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About Nesbit:

She was born in 1858 at 38 Lower Kennington Lane in Kennington,
Surrey (now part of Greater London), the daughter of a
schoolteacher, John Collis Nesbit, who died in March 1862, before
her fourth birthday. Her sister Mary's ill health meant that the
family moved around constantly for some years, living variously in
Brighton, Buckinghamshire, France (Dieppe, Rouen, Paris, Tours,
Poitiers, Angouleme, Bordeaux, Arcachon, Pau, Bagneres de Bigorre,
and Dinan in Brittany), Spain and Germany, before settling for
three years at Halstead Hall in Halstead in north-west Kent, a
location which later inspired The Railway Children. When Nesbit was
17, the family moved again, this time back to London, living
variously in South East London at Eltham, Lewisham, Grove Park and
Lee. A follower of William Morris, 19-year-old Nesbit met bank
clerk Hubert Bland in 1877. Seven months pregnant, she married
Bland on 22 April 1880, though she did not immediately live with
him, as Bland initially continued to live with his mother. Their
marriage was an open one. Bland also continued an affair with Alice
Hoatson which produced two children (Rosamund in 1886 and John in
1899), both of whom Nesbit raised as her own. Her own children were
Paul Bland (1880-1940), to whom The Railway Children was dedicated;
Iris Bland (1881-19??); and Fabian Bland (1885-1900), who died aged
15 after a tonsil operation, and to whom she dedicated Five
Children And It and its sequels, as well as The Story of the
Treasure Seekers and its sequels. Nesbit and Bland were among the
founders of the Fabian Society (a precursor to the Labour Party) in
1884. Their son Fabian was named after the society. They also
jointly edited the Society's journal Today; Hoatson was the
Society's assistant secretary. Nesbit and Bland also dallied
briefly with the Social Democratic Federation, but rejected it as
too radical. Nesbit was an active lecturer and prolific writer on
socialism during the 1880s. Nesbit also wrote with her husband
under the name "Fabian Bland", though this activity dwindled as her
success as a children's author grew. Nesbit lived from 1899 to 1920
in Well Hall House, Eltham, Kent (now in south-east Greater
London). On 20 February 1917, some three years after Bland died,
Nesbit married Thomas "the Skipper" Tucker, a ship's engineer on
the Woolwich Ferry. Towards the end of her life she moved to a
house called "Crowlink" in Friston, East Sussex, and later to St
Mary's Bay in Romney Marsh, East Kent. Suffering from lung cancer,
probably a result of her heavy smoking, she died in 1924 at New
Romney, Kent, and was buried in the churchyard of St Mary in the
Marsh. 








THE BRISTOL BOWL


MY cousin Sarah and me had only one aunt between us, and that
was my Aunt Maria, who lived in the little cottage up by the
church.

Now my aunt had a tidy little bit of money laid by, which she
couldn't in reason expect to carry with her when her time came to
go, wherever it was she might go to, and a houseful of furniture,
old-fashioned, but strong and good still. So of course Sarah and I
were not behindhand in going up to see the old lady, and taking her
a pot or so of jam in fruiting season, or a turnover, maybe, on a
baking-day, if the oven had been steady and the baking turned out
well. And you couldn't have told from aunt's manner which of us she
liked best; and there were some folks who thought she might leave
half to me and half to Sarah, for she hadn't chick nor child of her
own.

But aunt was of a having nature, and what she had once got
together she couldn't bear to see scattered. Even if it was only
what she had got in her rag-bag, she would give it to one person to
make a big quilt of, rather than give it to two persons to make two
little quilts.

So Sarah and me, we knew that the money might come to either or
neither of us, but go to both it wouldn't.

Now, some people don't believe in special mercies, but I have
always thought there must have been something out of the common way
for things to happen as they did the day Aunt Maria sprained her
ankle. She sent over to the farm where we were living with my
mother (who was a sensible woman, and carried on the farm much
better than most men would have done, though that's neither here
nor there) to ask if Sarah or me could be spared to go and look
after her a bit, for the doctor said she couldn't put her foot to
the ground for a week or more.

