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    Smoke curls above Manchester as hearts and mills grind against one another, testing how far love, conscience, and hunger can stretch without breaking.

Mary Barton is esteemed as a classic because it helped define the Victorian social novel, bringing the world of industrial labor into the center of English literature with rare emotional clarity. In a period crowded with reform debates, Elizabeth Gaskell’s debut offered a narrative that felt both intimate and panoramic, telling a story about ordinary people whose lives were shaped by extraordinary economic forces. Its commitment to sympathy, its moral urgency, and its careful attention to place created a template others would follow. The novel’s endurance rests on this fusion: personal feeling that illuminates public questions, rendered with a seriousness that still commands respect.

Written by Elizabeth Gaskell and first published in 1848, Mary Barton: A Tale of Manchester Life appeared anonymously, a bold entry into discussions of poverty, industry, and responsibility. Gaskell lived in Manchester and knew the city’s streets, mills, and communities; her perspective grounds the book’s realism. The narrative is set against the upheavals of the 1830s and 1840s, when rapid industrialization strained families and neighborhoods. While the novel never abandons the pleasures of story, it is shaped by the author’s wish to depict working-class experience with compassion and accuracy. The result is both an absorbing tale and an early landmark in socially engaged fiction.

At its heart is Mary, a young woman growing up amid the noise of the mills and the silences of want, and her father, John Barton, a factory hand buffeted by insecurity and care. Around them unfold friendships, courtships, pressures at work, and the aching distance between those who labor and those who profit from labor. From kitchens and alleyways to counting houses, the city’s rooms feel close and human, even when the stakes are immense. The plot moves on the currents of choice and necessity, asking what it means to remain decent and hopeful when circumstances threaten to exhaust both.

Gaskell’s purpose was not to provide a statistical report but to give a face, a voice, and a conscience to conditions often discussed abstractly. She sought to make readers feel the costs of deprivation and the value of fellow feeling across class lines, believing that understanding could open a path to reform. Her Manchester connections—through residence, observation, and charitable work—deepened the novel’s sense of place. She began the book after the death of her young son in 1845, finding in the act of writing both discipline and moral direction. The intention is clear: to persuade by storytelling, not by pamphlet.

As a Condition-of-England novel, Mary Barton stands alongside pivotal works that interrogated the social fabric of the era. Its achievement lies in melding a vividly domestic narrative with public concerns without sacrificing nuance. Gaskell refuses caricature; she portrays workers and employers as individuals whose choices are shaped by their circumstances, even as she insists on accountability. This balanced insistence on humanity helped secure the novel’s place in literary history. It broadened what fiction could legitimately include, making urban deprivation and industrial conflict not just permissible subjects but essential ones for any novelist concerned with the nation’s moral health.

The book’s influence radiated through Victorian letters. Its success established Gaskell’s reputation and led to her collaboration with Charles Dickens, who invited her to contribute to his periodical Household Words. While contemporaries such as Benjamin Disraeli and Charles Kingsley also examined social questions, Mary Barton’s working-class focus and tender realism offered a distinct model. Later narratives of industrial life and subsequent explorations of ethical realism drew strength from its example. By demonstrating that a story grounded in factory lanes could speak to the entire country, Gaskell helped enlarge the novel’s compass and encouraged successors to treat social reality as worthy of sustained artistic attention.

Part of the book’s power resides in its craft. The city itself functions almost as a character, with weather, streets, and interiors reflecting the pressures of labor and the stubbornness of hope. Gaskell uses dialogue, including regional inflections, to give texture to everyday life, while her narrator maintains a compassionate steadiness that neither sentimentalizes nor scolds. She interleaves suspense with stillness, letting quiet scenes of family, friendship, and ritual carry as much weight as moments of crisis. The result is a narrative rhythm that allows readers to inhabit working people’s time—the waiting, the endurance, the fragile celebrations as well as the shocks.

Thematically, the novel examines inequality, the ethics of responsibility, and the perilous distances that wealth can open between neighbors. It considers the strains that scarcity places on love and loyalty, and the resilience that grows from community bonds. Political agitation and labor unrest form an unmistakable backdrop, yet Gaskell’s attention remains on human consequences rather than programmatic solutions. Religion, conscience, and the claims of justice thread through the story, as do questions about women’s agency in constricted circumstances. Throughout, the book keeps returning to sympathy as both a feeling and a discipline: a way of seeing that transforms judgment into care.

For contemporary readers, Mary Barton feels immediate because its concerns remain urgent. The novel’s portraits of precarious work, costly housing, fractured trust, and the longing for dignity resonate in modern cities as much as Victorian Manchester. It invites reflection on how systems and choices intersect, on the limits of charity and the necessity of structural change, and on the everyday heroism required to keep households afloat. Readers also find in Mary’s perspective an exploration of desire and responsibility that speaks beyond its period. The book proves that social fiction can be gripping fiction, and that empathy is an energy, not a luxury.

Gaskell does not lecture; she invites readers to care, then compels them to think. The plot’s turns arise from character and circumstance rather than contrivance, and the emotional stakes build with patient clarity. Scenes of home life, work, and urban encounter are arranged to reveal how large forces press on private choices. The effect is immersive without sensationalism, persuasive without dogma. Even as the narrative offers tension and surprise, it preserves the dignity of its people. That combination—storytelling vitality joined to ethical focus—helps explain why the novel continues to engage minds and move hearts across generations.

To approach Mary Barton is to enter a world where the smoke of industry mingles with the breath of compassion, and where love contends with the economies of necessity. As a foundational industrial novel, it opened space for social realism; as a human story, it offers courage, tenderness, and moral inquiry. Its enduring themes—justice, sympathy, responsibility, and the claims of community—give it contemporary force. Readers come away with more than a portrait of a city; they acquire a way of seeing that honors lives too easily overlooked. That lasting enlargement of attention is the book’s richest and most relevant gift.
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    Mary Barton, set in industrial Manchester in the 1830s and 1840s, follows the lives of working people amid rapid economic change. The story centers on Mary, a young seamstress, and her father John Barton, a mill hand whose fortunes rise and fall with the trade. Around them stand neighbors and friends such as the Wilson family, the aspiring singer Margaret, and her grandfather Job Legh, a self taught naturalist. Through domestic scenes, workplace rhythms, and crowded streets, the novel establishes a detailed portrait of urban hardship and community bonds, framing the tensions between employers and employees that underlie the unfolding events.

Early chapters depict family intimacy shadowed by insecurity. Mary’s mother dies, leaving father and daughter to navigate grief and scarcity. John Barton’s disillusion deepens as wages fall and food prices rise, drawing him toward labor agitation and the wider Chartist movement. Mary learns dressmaking in a shop, gaining independence and encountering varied clients whose comforts contrast with her own. An absent relative, Esther, hints at the dangers facing working women, offering warnings that linger. Alongside these developments, Jem Wilson, a steady mechanic and neighbor, quietly cares for Mary, while John Barton’s friendship with George Wilson grounds the community in mutual aid.

