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On 21 April 1816 the wife of the parson of Thornton gave birth to her third child. It was not a promising start in life for the new infant. Thornton was not a fashionable metropolis, just a small, very ordinary village on the outskirts of Bradford in the West Riding of Yorkshire. The event passed unnoticed, except in the family’s immediate circle, and it was tinged with disappointment because, though the child was healthy, it was yet another girl, rather than the longed-for son and heir. Like so many other daughters of Anglican clergymen, the new baby would grow up in relatively humble circumstances. Though not impoverished to the same extent as many of her father’s parishioners, she would often struggle to maintain appearances and make ends meet. Her father had no private income and the parsonages he occupied by right of his office would revert to the Church on his death, so she did not even enjoy the security of having her own home. Her future prospects were limited either to making a good marriage (or at least a suitable one) or to earning her living herself, which, given the expectations of her social status, effectively meant working in one of the supposedly genteel occupations such as teaching or becoming a lady’s companion. Her life was thus mapped out to pass in quiet respectability and, even if lived well and happily, would end in the same obscurity in which it had begun.


Such was the fate of many clergy daughters in the nineteenth century, but it was not one that would befall the baby born at Thornton Parsonage in 1816. For this was no ordinary girl but one who, from childhood, had cherished an ardent desire ‘to be for ever known’, as she boldly informed the Poet Laureate Robert Southey just before her twenty-first birthday (see p. 47). Charlotte Brontë would be forced to tread the same path as so many of her peers for much of her life, toiling dutifully, but miserably and reluctantly, as a teacher and private governess to wealthy, pampered children who treated her with a mixture of contempt and defiance. Yet throughout those years of crushing self-denial and humiliation, she could not put aside her belief in her own talent or quench the fires of literary ambition. In snatched moments of leisure she continued to write, as she had done since childhood, pouring all the passion and imagination she was forced to repress in her daily life into her stories. Though she did not realise it at the time, it was through these unhappy experiences of earning her own living that she would find both her material and a voice which would resonate beyond her immediate circumstances.


Fame would come – but not as the poetess she had hoped to be in 1837 and not, initially, under the name which Southey had suspected was fictitious but was in fact real. Just ten years later, writing under the pseudonym Currer Bell, she would see her first published novel, Jane Eyre, take the literary world by storm. Not only was it the sensation of the season but its popularity would endure far beyond her own lifetime: the book has never been out of print, has been repeatedly adapted for theatre and film (the first stage version appeared at what is now London’s Old Vic theatre just three months after the novel’s publication) and has become one of the best-loved books of all time. Against all the odds Charlotte Brontë succeeded in earning herself an enduring place in the pantheon of literary greats – a place which, ironically, the Poet Laureate to whom she wrote for advice in 1837 would hold only briefly.


Charlotte’s achievement was remarkable. In both her life and her work she managed to throw off the straitjacket of convention which bound those of her sex and social class, insisting on her right to be seen and treated not just as an individual but also as an equal. Charlotte Brontë knew that she was inferior to no one, whatever the world might think, and she had the courage to articulate that belief publicly. The famous words of Jane Eyre’s protest to Mr Rochester might just as easily have been spoken by Charlotte herself: ‘Do you think, because I am poor, obscure, plain, and little, I am soulless and heartless? – You think wrong! – I have as much soul as you, – and full as much heart! … I am not talking to you now through the medium of custom, conventionalities, nor even of mortal flesh: – it is my spirit that addresses your spirit; just as if both had passed through the grave, and we stood at God’s feet, equal, – as we are!’ Critics in polite society, including some contemporary reviewers, might deplore such inappropriate behaviour in a young unmarried woman speaking to her male employer, but there is no doubt that Jane’s declaration struck a chord with Charlotte’s readers which still reverberates today.


What makes Charlotte’s remarkable story even more extraordinary, however, is the fact that she was part of a close-knit family group which produced not one but three (and arguably four) exceptionally gifted writers. Charlotte’s birth in 1816 was followed in quick succession by those of her siblings: her only brother, Branwell, on 26 June 1817, and her sisters Emily and Anne, born on 30 July 1818 and 17 January 1820 respectively. Emily and Anne would forge a similar path to that of their elder sister, breaking free from the expectations of society and the bondage of teaching to become novelists whose work, while it did not achieve the instant commercial success of Jane Eyre, would eventually and rightfully come to be seen as equally powerful and important. The true merit of Emily’s Wuthering Heights would not begin to be widely appreciated until the 1880s but thereafter, like Jane Eyre, it would become one of the great classics of English Literature: it would be more than a hundred years, in the wake of feminist re-evaluation of forgotten texts, before Anne’s second novel, the equally challenging The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, would finally take the place it deserved beside her sisters’ work. One family, obscure and humble in origin, therefore produced three of our greatest novelists, a unique feat which has never been replicated anywhere in world literature.


Part of the continuing fascination of the Brontë story is the apparent contradiction at its heart: how could the shy, retiring and eminently respectable daughters of a country parson be capable of writing such unconventional books? Where did all that searing passion, that emotional honesty so alien to contemporary society, come from? The answer lies not just in their experience of life, though for Charlotte and Anne this would provide fertile material for their novels, but in their highly unusual upbringing.


It was in 1820, shortly after the birth of Anne, that the Reverend Patrick Brontë was appointed to a new parish at Haworth, some six miles away across the moors from Thornton. For the rest of their lives – though only because their father unexpectedly outlived his entire family – the parsonage at Haworth was to be their much-loved home, a place of refuge to which they would return with relief and gratitude after their forays into the wider world in search of education or employment.


The closeness in age and sympathy of the four younger children was reinforced by the deaths of their mother eighteen months after they had moved to Haworth and of their older sisters Maria and Elizabeth, aged just eleven and ten, four years later. Educated principally by their father, who allowed them an unusual degree of latitude in their studies and encouraged their imaginative engagement with both history and contemporary politics, the four clever siblings developed precocious talents as artists, musicians and, above all, as creative writers. As early as 1826, when Charlotte was still only ten years old, they embarked on the Young Men’s plays, which were based on the imaginary adventures of a set of toy soldiers given to Branwell for his ninth birthday (see p. 12). Initially these were acted out, each child championing or adopting a specific character as his or her own, but, as the children grew older and more literate, their fictional alter egos grew more complex and their exploits more elaborate. From their original joint creation, the Glasstown Confederacy, set in Africa, the young Brontës would later separate into two working partnerships. Charlotte and Branwell would take their warring heroes, Wellington and Napoleon, into a new kingdom, Angria, which would become increasingly like their native Yorkshire, while Emily and Anne struck out to found their own imaginary island, Gondal, a world which, in a subversive blow to their older siblings, was apparently ruled by women.