Now, the minister I sit under always warns us against
superstition, which, I take it, means believing more than you have
any occasion to. And I'm not more given to it than most folks, but
still I always have said, and I always shall say, that there's a
special Providence above us, and it wasn't for nothing that Sarah
was laid up with a quinsy that very morning. So I put a few things
together—in Sarah's hat-tin, I remember, which was handier to carry
than my own—and I went up to the cottage.

Aunt was in bed, and whether it was the sprained ankle or the
hot weather I don't know, but the old lady was cantankerous past
all believing.

'Good-morning, aunt,' I said, when I went in, 'and however did
this happen?'

'Oh, you've come, have you?' she said, without answering my
question, 'and brought enough luggage to last you a year, I'll be
bound. When I was young, a girl could go to spend a week without
nonsense of boxes or the like. A clean shift and a change of
stockings done up in a cotton handkerchief—that was good enough for
us. But now, you girls must all be young ladies. I've no patience
with you.'

I didn't answer back, for answering back is a poor sort of
business when the other person is able to make you pay for every
idle word. Of course, it's different if you haven't anything to
lose by it. So I just said—

'Never mind, aunt dear. I really haven't brought much; and what
would you like me to do first?'

'I should think you'd see for yourself,' says she, thumping her
pillows, 'that there's not a stick in the house been dusted yet—no,
nor a stair swep'.'

So I set to to clean the house, which was cleaner than most
people's already, and I got a nice bit of dinner and took it up on
a tray. But no, that wasn't right, for I'd put the best instead of
the second-best cloth on the tray.

'The workhouse is where you'll end,' says aunt.

But she ate up all the dinner, and after that she seemed to get
a little easier in her temper, and by-and-by fell off to sleep.

I finished the stairs and tidied up the kitchen, and then I went
to dust the parlour.

Now, my aunt's parlour was a perfect moral. I have never seen
its like before or since. The mantelpiece and the corner cupboard,
and the shelves behind the door, and the top of the chest of
drawers and the bureau were all covered up with a perfect litter
and lurry of old china. Not sets of anything, but different basins
and jugs and cups and plates and china spoons and the bust of John
Wesley and Elijah feeding the ravens in a red gown and standing on
a green crockery grass plot.

There was every kind of china uselessness that you could think
of; and Sarah and I used to think it hard that a girl had no chance
of getting on in life without she dusted all this rubbish once a
week at the least.

'Well, the sooner begun the sooner ended,' says I to myself So I
took the silk handkerchief that aunt kep' a purpose—an old one it
was that had belonged to uncle, and hemmed with aunt's own hair and
marked with his name in the corner. (Folks must have had a deal of
time in those days, I often think.) And I began to dust the things,
beginning with the big bowl on the chest of drawers, for aunt
always would have everything done just one way and no other.

You think, perhaps, that I might as well have sat down in the
arm-chair and had a quiet nap and told aunt afterwards that I had
dusted everything; but you must know she was quite equivalent to
asking any of the neighbours who might drop in whether that dratted
china of hers was dusted properly.

It was a hot afternoon, and I was tired and a bit cross.

'Aunts, and uncles, and grandmothers,' thinks I to myself. 'O
what a stupid old lot they must have been to have set such store by
all this gimcrackery! Oh, if only a bull or something could get in
here for five minutes and smash every precious—oh, my cats
alive!'

I don't know how I did it, but just as I was saying that about
the bull, the big bowl slipped from my hands and broke in three
pieces on the floor at my feet, and at the same moment I heard aunt
thump, thump, thumping with the heel of her boot on the floor for
me to go up and tell her what I had broken. I tell you I wished
from my heart at that moment that it was me that had had the quinsy
instead of Sarah.

I was so knocked all of a heap that I couldn't move, and the
boot went on thump, thump, thumping overhead. I had to go, but I
was flustered to that degree that as I went up the stairs I
couldn't for the life of me think what I should say.

Aunt was sitting up in bed, and she shook her fist at me when I
went in.

'Out with it!' she said. 'Speak the truth. Which of them is it?
The yallar china dish, or the big teapot, or the Wedgwood
tobaccojar that belonged to your grandfather?'

