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The Macdonald Family


A Note on Names

There are a large number of people with the same names in this book, and I have tried to rationalize usage so that the reader can immediately know which James Macdonald, or which ‘Jack’, I am referring to.

I have called most of the characters by their first names, or by what they called each other. Louie instead of Louisa was almost invariable. John Lockwood Kipling was called John by his family, Lockwood by the rest of the world; I have settled on Lockwood so that later there is no confusion with his grandson John. Agnes was sometimes called Agnes, sometimes Aggie. I have stuck with Agnes, as to a modern ear Aggie is taken to be a nickname for Agatha (and was indeed reproduced so in one of the standard biographies of Baldwin).

Those with the same names have proved more difficult. Burne-Jones was called Ned Jones in youth, Edward Burne-Jones thereafter. I have followed the chronology for his last name, but as his brother-in-law was also an Edward – Edward Poynter – I have usually called them Burne-Jones and Poynter. Where these would have appeared silly – ‘Burne-Jones and Georgie’ for example – I have used Ned for Burne-Jones and Edward for Poynter. Margaret Burne-Jones and Trix Kipling both married men named John and called Jack; I have used their last names as much as possible, as no one ever called either of them anything but Jack.


Introduction

I first came across the Macdonald sisters when reading a biography of Rudyard Kipling. Around him as a little boy in Southsea were his mother’s sisters: one the wife of Burne-Jones, another the mother of Stanley Baldwin, a third the wife of the director of the National Gallery, Edward Poynter. Looking further, I saw that all the many biographies of the men in the family – of Kipling, of Burne-Jones, of Baldwin – mention that the sisters were the wives or mothers of famous men as an interesting fact, but not an important one. There have been two biographies of the sisters, one by Stanley Baldwin’s son Windham Baldwin in 1960, and one by Ina Taylor, in 1987, but neither was received in the way the ‘male’ biographies were. This made me think more about biography, and what its function is. Can it really be that our families have so little influence on our lives that they can safely be tucked away in Chapter 1, and thereafter disregarded?

It seemed to me that families are one of the two most important influences in our lives – families and domestic life. Yet it is only in the last decade that biographies treat both in anything other than a subsidiary fashion. They are women’s topics, not important enough in the big male world for full-scale treatment, and until recently they have been traditionally displaced into the ‘women’s read’, which is fiction. While families and domestic life are what we all share, so much of history was being written off with a brief ‘They were just like us.’ Was this the case? Is this why there is such a lack of interest in families and family life? Because they (we?) are all the same? An exploration of the creation and dissolution of a family at a different period, a look at how families lived in the mid-and high-Victorian periods, seemed a way into the mindset of a different time, and could be used as a proving ground: how were these people different from our own families? How were they the same?

*

The Macdonalds were fascinating people at a fascinating moment of time. They were there at the death of the nineteenth century – Burne-Jones, although later embraced by the Symbolists, was old-fashioned even at the height of his career, painting mythological pictures and illustrations of courtly legends while Manet was producing Olympe. The next generation, in particular Baldwin and Kipling, was at the forefront of the new wave, and helped create the way we perceive the twentieth century – Kipling, in his life so reactionary, was a daring modernist in his work; Baldwin was the first British politician to embrace twentieth-century techniques of campaigning such as radio and film.

Parallel to the men’s story was another one which fascinated me. This was the story of domestic life. I was interested in seeing how families lived; what the ingredients were that went into making up lives. The Macdonalds gave me a wide range to cover. They started as a family that was middle class by the skin of its teeth, with little prestige and less money. The women married within their social circle, and yet by the end they were managing town houses and country houses, out in a world that as children they could barely imagine. These women were not the meek little stay-at-homes of fiction. Georgie Burne-Jones ran for local-government office the very first time women could be elected; Louisa Baldwin wrote novels; Alice Kipling published poetry. Yet their homes were the focus of their lives.

The range of possibilities for women varied both with the society each woman found herself in and with the woman herself. Before the Married Women’s Property Act of 1870 – when an engaged woman could not dispose of her property without her fiancé’s consent; when on marriage all her property, personal and real, passed to her husband; when she could not make a will without permission, nor enter into a contract, nor go to law, nor keep her own earnings or her own inherited money – what hope had any woman of a separate intellectual existence? After all, she had, in law, no separate physical existence: she could not sue her husband, because legally they were the same person. A modern scholar notes that ‘Under married law women were classed with criminals, lunatics and minors – legally incompetent and irresponsible.’1

John Stuart Mill thought women’s suffrage one of the most important questions of the day; in 1866 he would petition Parliament for its consideration, and in 1869 he published his On the Subjection of Women. But Coventry Patmore’s The Angel in the House, published between 1854 and 1863, was more popular, with its blend of premature death, sticky sentiment and frigid women whose life’s purpose was to serve men. Tennyson followed this same pattern, creating a raft of passive, patient heroines who waited to be acted upon, rather than acting themselves. His Mariana, waiting for her man, can stand in for all of them: ‘ “My life is dreary/He cometh not,” she said.’ The poet William Allingham, who was briefly engaged to Alice Macdonald, had noted that he ‘could not put up with a wife without Genius’, but her genius was to be ‘in appreciating’.2 (It is perhaps not surprising that his engagement to Alice was short-lived.)

