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  Introduction




  JOSIE BILLINGTON




  




  New readers are advised that this introduction makes details of the plot explicit.




  




  In a letter to John Ruskin written shortly before she died, Elizabeth Gaskell said of Cranford: ‘It is the only one of my own books that I can read again; whenever I am ailing or ill, I take Cranford and – I was going to say “enjoy” it but that would not be pretty, – laugh over it afresh’. Still Gaskell’s best-known and best-loved work, Cranford’s popular appeal has been its gently comic vision of straitened gentility in a small northern provincial town in nineteenth-century England. The opening chapter’s famous comparison of the populace to the female warrior tribe of Greek legend – ‘Cranford is in possession of the Amazons’ – announces that the heroic battle for this stalwart community of middle-aged women is that of maintaining propriety and respectable standards amid ‘general but unacknowledged poverty’. The ingenuity with which the womenfolk practise ‘elegant economy’ in relation to all aspects of their daily lives – candles, carpets, livestock, bonnets, dresses, clothing, food, servants – is at the centre of the majority of set pieces which constitute this affectionate social comedy. But across these slight and minor events – where each chapter is a self-contained, representative sketch of a micro-culture – there accumulates a depth of feeling and subtlety of emotional tone which is distinctive in Gaskell’s oeuvre and arguably unique in Victorian fiction.




  When Cranford was published in volume form in 1853Gaskell was a Unitarian minister’s wife, the mother of four girls, and living in Manchester, home of the industrial revolution. As a novelist, she was famous – infamous among her middle-class neighbours (many of whom were successful manufacturers) – as the writer of Mary Barton, the groundbreaking novel of social class conflict which, published in 1848 (the year of Europe-wide political revolution), was the first English fictional work to take a working-class man as its hero. Gaskell’s second controversial work, Ruth, the story of a young woman abandoned by her seducer and left to face the future with an illegitimate child, was already underway when Gaskell wrote Cranford, which – in locale, character, situation and subject – comes from an entirely different world. Where did this work originate?




  Cranford is based on Knutsford in rural Cheshire, the English town in which Gaskell grew up, raised by a network of female relatives – widowed and single aunts and cousins – who, following the death of her mother when she was one year old, offered to take over her care from her father. Living in London at the time with his son, John, who was twelve years Elizabeth’s senior, he welcomed this kindness to his daughter, thereafter becoming detached from Elizabeth’s life. Years later, John, the only member of Elizabeth’s immediate family with whom she was close (though she saw him rarely) disappeared on his way to India when Elizabeth was eighteen. These losses haunt the author’s fiction and are never far from the tender comedy of this early work.




  Gaskell had visited Knutsford in 1851, seeking respite from the urban pressures of Manchester and the London crowds she had encountered on her summer visit to the Great Exhibition. In contrast with such sites, where the momentum of progress was powerfully tangible, Knutsford, so close geographically to Manchester yet utterly distinct from city life, must have seemed more than ever to belong to an older and increasingly outmoded era. The death of Gaskell’s last aunt in 1848, together with the sense that a whole milieu and way of life was being erased by the forces of modernity, seems to have prompted her creative efforts at memorializing that past. An article, ‘The Last Generation in England’, had already sketched many of the incidents that later appeared in the longer work. Cranford proper formally began when Charles Dickens invited Gaskell to write ‘a short tale, or any number of tales’ for his new weekly journal Household Words. Even then, Gaskell had intended to write no more than one instalment (the first two chapters of the novel), until Dickens urged her to continue.