Economic downturn and illness sharpen the novel’s focus on deprivation. Work stops amid disputes, and households slide toward hunger. Scenes of sickness, including visits to a fevered worker’s lodging, expose cramped rooms, inadequate care, and the strain on families. Margaret’s eyesight begins to fail, and her music becomes both solace and livelihood. John Barton participates in meetings that express collective grievances, seeking recognition and reform. Mary balances filial duty with her own hopes, remaining attentive to her father’s moods. Through these episodes, the book emphasizes the precarious line between sufficiency and want, as well as the solidarity that arises under shared pressure.

As Mary matures, personal choices intersect with class boundaries. She enjoys modest pleasures, strolls beyond the smoky streets, and attracts attention from two different worlds. Jem Wilson’s steady affection offers security and companionship. In contrast, the courteous advances of a mill owner’s son, Harry Carson, promise social ascent and material ease. Esther’s warnings about unequal relationships gain urgency, prompting Mary to weigh appearance against reality. She hesitates, shaping expectations without a firm commitment, while ordinary gatherings and festive outings illuminate the distance between rich and poor. Mary’s uncertainty becomes a quiet turning point, affecting friendships and setting later conflicts in motion.

Public events heighten strain across the city. Delegations appeal to employers, petitions circulate, and speeches urge patience or resistance. John Barton travels as a representative for distressed workers, returning with a heavier spirit when remedies seem remote. The gap between mill owners and operatives widens, and rumors of lockouts, strikes, and reprisals feed anxiety. Domestic thrift cannot counteract dwindling supplies, and minor misfortunes cascade into bitter quarrels. Mary observes these pressures while attempting to maintain civility at home and at work. The narrative tightens, suggesting that economic grievances and personal wounds may converge in ways that unsettle the fragile order.

A shocking crime marks a decisive shift. After rising tensions and private hesitations, a mill owner’s son is found murdered, and suspicion quickly settles on Jem Wilson, whose rivalry for Mary provides a motive in the public eye. The city’s gaze turns toward the courts, and neighbors divide between hope and dread. Mary recognizes how her earlier choices have shaped perceptions, and she confronts the possibility of irreversible loss. Police inquiries, whispered confidences, and sudden absences complicate loyalties. The investigation links domestic life to civic conflict, transforming everyday acquaintances into witnesses whose recollections and omissions may determine a young man’s fate.

To counter the accusation, Mary undertakes a swift and hazardous effort to secure exonerating testimony. She follows hints that a sailor relative holds crucial knowledge, traveling from Manchester toward the docks to intercept a departing ship. The journey brings darkness, exhaustion, and physical danger, while the clock of the impending trial measures each delay. Assistance arrives from unexpected quarters, including the reappearance of figures from earlier in the story, yet obstacles persist. Mary’s resolve strengthens as she negotiates unfamiliar settings, appealing to strangers and confronting authority, in order to bring a witness back in time and challenge the narrative against Jem.

The courtroom scenes gather the novel’s threads into public view. Lawyers probe motives, witnesses recount sightings, and the community listens as private histories are tested under oath. Mary’s efforts influence the proceedings, though the outcome remains uncertain amid conflicting claims. The trial broadens beyond individual guilt to illuminate pressures that lead to desperate acts and hasty judgments. In parallel, revelations emerge in quiet rooms, where remorse, fatigue, and fear break silences that have long concealed pain. As testimony accumulates, the contours of responsibility become sharper, and the possibility of reconciliation is weighed against anger, loss, and the demand for justice.

In its closing movement, the novel draws lessons from suffering and endurance. Relationships are tested, altered, and in some cases redirected, while the gulf between classes is addressed through gestures that seek understanding rather than triumph. Mary’s development from sheltered daughter to active advocate underlines the theme of moral growth amid adversity. The book emphasizes the need for compassion, patient listening, and practical aid, suggesting that private virtue and public reform must work together. Without prescribing a program, the narrative invites readers to recognize shared humanity, acknowledge structural harms, and imagine a more humane balance between labor, family life, and civic power.
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    Set amid the manufacturing districts of Manchester and Salford, Mary Barton unfolds across the late 1830s and early 1840s, the fraught threshold of early Victorian Britain. The city had become the epicenter of the global cotton trade, its mills driven by steam power and capitalist finance, its workers drawn from rural Lancashire, Cheshire, and further afield. The novel’s streets, courts, and canals echo the “Hungry Forties,” a term capturing recession, high food prices, and political agitation. Gaskell situates her narrative in this precise urban-industrial landscape, where the rhythms of mill bells, the smoke of chimneys, and the uncertainty of work shape the daily lives of families like the Bartons and Wilsons.

The social geography of Manchester was starkly divided. Dense working-class districts such as Ancoats and the notorious “Little Ireland” neighbored canals and mills, while better-off manufacturers resided in suburbs like Ardwick, Chorlton-on-Medlock, and Greenheys. Back-to-back terraces and cellar dwellings, poor drainage, and polluted water characterized the inner wards, with the River Irk and Rochdale Canal carrying industrial effluent. Markets and streets—Deansgate, Oldham Road, and Oxford Road—connected laborers to mills and warehouses. The novel’s sense of place reflects these contrasts: the cramped interiors, crowded courts, and perilous streets of the poor, set against the more spacious, regulated environments inhabited by the Carson family and their peers.

The Industrial Revolution’s mechanized cotton industry defined Manchester’s economy. Power looms and spinning mules multiplied rapidly—approximately 2,400 power looms in 1813 expanded to over 100,000 by the mid-1830s—transforming production and labor relations. Lancashire hosted the great majority of Britain’s spindles, and cotton textiles comprised roughly half of British exports by value in the 1830s. Factories tied capital investment to volatile global markets, importing raw cotton via Liverpool and exporting finished goods worldwide. In Mary Barton, this apparatus frames both prosperity and precarity: manufacturers like the Carsons embody capital’s reach, while John Barton and his fellows experience mechanization as a force compressing wages, eroding skill, and rendering livelihoods contingent.

Breakneck urbanization reshaped health and housing. Manchester’s population rose from roughly 75,000 in 1801 to over 140,000 by 1831, and to more than 300,000 by 1851, outpacing sanitary infrastructure. Overcrowding, cellar habitation, and inadequate sewers fueled disease. Cholera struck in 1831–32, killing hundreds in Manchester, and recurred in 1848–49 with devastating effect. Edwin Chadwick’s 1842 Report on the Sanitary Condition of the Labouring Population documented high mortality in industrial towns, citing Manchester’s filth, stagnant water, and privies. Mary Barton mirrors these conditions in scenes of squalor, illness, and funerals, linking individual tragedies to structural neglect of public health in working-class neighborhoods.

