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    This collection presents the complete corpus of Elizabeth Gaskell’s shorter fiction, gathered from her story cycles, stand-alone tales, novellas, and fragments. It includes the framed gathering Round the Sofa with its attendant narratives, and volumes such as Cousin Phillis and Other Tales, The Grey Woman and Other Tales, Lizzie Leigh and Other Tales, Right at Last and Other Tales, and The Old Nurse’s Story and Other Tales. Additional pieces under Other Stories extend the range with rarities and sketches. A concise contemporary biography, Mrs. Gaskell and Knutsford by George A. Payne, offers contextual insight into the author’s life and milieu.

The purpose of assembling these works as a single collection is to restore the coherence of Gaskell’s shorter prose as it emerged through Victorian periodical culture. Many items first appeared in magazines and Christmas numbers, including journals edited by Charles Dickens, before being revised or regrouped for book publication. The gathering here respects recognizable clusters while maintaining chronological and thematic breadth. Genres represented include domestic tales, social novellas, historical sketches, uncanny and ghost stories, travel reminiscences, local histories, and experimental fragments. Together they reveal a writer adept at shaping narratives to the varied formats and audiences of nineteenth-century print.

At the heart of Gaskell’s short fiction lies an ethical imagination attentive to class, work, and the pressures of urban life. Stories such as the Manchester-set or manufacturing-town pieces Right at Last and The Manchester Marriage consider honesty, trust, and the strains that employment, mobility, and secrecy place upon households. Lizzie Leigh approaches the premise of a family seeking moral repair after public disgrace, balancing community judgment with private compassion. Without preaching, Gaskell dramatizes the entanglement of economic conditions and intimate choices, showing how sympathy, practical help, and truthful speech may open paths through hardship in an industrializing society.

Complementing her city panoramas are rural and pastoral narratives that explore memory, labor, and kinship. Cousin Phillis follows a young engineer whose work brings him into the orbit of a farming family, tracing the quiet negotiations between progress and tradition. Half a Life-Time Ago turns on the burdens of duty on a moorland farm, while The Sexton’s Hero and The Half-Brothers preserve local remembrance and moral testing within stark landscapes. In these tales Gaskell’s eye for field, workshop, and hearth anchors feeling in everyday tasks, and her measured pacing allows small decisions to gather resonance across years.

Gaskell’s historical reach is notable. My Lady Ludlow observes an aristocratic household adjusting to social change through the recollections of a dependent narrator. Traits and Stories of the Huguenots revisits the experiences of Protestant refugees and their descendants. Lois the Witch relocates her humane scrutiny to seventeenth-century New England, using a young outsider’s perspective to frame episodes of suspicion. An Accursed Race examines inherited prejudice and marginalization through a historical-lore lens. Pieces like My French Master and Six Weeks at Heppenheim point to linguistic, educational, and travel encounters that widen her settings beyond Britain without abandoning moral focus.

The collection also preserves Gaskell’s accomplished engagement with the Gothic and the uncanny. The Old Nurse’s Story offers a winter tale of a child and her guardian in a remote ancestral house, where the past presses upon the present. The Poor Clare circles around a malediction and its unintended consequences, while The Grey Woman recounts a perilous flight narrated years later. Curious if True turns to dreamlike speculation, and Two Fragments of Ghost Stories gestures toward ideas she did not complete. These works do not seek mere shock; they deepen questions of conscience, inheritance, and the costs of secrecy.

Formally, Gaskell varies voice and frame with deft assurance. Round the Sofa provides a convivial setting in which multiple histories are told, allowing character to emerge through the act of narration itself. Mr. Harrison’s Confessions adopts a retrospective professional narrative by a young provincial doctor, planned and paced as an admission of misadventures. Some Passages from the History of the Chomley Family and related local pieces emulate annals or found documents, while The Squire’s Story and The Shah’s English Gardener proceed as anecdote and legend retold. Such designs foreground memory, testimony, and the social life of storytelling.

Alongside grave subjects, Gaskell relishes domestic comedy and the observance of manners. Company Manners studies the small frictions and courtesies that regulate visits and introductions. Christmas Storms and Sunshine imagines neighbors whose rivalry yields to the season’s demands. The Squire’s Story and Uncle Peter derive their charm from idiosyncratic personalities set within close-knit communities. A Visit to Eton and The Cage at Cranford glance at institutions and localities through light, affectionate scrutiny. Humor never slips into caricature; it clarifies habit, exposes pride, and celebrates resourcefulness, reinforcing her belief that civility and neighborliness can mend frayed bonds.

Women’s choices and capacities form a continuous thread. In Right at Last, a wife’s decision about truth and concealment tests a marriage; in Lizzie Leigh, maternal endurance confronts public reproof. The Grey Woman presents a narrator who recounts survival and self-preservation under threat. Bessy’s Troubles at Home and Hand and Heart consider the pressures that fall upon daughters, wives, and workers in modest circumstances. Across these varied premises, Gaskell neither idealizes nor diminishes her protagonists. She respects practical intelligence, charts the cost of compliance, and insists that moral insight often begins in attentive domestic care.

Place is rendered with specificity yet openness. Many tales draw on the North of England, with manufacturing towns, market streets, and upland farms evoked through concrete detail and sparing use of dialect. Others look outward to continental Europe or to earlier New England, extending her habitual concern for community and conscience to new terrains. Names of houses, halls, lanes, and workshops recur as anchoring touchstones, and local customs supply both texture and motive. Her prose favors clarity, rhythm, and discreet irony, allowing idiom and cadence to suggest class and region without reducing speakers to types.

The arrangement presented here keeps together familiar clusters while bringing lesser-known pieces into view, from site-based narratives such as Clopton House and Crowley Castle to curiosities like Disappearances. Readers encounter finished tales beside fragments and sketches, clarifying the breadth of Gaskell’s shorter practice. The appended biography, Mrs. Gaskell and Knutsford by George A. Payne, situates the author in relation to the Cheshire town long linked with her name and interests. It offers a compact portrait of milieu, friendship, and locality that enriches the social textures found in these stories without attempting to substitute for the works themselves.

Taken together, these stories and novellas demonstrate how Gaskell’s art unites social realism with romance, historical inquiry with domestic insight, and moral seriousness with wit. Her shorter forms allowed a quick responsiveness to contemporary questions and a readiness to experiment with voice, frame, and genre. They complement the achievement of her longer novels and have continued to reward readers, scholars, and performers of Victorian narrative. This collection invites both newcomers and returning admirers to trace recurring concerns across settings and modes, and to witness a writer’s steady commitment to sympathy, justice, and the dignity of ordinary lives.
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    Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell (1810–1865) was a major Victorian novelist and short‑story writer whose work bridged social realism, domestic comedy, and Gothic romance. Writing as “Mrs. Gaskell,” she became an acute observer of class, gender, faith, and community during Britain’s industrial transformation. Her fiction moved easily from the intimacy of village life to the tumult of factory towns, and from historical tableaux to uncanny tales. The present collection highlights that range, gathering pieces such as "Round the Sofa," "Cousin Phillis," "The Grey Woman," and "The Old Nurse's Story" alongside portraits of everyday manners and travel sketches, revealing a writer both humane and formally adventurous.