  For all its reliance on the past, Cranford is by no means simply a nostalgic period piece. Indeed, Gaskell exploited the proximity of her conservative girlhood home to the furnace of world technological advance (‘the great neighbouring manufacturing town of Drumble’, modelled on Manchester, is ‘distant only twenty miles on a railroad’) to set up one of the work’s central creative tensions. With events set just back from the time of the novel’s writing, mostly the 1830s to 1840s, change impinges everywhere: from the great emblem of progress, the railway, which kills off one key character in the opening chapters and financially ruins Miss Matty Jenkyns, to the cosmopolitan and democratic energy of Dickens’s Pickwick Papers, comically opposed to the Cranfordian reverence for Dr Johnson’s high style. The forces of futurity are resisted in Cranford not least because they are antagonistically male: ‘“A man,” as one of the ladies observed, “is so in the way in the house”.’ A great deal has been made of the exclusively female community depicted in Cranford by feminist scholars and critics of Gaskell in recent decades, and of the novel’s offering of a model of self-sustaining sisterhood as an alternative to Victorian patriarchy. But part of the subtle pain of this book is that the women’s dogged resistances and self-sufficiencies are connected to emotional deprivations as thorough-going and unacknowledged as their material poverty. When Miss Matty meets again her former suitor, Mr Holbrook, ‘after thirty or forty years’ separation’, and visits the place ‘that might have been her home’, it touches the love ‘she had shut up close in her heart . . . faithful in its sorrow and its silence’. This capacity (all alone, rather than complicitly or communally) to bear with the hidden and secret – the stoicism of not-having and not-saying at the level of deepest heart’s need – is the kind of heroism which this work implicitly treasures most of all.




  The novel’s achievement of being poised between contraries – temporally (past and present), spatially (country and city) and tonally (intimacy and irony) – is maintained by the mode of narration. The events are related in the first person by a young woman, Mary Smith, who, once a resident of Cranford, now visits frequently from Drumble, where she lives with her father, a businessman. Mary’s relative distance from Cranford society – generationally, geographically, culturally and in time (she recounts the story retrospectively) – helps establish the town’s habits and values as antiquated and virtually moribund. Yet Mary is also an intimate of this female community, rendering its eccentricities affectionately familiar to the reader. Though far more limited than Gaskell in intelligence, education and experience, Mary is virtually her author’s proxy, occupying two wholly different worlds at once. Like her creator, too, she is apparently motherless, and thus specially placed to appreciate the worth of the ‘kindness’ shown by her older female fellows.




  ‘Kind’ and ‘kindness’ are oft-repeated words in this book and point to a sense of social obligation more profound than mere conventionality, yet which the very conservative proprieties of this social world guarantee and perpetuate. When Miss Matty’s friends conspire secretly to pay her rent in ways which do not hurt, as Miss Pole puts it, ‘the delicate independence existing in the mind of every refined female’, Cranford tactfully recovers the true refinement, the simple goodness and trusting pieties, that lie beneath the customary habits and forms. The delicacy of Cranford’s comedy is its tacit recognition that virtue itself survives here because of the supportive human community which these same genteel forms help to sustain.




  It is Mary Smith’s narration which helps to bring unity to the episodic form which characterizes the novel. But that structure, born out of the original publication of separate tales, also enriches the relation of the past and present, which, in personal and familial terms, is more fluid than simply oppositional. Past time and present life interpenetrate over the early part of the book as surface current events trigger and give way to recollection more and more distant in time: successive chapters look back to Miss Matty’s unfulfilled love affair, then back again to Miss Matty’s girlhood, then further back still to the courtship of her parents. The more the narration reaches back temporally, the closer, paradoxically and poignantly, the past seems to become. As Miss Matty reads with Mary the love letters exchanged between her long-dead mother and father: ‘there was in them a vivid and intense sense of the present time, which seemed so strong and full, as if it could never pass away, and as if the warm living hearts that so expressed themselves could never die, and be as nothing to the sunny earth’.




  That moving sense of ‘warm living hearts’, buried by time’s continuing process, yet not wholly lost even so, is especially strong in one of the most poignant retrospectives of the book. Among the letters Matty and Mary read is one written by Matty’s mother to her son (and favourite child), who, after being severely punished by his father for a foolish prank, has run away from home.




  

    

      My dearest Peter,




      You did not think we should be as sorry as we are, I know, or you would never have gone away. You are too good. Your father sits and sighs till my heart aches to hear him. He cannot hold up his head for grief: and yet he only did what he thought was right. Perhaps he has been too severe, and perhaps I have not been kind enough; but God knows how we love you, my dear only boy.


    


  




  The letter, which was returned unopened and has remained so ever since, concludes: ‘Come back and make us happy who love you so much. I know you will come back.’ But, the narrator (Mary) concludes:




  

    

      Peter did not come back. That spring day was the last time he ever saw his mother’s face. The writer of the letter – the last – the only person who had ever seen what was written in it, was dead long ago – and I, a stranger, not born at the time when this occurrence took place, was the one to open it.’