Transport revolutions integrated Manchester into global trade. The Bridgewater and Rochdale canals facilitated eighteenth-century growth, but the Liverpool and Manchester Railway, opened on 15 September 1830, transformed mobility and markets. Designed under George Stephenson, it cut journey times between mill and port to roughly ninety minutes to two hours, accelerating raw cotton inflows and finished cloth exports. The rail network also intensified migration and urban density. Within the novel, Liverpool’s docks and seafaring world—embodied by Will Wilson—connect Manchester’s mills to transatlantic circuits, while the ease of travel enables Mary’s urgent journey in search of exonerating testimony, dramatizing how railways reshaped time, distance, and opportunity.

Trade cycles brought acute distress in the “Hungry Forties.” The Panic of 1837 in the United States and subsequent financial strains contributed to British contractions in 1839 and a deep slump in 1841–42. Lancashire mills went onto short time, orders fell, and wages were cut. Unemployment swelled, and relief committees opened soup kitchens as parish resources strained. Food prices, especially for bread, outpaced earnings during crises. In Mary Barton, layoffs, pawned possessions, and hunger are not episodic misfortunes but systemic outcomes of global volatility. Gaskell’s characters navigate these shocks, revealing how a distant banking panic or export downturn could abruptly close a mill, empty cupboards, and precipitate protest.

Chartism emerged in 1838 as a mass movement for political reform after the limited 1832 Reform Act. The People’s Charter demanded six points, including universal male suffrage, the secret ballot, and payment of MPs. The first national petition in 1839, associated with leaders like Feargus O’Connor and the Northern Star press, gathered roughly 1.3 million signatures. While the Newport Rising (November 1839) underscored tensions in South Wales, northern industrial centers like Manchester hosted frequent Chartist meetings, often in Carpenters’ Hall. Mary Barton reflects this milieu: John Barton’s grievances and speeches echo the Chartist idiom, linking economic misery to exclusion from the franchise and parliamentary neglect.

The 1842 Chartist petition—carrying an estimated 3.3 million signatures—was presented to Parliament in May and rejected in July. Industrial regions then saw a wave of “turn-outs,” known as the General Strike of 1842, beginning in the Staffordshire Potteries and spreading across Yorkshire and Lancashire. Workers demanded both wages and the Charter, uniting economic and political claims. In Manchester, mass meetings and factory stoppages disrupted production. The novel’s atmosphere of collective meetings, wary employers, and anxious authorities aligns with the summer of 1842, when thousands gathered to hear speakers and when mills paused under pressure from crowds demanding a common stand against wage cuts and political exclusion.

The Plug Plot Riots of August 1842 crystallized conflict in Lancashire towns such as Manchester, Ashton-under-Lyne, Stalybridge, and Stockport. Strikers “plugged” engine boilers—pulling out tank plugs—to force mill stoppages, a direct challenge to employers and magistrates. The government deployed troops and swore in special constables; hundreds were arrested, and special commissions later transported some protestors to Van Diemen’s Land. Mary Barton channels this heightened climate of confrontation: the deepening rift between “masters and men,” clandestine meetings, and the fatal hardening of attitudes culminate in violence against a mill-owner’s son, dramatizing how economic despair and political frustration could slip into retaliatory crime.

The Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 replaced outdoor relief with the deterrent workhouse in most cases, reorganizing aid into Poor Law Unions with Boards of Guardians. The Manchester area implemented the New Poor Law from 1837, though local practice varied. Scandals such as Andover (1845–46), where inmates gnawed bones, exposed cruelty in administration. The stigma of the workhouse—separation of families, harsh discipline—haunted the destitute. In Mary Barton, families dread parish relief as a last resort, preferring to pawn goods and rely on neighbors or chapels. Gaskell shows voluntary relief societies stepping in where official systems failed, illustrating contested Victorian ideas of “deserving” poverty.

The Corn Laws, instituted in 1815 and modified by the 1828 sliding scale, kept grain prices high by restricting imports. Manchester’s manufacturers, led by Richard Cobden and John Bright, launched the Anti-Corn Law League in 1838, arguing free trade would lower bread prices and stabilize markets. The League’s vast Manchester meetings and bazaars, culminating in repeal under Sir Robert Peel in June 1846, signaled middle-class political potency. In the novel’s world, dear bread sharpens hardship during downturns, while employers’ free-trade rhetoric can seem hollow to hungry workers. Mary Barton registers the split between middle-class free traders and working-class Chartists over the routes to social justice.

Factory regulation advanced piecemeal. The 1833 Factory Act limited child labor in textiles and created inspectors like Leonard Horner; the 1844 Act tightened safety rules and addressed women’s hours; the 1847 Ten Hours Act restricted women and young persons in textile mills to a ten-hour day. Enforcement remained uneven, and many trades lay outside the Acts. Mary, as a dressmaker, inhabits a “sweated” sector—long hours, seasonal surges, and piece rates not covered by mill legislation. Gaskell maps how protective laws altered mill rhythms yet left large swathes of female labor precarious, demonstrating that partial legal reform could not by itself secure household welfare.

Handloom weavers’ decline was a signature Lancashire tragedy. As power looms spread, the number and earnings of domestic weavers collapsed. Parliamentary inquiries (1834–35) recorded wages falling from well above 10 shillings to often 5 shillings or less per week by the late 1830s, with irregular demand intensifying misery. Many drifted into factories as low-paid operatives or into casual trades. In Mary Barton, older workers’ bitterness preserves the memory of skilled independence displaced by machinery. The generational contrast between craft pride and factory subordination explains the moral economy underpinning protests—a conviction that employers owed subsistence and respect, not simply market-driven wage bargains.

The Great Famine in Ireland (1845–49), triggered by potato blight (Phytophthora infestans), drove mass migration to British ports, especially Liverpool, and onward into Lancashire towns. Manchester’s Irish population surged, with districts like “Little Ireland” forming near Oxford Road and the River Medlock. Epidemics of typhus and “Irish fever” in 1847 compounded suffering. Competition for low-wage jobs fueled ethnic tensions among workers. Mary Barton registers these pressures in crowded courts and in references to Irish labor undercutting wages, situating personal hardship within the wider Atlantic catastrophe. The influx intensified demands on relief and housing, sharpening the city’s already severe sanitary and employment crises.

Industrial urban governance hardened through policing and the courts. Following national trends after 1829, Manchester formed a borough police force in 1839, professionalizing crowd control. Legal reforms such as the Prisoners’ Counsel Act (1836) allowed felony defendants full representation. Assizes for Lancashire were held at Liverpool and Lancaster, drawing public attention to sensational trials. Mary Barton incorporates these developments: the investigative inquest into Harry Carson’s death, the reliance on circumstantial and eyewitness evidence, and the drama of a defense barrister reflect evolving criminal procedure. The courtroom sequence illustrates how working-class defendants navigated a legal culture still largely controlled by property and status.

