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About the Book

This biography of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, written with reference to Browning correspondence only recently available, argues that the poet was a strong and determined woman largely responsible for her own incarceration in Wimpole Street. The author traces her life from her early childhood and adolescence and explores her marriage. She draws a picture of early Victorian family life and aims to show that Elizabeth was a considerable and dedicated poet, self-willed, witty and courageous. Forster has also edited the companion volume Selected Poems of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and is author of several other biographies.
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Chronology


	1806		6th March – birth E B B at Coxhoe Hall, Durham.

	1809		Barrett family move to Hope End, nr. Ledbury, Herefordshire.

	1815		June – X Waterloo.
October – EBB and parents spend month in Paris.

	1817		EBB starts The Battle of Marathon while on holiday at Ramsgate.

	1820		6th March – 50 copies of The Battle of Marathon privately printed.

	1821		May – E B B’s first magazine publication (New Monthly Magazine).
June – sent to Gloucester Spa.

	1822		c. May – returns to Hope End.

	1823		Holiday in Boulogne.

	1825		EBB goes for long stay with paternal grandmother in Hastings.

	1826		25th March – An Essay on Mind, with Other Poems published.

	1828		7th October – death of Mary Moulton-Barrett, EBB’s mother.

	1830		December – death of EBB’s paternal grandmother – leaves her money.

	1831		EBB keeps a diary for a year.

	1832		Hope End sold – Barretts leave for Sidmouth, Devon.

	1833		May – translation of Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound published.
August – Parliament votes to abolish slavery.

	1835		EBB and family settle in London.

	1837		20th June – Queen Victoria ascends throne.

	1838		6th June – The Seraphim, and Other Poems published.
August – EBB goes to Torquay to convalesce.

	1840		Bro drowned.

	1841		EBB returns to London.

	1844		Poems, 2 volumes, published.

	1845		January – Robert Browning writes first letter to EBB.
May – R B makes first visit to EBB.

	1846		12th September – EBB marries RB.
19th September – leave secretly for Italy.

	1847		Brownings move from Pisa to Florence.

	1848		EBB begins Casa Guidi Windows.

	1849		9th March – birth of Pen.

	1850		Poems, new edition, published.

	1851		May – Brownings set out for London.
        – Casa Guidi Windows published.
Winter – go to Paris.

	1852		July – second London visit.
October – return to Florence via Paris.

	1853		EBB begins Aurora Leigh.
Summer in Bagni di Lucca.
Winter in Rome.

	1854		May – return to Florence.

	1855		January – EBB ill.
July – third London visit.
Winter in Paris.

	1856		Aurora Leigh completed.
June – fourth London visit.
October – return to Florence.
December – death of Kenyon leaving legacies to Brownings.

	1857		April – death of Edward Moulton-Barrett.

	1858		July – holiday in northern France with both families.
Winter in Rome.

	1859		June – return to Florence.
Napoleon III signs armistice at Villafranca.
EBB very ill.
Winter in Rome.

	1860		March – Poems Before Congress published.
June – return to Florence.
Summer in Siena.
November – winter in Rome.
                  – death EBB’s sister Henrietta.

	1861		EBB confined to room during winter.
June – return to Florence.
        – death of Cavour.
        – collapse of EBB.
29th June – death of EBB.
1st July – buried in Protestant cemetery, Florence.
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Introduction

The case for a new, full-length biography of Elizabeth Barrett Browning is quickly made. The standard work has remained Gardner Taplin’s The Life of Elizabeth Barrett Browning since it was published in 1957 (shortly after Dorothy Hewlett’s Elizabeth Barrett Browning in 1953) but in the intervening thirty years there have been exciting discoveries of new material which have added a great deal to the knowledge of her life. In addition, modern feminism has inspired a new interest in Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poetry – Aurora Leigh was reprinted in 1978 for the first time since 1902 and acclaimed as a feminist epic.

One of the problems for biographers up to now has been the dearth of material on Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s early life and so, because of the limitations of the available material, what has come to dominate biographies of her are those brief though fully documented twenty months during which Robert Browning courted, married and secretly spirited her away to Italy. The source of all information during this period is of course the love letters which are indeed so fascinating that biographers can hardly be blamed for choosing to plunder such riches and make extravagant use of their findings. But the new material discovered in the last three decades includes hundreds of letters covering Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s childhood, adolescence and her adult life before she married, and many more written during her marriage. These inevitably change perceptions of her.

The discovery of these letters is in a great measure due to the efforts of one man, Philip Kelley. While a student at Baylor University in Texas, Philip Kelley worked in the Armstrong Browning Library there, helping to prepare a checklist of all known Browning letters. In 1959, after graduation, he came to England and worked in various antiquarian bookshops, all the time pursuing his now avid interest in both Brownings. During that year he was introduced to Edward Moulton-Barrett, the great-grand-nephew of Elizabeth Barrett Browning. With Edward Moulton-Barrett’s encouragement and help Philip Kelley began contacting other family members and tracking down their collections of papers. By the end of his first year he had turned serious sleuth. More than four thousand unpublished documents relating to the Brownings had been located. Philip Kelley was convinced that there were still many more Browning letters in existence if only he could accede to them. To do this he had to attract attention to his project: commemorating the centenary of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s death, on 29th June 1961, seemed the ideal way of doing so. The exhibition, sponsored by St Marylebone Central Library, opened on 31st May 1961. Before it ended Philip Kelley made a dramatic and unexpected discovery.

On June 29th itself, the anniversary of the day of Elizabeth’s death, Philip Kelley was looking through some documents in a solicitor’s office, in company with some members of the Barrett family, hoping to find those letters written by Elizabeth Barrett Browning to her father and known to have been returned, unopened, to her. Instead, he found a diary, written by Elizabeth mostly during her twenty-sixth year. It was in two parts. The first, covering June to December 1831, was wrapped in manila paper and enclosed in a black silk slip-case. The second, covering January to April 1832, was in the centre of a volume bound in Russian leather used by Elizabeth to make notes on her reading. This second part had been tampered with. Eighteen pages were cut in half, fifty-six completely excised. Philip Kelley edited this diary with the help of Ronald Hudson and it was pubished by the Ohio University Press in 1969. John Murray published Elizabeth Berridge’s abbreviated version in 1974.

