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Introduction

My name is Charles Coutts, and I am a partner in the firm of solicitors Coutts, Heppelthwaite and Larkin, which was established in 1788 by my great-great-great-great-grandfather, Henry Coutts.

Henry began his practice from one room which he rented in a large four-storied building in Keighley, Yorkshire. He prospered, and, over the centuries, more and more rooms were acquired until, in 1926, my grandfather bought the freehold of the entire property. Then, three years ago, we received an offer for it which we could not refuse.

Some developers were willing to pay a considerable sum in order that they might demolish the building and then use the entire, very large, site for the construction of a shopping mall. Actually we were, in effect, made two offers. We could either have the total amount in cash, or have our pick, at a favourable price, of a spacious suite of offices in a new block which was nearing completion, and receive the balance.

I discussed the matter with the other partners at some length, and in the end we realized that we should be foolish not to jump at the proposal. Our premises needed a lot spending on them, and they were already costing the earth to heat and maintain. It was a heaven-sent opportunity to cut our losses and move, and that was just what we did – after opting for the ‘part-exchange’ deal.

As we had anticipated, the changeover was a major upheaval. To move one’s home is bad enough, but to clear such a large building of all the junk which had accumulated in over two centuries was a nightmare. It had been decided that it would be best if we dealt with the removal floor by floor, and transferred to our new offices gradually. We began, therefore, with the two large attics.

Many years had slipped away since I was last up there – as a small boy during the Second World War – and, remembering what it was like then, it was with some trepidation that I ascended the rickety stairs to make an inspection.

What I beheld, when I finally managed to force open the first door, confirmed my memories – and my worst fears. The rooms were packed from floorboards to rafters. It seemed that my forebears had been unable to throw away anything whatsoever, and it was going to be a task of gargantuan proportions to sort through what was there.

I undertook the supervision of the work myself, mainly because I did not wish anything of value to be discarded, but also because I was interested in my ancestry and the history of the firm. In other words, as I overheard one of my partners say, I was ‘both acquisitive and inquisitive’!

It was a slow business but, with the help of four stalwart workmen, I was able to make steady and rewarding progress. A couple of containers of rubbish went off to the tip, but there were many other items, some genuine antiques, which we sold at prices which astounded us.

There was, however, one piece of furniture which I earmarked for myself. It was a handsome George IV bureau/bookcase, which I thought would stand nicely in my study. I gave it a rough wipe with a rag, made sure that it was free from woodworm, and then had it taken to my home where it was stored, temporarily, in the garage.

What with the move, and other matters, it was some weeks before I was able to get round to a closer inspection. Eventually, however, a weekend arrived when I had the time to give it a good cleaning in order to see whether any restoration would be necessary.

I lowered the flap which formed the writing-top, and then removed all the drawers before starting work. It appeared to be in good condition, and I was feeling quite pleased with myself as I beavered away with cloth and polish. Then, suddenly, as I was rubbing the side of the large central section, there was a loud ‘click’ and, to my utter amazement, the bottom of the section swung up.

What was revealed was one of those secret compartments so beloved by nineteenth-century craftsmen. The base of the middle section was false, and obviously I had touched something which released what was, in fact, a carefully hinged lid to the hiding-place below.

Among other bits and pieces, it contained various documents which, I was to discover, had been placed there by my great-great-grandfather who died, suddenly and quite unexpectedly, in 1878. All had been of a highly confidential nature at the time, but most were now no longer so and need not concern us here. However, the contents of a brown paper parcel have intrigued me ever since I read them, and have given me many a sleepless night.

The parcel measured some twelve inches by ten, and was about three inches thick. It was sealed with red wax, imprinted upon which was the name of our firm, and tied neatly with white tape, the knot of which was also sealed and bore the signet of my ancestor James Coutts. On the front of the parcel, in his magnificent copperplate handwriting, were the words: ‘Statement sworn to by Miss Martha Brown of Bell Cottage, Stubbing Lane, Haworth, on January 8th, 1878. Not to be opened until after her death, and that of Arthur Bell Nicholls, Esquire, of Hill House, Banagher, King’s County, Ireland.’