The importance of these childhood writings cannot be underestimated. Branwell dismissed them as ‘scribblemania’ but Charlotte would recognise them for what they truly were: an apprenticeship in writing. Dominated from the outset by Branwell, who was the leader and innovator in all their childhood games, the siblings experimented with different forms of writing – plays, poetry, magazines, newspapers and ultimately novelettes – and honed their literary skills by emulating their favourite reading. This ranged widely, from the novels of Walter Scott, plays of Shakespeare and poetry of Lord Byron to the miscellaneous reviews, stories and poems published monthly in the often scurrilous but endlessly amusing Blackwood’s Magazine. The fact that their father (himself an autodidact) made no effort to censor their reading meant that the young Brontës’ tastes and interests were formed by material which most respectable adults shunned for themselves, let alone for their children. After a spell at Roe Head School, Charlotte, at least, was made aware that unexpurgated texts of Byron and Shakespeare should not be in the canon of recommended reading for young ladies (see pp. 28–9), even if she continued to read them voraciously herself and draw inspiration for many of her own plots and characters from them. It was this devotion to ‘unsuitable’ literature that would lead to the creation of Mr Rochester, Heathcliff and Arthur Huntingdon.


What made the Brontës unique, however, was not their creation of imaginary worlds, nor their obsessive absorption in the lives of the fictional characters with which they had peopled them. It was not even that their inventions often seemed as real to them as the actual world around them (see pp. 29, 39, 53). It was the fact that the Brontës never grew out of their childhood fantasies: the characters they had conjured up before they were teenagers still held them in thrall when they were in their twenties. As late as the summer of 1845 ‘the Gondals still flo[u]rish[ed] as bright as ever’ and Emily and Anne passed their time on their first long railway journey together by imagining themselves as the Gondalian princes and princesses escaping from the palaces of instruction to join the royalists in their war against the republicans (see pp. 131, 133). Within a year of that excursion, and without perceptible break or even, in Emily’s case, a change of artistic mode, both sisters would be writing their first novels for publication, Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey. Charlotte, too, writing at the same time with the same purpose in mind, would begin The Professor (her novel which was rejected by all the publishers to whom she sent it) with an adaptation of an Angrian story her brother had written as long ago as 1834.


Because the Brontës had been so long and so deeply immersed in the imaginary worlds they had created in childhood, they were confident in their handling of the stories they had to tell when writing for publication and, for the most part, saw no need to hold back or alter the way they had always written. The sisters were therefore unprepared for the moral outrage and condemnation that would greet their books (see pp. 176–9, 192–4). The scenes and language which so shocked some contemporary reviewers had been an integral part of both Angria and Gondal for years: the sexual immorality of Jane Eyre, the casual brutality, violence and amorality of Wuthering Heights and the drunkenness and debauchery of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall were all familiar themes in the so-called childhood writings. What made the reviewers’ criticism even harder to bear was the fact that scenes which the Brontës had actually drawn from life, such as the experiences of the young Jane Eyre at Lowood Institution and the torments Agnes Grey suffered at the hands of her recalcitrant pupils, were dismissed as ‘untrue’ and ‘extravagant over-colouring’ (see pp. 171, 205–6).


Having published as Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell, names which were deliberately chosen to be androgynous so that their books might be judged on the merit of their writing alone, it was particularly galling to become the subject of prurient speculation as to their sex. Both Charlotte and Anne would strongly rebut the idea that their books might be praised if written by a man but considered ‘odious’ if written by a woman: as Anne would write in her preface to the second edition of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, ‘I am satisfied that if a book is a good one, it is so whatever the sex of the author may be. All novels are or should be written for both men and women to read, and I am at a loss to conceive how a man should permit himself to write anything that would be really disgraceful to a woman, or why a woman should be censured for writing anything that would be proper and becoming for a man’ (see pp. 206, 243).


These were brave and challenging words, which makes it all the more admirable that they were written by a woman who, in person, was so timid and inarticulate in the company of strangers that Charlotte feared they might think she had a speech impediment (see p. 64). All three sisters suffered from this same excruciating shyness, making it difficult and even painful for them to go out into the world or to engage with others outside their own intimate circle. Emily, in particular, was silent and distant to the point of rudeness. Yet at home, with their siblings, they could laugh and satirise together, engage in their imaginary worlds and be as eccentric as they wished, because they had no fear of judgement (see pp. 62–3, 67–8). Crucially, too, by adopting pseudonyms and keeping their authorship a secret shared only between the three of them, they were able to bring the same heart-felt passion and confidence to their published novels as they did to their writings about Angria and Gondal.


Composing stories had always been a communal activity for the Brontës. Even though their brother was excluded from their publishing adventures, the girls continued to share and discuss their ideas for their novels, famously doing so as they walked round the dining room table each evening. They did not always agree with, or accept, each other’s criticism: Charlotte, for instance, doubted whether it was ‘right or advisable’ to create unredeemed characters such as Heathcliff and considered Anne’s choice of subject in The Tenant of Wildfell Hall ‘a mistake’ (see p. 295). Nevertheless, the importance of this collaborative process was cruelly brought home to Charlotte when, in December 1848, three months after Branwell’s unexpected death, Emily too succumbed to tuberculosis, followed by Anne the following May. Within the space of nine short months Charlotte lost all three of her siblings and found herself alone at the parsonage with just her ailing father for company.


In the long and dreary months and years following that terrible winter of 1848–9 Charlotte mourned not just the personal loss of her beloved siblings, particularly the sisters with whom she had been in such intimate sympathy, but of her entire support system. The Brontës had not just lived together, but they had written together. Writing would remain a mental resource and occupation which could take her ‘out of dark and desolate reality to an unreal but happier region’, but finishing her next novel Shirley without being able to consult her sisters, fabricating it ‘darkly in the silent workshop of [my] own brain’, was an exquisitely painful experience (see pp. 243, 244). The exuberance of the opening scenes, composed while her sisters were still alive, gave way in the third volume to a subdued narrative which dutifully resolved her characters’ dilemmas but without the compelling drama or authentic emotional appeal of Jane Eyre. ‘I can hardly tell you how much I hunger to have some opinion besides my own,’ she said when she finally completed her third and final novel, Villette, published in 1853, ‘and how I have sometimes desponded and almost despaired because there was no one to whom to read a line – or of whom to ask a counsel. “Jane Eyre” was not written under such circumstances, nor were two-thirds of “Shirley”’ (see p. 353).


It had always been Emily who had fiercely insisted on maintaining their pseudonyms to protect their privacy: she had only been persuaded to publish her work because it held out the possibility of earning an income in a more congenial way than as a teacher. Anne, too, had no desire to reveal herself to the world as a published author, but Charlotte had never lost her burning desire ‘to be for ever known’. In deference to her sisters’ wishes, she would continue to use her pen name on the books she published after their deaths, but in practice she quietly allowed her publishers and friends to learn her true identity. The recognition that she had coveted for so long was now to be hers. She made several visits to London where she mixed in literary circles, made the acquaintance of her hero William Makepeace Thackeray, had her portrait taken by the society artist George Richmond and was fêted, not always to her liking, as a celebrity. She would forge new friendships – on equal terms – with the likes of Harriet Martineau and her future biographer Elizabeth Gaskell, and explore places she had always longed to go, such as the Lake District and Edinburgh.