By now, Philip Kelley was a man obsessed. His original aim – to provide a checklist of all known Browning letters – had widened alarmingly into a desire to collect and publish all the unknown ones. In order to do this he eventually set up his own press in 1979, the Wedgestone Press. He made his home in Winfield, Kansas, into a kind of Browning factory, where helpers literally clocked in and out as they worked on deciphering, transcribing and computerising the Brownings’ correspondence. Later the whole project was transferred to a downtown business building. The work has been funded for the last ten years by a variety of grants. The first volume off the Wedgestone Press was The Brownings’ Correspondence: A Checklist. It was this volume which gained the grant (from the National Endowment for the Humanities) desperately needed to start funding the publication of the actual correspondence. Volume One (1809–1826) appeared in 1984. To date, five volumes have been published, bringing this correspondence up to 1842. Suddenly, the whole of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s childhood and adolescence can be explored – no longer is the frail invalid of Wimpole Street a puzzle to us as she waits to hear Robert Browning’s step on the stair. We now are in a position to know her rather better than she knew herself. We can smile at some of the things she tells Robert, knowing exactly what she has glossed over, and frown at some of her more extravagant denials, knowing she has contradicted herself in making them.

Any biographer presented with all these formerly inaccessible letters to and from Elizabeth would feel rich indeed. But there is even more wealth, enough to satisfy the greediest, in these first five volumes. As well as impeccable notes and appendices they contain a checklist of Supporting Documents. Many extracts from these documents are given (they consist mostly of letters to and from various relatives and family friends). The additional information they contain is substantial. People immensely important but up to now shadowy come to life, and it is most helpful and illuminating to have the letters of Mr Barrett to some of his other children during the various crises in Elizabeth’s life. It is Mr Barrett who gains most through this imaginative publishing of these supporting documents. But the Browning correspondence in its glorious entirety – it will cover the whole lives of both poets – has as yet been published only up to 1842. It will be immediately obvious that, although superbly fed on juvenilia and given immense aid to understanding Elizabeth Barrett before she met Robert Browning, the biographer now finds the source material for Elizabeth’s pre-marriage days to be much fuller than for the post-marriage ones. Fortunately, some of the letters which will be published in the complete correspondence have already been published elsewhere. The first volume of selected letters was published in 1958 – Letters of the Brownings to George Barrett, edited by Paul Landis with the assistance of Ronald E. Freeman. George was Elizabeth’s lawyer brother. Elizabeth expected George to side with her upon her marriage but to her intense distress he supported his father. She was estranged from him until 1851, when after a reconciliation, their correspondence resumed. Then there are Elizabeth’s letters to Mrs David Ogilvy, edited by Philip Kelley and Peter N. Haydon and published in 1974. Mrs Ogilvy was a young Scots woman, a poet herself, who briefly lived above the Brownings in Casa Guidi in Florence. One of her sons was almost exactly the same age as Pen, the son of Elizabeth and Robert, and the two mothers enjoyed a pleasant if not deep friendship based on this connection. There is also the three volume edition of Elizabeth’s letters to her friend Miss Mary Russell Mitford edited by Meredith B. Raymond and Mary Rose Sullivan and published in 1983. After her marriage Elizabeth’s letters to her friend were neither as full, nor as frequent and free in expression as before it, but the last of these three volumes contains a great deal of new material on the marriage years. There is also a huge amount of fascinating domestic trivia in a book published in 1979 by the Browning Institute. This is Edward C. McAleer’s The Brownings of Casa Guidi, which covers only the marriage years. Volume Five of the Browning Institute Studies is also full of extracts from Elizabeth’s letters to Arabel (her other sister) from Italy.

* * *

One of the aims of this biography is to stimulate more interest in Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poetry. This being so, it was a shock to discover that this is largely inaccessible outside a good library. Barely any of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s work is in print. Walk into any bookshop and all you will find on the shelves (if you are lucky) is the Women’s Press edition of Aurora Leigh (1978) and a slim selection chosen by Malcolm Hicks for Carcanet (1980). Beyond that, nothing. Turn to anthologies and you will fare little better – the New Oxford Anthology of Victorian Verse (ed. Christopher Ricks 1986) has four Elizabeth Barrett Browning poems and one of those is an extract from Aurora Leigh. In order to be able to direct any interested reader to something more substantial I have published in conjunction with this biography a selection of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poetry in which her development as a poet can be traced and some of her finest forgotten poems read.


PART ONE

1806–1846


Chapter One

PLACES HAUNTED ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING from the beginning to the end of her life. “Places are ideas, and ideas can madden or kill,” she once wrote to a friend.1 But about her own birthplace she had no recollection – her memories began, most suitably for a poet, in the magical palace of a house which her father had built in Herefordshire. Here, in a secret valley, she thought of her life as beginning. She never realised the significance of where it had actually begun: in the county of Durham, among her mother’s family, surrounded by the traditions and values of her mother’s people. Her inheritance was Graham-Clarke as well as Barrett, something which popular mythology does not take into account. It is Elizabeth’s reputedly tyrannical father, the supposedly terrifying Mr Barrett of Wimpole Street, who has dominated what is known about her. Her mother is hardly mentioned.

Mary Graham-Clarke was the eldest child of John and Arabella Graham-Clarke. She was born on 1st May 1781 in Newcastle-on-Tyne, the first of five girls and two surviving sons. Her father, a rich merchant who also owned land in Jamaica, was a man of considerable local standing. In Newcastle itself he owned two fine houses, both substantially more splendid than anything the Barretts owned at the time. One was in the heart of Newcastle, in Pilgrim Street, where he had a vast cellarage in which he stored his merchandise, and the other, Kenton Lodge, was in Gosforth on the outskirts of the city. As well as ships and land, he owned breweries and glassworks and all kinds of businesses stretching from Newcastle into Yorkshire. In his prime his total assets were estimated at £170,000.2 There was never any question of young Edward Barrett Moulton-Barrett, when he proposed to Mary Graham-Clarke in 1805, finding favour simply because he was a good catch. The Graham-Clarkes neither needed nor wanted such a match. It was far more important to them that their much loved daughter should be happy.