It was the stuff of which murder mysteries are made and, never having seen similar phraseology before in my professional career, my curiosity knew no bounds. I was filled with anticipation as – oh, so carefully – I slit open the parcel and examined the contents.

They consisted of a pile of rather tattered old school exercise books, one of which, I found later, had been used as something of a diary by Anne Brontë.

At the end of the final paragraph, on the last page of the books, there was a deposition that what had been written in the books was true. That was followed by a form of wording which authorized James Coutts or his successors to use the information contained in the books in any way they saw fit, but only after the deaths of the signatory and Mr Nicholls. Below that, and witnessed by James Coutts and one of his clerks, was the signature ‘Martha Brown’, written in a good hand for one who, I was to discover, had been a mere servant woman.

I had to read the books several times before I had a proper appreciation of the enormities which they detailed. Apparently Martha Brown had been a servant in the employ of the legendary Brontë family of Haworth – which is some five miles from Keighley as the crow flies. Among other things, she claimed that most of the Brontë family had been murdered, and that she was privy to one of the killings. What she alleged she had witnessed made startling reading, especially as part of it was self-incriminatory, but, if it was all true, I understood why she had seen fit to have her testimony signed and sealed.

Was it true, though? Or could it be true? Although their former home was so close to mine, I must confess that I knew very little about the Brontës. I had once accompanied my wife, under sufferance, to Haworth and the Parsonage – but had thought the best part of the trip was our visit to the Black Bull afterwards! From holidays in Cornwall, I also knew the house in Penzance in which Mrs Brontë had lived until she married. That, however, was the sum total of my knowledge of the family. As for the literary works of the three daughters, I had heard of Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights but had never read them.

What Martha Brown deposed was to alter all that. Clearly I needed to check on all the available evidence. I wanted to know why she had chosen James Coutts’ firm, and whether what she had told him was in keeping with the known facts about the Brontës.

The answer to my first query was easily discovered. I found that our firm had acted for the Haworth Church Trustees on many occasions, a fact of which Martha might have been aware both from working at the Parsonage and being the daughter of the sexton at Haworth. It was logical, therefore, that she should have come to us, and the senior partner would have been the only person to whom she would have imparted such extraordinary information.

As for my other question, I began on the premise that James Coutts must have thought that there was at least some truth in what she had confided. Otherwise, from what I had read of him, he would probably have sent her packing with a stern warning ringing in her ears. I then embarked upon what was to become a lengthy process of research, but it did not take all that long to come to the conclusion that there was something seriously amiss with the generally accepted legend of the Brontë family.

It all seemed far too good to be true. Three almost saint-like sisters – Charlotte, Emily and Anne – live with their stern, but equally saint-like, father in a grim parsonage in a wild part of England. After very little formal schooling, and not until they are all far into their twenties, each writes – in the very same year – a romantic novel which sells well. Within ten years they are all dead, but they live on in their books – which continue to sell well nearly 150 years after the last sister’s death.

Interwoven with their lives is a young and handsome curate who arrives, very coincidentally, at the start of the year in which the novels are written. He eventually marries the eldest sister who dies, tragically, whilst carrying their first child. Husband, heartbroken at the loss of his one true love, vows that he will care for her aged father for the rest of his life. This he does, for six long years, until the venerable, white-haired patriarch finally departs to meet his Maker.

The sad and lonely widower then rides off into the sunset to try to find some meaning in Life. Curtain down; not a dry eye in the house.

Of course, being Victorian, the story has to paint a moral, and this is provided appropriately by the sisters’ brother, Branwell Brontë. He is intelligent, artistically gifted, and shows great promise. However, he falls in with bad companions and is easily led into a life of debauchery. Inevitably he comes to a sad, but only to be expected, end through his addiction to drink, drugs and gambling. Let that be a lesson to us all, and an encouragement to sign the Pledge before it is too late!