Gaskell was born in Chelsea and grew up largely in Knutsford, Cheshire, a town that later informed the small‑community world of her fiction. Educated at private schools, including time in Stratford‑upon‑Avon, she developed a lasting interest in literature, history, and languages. After marrying the Unitarian minister William Gaskell, she settled in Manchester, where the realities of industrial labor, poverty, and civic reform directly shaped her imagination. Her Unitarian milieu encouraged service, dialogue across classes, and moral inquiry—values that recur in her narratives. She turned to sustained authorship in the 1840s; her first novel, "Mary Barton," announced a distinctive social voice and attracted wide attention.

Professional friendships and periodical culture were central to Gaskell’s career. She published extensively in Charles Dickens’s Household Words and All the Year Round, venues that prized vivid reportage and serialized storytelling. Works such as "Cranford," "Ruth," and "North and South" consolidated her reputation for balancing empathy with structural critique. The collection’s shorter pieces illuminate the same gifts on a smaller canvas. "Mr. Harrison’s Confessions" and related tales trace village dynamics with comic poise, while domestic portraits like "The Manchester Marriage" and "Right at Last" probe the pressures exerted by secrecy, reputation, and economic strain on ordinary lives.

Her story cycles often used framing devices to weave disparate themes. "Round the Sofa" is exemplary, gathering narratives told in a sociable circle and showcasing her tonal variety. Within its orbit, "My Lady Ludlow" considers hierarchy and paternalism through an aristocratic household; "An Accursed Race" treats persecution and myth; "The Doom of the Griffiths" and "The Half-Brothers" depict family honor and fatal conflict. Throughout, Gaskell’s quiet irony, calibrated dialect, and careful attention to custom build an ethical realism, in which the claims of tradition, justice, and sympathy are tested against personal desire and communal expectation.

Gaskell’s Gothic and supernatural tales deepen her psychological and historical reach. "The Old Nurse’s Story" explores memory, guilt, and spectral inheritance; "The Poor Clare" entwines malediction with questions of conscience; "Lois the Witch" reconstructs the Salem persecutions to examine fear and dissent. "The Grey Woman" and "Curious if True" complicate identity and credibility, while "The Crooked Branch" (also known as "The Thief in the Night") traces crime, remorse, and parental love. Even in "Two Fragments of Ghost Stories," the suggestive atmosphere and moral inquiry prevail. These works reveal her command of suspense without sacrificing human sympathy.

Equally notable are her sketches of working lives and neighborly relations. Early pieces such as "Libbie Marsh’s Three Eras" and "Christmas Storms and Sunshine" show her affectionate realism and interest in urban charity. "Lizzie Leigh" addresses shame, forgiveness, and social judgment with characteristic tact; "The Squire’s Story" blends anecdote with local color. Travel and antiquarian essays—including "Six Weeks at Heppenheim" and "Clopton House"—extend her canvas to European settings and English history, affirming her curiosity about place, custom, and memory. Across these shorter forms, Gaskell’s narrative voice combines observation, humor, and moral seriousness.

In her later years Gaskell balanced large novels with novellas. "Sylvia’s Lovers" traced maritime and regional life; "Cousin Phillis" offered a luminous pastoral of growth and loss; "Wives and Daughters," left unfinished at her death in 1865, stands among her most accomplished works. Her "The Life of Charlotte Brontë" shaped Victorian literary biography and sparked debate about privacy and truth in life‑writing. Gaskell’s legacy endures for her humane social insight, deft characterization, and formal versatility. Renewed readership and adaptations of works such as "Cranford" and "North and South" testify to her continuing relevance; this collection demonstrates the breadth that sustains it.
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    Elizabeth Gaskell’s short fiction emerges from, and often recreates, the shifting social landscape of Britain from the late eighteenth century to the mid-Victorian era. The collection’s time-span ranges widely, from Puritan New England to German borderlands and provincial England, yet its preoccupations are Victorian: industrial change, religious conscience, class negotiation, and women’s constrained choices. Many pieces first appeared in magazines, reflecting a culture shaped by cheap periodicals, holiday numbers, and serial publication. The presence of an Introduction and a concise life of “Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell” frames the tales within their historical moment, situating a minister’s wife and social observer writing during the reign of Queen Victoria (1837–1901).

Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell (1810–1865) was born in London and raised partly in Knutsford, Cheshire, after her mother’s death. In 1832 she married the Unitarian minister William Gaskell and settled in Manchester, then a symbol of the Industrial Revolution. Her literary career developed through magazines and social networks that included Charles Dickens and William Makepeace Thackeray. She wrote across genres—social-problem fiction, regional tales, biography, and ghost stories—and became known for combining moral inquiry with careful observation. Her death in 1865 in Hampshire curtailed a prolific career, but her short fiction—collected and reframed several times, as in Round the Sofa—continued to circulate widely in Victorian and later editions.

Industrialization underpins many of these stories. Manchester and the Lancashire towns expanded rapidly with cotton spinning, steam power, and canals, producing overcrowding, low wages, and philanthropic experiments in relief. Tales such as Libbie Marsh’s Three Eras, Bessy’s Troubles at Home, Hand and Heart, and The Manchester Marriage draw on urban domestic life, factory neighborhoods, and the charitable networks of Dissenting congregations. Debates following the 1834 New Poor Law, Factory Acts (from 1833 onward), and sanitary reforms inflect Gaskell’s attention to work, respectability, and survival. Even when the setting is intimate—a back street, a lodging house—the wider economic cycle of booms and slumps shadows characters’ prospects and choices.

The era’s conflicts over representation and rights—often grouped under Chartism (c. 1838–1848)—form an important backdrop. While the most explicit industrial confrontations appear in Gaskell’s novels, short tales like Hand and Heart and Right at Last register artisan pride, associational life, and the moral language of reform. The 1842 strikes and riots in Lancashire, the agitation for the People’s Charter, and the broader European revolutions of 1848 fed public anxieties about disorder. Gaskell’s stories typically emphasize dialogue, mediation, and everyday ethics rather than programmatic politics, yet they are informed by the same disputes over labor, authority, and the obligations of the “respectable” to the precarious.

Technological change—especially the railways—reshaped distances and imaginations. The 1840s Railway Mania transformed travel and employment, a development reflected centrally in Cousin Phillis, where engineers and surveyors carry new lines into rural idylls, and more obliquely across other stories through letters, visits, and departures accelerated by steam. Postal reform (the 1840 Penny Post) facilitated epistolary plots and periodical culture. Continental journeys recorded in Six Weeks at Heppenheim reflect the growing accessibility of Rhine routes and German spa towns to middle-class Britons. Mobility brings opportunity and misunderstanding alike, and Gaskell’s fiction documents the new tempo of mid-century life without losing sight of local attachments.

Victorian marriage and family life were structured by coverture, which subsumed a married woman’s legal identity under her husband’s. Debates about cruelty, separation, and divorce culminated in the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857, which shifted divorce from ecclesiastical to civil courts. Stories such as Right at Last, The Manchester Marriage, Company Manners, and Christmas Storms and Sunshine engage, in varied keys, with women’s vulnerability to social judgment, the fragility of household economies, and anxieties about absent spouses or presumed deaths—especially in seafaring communities. Gaskell underscores the gap between law and sympathy, showing how informal mediation, charitable support, and communal reputation could protect—or imperil—women in difficulty.