In 1865 Ruskin published his essay ‘Of Queens’ Gardens’, in which he laid out his considered views on the separate roles of men and women. He judged that woman’s ‘intellect is not for invention or creation, but for sweet ordering, arrangement, and decision … Her great function is Praise.’ Woman must be ‘wise, not for self-development, but for self-renunciation’. ‘All such knowledge should be given her as may enable her to understand, and even to aid, the work of men: and yet it should be given, not as knowledge, – not as if it were, or could be, for her an object to know; but only to feel, and to judge.’ ‘Speaking broadly, a man ought to know any language or science he learns, thoroughly – while a woman ought to know the same language, or science, only so far as may enable her to sympathise in her husband’s pleasures, and in those of his best friends.’3 Women, in other words, were supposed to be self-denying to a pathological degree; they were supposed to be that interesting psychological paradox, fragile pillars of strength.

Given the weight of public opinion, it is not surprising that the Macdonald sisters in many ways ended by fulfilling the roles allotted to women, although at some cost. Their experiences varied widely, and illustrated the possibilities that women saw (if only unconsciously) opening before them. Georgie Burne-Jones stopped her own work and instead ‘echoed’ her husband’s art, painting his designs on to tiles and embroidering yet more designs on to fabric. Alice Kipling saw herself as integral to her husband’s career – she knew that he would get along faster, and further, with her on board. Louisa Baldwin’s and Agnes Poynter’s husbands needed no help and, perhaps because of this, Louisa and Agnes retreated to the sickroom. They were, in many ways, absentee wives and mothers; they accrued power to themselves by their fragility. They were vortexes around which family life whirled. No one could fail to be aware of them, but it was awareness of an absence, not a presence. They are, similarly, absent presences in this book. I felt it was important to show not just that they were ‘missing’, but the group dynamic, and it was one that operated on the premiss that they were not there.

As a result, Alice and, in particular, Georgie, and their families, come to the foreground of the story. In the main, I think that this was actually the way the families functioned – Alice and Georgie managed and organized; Louisa and Agnes were managed and organized.* Inevitably, this emphasis also is a function of what material has survived. The Burne-Jones family carefully hoarded material, as did several of Burne-Jones’s women friends. Most of this has found its way into public collections. The Kipling family, by contrast, were great destroyers, and, although more than 6,000 letters by Rudyard Kipling survive, his letters to Alice and Lockwood, his parents, were for the most part destroyed on their deaths. What does remain is, however, extremely enlightening, as are his parents’ letters.

The Poynter family was dispersed soon after the deaths of Agnes and Edward Poynter. Letter-hoarding could not have been paramount in their sons’ minds. Much of the material that has survived is by Edward Poynter, and relates solely to his working life. That in itself I found noteworthy. Burne-Jones, Lockwood and Rudyard all wrote letters that merged business and domestic affairs as a matter of routine; Poynter was the only one to segregate his professional from his family life. In the 150 letters he wrote to George Howard, Earl of Carlisle, there are just two references to his wife – one saying that she is ill, and so Carlisle can’t be asked to dinner; one that ‘we’ have returned from holiday. That this scanty gleaning is the sum total from a decade’s correspondence is surely revealing. Carlisle’s wife, Rosalind, was on visiting terms with Agnes; Poynter had known Carlisle for more than thirty years. There seemed to be no reason for Poynter not to mention his wife, unless it was that he rarely thought of her himself.

One question that I became aware of as I progressed was, What, precisely, does a family consist of? Parents and children seemed the obvious answer. But when does a person stop being part of one family, and start to become part of another? To my surprise, it was very obvious when it happened, even if the participants would not have been able to recognize the point at the time. The Macdonald siblings and their parents, Hannah and George, made up a family unit. When the girls married and had children, although their interests broadened, they didn’t, for the most part, ‘join’ their husbands’ families; they remained part of the Macdonald family. When their own children grew up and married, however, the overarching structure that had supported their lives dissolved. They stopped being the Macdonald family, and instead became part of the Burne-Jones, Kipling, Poynter and Baldwin families. It appeared that the women controlled ‘family-dom’ until their pro-creative and child-rearing days were over, when they then became unimportant. It was not that they stopped doing things – many of their most important contributions came after their children had left home. It was more as if both they and others suddenly felt that, now they had performed their biological function, they had somehow become invisible. Consequently the last third of the book felt very much as if all the material was flying apart rather than cohering. I think that this is appropriate – the family was flying apart, and this literary sense is a reflection of the very real forces at work in its members’ stories. There was a circular rhythm in place that mimicked the rhythm of family life, as they went from a family (as children) to individuals (adolescents and young married life) to a family (with young children) to individuals (after the children left home).

The dynamism of family life mirrored the times. From the birth of Alice soon after Queen Victoria came to the throne, to their dispersal at the end of the long Edwardian summer, the Macdonalds were a prime example of the fluidity and social mobility that characterized the age. British society has always been permeable to money, but in the nineteenth century it became permeable to talent to an extent that had rarely occurred before. Alfred Baldwin, Louisa’s husband, reached the upper echelons of society in the old-fashioned way – he made so much money that he was invited to join the club. Poynter and Burne-Jones were accepted by the aristocracy in a new way. Previously when an artist was taken up by a patron it was he alone who was fêted, not his family. By the mid nineteenth century the rigidity of that code was softened enough for wives and children to take part in the rise: Georgie Burne-Jones went with her husband to Hawarden to visit the Gladstones; the Earl and Countess of Carlisle had them to stay at Naworth Castle and invited them both to dinner with Princess Louise, Queen Victoria’s artist daughter; their children played with the children of their aristocratic friends and patrons. Even so, all parties were aware of the differences in their social standing, and, while the Baldwins effortlessly joined the upper classes, the Burne-Joneses always remained slightly in awe of their social ‘superiors’.

