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    Anna Sewell was born into a Quaker family on the east coast of England. The family were extremely poor, and Anna and her brother Philip were educated at home by their mother Mary Wright Sewell, a celebrated children’s author. When Sewell was 14, she had an accident where she slipped and broke her ankle. This injury crippled Sewell for life, and she became dependant on horse-drawn carriages for transport. It is likely that this dependence inspired Sewell’s love for horses, and she began to empathise with the way that animals were being treated.


    Sewell struggled with her health throughout her life. When her brother Philip died, leaving a wife and seven children behind him, Sewell and her family moved to Old Catton in Norwich to help her. By 1871 Sewell was bedridden, and it was in the years between 1871 and 1877 that she began to write Black Beauty. Because writing was so challenging for Sewell, she alternated between dictating the novel to her mother, and writing on small slips of paper that her mother would then reproduce. The publisher Jarrolds bought the novel from Sewell in 1877 and it became a resounding success. Tragically Sewell never wrote any other work, and she died in 1878.

  


  
    BLACK BEAUTY


    A NARRATIVE OF ANIMAL WELFARE


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Sewell, A. (2007) Black Beauty. Oxford: Oxford University Press.


      	1st edition: 1877


      	Themes: animal welfare, compassion, morality, temperance, friendship

    


    Black Beauty was written at a time when horses were the most common form of transport for ordinary people. Victorian society, which had undergone rapid industrialisation, saw horses as another machine, made to fit their purposes. As a result, its attitude to horses was often cruel, whether through ignorance or callousness. Therefore, the overriding message of Black Beauty is the necessity for kindness, and Sewell dedicated the book to her mother to thank her for the kindness that she taught her to offer to other living things.


    Sewell also discusses her view of human morality in Black Beauty, advocating for temperance and labour unions, always making her position clear to the reader. Black Beauty can be read as a novel about overcoming hardship and trying your hardest despite the odds. The friendships that are formed carry Black Beauty through the hard times of the novel and educate the reader about the impact of our relationships and our actions.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    EARLY YEARS


    Black Beauty begins in a field where the eponymous horse is born. The narrative is a first-person account of Black Beauty’s life, and so begins with his mother teaching him the value of trying your hardest and doing your best at whatever you decide to do. Black Beauty’s brother, Rob Roy, dies in a hunting accident while taking a difficult jump. Shortly after, Black Beauty is broken in and must become accustomed to the bit, the saddle and the reins, before finally carrying a rider. When Black Beauty is broken, he is sold to Squire Gordon, and must leave the meadow where he was born to go to Birtwick Park. There he meets other horses, such as the gentle Merrylegs and the embittered Ginger.


    Through Ginger, Black Beauty learns about the cruel owners for the first time. The horses discuss the wickedness of the aesthetic maiming of horses, docking their tails when they need them to swat away flies, or blinkering their eyes. The horses think that this interferes with God’s creation, because it changes them and hampers their abilities. This is exemplified when Squire Gordon attempts to drive over a broken bridge in a storm and Black Beauty stops him, saving his life and that of the groom, John. James, the stable-boy, moves to a position as a groom under the advice of John and the recommendation of Squire Gordon, and he is replaced by the kind-hearted but foolish Joe.


    When Squire Gordon’s wife becomes seriously ill, Black Beauty is rushed to town to look for the doctor. However, Joe is inexperienced, and when Black Beauty returns to the stable, he does not know how to care for him and causes a serious illness through his ignorance. John is furious when he finds Black Beauty sick, but Joe’s father defends his son, claiming he simply did not know any better. John replies, “Only ignorance! Only ignorance! How can you talk about only ignorance? Don’t you know that it is the worst thing in the world, next to wickedness?” (p.92). John asserts one of the key messages of Black Beauty, that even if you do not mean harm, you can still cause it.


    SOLD!


    Squire Gordon and his wife decide to leave England to go to live in a warmer climate. Merrylegs is bought by the Vicar, and Black Beauty and Ginger are sold to the Earl of W–. Life with the Earl is unpleasant for Black Beauty. The Earl’s wife uses the bearing rein on the horses, raising them up so that the weight is transferred to their back and legs, which hurts them and makes them cross: “There was a pressure on my windpipe, which often made my breathing very uncomfortable; when I returned from my work, my neck and chest were strained and painful, my mouth and tongue tender, and I felt worn and depressed” (p.114). While the family are in London for the season, care of the horses is given over to Reuben Smith, a gentle and clever man who has a serious drinking problem. One day when Smith has been drinking, he neglects a loose nail in Black Beauty’s shoe, which leads to the shoe falling off during the journey. Black Beauty collapses and Smith is thrown from his back and subsequently dies. Black Beauty is seriously injured and when the farrier operates on his legs, he scars his knees, burning the hair from them. The Earl is displeased and refuses to keep such an ugly horse in his stables. Black Beauty is taken away from Ginger, to her distress, and sold as a job-horse for anyone who wishes to hire him. This is a painful job for Black Beauty, who is driven around by ignorant and inexperienced drivers who do not even notice when stones are caught in his shoes. After a short spell of working as a job-horse, Black Beauty is passed along to Mr Barry, an unmarried businessman. Mr Barry keeps a groom who steals Black Beauty’s food and he becomes weak, and his coat dull. When this is discovered, the groom is dismissed and sent to prison for two months. Black Beauty’s next groom is Alfred Smirk, a lazy groom who allows the stables to become dirty and never exercises him. Black Beauty catches thrush as a result. Disgusted by the untrustworthiness of grooms, Mr Barry decides to give up Black Beauty and sells him at a horse fair as soon as he is well again. Black Beauty then becomes a cab driver in London for a kind-hearted man named Jerry. When Jerry drives a woman and a sick child to the hospital without charging them, his act of mercy is rewarded when he meets his wife’s old mistress. She offers to find him a less strenuous job, and although Jerry initially refuses, his health grows worse during the London winter and he is forced to give up driving a cab.