Mary Barton operates as a meticulous social critique by making working-class experience the narrative center and connecting personal tragedy to policy and power. Gaskell exposes how cyclical unemployment, high food prices, and inadequate relief are not accidents but features of an economic order governed by laissez-faire assumptions. The gulf between millowners and operatives—spatially, culturally, and politically—appears in misread motives and hardened stereotypes. By presenting hunger, illness, and bereavement alongside civic debates on trade and order, the novel insists that moral responsibility rests not only with individuals but with institutions that profit from labor while externalizing the costs of poverty.

The book’s political edge lies in its diagnosis of class antagonism and its skepticism toward partial reforms. It registers Chartist demands for representation, critiques the New Poor Law’s punitive logic, and interrogates free-trade triumphalism that lowers bread prices without securing wages or housing. The murder at its core becomes an indictment of a system that makes violence thinkable when dialogue fails. Yet the narrative also tests reconciliation, suggesting that recognition across class lines must be joined to structural change—safer work, fair hours, responsive law, and sanitary reform—if Manchester’s prosperity is to rest on justice rather than endurance.
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    Elizabeth Gaskell (1810–1865), often published as “Mrs. Gaskell,” was a major English novelist and short‑story writer of the Victorian era. She is best known for uniting social realism with acute observation of domestic life in works such as Mary Barton, Cranford, North and South, and the unfinished Wives and Daughters. Writing for leading periodicals and in multi‑part serial formats, she reached a broad audience while addressing industrial change, class relations, and women’s constrained choices. She also produced notable biographical and shorter fiction, including a landmark Life of Charlotte Brontë and a body of gothic and village tales. Her range and moral imagination made her a central voice in nineteenth‑century British literature.

Gaskell was born in London and raised largely in the northwest of England, in surroundings that would later inform the textures of Cranford. Her early education followed middle‑class conventions for girls of the time, emphasizing reading, languages, and the arts rather than university study. Influenced by a liberal religious milieu and an ethical emphasis on social responsibility, she read widely in earlier English fiction and contemporary commentary. These habits nurtured an interest in character, community, and the moral consequences of economic change. The balance between sympathy and critique that distinguishes her mature work owes much to this formation, as does her commitment to representing everyday life with clarity, restraint, and humane wit.

As a young adult, Gaskell settled in the rapidly expanding manufacturing city of Manchester, an industrial environment that decisively shaped her imagination. Encounters with urban poverty, factory labor, and religious and educational reform movements deepened her awareness of social fracture and possibility. She began publishing stories in magazines, refining a realist method attentive to dialogue, place, and the interplay between domestic spaces and public pressures. The contrast between provincial rhythms and metropolitan or industrial dynamism became a durable feature of her writing. This vantage allowed her to depict, without sensationalism, the lived experience of workers and employers, and to explore how class, conscience, and community could be negotiated amid the transformations of nineteenth‑century Britain.

Her debut novel, Mary Barton (1848), brought immediate attention for its unflinching view of industrial Manchester and its sympathetic treatment of working‑class life. Gaskell soon developed a close publishing relationship with the periodical press, notably contributing serial fiction to a journal edited by Charles Dickens. Cranford (1851–53) offered a delicately comic portrait of small‑town society, while North and South (1854–55) examined industrial conflict and mutual understanding across class divisions. Ruth (1853) addressed moral judgment and social stigma with unusual candor. Alongside these novels, she wrote admired shorter fiction—including ghost and gothic tales such as The Old Nurse’s Story and works like Lois the Witch—which displayed her versatility in tone and form.

Gaskell’s The Life of Charlotte Brontë (1857) stands as one of the nineteenth century’s most influential literary biographies. Drawing on correspondence and personal knowledge, she fashioned a sympathetic portrait that sought to protect a fellow woman writer while explaining the conditions under which Brontë wrote. The biography quickly became a touchstone for readers and sparked debate over privacy, representation, and the boundaries of biographical truth. Subsequent editions were revised in response to objections, but the work endured as an early model of author‑centered life writing. Its moral seriousness and narrative force reflect Gaskell’s broader commitment to understanding character within social and spiritual contexts.

In the 1860s Gaskell extended her range with Sylvia’s Lovers, the pastoral‑industrial novella Cousin Phillis, and her final, unfinished masterpiece, Wives and Daughters, serialized in the Cornhill Magazine. These works deepened her exploration of provincial society, generational change, and the pressures of science, education, and ambition on family life. Her later fiction is marked by supple narration, restrained irony, and a confident orchestration of multiple viewpoints. Though she died before completing Wives and Daughters, the novel’s posthumous publication confirmed her stature for readers who admired its breadth of characterization and unobtrusive craft. Across genres, she had by this point established a durable presence in the Victorian literary landscape.

Gaskell died in the mid‑1860s, leaving a body of work that has continually invited renewed attention. Critics have praised her ability to combine social conscience with narrative warmth, and to chart the negotiations of class, gender, faith, and community without reducing characters to types. Twentieth‑century scholarship and late twentieth‑ and early twenty‑first‑century screen adaptations contributed to a significant revival of interest, making her novels staples of teaching and public reading. Today she is valued for bridging industrial and domestic fiction, for her accomplished short stories, and for a biographical voice that helped define the genre. Her writing remains a touchstone for nuanced, humane realism.
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A Tale of Manchester Life

by

Elizabeth Gaskell



"'How knowest thou,' may the distressed Novel-wright exclaim, 'that I, here where I sit, am the Foolishest of existing mortals; that this my Long-ear of a fictitious Biography shall not find one and the other, into whose still longer ears it may be the means, under Providence, of instilling somewhat?' We answer, 'None knows, none can certainly know: therefore, write on, worthy Brother, even as thou canst, even as it is given thee.'"

CARLYLE.
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Three years ago I became anxious (from circumstances that need not be more fully alluded to) to employ myself in writing a work of fiction. Living in Manchester, but with a deep relish and fond admiration for the country, my first thought was to find a frame-work for my story in some rural scene; and I had already made a little progress in a tale, the period of which was more than a century ago, and the place on the borders of Yorkshire, when I bethought me how deep might be the romance in the lives of some of those who elbowed me daily in the busy streets of the town in which I resided. I had always felt a deep sympathy with the care-worn men, who looked as if doomed to struggle through their lives in strange alternations between work and want; tossed to and fro by circumstances, apparently in even a greater degree than other men. A little manifestation of this sympathy, and a little attention to the expression of feelings on the part of some of the work-people with whom I was acquainted, had laid open to me the hearts of one or two of the more thoughtful among them; I saw that they were sore and irritable against the rich, the even tenor of whose seemingly happy lives appeared to increase the anguish caused by the lottery-like nature of their own. Whether the bitter complaints made by them, of the neglect which they experienced from the prosperous—especially from the masters whose fortunes they had helped to build up—were well-founded or no, it is not for me to judge. It is enough to say, that this belief of the injustice and unkindness which they endure from their fellow-creatures, taints what might be resignation to God's will, and turns it to revenge in too many of the poor uneducated factory-workers of Manchester.