    


  




  Mary’s reading of the letter is misplaced in time (‘the writer dead long ago . . . I . . . not born at the time’), and too late to be of any help, just as the mother’s writing of it proved pointlessly ineffectual. But the inclusion of this apparently redundant moment, deep within the comic innocence of this work and buried inside time’s recesses, protects and recovers what remains precariously valuable within it. The forgiveness of the heartbroken mother (‘You did not think we should be as sorry as we are, I know’) and the tenderness of the loyal wife (‘Your father sits and sighs till my heart aches to hear him’) do not resolve the situation. Indeed, these dual sympathies create a familial complexity and intensity, embedded in the movements from ‘single’ (‘I know . . . my heart’ . . . ‘Perhaps he … perhaps I’) to marital syntax (‘but God knows how we love you’), which only make things worse for the woman who suffers those sympathies generously at her own expense. But the novel’s loyal safekeeping of these emotions in their very failures of issue or resolution (as with Miss Matty’s love for Mr Holgate, and, biographically, with Gaskell’s own loss of her brother), rescues them from waste and restores their human worth and meaning, even amid the residual pain they leave behind.




  Cranford’s devotion to redeeming from time’s wastes what might appear ‘as nothing’ – for not being fulfilled at the level of dramatic event or for being small, neglected or overlooked – is chiefly embodied in the character of Miss Matty herself. When she dines at Mr Holgate’s house, and her friends cannot ‘muster up courage enough’ to do so ‘ungenteel a thing’ as eat the delicate green peas with ‘two-pronged, black-handled forks’, Miss Matty, ‘picking up her peas, one by one, on the point of her prongs’, mutely honours and returns the sacred offering her former lover had once made to her. The tribute is not rewarded or even noticed by the person for whose sake it is made. So too, Miss Matty’s later acts of instinctive generosity – the help she extends to a fellow victim of the bank’s collapse, the extra almond-comfit she adds to every ounce she sells (thus making every sale a loss) – are not valued by the utilitarian world which has left her penniless, because, in every literal or wordly sense, they are profitless. Yet it is as if Cranford exists in order to protect and to prize such small, involuntary goodness as must always risk going unrecognized, not only by the world’s obtuse regard but by the very person to whom that goodness belongs. Were Miss Matty to know or care for what she loses by her kindness, that kindness would not be the reader’s gain, doing vicarious good in the novel and in the world. Behind the apparently comfortable comedy of Cranford, as the final sentence quietly suggests, is Gaskell’s version of a Christian parable: ‘We all love Miss Matty, and I somehow think we are all of us better when she is near us’.




  The enduring appeal of Cranford, in fact, is not its (unfair) reputation as a piece of whimsy, but the surprise, from first to last of its readers, that it offers anything but a cosy read. On the first screening of the award-winning BBC TV dramatization in 2007, a Telegraph review identified the story’s ‘particular charm’ as its ‘lack of sentimentality and cuteness’. This admiration echoes, across 150 years, the enthusiasm of Gaskell’s contemporaries. ‘She has wrought it out,’ said Henry Fothergill Chorley in 1853, ‘just enough and not too much. In this little book, which should prove a permanent addition to English fiction, there is not an iota of romance, hardly a solitary incident which is not of every-day occurrence.’ Daring to find the extraordinary within the unremarkable and ordinary, Cranford was an originating model for the great age of Victorian realism. A ‘permanent’ fixture indeed in the English literary tradition, it yet remains, always and ever, a new and heartening experience. In the words of another early (and admiring) contemporary reviewer: ‘This is not a book to be described or criticised other than by a couple of words of advice – read it.’
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  ONE Our Society




  TWO The Captain




  THREE A Love Affair of Long Ago




  FOUR A Visit to an Old Bachelor




  FIVE Old Letters




  SIX Poor Peter




  SEVEN Visiting




  EIGHT ‘Your Ladyship’




  NINE Signor Brunoni




  TEN The Panic




  ELEVEN Samuel Brown




  TWELVE Engaged to be Married




  THIRTEEN Stopped Payment




  FOURTEEN Friends in Need




  FIFTEEN A Happy Return




  SIXTEEN Peace to Cranford
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  Miss Matty