Religious currents power much of the collection’s moral energy. Gaskell’s Unitarian background, tied to Manchester’s Cross Street Chapel, emphasized rational religion, education, and social duty. My Lady Ludlow stages conflicts over educating the poor within a paternalist Anglican order wary of destabilization, a fear sharpened by memories of the French Revolution. Lois the Witch relocates readers to Salem in 1692, dramatizing the hazards of dogma in a Puritan theocracy. The Poor Clare treats Catholic belief and bigotry across English contexts, resonating with mid-century “Papal Aggression” controversies after Rome restored a Catholic hierarchy in England in 1850. Across denominations, conscience, tolerance, and prejudice are tested.

Education reform was a running controversy from the late eighteenth century onward. Competing monitorial systems (associated with Joseph Lancaster and Andrew Bell), the British and Foreign School Society (1808), National Society for Promoting the Education of the Poor (1811), and later Ragged School initiatives in the 1840s framed debates about who should be taught, by whom, and to what ends. My Lady Ludlow captures elite resistance to literacy for the laboring poor, while Round the Sofa’s very structure celebrates sociable reading and storytelling. The push toward mass literacy—well before the 1870 Education Act—undergirds the collection’s interest in how printed tales circulate, instruct, and entertain a widening public.

Regional and rural life, often idealized in mid-Victorian culture, appears here with its own economies and risks. Half a Life-Time Ago traces the burdens of farming in northern England; The Half-Brothers and The Sexton’s Hero commemorate endurance and accident in upland landscapes; The Crooked Branch and The Heart of John Middleton explore domestic trials that unsettle rustic stability. Parish communities, customary ties, and seasonal labor shape expectations. Yet enclosure, market integration, and out-migration—earlier and ongoing processes—make even seemingly remote villages porous to change. Gaskell’s regionalism preserves dialect, topography, and oral tradition without ignoring hardship or gendered responsibilities.

Victorians were avid antiquarians, mining local chronicles and family papers for meaning. Some Passages from the History of the Chomley Family reflects this taste for lineage and county history, touching on the long afterlife of seventeenth-century strife in northern households. Traits and Stories of the Huguenots, with pieces like Morton Hall and My French Master, recall the influx of French Protestant refugees after the 1685 Revocation of the Edict of Nantes and their contributions to English crafts and commerce. Clopton House and Crowley Castle draw on site-specific lore, showing how manor houses, ruins, and archives anchor cultural memory and feed the Victorian appetite for historical anecdote.

The collection’s transnational reach mirrors Britain’s global connections and readers’ curiosity about other polities. Lois the Witch engages with colonial New England’s legal and theological culture. The Grey Woman moves through German and borderland settings marked by political turbulence and banditry in the long aftershock of revolutionary and Napoleonic wars. Six Weeks at Heppenheim offers travel sketches from the German states. The Shah’s English Gardener gestures toward exchange between Qajar-era Persia and British expertise, a pattern of nineteenth-century courts hiring foreign artisans and advisers. Such tales explore cultural translation while acknowledging the limitations and assumptions of British observers abroad.

Gaskell’s ghost and Gothic tales participate in a wider mid-century revival tied to magazine markets and Christmas publishing. The Old Nurse’s Story, The Grey Woman, The Poor Clare, Curious if True, The Ghost in the Garden Room, and Two Fragments of Ghost Stories deploy haunted houses, family secrets, and ambiguous testimony rather than overt spectacle. Interest in spiritualism surged in Britain in the late 1840s and 1850s, and while Gaskell’s ghosts remain largely literary, they converse with a culture attuned to séances, mesmerism, and uncanny coincidences. Periodical “Christmas numbers,” popularized by Dickens, created seasonal demand for atmospheric fiction that balanced moral reflection with chills.

Questions of law, punishment, and social control surface repeatedly. The early nineteenth century saw the establishment of the Metropolitan Police (1829) and gradual professionalization of policing, while rural and small-town justice continued to rely on magistrates and community surveillance. Transportation to Australia—widespread earlier—waned in the 1850s and ceased to most destinations by the later 1860s. My Lady Ludlow and The Doom of the Griffiths echo older, harsher penal assumptions alongside local codes of honor. Disappearances, a reflective piece, captures urban anxieties about missing persons and the opacity of expanding cities, which complicated both neighborliness and detection.

Medicine and public health were also in flux. Mr. Harrison’s Confessions, set amid small-town sociability, illuminates the status anxieties and practical routines of general practitioners as the field professionalized under the Apothecaries Act (1815) and the Medical Act (1858), which created a national register. Recurrent cholera epidemics (notably 1832, 1848–49, 1853–54) prompted sanitary reforms and debates over miasma versus contagion, shaping everyday experience in the very streets and parishes Gaskell describes. While her tales often sidestep technical discussion, the rhythms of illness, quarantine, and recovery—and the authority and fallibility of medical men—are central to how communities manage crisis.

Small-town manners and middle-class culture provide another historical lens. The Cage at Cranford returns to the genteel economies and female networks of a town modeled on Knutsford, grounded in thrift and reputation. Christmas Storms and Sunshine participates in the Victorian reinvention of Christmas as a domestic, charitable season. A Visit to Eton glances at elite education’s rituals and hierarchies in a school founded in the fifteenth century yet central to nineteenth-century governance. Company Manners and sketches like Uncle Peter and Martha Preston survey etiquette’s power over courtship, employment, and gossip, mapping how politeness and scandal regulate mobility within tightly knit communities.

Many tales were shaped by the demands of periodical publication. Gaskell contributed to Dickens’s Household Words (founded 1850) and All the Year Round (from 1859), as well as the Cornhill Magazine (from 1860), among others. Editors influenced topics, lengths, and seasonal emphases, with “Christmas numbers” favoring ghost stories and domestic reconciliations. Round the Sofa, which frames a group of previously published pieces with a salon-like narrative, exemplifies Victorian practices of recombining and recontextualizing magazine work for volume publication. The short form’s episodic logic—letters, confessions, tales told aloud—reflects both an oral storytelling inheritance and the print rhythms of serial culture.