Edward Barrett Moulton-Barrett3 was a suitor whose background was as complicated as his cumbersome name. He was the grandson of Edward Barrett, an immensely wealthy Jamaican plantation owner usually known as Edward of Cinnamon Hill (the name of his house in the north part of the island). The young Edward and his brother Sam, sons of Edward of Cinnamon Hill’s only daughter, Elizabeth, were thirteen and eleven when their grandfather died in 1798 and became his heirs because his three sons had all died before him. John Graham-Clarke was in the curious position of knowing rather more about this supposedly magnificent inheritance than either of the Barrett boys. He knew just how threatened it was in spite of the four years Edward of Cinnamon Hill had spent trying to make his will watertight. The aim of their grandfather’s will had been that the family should continue to maintain and if possible augment the vast properties he had secured: he wanted no arguments. But no sooner was he dead than the first challenge to his will was filed, a mere seven days afterwards. The clause under dispute was an apparently trivial one: Edward of Cinnamon Hill was alleged to have removed 92 slaves and 50 cattle from the estate of his deceased eldest son and transferred them to his own. The beneficiaries of this son’s will claimed them back. On 2nd July 1801, three years after the grandfather’s death, there began thirty-six years of legal wrangling which effectively destroyed all his careful planning. The shadow it cast over young Edward’s future was seen and anticipated by John Graham-Clarke who had himself been appointed an executor of the will of the late eldest son.

Apart from knowing these complicated financial and legal details, Graham-Clarke was well acquainted with Edward Moulton-Barrett’s upbringing. He knew how different it was to his own daughter’s. Mary had been brought up in a prosperous and enviably stable family deeply rooted in the local community, with all the accompanying social responsibilities this implied. She and her sisters were not allowed to be unfamiliar with poverty: they helped to dole out soup to the poor twice a week from the kitchen in their Pilgrim Street house and assisted in the free school their father had established in which girls were taught to sew and thereby given some prospect of earning a living. They saw how active a part their father took in local affairs and how respected he was. His concern for his daughters was as strong as for his sons. He went to great pains to see that this was reflected in his will which left them protected fortunes and gave more to his unmarried than to his married daughters. He was, in short, an exemplary family man and Mary was fortunate to have had such a happy home.

Edward Barrett Moulton-Barrett’s experience was dramatically different. His father was not a respected man. Charles Moulton was the son of another plantocracy family in Jamaica about whom no one ever seems to have had a good word to say, though his faults have never been precisely enumerated. He married Elizabeth Barrett in 1781 when she was only eighteen and before the marriage failed they had four children – Sarah (born 1783), Edward (born 1785), Sam (born 1787) and a fourth who died. Elizabeth went home to Cinnamon Hill in 1789 with her three young children who were from then on, to all intents and purposes, fatherless. With their absent father’s agreement they took their grandfather’s name which, since they already had Barrett as their second name, gave rise to the repetition. John Graham-Clarke, who had added the Clarke to his own name for similar reasons, arranged the necessary royal and legal permission.

The atmosphere in Newcastle, where young Edward Barrett visited the Graham-Clarkes soon after he arrived in England in 1792, at the age of seven, was of course quite different from what he had known in Jamaica. Cinnamon Hill Great House (called “great” to distinguish it from the slave houses and not because of any immense size) was a place of exceptional beauty. It stood, and still stands, half way up a hillside rising above the coastal plain stretching from Montego Bay to Saltmarsh Bay. Surrounded by trees, it has even thicker woods and higher hills behind, and in front, far off, the long rollers of the Caribbean break in a thin white line on the coral reefs which guard the coast, a strand of white streaking the deep blue. In Edward’s day there was an English lawn lovingly maintained in front of the house and a garden in which English lilacs mixed with spice trees, roses with pomegranates and everywhere the bright yellow logweed flowers studded the grass. But the life he and his sister and brother led there was one in which the overpowering loveliness of nature contrasted violently with what man was making of it. No child, however privileged or protected, could escape knowing about the savageries of slavery. The sugar cane, its green swathes forever rustling in the trade wind breezes, was harvested at the cost of floggings and brutal suppression. Thirty-nine lashes of a thick cattle whip was the standard punishment for any misdemeanour and spiked dog collars could be forced onto slaves who had tried to escape. More haunting than any of the bird songs was the long, mournful, eerie blast on the conch shell that signified the hunt for an escaped negro. Edward, leaving this life at the age of seven, had memories which were impressionistic, fragmented, heavily influenced by his own immature perceptions. The most important thing to him was not that he was leaving Jamaica but that he was leaving his mother whom he adored. All Jamaican white children left their mother sooner or later to go back “home” to be educated – it was a fact of life. Edward and his older sister Sarah and younger brother Sam sailed for Bristol in 1792 in the company of a Dr James Archer, a chaplain. Though he was no milk sop, Edward gave to Dr Archer, who was to return soon to Jamaica, a present to take back to his mother: it was a glove soaked in his tears.

For Edward, arriving after the gruelling two-month voyage, England was a shock. The Barrett children were plunged into a culture totally different from the one they had left – nothing had prepared them for the reality of Marylebone’s grey, grim-looking streets where they stayed with relatives whom they did not know. Sarah was sent to Greenwich, to a young lady’s school with strong Jamaican connections, and Edward and Sam were for the time being tutored at home before Edward was sent to Harrow. Their mother soon followed her children to England, together with her companion Mary Trepsack (Treppy).4 At first, Elizabeth Moulton and Treppy moved about between hordes of distant Barrett relatives and until she bought a house of her own she often arranged for her sons to stay with her father’s old family friend, John Graham-Clarke in Newcastle.

Few men have the opportunity to observe their future sons-in-law at close hand in this way. The Barrett boys fitted in with his own sons very well. John Graham-Clarke junior was three years older than Edward, and James was three years younger than Sam. It was obvious from the first visit that the Barrett boys relished the kind of family life which the Graham-Clarkes offered. Edward, aged ten, wrote in 1795 to his mother from Newcastle, “we are going to have holidays and be merry at Christmas.” It was clearly a great relief to Elizabeth Moulton, who at that time had just experienced the tragic death of her twelve-year-old daughter Sarah, to know that her sons were so happy. On yet another occasion, after Edward had gone to Harrow, aged twelve, her boys stayed with the Graham-Clarkes and she wrote to Newcastle in the most fulsome terms saying, “My boys have written to me and seem rejoiced at the idea of being with you these holidays. I am myself happy as they will be under your own eye . . .” – the eye of a father substitute, the perfect family man such as their own father had never been. (They had a guardian in England, James Scarlett, the 1st Lord Abinger, but he was not the figurehead she had in mind.) Elizabeth Moulton knew that Edward in particular needed such an influence, especially after he was suddenly withdrawn from Harrow. There are no records to indicate exactly when he was withdrawn nor why but his stay there appears to have been not more than a year. According to family legend he left because he was flogged by the boy for whom he was fag because he let some toast burn. With Edward, pride was all. To be asked to toast bread was servile, to be beaten for failing to do it properly the ultimate in humiliation. His mother at least appreciated this. So he was withdrawn and thereafter tutored again at home until he went up to Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1801. He did not take a degree – many people did not at that time. He seems to have laid down the beginnings of a good library and met some interesting contemporaries such as John Kenyon, son of another Jamaican family and a distant cousin.5 In the vacations Edward went back to the Graham-Clarkes. The lure by then was not so much that of jolly family life as the attractions of Mary – fourteen and far removed from him when he had met her at the age of ten; twenty-three and not so ridiculously above him when he was nineteen and in love with her. All he had to do was convince his guardian and her father that, though he was still a minor, the marriage should be permitted. James Scarlett demurred only until he had met Mary. When he did, he knew who was the luckier of the two. Mary herself had a free choice: John Graham-Clarke was in no hurry to rid himself of his most beautiful and charming daughter. If she could accept Edward knowing so much about him, after observing him over such a long period of time, then no one could argue that she did not know her own mind.