The routes they had taken had marked them. Even in the next generation, Kipling, for one, despite his outward appearance as a country squire, never really felt he belonged. By the time their children, in turn, reached adulthood, the aspirant world of their grandparents was barely a memory: Elsie Kipling and her husband bought a forty-four-bedroom house in Cambridgeshire and lived like their landed neighbours; Phil Burne-Jones was in every way the stylish man about town, living off his patrimony just as his friends lived off theirs. That his was his father’s art, theirs land or industry, was a detail that if anything Phil thought elevated him above the common herd. In effect, they had become part of the twentieth century rather than the nineteenth: what you were was now beginning to be more important than where you had come from.

I began to research the Macdonald sisten because they represented an extraordinary family. What I found as I continued was that, remarkable as they were, the relationships they developed, the feuds, the fondness, the friendships, were ultimately so ordinary. The Macdonalds were both of their own time and yet our contemporaries. In the personal and social journeys they made they were creatures of an exceptional moment in history, a social drama set in a privileged time and place, while in the ordinary dynamics of their relationships with each other they were us.


I

Childhood

1. Inheritance

Four women connect four men by a slender but steely thread. One man is an earl, and three times prime minister; the second a Nobel prizewinner who turned down a knighthood, the Poet Laureateship and the Order of Merit; the third is a baronet and leading Pre-Raphaelite painter; and the fourth is also a baronet, who has been both director of the National Gallery and president of the Royal Academy. The thread is the Macdonald sisters – four women who were the mothers of Stanley Baldwin and Rudyard Kipling and the wives of Edward Burne-Jones and Edward Poynter.

Louisa Baldwin, Alice Kipling, Georgiana Burne-Jones and Agnes Poynter were not the children of privilege. Their father had been a Methodist preacher, middle class by virtue of his calling, to be sure, but without either the income to support a family in comfortable middle-class style or the approbation of society which membership in the more socially acceptable Church of England would have brought.

Their great-grandfather, John Macdonald, had left Skye between 1745 and 1760, after the second Jacobite uprising. The family were later to claim descent from Flora Macdonald of Skye, and for many decades brandished their Celtic heritage. At best Flora may have been a fifth cousin by marriage to John Macdonald. He decided to put the turmoil that was eighteenth-century Scotland behind him, and family legend says that he planned to go to Canada, as so many emigrants of the time did. He may have changed his mind; he may have run out of money; the legend may have been wrong. Whatever the case, he settled only a short hop away from his homeland, in northern Ireland.

By 1761 John was a smallholder, living in Ballinamallard, near Enniskillen, and his son James was born that year. At some point John Macdonald or his wife had heard the preacher John Wesley, whose evangelical mission had first brought him to Ireland in 1747, and whose success there enabled him to plant the seeds of a constituency that was to flourish and grow throughout the next century. In 1784, when James Macdonald was twenty-three, Wesley decided to ordain some of his most promising followers, in order to establish the succession after his death. James Macdonald was one of those ordained directly by Wesley, and he immediately began the wandering life of a Methodist minister, sent to ten different postings in Ireland in the next ten years.*

His grandson Fred gives a picture of a serious young man, conscious of his lack of formal education and determined to make up for it:

By great self-denial and strict economy of time, amidst constant journeyings on foot and on horseback through the wide circuits to which he was appointed, without teachers or companions in learning, his pursuit of knowledge was such as would have done credit to a student with all the opportunities and appliances at his command. He became a good Latin scholar and learnt enough Greek and Hebrew to read the Scriptures in the original tongues … He acquired an excellent knowledge of French and could read Italian and Spanish.1

He was a powerhouse, with an unquenchable drive for work. Later in his life he complained to his son that in the following six weeks he had to preach ‘on the week-days but about ten times’, and that he could do with more work; also, ‘If I could plan a literary work I could not find a more favourable time for executing it.’2

In 1789, aged twenty-eight, the Revd James Macdonald married Anne Browne. She came from a farming family, and had lost her grandfather and two uncles in the ‘French War’ when they were press-ganged into the Navy and never returned. The Macdonalds’ first child, a daughter, was born in Newry in 1791; before her fourth birthday she was dead. Their second child, a son, fared no better, also dying when he was three. In 1795 James and Anne sailed to England, leaving behind their two infants’ graves. With the minister’s new appointment in Chester, all connection with Ireland ceased. A new son, James Jr, to go with this new life, was born in Chester in May 1796. This time the child thrived.

Like all Methodist ministers, James was moved regularly to a new station, sometimes as often as every year, and three more children were born as the family progressed around the industrial heartland that was to be James’s focus for the next decade: Mary Ann in Liverpool in 1800; Jane in Halifax in 1803; George Browne (after his mother’s family, and perhaps in memory of his lost great-grandfather because he was born just three weeks before the Battle of Trafalgar) in Stockport in 1805.