This collection also looks back to pre-industrial crises to illuminate Victorian concerns. An Accursed Race revisits the Cagots, a persecuted group in southwestern France and northern Spain, using historical sources to reflect on the mechanics of stigma. The Well of Pen-Mortha and The Squire’s Story turn to Welsh and provincial English settings to probe superstition, imposture, and social aspiration in earlier generations. By reanimating past injustices and credulities, Gaskell invites comparisons with contemporary prejudices, hinting that legal reform and industrial progress alone do not erase inherited hierarchies or habits of exclusion within British society or abroad. “,
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    Introductory Materials (Introduction; Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell)
These opening pieces orient the reader to the collection’s range, inviting attention to Gaskell’s blend of compassionate social observation, domestic ethics, and excursions into the uncanny. The Introduction and the brief author sketch, Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell, frame key concerns—class, gender, faith, and community—and suggest how varied settings and voices will test characters’ conscience without foreclosing hope.
Short Stories & Novellas (Overview)
This umbrella section gathers Gaskell’s shorter fiction and novellas, where she experiments with frames, confessional voices, travel sketches, and ghostly intimations. The pieces move between industrial towns and rural parishes, comedy of manners and moral trial, marking her signature mix of plainspoken realism, empathetic judgment, and a readiness to let wonder or rumor disturb the everyday.
Round the Sofa (Frame and Linked Tales)
In Round the Sofa, a convivial frame—friends sharing narratives—turns storytelling into an ethic of sympathy and inquiry. The linked tales include My Lady Ludlow, An Accursed Race, The Doom of the Griffiths, Half a Life-Time Ago, The Poor Clare, and The Half-Brothers, shifting from social history and rural hardship to gothic curse and family trial. Across the sequence, questions of inheritance, prejudice, duty, and repentance are explored with warmth and a sharpened sense of justice.
Cousin Phillis and Other Tales
This group pairs a pastoral masterpiece with portraits of social comedy and quiet heroism. Cousin Phillis, Company Manners, Mr. Harrison’s Confessions, and The Sexton’s Hero trace youthful awakening, small-town misunderstandings, the etiquette of class, and the memory of unassuming courage, balancing tenderness with gently satirical insight. The tone is intimate and observant, attentive to how feeling and reputation shape a life’s early turns.
The Grey Woman and Other Tales
Here Gaskell ranges from high gothic flight to working-class resilience and reflective nonfiction. The Grey Woman, Curious if True, Six Weeks at Heppenheim, Libbie Marsh's Three Eras, Christmas Storms and Sunshine, Hand and Heart, Bessy's Troubles at Home, and Disappearances encompass a suspenseful escape narrative, a playful literary dream, a continental sketch, tales of labor and domestic reconciliation, and an essayistic inquiry into cases of vanishing. The collection’s variety showcases her control of mood—ominous, festive, earnest—anchored by ethical concern and close attention to ordinary lives.
Lizzie Leigh and Other Tales
These stories probe reputation, remorse, and belonging across historical and contemporary settings. Lizzie Leigh, The Well of Pen-Mortha, The Heart of John Middleton, Traits and Stories of the Huguenots, Morton Hall, My French Master, and The Squire’s Story move from a family’s search for mercy to village legend, steadfast character under pressure, Protestant refugee sketches, an estate’s hidden wrongs, a humorous recollection, and a satire of borrowed grandeur. The prevailing note is compassionate scrutiny: erring or impressive, people are measured by constancy, kindness, and the communities that judge them.
Right at Last and Other Tales
With heightened moral and psychological stakes, this set explores secrecy, law, and panic. Right at Last, The Manchester Marriage, Lois the Witch, and The Crooked Branch confront the costs of concealment, the tangle of marital bonds, communal hysteria in a New World setting, and a rural household shadowed by omen and choice. The tone darkens toward tragedy yet remains humane, insisting that truth-telling and steadfast care are the only reliable remedies.
The Old Nurse's Story and Other Tales
Gaskell’s most celebrated ghost tale anchors a suite of antiquarian and cross-cultural sketches. The Old Nurse's Story, Clopton House, Crowley Castle, Two Fragments of Ghost Stories, and The Shah's English Gardener braid family guilt and haunting with meditations on place and a wry look at cultural encounter. Atmosphere and voice are paramount, marrying the chill of the supernatural to the warmth of anecdote.
Other Stories
This miscellaneous group shows Gaskell’s miniaturist gifts in character, place, and the lightly supernatural. Martha Preston, The Deserted Mansion, Uncle Peter, A Visit to Eton, The Cage at Cranford, Some Passages from the History of the Chomley Family, and The Ghost in the Garden Room span moral portrait, ruin-and-ghost reverie, affectionate family sketch, social observation, Cranford’s delicate comedy, a family chronicle, and a quiet apparition. The pieces are compact and companionable, marked by graceful irony and a patient eye for the telling detail.
Biography: Mrs. Gaskell and Knutsford (George A. Payne)
George A. Payne’s Mrs. Gaskell and Knutsford offers a concise biographical appreciation centered on the author’s longstanding ties to the town that informed Cranford and other works. It situates her imagination within a specific community and landscape, tracing how local habits, memory, and social textures feed her themes of fellowship, decorum, and reform.
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GASKELL, ELIZABETH CLEGHORN (1810–1865), English novelist and biographer, was born on the 29th of September 1810 in Lindsay Row, Chelsea, London, since destroyed to make way for Cheyne Walk. Her father, William Stevenson (1772–1829), came from Berwick-on-Tweed, and had been successively Unitarian minister, farmer, boarding-house keeper for students at Edinburgh, editor of the Scots Magazine, and contributor to the Edinburgh Review, before he received the post of Keeper of the Records to the Treasury, which he held until his death. His first wife, Elizabeth Holland, was Mrs Gaskell's mother. She was a Holland of Sandiebridge, Knutsford, Cheshire, in which county the family name had long been and is still of great account. Mrs Stevenson died a month after her daughter was born, and the babe was carried into Cheshire to Knutsford to be adopted by her aunt, Mrs Lumb. Thus her childhood was spent in the pleasant environment that she has idealized in Cranford. At fifteen years of age she went to a boarding-school at Stratford-on-Avon, kept by Miss Byerley, where she.remained until her seventeenth year. Then came occasional visits to London to see her father and his second wife, and after her father's death in 1829 to her uncle, Swinton Holland. Two winters seem to have been spent in Newcastle-on-Tyne in the family of William Turner, a Unitarian minister, and a third in Edinburgh. On the 30th of August 1832 she was married in the parish church of Knutsford to William Gaskeil, minister of the Unitarian chapel in Cross Street, Manchester, and the author of many treatises and sermons in support of his own religious denomination. Mr Gaskell held the chair of English history and literature in Manchester New College.