Despite savouring every moment she could in fulfilling these life-long ambitions, Charlotte’s pleasure was always tainted by the knowledge that, with her sisters gone, she had no one with whom she could share her success. She was, as she admitted, a lonely woman and likely to remain so, ‘But it cannot be helped and therefore imperatively must be borne’ (see p. 351). It therefore came almost as much of a surprise to Charlotte as it did to her friends that, in April 1854, she accepted a marriage proposal from her father’s curate the Reverend Arthur Bell Nicholls. Acutely aware that this was not a brilliant match, nor even the culmination of a great romance, she contented herself with what she called ‘subdued expectations’. Mr Nicholls was ‘always reliable, truthful, faithful and affectionate’, he offered her ‘a most constant and tried attachment’ and she was grateful to him for this unexpected and belated chance of happiness (see pp. 385, 386, 389). And the marriage was happy, though all too brief. On 31 March 1855, just nine months after her wedding in Haworth Church and three weeks short of her thirty-ninth birthday, Charlotte Brontë Nicholls died in the early stages of pregnancy. Four days later she was buried in the family vault close to the altar beside her mother, her aunt and four out of her five siblings. (Anne had been buried in Scarborough on the Yorkshire coast, a place she had loved and where she was staying when she died.) A prolific letter-writer all her life, Charlotte had found the strength to scribble a few poignant short notes in pencil from her sick-bed, assuring her friends that ‘No kinder, better husband than mine, it seems to me, can there be in the world. I do not want now for kind companionship in health and the tenderest nursing in sickness’ (see p. 398).


The story of the Brontës is often portrayed as one of unending sorrow and suffering from cradle to grave. It is true that Charlotte and her father, in particular, had more than their fair share of grief to bear, but it is equally true that the Brontë siblings shared a life that was full of love, joy and boundless creativity. I had hoped that my 1994 biography The Brontës, which was published in a revised and updated edition by Abacus in 2010, would dispel the myths surrounding Yorkshire’s most famous family, but they still seem to cling as persistently as does the mist and low-lying cloud to the moorland above their home. We are now entering the five-year period which marks the bicentenary of their births, beginning with Charlotte’s in 2016, incorporating Branwell’s in 2017 and Emily’s in 2018, and ending with Anne’s in 2020. I have therefore reissued this book, The Brontës: A Life in Letters, which is the companion volume to my biography, to celebrate and commemorate the birth of these extraordinarily talented siblings two hundred years ago. More importantly, I have done so to allow them to tell again their own story in their own words. No one could tell it better.


Juliet Barker


January 2016
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‘Men’s letters are proverbially uninteresting and uncommunicative,’ the newly-married Charlotte Brontë declared to her friend, Ellen Nussey, in 1854. Mindful that her husband was reading over her shoulder as she wrote, she explained that he thought she wrote ‘too freely’ and was ‘incautious’ in what she said.






Arthur says such letters as mine never ought to be kept – they are dangerous as lucifer matches – so be sure to follow a recommendation he has just given ‘fire them’ – or ‘there will be no more’ such is his resolve. I can’t help laughing – this seems to me so funny. Arthur however says he is quite ‘serious’ and looks it, I assure you – he is bending over the desk with his eyes full of concern.








If Ellen refused to promise that she would burn all Charlotte’s letters in future, Arthur Bell Nicholls threatened to censor his wife’s correspondence. The result, as Charlotte laughingly pointed out, would be






such notes as he writes to Mr Sowden – plain, brief statements of facts without the adornment of a single flourish – with no comment on the character or peculiarities of any human being – and if a phrase of sensibility or affection steals in – it seems to come on tiptoe – looking ashamed of itself – blushing ‘pea-green’ as he says – and holding both its shy hands before its face.








Faced with such a choice, Ellen capitulated and gave the required promise, freeing the friends to write ‘any dangerous stuff we please to each other’. Fortunately for all admirers of the Brontës, Ellen reneged on her promise – with exactly the consequences Arthur Bell Nicholls had foreseen and feared: ‘the passing of letters into hands and under eyes for which they were never written’.


Reading these same letters now, it is easy to understand why Ellen simply could not destroy them – and why Charlotte’s husband thought it so important that she did. Unlike the letters of so many literary figures, they were not written with an eye to publication, in mannered, measured English, with every phrase carefully turned and polished and every sentiment weighed and calculated. They were dashed off in the heat of the moment, scrawled, sometimes almost illegibly, in pencil during a few minutes’ respite from teaching duties or by firelight late in the evening when all the household was in bed. Into them Charlotte poured all her hopes and fears, her frustrations and bitterness, her joys and her deepest griefs. They are, at times, funny and witty, acutely observant and poisonously sarcastic, courageous and unbearably moving. Through them, we see Charlotte growing up before our eyes, watch her develop and mature as a person and as a writer. We see her make mistakes and change her mind, but most of all we live her life with her, as it appeared to her and as she lived it at the time, without the benefit of hindsight and wider knowledge. The earliest letters are stilted and formal, written as school exercises under the watchful eye of Miss Wooler. As a genuine friendship gradually takes hold, they acquire warmth and intimacy; mutual trust encourages the confidences, gossip and indiscretions which Arthur Bell Nicholls so feared. To these letters we are indebted for the daily record of Charlotte’s life, her trials and tribulations as a teacher and governess, a daughter and sister.


Yet even to Ellen, her friend for so many years, Charlotte could not tell everything. Indeed, the one great central secret was never fully shared with her. Ellen knew nothing of her friend’s literary ambitions, had no idea that Charlotte had been obsessed since childhood with the fictional world of Angria and was unaware that she had ever published anything until presented with copies of the sisters’ books after Emily’s death. Even then, though Charlotte would tell Ellen about the people and places she had visited in connection with her literary career, she never shared her intellectual interests with her.


Such thoughts were reserved for Mary Taylor, her clever, radical school-friend, who had literary aspirations of her own. Unfortunately, Mary destroyed almost all Charlotte’s letters when she emigrated to New Zealand, leaving us with a gaping hole in our knowledge about this side of Charlotte’s life. The survival of one long and highly dramatic letter, describing the ‘pop visit’ of ‘Currer and Acton Bell’ to London which resulted in the revelation of their true identity to Charlotte’s publishers, makes us realize the depth of that loss. On the other hand, once Jane Eyre had been accepted for publication, Charlotte acquired a whole range of new correspondents with whom she could now share her creative ideas and opinions. William Smith Williams, the reader at the firm who had first recognized Charlotte’s potential, became an especial friend; he and James Taylor, who also worked at Smith, Elder & Co., were responsible for sending her boxes of books which she would never otherwise have had the opportunity or incentive to read. They not only informed and educated her but, by way of response, she felt obliged to formulate her own ideas about art and writing. She was also able to discuss freely with them the development of her next books, seeking their advice and opinions but, at the same time, being more than capable of standing her ground when she believed them to be wrong.