James Macdonald was clearly a formidable man, with a strong sense of right and wrong. His sense of humour may have been equally well developed. His grandson remembers a family story that tells of his

dislike of evil-speaking [which] was a marked feature of his character … in one instance where an absent person was spoken of by one and another in severe terms, after endeavouring to give another turn to the conversation, he silenced the company by saying, ‘This must indeed be a bad man; let us pray for him,’ kneeling down then and there … He heard no more evil-speaking from those who were present.3

James Macdonald and the Methodists were part of a great evangelical revival which occurred towards the end of the eighteenth century, a movement informed by the new urban, industrial world that was being created. The response of many was to turn to an active form of religion: one that stressed the religious in everyday life, with the emphasis on deeds rather than theology, the Bible rather than priestly function, and living a daily life that was permeated with a love of God and righteousness – all the ingredients of what is now perceived as High Victorianism.

Within this religious upsurge Methodists occupied an odd niche. They were still part of the Church of England, until the end of the nineteenth century, but at the same time they were separated from it by an urgency and immediacy in their religious affairs that was not shared by their Anglican brethren. The sober, self-improving cast of their lives, together with active participation in church life, meant that most socializing was done inside the Church rather than out: chapel services, weekly class meetings, tea meetings, bazaars, choir groups, temperance-society meetings and fund-raising for the Missionary Society – all took up the small time not given to work and home.

The focus of James’s hopes and ambitions was his eldest son, a precociously intelligent boy. Young James ‘became almost the constant companion of his father, reading and studying with him, and such was the progress that he made in his various studies, and in knowledge generally, that his father would, before he was fifteen yean old, consult him with advantage on most subjects of which he was writing’.4 In 1811 the minister had been sent to London, where he was the assistant editor of the Methodist Magazine. Young James worked in the Methodist Book-Room and studied in his spare time. George, the youngest, was sent to Woodhouse Grove, the Methodist boarding school in Yorkshire, at the age of ten, in 1815. While he was clearly a good, diligent boy, he did not shine in his father’s eyes as James did. The Revd James Macdonald confided to young James that after George had been a year at school he was ‘pleased with his progress’, but when he heard that George had written a prize essay it was natural to him to ask James, ‘Did you give him any assistance?’ George was not expected to flourish on his own, apart from his brilliant brother, but by the age of fourteen he had shown his mettle: the school committee offered to keep him on for an extra year, on condition that he became an assistant master, his family paying £12 for the privilege.

James Macdonald’s income at the time was £83 10s. per annum, which he said was enough for them to manage on: a pound a week for himself and the household expenses, 16 guineas a year for his wife, and 14 guineas a year for the servant’s wages. The £12 could be scraped together for George, his father noting that ‘The circumstances of your having to devote part of every day to teaching is to me highly satisfactory, as your being so employed will make you still better acquainted with the rudiments of Greek and Latin, and be an additional stimulus.’5 There was, however, no money for university for either boy. Instead when young James turned twenty he took a job as an assistant master at a small school. He clearly had a winning way as well as intelligence: within a year the owner of the school offered to lend him the money to go to Cambridge. After a conference with his father it was decided that his increased earning potential would mean that after university the money could be repaid. In October 1818 James entered Queens’ College, Cambridge, leaving only the two girls at home.

His sister Jane was now showing the first signs of consumption, the killer of the time. In 1815 her mother, Anne, had died in her early fifties. It is not clear what it was that killed her – it may have been consumption, which, unknown to the Victorians, was highly contagious and was also often caught from contaminated sources like tubercular milk, which all the family had in common. By 1819 Jane too was dead. Worse was to follow. In February 1821 James left Cambridge because of his health. His father was distraught. All ‘his hopes and affections were centred in his son’,6 who was clearly going as Anne had gone, and as Jane had gone. George was brought back from school in Yorkshire, and James distributed his few possessions: his watch to Mary Ann, his Bible to George. By September he was dead, and it seemed as if his father’s hopes had died with him.

George now became the focus for the kind of attention that James had thrived on. His father urged him to ‘carry a Greek Testament with you wherever you go, that when you have a few minutes’ leisure you may read some part of it’;7 also ‘Be sure to apply yourself diligently to your learning. This is your indispensable duty. Never be a moment unemployed, or triflingly employed. Be serious, but not demure. Oh, George, be steadfast, immovable, as I trust you will, that you may be happy in time and in eternity.’8

Life for George was not only mentally and emotionally rigorous – it was physically so. Before the railways, stagecoaches were a luxury and, once the family were sent back to the north from London, there was one obvious way of seeing them without spending too much. When George was only fourteen, his father wrote:

I rejoice in the prospect of having you at home for a few weeks shortly … Mr. Laycock and I are agreed that you and his James are to walk home. You are to come as far as Halifax the day you leave the Grove. Mr. Myles or Mr. Whiteside will procure you both lodging and food. You may walk the next forenoon to Heptonstall, and stop there all night, or take Mr. Laycock’s pony to Todmorden after dinner. I should be ashamed to think that you would regard walking twelve, or fifteen, or even twenty miles for a day or two together as a hardship. You can rest yourselves for an hour or two at Mr. Elwell’s of Shelf.9*

His life was rigorous, and he was closely watched by his father, who had already lost so much: ‘I would have you be on your guard against rusticity of manners … Study ease and propriety in your conversation, and never talk carelessly. Keep at an equal distance from drawling on the one hand, and precipitancy on the other. Be thoroughly sincere and upright, and let your language be that of the heart.’10

By the age of eighteen he was back in London. The Revd Macdonald now had a ministry in Portsmouth, and watched him anxiously from afar: ‘Being handsome, genial, sociable and fond of jokes and story-telling, he was tempting prey to the devil.’11 To the horror of his father and sisters, for a few months he even allowed his membership of the Methodist Society to lapse. His natural ebullience of manner was, however, deceptive and his vocation was never really in doubt. At nineteen George was preaching the Hammersmith circuit in London – Brentford, Twickenham, Richmond, Isleworth, Mitcham, Harrow and Hounslow. By 1825 he was received as a minister on trial, and within a few months the Methodist Conference confirmed his appointment as a full minister. He was immediately sent to Devonport, where his father also had an appointment.