    AN OLD HORSE


    Jerry sells Black Beauty to a corn dealer and baker, a fair-minded and kind man. However, the baker is often absent, and his foreman overloads the horses to breaking point. The bearing rein is once more employed, and Black Beauty’s strength is broken by the work. The badly lit stable hurts Black Beauty’s eyes, and his sight begins to fail. Before long in this employment, Black Beauty is sold to another cab owner, this one quite unlike the mild-mannered Jerry. Nicholas Skinner “had black eyes and a hooked nose, his mouth was as full of teeth as a bull-dog’s and his voice was as harsh as the grinding of cart wheels over gravel stones” (p.243). Skinner owns a cab business where he exploits his drivers, charging severe rents. They in turn take this out on the horses, who suffer at their hands. One day, after being overloaded, Black Beauty collapses, and unwilling to give him time to get better, Nicholas Skinner sells him at the next horse fair. The fair is full of broken-down nags and older horses “and some that I am sure it would have been merciful to shoot” (p.249). A kindly grandfather, Mr Thoroughgood, and his grandson Willie decide to buy Black Beauty, to see if he can regain his health. Once he is strong, Black Beauty is sold as a lady’s horse to Miss Blomefield and Miss Ellen. Once their groom has cleaned Black Beauty, he rejoices at finding his markings, and Black Beauty realises that the young man is Joe Green, the little groom that nearly killed him. Black Beauty finally finds happiness again in his last home, where he often imagines himself back at the orchard at Birtwick Park, standing and chatting with his old friends.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    BLACK BEAUTY


    Black Beauty is the narrator of the novel and is a calm and gentle horse. He always does his best, as his mother, Duchess, taught him to, and tries to make the best of the trying circumstances he endures. Black Beauty is a loyal horse and puts his health at risk to follow his master’s orders, but he cannot respect men who treat horses cruelly. He questions the way that men meddle with horses through fashionable accessories, and ultimately believes that God made horses as they should be, and that blinkered sight and docked tails go against that design.


    SQUIRE GORDON


    Squire Gordon is the first man that Black Beauty is sold to and is a kind master who keeps a good stable and competent grooms at his estate, Birtwick Park. It is there that Black Beauty passes some of the happiest days of his life. When Squire Gordon’s wife falls ill, the family have to leave England for sunnier climes. Black Beauty and Ginger are sold off unceremoniously to an unkind master, but Merrylegs, as the oldest horse in the Birtwick Park stables, is taken care of.


    JOHN MANLEY


    John Manley is the groom at Birtwick Park and is a firm but kind man, who resents ignorance regarding the treatment of horses. “I can tell you there is not a better place for a horse all round the country than this. John is the best groom that ever was,” Merrylegs tells Black Beauty (p.20). John is very fond of Black Beauty and cares for him assiduously. “When he brushed my head, he went as carefully over my eyes as if they were his own,” Black Beauty claims (p.23). John appears to have an enormous capacity for sympathising with horses and treats them as well as he can until he is forced to look for another position.


    JOE GREEN


    Joe is a foolish but well-meaning groom who almost kills Black Beauty through his ignorance. He gives Black Beauty cold water and does not put a rug over his back after a long ride. As a result, Black Beauty’s lungs become inflamed and his life is endangered. Joe is broken-hearted at the effect his well-meaning actions have on the horse and does not smile or eat until Black Beauty is better. When Joe discovers Black Beauty in the stall at his stables he is overjoyed and tells him that he will go out of his way to make sure his life will be happier.


    GINGER


    Ginger has been abused by her owners, and as a result she is a bitter and often bad-tempered mare. “Ginger has a bad habit of biting and snapping; that is why they call her Ginger,” Merrylegs explains (p.19). Ginger claims that nobody has ever been kind to her, and so she will bite as much as she wants to. Ginger’s tales of hardship prepare Black Beauty for the misfortune that later befalls him. When they are sold to the Earl of W–, Black Beauty and Ginger are both ruined for respectable households through mistreatment. “[H]ere we are” Ginger says, “ruined in the prime of our youth and strength – you by a drunkard, and I by a fool” (p.132). When Black Beauty and Ginger part she is further saddened and believes that the world is a hard place for a horse.


    MERRYLEGS


    Merrylegs is a fat grey pony who is cheerful and bright, and exceptionally fond of Miss Flora and Miss Jessie, Squire Gordon’s daughters. He has a thick mane and tail, and pert nose, and quickly becomes friendly with Black Beauty. Merrylegs warns Black Beauty not to bite the children or grooms, a caution he is surprised to receive. Merrylegs, like Ginger, is intolerant of bad behaviour towards the horses, and tosses the older children that whip him. However, Merrylegs is at heart gentle and trustworthy. When Squire Gordon leaves, he entrusts Merrylegs to the Vicar, under the condition that he is never sold to anyone else.
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