I fear that, according to Martha Brown, the reality was very different. The Brontës were all fallible, and subject to short-comings as are we all.

Having checked her story, and what Anne Brontë had written, against the known facts, I was in a dilemma. I had been able to discover nothing which contradicted what she had to say. Initially I had made my enquiries merely to satisfy my own curiosity; but now that I had done so, and become convinced of the veracity of the documents, what should my next step be?

Probably the easiest thing would have been to have destroyed the books, or at least kept the whole matter to myself. Nobody would have been any the wiser, and the ‘authorized version’ of the Brontë legend would have continued to be accepted. On balance, however, and only after a great deal of thought, I decided that the statement and the ‘diary’ were historical documents which should be made public.

Here, then, is what Martha recounted all those years ago. As it incorporates all the facts that Anne recorded, I have seen no reason to quote verbatim from her book. I have other plans for that highly valuable document.

In order to make Martha’s deposition understandable, and to provide readers with background and other information, I have replaced the more obscure of the old Yorkshire dialect words, inserted some punctuation and added, at the end of each chapter, comments on the results of my research – to distinguish them from Martha’s text the reader will find my initials [[image: image]] at the start of each of these sections. The Biblical quotations at the start of each chapter are my idea, and were introduced in order to break up Martha’s continuous narrative and because they seemed appropriate. Essentially, however, the tale belongs to her.

I am very conscious of the possibility that the publication of this account may cause offence in some quarters. That, I am sure, was not Martha’s intention, and it is certainly not mine. I shall therefore be sorry if such proves to be the case. It is merely that, as her statement fits all the known facts, I feel I have an obligation, especially to the Brontës, to let it be known.

So come along with Martha and me, step by step, and see what you think. If, as I did sometimes, you find anything which is difficult to accept, compare it with the popular version and then with the facts and see which you consider the more reasonable.

Obviously each reader will come to her or his own conclusion, and there will probably be many who, initially, will doubt Martha’s tale – as indeed I did. However, after asking myself what she had to gain by inventing such a story, I approached it with an open mind and all I ask is that you do the same.

If, in the end, she has achieved nothing more than to cause you to doubt the traditional Brontë story I am sure that Martha Brown’s spirit, and those of the Brontës too come to that, will rest more easily.


Chapter One

‘Lo, mine eye hath seen all this, mine ear hath heard and understood it.’

Job 13:1

My name is Martha Brown, and for over 20 years I was servant to the Brontë family at Haworth Parsonage. During my time there I witnessed and overheard many things that have stayed unknown to the world outside, and I was told of other matters by my Father and the Reverend Arthur Bell Nicholls, who was Mr Brontë’s curate for about 16 years. Even so, there were happenings that were not fully clear to me at the time, but so much has come out since the Brontës died that I can now see the whole picture.

For a long while now what I know has been a burden to me and, as I have not been too well of late, I now feel that it is high time that I set my mind at rest. I shall ask that what I write is not read until after my death, and even then it should not be made public if Mr Arthur Bell Nicholls, now of Hill House, Banagher, King’s County, Ireland is still alive. Although he has much to answer for, he has never rendered me any harm and I do not wish any ill to befall him through me.

What I have to say begins in 1840, when I was only just over 12 years of age. My Father, John Brown, was a stone mason in Haworth. He was also the Sexton of the Church there and Master of the Freemason Lodge. We lived in a cottage called ‘Sexton House’ in The Ginnel – near the Church and right next door to the National School, where I also went to Sunday School. Father used a barn across The Ginnel from the Parsonage for his work.

I was very happy with my Mother and Father and sisters until shortly after my 12th birthday, when Father told me that as I was the oldest I would have to earn my keep. He said he had had a word with Mr Brontë and I was to work at the Parsonage and live there. Life was never the same for me after that.