  By this time the shop was pretty well filled, for it was Cranford market-day, and many of the farmers and country people from the neighbourhood round came in. (see here)




  A magnificent family red silk umbrella




  Clattered home in their pattens




  All the town turned out to see the Alderney




  He sang out loud and joyfully




  Coming out of church




  He read the account of the ‘swarry’




  Carrying her baked mutton and potatoes safely home




  No one could black his boots to please him except himself




  Miss Jenkyns




  A little lad his lordship had sworn at for driving a dirty hoop against the aristocratic legs




  He shuddered at the recollection




  He shook hands with Miss Jessie




  If you please, my love, will you call me Matilda?’




  So as to throw the shadow on the clock face




  She ‘nudged’ the major when he did not help himself




  ‘How are you? how are you?’




  He presented his pipe to Miss Matty, and requested her to fill the bowl




  He walked before me with a stooping gait, his hands clasped behind him




  Although she did fall sound asleep within five minutes after he had begun a long poem




  Here are the poems for you




  God forbid! that I should grieve any young hearts




  When Martha brought in the lighted candle and tea




  The printed sermon, preached before some judge at assize time




  A post-boy riding for life and twanging his horn




  The turning out of the volunteers under arms




  The little curtseys Peter kept making




  Peter said: “Have you done enough, sir?”




  He and my father were such friends




  Miss Matty looked at us with bland satisfaction




  Mr ffoulkes met with a Mrs ffarringdon and married her




  Hush, ladies! if you please, hush! Mrs Jamieson is asleep




  Then we heard their quick pit-a-pat along the quiet little street




  Lady Glenmire appeared in Cranford, we sedulously talked together




  Mr Mulliner




  Gowns, collars and any number of brooches




  Mr Mulliner appeared in dignified surprise




  He passed us on the stairs, making such a graceful bow!




  Walk mincingly up the room




  The Church was smiling approval




  We used to make a regular expedition all round the kitchens and cellars every night




  She armed herself with a footstool




  Opened the window, and called out valiantly




  Speaking of her loss of appetite and bad nights very ominously




  To have her teeth examined




  Implored the chairmen




  He was a sharp lad, she was sure




  Asking leading questions




  They had been perplexed about the exact path which they were to take across the fields




  Beg him to ride over to the Rising Sun




  Martha and I aired sedan-chair well before it left




  In Darkness Lane




  Two little boys had stolen some apples from Farmer Benson’s orchard




  My father once made us keep a diary, in two columns




  Miss Jenkyns had learnt some piece of poetry off by heart




  As if what she had to say was too big for words




  Mr Hoggins sups on bread and cheese and beer every night




  There was a kind of attraction about Lady Glenmire




  Mr Hoggins looked broad and radiant




  Miss Jenkyns gave him each individual coin separate




  The young men at Mr Johnson’s pivoted themselves over the counter




  He had chosen a shawl of about thirty shillings’ value




  ‘Dang it!’ said he, striking his fist down on the table




  He hung back for a minute or two




  The civil Mr Johnson was awaiting us




  Miss Matty began to look over her account-books




  I dropped it in the post on my way home




  ‘Don’t “but Martha” me,’ she replied




  Martha’s face gleamed with triumph as she set it down before Miss Matty with an exultant ‘There!’




  ‘Please, ma’am, he’s only Jem Hearn,’ said Martha




  Martha bounce out of the room, to be followed and soothed by her lover




  There was another rat-tat-tat, and Mrs Fitz-Adam appeared




  He fairly walked away from me to the window




  The smiling glory of his face, and all the becoming blushes of hers




  She got into a complimentary speech to Jem




  Absorbed in the contemplation of life in general




  Little urchins gleefully awaited the shower of comfits and lozenges




  Miss Pole asked me, in an audible whisper, ‘if he did not remind me of the Father of the Faithful?’




  He had the proof sheet of a great placard in his hand




  Firing one day, he was very much dismayed, to find that he had shot a cherubim!