George was, even for the time, on the short side of average: five foot six, although his broad shoulders and deep chest made him appear bigger. His high spirits were un-Methodist-like to some, but according to his youngest daughter this hid a deeper nature, and, although he ‘said of himself that trouble rolled off him like water off a duck’s back, under his frank, open manner lay funds of reserve; of what he felt most deeply he found it difficult to speak’.12 This was to be a recurring trait in all his children.

At sixty-four, James Macdonald was reaching the end of his professional life. His pride in and care for his cheerful, vigorous son, following so closely in his own footsteps as he was preparing to retire, were extreme and extremely touching. As always, much advice was offered, now almost entirely on the practice rather than the theology of religion:

Take time in preaching, and stand sufficiently erect, that your lungs may take in a sufficient quantity of air … Sound the consonants well; in doing this you cannot avoid sounding the vowels. Do not study intensely before going into the pulpit. It drinks up the animal spirits, a considerable portion of which it is necessary in order to preach comfortably. In short, go into the pulpit in a devotional spirit; but take care that you do not tear a passion in rags.13

In 1826 James Macdonald was made supernumerary* in Portsmouth, and two yean later George was sent to Manchester – his first ministry on the northern circuit where he was to spend so much of his life. In 1831 his father had a slight stroke, affecting his speech and partially paralysing his right side. Perhaps so that he could be near his invalid father, George was sent to Bristol, the only circuit outside the industrial north that he was to hold for the next twenty-five years.

It was either at this time or during his earlier tour of the southwest that George met and married Mary A’Court Wardlaw. Apart from her name, virtually nothing is known of her, or of this marriage. The only thing that is certain is that by 1832 she was to die at her father’s house in Dorset. She was followed just eighteen months later by her father-in-law, James. George did not leave his posting in Bristol until 1835, but within a year of Mary’s death he had remarried. He had met Hannah Jones during his ministry in Manchester, and it was with her that he was to make his life.


2. ‘So entirely domestic’
1835–1850

In 1835 George returned to the nearest thing he had to home. Despite his brief sojourn in the West Country, his childhood had been spent with his father on the northern circuit and he had gone to school near Bradford. Now, in Sheffield, he was back in familiar country.

In the early part of the century the north was fertile territory for the Methodists: both rich and middle class, the newly urbanized areas found in evangelical religion a sense of community that had been lost with the population movement from country to town. With this impetus, the evangelicals reached their apogee in that period of transition from agriculture to industry, and the middle classes were at the forefront of this rise. In the north and Midlands, Nonconformists made up more than 50 per cent of total church attendances in Bradford, Leeds, Oldham, Wolverhampton and Sheffield, and between 40 and 50 per cent in Birmingham, Manchester, Salford and Newcastle. After the Roman Catholics, Anglicans were in the minority in all the main manufacturing districts.* Industrial growth and the vast influx of people made the north a place of possibility, of change. With the creation of a greatly expanded middle class, the Nonconformist Churches saw potential for new recruits wherever they looked.

Hannah Jones was the daughter of John and Mary Jones of Manchester, the very kind of people who were now embracing an evangelical way of life. John Jones was a wholesale grocer who had prospered in the economic boom of the early part of the century and, together with his wife, had brought up four girls and two boys in substantial comfort. Being a wholesaler was rather grander then than now. The warehouses of Manchester were regarded by many as ‘more impressive’ than the mills, representing ‘the essentials of Manchester’s trade, the very reason for her existence’. The Manchester Exchange, extended in 1838, was a sign of growing mercantile prosperity; in 1836, one scandalized writer reports, warehouse space was being rented for 14 shillings per square yard.1

The four daughters of John Jones received a more than usually advanced education for girls of the time, which included some Latin, Italian and theory of music. The main emphasis, however, was on the more ordinary girlish accomplishments. As well as the standards – she wrote verse; she was ‘musical’ – Hannah took great pride in her leatherwork, fashionable in the early part of the century. The family attended chapel regularly together, and at some point in the late 1820s Hannah met the cheerful new minister. She was a good contrast to his ebullience. Although she was not pretty – her mouth was too small, her hair too thin – she had a quiet, dignified manner, a general air of calm control. Perhaps this was the attraction after the upheavals George had suffered in the previous year: the loss of his first wife, his dying father. Whatever the case, in 1833, two days before her twenty-fourth birthday, at the Collegiate Church, Manchester (later to become Manchester Cathedral), George Browne Macdonald and Hannah Jones were married.