Henceforth Mrs Gaskell's life belonged to Manchester. She and her husband lived first in Dover Street, then in Rumford Street, and finally in 1850 at 84 Plymouth Grove. Her literary life began with poetry, She and her husband aspired to emulate George Crabbe and write the annals of the Manchester poor, One poetic "Sketch," which appeared in Blackwood's Magazine for January 1837, seems to have been the only outcome of' this ambition. Henceforth, while in perfect union in all else, husband and wife were to go their separate literary ways, Mrs Gaskell to become a successful novelist, whose books were to live side by side with those of greater masters, Mr Gaskell to be a distinguished Unitarian divine, whose sermons, lectures and hymns are now all but forgotten. In her earlier married life Mrs Gaskell was mainly occupied with domestic duties--she had seven children--and philanthropic work among the poor. Her first published prose effort was probably a letter that she addressed to William Howitt on hearing that he contemplated a volume entitled Visits to Remarkable Places. She then told the legend of Clopton Hall, Warwickshire, as she had heard it in schooldays, and Howitt incorporated the letter in that book, which was published in 1840. Serious authorship, however, does not seem to have been commenced until four or five years later. In 1844 Mr and Mrs Gaskell visited North Wales, where their only son "Willie" died of scarlet fever at the age of ten months, and it was, it is said, to distract Mrs Gaskell from her sorrow that her husband suggested a long work of fiction, and Mary Barton was begun. There were earlier short .stories in Howitt's Journal, where "Libbie Marsh's Three Eras" and "The Sexton's Hero" appeared in 1847. But it was Mary Barton: A Tale of Manchester Life that laid the foundation of Mrs Gaskell's literary career. It was completed in 1847 and offered to a publisher who returned it unread. It was then sent to Chapman & Hall, who retained the manuscript for a year without reading it or communicating with the author. A reminder, however, led to its being sought for, considered and accepted, the publishers agreeing to pay the author £100 for the copyright. It was published anonymously in two volumes in 1848. This story had a wide popularity, and its author secured first the praise and then the friendship of Carlyle, Landor and Dickens. Dickens indeed asked her in o to become a Contributor to his new magazine Household Words, and here the whole of Cranford appeared at intervals from December 1851 to May 1853, exclusive of One sketch, reprinted in the "World's Classics" edition (1907), that was published in All the Year Round for November 1863. Earlier than this, indeed, for the very first number of Household Words she had written "Lizzie Leigh." Mrs Gaskell's second book,however, was The Moorland Cottage, a dainty little volume that appeared at Christmas 1850 with illustrations by Birket Foster. In the Christmas number of Household Words for 1853 appeared "The Squire's Story," reprinted in Lizzie Leigh and other Tales in I865. In 1853 appeared another long novel, Ruth, and the incomparable Cranford. This last--now the most popular of her books--is an idyll of village life, largely inspired by girlish memories of Knutsford and its people. In Ruth, which first appeared in three volumes, Mrs Gaskell turned to a delicate treatment of a girl's betrayal and her subsequent rescue. Once more we are introduced to Knutsford, thinly disguised, and to the little Unitarian chapel in that town where the author had worshipped in early years. In 1855 North and South was published. It had previously appeared.serially in Household Words. Then came--in 1857-- the Life of Charlotte Bronte, in two volumes. Miss Bronte, who had enjoyed the friendship of Mrs Gaskell and had exchanged visits, died in March 1855. Two years earlier she had begged her publishers to postpone the issue of her own novel Villette in order that her friend's Ruth should not suffer. This biography, by its vivid presentation of the sad; melancholy and indeed tragic story of the three Bronte sisters, greatly widened the interest in their writings and gave its author a considerable place among English biographers. But much matter was contained in the first and second editions that was withdrawn from the third. Certain statements made by the writer as to the school of Charlotte Bronte's infancy, an identification of the "Lowood" of Jane Eyre with the existing school, and the acceptance of the story of Bramwell Bronte's ruin having been caused by the woman in whose house he had lived as tutor, brought threats of libel actions. Apologies were published, and the third edition of the book was modified, as Mrs Gaskell declares, by "another hand." The book in any case remains one of the best biographies in the language. An introduction by Mrs Gaskell to the then popular novel, Mabel Vaughan, was also included in her work of this year 1857, but no further book was published by her until 1859, when, under the title of Round the Sofa, she collected many of her contributions to periodical literature. Round the Sofa appeared in two volumes, the first containing only "My Lady Ludlow," the second five short stories. These stories reappeared the same year in one volume as My Lady Ludlow and other Tales. In the next year 1860 appeared yet another volume of short stories, entitled Right at Last and other Tales. The title story had appeared two years earlier in Household Words as" The Sin of a Father." In 1862 Mrs Gaskell wrote a preface to a little book by Colonel Vecchi, translated from the Italian--Garibaldi and Caprera, and in 1863 she published her last long novel, Sylvia's Lovers, dedicated "to My dear Husband by her who best knows his Value." After this we have--in 1863--a one-volume story, A Dark Night's Work, and in the same year Cousin Phyllis and other Tales appeared. Reprinted short stories from All the Year Round, Cornhill Magazine, and other publications, tend to lengthen the number of books published by Mrs Gaskell during her lifetime. The Grey Woman and other Tales appeared in 1865.

Mrs Gaskell died on the 12th of November 1865 at Holyburn, Alton, Hampshire, in a house she had just purchased with the profits of her writings as a present for her husband. She was buried in the little graveyard of the Knutsford Unitarian church. Her unfinished novel Wives and Daughters was published in two volumes in 1866.

Mrs Gaskell has enjoyed an ever gaining popularity since her death. Cranford has been published in a hundred forms and with many illustrators. It is unanimously accepted as a classic. Scarcely less recognition is awarded to the Life of Charlotte Bronte, which is in every library. The many volumes of novels and stories seemed of less secure permanence until the falling in of their copyrights revealed the fact that a dozen publishers thought them worth reprinting. The most complete editions, however, are the "Knutsford Edition," edited with introductions. by A. W. Ward, in eight volumes (Smith, Elder), and the "World's Classics" edition, edited by Clement Shorter, in 10 volumes (Henry Froude 1908).

There is no biography of Mrs Gaskell, she having forbidden the publication of any of her letters. See, however, the biographical introduction to the "Knutsford" Mary Barton by A. W. Ward; the Letters of Charles Dickens; Women Writers, by C. J. Hamilton, second series; H. B. Stowe's Life and Letters, edited by Annie Fields; Autobiography of Mrs Fletcher; Mrs Gaskell and Knutsford, by G. A. Payne; Cranford, with a preface by Anne Thackeray Ritchie; Écrivains modernes de l'Angleterre, by mile Montgut.
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Long ago I was placed by my parents under the medical treatment of a certain Mr Dawson, a surgeon in Edinburgh, who had obtained a reputation for the cure of a particular class of diseases. I was sent with my governess into lodgings near his house, in the Old Town. I was to combine lessons from the excellent Edinburgh masters, with the medicines and exercises needed for my indisposition. It was at first rather dreary to leave my brothers and sisters, and to give up our merry out of doors life with our country home, for dull lodgings, with only poor grave Miss Duncan for a companion; and to exchange our romps in the garden and rambles through the fields for stiff walks in the streets, the decorum of which obliged me to tie my bonnet strings neatly, and put on my shawl with some regard to straightness.

The evenings were the worst. It was autumn, and of course they daily grew longer: they were long enough, I am sure, when we first settled down in those grey and drab lodgings. For, you must know, my father and mother were not rich, and there were a great many of us, and the medical expenses to be incurred by my being placed under Mr Dawson’s care were expected to be considerable; therefore, one great point in our search after lodgings was economy. My father, who was too true a gentleman to feel false shame, had named this necessity for cheapness to Mr Dawson; and in return, Mr Dawson had told him of those at No. 6 Cromer Street, in which we were finally settled. The house belonged to an old man, at one time a tutor to young men preparing for the University, in which capacity he had become known to Mr Dawson. But his pupils had dropped off; and when we went to lodge with him, I imagine that his principal support was derived from a few occasional lessons which he gave, and from letting the rooms that we took, a drawing room opening into a bedroom, out of which a smaller chamber led. His daughter was his housekeeper: a son, whom we never saw, supposed to be leading the same life that his father had done before him, only we never saw or heard of any pupils; and there was one hard-working, honest little Scottish maiden, square, stumpy, neat, and plain, who might have been any age from eighteen to forty.