There were many tales about the Parsonage, and I was very ill at ease on the morning that I had to start my job, so Father took me by the hand and we walked there together, carrying the bits and pieces that I was taking with me.

First of all we met the Parson, Mr Brontë, and his dead wife’s sister, Miss Branwell, who had come up from Cornwall to look after the family when Mrs Brontë died nearly 20 years before the time that I am talking about. Mr Brontë was only 63 then, with Miss Branwell being but a few years older, but they both seemed very old to me, and I was a little afraid of them. Mr Brontë spoke to me kindly enough though, as did Miss Branwell after him and Father had left the room. She showed me the kitchen and the other rooms downstairs, and then took me to meet Mrs Tabitha Aykroyd.

In truth, Miss Aykroyd – as we called her – knew me very well, as I did her. She was a village widow-woman who was nigh on 70 then, and who had worked at the Parsonage for 15 years. The Brontë children looked upon her as an aunt, and called her ‘Tabby’, but talk in the village had it that, at one time, she had had a very different friendship with Mr Brontë. Now, though, the years were catching up with her, and also she had had a fall and broken her leg which was not mending as it should, so Father and Mr Brontë had agreed that I should be taken on to help out.

The work at the Parsonage was hard, and the house dreary and damp with no curtains at the windows because Mr Brontë was afraid of a fire. I had to get up very early, and I slaved for many hours, doing all manner of rough jobs, some of which I hated, from scrubbing the flags with sandstone, which often left my hands bleeding, to making ready the vegetables, and all for only 2/3d a week which I had to give to Mother with naught for myself but what she chose to give me from time to time. As I got older I was to be relieved of many of the worst jobs by younger girls, and I would be allowed to work upstairs, becoming something of a maid to the sisters. However, I did not know that then and I was very unhappy.

Night after night I was kept working to all hours. I would trail upstairs so tired out, and many a time in tears. I had to share a bedroom with Miss Aykroyd, and that had not bothered me when first I was told about it for I was used to sharing with my sisters in our crowded house. When it came to it though, I did not like it one jot. Miss Aykroyd snored a great deal, and often moaned, I suppose from the pain in her leg. But it was not only that – she got up two or three times in the night to pass water and made such a noise that some nights I had barely any sleep and would start work tired out already.

At the start it seemed that I could do nothing right, and I was always being scolded. Miss Aykroyd was crochety and had little patience, but she was old and I was able to get away with some things with her. No, it was Miss Charlotte who was the bane of my life. She was always snooping around the house and poking her nose into things that were not rightfully her business, and she took to ordering me about and watching to see that I did not get a moment’s rest. I also heard her complaining to Miss Branwell about me, and I began to wonder why she was so down on me, but it was not until I said about it to Father that I understood. He told me to take no notice, and said that she was probably trying to get back at him through me as she blamed him a lot for Master Branwell’s drinking. Father and Master Branwell both loved to drink at the Black Bull, and were also members of the Freemason Lodge of the Three Graces.

It was all right for Father to say take no notice; he did not have to put up with her. As fast as I finished one job I was given another, and if anything went wrong, such as me breaking something, you could be sure that she would be on the spot. Then she would give me a good scolding, no matter who else was there, and say that the cost would be taken out of my wages. I would feel myself becoming redder and redder, and would have a job holding back the tears. Many was the time when I swore to myself that I would get my own back on her one day.

It was Miss Emily who, without the others knowing, usually came to my aid with a kind word, a hug, and little treats, and she saw to it that nothing ever was taken from my wages. She was the only person who took the trouble to explain to me how jobs should be done properly, and to give me a kind word when I did well. Happily for me, it was her who was in the kitchen for most of the time, as she loved cooking and doing jobs around the house, whereas the others seemed to think such things beneath them. As time went on I grew to love her dearly.

Little by little I became more able, and I also became very good at hiding my true feelings from Miss Charlotte. It was all ‘Yes, Miss’ and ‘No, Miss’ with a smile on my face – even though I usually put my tongue out, or worse, to her back – and gradually she came to think that that was the real me, and stopped tormenting me so much.