Mary Graham-Clarke and Edward Barrett Moulton-Barrett were married on Tuesday 14th May 1805 in Gosforth Church, an event reported in the local newspapers together with the information that “the Prisoners of Newgate (the Newcastle prison) return their most sincere thanks to Edward Barrett Moulton-Barrett for his benevolent donation of three guineas”. The bridegroom, in marrying a local girl, was wisely following local custom. Mary was the first of John Graham-Clarke’s children to marry, which gave her wedding particular importance. Her beauty and charm together with the dark handsome looks of her young bridegroom added a certain glamour to a naturally glittering occasion. She had been twenty-four on May 1st and Edward would be twenty on May 28th.

After the wedding, the couple had a short honeymoon in the south of England but then returned to the county of Durham to take up residence at Coxhoe Hall which Edward had leased.6 It was an imposing house built in 1725 in a castellated Gothic style and situated on a hill among thick beech woods, five miles from Durham. The views from the house, of open countryside, though partially obscured by the trees which protected its privacy, were extensive. Here, nine months later, at seven in the evening of 6th March 1806, Mary and Edward’s first child was born, and named Elizabeth.

From the moment he became a father Edward Barrett was eager to get away from Durham. His wife’s family, once so precious to him, were now less attractive, nor were relations with his powerful father-in-law as happy as they had been – his guardian had warned him that there was a suspicion that John Graham-Clarke was not paying to Edward money which was owing to him.7 Money, in any case, was already of concern to Edward who had just come into his inheritance. His guardian warned him about general spending, pointing out that, as expected, the price of sugar was beginning to fall – “it is certain that since your grandfather’s death in 1798 sugars have sold very low.” Then, of course, there was the contested will. From the time of Elizabeth’s birth her father had financial worries, but they were not so serious that thoughts of buying a property of his own was out of the question for Edward Barrett. He spent most of his time dashing off to look at properties, the further away from Durham and Newcastle the better. He did not even want to be near his brother Sam who had settled near Richmond in Yorkshire or his mother who was in Surrey or in London’s Baker Street when not staying with him.

Before he found a place to make his permanent home, another child had been born, a boy named Edward, on 26th June 1807, a mere fifteen months after Elizabeth. No particular orders for celebrations had been given on his daughter’s birth but on his son’s the young father ordered a holiday for the slaves back home on his Jamaican plantations. Elizabeth and Edward were baptised together (though Elizabeth had been baptised privately at home by a family friend in her first weeks) in February 1809 at nearby Kelloe Parish Church. Before the Barrett name in the register stood the local names of a farmer, a labourer, a pitman and a shoemaker alongside whom Edward Barrett Moulton-Barrett, esq, of Coxhoe Hall, native of St James, Jamaica, looked both odd and exotic. Edward’s brother Sam wrote wittily that he was glad to hear his little niece had been properly christened at last and hoped “she still promises as well as when she was under my direction. Mary allowed that she was an Angel and I thought her so much like her uncle I gave my assent . . .” He was the only Barrett, apart from her grandmother, who saw the baby Elizabeth regularly. The visitors who came and went with such ease were Mary’s sisters – Arabella, Charlotte, Frances and Jane – ranging from the age of twenty-one to eleven and all enchanted with their niece. Then of course there were the Graham-Clarke grandparents, the aunts, the uncles, the cousins – all temptingly near and all used to seeing Mary often.

At the start of 1809 all this changed. Edward Barrett gave notice at Coxhoe and moved his family down to London even though his wife was again heavily pregnant. First they stayed in London, where Henrietta was born on March 4th, and then in a rented house at Hammersmith before moving once more to join his mother in Surrey. Within weeks of arriving at her mother-in-law’s home Mary was writing wistfully to her own family that the “thought of a journey to the dear North” was “the Summit of Happiness”. Her husband had no intention of letting her anywhere near the north. He was furiously house-hunting, applying to every property he saw his own extremely exacting standards. Left at his mother’s home in Surrey, with three children aged three and under, Mary could only hope and pray that he would find something soon and that they would become properly settled. She wrote to her mother in May, with something of an edge about her tone, “I well know that it will be a satisfaction to all parties when Edward gets happily settled in a place to his wishes.” In September, as she was beginning to despair, a letter came from her husband to his little daughter (“my dear puss”) which gave exciting news. Edward had found an estate he liked. It had the rather ominous name of Hope End (though this only meant “closed valley” in old English) and was near Ledbury in Herefordshire, an area of the country entirely unknown to Mary and a long way from the north. The note was charming but short on solid information. Edward wrote of being “completely fagged out” after touring the estate so it was obviously large; he mentioned that there was “no fruit this year” which suggested orchards; and he made a passing reference to inspecting “the Timber” which implied woods. But his enthusiasm was unmistakable – “the more I see of the place the more I like it,” he wrote and added touchingly, “and the more I think I shall have it in my power to make yourself, Brother and Sister and dear Mama happy.” He was not too preoccupied to remember that Elizabeth had had a cold and hoped that by the time he returned there would be no “symptoms of that lurking cough”. With that sense of history which was one of her most attractive attributes Mary solemnly docketed the short letter with the words “First letter from her dearest Papa, Sept. 6th 1809, to Happy Ba!”