Looking back on the household now, there was perhaps much to admire in their quiet endurance of decent poverty; but at this time, their poverty grated against many of my tastes, for I could not recognise the fact, that in a town the simple graces of fresh flowers, clean white muslin curtains, pretty bright chintzes, all cost money, which is saved by the adoption of dust coloured moreen, and mud coloured carpets. There was not a penny spent on mere elegance in that room; yet there was everything considered necessary to comfort: but after all, such mere pretences of comfort! a hard, slippery, black horse hair sofa, which was no place of rest; an old piano, serving as a sideboard; a grate, narrowed by an inner supplement, till it hardly held a handful of the small coal which could scarcely ever be stirred up into a genial blaze. But there were two evils worse than even this coldness and bareness of the rooms: one was that we were provided with a latchkey, which allowed us to open the front door whenever we came home from a walk, and go upstairs without meeting any face of welcome, or hearing the sound of a human voice in the apparently deserted house – Mr Mackenzie piqued himself on the noiselessness of his establishment; and the other, which might almost seem to neutralise the first, was the danger we were always exposed to on going out, of the old man – sly, miserly, and intelligent – popping out upon us from his room, close to the left hand of the door, with some civility which we learned to distrust as a mere pretext for extorting more money, yet which it was difficult to refuse: such as the offer of any books out of his library, a great temptation, for we could see into the shelf lined room; but just as we were on the point of yielding, there was a hint of the “consideration” to be expected for the loan of books of so much higher a class than any to be obtained at the circulating library, which made us suddenly draw back. Another time he came out of his den to offer us written cards, to distribute among our acquaintance, on which he undertook to teach the very things I was to learn; but I would rather have been the most ignorant woman that ever lived than tried to learn anything from that old fox in breeches. When we had declined all his proposals, he went apparently into dudgeon. Once when we had forgotten our latchkey we rang in vain for many times at the door, seeing our landlord standing all the time at the window to the right, looking out of it in an absent and philosophical state of mind, from which no signs and gestures of ours could arouse him.

The women of the household were far better, and more really respectable, though even on them poverty had laid her heavy left hand, instead of her blessing right. Miss Mackenzie kept us as short in our food as she decently could – we paid so much a week for our board, be it observed; and if one day we had less appetite than another our meals were docked to the smaller standard, until Miss Duncan ventured to remonstrate. The sturdy maid-of-all-work was scrupulously honest, but looked discontented, and scarcely vouchsafed us thanks, when on leaving we gave her what Mrs Dawson had told us would be considered handsome in most lodgings. I do not believe Phenice ever received wages from the Mackenzies.

But that dear Mrs Dawson! The mention of her comes into my mind like the bright sunshine into our dingy little drawing room came on those days; – as a sweet scent of violets greets the sorrowful passer among the woodlands.

Mrs Dawson was not Mr Dawson’s wife, for he was a bachelor. She was his crippled sister, an old maid, who had, what she called, taken her brevet rank.

After we had been about a fortnight in Edinburgh, Mr Dawson said, in a sort of half doubtful manner to Miss Duncan –

“My sister bids me say, that every Monday evening a few friends come in to sit round her sofa for an hour or so, – some before going to gayer parties – and that if you and Miss Greatorex would like a little change, she would only be too glad to see you. Any time from seven to eight tonight; and I must add my injunctions, both for her sake, and for that of my little patient’s, here, that you leave at nine o’clock. After all, I do not know if you will care to come; but Margaret bade me ask you;” and he glanced up suspiciously and sharply at us. If either of us had felt the slightest reluctance, however well disguised by manner, to accept this invitation, I am sure he would have at once detected our feelings, and withdrawn it; so jealous and chary was he of anything pertaining to the appreciation of this beloved sister.

But if it had been to spend an evening at the dentist’s, I believe I should have welcomed the invitation, so weary was I of the monotony of the nights in our lodgings; and as for Miss Duncan, an invitation to tea was of itself a pure and unmixed honour, and one to be accepted with all becoming form and gratitude: so Mr Dawson’s sharp glances over his spectacles failed to detect anything but the truest pleasure, and he went on.

“You’ll find it very dull, I dare say. Only a few old fogies like myself, and one or two good sweet young women: I never know who’ll come. Margaret is obliged to lie in a darkened room – only half-lighted I mean, – because her eyes are weak, – oh, it will be very stupid, I dare say: don’t thank me till you’ve been once and tried it, and then if you like it, your best thanks will be to come again every Monday, from half-past seven to nine, you know. Goodbye, goodbye.”

Hitherto I had never been out to a party of grown-up people; and no court ball to a London young lady could seem more redolent of honour and pleasure than this Monday evening to me.

Dressed out in new stiff book-muslin, made up to my throat, – a frock which had seemed to me and my sisters the height of earthly grandeur and finery – Alice, our old nurse, had been making it at home, in contemplation of the possibility of such an event during my stay in Edinburgh, but which had then appeared to me a robe too lovely and angelic to be ever worn short of heaven – I went with Miss Duncan to Mr Dawson’s at the appointed time. We entered through one small lofty room, perhaps I ought to call it an antechamber, for the house was old-fashioned, and stately and grand, the large square drawing room, into the centre of which Mrs Dawson’s sofa was drawn. Behind her a little was placed a table with a great cluster candlestick upon it, bearing seven or eight wax lights; and that was all the light in the room, which looked to me very vast and indistinct after our pinched up apartment at the Mackenzie’s. Mrs Dawson must have been sixty; and yet her face looked very soft and smooth and childlike. Her hair was quite grey: it would have looked white but for the snowiness of her cap, and satin ribbon. She was wrapped in a kind of dressing gown of French grey merino: the furniture of the room was deep rose colour, and white and gold, – the paper which covered the walls was Indian, beginning low down with a profusion of tropical leaves and birds and insects, and gradually diminishing in richness of detail till at the top it ended in the most delicate tendrils and most filmy insects.

Mr Dawson had acquired much riches in his profession, and his house gave one this impression. In the corners of the rooms were great jars of Eastern china, filled with flower-leaves and spices; and in the middle of all this was placed the sofa, which poor Margaret Dawson passed whole days, and months, and years, without the power of moving by herself. By-and-by Mrs Dawson’s maid brought in tea and macaroons for us, and a little cup of milk and water and a biscuit for her. Then the door opened. We had come very early, and in came Edinburgh professors, Edinburgh beauties, and celebrities, all on their way to some other gayer and later party, but coming first to see Mrs Dawson, and tell her their bon mots, or their interests, or their plans. By each learned man, by each lovely girl, she was treated as a dear friend, who knew something more about their own individual selves, independent of their reputation and general society character, than any one else.

It was very brilliant and very dazzling, and gave enough to think about and wonder about for many days.

Monday after Monday we went, stationary, silent; what could we find to say to any one but Mrs Margaret herself? Winter passed, summer was coming, still I was ailing, and weary of my life; but still Mr Dawson gave hopes of my ultimate recovery. My father and mother came and went; but they could not stay long, they had so many claims upon them. Mrs Margaret Dawson had become my dear friend, although, perhaps, I had never exchanged as many words with her as I had with Miss Mackenzie, but then with Mrs Dawson every word was a pearl or a diamond.

People began to drop off from Edinburgh, only a few were left, and I am not sure if our Monday evenings were not all the pleasanter.