The more I reflected on this unhappy state of things between those so bound to each other by common interests, as the employers and the employed must ever be, the more anxious I became to give some utterance to the agony which, from time to time, convulses this dumb people; the agony of suffering without the sympathy of the happy, or of erroneously believing that such is the case. If it be an error, that the woes, which come with ever-returning tide-like flood to overwhelm the workmen in our manufacturing towns, pass unregarded by all but the sufferers, it is at any rate an error so bitter in its consequences to all parties, that whatever public effort can do in the way of legislation, or private effort in the way of merciful deeds, or helpless love in the way of "widow's mites," should be done, and that speedily, to disabuse the work-people of so miserable a misapprehension. At present they seem to me to be left in a state, wherein lamentations and tears are thrown aside as useless, but in which the lips are compressed for curses, and the hands clenched and ready to smite.

I know nothing of Political Economy, or the theories of trade. I have tried to write truthfully; and if my accounts agree or clash with any system, the agreement or disagreement is unintentional.

To myself the idea which I have formed of the state of feeling among too many of the factory-people in Manchester, and which I endeavoured to represent in this tale (completed above a year ago), has received some confirmation from the events which have so recently occurred among a similar class on the Continent.

OCTOBER, 1848.
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Oh! 'tis hard, 'tis hard to be working

    The whole of the live-long day,

    When all the neighbours about one

    Are off to their jaunts and play.



    There's Richard he carries his baby,

    And Mary takes little Jane,

    And lovingly they'll be wandering

    Through field and briery lane.

Manchester Song.



There are some fields near Manchester, well known to the inhabitants as "Green Heys Fields[1]," through which runs a public footpath to a little village about two miles distant. In spite of these fields being flat and low, nay, in spite of the want of wood (the great and usual recommendation of level tracts of land), there is a charm about them which strikes even the inhabitant of a mountainous district, who sees and feels the effect of contrast in these common-place but thoroughly rural fields, with the busy, bustling manufacturing town he left but half-an-hour ago. Here and there an old black and white farm-house, with its rambling outbuildings, speaks of other times and other occupations than those which now absorb the population of the neighbourhood. Here in their seasons may be seen the country business of hay-making, ploughing, &c., which are such pleasant mysteries for townspeople to watch; and here the artisan, deafened with noise of tongues and engines, may come to listen awhile to the delicious sounds of rural life: the lowing of cattle, the milk-maids' call, the clatter and cackle of poultry in the old farm-yards. You cannot wonder, then, that these fields are popular places of resort at every holiday time; and you would not wonder, if you could see, or I properly describe, the charm of one particular stile, that it should be, on such occasions, a crowded halting-place. Close by it is a deep, clear pond, reflecting in its dark green depths the shadowy trees that bend over it to exclude the sun. The only place where its banks are shelving is on the side next to a rambling farm-yard, belonging to one of those old-world, gabled, black and white houses I named above, overlooking the field through which the public footpath leads. The porch of this farm-house is covered by a rose-tree; and the little garden surrounding it is crowded with a medley of old-fashioned herbs and flowers, planted long ago, when the garden was the only druggist's shop within reach, and allowed to grow in scrambling and wild luxuriance—roses, lavender, sage, balm (for tea), rosemary, pinks and wallflowers, onions and jessamine, in most republican and indiscriminate order. This farm-house and garden are within a hundred yards of the stile of which I spoke, leading from the large pasture field into a smaller one, divided by a hedge of hawthorn and black-thorn; and near this stile, on the further side, there runs a tale that primroses may often be found, and occasionally the blue sweet violet on the grassy hedge bank.

I do not know whether it was on a holiday granted by the masters, or a holiday seized in right of Nature and her beautiful spring time by the workmen, but one afternoon (now ten or a dozen years ago) these fields were much thronged. It was an early May evening—the April of the poets; for heavy showers had fallen all the morning, and the round, soft, white clouds which were blown by a west wind over the dark blue sky, were sometimes varied by one blacker and more threatening. The softness of the day tempted forth the young green leaves, which almost visibly fluttered into life; and the willows, which that morning had had only a brown reflection in the water below, were now of that tender gray-green which blends so delicately with the spring harmony of colours.

Groups of merry and somewhat loud-talking girls, whose ages might range from twelve to twenty, came by with a buoyant step. They were most of them factory girls, and wore the usual out-of-doors dress of that particular class of maidens; namely, a shawl, which at mid-day or in fine weather was allowed to be merely a shawl, but towards evening, or if the day were chilly, became a sort of Spanish mantilla or Scotch plaid, and was brought over the head and hung loosely down, or was pinned under the chin in no unpicturesque fashion.

Their faces were not remarkable for beauty; indeed, they were below the average, with one or two exceptions; they had dark hair, neatly and classically arranged, dark eyes, but sallow complexions and irregular features. The only thing to strike a passer-by was an acuteness and intelligence of countenance, which has often been noticed in a manufacturing population.

There were also numbers of boys, or rather young men, rambling among these fields, ready to bandy jokes with any one, and particularly ready to enter into conversation with the girls, who, however, held themselves aloof, not in a shy, but rather in an independent way, assuming an indifferent manner to the noisy wit or obstreperous compliments of the lads. Here and there came a sober quiet couple, either whispering lovers, or husband and wife, as the case might be; and if the latter, they were seldom unencumbered by an infant, carried for the most part by the father, while occasionally even three or four little toddlers had been carried or dragged thus far, in order that the whole family might enjoy the delicious May afternoon together.

Sometime in the course of that afternoon, two working men met with friendly greeting at the stile so often named. One was a thorough specimen of a Manchester man; born of factory workers, and himself bred up in youth, and living in manhood, among the mills. He was below the middle size and slightly made; there was almost a stunted look about him; and his wan, colourless face gave you the idea, that in his childhood he had suffered from the scanty living consequent upon bad times and improvident habits. His features were strongly marked, though not irregular, and their expression was extreme earnestness; resolute either for good or evil; a sort of latent, stern enthusiasm. At the time of which I write, the good predominated over the bad in the countenance, and he was one from whom a stranger would have asked a favour with tolerable faith that it would be granted. He was accompanied by his wife, who might, without exaggeration, have been called a lovely woman, although now her face was swollen with crying, and often hidden behind her apron. She had the fresh beauty of the agricultural districts; and somewhat of the deficiency of sense in her countenance, which is likewise characteristic of the rural inhabitants in comparison with the natives of the manufacturing towns. She was far advanced in pregnancy, which perhaps occasioned the overpowering and hysterical nature of her grief. The friend whom they met was more handsome and less sensible-looking than the man I have just described; he seemed hearty and hopeful, and although his age was greater, yet there was far more of youth's buoyancy in his appearance. He was tenderly carrying a baby in arms, while his wife, a delicate, fragile-looking woman, limping in her gait, bore another of the same age; little, feeble twins, inheriting the frail appearance of their mother.