Ba (so called as an abbreviation for Baby and the “a” pronounced as in “pa”) was about to be very happy indeed for ten whole years after her father bought Hope End. This took some negotiating. The asking price was £27,000 for the house (including furniture) and 475 acres of land. Edward offered £24,000, which was accepted, and by the end of the autumn the deal was concluded. Mary, arriving in November with her three children, was not at first as enraptured by Hope End as her husband though of course delighted to have come to the end of her travels. She could see how pleased her husband was and agreed with him that the deer in the park were pretty and the stream running through it “most attractive” but there were other aspects of Hope End that made it an acquired taste: Edward’s taste. It was almost buried alive. From any of the quiet country roads surrounding the estate it was not only impossible to see the house but impossible to believe it existed. The paths leading to this house from the roads twisted and turned so cunningly and folded themselves so securely into the flanks of the small hills surrounding it, that when the visitor finally confronted a habitation there was a sense of shock. Once there, any awareness of an outside world disappeared. The silence was complete, except for the birds. The greenery even in winter was so thick it appeared impregnable. Treppy, when she visited with Elizabeth Moulton, wrote rather nervously that “this situation is rather retired”. She also mentioned that another visitor from Jamaica had thought it rather like the parish of St Ann’s there, which does indeed have the same kind of dense foliage. Brother Sam was so horrified at what he heard that he refused to visit until the summer came and made the prospect a little more attractive.

As far as the new owner was concerned it was already ideal. He was in his element, “up to his chin in brick and mortar” as Treppy put it, supervising the building of his new and extraordinary house (he converted the existing Georgian mansion into stables) which was to be Turkish in design. He requested from his architect minarets and all manner of outlandish features quite unknown in such a rural backwater. The neighbours were vastly intrigued, such grandiose, flamboyant architecture smacking all too clearly of the nouveau riche. But Mary was impressed by her new home as it gradually took shape and wrote to her mother that she thought it was “beautiful and unique” and that it was altogether like something out of “the Arabian nights tales”. Once the external edifice was up – quite a performance because the walls of the minarets were solid concrete and cast iron was used for the tops – Edward became obsessed with making the interior perfect. No detail was too small for him. Mary described to her mother how the balustrades in the hall were brass, the mahogany doors inlaid with mother-of-pearl, the dining room papered in crimson flock, the drawing room “circular” and the fireplaces exquisitely carved. It took seven years to complete and after that there were the grounds to be landscaped. Before Edward had finished there were ponds and grottos, cottages and kiosks, an icehouse, a hothouse and a subterranean passage leading from the house to the gardens. It was no wonder that sightseers came from Malvern to gape.

Throughout this time – a decade – while Edward had been overseeing the building work and going off to London at frequent intervals to attend to his Jamaican business interests, Mary had been doing her work too: bearing children. By the time house and gardens were complete, so was her family of three girls and eight boys. The first baby born at Hope End the year after they arrived, a girl called Mary, had died aged four, a grief so secret it was never written about. Elizabeth was eight at the time and highly impressionable but no written mention of this death of a sister was ever made. The rest of Mary’s large brood were all survivors. For eighteen years, from 1806 to 1824, Mary was in a state of almost continual childbearing. She endured this with fortitude and her children were all healthy. The gaps between births were short – on average, eighteen months – but the four older ones, Elizabeth, Bro, Henrietta and Sam, tended to think of themselves as distinctly separate from the clutch of brothers who came after Arabel, the next in line. The younger brothers – Charles, George, Henry, Alfred, Septimus and Octavius – have often been conveniently lumped together, as though they had one hybrid personality, but the differences between them both in character and in their relationship with Elizabeth were enormous. Nobody was more attached to or involved with their siblings than she was and she was never isolated from them even when she was ill. It was impossible for her to be in danger of becoming reclusive at any stage of her childhood, surrounded as she was by such a boisterous, demanding, talented group of brothers and sisters. It was their continual noisy presence which prevented Hope End from being the lonely place nature had conspired to make it. Nor was Elizabeth the remote, superior eldest separated from the rest by her intellectual inclinations. On the contrary, until she was about fifteen she was in the thick of their many activities, dominating, organising and inspiring them all. It was she who put on plays – a cousin remembered “all the squabbling delights of the green room” – created a camp in the grotto (from which letters were sent to her mother with urgent requests for “a few saussages”) and led expeditions which ended in picnics. She was maternal, too, towards the little ones, begging most passionately to be allowed to play nurse for the day and take charge of the current baby. Dolls were important to her: she loved the doll Grandmother Moulton had sent her when she was as old as eleven and described appreciatively its “pretty fur cap and a cloth coat nightgown”. Her precocious intellectual gifts, it is clear, never prevented her from having a great deal of fun. The child who reported reading Racine at ten also confessed to exhaustion after romping in the hay.

Part of discovering Elizabeth lies in discovering her brothers and sisters. Most of them had nicknames which complicate the process. Edward, the beloved brother nearest to her in age and every way, began life as Buff but by three was Bro, only to become Brozie on occasions of affectionate teasing. Henrietta was Addles. She had no interest in books or learning and her prettiness and sociability made Elizabeth a little jealous and contemptuous. Henrietta liked to play the piano, which Elizabeth professed to “abhor” (she was not good at it), and best of all she liked going to parties and dressing up, from which Elizabeth turned disdainfully away. Not surprisingly, as a child Henrietta suffered at her sister’s hands (or tongue) and turned to Sam, three years her junior. Just as Elizabeth and Bro formed a partnership so did Henrietta and Sam. Sam, all agreed, was a card. He was witty and light-hearted and easy going. “Funny Sam,” Elizabeth once commented “. . . he amuses us all . . . by his odd tricks.” Like Henrietta, he was interested in clothes – quite the dandy if given the chance. Poor Arabel (christened Arabella), only a year younger than Sam, had no obvious ally. She was delicate as a child and spent three vital years away from the family recuperating her strength at the sea-side with her nurse. She was quiet and patient, lacking the strength of Elizabeth’s character or the gaiety in Henrietta’s. There was from the first a good deal of the martyr in her make-up – she was too ready to suffer for the sake of others and was inevitably exploited, especially by Elizabeth, even though she loved Arabel dearly. Elizabeth became upset when someone once referred to Arabel as an icicle and defended her staunchly with the explanation that “there are flowers that blow in the frost . . . and she is one of them, dear thing”. All the Barretts persuaded Arabel to do things for them, usually tedious tasks they were too lazy to perform themselves, and she obliged so uncomplainingly that afterwards they felt uncomfortable. She liked drawing and walking and was deeply religious. Elizabeth came to depend on her more and more, not liking Arabel to go away on any kind of visit and clearly aggrieved when she did so.