Hannah may have been taking on more than she knew. The life of a minister’s family was not easy. Although George was not like the itinerant preachers, proselytizing in fields, his calling ensured that he was often away from home for several days each week. In addition, the family moved to a new town every three years, with George’s new ministries. And, of course, there was not much money. A house was provided rent-free by the Conference, but in the early days George’s annual income was only about £150. (In 1841, one of the few years for which we have a precise record, George’s salary was £163 165., his outgoings £162 £162 5s. 1d.) At the beginning this was plenty, but as child succeeded child the houses seemed to get smaller and smaller, as did their resources, while the work involved in keeping house and ensuring that eight children were properly clothed, fed and educated seemed to grow ever greater.

And the houses filled with children in rapid order. Ten months after her marriage Hannah gave birth to her first child, named Mary Rawlinson Macdonald after Hannah’s mother. She seemed a sturdy enough infant, blonde and plump. Yet shortly after her second birthday she began to go blind, and she was dead before she was three. This was particularly hard, as Hannah was by now nursing her second child and first son, Harry. For the following fourteen years, one child following hard on the heels of the last was to be the pattern: every eighteen months a new baby appeared, to be nursed for a year, then weaned as Hannah became pregnant with the next. The children’s birthplaces map an itinerary of their father’s appointments, as the growing household trailed along behind him, in much the same way that James Macdonald’s children had followed him. After Harry, Alice was born in Sheffield in 1837; then Caroline and Georgiana in Birmingham in 1838 and 1840; Frederic and Agnes in Leeds in 1842 and 1843; Louisa in Wakefield in 1845; and Edith in Huddersfield in 1848. There were two more small coffins: Walter died in 1847 a month after his birth, and Herbert struggled on for only a short time more, dying in 1851.

While infant deaths were not unexpected, they were none the less traumatic. Hannah wrote to one of her sisters that, when Herbert’s death was broken to the children, Louie, then aged five, said:

‘Have we only 8 children now?’ On being answered she wept: ‘I’m crying because we only have 8 children.’ My thoughts are incessantly reverting to my last darling. I have a feeling of desolation in my heart. O how I wish you could have seen him, his beauty was most touching to behold, stamped with the marble hue of death … I miss him from my arm and sadly I miss him from the bosom that sustained him, in which the well spring of life is not dried up … You will perhaps be ready to wonder that I should be so greatly afflicted. I almost wonder myself. My life is so entirely domestic, so completely merged in those of my husband and children that the loss of one out of my circle, though it be the least and latest, makes a fearful blank in my heart.2

These deaths were hard to assimilate, particularly as Hannah had successfully reared eight healthy children in the seven years following Mary’s death. Current religious belief told parents that a child’s death was a dispensation of providence, taking the child into a better world. It certainly felt so to the parents who could only sit and watch their children die. Hannah wrote to a friend that death was the only prospect of relief for her suffering baby Walter. Grieving parents were told they should see a child’s death as a challenge to their faith and humility before God. If they mourned their lost child, they were refusing God’s lesson of submission, and harbouring the sin of pride. This was not easy; the loss of children reverberated through the whole family. Louie was particularly delicate and nervous. Once, when feverish, she was found warming her hands in front of a door, thinking it a fire, saying, I am going to a little child’s funeral.’3 Louie was not unusual; children’s funerals loomed large, and it was not at all uncommon for small children to play ‘Funerals’ instead of ‘Mummies and Daddies’.4

Despite the loss of the babies, the eight surviving children made their houses seem full to overflowing: as well as the immediate family of ten, there were a nursemaid for the current infant and a servant (soon to become two, a cook and a housemaid), and for some months George even shared his study with one of Hannah’s brothers. It was common for married couples to take in unmarried or widowed relations, and after Hannah and George’s marriage Mary Ann, George’s sister, lived with them for some years after their father’s death, until she herself married. As they moved from town to town, servants had to be persuaded to stay on (or new ones had to be found), George’s library of more than 1,000 books had to be packed up (and unpacked at the other end), and furniture had to be crated, uncrated, rearranged, new curtains made, carpets altered to fit. Most of this had to be done in George’s absence, as he criss-crossed the district on preaching engagements. Given Hannah’s phenomenal rate of childbearing, most of it had to be done while pregnant – for example, she packed up, moved herself and the children from Sheffield to Birmingham, unpacked, settled, found a school for Harry and started him there, all a mere seven weeks before giving birth to Caroline.

As Hannah acknowledged in her letter to her sister, her life was almost ‘entirely domestic’. It was hardly surprising. Housekeeping took up an enormous amount of time. Even with the help of two servants, it was a heroic undertaking simply to keep a house clean. An average household burned a ton of coal every six weeks. Apart from the labour involved in carrying coal around the house, the dirt thrown out by the fires was immense. Until the 1890s, coal rather than gas ranges were used in the kitchen for cooking and heating water, and it was only in the 1880s that ‘close’ ranges were sold widely. Hannah’s cook would have had an open-hearth range. The chimney in the kitchen needed to be swept every six weeks,* and in addition once or twice a week the cook needed to sweep it as far as she could reach, otherwise soot would fall down into the food beneath. In the sort of houses Hannah and George were given, running water (cold) would be restricted to the scullery and was probably available for only a limited number of hours each day. Gas lighting was just beginning to filter down to the houses of the middle classes, and oil and paraffin lamps were filthy and time-consuming to fill and maintain. It could take a day to clean one room thoroughly, given that detergents had yet to be dreamed of. Then there were all sorts of jobs that with the arrival of modern sanitation were to disappear. For example, young housewives were warned that uncovered cisterns ‘must be cleaned out at least every quarter; if covered, once a year suffices, unless the presence of a dead cat be suspected’.6 Add to this list the laundry, which, before organic chemistry came to the aid of the housewife, took three or four days out of every fortnight, and a very restricted life outside the house was all that was possible. Although the normal routine for a practising Methodist was chapel twice a day on Sundays and ‘class’ at least once a week, in the early days of Hannah’s married life she very often did not go to class for months on end and missed chapel on Sundays two weeks out of four. For a minister’s wife this was shocking, and she was ‘misunderstood sometimes in declining to undertake religious or philanthropic duties expected from a minister’s wife’. Over eighty years later, Edith still felt that justification was necessary.7