After the deaths of her sisters, whose influence had been such an important part of her own creative process, Charlotte’s correspondence with her friends at Smith, Elder & Co. became doubly precious. At this traumatic time of her life, as she forced herself to come to terms with the loneliness of her position, she literally lived through her letters. They were the only means of communication she had with the world outside Haworth to which she wished so passionately to belong. ‘I have had no letters from London for a long time –’, she wrote to Ellen in 1850, shortly after the publication of Shirley,






and am very much ashamed of myself to find – now when that stimulus is withdrawn – how dependent upon it I had become – I cannot help feeling something of the excitement of expectation till post-hour comes and when day after day it brings nothing – I get low. This is a stupid, disgraceful, unmeaning State of things – I feel bitterly enraged at my own dependence and folly – It is so bad for the mind to be quite alone – to have none with whom to talk over little crosses and disappointments and laugh them away. If I could write I daresay I should be better but I cannot write a line. However (D.V.) I shall contend against the idiocy.








To George Smith, when sending him the manuscript of Villette in 1852, she would also confess, ‘I can hardly tell you how much I hunger to have some opinion besides my own, and how I have sometimes desponded and almost despaired because there was no one to whom to read a line – or of whom to ask a counsel.’


The unveiling of Charlotte’s relationship with George Smith, the tall, dark, handsome and deliciously young director of the firm, is one of the great pleasures of the correspondence. Personal acquaintance irrevocably altered it from one of rather formal mutual respect to one of teasing affection which frequently spilled over into flirtation. Perhaps the most fascinating aspect of this change is that, the more flirtatious the correspondence, the more firmly Charlotte clung to her persona as ‘Currer Bell’. It is as if the male pseudonym freed her from the conventions which would normally attach to an interchange of letters between an unmarried man and a single woman, allowing her to say things she would never have dared to say to his face. The devastation she felt on learning that he was engaged to be married to someone else has never been more eloquently expressed than in what must surely be the most extraordinary letter of congratulation ever sent:






My dear Sir


In great happiness, as in great grief – words of sympathy should be few. Accept my meed of congratulation – and believe me


Sincerely yours


C.Brontë








Charlotte’s letters inevitably form the bulk of any edition of Brontë correspondence because she was the most prolific letter writer in the family and the one with the widest range of correspondents. Only a handful of notes exist from Emily and they are as uncommunicative and enigmatic as the lady herself. One can only concur whole-heartedly with her own self-analysis in telling Ellen that she would get Anne to write her ‘a proper letter – a feat that I have never performed’.


Anne’s letters too are extremely rare. Like Emily, she seems to have had no friends outside the family with whom to correspond. The very few letters that do exist are all the more precious because, unlike Emily’s, they do give considerable insight into the character of the youngest of the Brontës. Her quiet courage and genuine piety are inspirational; once read, who could forget her words to Ellen, particularly knowing that they were written only a few weeks before she died?






I have no horror of death: if I thought it inevitable I think I could quietly resign myself to the prospect, in the hope that you, dear Miss Nussey, would give as much of your company as you possibly could to Charlotte and be a sister to her in my stead. But I wish it would please God to spare me not only for Papa’s and Charlotte’s sakes, but because I long to do some good in the world before I leave it. I have many schemes in my head for future practise – humble and limited indeed – but still I should not like them all to come to nothing, and myself to have lived to so little purpose. But God’s will be done.








In stark contrast to such simple, unassuming words are the characteristically ebullient letters of Branwell. Whether haranguing the editor of Blackwood’s Magazine or William Wordsworth on their imperative duty to assess his literary abilities, or affecting, for the benefit of friends, a casualness about his future prospects which he certainly did not feel, Branwell usually wrote as he spoke – impetuously and with considerable bravado. His later letters are therefore all the more moving as he came to the gradual realization that time had passed by and he had achieved nothing; that he had allowed his foolish but undoubtedly genuine love for his employer’s wife, Mrs Robinson, to blight any hope of future success; and, bitterest of all, that he had failed to live up to the expectations of his father and sisters. His last letters, barely coherent pleas for money so that he could avoid being sent to jail for debt, are a sordid illustration of the depths to which this once brilliant and much beloved boy had fallen.


The Reverend Patrick Brontë is perhaps the least well represented in this edition. There is a simple reason for this. Though he was forever discharging letters espousing and campaigning for his favourite causes to newspapers, politicians, fellow clergymen and parishioners, most of them require setting in a historical or philosophical context which is inappropriate to the rest of the book. This does not mean that he is totally excluded, only that the resulting selection does not reflect either the number or subject-range of his letters. Those that are included reveal a man of great emotional depth who was devoted to his wife and children; afflicted with the worst of human tragedies, that of outliving all his family, he bore their loss with a grief that still sears the page but was endured with extraordinary faith and courage. It is no accident that his letters begin and end this volume.


The choice of letters throughout the book has been determined by two factors. First and foremost, the sheer power of the writing: I have deliberately not included complete letters but only selected the best, most vivid and most important passages from them. Secondly, their relevance: again deliberately, I have chosen to allow the Brontës to tell their story in their own words with as little editorial interference as possible. Those seeking a more comprehensive and balanced account should turn to my biography, The Brontës, which first prompted this edition of letters. Like Mrs Gaskell before me, I could not help but be seduced by the immediacy and eloquence of the Brontës’ letters. The discipline of the biographical form and the absolute necessity of including only apposite quotation meant that, reluctantly and, at times, belligerently, I felt obliged to omit passages of quite outstanding lyricism or humour or interest. Thus was born the idea for a volume of letters, in which such extravagance would be indulged and even encouraged.


Many of the letters are published here for the first time, either because the notoriously inaccurate editions of the past omitted or mistranscribed them or because they have only been discovered since the publication of The Brontës. Amongst the latter group are a number of important ones: Branwell and Patrick’s letter of 16 November 1835 to William Robinson, for instance, which supports my thesis that Branwell never went to the Royal Academy as previous biographies had suggested; Patrick’s letter of 23 February 1838 to John Driver of Liverpool, which again confirms that many options other than a career as a portrait painter were still being considered for Branwell’s future, including the idea of a situation in a bank; and the fuller version of Branwell’s October 1845 letter to Francis Grundy which, with its previously edited-out abuse of his employer and references to Mrs Robinson as ‘one whom I must, till death, call my wife’, lends further support to my claim that the affair was a sexual one. Even the recent feminist reinterpretation of Charlotte’s letter to Robert Southey, which, against all the evidence, decided that she was being sarcastic at the Poet Laureate’s expense, has deservedly been dealt a death-blow. The discovery of the unedited version of Southey’s letter, quoting Charlotte’s original lost letter, and accompanied by one from Charlotte to his son, written on 26 August 1850, confirms that she wrote in good faith. ‘When I wrote to your Father I was very young;’ she told the Reverend Charles Southey, ‘I needed the benevolent yet stern advice he gives me, and fortunately I had just enough sense to feel its value and to resolve on its adoption. At this moment I am grateful to his memory for the well-timed check received in my girlhood at his hand.’


