a week – and died too; few more beloved or more lamented, she was so kind to her servants, so charitable to the poor.’36

Another eminent man-midwife was Edward Rigby of Norwich, and he and his wife Anne had twelve children. Two were twins, a girl and a boy born on 1 August 1804, and four were quadruplets, three boys and a girl, born on 15 August 1817. This remarkable event was reported in the newspapers: ‘BIRTHS EXTRAORDINARY – The Lady of Edward Rigby, Esq. M.D. of Norwich, was safely delivered of three sons and a daughter. Mrs. R. is as well as usual so soon after childbirth; and the children are all alive and hearty. Before the birth of these little ones Dr. R. was the father, by his present wife, of eight most lovely and healthy children, the two eldest of whom are twins.’37 Tragically, all the quadruplets died, the girl surviving the longest, for almost three months.38

Multiple births were rare, and such babies stood little chance of surviving. For the village of Selborne in Hampshire, close to the Austens, the curate Gilbert White compiled a statistical analysis of its population. The period 1720 to 1780, he said, saw just under a thousand baptisms, including ‘Twins thirteen times, many … dying young’.39 Any exceptional birth was worthy of comment, as in January 1789 when the New Exeter Journal mentioned the arrival of triplets: ‘Tuesday the 6th instant the wife of Richard Hannaford, of South-Brent, in the county of Devon, was delivered of three fine girls, all of whom are likely to do well.’40 The more mundane births of prominent citizens were also announced in the local newspapers. As with all such news, the name of the mother was traditionally ignored, as in the Hull Packet in October 1801, which reported: ‘BIRTH. Lately, at Everingham, near Pocklington, the lady of M. Constable, Esq. was safely delivered of a daughter.’41

It was not unusual for fathers to be absent from home when their children were born, and it took some time for the news to reach William Wilkinson, at sea in the navy, that he was a father. Finally he held the letter that his sister-in-law Fanny Platt had excitedly written from their lodgings at Kensington in London, a few hours after his daughter’s birth. ‘Heartily do I wish you were now here,’ she said, ‘that we might congratulate with each other on the happy arrival of your little daughter. It was born at 17 minutes past 9 o’clock this 9th day of Novbr [1807].’42 Fanny next gave William an affectionate description: ‘the precious Babe, it is, I think, the loveliest little creature I ever saw. Its eyes are dark and beautifully bright, its nose and chin we all agree in our opinion as to their being exactly like your own. It has a pretty little head with a good bit of hair, which is very dark. It is in good health and so plump you cannot think.’43 Fanny’s use of ‘it’, not ‘she’, was commonplace when speaking of infants and would not have appeared uncaring. William was extremely happy, and early the next year he wrote to his wife: ‘in my Prayer Book (which I keep in my desk) I have your hair, Baby’s and a piece of my own. I cut mine off the other day to see the contrast. They are all in a small piece of fine India paper … and they do look very pretty, yours light, mine dark, and Baby’s between both.’44

For those who could afford it, a wet-nurse might be hired, a centuries-old tradition but an alien concept today and one that could be detrimental, even fatal, to the health of the newborn infant. Wet-nurses were usually married working-class women, capable of producing milk, perhaps having just lost a baby or recently weaned their own child. Some worked continuously for years. They took over the care and feeding of newborn babies, primarily from middle- and upper-class families. All too often, babies did not stay with their mothers, but were transferred to the homes of wet-nurses, especially if those women lived in the countryside rather than the less healthy town.45 There is no conclusive evidence about Sarah Wilkinson’s newborn daughter, but Fanny told William that ‘We have a nurse who thoroughly understands her business’,46 implying that a wet-nurse was employed.