It was lucky for Hannah that George’s superiors kept him on the same circuit for much of his time, thus enabling her to stay within visiting distance of her family. For ten years after her marriage she periodically returned to Manchester to visit them. These visits continued until the death of her mother in 1843 and her father two years later. With his death came the final dispersal of her Tint’ family, a process that had been started by the marriages of her sisters some ten years before. The Manchester house was sold, the remaining possessions knocked down at auction. It appears that by the time of John Jones’s death most of his money had disappeared, although quite how is not clear. Family myth suggested avaricious and feckless sons-in-law; the more likely explanation was that with increasing age he simply found it harder to keep up in business; the boom times were over for him. In 1852 one of Hannah’s brothers emigrated to Australia, that enticing prospect for those looking for a fortune.

Hannah clung tenaciously to the family that remained behind. She was particularly close to one of her sisters, naming her second daughter Alice after her. Visits were essential, for, as if her life were not hard enough, she, along with several of her siblings, had inherited from her mother a strong depressive streak. Her youngest daughter, Edith, who lived with her until her death, diplomatically suggested that hers was a ‘sensitive’ temperament, in which ‘every pain of body or of mind had its full weight’. Edith is very careful to separate her mother from two other siblings, who ‘seemed framed neither to be happy nor to make happy’,8 but it would appear that this same tendency to melancholy was strong in Hannah too. Fred, her second son, remarked that her letters to him at school ‘suggest that touch of sadness that was never far away from even her brightest moments. Her health was delicate and her spirit sensitive, and she felt the strain of a life that was not in all its details congenial to her.’9 The letters he quotes have more than a ‘touch’ of sadness – it is hard to imagine an appropriate response from a fourteen-year-old to the following from his mother: ‘My mind has been bordering upon distraction with the multiplicity of my cares. This removing is a growing (I was going to say evil) burden, and I think sometimes I shall sink under it – unless, indeed I never find time to do so.’10

Fred suggests that her religious faith carried her through these trials, but it is not clear what was supposed to carry him through the loneliness of his exile at school combined with worry about his mother and family. Edie, on the contrary, felt that religion did not save her mother from sinking under the weight of her depression, but instead was responsible for much of her hopelessness:

Religion silently moulded her whole nature, but I do not think it was a great source of happiness to her. The early Methodist training which had been hers encouraged introspection, which was not a healthy influence in her sensitive disposition. Looking within, she did not find the confident spiritual experiences which she was led to expect in a ‘believer’, and this saddened her. There was a melancholy tinge in the teaching which she gave to her children, which was unfortunate.11

This inheritance, combined with the facts of her life, makes it hardly surprising that much of Hannah’s life was spent in despair. The novelist Mrs Gaskell – another Dissenting minister’s wife – said that the loss of her baby would ‘never heal on earth, although hardly any one knows how it has changed me’.12 This certainly was true of Hannah. She observed the anniversaries of the deaths of her three children every year, although she made no outward show of it. George’s absences hurt her deeply. She was a devout woman and recognized that he was doing God’s work, but when he was away her letters took on a querulous tone that was otherwise absent.* During the Chartist uprisings in the late 1830s she worried about the safety of her family when her husband was away and sometimes kept the children in all day for fear of riots. In addition, it is perfectly clear that she loathed the forced march that was her life, the perpetual house-moving, the need to make new friends every three years and – worse – say goodbye to the old ones. ‘I think I have something of the limpet in my constitution, if I may judge by the violence done to my feelings when I am torn from my rock.’14 She had few intimate friends, relying on old friendships for life; her nomadic routine made each separation hard to bear.

Fred saw the results of such itinerancy in himself and his siblings:

One result … is that the … sons and daughters grow up with the least possible amount of local feeling and attachment. They do not remain in one place long enough for these to be developed. Associations both local and personal are snapped off short, and they have to begin again elsewhere with others who may or may not be of a better kind, but in any case there is change and not continuity in life’s setting … The minister himself has little difficulty in taking up the threads of this work in a new circuit … but it is otherwise with his children …15

He does not seem to have recognized that the same effects might be felt by his mother. Her letters are full of plaints: the anniversary of a child’s death is a day of woe; her life is filled with pain and depression almost more than she can bear; she is ‘distracted’ with fatigue and worries. In a letter of about 1843 she complains that ‘The children have colds … I am so wearied of sickness and nursing in addition to my many domestic cares, that I sometimes feel almost stupefied, and fearful of sinning against God, by a sort of reckless indifference as to what may befall me.’16

And nursing was a major component of her life, as it was for every Victorian woman – wife, mother, sister, daughter. Along with painting watercolours and playing the piano, it was considered to be one of the things women were particularly fitted for. Hannah’s offspring, like all children, were regularly at risk from various childhood dangers, through which she nursed them: chickenpox, colds, whooping cough, fevers, inflammations, sprains, falls and, that now obsolete worry, accidents involving open fires.* In addition, they had to be protected from more serious infections – removed from the vicinity of smallpox, diphtheria or scarlet fever, with cholera also a constant anxiety, as was brain fever (meningitis). Before routine dentistry, a large number of ailments can with hindsight all be attributed to bad teeth: as well as abscesses and fevers, neuralgia, migraines, and headaches can often be traced to the one source.