And then all in a minute I knew what to say. The words seemed to
be put into my mouth, like they were into the prophets of old.

'Lord, aunt!' I said, 'you give me quite a turn, battering on
the floor that way. What do you want? What is it?'

'What have you broken, you wicked, heartless girl? Out with it,
quick!'

'Broken?' I says. 'Well, I hope you won't mind much, aunt, but I
have had a misfortune with the little cracked pie-dish that the
potatopie was baked in; but I can easy get you another down at
Wilkins.'

Aunt fell back on her pillows with a sort of groan.

'Thank them as be!' she said, and then she sat up again, bolt
upright all in a minute.

'You fetch me the pieces,' she says, short and sharp.

I hope it isn't boastful to say that I don't think many girls
would have had the sense to bring up that dish in their apron and
to break it on their knee as they came up the stairs, and take it
in and show it to her.

'Don't say another word about it,' says my aunt, as kind and
hearty as you please.

Things not being as bad as she expected, it made her quite
willing to put up with things being a bit worse than they had been
five minutes before. I've often noticed it is this way with
people.

'You're a good girl, Jane,' she says, 'a very good girl, and I
shan't forget it, my dear. Go on down, now, and make haste with
your washing up, and get to work dusting the china.'

And it was such a weight off my mind to feel that she didn't
know, that I felt as if everything was all right until I got
downstairs and see those three pieces of that red and yellow and
green and blue basin lying on the carpet as I had left them. My
heart beat fit to knock me down, but I kept my wits about me, and I
stuck it together with white of egg, and put it back in its place
on the wool mat with the little teapot on top of it so that no one
could have noticed that there was anything wrong with it unless
they took the thing up in their hands.

The next three days I waited on aunt hand and foot, and did
everything she asked, and she was as pleased as pleased, till I
felt that Sarah hadn't a chance.

On the third day I told aunt that mother would want me, it being
Saturday, and she was quite willing for the Widow Gladish to come
in and do for her while I was away. I chose a Saturday because that
and Sunday were the only days the china wasn't dusted.

I went home as quick as I could, and I told mother all about
it.

'And don't you, for any sake, tell Sarah a word about it, or
quinsy or no quinsy, she'll be up at aunt's before we know where we
are, to let the cat out of the bag.'

I took all the money out of my money-box that I had saved up for
starting housekeeping with in case aunt should leave her money
to

Sarah, and I put it in my pocket, and I took the first train to
London.

I asked the porter at the station to tell me the way to the best
china-shop in London; and he told me there was one in Queen
Victoria Street. So I went there.

It was a beautiful place, with velvet sofas for people to sit
down on while they looked at the china and glass and chose which
pattern they would have; and there were thousands of basins far
more beautiful than aunt's, but not one like hers, and when I had
looked over some fifty of them, the gentleman who was showing them
to me said—

'Perhaps you could give me some idea of what it is you do
want?'

Now, I had brought one of the pieces of the bowl up with me, the
piece at the back where it didn't show, and I pulled it out and
showed it to him.

'I want one like this,' I said.

'Oh!' said he, 'why didn't you say so at first? We don't keep
that sort of thing here, and it's a chance if you get it at all.
You might in Wardour Street, or at Mr. Aked's in Green Street,
Leicester Square.'

Well, time was getting on and I did a thing I had never done
before, though I had often read of it in the novelettes. I waved my
umbrella and I got into a hansom cab.

'Young man,' I said, 'will you please drive to Mr. Aked's in
Green Street, Leicester Square? and drive careful, young man, for I
have a piece of china in my hands that's worth a fortune to
me.'

So he grinned and I got in and the cab started. A hansom cab is
better than any carriage you ever rode in, with soft cushions to
lean against and little looking-glasses to look at yourself in,
and, somehow, you don't hear the wheels. I leaned back and looked
at myself and felt like a duchess, for I had my new hat and mantle
on, and I knew I looked nice by the way the young men on the tops
of the omnibuses looked at me and smiled. It was a lovely drive.
When we got to Mr. Aked's, which looked to me more like a
rag-and-bone shop than anything else, and very poor after the
beautiful place in Queen Victoria Street, I got out and went
in.