  With Mrs Jamieson on one side, and my lady, Mrs Hoggins, on the other
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By this time the shop was pretty well filled, for it was Cranford market-day, and many of the farmers and country people from the neighbourhood round came in. (see here)
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  CHAPTER ONE




  Our Society




  In the first place, Cranford is in possession of the Amazons; all the holders of houses above a certain rent are women. If a married couple come to settle in the town, somehow the gentleman disappears; he is either fairly frightened to death by being the only man in the Cranford evening parties, or he is accounted for by being with his regiment, his ship, or closely engaged in business all the week in the great neighbouring commercial town of Drumble, distant only twenty miles on a railroad. In short, whatever does become of the gentlemen, they are not at Cranford. What could they do if they were there? The surgeon has his round of thirty miles, and sleeps at Cranford; but every man cannot be a surgeon. For keeping the trim gardens full of choice flowers without a weed to speck them; for frightening away little boys who look wistfully at the said flowers through the railings; for rushing out at the geese that occasionally venture into the gardens if the gates are left open; for deciding all questions of literature and politics without troubling themselves with unnecessary reasons or arguments; for obtaining clear and correct knowledge of everybody’s affairs in the parish; for keeping their neat maidservants in admirable order; for kindness (somewhat dictatorial) to the poor, and real tender good offices to each other whenever they are in distress, the ladies of Cranford are quite sufficient. ‘A man,’ as one of them observed to me once, ‘is so in the way in the house!’ Although the ladies of Cranford know all each other’s proceedings, they are exceedingly indifferent to each other’s opinions. Indeed, as each has her own individuality, not to say eccentricity, pretty strongly developed, nothing is so easy as verbal retaliation; but, somehow, goodwill reigns among them to a considerable degree.




  The Cranford ladies have only an occasional little quarrel, spirted out in a few peppery words and angry jerks of the head; just enough to prevent the even tenor of their lives from becoming too flat. Their dress is very independent of fashion; as they observe, ‘What does it signify how we dress here at Cranford, where everybody knows us?’ And if they go from home, their reason is equally cogent, ‘What does it signify how we dress here, where nobody knows us?’ The materials of their clothes are, in general, good and plain, and most of them are nearly as scrupulous as Miss Tyler, of cleanly memory; but I will answer for it, the last gigot, the last tight and scanty petticoat in wear in England, was seen at Cranford – and seen without a smile.




  I can testify to a magnificent family red silk umbrella, under which a gentle little spinster, left alone of many brothers and sisters, used to patter to church on rainy days. Have you any red silk umbrellas in London? We had a tradition of the first that had ever been seen in Cranford; and the little boys mobbed it, and called it ‘a stick in petticoats’. It might have been the very red silk one I have described, held up by a strong father over a troop of little ones; the poor little lady – the survivor of all – could scarcely carry it.
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A magnificent family red silk umbrella


  




  Then there were rules and regulations for visiting and calls; and they were announced to any young people who might be staying in the town, with all the solemnity with which the old Manx laws were read once a year on the Tinwald Mount.




  ‘Our friends have sent to enquire how you are after your journey tonight, my dear’ (fifteen miles in a gentleman’s carriage); ‘they will give you some rest tomorrow, but the next day, I have no doubt, they will call; so be at liberty after twelve – from twelve to three are our calling hours.’




  Then, after they had called: ‘It is the third day; I dare say your mamma has told you, my dear, never to let more than three days elapse between receiving a call and returning it; and also, that you are never to stay longer than a quarter of an hour.’




  ‘But am I to look at my watch? How am I to find out when a quarter of an hour has passed?’




  ‘You must keep thinking about the time, my dear, and not allow yourself to forget it in conversation.’




  As everybody had this rule in their minds, whether they received or paid a call, of course no absorbing subject was ever spoken about. We kept ourselves to short sentences of small talk, and were punctual to our time.




  I imagine that a few of the gentlefolks of Cranford were poor, and had some difficulty in making both ends meet; but they were like the Spartans, and concealed their smart under a smiling face. We none of us spoke of money, because that subject savoured of commerce and trade, and though some might be poor, we were all aristocratic. The Cranfordians had that kindly esprit de corps which made them overlook all deficiencies in success when some among them tried to conceal their poverty. When Mrs Forrester, for instance, gave a party in her baby-house of a dwelling, and the little maiden disturbed the ladies on the sofa by a request that she might get the tea-tray out from underneath, everyone took this novel proceeding as the most natural thing in the world, and talked on about household forms and ceremonies as if we all believed that our hostess had a regular servants’ hall, second table, with housekeeper and steward, instead of the one little charity-school maiden, whose short ruddy arms could never have been strong enough to carry the tray upstairs, if she had not been assisted in private by her mistress, who now sat in state, pretending not to know what cakes were sent up, though she knew, and we knew, and she knew that we knew, and we knew that she knew that we knew, she had been busy all the morning making tea-bread and sponge-cakes.