The last-mentioned man was the first to speak, while a sudden look of sympathy dimmed his gladsome face. "Well, John, how goes it with you?" and, in a lower voice, he added, "Any news of Esther, yet?" Meanwhile the wives greeted each other like old friends, the soft and plaintive voice of the mother of the twins seeming to call forth only fresh sobs from Mrs. Barton.

"Come, women," said John Barton, "you've both walked far enough. My Mary expects to have her bed in three weeks; and as for you, Mrs. Wilson, you know you're but a cranky sort of a body[2] at the best of times." This was said so kindly, that no offence could be taken. "Sit you down here; the grass is well nigh dry by this time; and you're neither of you nesh1 folk about taking cold. Stay," he added, with some tenderness, "here's my pocket-handkerchief to spread under you, to save the gowns women always think so much of; and now, Mrs. Wilson, give me the baby, I may as well carry him, while you talk and comfort my wife; poor thing, she takes on sadly about Esther."

These arrangements were soon completed: the two women sat down on the blue cotton handkerchiefs of their husbands, and the latter, each carrying a baby, set off for a further walk; but as soon as Barton had turned his back upon his wife, his countenance fell back into an expression of gloom.

"Then you've heard nothing of Esther, poor lass?" asked Wilson.

"No, nor shan't, as I take it. My mind is, she's gone off with somebody. My wife frets, and thinks she's drowned herself, but I tell her, folks don't care to put on their best clothes to drown themselves; and Mrs. Bradshaw (where she lodged, you know) says the last time she set eyes on her was last Tuesday, when she came down stairs, dressed in her Sunday gown, and with a new ribbon in her bonnet, and gloves on her hands, like the lady she was so fond of thinking herself."

"She was as pretty a creature as ever the sun shone on."

"Ay, she was a farrantly2 lass; more's the pity now," added Barton, with a sigh. "You see them Buckinghamshire people as comes to work in Manchester, has quite a different look with them to us Manchester folk. You'll not see among the Manchester wenches such fresh rosy cheeks, or such black lashes to gray eyes (making them look like black), as my wife and Esther had. I never seed two such pretty women for sisters; never. Not but what beauty is a sad snare. Here was Esther so puffed up, that there was no holding her in. Her spirit was always up, if I spoke ever so little in the way of advice to her; my wife spoiled her, it is true, for you see she was so much older than Esther she was more like a mother to her, doing every thing for her."

"I wonder she ever left you," observed his friend.

"That's the worst of factory work, for girls. They can earn so much when work is plenty, that they can maintain themselves any how. My Mary shall never work in a factory, that I'm determined on. You see Esther spent her money in dress, thinking to set off her pretty face; and got to come home so late at night, that at last I told her my mind: my missis thinks I spoke crossly, but I meant right, for I loved Esther, if it was only for Mary's sake. Says I, 'Esther, I see what you'll end at with your artificials, and your fly-away veils, and stopping out when honest women are in their beds; you'll be a street-walker, Esther, and then, don't you go to think I'll have you darken my door, though my wife is your sister.' So says she, 'Don't trouble yourself, John. I'll pack up and be off now, for I'll never stay to hear myself called as you call me.' She flushed up like a turkey-cock, and I thought fire would come out of her eyes; but when she saw Mary cry (for Mary can't abide words in a house), she went and kissed her, and said she was not so bad as I thought her. So we talked more friendly, for, as I said, I liked the lass well enough, and her pretty looks, and her cheery ways. But she said (and at the time I thought there was sense in what she said) we should be much better friends if she went into lodgings, and only came to see us now and then."

"Then you still were friendly. Folks said you'd cast her off, and said you'd never speak to her again."

"Folks always make one a deal worse than one is," said John Barton, testily. "She came many a time to our house after she left off living with us. Last Sunday se'nnight—no! it was this very last Sunday, she came to drink a cup of tea with Mary; and that was the last time we set eyes on her."

"Was she any ways different in her manner?" asked Wilson.

"Well, I don't know. I have thought several times since, that she was a bit quieter, and more womanly-like; more gentle, and more blushing, and not so riotous and noisy. She comes in, toward four o'clock, when afternoon church was loosing, and she goes and hangs her bonnet up on the old nail we used to call hers, while she lived with us. I remember thinking what a pretty lass she was, as she sat on a low stool by Mary, who was rocking herself, and in rather a poor way. She laughed and cried by turns, but all so softly and gently, like a child, that I couldn't find in my heart to scold her, especially as Mary was fretting already. One thing I do remember I did say, and pretty sharply too. She took our little Mary by the waist, and—"

"Thou must leave off calling her 'little' Mary, she's growing up into as fine a lass as one can see on a summer's day; more of her mother's stock than thine," interrupted Wilson.

"Well, well, I call her 'little,' because her mother's name is Mary. But, as I was saying, she takes Mary in a coaxing sort of way, and, 'Mary,' says she, 'what should you think if I sent for you some day and made a lady of you?' So I could not stand such talk as that to my girl, and I said, 'Thou'd best not put that nonsense i' the girl's head I can tell thee; I'd rather see her earning her bread by the sweat of her brow, as the Bible tells her she should do, ay, though she never got butter to her bread, than be like a do-nothing lady, worrying shopmen all morning, and screeching at her pianny all afternoon, and going to bed without having done a good turn to any one of God's creatures but herself.'"

"Thou never could abide the gentlefolk," said Wilson, half amused at his friend's vehemence.

"And what good have they ever done me that I should like them?" asked Barton, the latent fire lighting up his eye: and bursting forth, he continued, "If I am sick, do they come and nurse me? If my child lies dying (as poor Tom lay, with his white wan lips quivering, for want of better food than I could give him), does the rich man bring the wine or broth that might save his life? If I am out of work for weeks in the bad times, and winter comes, with black frost, and keen east wind, and there is no coal for the grate, and no clothes for the bed, and the thin bones are seen through the ragged clothes, does the rich man share his plenty with me, as he ought to do, if his religion wasn't a humbug? When I lie on my death-bed, and Mary (bless her) stands fretting, as I know she will fret," and here his voice faltered a little, "will a rich lady come and take her to her own home if need be, till she can look round, and see what best to do? No, I tell you, it's the poor, and the poor only, as does such things for the poor. Don't think to come over me with th' old tale, that the rich know nothing of the trials of the poor. I say, if they don't know, they ought to know. We're their slaves as long as we can work; we pile up their fortunes with the sweat of our brows; and yet we are to live as separate as if we were in two worlds; ay, as separate as Dives and Lazarus, with a great gulf betwixt us: but I know who was best off then," and he wound up his speech with a low chuckle that had no mirth in it.

"Well, neighbour," said Wilson, "all that may be very true, but what I want to know now is about Esther—when did you last hear of her?"