The six brothers who followed Arabel (“the brats” Sam called them) began with Charles John, called Storm (or Stormy, or Stormie) because he was born in a storm at Christmas 1814.8 Stormie was shy, sensitive and had a stammer. Elizabeth was protective towards him and readily provided him with security in her room at the top of the house. She was proud of being able to comfort him when no one else could. George, the next brother, needed no comfort. He was a model Barrett son – none of Bro’s wildness, none of Sam’s frivolity, none of Stormie’s nervousness. From the beginning, George was solemn, serious, dependable and hard-working. He had rigid standards and principles, just like his father. Elizabeth was inclined to mock his stuffiness – she sometimes called him Pudding – but was quick to realise that George alone of the brothers showed signs both of earning his exacting father’s respect and of being able to stand up to him. Elizabeth admired that. Henry, who came after George, annoyed her. She was always arguing with him, to little effect, and thought him self-willed (which of course she was herself). Alfred, inexplicably known as Daisy, bothered her less but he was closer to Henrietta. Elizabeth admired his drawing but disliked his general air of apathy – “he does not often fall or rise into enthusiasms,” she reflected and if there was one quality Elizabeth demanded all her life in others, it was enthusiasm. She adored her two youngest brothers, Septimus known as Sette and Octavius known as Occy. Sette had the sweetest of dispositions – his mother saw him giving up his pencil when he was three to Alfred, aged five, so that his brother could draw, and commented “never was there such a Chesterfield in petticoats”. Like Sam, Sette was a wag whose entertaining company Elizabeth relished. But it was Occy, born when she was eighteen, upon whom she lavished most affection. With him, she was openly demonstrative, rushing to kiss him if she had been away and loving to take him on her knee and cuddle him while she read him stories. She called him her “enchanting little beast” and when he grew old enough not to want to be kissed she hatched all sorts of plots to ensnare him.

All these children loved both their parents passionately. Their love for their father was no less restrained, in childhood, than was their love for their mother. There is no evidence that the tinge of fear which came later ever clouded their relationship with their father as children. On the contrary, they were more bold and cheeky in their demands upon him than was considered respectful for the times. Elizabeth referred to her father as “the monarch of Hope End” but told him not to “knit your brows or your glass eye may tumble off”. The signal for endless games was the sight of Papa riding up the drive after a business visit to London. Mary described such an arrival late one evening: “. . . the windows were all shut and the school room and nursery were at tea when his anxiously expected voice was heard! Never was he more welcome . . . we sat down directly to our soup and chicken and half an hour basking in the armchair before a blazing fire enabling him to get thro’ the evening very comfortably roasting chestnuts till the rioters all went to bed . . .” The picture is of a popular, energetic father, one for whom the children waited eagerly and from whose presence they were not dismissed but stayed, “rioters” though they were and the journey he had made exhausting. Writing to him on one of his birthdays Sette summed up the general feeling when he said, “You are a funny old fellow and I hope you will be as funny when you are a nice old man and play with me at Grand Mufti.” Life, as Elizabeth recorded, was no fun without her father.

It was no fun for Mary either. Her husband was in London more frequently and for longer spells, which she found hard to endure particularly since she did not fully understand the business which kept him there. This was not her fault. In her husband’s mind work and home were sharply separated: he did not want one to taint the joy of the other. Around Hope End he threw an imaginary cordon sanitaire which he would never allow to be breached. His wife and family were to be kept out of the sordid financial concerns which preoccupied him. This was a gesture of selflessness not selfishness but it meant that, while his wife was spared the strain that sharing his anxieties would have brought, she was subjected to another strain which he failed to take into account or even recognise. She was obliged to go along with his game that nothing was wrong, that everything when he was at Hope End was perfect, and she was obliged, too, to repress her own feelings about her loneliness when he was away. Only in her letters to her mother could she say how trapped she often felt, bereft of adult company for weeks on end and surrounded by eleven small children who seemed to leapfrog each other endlessly with measles and colds. Like most mothers in such a situation, she often felt she existed only to bathe hot foreheads and soothe coughing chests. Even writing a letter was a labour of Hercules – “I assure you it is by mere stratagem that I have scribbled thus far . . . here sits Alfred on my knee doing all he can to get the pen into his own hands . . . Stormy, George and Henry are running round the table . . .” Her only diversion was lengthy family visits paid by her sisters, especially Arabella (known to the children as Bummy). She was grateful, otherwise, if chance callers, not realising Edward was away, came on business and stayed to dine and play backgammon with her, as a Mr Hilton once did – “him excepted I have not seen a single soul since Edward’s departure”. It was all very well for Treppy to point out that Hope End, though secluded, was in “a very centrical situation to many gay places – Bath–Gloucester–Worcester –Cheltenham”. These towns might as well be on the moon as far as Mary was concerned.
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From the schoolroom window, Henrietta’s sketch of her brothers playing cricket

Yet Mary was not truly discontented or unhappy. Her children made her very happy and absorbed her – she was not the sort of mother who found their company tedious. On the contrary, she was keen to teach and stimulate them and made their education very much her prime concern. Nor was she easy to please. Sending one of Elizabeth’s early efforts to her mother Mary commented, “This Elegant Scratch you will I know be glad to have . . . bad and illwritten as it is.” Elizabeth recognised her mother’s critical ability and begged her, “I hope you will tell me exactly the truth . . .” It was for her mother that she wrote little stories, which she asked her to buy “and if you would . . . write copys to be sold for the public”. Mary controlled the schoolroom for many years and all the children found her strict. She would stand no laziness. She was annoyed with Bro for not concentrating: “we looked over some Maps yesterday with a very wandering and unsteady gaze.” Once the older two boys were at school she supervised their homework diligently and was indignant if she thought they were not being well taught: “I am surprised to find that Sam’s Latin exercise consists merely of copying from the grammar . . . which anyone can do who can write.” Real application always pleased her. Stormie’s progress was gratifying because he worked so hard on “the most advanced stage of exercises on the united noun adjective and verb”. She was intensely ambitious for all her children. She wanted them to work hard, to have thorough educations and most of all to do themselves justice. Far from being a weak, feeble partner to the entirely dominant Edward, she was, so far as her children were concerned, a decisive presence in their youth. She guided them not only through their early lessons but into habits inculcated in her as a child. She made sure they realised that to help the poor was their responsibility. When Uncle Sam sent money, Elizabeth wrote back saying it had been spent on clothes for the poor and that they also intended “to have a soup shop for which they pay a penny a quart”.