  There were one or two consequences arising from this general but unacknowledged poverty, and this very much acknowledged gentility, which were not amiss, and which might be introduced into many circles of society to their great improvement. For instance, the inhabitants of Cranford kept early hours, and clattered home in their pattens, under the guidance of a lantern-bearer, about nine o’clock at night; and the whole town was abed and asleep by half-past ten. Moreover, it was considered ‘vulgar’ (a tremendous word in Cranford) to give anything expensive, in the way of eatable or drinkable, at the evening entertainments. Wafer bread-and-butter and sponge-biscuits were all that the Honourable Mrs Jamieson gave; and she was sister-in-law to the late Earl of Glenmire, although she did practise such ‘elegant economy’.




  ‘Elegant economy!’ How naturally one falls back into the phraseology of Cranford! There, economy was always ‘elegant’, and money-spending always ‘vulgar and ostentatious’; a sort of sour-grapeism which made us very peaceful and satisfied. I never shall forget the dismay felt when a certain Captain Brown came to live at Cranford, and openly spoke about his being poor – not in a whisper to an intimate friend, the doors and windows being previously closed, but in the public street! in a loud military voice! alleging his poverty as a reason for not taking a particular house. The ladies of Cranford were already rather moaning over the invasion of their territories by a man and a gentleman. He was a half-pay captain, and had obtained some situation on a neighbouring railroad, which had been vehemently petitioned against by the little town; and if, in addition to his masculine gender, and his connection with the obnoxious railroad, he was so brazen as to talk of being poor – why, then, indeed, he must be sent to Coventry. Death was as true and as common as poverty; yet people never spoke about that, loud out in the streets. It was a word not to be mentioned to ears polite. We had tacitly agreed to ignore that any with whom we associated on terms of visiting equality could ever be prevented by poverty from doing anything that they wished. If we walked to or from a party, it was because the night was so fine, or the air so refreshing, not because sedan-chairs were expensive. If we wore prints, instead of summer silks, it was because we preferred a washing material; and so on, till we blinded ourselves to the vulgar fact that we were, all of us, people of very moderate means. Of course, then, we did not know what to make of a man who could speak of poverty as if it was not a disgrace. Yet, somehow, Captain Brown made himself respected in Cranford, and was called upon, in spite of all resolutions to the contrary. I was surprised to hear his opinions quoted as authority at a visit which I paid to Cranford about a year after he had settled in the town. My own friends had been among the bitterest opponents of any proposal to visit the Captain and his daughters, only twelve months before; and now he was even admitted in the tabooed hours before twelve. True, it was to discover the cause of a smoking chimney, before the fire was lighted; but still Captain Brown walked upstairs, nothing daunted, spoke in a voice too large for the room, and joked quite in the way of a tame man about the house. He had been blind to all the small slights, and omissions of trivial ceremonies, with which he had been received. He had been friendly, though the Cranford ladies had been cool; he had answered small sarcastic compliments in good faith; and with his manly frankness had overpowered all the shrinking which met him as a man who was not ashamed to be poor. And, at last, his excellent masculine common sense, and his facility in devising expedients to overcome domestic dilemmas, had gained him an extraordinary place as an authority among the Cranford ladies. He himself went on in his course, as unaware of his popularity as he had been of the reverse; and I am sure he was startled one day when he found his advice so highly esteemed as to make some counsel which he had given in jest to be taken in sober, serious earnest.
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Clattered home in their pattens


  