There was Mr Sperano, the Italian exile, banished even from France, where he had long resided, and now teaching Italian with meek diligence in the northern city; there was Mr Preston, the Westmoreland squire, or, as he preferred to be called, statesman, whose wife had come to Edinburgh for the education of their numerous family, and who, whenever her husband had come over on one of his occasional visits, was only too glad to accompany him to Mrs Dawson’s Monday evenings, he and the invalid lady having been friends from long ago. These and ourselves kept steady visitors, and enjoyed ourselves all the more from having the more of Mrs Dawson’s society.

One evening I had brought the little stool close to her sofa, and was caressing her thin white hand, when the thought came into my head and out I spoke it.

“Tell me, dear Mrs Dawson,” said I, “how long you have been in Edinburgh; you do not speak Scotch, and Mr Dawson says he is not Scotch.”

“No, I am Lancashire – Liverpool born,” said she, smiling. “Don’t you hear it in my broad tongue?”

“I hear something different to other people, but I like it because it is just you; is that Lancashire?”

“I dare say it is; for, though I am sure Lady Ludlow took pains enough to correct me in my younger days, I never could get rightly over the accent.”

“Lady Ludlow,” said I, “what had she to do with you? I heard you talking about her to Lady Madeline Stuart the first evening I ever came here; you and she seemed so fond of Lady Ludlow; who is she?”

“She is dead, my child; dead long ago.”

I felt sorry I had spoken about her, Mrs Dawson looked so grave and sad. I suppose she perceived my sorrow, for she went on and said – “My dear, I like to talk and to think of Lady Ludlow: she was my true, kind friend and benefactress for many years; ask me what you like about her, and do not think you give me pain.”

I grew bold at this.

“Will you tell me all about her, then, please, Mrs Dawson?”

“Nay,” said she, smiling, “that would be too long a story. Here are Signor Sperano, and Miss Duncan, and Mr and Mrs Preston are coming tonight, Mr Preston told me; how would they like to hear an old world story which, after all, would be no story at all, neither beginning, nor middle, nor end, only a bundle of recollections?”

“If you speak of me, madame,” said Signor Sperano, “I can only say you do me one great honour by recounting in my presence anything about any person that has ever interested you.”

Miss Duncan tried to say something of the same kind. In the middle of her confused speech, Mr and Mrs Preston came in. I sprang up; I went to meet them.

“Oh,” said I, “Mrs Dawson is just going to tell us all about Lady Ludlow, and a great deal more, only she is afraid it won’t interest anybody: do say you would like to hear it!”

Mrs Dawson smiled at me, and in reply to their urgency she promised to tell us all about Lady Ludlow, on condition that each one of us should, after she had ended, narrate something interesting, which we had either heard, or which had fallen within our own experience. We all promised willingly, and then gathered round her sofa to hear what she could tell us about my Lady Ludlow.
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  I am an old woman now, and things are very different to what they were in my youth. Then we, who travelled, travelled in coaches, carrying six inside, and making a two days’ journey out of what people now go over in a couple of hours with a whizz and a flash, and a screaming whistle, enough to deafen one. Then letters came in but three times a week: indeed, in some places in Scotland where I have stayed when I was a girl, the post came in but once a month; – but letters were letters then; and we made great prizes of them, and read them and studied them like books. Now the post comes rattling in twice a day, bringing short jerky notes, some without beginning or end, but just a little sharp sentence, which well bred folks would think too abrupt to be spoken. Well, well! they may all be improvements, – I dare say they are; but you will never meet with a Lady Ludlow in these days.


  I will try and tell you about her. It is no story: it has, as I said, neither beginning, middle, nor end.


  My father was a poor clergyman with a large family. My mother was always said to have good blood in her veins; and when she wanted to maintain her position with the people she was thrown among, – principally rich democratic manufacturers, all for liberty and the French Revolution, – she would put on a pair of ruffles, trimmed with real old English point, very much darned to be sure, – but which could not be bought new for love or money, as the art of making it was lost years before. These ruffles showed, as she said, that her ancestors had been Somebodies, when the grandfathers of the rich folk, who now looked down upon her, had been Nobodies, – if, indeed, they had any grandfathers at all. I don’t know whether any one out of our own family ever noticed these ruffles, – but we were all taught as children to feel rather proud when my mother put them on, and to hold up our heads as became the descendants of the lady who had first possessed the lace. Not but what my dear father often told us that pride was a great sin; we were never allowed to be proud of anything but my mother’s ruffles: and she was so innocently happy when she put them on, – often, poor dear creature, to a very worn and threadbare gown, – that I still think, even after all my experience of life, they were a blessing to the family. You will think that I am wandering away from my Lady Ludlow. Not at all. The Lady who had owned the lace, Ursula Hanbury, was a common ancestress of both my mother and my Lady Ludlow. And so it fell out, that when my poor father died, and my mother was sorely pressed to know what to do with her nine children, and looked far and wide for signs of willingness to help, Lady Ludlow sent her a letter, proffering aid and assistance. I see that letter now: a large sheet of thick yellow paper, with a straight broad margin left on the left-hand side of the delicate Italian writing, – writing which contained far more in the same space of paper than all the sloping, or masculine handwritings of the present day. It was sealed with a coat of arms, – a lozenge, – for Lady Ludlow was a widow. My mother made us notice the motto, “Foy et Loy,” and told us where to look for the quarterings of the Hanbury arms before she opened the letter. Indeed, I think she was rather afraid of what the contents might be; for, as I have said, in her anxious love for her fatherless children, she had written to many people upon whom, to tell truly, she had but little claim; and their cold, hard answers had many a time made her cry, when she thought none of us were looking. I do not even know if she had ever seen Lady Ludlow: all I knew of her was that she was a very grand lady, whose grandmother had been half-sister to my mother’s great-grandmother; but of her character and circumstances I had heard nothing, and I doubt if my mother was acquainted with them.


  I looked over my mother’s shoulder to read the letter; it began, “Dear Cousin Margaret Dawson,” and I think I felt hopeful from the moment I saw those words. She went on to say, – stay, I think I can remember the very words:


  
    Dear Cousin Margaret Dawson,


    I have been much grieved to hear of the loss you have sustained in the death of so good a husband, and so excellent a clergyman as I have always heard that my late cousin Richard was esteemed to be.

  


  “There!” said my mother, laying her finger on the passage, “read that aloud to the little ones. Let them hear how their father’s good report travelled far and wide, and how well he is spoken of by one whom he never saw. COUSIN Richard, how prettily her ladyship writes! Go on, Margaret!” She wiped her eyes as she spoke: and laid her fingers on her lips, to still my little sister, Cecily, who, not understanding anything about the important letter, was beginning to talk and make a noise.