To the letters chosen for inclusion in this volume, I have added certain pieces of autobiographical writing which fill major omissions in the correspondence. I have drawn particularly on Emily and Anne’s diary papers and the fragments which form Charlotte’s misnamed ‘Roe Head Journal’; without them, the reader would have no idea that the Brontës had been writing fiction feverishly and continuously since childhood. Also included are a selection of contemporary accounts of the family which give an outsider’s view and, I think, allow the reader to pause and reflect on the impression that these extraordinary people made on others; it is all too easy to get caught up in the Brontës’ own writings and lose one’s own sense of normality. Finally, I have included a number of contemporary reviews of the Brontës’ publications. Their novels have been classics for so long that today we tend to forget what a sensation they created when first published and how their authors were vilified for producing fiction deemed inappropriate to their sex. Placing such reviews side by side with the Brontës’ own responses to them gives the latter greater meaning and enables us to appreciate more fully the courageous stand they took in refusing to allow their writing to be judged by any other standard than its own intrinsic merit.


All biography, of necessity, is an intrusion into the private lives of individuals. One cannot help agreeing with Arthur Bell Nicholls that it is morally wrong to make public letters which were intended only to be seen by one or two well-known and trusted recipients. It is not a fate most of us would wish to befall our own correspondence. And yet what a loss to the world of literature that letters as vivid, powerful and eloquent as those of the Brontës should moulder away unseen! There can be no excuse for exposing them once more to public view. All one can say is that the triumphs and tragedies of that remarkable family have never been better told than by the Brontës themselves and that, through the letters which tell their story, they rise, Phoenix-like, and live again for each and every one of us.


Juliet Barker


April 1996




A Brontë Chronology
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	1812
	Marriage of the Reverend Patrick Brontë (b. 17 April 1777 at Emdale, County Down, Ireland) and Maria Branwell (b. 15 April 1783 at Penzance, Cornwall), at Guiseley, near Bradford, Yorkshire (29 December).




	1814
	Birth of Maria (d.o.b. not known; baptized 23 April).




	1815
	Birth of Elizabeth (8 February); the family move to Thornton.




	1816
	Birth of Charlotte (21 April).




	1817
	Birth of Patrick Branwell (26 June).




	1818
	Birth of Emily Jane (30 July).




	1820
	Birth of Anne (17 January); the family move to Haworth where Patrick has been appointed perpetual curate of St Michael and All Angels Church.




	1821
	Death of Mrs Brontë from ovarian cancer (15 September); Aunt Branwell comes to live with the family.




	1824
	Maria, Elizabeth, Charlotte and Emily go to the Clergy Daughters’ School at Cowan Bridge.




	1825
	Death of Maria from tuberculosis (6 May); death of Elizabeth from tuberculosis (15 June); Charlotte and Emily permanently removed from the school; all the children are taught at home by their father and aunt.




	1826
	Patrick brings Branwell a set of toy soldiers from Leeds which inspire the creation of an imaginary world, Glasstown, founded by these ‘Twelve’; the children begin to record the adventures of their heroes and heroines in plays, poems, magazines and novelettes written in tiny handmade books.




	1831
	Charlotte goes to Roe Head School at Mirfield where, for three terms, she wins the school prize for ‘Emulation rewarded’; she makes lifelong friends in her fellow pupils Ellen Nussey and Mary Taylor, and in her headmistress, Miss Margaret Wooler.




	1832
	Charlotte leaves Roe Head and teaches her sisters at home; she goes to stay with Ellen at Birstall for the first time.




	1833
	Ellen’s first visit to Haworth.




	1834
	Charlotte and Branwell create Angria, a new imaginary kingdom of their own; Emily and Anne break away to form their own, Gondal; Charlotte exhibits two of her pencil drawings at the Leeds Exhibition.




	1835
	Branwell takes lessons with the portrait painter William Robinson at Leeds, in preparation for entry into the Royal Academy; Charlotte returns to Roe Head as a teacher, taking Emily with her as a pupil; two months later, Anne replaces Emily, who cannot settle at the school.




	1837
	Branwell writes to Blackwood’s Magazine and William Wordsworth, Charlotte to Robert Southey, seeking approval of their writings; Anne falls seriously ill at Roe Head, causing Charlotte to quarrel with Miss Wooler and the withdrawal of the sisters from the school; once at home Anne recovers, but does not return.




	1838
	Charlotte returns to Miss Wooler’s school, which moves from Roe Head to Dewsbury Moor; she becomes increasingly depressed, leaves again in the late spring but returns for the winter term, her last at the school; Branwell sets up as a professional portrait painter in Bradford and Emily becomes a school teacher at Law Hill, Halifax.




	1839
	Charlotte finally leaves Miss Wooler’s school; Branwell gives up his artistic career (February) and Emily resigns from Law Hill (March); Anne becomes governess to the Inghams at Blake Hall, Mirfield but is dismissed at Christmas; Charlotte takes a three-month posting as governess to the Sidgwicks at Stonegappe, Lothersdale; William Weightman appointed curate at Haworth; Charlotte and Ellen holiday together at Bridlington.




	1840
	Branwell becomes tutor to the Postlethwaite boys at Broughton-in-Furness and meets Hartley Coleridge, then becomes clerk on the Manchester & Leeds Railway at Sowerby Bridge; Anne becomes governess to the Robinson family of Thorp Green, near York.




	1841
	Charlotte becomes governess to the White family of Upperwood House, Rawdon, resigning in December; Branwell promoted to clerk in charge at Luddenden Foot railway station.




	1842
	Patrick escorts Charlotte and Emily to the Pensionnat Heger in Brussels where they are to become pupils; Branwell dismissed from the Leeds & Manchester Railway (March); deaths of William Weightman (September) and Martha Taylor and Aunt Elizabeth Branwell (October); Charlotte and Emily return home.




	1843
	Charlotte returns to Brussels where she becomes increasingly obsessed with her love for Monsieur Heger; Branwell joins Anne at Thorp Green where he is to be tutor to Edmund Robinson but rapidly becomes entangled with Mrs Robinson; Emily remains at Haworth as the family housekeeper.




	1844
	Charlotte returns from Brussels (January); the sisters plan but fail to establish a school of their own at Haworth Parsonage.




	1845
	Arthur Bell Nicholls appointed curate of Haworth; Anne resigns just before Branwell is dismissed from Thorp Green following the discovery of his affair with Mrs Robinson; Charlotte discovers a manuscript book of Emily’s poems and persuades her sisters to publish a book of their poems; they also begin to write their first novels for publication.




	1846
	Publication of Poems by Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell (May) by Aylott & Jones; Mrs Robinson’s husband dies and she tells Branwell that his will effectually prevents their union, driving him to despair and drink; Patrick’s sight is restored by an operation for the removal of cataracts and, while nursing him, Charlotte begins to write Jane Eyre.





	1847
	Anne’s Agnes Grey and Emily’s Wuthering Heights accepted for publication by T. C. Newby; Charlotte’s The Professor refused by him and by Smith, Elder & Co., who accept Jane Eyre and publish it (October) to instant success; Newbybelatedly publishes Wuthering Heights & Agnes Grey (December).




	1848
	Publication by T. C. Newby of Anne’s second novel, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall; he sells the book in the United States as an early work by Currer Bell; Charlotte and Anne go to London to prove their separate identities to both sets of publishers; Branwell dies of tuberculosis (24 September), as does Emily three months later (19 December).