  It was on this subject: an old lady had an Alderney cow, which she looked upon as a daughter. You could not pay the short quarter of an hour call without being told of the wonderful milk or wonderful intelligence of this animal. The whole town knew and kindly regarded Miss Betsy Barker’s Alderney; therefore great was the sympathy and regret when, in an unguarded moment, the poor cow tumbled into a lime-pit. She moaned so loudly that she was soon heard and rescued; but meanwhile the poor beast had lost most of her hair, and came out looking naked, cold, and miserable, in a bare skin. Everybody pitied the animal, though a few could not restrain their smiles at her droll appearance. Miss Betsy Barker absolutely cried with sorrow and dismay; and it was said she thought of trying a bath of oil. This remedy, perhaps, was recommended by someone of the number whose advice she asked; but the proposal, if ever it was made, was knocked on the head by Captain Brown’s decided ‘Get her a flannel waistcoat and flannel drawers, ma’am, if you wish to keep her alive. But my advice is, kill the poor creature at once.’
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All the town turned out to see the Alderney


  




  Miss Betsy Barker dried her eyes, and thanked the Captain heartily; she set to work, and by and by all the town turned out to see the Alderney meekly going to her pasture, clad in dark grey flannel. I have watched her myself many a time. Do you ever see cows dressed in grey flannel in London?




  Captain Brown had taken a small house on the outskirts of the town, where he lived with his two daughters. He must have been upwards of sixty at the time of the first visit I paid to Cranford after I had left it as a residence. But he had a wiry, well-trained, elastic figure, a stiff military throw-back of his head, and a springing step, which made him appear much younger than he was. His eldest daughter looked almost as old as himself, and betrayed the fact that his real was more than his apparent age. Miss Brown must have been forty; she had a sickly, pained, careworn expression on her face, and looked as if the gaiety of youth had long faded out of sight. Even when young she must have been plain and hard-featured. Miss Jessie Brown was ten years younger than her sister, and twenty shades prettier. Her face was round and dimpled. Miss Jenkyns once said, in a passion against Captain Brown (the cause of which I will tell you presently), ‘that she thought it was time for Miss Jessie to leave off her dimples, and not always to be trying to look like a child’. It was true there was something childlike in her face; and there will be, I think, till she dies, though she should live to a hundred. Her eyes were large blue wondering eyes, looking straight at you; her nose was unformed and snub, and her lips were red and dewy; she wore her hair, too, in little rows of curls, which heightened this appearance. I do not know whether she was pretty or not; but I liked her face, and so did everybody, and I do not think she could help her dimples. She had something of her father’s jauntiness of gait and manner; and any female observer might detect a slight difference in the attire of the two sisters – that of Miss Jessie being about two pounds per annum more expensive than Miss Brown’s. Two pounds was a large sum in Captain Brown’s annual disbursements.




  Such was the impression made upon me by the Brown family when I first saw them all together in Cranford church. The Captain I had met before – on the occasion of the smoky chimney, which he had cured by some simple alteration in the flue. In church, he held his double eye-glass to his eyes during the Morning Hymn, and then lifted up his head erect and sang out loud and joyfully. He made the responses louder than the clerk – an old man with a piping feeble voice, who, I think, felt aggrieved at the Captain’s sonorous bass, and quavered higher and higher in consequence.




  On coming out of church, the brisk Captain paid the most gallant attention to his daughters. He nodded and smiled to his acquaintances, but he shook hands with none until he had helped Miss Brown to unfurl her umbrella, had relieved her of her prayer-book, and had waited patiently till she, with trembling nervous hands, had taken up her gown to walk through the wet roads.