But in any conflict it was true that Mary’s first allegiance was to her husband. When in August 1819 Edward wished her to accompany him to Foxley during an election campaign in which he was involved (though not a candidate) Mary went, though she “wished I had my dearest children with me”, and stayed much longer than she wanted to.9 She worried about not having news of them – “it is sometimes not sufficient consolation to believe no news good news.” It did not help her maternal anxiety that Elizabeth wrote letters telling her “I felt TRUELY MISERABLE when you departed.” But Mary saw her role as one, above all, of making her husband happy: she wished to ease his burdens and lighten his spirits. When he was at Hope End she noted with satisfaction that “our quiet and early hours seem to agree to admiration with dearest Papa”. She encouraged him to play his fiddle and to sing and after a spell of such domestic bliss would report with pride “I never saw him look better in his life.”

In such a mood, he could show himself staggeringly indulgent to his wife’s wishes, as he did over a trip to Paris in 1815. The Napoleonic wars, which had kept English travellers out of France for more than ten years, had just ended and the Barretts were in the vanguard of the new wave of tourists. Mary described to her mother what happened as she and Edward were about to depart: “. . . dear Ba seemed so unhappy at our going that it increased my idea that it would be a material improvement to her to do so: and she jumped in the carriage with us.” To her relief the nine-year-old Elizabeth behaved perfectly. She was not seasick on the crossing to Calais and arrived there in better shape than her father. At thirty, Edward had never been to Europe and was “rather rebellious” as Mary tactfully put it at having to give in to the Frenchmen who met their boat and insisted on carrying him on their shoulders through the shallow water to the pier. He did not speak a word of French, “a terrible deprivation” as Mary rightly said, and had to depend on his wife to be interpreter which did not please him either. But once they reached Paris, where Uncle Sam joined them, the holiday was a great success. Mary bought a new hat, and took Elizabeth with her to the Louvre. Eventually, Mary grew tired of Paris which in spite of its magnificence and excitement she found dirty, and wrote to her mother that she would be glad to get back to the “comforts of dear England”. Unfortunately, on her return dear old England was found to have its share of dirt: “my dear Bro and Addles are suffering from the filthy complaint, ringworm on the head.”

Naturally, Paris had made a deep impression on Elizabeth and she was only too eager to follow her mother’s wish that she should capitalise on it. A French governess was engaged soon afterwards and Mary encouraged her daughter to write to her in French (even when they were both in the same house). Elizabeth found this hard but since she wanted both to become proficient and to gain her mother’s approbation she struggled on, commenting (in French) that she was remembering her mother’s words, “one day of hard work is worth two of idleness.” Her own deficiencies in the French language annoyed her as she confessed to her mother: “I hope that you do not say oh there are always mistakes in Elizabeth’s notes but I hope that you will say well done my dear you do not always write so badly.” To make writing more fun, Mary suggested Elizabeth should comment on the novels she was reading, all of which she had chosen for her. Mary, like Jane Austen and unlike most mothers at that time, approved of novels. Even in her imperfect, laborious French Elizabeth’s own enthusiasm made itself felt. Mary had given her two of Maria Edgeworth’s novels – Patronage and Manoeuvring, as well as Walter Scott’s Rob Roy. What she made of them was revealing.

She liked Patronage but not Manoeuvring. Her taste was good. Manoeuvring was entirely to do with the desperate and too deliberately comic attempts of a Mrs Beaumont to marry her two children to fortune and titles. Elizabeth wrote, “Excuse me, I do not like at all Manoeuvring.” She thought Mrs Beaumont a “silly woman schemer” whose strength went into “a servile ambition for gaining rank, for gaining wealth”. Patronage, which she liked, was a strange novel to give to an eleven-year-old. It consisted of four volumes and contained long passages entirely concerned with detailed political plots. But it gave Elizabeth her first acknowledged fictional heroine in Caroline Percy. The admired Caroline – Elizabeth wrote that she was “perfection” – was beautiful, talented, clever, good, highly moral and most important of all devoted to her parents, especially her father. In the course of the novel she turns down three suitors before finally marrying the man of her choice. This is the excuse for long discussions on love and marriage: Caroline’s view is that to marry without love is a crime. Nor is she in any hurry to find love and marry because she is quite happy improving her mind. The love of her parents is sufficient for her until she meets her ideal and even when she does, and gets married, she leaves her newly wed husband to accompany her father to a debtor’s prison. (Elizabeth particularly mentioned loving this passage.) But as Elizabeth confided in her mother, Caroline, though perfection, was not a true heroine in the sense that Scott’s heroine, Diana Vernon, was in Rob Roy. Diana was a lady after Elizabeth’s own heart. She bursts on to the scene riding a black horse, with her black hair streaming in the wind. She is a female character far more powerful than any other in the fiction of the time. Whether or not Elizabeth understood all the machinations of the complicated plot, she certainly appreciated the originality of Diana. Diana’s sentiments were also hers – “compliments are entirely lost on me” . . . “I can neither sew a tucker nor work cross stitch nor make a pudding.” Diana studies Latin and Greek, thinks the library paradise and has it said of her that her knowledge was all the more extraordinary when measured against her total ignorance of actual life. As well as her spirit, daring and learning Diana has another noble attribute: her father is the most important man in the world to her and she proudly proclaims she will “never leave her dear father”.

Novels were already, before Elizabeth was adolescent, her “most delightful study”. They opened to her the contemporary world about which she had an insatiable curiosity and made her feel part of it. She begged her mother for more, vowing that far from preventing her reading more worthy books the novels would only serve to complement them and she would work harder at her lessons. Her mother did not doubt this: it was obvious that her daughter already worked very hard indeed. Both parents were proud of her intellectual tastes and did all they could to foster them. Unlike many a nineteenth-century set of parents they had no fixed ideas about girls’ brains being inferior to those of boys – Elizabeth shared Bro’s tutor and learned Greek with him. They knew she was clever and that she was perfectly aware of her own ability. But as she reached adolescence Elizabeth began to see the distinction between being a clever girl and being a clever boy. It could be summed up in one word: school. Boys went to school, girls on the whole did not, mainly because there were few reputable schools to which to send them.10 

The day Bro entered Charterhouse School, in the spring of 1820 when Elizabeth was fourteen and he was thirteen, the difference between them was exposed for what it was. Sam was still at home, there were plenty of other brothers coming up behind him, but for Elizabeth an era had unmistakably ended: she was being left behind, treated differently. She stayed at home, never going anywhere except on visits to the family, those long extended visits nobody worried about because girls had no education to interrupt. Soon after Bro had gone, Elizabeth wrote to her father begging him to let her come up to London: “My dearest, dearest Puppy grant my request! ONE week in London!. . . Imagine yourself my age once more, how your heart would beat with joy at the prospect of an excursion to the metropolis!” Her request was refused. She was left to burn with envy of Bro, even though Bro was envious of her and left her with no illusions about life at Charterhouse. He told her that he worked till he sweated, was ever fearful of brutal canings and reported that his hands were “so cut and quartered with chops that I can hardly bend a finger”. But Elizabeth cared nothing for such suffering when he was learning so much more than she was. Her suspicion that he was surpassing her academically led her to tell his old tutor that she was sure he could read Latin better than anyone in Britain now – something Bro denied furiously, saying it was an “atrocious, barefaced, unprecedented, impudent, abominable” lie. But she was not convinced.