The years passed, and I grew stronger, but even so it was still hard work, and many were the times when I told Father that I wanted to leave the Parsonage to do something else, and be more amongst girls of my own age. I had my mind fixed on going into one of the mills, where most of the girls I knew were working, but Father would have none of it. I know now that he was right, and that the hours there were even longer and the work far harder than I suffered at the Parsonage, but at least I would have had a few laughs instead of the grimness that was my lot in that dreary house.

As time went by, though, things became a little easier and in the end I was as taken for granted and unnoticed as a piece of their old furniture. Rarely did anyone tell me off, and I was allowed to be privy to a lot that was hidden from other folk. I have kept most of what I learned to myself for all this time, but now it is only right and proper that folk should know what really happened over the years in that awful place.

I suppose it was during the year of 1845, when I was 17, that things began to go wrong for the family, although it was hard to see it at the time.

The first thing that happened was that a new curate came to help Mr Brontë out. He was the Reverend Arthur Bell Nicholls, and when he arrived there was quite a stir of interest both in the Parsonage and the village. I knew more about him than most though, for Mr Brontë had arranged with Father that he should lodge in our house – as though it was not full enough already – but I was still surprised when I saw him.

Mr Nicholls – for even after all we have been through together I seldom think of him as anything else – was a handsome man. Then he was 27, about Miss Emily’s age and some 2 years younger than Miss Charlotte. He was well-built, with a full beard. Like Mr Brontë, he had been brought up in Ireland, but he spoke in a lovely soft voice that was quite unlike the harsh Irish accent of Mr Brontë and his daughters.

I got to know him quite well early on, what with him living with my family and being in and out of the Parsonage all the time. He was very agreeable and, when he wished, he could be quite the charmer, but there were other sides to his nature.

Very often he would seem quite down, and Mother told me that then he would go off for long walks on the moors from which he would come back more cheerful. There was no doubt in my mind, nor indeed in the whole village, that he had an eye for the ladies, and it seemed to give him great pleasure to make himself agreeable to even the oldest and most cross-grained of the women in the parish – though I had a good idea of his true thoughts.

I knew that he was lonely, because at the Parsonage he was treated much as I had been when I first went there. He told Father that Mr Brontë and Miss Charlotte rarely spoke to him, and that only Miss Emily had shown him any kindness and gone out of her way to make him feel at home. There were no young men of his class in the village, and though Father had tried to befriend him at the outset they did not get on very well. Father loved his drink, and he was often at the King’s Arms or the Black Bull, but Mr Nicholls was not interested in mixing with the villagers socially, especially in a tavern, and I always noticed his face set when the Freemasons were mentioned.

Mind you, Father would not have been so well-inclined towards him then had he known of some of the things that Mr Nicholls got up to with me from time to time when nobody was about.

It started with him putting his arm around my shoulders in a fatherly fashion, and sometimes he would pat my bottom in jest. Then he took to creeping up behind me when I was busy and tickling me in the ribs. I am very ticklish, and used to wriggle and try to stem my laughter, and then, somehow, his hands would be on my breasts giving them a gentle squeeze. I was quite taken aback when first it happened, but put it down to being by chance. When it happened quite often though, I knew it was not. Still, I never made anything of it – indeed I rather liked it and, although it would have been very immodest of me to have let him know that, he must have sensed how I felt.

One day he tickled me when I was on my hands and knees scrubbing, and somehow we finished up on the floor together with him on top of me. I could feel the hardness of him, and feelings that I had never had before swept over me. To this day I do not know what would have happened next if we had not heard Miss Charlotte clip-clopping across the flags. Mr Nicholls leaped to his feet and was out of the door in a flash, whilst I quickly put my dress to rights and took to scrubbing as if possessed.