Various taboos deterred mothers from breastfeeding, such as the belief that they should be churched first as they were unclean from having given birth; that their first milk, the colostrum, was harmful; or that babies should be purged for a few days after birth with liquids such as wine, sugared water, or butter and honey. However, physicians and midwives were gradually realising the benefits of breastfeeding right from birth. In the late eighteenth century the employment of wet-nurses began to decline, and the increase in breastfeeding led to a drop in the mortality rate of newborn infants. Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire, decided to breastfeed her daughter ‘Little G’ because the wet-nurse was a drunk, but she was criticised by the family as they believed it would prevent another pregnancy, and Georgiana’s duty was to produce a male heir.47

Some women did not breastfeed for other reasons, such as husbands forbidding the practice, or because of physical problems and illness. The Exeter physician Hugh Downman was a pioneer in understanding how infants should be nursed, unfortunately setting down his recommendations in a lengthy, albeit well-received, piece of blank verse, Infancy, published in six books from 1774. For mothers unable to breastfeed, he advised choosing a wet-nurse in the countryside:


Far from the bounds

Of the rank city, let some trusty mind

Explore the straw-rooft cott; there, firm of nerve

Her blood from every grosser particle,

By hardy labour, and abstemious fare,

Sublimed; the honest peasant’s mate shall ope

Her hospitable arms, receive with joy

The infant stranger, and profusely yield

Her pure balsamic nurture to his lip.48




Tight clothing, especially stays, hindered breastfeeding, according to Charles White: ‘This dress by constantly pressing upon the breast and nipple reduces it to a flat form … and the nipple is buried in the breast. By being constantly kept in this position, it contracts adhesions; it is prevented from coming out … The tightness of the stays is alone sufficient to do much harm, but they are also, often made hard and unpliable by packthread and whalebone, which must greatly increase the mischief.’49 Working-class women, he observed, were better at breastfeeding, because many did not wear stays: ‘Hence it will appear evident why women of rank, and those in the middle stations of life meet with difficulty in giving suck to children … why hard working, labouring women, who are obliged to go very loose about their breasts generally make good nurses, and that too with very little trouble.’50

Distress in weaning, it was recommended, could be lessened by administering laudanum or alcohol. Once babies were weaned, they were fed with a semi-liquid pap, which, as the man-midwife and surgeon William Moss explained, ‘is composed of bread and water boiled and sweetened with brown sugar; to which is, sometimes, added a small quantity of milk: or; oatmeal and water, in the form of thin water gruel, with the same additions’.51 From the late eighteenth century various types of feeding vessels were used, including animal horns, spoons, boat-shaped sucking bottles and upright pots with spouts, but sterilisation was unheard-of.

Some children were breastfed by their mothers and then handed to foster-parents after weaning. This is how Jane Austen and her siblings were brought up, fostered for several months (possibly by a woman called Bessy Littleworth) until deemed old enough to return home. In November 1772 Mrs Austen told her sister-in-law Mrs Walter: ‘My little boy [Henry, born in June 1771] is come home from nurse, and a fine stout little fellow he is, and can run anywhere, so now I have all four at home, and some time in January I expect a fifth.’52 This fifth one would be Cassandra.

In June 1773 Mrs Austen wrote: ‘I suckled my little girl thro’ the first quarter; she has been weaned and settled at a good woman’s at Deane just eight weeks; she is very healthy and lively.’53 Deane village was 2 miles from their parsonage at Steventon, and years later James Austen-Leigh, the nephew of Jane and Cassandra, mentioned this peculiar start to their lives:

Her [Jane’s] mother followed a custom, not unusual in those days, though it seems strange to us, of putting out her babies to be nursed in a cottage in the village. The infant was daily visited by one or both of its parents, and frequently brought to them at the parsonage, but the cottage was its home, and must have remained so till it was old enough to run about and talk … It may be that the contrast between the parsonage house and the best class of cottage was not quite so extreme then as it would be now, that the one was somewhat less luxurious, and the other less squalid.54



Writing in the Victorian era, he was perplexed by the concept of babies from the middle class or above being raised by their social inferiors.

Another custom that now seems strange or superstitious was that of ‘churching’. A woman who gave birth was considered by many to be spiritually unclean and was supposed to be confined until her churching ceremony a few weeks later, when she left home for the first time to go straight to church and be ritually cleansed. Although sanctioned by a passage in the Old Testament,55 this was a contentious issue within the Church, variously condemned as a relic of the Jewish religion or as a Catholic rite. It remained a widespread practice, probably bolstered by superstitions about women being dangerous and bringers of bad luck after childbirth until such ritual cleansing had taken place. The Church explained the ceremony as one of purification or of thanksgiving for the birth.