	
1849
	Anne dies of tuberculosis at Scarborough (28 May) and is buried there; Charlotte’s new novel, Shirley, is published by Smith, Elder & Co. (October); she visits London (December), staying with her publisher, George Smith, for the first time, and meets Thackeray and Harriet Martineau; her true identity begins to be known.




	1850
	Charlotte stays again with George Smith in London, sits for her portrait to George Richmond, and accompanies George Smith to Edinburgh; stays with the Kay Shuttleworths at Briery Close, Windermere and meets Mrs Gaskell; publication by Smith, Elder & Co. of Wuthering Heights & Agnes Grey, with a biographical notice by Charlotte; stays with Harriet Martineau at Ambleside (December).




	1851
	Charlotte considers a proposal of marriage, deferred five years, from James Taylor of Smith, Elder & Co., who is about to go to India on behalf of the firm; visits London to attend Thackeray’s lectures and the Great Exhibition and Mrs Gaskell in Manchester; begins to write Villette but becomes seriously ill through mercury poisoning.




	1852
	Dogged by ill health and unhappiness, Charlotte finally completes Villette (November); Arthur Bell Nicholls unexpectedly proposes marriage to her (December) and is rejected.




	1853
	Publication of Villette (January) during Charlotte’s last visit to London; Arthur Bell Nicholls is forced to resign his curacy, taking up a post at Kirk Smeaton, near Pontefract; Mrs Gaskell stays at Haworth Parsonage (September); George Smith gets engaged to be married.




	1854
	Charlotte demands from her father the right to become better acquainted with Arthur Bell Nicholls and finally secures his consent to their engagement (April); Charlotte visits Mrs Gaskell, Ellen and the Taylors of Gomersal; she marries Arthur Bell Nicholls (29 June) at Haworth and they honeymoon in Ireland, returning to live at Haworth Parsonage with Patrick.




	1855
	Charlotte dies in the early stages of pregnancy (31 March); Patrick asks Mrs Gaskell to write her Life of Charlotte Brontë.





	1857
	Publication by Smith, Elder & Co. of Mrs Gaskell’s Life of Charlotte Brontë and Charlotte’s first novel, The Professor.





	1860
	Publication by Smith, Elder & Co. of Charlotte’s last unfinished novel, Emma, with an introduction by Thackeray, in the Cornhill Magazine.





	1861
	Death of Patrick Brontë (7 June); Arthur Bell Nicholls returns to Ireland.




	1906
	Death of Arthur Bell Nicholls (2 December) at Banagher, Ireland.










A Note to the Text
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All the letters in this edition have been newly transcribed from the manuscripts, preserving the erratic spellings, grammar and punctuation of the originals. To avoid repeated and intrusive use of [sic], such oddities are not marked, a practice which may occasionally jar the modern reader. In the later letters, however, where they appear much less frequently, I have used [sic] on several occasions to confirm that readings such as ‘and’ for ‘an’ and ‘than’ for ‘that’ are indeed correct transcripts of the original manuscript and not simply printer’s errors. I have also preserved the Brontës’ own accenting of their unusual name, which varied according to personal whim and the period in which they were writing. For clarity and uniformity, however, I have always used the most famous version in my own text. The only editorial changes which have been made to the text are the omission of repeated words where this is clearly accidental, the removal or closure of quotation marks where these are incomplete, and a standardization to single quotation marks throughout the letters.


Apart from Margaret Smith’s exemplary The Letters of Charlotte Brontë, published in three volumes by the Clarendon Press between 1995 and 2004, most other editions of Brontë letters and manuscripts are inaccurate and misleading, with bowdlerized or editorially altered texts often misattributed to the wrong date or recipient. To avoid unnecessary intrusion, I have not drawn attention to this in my text, but readers should be aware that most of my transcripts will differ, sometimes considerably, from those in other sources. Where a transcript is significantly different from previous printed versions this is indicated by a single asterisk next to the letter heading. In the nineteen instances where a letter is being published for the first time in book form in this edition, a double asterisk is used.


The following abbreviations of frequently used names have been used:








	
Anne:

	Anne Brontë (1820–49), youngest of the Brontë sisters, author of Agnes Grey (1847) and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848).






	
Branwell:

	Patrick Branwell Brontë (1817–48), only brother of the Brontë sisters.






	Charlotte:

	Charlotte Brontë (1816–55), eldest of the four Brontë children who survived into adulthood, author of Jane Eyre (1847), Shirley (1849), Villette (1853), The Professor (1846, published posthumously in 1857) and Emma (unfinished, published posthumously, 1860).






	
Ellen:

	Ellen Nussey (1817–97), life-long friend of Charlotte Brontë.






	
Emily:

	Emily Brontë (1818–48), author of Wuthering Heights (1847).






	
Patrick:

	Reverend Patrick Brontë (1777–1861), perpetual curate of Haworth and father of Charlotte, Branwell, Emily and Anne.











Chapter One
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1821–30


Patrick to the Reverend John Buckworth; Haworth, 27 November 1821


My dear wife was taken dangerously ill on the 29th of January last; and in a little more than seven months afterwards she died. During every week and almost every day of this long tedious interval I expected her final removal. For the first three months I was left nearly quite alone, unless you suppose my six little children and the nurse and servants to have been company. Had I been at D[ewsbury] I should not have wanted kind friends; had I been at H[artshead] I should have seen them and others occasionally; or had I been at T[hornton] a family there who were ever truly kind would have soothed my sorrows; but I was at H[aworth], a stranger in a strange land. It was under these circumstances, after every earthly prop was removed, that I was called on to bear the weight of the greatest load of sorrows that ever pressed upon me. One day, I remember it well; it was a gloomy day, a day of clouds and darkness, three of my little children were taken ill of a scarlet fever; and, the day after, the remaining three were in the same condition. Just at that time death seemed to have laid his hand on my dear wife in a manner which threatened her speedy dissolution. She was cold and silent and seemed hardly to notice what was passing around her. This awful season however was not of long duration. My little children had a favourable turn, and at length got well; and the force of my wife’s disease somewhat abated. A few weeks afterwards her sister, Miss Branwell, arrived, and afforded great comfort to my mind, which has been the case ever since, by sharing my labours and sorrows, and behaving as an affectionate mother to my children. At the earliest opportunity I called in different medical gentlemen to visit the beloved sufferer; but all their skill was in vain. Death pursued her unrelentingly. Her constitution was enfeebled, and her frame wasted daily; and after above seven months of more agonizing pain than I ever saw anyone endure she fell asleep in Jesus, and her soul took its flight to the mansions of glory. During many years she had walked with God, but the great enemy, envying her life of holiness, often disturbed her mind in the last conflict. Still, in general she had peace and joy in believing, and died, if not triumphantly, at least calmly and with a holy yet humble confidence that Christ was her Saviour and heaven her eternal home.