An old gentleman came towards me and asked what he could do for
me, and he looked surprised, as though he wasn't used to see such
smart girls in his pokey old shop.

'Please, sir,' I said, 'I want a bowl like this, if you have got
such a thing among your old odds and ends.'

He took the piece of china and looked at it through his glasses
for a minute. Then he gave it back to me very carefully.

'There's not a piece of this ware in the market. The few
specimens extant are in private collections.'

'Oh dear,' I said; 'and can't I get another like it?'

'Not if you were to offer me a hundred pounds down,' said the
old man.

I couldn't help it. I sat down on the nearest chair and began to
cry, for it seemed as if all my hopes of Aunt Maria's money were
fading away like the 'roseate hues of early dawn' in the hymn.

'Come, come,' said he, 'what's the matter? Cheer up. I suppose
you're in service and you've broken this bowl. Isn't that it? But
never mind—your mistress can't do anything to you. Servants can't
be made to replace valuable bowls like this.'

That dried my eyes pretty quick, I can tell you.

'Me in service!' I said. 'And my grandfather farming his own
land before you were picked out of the gutter, I'll be bound'—God
forgive me that I should say such a thing to an old man—'and my own
aunt with a better lot of fal-lals and trumpery in her parlour than
you've got in all your shop.'

With that he laughed, and I flounced out of the shop, my cheeks
flaming and my heart going like an eight-day clock. I was so
flustered I didn't notice that some one came out of the shop after
me, and I had walked a dozen yards down the street before I saw
that some one was alongside of me and saying something to me.

It was another old gentleman—at least, not so old as Mr.
Aked,—and I remembered now having seen him at the back of the shop.
He was taking off his hat, as polite as you please.

'You're quite overcome,' he said, 'and no wonder. Come and have
a little dinner with me quietly somewhere, and tell me all about
it.'

'I don't want any dinner,' I said; 'I want to go and drown
myself, for it's all over, and I've nothing more to look for. My
brother Harry will have the farm, and I shan't get a penny of
aunt's money. Why couldn't they have made plenty of the ugly old
basins while they were about it?'

'Come and have some dinner,' the old gentleman said again, 'and
perhaps I can help you. I have a basin just like that.'

So I did. We went to some place where there were a lot of little
tables and waiters in black clothes; and we had a nice dinner, and
I did feel better for it, and when we had come to the cheese, I
told him exactly what had happened; and he leaned his head on his
hands, and he thought, and thought, and presently he said—

'Do you think your aunt would sell any of her china?'

'That I'm downright sure she wouldn't,' I said; 'so it's no good
your asking.'

'Well, you see, your aunt won't be down for three or four days
yet. You give me your address, and I'll write and tell you if I
think of anything.'

And with that he paid the bill and had a cab called, and put me
in it and paid the driver, and I went along home.

I didn't sleep much that night, and next day I was thinking all
sermon-time of whatever I could do, for it wasn't in nature that my
aunt would not find me out before another two days was over my
head; and she had never been so nice and kind, and had even gone so
far as to say—

'Whoever my money's left to, Jane, will be bound not to part
with my china, nor my old chairs and presses. Don't you forget, my
child. It's all written in black and white, and if the person my
money's left to sells these old things, my money goes along
too.'

There was no letter on Monday morning, and I was up to my elbows
in the suds, doing aunt's bit of washing for her, when I heard a
step on the brick path, and there was that old gentleman coming
round by the water-butt to the back-door.

'Well?' says he. 'Anything fresh happened?

'For any sake,' says I in a whisper, 'get out of this. She'll
hear if I say more than two words to you. If you've thought of
anything that's to be of any use, get along to the church porch,
and I'll be with you as soon as I can get these things through the
rinse-water and out on the line.'

'But,' he says in a whisper, 'just let me into the parlour for
five minutes, to have a look round and see what the rest of the
bowl is like.'

Then I thought of all the stories I had heard of pedlars' packs,
and a married lady taken unexpectedly, and tricks like that to get
into the house when no one was about. So I thought—

'Well, if you are to go in, I must go in with you,' and I
squeezed my hands out of the suds, and rolled them into my apron
and went in, and
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