Bro’s being sent to Charterhouse was, of course, only one of the factors which influenced the change in Elizabeth from being a profoundly happy child to becoming an increasingly unhappy adolescent. Her own growth and development and an illness which left her weak and depressed made the period from fourteen to twenty a difficult one. But it was out of this “difficulty” that her poetry was born.


Chapter Two

THE BARRETTS, IN Hope End days, were a healthy family. There were eleven surviving children, in itself no mean feat, and the recordings of minor ailments show that the general health of the family as a whole was good. Nobody in nineteenth-century correspondence ever seems to have been absolutely well, least of all the women, but the Barretts succeeded in this for long stretches of time, apart from childhood infectious diseases like measles and mumps. The only delicate child was Arabel. At the age of four she was left behind with her nurse Minny Robinson at Ramsgate, where the family had been holidaying. Minny sent back regular reports, often through Elizabeth to whom the four-year-old invalid tried to write. “Tell your dear Mama,” wrote Minny of Arabel in November 1817, “her face is much better her Arm improves but very slowly. It is much less but still is stiff in the Joint she has not the least Pain in it and uses It very well but cannot touch her shoulder with it . . .” Mary was hopeful that Arabel would soon be home but the intended three extra months of sea air stretched into three and a half years. With memories of his daughter Mary’s death at the same age, only three years earlier, Edward Barrett took no chances: he was quite willing to maintain a separate little establishment at Ramsgate if Arabel benefited. This kind of arrangement was unusual but not abnormal. Great faith was placed in the recuperative powers of sea air in an era when medical care was limited. In the summer of 1819, when the family were on holiday at Worthing, Arabel and Minny joined them there and again stayed on. They returned home at last in the autumn of 1820. Arabel was well for almost a year before all three girls fell ill.

The girls – aged fifteen, twelve and seven – all had headaches, pains in their sides, and suffered from “convulsive twitches of the muscles” as well as a general feeling of malaise. Arabel and Henrietta recovered quite rapidly but Elizabeth did not. Her worried father wrote to Mr Carden, a Worcester doctor, about her. He replied at some length. It appeared he had already seen the three girls when they first fell ill and that he had prescribed tincture of Valerian (a medicine made up from a common European plant and used in the treatment of neurosis at that time, though there is no evidence that it has any pharmacological effect at all). He now advised Mr Barrett to increase the dose for Elizabeth and get her out into the fresh air. He professed himself unworried – “I hope and expect you will see a progressive amendment . . .” – but added that if desired “a tight flannel roller” round the abdomen could be tried. This was in April. By June, still suffering from headaches and the pain in her side, Elizabeth developed measles. It was after this illness, still plagued by the other mysterious ailment, that Elizabeth began to show what would seem to be classic symptoms of hypochondria if they had not been so common among girls of her day. From the onset of menstruation, middle-class women were encouraged to regard themselves as delicate creatures who must take great care of themselves. Vigorous exercise was discouraged, rest encouraged. Every ache and pain was taken seriously.

At thirteen, Elizabeth had written to her mother that “my constitution and my appetite is as bad as ever” and referred to herself as having “natural ill health”. This was the first mention of such a thing. All the available evidence, with the exception of occasional references to a cough, points to a particularly robust childhood. But at thirteen, Elizabeth decided she had “natural ill health” and when her spring illness of 1821 was followed by measles, she suddenly became obsessed with her health. (There is no mention of any fall from a horse at this point or of being kicked by one or of straining to saddle or mount a horse – all cited at one time or another as the reason for the onset of her invalidism.) She entered into correspondence with Dr Nuttall, her Grandmother Moulton’s doctor in London, in which she described the “paroxysms” from which she was suffering. During them, her heart beat wildly and she swooned. These attacks were “agony” and came on several times a day. She also experienced constant pains around the right side of her chest which stretched round to her back. Dr Nuttall’s theory was that it was all to do with the bowels. He urged her to show “no false delicacy” but to observe whether her bowels evacuated anything “clay coloured or greenish or blackish or frothy or mucous or yeasty . . .” To her anxious enquiry as to whether something might be wrong with her heart the good doctor said he doubted it, but kindly gave her a series of tests to carry out on herself. She was to time her pulse and her heart beats and report back. But he told her he was more inclined to think that her “active turn of mind and inactive state of body”, together with her age, lay at the root of her sufferings. What he prescribed for her were mere purgatives. They did no good. Elizabeth languished until her father decided drastic action was called for and had her removed to the Spa Hotel in Gloucester where she could be under the care of the rising medical star of the region, one Dr Baron.

The Spa Hotel was in a green and attractive road on the fringe of Gloucester, opposite the spa itself. Here, a kind of family encampment was set up, enough rooms being taken, at considerable expense since the Gloucester Spa was fashionable then, to enable several relations to stay with the young invalid. Grandmother Moulton, Treppy and Uncle Sam took their turn as well as her mother and father, Henrietta and brothers and assorted Graham-Clarke aunts. Dr Baron examined her, confined her to a

























PART TWO

1846–1861 


Author’s Note

Any biographer faces the problem of which name to use to refer to Elizabeth Barrett Browning. To refer to her in the first half of this book as Miss Barrett and in the second as Mrs Browning would be correct but clumsy; to refer to her as Ba, the name by which she was known to her family and friends, would seem impertinent and inappropriate; to refer to her as EBB, which was how she signed herself in most of her non-family letters, would be the most fitting but it reads awkwardly; to refer to her as Elizabeth, which hardly anyone ever did, seems formal and stiff but it is the name I have decided to use as a result of this process of elimination.
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