  
    You say you are left with nine children. I too should have had nine, if mine had all lived. I have none left but Rudolph, the present Lord Ludlow. He is married, and lives, for the most part, in London. But I entertain six young gentlewomen at my house at Connington, who are to me as daughters – save that, perhaps, I restrict them in certain indulgences in dress and diet that might be befitting in young ladies of a higher rank, and of more probable wealth. These young persons – all of condition, though out of means – are my constant companions, and I strive to do my duty as a Christian lady towards them. One of these young gentlewomen died (at her own home, whither she had gone upon a visit) last May. Will you do me the favour to allow your eldest daughter to supply her place in my household? She is, as I make out, about sixteen years of age. She will find companions here who are but a little older than herself. I dress my young friends myself, and make each of them a small allowance for pocket money. They have but few opportunities for matrimony, as Connington is far removed from any town. The clergyman is a deaf old widower; my agent is married; and as for the neighbouring farmers, they are, of course, below the notice of the young gentlewomen under my protection. Still, if any young woman wishes to marry, and has conducted herself to my satisfaction, I give her a wedding dinner, her clothes, and her house linen. And such as remain with me to my death, will find a small competency provided for them in my will. I reserve to myself the option of paying their travelling expenses, – disliking gadding women, on the one hand; on the other, not wishing by too long absence from the family home to weaken natural ties.


    ‘If my proposal pleases you and your daughter – or rather, if it pleases you, for I trust your daughter has been too well brought up to have a will in opposition to yours – let me know, dear cousin Margaret Dawson, and I will make arrangements for meeting the young gentlewoman at Cavistock, which is the nearest point to which the coach will bring her.’

  


  My mother dropped the letter, and sat silent.


  “I shall not know what to do without you, Margaret.”


  A moment before, like a young untried girl as I was, I had been pleased at the notion of seeing a new place, and leading a new life. But now, – my mother’s look of sorrow, and the children’s cry of remonstrance: “Mother; I won’t go,” I said.


  “Nay! but you had better,” replied she, shaking her head. “Lady Ludlow has much power. She can help your brothers. It will not do to slight her offer.”


  So we accepted it, after much consultation. We were rewarded, – or so we thought, – for, afterwards, when I came to know Lady Ludlow, I saw that she would have done her duty by us, as helpless relations, however we might have rejected her kindness, – by a presentation to Christ’s Hospital for one of my brothers.


  And this was how I came to know my Lady Ludlow.


  I remember well the afternoon of my arrival at Hanbury Court. Her ladyship had sent to meet me at the nearest post town at which the mail coach stopped. There was an old groom enquiring for me, the ostler said, if my name was Dawson – from Hanbury Court, he believed. I felt it rather formidable; and first began to understand what was meant by going among strangers, when I lost sight of the guard to whom my mother had intrusted me. I was perched up in a high gig with a hood to it, such as in those days was called a chair, and my companion was driving deliberately through the most pastoral country I had ever yet seen. By-and-by we ascended a long hill, and the man got out and walked at the horse’s head. I should have liked to walk, too, very much indeed; but I did not know how far I might do it; and, in fact, I dared not speak to ask to be helped down the deep steps of the gig. We were at last at the top, – on a long, breezy, sweeping, unenclosed piece of ground, called, as I afterwards learnt, a Chase. The groom stopped, breathed, patted his horse, and then mounted again to my side.


  “Are we near Hanbury Court?” I asked.


  “Near! Why, Miss! we’ve a matter of ten mile yet to go.”


  Once launched into conversation, we went on pretty glibly. I fancy he had been afraid of beginning to speak to me, just as I was to him; but he got over his shyness with me sooner than I did mine with him. I let him choose the subjects of conversation, although very often I could not understand the points of interest in them: for instance, he talked for more than a quarter of an hour of a famous race which a certain dog fox had given him, above thirty years before; and spoke of all the covers and turns just as if I knew them as well as he did; and all the time I was wondering what kind of an animal a dog fox might be.


  After we lost the Chase, the road grew worse. No one in these days, who has not seen the byroads of fifty years ago, can imagine what they were. We had to quarter, as Randal called it, nearly all the way along the deep-rutted, miry lanes; and the tremendous jolts I occasionally met with made my seat in the gig so unsteady that I could not look about me at all, I was so much occupied in holding on. The road was too muddy for me to walk without dirtying myself more than I liked to do, just before my first sight of my Lady Ludlow. But by-and-by, when we came to the fields in which the lane ended, I begged Randal to help me down, as I saw that I could pick my steps among the pasture grass without making myself unfit to be seen; and Randal, out of pity for his steaming horse, wearied with the hard struggle through the mud, thanked me kindly, and helped me down with a springing jump.


  The pastures fell gradually down to the lower land, shut in on either side by rows of high elms, as if there had been a wide grand avenue here in former times. Down the grassy gorge we went, seeing the sunset sky at the end of the shadowed descent. Suddenly we came to a long flight of steps.


  “If you’ll run down there, Miss, I’ll go round and meet you, and then you’d better mount again, for my lady will like to see you drive up to the house.”


  “Are we near the house?” said I, suddenly checked by the idea.


  “Down there, Miss,” replied he, pointing with his whip to certain stacks of twisted chimneys rising out of a group of trees, in deep shadow against the crimson light, and which lay just beyond a great square lawn at the base of the steep slope of a hundred yards, on the edge of which we stood.


  I went down the steps quietly enough. I met Randal and the gig at the bottom; and, falling into a side road to the left, we drove sedately round, through the gateway, and into the great court in front of the house.


  The road by which we had come lay right at the back.


  Hanbury Court is a vast red-brick house – at least, it is cased in part with red bricks; and the gatehouse and walls about the place are of brick, – with stone facings at every corner, and door, and window, such as you see at Hampton Court. At the back are the gables, and arched doorways, and stone mullions, which show (so Lady Ludlow used to tell us) that it was once a priory. There was a prior’s parlour, I know – only we called it Mrs.Medlicott’s room; and there was a tithe barn as big as a church, and rows of fish ponds, all got ready for the monks’ fasting days in old time. But all this I did not see till afterwards. I hardly noticed, this first night, the great Virginian Creeper (said to have been the first planted in England by one of my lady’s ancestors) that half covered the front of the house. As I had been unwilling to leave the guard of the coach, so did I now feel unwilling to leave Randal, a known friend of three hours. But there was no help for it; in I must go; past the grand-looking old gentleman holding the door open for me, on into the great hall on the right hand, into which the sun’s last rays were sending in glorious red light, – the gentleman was now walking before me, – up a step on to the dais, as I afterwards learned that it was called, – then again to the left, through a series of sitting rooms, opening one out of another, and all of them looking into a stately garden, glowing, even in the twilight, with the bloom of flowers. We went up four steps out of the last of these rooms, and then my guide lifted up a heavy silk curtain and I was in the presence of my Lady Ludlow.


  She was very small of stature, and very upright. She wore a great lace cap, nearly half her own height, I should think, that went round her head (caps which tied under the chin, and which we called “mobs,” came in later, and my lady held them in great contempt, saying people might as well come down in their nightcaps). In front of my lady’s cap was a great bow of white satin ribbon; and a broad band of the same ribbon was tied tight round her head, and served to keep the cap straight. She had a fine Indian muslin shawl folded over her shoulders and across her chest, and an apron of the same; a black silk mode gown, made with short sleeves and ruffles, and with the tail thereof pulled through the pocket hole, so as to shorten it to a useful length: beneath it she wore, as I could plainly see, a quilted lavender satin petticoat. Her hair was snowy white, but I hardly saw it, it was so covered with her cap: her skin, even at her age, was waxen in texture and tint; her eyes were large and dark blue, and must have been her great beauty when she was young, for there was nothing particular, as far as I can remember, either in mouth or nose. She had a great
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