  I wondered what the Cranford ladies did with Captain Brown at their parties. We had often rejoiced, in former days, that there was no gentleman to be attended to, and to find conversation for, at the card-parties. We had congratulated ourselves upon the snugness of the evenings; and, in our love for gentility, and distaste of mankind, we had almost persuaded ourselves that to be a man was to be ‘vulgar’; so that when I found my friend and hostess, Miss Jenkyns, was going to have a party in my honour, and that Captain and the Miss Browns were invited, I wondered much what would be the course of the evening. Card-tables, with green baize tops, were set out by daylight, just as usual; it was the third week in November, so the evenings closed in about four. Candles, and clean packs of cards, were arranged on each table. The fire was made up; the neat maidservant had received her last directions; and there we stood, dressed in our best, each with a candle-lighter in our hands, ready to dart at the candles as soon as the first knock came. Parties in Cranford were solemn festivities, making the ladies feel gravely elated as they sat together in their best dresses. As soon as three had arrived, we sat down to ‘Preference’, I being the unlucky fourth. The next four comers were put down immediately to another table; and presently the tea-trays, which I had seen set out in the storeroom as I passed in the morning, were placed each on the middle of a card-table. The china was delicate eggshell; the old-fashioned silver glittered with polishing; but the eatables were of the slightest description. While the trays were yet on the tables, Captain and the Miss Browns came in: and I could see that, somehow or other the Captain was a favourite with all the ladies present. Ruffled brows were smoothed, sharp voices lowered at his approach. Miss Brown looked ill, and depressed almost to gloom. Miss Jessie smiled as usual, and seemed nearly as popular as her father. He immediately and quietly assumed the man’s place in the room; attended to everyone’s wants, lessened the pretty maidservant’s labour by waiting on empty cups and bread-and-butterless ladies; and yet did it all in so easy and dignified a manner, and so much as if it were a matter of course for the strong to attend to the weak, that he was a true man throughout. He played for threepenny points with as grave an interest as if they had been pounds; and yet, in all his attention to strangers, he had an eye on his suffering daughter – for suffering I was sure she was, though to many eyes she might only appear to be irritable. Miss Jessie could not play cards: but she talked to the sitters-out, who, before her coming, had been rather inclined to be cross. She sang, too, to an old cracked piano, which I think had been a spinet in its youth. Miss Jessie sang Jock of Hazeldean a little out of tune; but we were none of us musical, though Miss Jenkyns beat time, out of time, by way of appearing to be so.
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He sang out loud and joyfully


  




  It was very good of Miss Jenkyns to do this; for I had seen that, a little before, she had been a good deal annoyed by Miss Jessie Brown’s unguarded admission (apropos of Shetland wool) that she had an uncle, her mother’s brother, who was a shopkeeper in Edinburgh. Miss Jenkyns tried to drown this confession by a terrible cough – for the Honourable Mrs Jamieson was sitting at the card-table nearest Miss Jessie, and what would she say or think if she found out she was in the same room with a shopkeeper’s niece! But Miss Jessie Brown (who had no tact, as we all agreed the next morning) would repeat the information, and assure Miss Pole she could easily get her the identical Shetland wool required, ‘through my uncle, who has the best assortment of Shetland goods of anyone in Edinbro’ ’. It was to take the taste of this out of our mouths, and the sound of this out of our ears, that Miss Jenkyns proposed music; so I say again, it was very good of her to beat time to the song.
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Coming out of church


  




  When the trays reappeared with biscuits and wine, punctually at a quarter to nine, there was conversation, comparing of cards, and talking over tricks; but by and by Captain Brown sported a bit of literature.




  ‘Have you seen any numbers of The Pickwick Papers?’ said he. (They were then publishing in parts.) ‘Capital thing!’




  Now Miss Jenkyns was daughter of a deceased rector of Cranford; and, on the strength of a number of manuscript sermons, and a pretty good library of divinity, considered herself literary, and looked upon any conversation about books as a challenge to her. So she answered and said, ‘Yes, she had seen them; indeed, she might say she had read them.’




  ‘And what do you think of them?’ exclaimed Captain Brown. ‘Aren’t they famously good?’




  So urged, Miss Jenkyns could not but speak.




  ‘I must say, I don’t think they are by any means equal to Dr Johnson. Still, perhaps, the author is young. Let him persevere, and who knows what he may become if he will take the great Doctor for his model?’ This was evidently too much for Captain Brown to take placidly; and I saw the words on the tip of his tongue before Miss Jenkyns had finished her sentence.




  ‘It is quite a different sort of thing, my dear madam,’ he began.




  ‘I am quite aware of that,’ returned she. ‘And I make allowances, Captain Brown.’

OEBPS/html/docimages/4.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/3.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/6.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/5.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/7.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
ELIZABETH GASKELL

CRANFORD

With illustrations by
Hugn THOMSON

‘With an introduction by
JosiE BILLINGTON

MACMILLAN COLLECTOR'S LIBRARY





OEBPS/html/docimages/c1.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
Cranford

ELIZABETH GASKELL






OEBPS/html/docimages/toc.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/2.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/front.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/1.jpg