Do you ask how I felt under all these circumstances? I would answer to this, that tender sorrow was my daily portion; that oppressive grief sometimes lay heavy on me and that there were seasons when an affectionate, agonizing something sickened my whole frame, and which is I think of such a nature as cannot be described, and must be felt in order to be understood. And when my dear wife was dead and buried and gone, and when I missed her at every corner, and when her memory was hourly revived by the innocent yet distressing prattle of my children, I do assure, my dear sir, from what I felt, I was happy at the recollection that to sorrow, not as those without hope, was no sin; that our Lord himself had wept over his departed friend, and that he had promised us grace and strength sufficient for such a day.


When his wife, Maria, died of ovarian cancer at the age of thirty-eight on 15 September 1821, the Reverend Patrick Brontë was faced with the prospect of bringing up six children on his own. The eldest, also called Maria, was only seven, the youngest, Anne, not yet two; the other children, born in quick succession, were Elizabeth, aged six, Charlotte, aged five, Branwell, the only boy, aged four, and Emily, aged three. To add to his problems, it was only eighteen months since the family had moved to Haworth, a small industrial township on the edge of the Yorkshire moors. As perpetual curate of St Michael and All Angels Church Patrick enjoyed security of tenure, the right to live rent-free in the Parsonage and an annual salary of around two hundred pounds, but with all the debts incurred during his wife’s illness and six small children to feed, clothe and educate, money was extremely tight. Fortunately, Elizabeth Branwell, who had come from Penzance to nurse her dying sister, temporarily took charge of the children and household arrangements, though she made it clear that she intended to return home to Cornwall as soon as possible. Under her watchful eye and in the care of two young servant girls, Sarah and Nancy Garrs, the young Brontës soon settled into a happy routine of family prayers, lessons and afternoon walks upon the moors. Even at this early age, however, their extraordinary imaginative and intellectual powers were apparent as they enacted plays of their own devising and invented fictional characters based on the historical heroes of their father’s lessons.


Sarah Garrs, nurse to the Brontë children, quoted by Marion Harland, in Charlotte Brontë at Home (New York, G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1899)


One day in the autumn or winter succeeding Mrs Brontë’s death, Charlotte came to her nurse, wild and white with the excitement of having seen ‘a fairy’ standing by Baby Anne’s cradle. When the two ran back to the nursery, Charlotte flying on ahead, treading softly not to frighten the beautiful visitant away, no one was there besides the baby sleeping sweetly in the depths of her forenoon nap. Charlotte stood transfixed; her eyes wandered incredulously round the room.


‘But she was here, just now!’ she insisted. ‘I really and truly did see her!’ – and no argument or coaxing could shake her from the belief.


Patrick to Mrs Gaskell, his daughter Charlotte’s biographer; Haworth, 30 July 1855


When my children were very young, when as far as I can rem[em]ber, the oldest was about ten years of age and the youngest about four – thinking that they knew more, than I had yet discover’d, in order to make them speak with less timidity, I deem’d that if they were put under a sort of cover, I might gain my end – and happen[in]g to have a mask in the house, I told them all to stand, and speak boldly from under cover of the mask – I began with the youngest – I asked what a child like her most wanted – She answer’d, age and experience – I asked the next what I had best do with her brother Branwell, who was sometimes, a naughty boy, She answered, reason with him, and when he won’t listen to reason whip him – I asked Branwell, what was the best way of knowing the difference between the intellects, of men and women – he answer’d by considering the difference between them as to their bodies – I then asked Charlotte, what was the best Book in the world, she answered, the Bible – and what was the next best, she answer’d the Book of Nature – I then asked the next, what was the best mode of education for a woman, she answered, that which would make her rule her house well – Lastly I asked the oldest, what was the best mode of spending time she answer’d, by laying it out in preparation for a happy eternity – I may not have given precisely their words, but I have nearly done so as they made a deep and lasting impression on my memory –


With no prospect of remarrying and Aunt Branwell anxious to return to Penzance, Patrick had very little option but to send his children away to school if he wished them to receive an education that would enable them to earn their own livings. This was essential, for at his death they would inherit nothing: even the Parsonage would revert to the church and they would be homeless as well as portionless.


When the Clergy Daughters’ School opened at Cowan Bridge, forty-five miles from Haworth on the Leeds–Kendal turnpike road, it seemed the obvious answer. Intended for the daughters of impoverished clergymen of the Evangelical persuasion, it boasted an impressive list of patrons and offered a sound education at half the usual price. Patrick could afford to educate four daughters there instead of two. Maria and Elizabeth were sent there in July 1824, to be joined a few months later by Charlotte and then Emily. Each of them received a damning report on admission – but no more so than the other pupils.


At that time, the curriculum for all middle and upper-class girls was limited to rote learning from set texts in English grammar, history and geography, a little basic arithmetic (known as ciphering) and ‘accomplishments’ such as French, music and drawing. The girls at the Clergy Daughters’ School had to have some knowledge of all these things if they were to be governesses and teachers but their charitable status – and the fact that some of them would end up as servants or keeping house for their families – was also recognized in the fact that they were also expected to know how to ‘work’. This was a term which referred to plain sewing, such as hemming sheets and making shirts, nightshirts and underwear, a drudgery that was also frequently imposed on governesses and was greatly resented by the Brontë sisters. For three of his daughters, Patrick paid a premium so that they would receive the more academic education, which included ‘the accomplishments’, intended as preparation for careers in teaching. Only Elizabeth, the least intellectual, appears to have been submitted for the standard education, suggesting that Patrick had designated her as the future family housekeeper.


School for Clergymen’s Daughters, advertisement in the Leeds Intelligencer, 4 December 1824


The House will be enlarged and altered for the Accommodation of Sixty Pupils: each Girl is to pay £14 a Year (Half in Advance) for Clothing, Lodging, Boarding, and Educating; and £1 Entrance towards the Expense of Books, &c. The Education will be directed according to the Capacities of the Pupils, and the Wishes of their Friends. In all Cases, the great Object in View will be their intellectual and religious Improvement; and to give that plain and useful Education, which may best fit them to return with Respectability and Advantage to their own Homes, or to maintain themselves in the different Stations of Life to which Providence may call them. If a more liberal Education is required for any who may be sent to be educated as Teachers and Governesses, an extra Charge will probably be made.


*Admissions register of the Clergy Daughters’ School, Cowan Bridge, 1824–39
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Patrick’s plans and hopes were soon to be rudely shattered. In February 1825 he was summoned to the school to find Maria dying of tuberculosis; he fetched her home, where she died, aged eleven, just three months later. Less than three weeks after burying his eldest daughter, Elizabeth was sent home, also in the terminal stages of the disease. Belatedly realizing the danger, Patrick rushed to Cowan Bridge the next day to remove Charlotte and Emily; two weeks later, Elizabeth died, aged ten. Though the younger girls escaped the endemic disease of the place, Charlotte, in particular, was mentally scarred for life. Catharsis would come with Jane Eyre, but she never forgave the school and its founder, the Reverend William Carus Wilson, always holding them responsible for her elder sisters’ deaths.