Medical intervention could be more traumatic than the illness. Painkillers were almost entirely opium-based. Given their side-effects, and the meat-heavy Victorian diet, it is therefore not surprising that constipation was a great nineteenth-century obsession. According to the manuals of the day, laxatives were a cure for almost everything: cases of troublesome teething should be treated with laxatives, teething rings and hot baths; for chicken-pox, more laxatives and hot baths; for croup, laxatives and hot baths, plus a blister down the throat. Even diarrhoea was treated with laxatives: infants with diarrhoea should be treated with a mixture of morphine powders and laxatives every four hours. Whooping cough, according to Mrs Beeton, was a ‘purely spasmodic disease, and is only infectious through the faculty of imitation’, like yawning. The patient should be made to vomit ‘continuously’ and be given laudanum,* hot baths – and laxatives. A ‘moral regimen … should never be omitted’. This involved distracting the patients when they were coughing, or even using ‘measures of intimidation’, to stop the ‘imitative’ coughing.17 It is a tribute to the skills of the family nurses that any children at all survived such regimes.

The eight Macdonald children not only survived; they flourished. Despite Hannah’s woes, her children’s memories are of growing up loved and cared for, surrounded by affection and friends. Unlike the children of the upper classes, who were consigned to separate parts of the house and the care of others, or those of the lower classes, who not only had parents who worked twelve-hour days, but often had to go out to work themselves, the home life of the middle classes in the mid-Victorian age was very much as we picture it from fiction and coloured Christmas cards. The Macdonald children were high-spirited and gregarious, making friends easily. By the 1850s cheap ‘Bristol toys’ were available – wooden carts, horses, omnibuses, all at a penny each. Picnics, tea parties, visits to the children of congregants, all were undertaken regularly, as were charades and other forms of play-acting. The whole family went on expeditions, to Chatsworth, to King’s Norton, to Newstead Abbey. The children played the piano and sang. Above all they enjoyed playing with each other: when Georgie is to visit one of her mother’s sisters, Hannah fears ‘she will greatly miss dear Carry, for they seem to find inexhaustible pleasure in contradicting each other, Caroline doing her part with the mildest coolest perseverance imaginable, and Georgie with all the vehemence, spluttering and wagging her head and finger, that you can conceive of. And with all this they seem particularly attached to each other …’18

One of the main sources of amusement, and friendship, was visits to other branches of the family, which were greeted with rapturous approbation by the children. Hannah took the girls to Birmingham, or Manchester, or Leeds, to see her married sisters and have a little visiting time herself; or, when she could manage it, she left them at home and went on her own. She and George also went to see Harry at his boarding school, although this could rarely be done more than once a year. When possible, the children were sent, as Hannah had been as a child, to the countryside for a ‘change of air’ in the summer. It was more difficult for the minister with a large family to find the money for this than it had been for the wholesale merchant. So Hannah usually took three or four of the older girls to a farmhouse where they were lodged with locals, returning home after settling them in. In a week or so she brought a couple of the younger children out and took home some of the older ones. They could rarely afford to stay for more than a fortnight. At the end of that time Hannah would take the remaining children for a day’s outing as she went to collect the others. These excursions were made infinitely simpler with the coming of the railways. In the 1830s George had travelled by stagecoach; by the mid-1840s there were 2,200 miles of line across the country,’19 and rail travel was regarded as the norm, to the point where it was never mentioned.

George had a passionate love of books, and they were readily accessible to the children. Wesley had himself thought that ‘the work of grace would die out in one generation if the Methodists were not a reading people’.20 Contrary to the practice in most Victorian households, hardly anything was censored or withheld from the children. They read indiscriminately – as well as Methodist tracts and the Methodist Magazine, they all recalled in later life the treasures in their father’s library: everything from The Pilgrim’s Progress to Robin Hood ballads, Grimms’ fairy tales to the Edinburgh Review and the occasional Blackwood’s Magazine. Only Shakespeare, in keeping with the general feelings of the time, was forbidden as a little too near the knuckle. (One Methodist contemporary foamed, ‘Barefaced obscenities, low vulgarity, and nauseous vice so frequently figure and pollute his pages that we cannot but lament the luckless hour in which he became a writer for the stage.’ And another altered ‘Under the greenwood tree who loves to lie with me’ to ‘Under the greenwood tree who loves to work with me’, ‘thus removing the possible double entendre and exalting the virtue of industry’.)21 George regularly acquired new books, although the bulk of them were on divinity and not of great interest to the children. Books were the one thing that this very unmaterialistic man longed for, spending nearly as much on his library as he did on Harry’s education.

Like most early-Victorian women, bookish or not, Hannah saw to the children
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