"Why, she took leave of us that Sunday night in a very loving way, kissing both wife Mary, and daughter Mary (if I must not call her little), and shaking hands with me; but all in a cheerful sort of manner, so we thought nothing about her kisses and shakes. But on Wednesday night comes Mrs. Bradshaw's son with Esther's box, and presently Mrs. Bradshaw follows with the key; and when we began to talk, we found Esther told her she was coming back to live with us, and would pay her week's money for not giving notice; and on Tuesday night she carried off a little bundle (her best clothes were on her back, as I said before), and told Mrs. Bradshaw not to hurry herself about the big box, but bring it when she had time. So of course she thought she should find Esther with us; and when she told her story, my missis set up such a screech, and fell down in a dead swoon. Mary ran up with water for her mother, and I thought so much about my wife, I did not seem to care at all for Esther. But the next day I asked all the neighbours (both our own and Bradshaw's), and they'd none of 'em heard or seen nothing of her. I even went to a policeman, a good enough sort of man, but a fellow I'd never spoke to before because of his livery, and I asks him if his 'cuteness could find any thing out for us. So I believe he asks other policemen; and one on 'em had seen a wench, like our Esther, walking very quickly, with a bundle under her arm, on Tuesday night, toward eight o'clock, and get into a hackney coach, near Hulme Church, and we don't know th' number, and can't trace it no further. I'm sorry enough for the girl, for bad's come over her, one way or another, but I'm sorrier for my wife. She loved her next to me and Mary, and she's never been the same body since poor Tom's death. However, let's go back to them; your old woman may have done her good."

As they walked homewards with a brisker pace, Wilson expressed a wish that they still were the near neighbours they once had been.

"Still our Alice lives in the cellar under No. 14, in Barber Street, and if you'd only speak the word she'd be with you in five minutes, to keep your wife company when she's lonesome. Though I'm Alice's brother, and perhaps ought not to say it, I will say there's none more ready to help with heart or hand than she is. Though she may have done a hard day's wash, there's not a child ill within the street but Alice goes to offer to sit up, and does sit up too, though may be she's to be at her work by six next morning."

"She's a poor woman, and can feel for the poor, Wilson," was Barton's reply; and then he added, "Thank you kindly for your offer, and mayhap I may trouble her to be a bit with my wife, for while I'm at work, and Mary's at school, I know she frets above a bit. See, there's Mary!" and the father's eye brightened, as in the distance, among a group of girls, he spied his only daughter, a bonny lassie of thirteen or so, who came bounding along to meet and to greet her father, in a manner which showed that the stern-looking man had a tender nature within. The two men had crossed the last stile while Mary loitered behind to gather some buds of the coming hawthorn, when an over-grown lad came past her, and snatched a kiss, exclaiming, "For old acquaintance sake, Mary."

"Take that for old acquaintance sake, then," said the girl, blushing rosy red, more with anger than shame, as she slapped his face. The tones of her voice called back her father and his friend, and the aggressor proved to be the eldest son of the latter, the senior by eighteen years of his little brothers.

"Here, children, instead o' kissing and quarrelling, do ye each take a baby, for if Wilson's arms be like mine they are heartily tired."

Mary sprang forward to take her father's charge, with a girl's fondness for infants, and with some little foresight of the event soon to happen at home; while young Wilson seemed to lose his rough, cubbish nature as he crowed and cooed to his little brother.

"Twins is a great trial to a poor man, bless 'em," said the half-proud, half-weary father, as he bestowed a smacking kiss on the babe ere he parted with it.


Chapter II.

  A Manchester Tea-party
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Polly, put the kettle on,

    And let's have tea!

    Polly, put the kettle on,

    And we'll all have tea.



"Here we are, wife; didst thou think thou'd lost us?" quoth hearty-voiced Wilson, as the two women rose and shook themselves in preparation for their homeward walk. Mrs. Barton was evidently soothed, if not cheered, by the unburdening of her fears and thoughts to her friend; and her approving look went far to second her husband's invitation that the whole party should adjourn from Green Heys Fields to tea, at the Bartons' house. The only faint opposition was raised by Mrs. Wilson, on account of the lateness of the hour at which they would probably return, which she feared on her babies' account.

"Now, hold your tongue, missis, will you," said her husband, good-temperedly. "Don't you know them brats never goes to sleep till long past ten? and haven't you a shawl, under which you can tuck one lad's head, as safe as a bird's under its wing? And as for t'other one, I'll put it in my pocket rather than not stay, now we are this far away from Ancoats."

"Or I can lend you another shawl," suggested Mrs. Barton.

"Ay, any thing rather than not stay."

The matter being decided, the party proceeded home, through many half-finished streets, all so like one another that you might have easily been bewildered and lost your way. Not a step, however, did our friends lose; down this entry, cutting off that corner, until they turned out of one of these innumerable streets into a little paved court, having the backs of houses at the end opposite to the opening, and a gutter running through the middle to carry off household slops, washing suds, &c. The women who lived in the court were busy taking in strings of caps, frocks, and various articles of linen, which hung from side to side, dangling so low, that if our friends had been a few minutes sooner, they would have had to stoop very much, or else the half-wet clothes would have flapped in their faces; but although the evening seemed yet early when they were in the open fields—among the pent-up houses, night, with its mists, and its darkness, had already begun to fall.

Many greetings were given and exchanged between the Wilsons and these women, for not long ago they had also dwelt in this court.

Two rude lads, standing at a disorderly looking house-door, exclaimed, as Mary Barton (the daughter) passed, "Eh, look! Polly Barton's gotten a sweetheart."

Of course this referred to young Wilson, who stole a look to see how Mary took the idea. He saw her assume the air of a young fury, and to his next speech she answered not a word.

Mrs. Barton produced the key of the door from her pocket; and on entering the house-place it seemed as if they were in total darkness, except one bright spot, which might be a cat's eye, or might be, what it was, a red-hot fire, smouldering under a large piece of coal, which John Barton immediately applied himself to break up, and the effect instantly produced was warm and glowing light in every corner of the room. To add to this (although the coarse yellow glare seemed lost in the ruddy glow from the fire), Mrs. Barton lighted a dip by sticking it in the fire, and having placed it satisfactorily in a tin candlestick, began to look further about her, on hospitable thoughts intent. The room was tolerably large, and possessed many conveniences. On the right of the door, as you entered, was a longish window, with a broad ledge. On each side of this, hung blue-and-white check curtains, which were now drawn, to shut in the friends met to enjoy themselves. Two geraniums, unpruned and leafy, which stood on the sill, formed a further defence from out-door pryers. In the corner between the window and the fire-side was a cupboard, apparently full of plates and dishes, cups and saucers, and some more nondescript articles, for which one would have fancied their possessors could find no use—such as triangular pieces of glass to save carving knives and forks from dirtying table-cloths. However, it was evident Mrs. Barton was proud of her crockery and glass, for she left her cupboard door open, with a glance round of satisfaction and pleasure. On the opposite side to the door and window was the staircase, and two doors; one of which (the nearest to the fire) led into a sort of little back kitchen, where dirty work, such as washing up dishes, might be done, and whose shelves served as larder, and pantry, and storeroom, and all. The other door, which was considerably lower, opened into the coal-hole—the slanting closet under the stairs; from which, to the fire-place, there was a gay-coloured piece of oil-cloth laid. The place seemed almost crammed with furniture (sure sign of good times among the mills). Beneath the window was a dresser with three deep drawers. Opposite the fire-place was a table, which I should call a Pembroke, only that it was made of deal, and I cannot tell how far such a name may be applied to such humble material. On it, resting against the wall, was a bright green japanned tea-tray, having a couple of scarlet lovers embracing in the middle. The fire-light danced merrily on this, and really (setting all taste but that of a child's aside) it gave a richness of colouring to that side of the room. It was in some measure propped up by a crimson tea-caddy, also of japan ware. A round table on one branching leg really for use, stood in the corresponding corner to the cupboard; and, if you can picture all this with a washy, but clean stencilled pattern on the walls, you can form some idea of John Barton's home.