Both Parson Woodforde and William Holland regularly churched women. On one occasion, Holland recorded a conversation with a Mr Hurley: ‘A civil man but an odd spoken one and an Anabaptist. His wife desired to be churched by me. Yes returned I, if you bring your child to be christened, otherwise not, for why should a person be indulged with the offices of the Church in one case who despises them in all other cases?’56 The actual ceremony varied from place to place, but was primarily a blessing. While in Lincolnshire in 1791, the traveller John Byng witnessed such a service: ‘In the church, this evening, were two women church’d by the clergyman … in the space of two minutes: which office I did not know could be thus huddled over, privately, in a church?’57

Inevitably, the parson charged a fee, but Woodforde frequently returned the money to poor women, particularly ones with large families. He routinely performed this rite, as in March 1787 when ‘I read prayers, preached and churched a woman this morning at Weston Church – gave the woman her d6 [sixpence] … very soon after I mounted my horse and went to Witchingham, and there read prayers, churched one woman … Recd. for churching the woman at Witchingham 0: 0: 6.’58 And a week later: ‘I read prayers and preached this afternoon at Weston C[hurch]. Also churched 2 poor women … I gave the two poor women the churching fee.’59

Most children were baptised in church soon after birth, and so mothers waiting to be churched could not attend. The baptism ceremony, the sacramental rite admitting an individual to the Christian Church, included naming the child, as it still does today. Although births were not registered, baptisms had to be recorded in parish registers.60 Private baptisms at home also took place, particularly where the baby was too ill to be brought to church. Having privately baptised baby Frances in June 1783, Woodforde performed a church baptism for her three months later: ‘I walked to church this morning between 11 and 12, and publickly baptised Mr Custance’s little maid by name Frances Anne. Lady Bacon and Lady Beauchamp stood Godmothers, and Mr Custance stood proxy.’61 He also baptised illegitimate (‘spurious’) children privately, as in December 1786: ‘I privately named a spurious child of one Mary Parkers this morning by name John. The fathers name I could not get intelligence of.’62

William Holland lamented the plight of one destitute pregnant girl who had been forcibly returned to her home parish of Over Stowey: ‘A worthless girl in the poor house is in a sad state. She has begun to be in labour but when it will end is a melancholy consideration. She was brought home to the parish by an order with every kind of disease about her, the child they say is already dead. She at times suffers a great deal and has neither comfort nor a word of pity from any one around but indeed medical assistance she has.’63 The next morning he was taken aback:

While I was at breakfast this day the sad young woman whom I spoke of the day before was brought to bed of a fine girl to the astonishment of everyone for it was supposed that the child was dead. It was brought to me while I was at breakfast to be baptised and so I left breakfast and went to the kitchen, and poured water on its face and baptised the child but the mother had the itch and many other bad disorders [so] that I did not care to handle it much.64



The baby did not survive, and Holland was called on to bury her one week later.65

It was rare to give babies more than one name, and so Jane Austen and most of her contemporaries had no middle name. William Wilkinson’s new baby had two names – Sarah Frances, after her mother Sally and her aunt Fanny, the popular pet-names for Sarah and Frances. In Northanger Abbey Isabella and Catherine become such good friends that ‘They called each other by their Christian name, were always arm in arm when they walked.’ Unless they were very close, it was customary to address most people by their title and surname, and because of such formality Jane Austen was frustrated at being ignorant of the Christian name of a woman she knew only as Miss Wapshire from Salisbury, who was soon to be married. ‘I wish I could be certain that her name were Emma,’ she told Cassandra; ‘but her being the eldest daughter leaves that circumstance doubtful.’66 In upper-class families, it was usual to call the eldest unmarried daughter ‘Miss’, so those who did not know the family well might be unaware of her Christian name, which was the case here. In fact, she was Mary Wapshare, and on 12 December 1800 she married the widowed naval captain Sir Thomas Williams in Salisbury Cathedral.
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