Pupil at the Clergy Daughters’ School (possibly Charlotte herself), quoted by Mrs Gaskell in her Life of Charlotte Brontë (1857)


The dormitory in which Maria slept was a long room, holding a row of narrow little beds on each side, occupied by the pupils; and at the end of this dormitory there was a small bed-chamber opening out of it, appropriated to the use of Miss Scatcherd. Maria’s bed stood nearest the door of this room. One morning, after she had become so seriously unwell as to have had a blister applied to her side (the sore from which was not perfectly healed), when the getting-up bell was heard, poor Maria moaned out that she was so ill, so very ill, she wished she might stop in bed; and some of the girls urged her to do so, and said they would explain it all to Miss Temple, the superintendent. But Miss Scatcherd was close at hand, and her anger would have to be faced before Miss Temple’s kind thoughtfulness could interfere; so the sick child began to dress, shivering with cold, as, without leaving her bed, she slowly put on her black worsted stockings over her thin white legs (my informant spoke as if she saw it yet, and her whole face flashed out undying indignation). Just then Miss Scatcherd issued from her room, and, without asking for a word of explanation from the sick and frightened girl, she took her by the arm, on the side to which the blister had been applied, and by one vigorous movement whirled her out into the middle of the floor, abusing her all the time for dirty and untidy habits. There she left her. My informant says, Maria hardly spoke, except to beg some of the more indignant girls to be calm; but, in slow, trembling movements, with many a pause, she went down stairs at last – and was punished for being late.


Miss Evans, superintendent of the Clergy Daughters’ School and the Miss Temple’ of Jane Eyre, to Mrs Gaskell; c. 1855


The second, Elizabeth, is the only one of the family of whom I have a vivid recollection, from her meeting with a somewhat alarming accident, in consequence of which I had her for some days and nights in my bed-room, not only for the sake of greater quiet, but that I might watch over her myself. Her head was severely cut, but she bore all the consequent suffering with exemplary patience, and by it won much upon my esteem. Of the two younger ones (if two there were) I have very slight recollections, save that one, a darling child, under five years of age, was quite the pet nursling of the school.


Charlotte to William Smith Williams, reader at her publishers, Smith, Elder & Co.; Haworth, 5 November 1849


I wonder who that former schoolfellow of mine was … or how she had been enabled to identify Currer Bell with C.Brontë. She could not have been a Cowan Bridge girl, none of them can possibly remember me. They might remember my eldest sister, Maria; her prematurely developed and remarkable intellect, as well as the mildness, wisdom, and fortitude of her character, might have left an indelible impression on some observant mind amongst her companions. My second sister, Elizabeth, too, may perhaps be remembered, but I cannot conceive that I left a trace behind me. My career was a very quiet one. I was plodding and industrious, perhaps I was grave, for I suffered to see my sisters perishing, but I think I was remarkable for nothing.


The crisis caused by the deaths of Maria and Elizabeth and the removal of Charlotte and Emily from the school sealed Aunt Branwell’s fate: she felt herself duty bound to remain with her sister’s family. A victim of her own sense of duty, she was too old and set in her ways by the time they had eventually outgrown her care to return to her beloved Penzance. For her, living in Haworth was a penance. For the remaining Brontë children, however, their home was a sanctuary to which they would always return with gratitude and pleasure. Though the deaths of their two eldest sisters left their mark on each of them, they quickly settled back into the old routine of morning lessons with their father, followed by sewing for the girls until a Yorkshire dinner reassembled the whole family. In the afternoons, while their father did his parish visiting, they were free to wander over the moors, ranging far and wide over the hills which were to inspire and inform their work. Already, they were deeply absorbed in the imaginary worlds which they had invented and, so deeply did they identify with their creations, that their games would often end in furious quarrels.


Patrick to Mrs Gaskell; Haworth, 24 July 1855


When mere children, as soon as they could read and write, Charlotte and her brother and sisters, used to invent and act little plays of their own, in which the Duke of Wellington my Daughter Charlotte’s Hero, was sure to come off, the conquering hero – when a dispute would not infrequently arise amongst them regarding the comparative merits of him, Buonaparte, Hannibal, and Caesar – When the argument got warm, and rose to its height, as their mother was then dead, I had sometimes to come in as arbitrator, and settle the dispute, according to the best of my judgement. Generally in the management of these concerns, I frequently thought, I discovered signs of rising talent, which I had seldom or never before seen, in any of their age. As they had few opportunities, of being in learned, and polished society in their retired country situation they formed a little society amongst themselves – with which they seem’d contented and happy –


Francis Leyland, a friend of Branwell’s, from his book The Brontë Family (London, Hurst & Blackett, 1886)


In acting their early plays, they performed them with childish glee, and did not fail at times to ‘tear a passion to tatters.’ They observed that Tabby [Aykroyd, the new servant] did not approve of such extra-ordinary proceedings; but on one occasion, with increased energy of action and voice, they so wrought on her fears that she retreated to her nephew’s house, and as soon as she could regain her breath, she exclaimed, ‘William! Yah mun gooa up to Mr Brontë’s, for aw’m sure yon childer’s all gooin mad, and aw darn’t stop ‘ith hause ony longer wi’ ‘em; an’ aw’ll stay here woll yah come back!’ When the nephew reached the parsonage, ‘the childer set up a great crack o’ laughin’,’ at the wonderful joke they had perpetrated on faithful Tabby.


Patrick’s gift of twelve wooden soldiers to Branwell in June 1826 inspired the most important and longest lasting stories, those of the ‘Young Men’. At first, these were also acted out, each child ‘playing’ at being his or her own chief character but as the young Brontës became more literate they began to record the activities of their heroes in tiny books, fashioned from scraps of paper, which mimicked their favourite periodicals, plays, newspapers and novels. Their unconventional upbringing, especially the remarkable latitude of their reading which their father unfashionably refused to censor, was reflected in their work. The young Brontës’ apprenticeship in writing had begun.


Charlotte, The History of the Year; 12 March 1829


Once papa lent my Sister Maria A Book it was an old Geography and she wrote on it[s] Blank leaf papa lent me this Book. the Book is an hundred and twenty years old it is at this moment lying Before me while I write this I am in the kitchin of the parsonage house Hawarth Taby the servent is washing up after Breakfast and Anne my youngest Sister (Maria was my eldest) is kneeling on a chair looking at some cakes whiche Tabby has been Baking for us. Emily is in the parlour brushing it papa and Branwell are gone to Keighly Aunt is up stairs in her Room and I am siting by the table writing this in the kitchin. Keighly is a small twon four miles from here papa and Branwell are gone for the newspaper the Leeds Intelligencer – a most exellent Tory news paper edited by Mr Edward Wood the proprietor [is] Mr Hernaman we take 2 and see three Newspapers as such we take the Leeds Inteligencer [par?]ty Tory and the Leeds Mercury Whig Edited by Mr Bains and His Brother Soninlaw and his 2 sons Edward and Talbot – We see the Jhon Bull it is a High Tory very violent Mr Driver Lends us it as Likewise Blackwoods Magazine the most able periodical there is the editor is Mr Christopher North an old man 74 years of age the 1st of April is his Birthday his company are Timothy Ticklar Morgan Odoherty Macrabin Mordecai Mullion Warrell and James Hogg a man of most extraordinary genius a Scottish Sheppherd.
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