The tray was soon hoisted down, and before the merry chatter of cups and saucers began, the women disburdened themselves of their out-of-door things, and sent Mary up stairs with them. Then came a long whispering, and chinking of money, to which Mr. and Mrs. Wilson were too polite to attend; knowing, as they did full well, that it all related to the preparations for hospitality; hospitality that, in their turn, they should have such pleasure in offering. So they tried to be busily occupied with the children, and not to hear Mrs. Barton's directions to Mary.

"Run, Mary dear, just round the corner, and get some fresh eggs at Tipping's (you may get one a-piece, that will be five-pence), and see if he has any nice ham cut, that he would let us have a pound of."

"Say two pounds, missis, and don't be stingy," chimed in the husband.

"Well, a pound and a half, Mary. And get it Cumberland ham[3], for Wilson comes from there-away, and it will have a sort of relish of home with it he'll like,—and Mary" (seeing the lassie fain to be off), "you must get a pennyworth of milk and a loaf of bread—mind you get it fresh and new—and, and—that's all, Mary."

"No, it's not all," said her husband. "Thou must get sixpennyworth of rum, to warm the tea; thou'll get it at the 'Grapes.' And thou just go to Alice Wilson; he says she lives just right round the corner, under 14, Barber Street" (this was addressed to his wife), "and tell her to come and take her tea with us; she'll like to see her brother, I'll be bound, let alone Jane and the twins."

"If she comes she must bring a tea-cup and saucer, for we have but half-a-dozen, and here's six of us," said Mrs. Barton.

"Pooh! pooh! Jem and Mary can drink out of one, surely."

But Mary secretly determined to take care that Alice brought her tea-cup and saucer, if the alternative was to be her sharing any thing with Jem.

Alice Wilson had but just come in. She had been out all day in the fields, gathering wild herbs for drinks and medicine, for in addition to her invaluable qualities as a sick nurse and her worldly occupation as a washerwoman, she added a considerable knowledge of hedge and field simples; and on fine days, when no more profitable occupation offered itself, she used to ramble off into the lanes and meadows as far as her legs could carry her. This evening she had returned loaded with nettles, and her first object was to light a candle and see to hang them up in bunches in every available place in her cellar room. It was the perfection of cleanliness: in one corner stood the modest-looking bed, with a check curtain at the head, the whitewashed wall filling up the place where the corresponding one should have been. The floor was bricked, and scrupulously clean, although so damp that it seemed as if the last washing would never dry up. As the cellar window looked into an area in the street, down which boys might throw stones, it was protected by an outside shelter, and was oddly festooned with all manner of hedge-row, ditch, and field plants, which we are accustomed to call valueless, but which have a powerful effect either for good or for evil, and are consequently much used among the poor. The room was strewed, hung, and darkened with these bunches, which emitted no very fragrant odour in their process of drying. In one corner was a sort of broad hanging shelf, made of old planks, where some old hoards of Alice's were kept. Her little bit of crockery ware was ranged on the mantelpiece, where also stood her candlestick and box of matches. A small cupboard contained at the bottom coals, and at the top her bread and basin of oatmeal, her frying pan, tea-pot, and a small tin saucepan, which served as a kettle, as well as for cooking the delicate little messes of broth which Alice sometimes was able to manufacture for a sick neighbour.

After her walk she felt chilly and weary, and was busy trying to light her fire with the damp coals, and half green sticks, when Mary knocked.

"Come in," said Alice, remembering, however, that she had barred the door for the night, and hastening to make it possible for any one to come in.

"Is that you, Mary Barton?" exclaimed she, as the light from her candle streamed on the girl's face. "How you are grown since I used to see you at my brother's! Come in, lass, come in."

"Please," said Mary, almost breathless, "mother says you're to come to tea, and bring your cup and saucer, for George and Jane Wilson is with us, and the twins, and Jem. And you're to make haste, please."

"I'm sure it's very neighbourly and kind in your mother, and I'll come, with many thanks. Stay, Mary, has your mother got any nettles for spring drink? If she hasn't I'll take her some."

"No, I don't think she has."

Mary ran off like a hare to fulfil what, to a girl of thirteen, fond of power, was the more interesting part of her errand—the money-spending part. And well and ably did she perform her business, returning home with a little bottle of rum, and the eggs in one hand, while her other was filled with some excellent red-and-white smoke-flavoured Cumberland ham, wrapped up in paper.

She was at home, and frying ham, before Alice had chosen her nettles, put out her candle, locked her door, and walked in a very foot-sore manner as far as John Barton's. What an aspect of comfort did his houseplace present, after her humble cellar. She did not think of comparing; but for all that she felt the delicious glow of the fire, the bright light that revelled in every corner of the room, the savoury smells, the comfortable sounds of a boiling kettle, and the hissing, frizzling ham. With a little old-fashioned curtsey she shut the door, and replied with a loving heart to the boisterous and surprised greeting of her brother.

And now all preparations being made, the party sat down; Mrs. Wilson in the post of honour, the rocking chair on the right hand side of the fire, nursing her baby, while its father, in an opposite arm-chair, tried vainly to quieten the other with bread soaked in milk.

Mrs. Barton knew manners too well to do any thing but sit at the tea-table and make tea, though in her heart she longed to be able to superintend the frying of the ham, and cast many an anxious look at Mary as she broke the eggs and turned the ham, with a very comfortable portion of confidence in her own culinary powers. Jem stood awkwardly leaning against the dresser, replying rather gruffly to his aunt's speeches, which gave him, he thought, the air of being a little boy; whereas he considered himself as a young man, and not so very young neither, as in two months he would be eighteen. Barton vibrated between the fire and the tea-table, his only drawback being a fancy that every now and then his wife's face flushed and contracted as if in pain.

At length the business actually began. Knives and forks, cups and saucers made a noise, but human voices were still, for human beings were hungry, and had
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