All along, though, I knew that to him it was but a bit of play with a servant girl, especially as I had noticed that he had been trying very hard to get into Miss Charlotte’s good books right from the very start. He would take any chance to talk to her, putting on all his charm as he did so. I just could not understand this, because even her best friends – such as she had – would not have called her anything like pretty, or even handsome. In truth, to me she looked very much like an old pug-dog that Father once had. That being so, you would have thought that she would have been more welcoming of his attentions, but she was not and sometimes she was really quite rude to him. Not only that – I heard her pass nasty remarks about him to Miss Emily, and I know from seeing some of her unfinished letters to her friends that she was quite down on him to them as well.

It seemed to me that the only man she had any time for then was one that she used to write to in Belgium.

[image: image]

[[image: image]] Here, I think, we should pause for a closer look at Charlotte who, to my mind, is the key figure in the Brontë puzzle.

I have explained how, when I started upon the research for this book, I knew practically nothing about the Brontë family, and had read none of the sisters’ works. Therefore I had no preconceived ideas but, as I became more and more involved with my research, I was able to put some flesh on the bare bones of my knowledge.

Most of the recognized information about the Brontës comes from Charlotte. Her letters – and those from her friends – form the basis of most research, together with the first biography of her, written by another famous novelist, Mrs Gaskell.

Mrs Gaskell presents a sometimes inaccurate, almost always biased, and frequently over-sentimental picture of her subject. The letters, however, are invaluable because they tell us about Charlotte’s true character. Fortunately, when they wrote them she and her friends had no way of foreseeing that successive generations would read them, and be able to compare them, one with another, thus allowing them to place what they wrote in context.

Let us make a start with her appearance.

Most people who know anything about Charlotte prefer to think of her as she was presented in the portrait by George Richmond. That, however, is a very flattering likeness, to say the least. It should be borne in mind that Richmond would have wanted to please the successful authoress, who was by then in a position to recommend him to the rich and famous. For something nearer the truth we should listen to those who knew her well, her two lifelong friends, Ellen Nussey and Mary Taylor.

Talking about Charlotte at the age of fifteen, Mary Taylor said: ‘She was very ugly.’ Ellen Nussey said: ‘Certainly she was at this time anything but pretty.’ Her ‘screwed up’ hair revealed ‘features that were all the plainer from her exceeding thinness and want of complexion’. She looked ‘dried in’.

Even Mrs Gaskell was not flattering. Listen to her description of Charlotte, when she first met her in 1850: ‘She is (as she calls herself) undeveloped; thin and more than half a head shorter than I, soft brown hair, not so dark as mine; eyes (very good and expressive, looking straight and open at you) of the same colour, a reddish face; large mouth and many teeth gone; altogether plain; the forehead square, broad and rather overhanging.’

In the same year, G.H. Lewes, a well-known writer of the day, described her as ‘a little, plain, provincial, sickly-looking old maid’. She was only thirty-four!

Let me not be misunderstood. Nobody can be held responsible for what Nature bestows upon them, only for what they do with, or to, it. It was not Charlotte’s fault that she was short, thin and plain; all I am trying to do is peel away some of the layers of myth which have been built up around her.

Now that we know how she looked, let us examine her character.

Basically she was a domineering and ambitious child who became a domineering and ambitious woman. I attribute that to the fact that she had a poverty-stricken upbringing in a bare and poorly furnished parsonage which left her with mental scars from which she never recovered.

She was the plain daughter of an eccentric – to put it mildly – Irish parson, who herself spoke with an Irish brogue. Very early in her life she developed an inferiority complex which never left her. She went to Roe Head School where most of the other girls were from better-off families. They were better dressed than she, had better homes, more influential parents and more money. The only ways in which she could offset her feelings of shame and inferiority were to tell herself that she was intellectually superior to them, and to attempt to dominate them and become the centre of attention.

As she grew older she became determined to acquire money. In that she was encouraged by her father, who also thought that life owed him more than he had achieved. For a woman in those days, the usual way to a comfortable life was by making a ‘good’ marriage, and upon that Mr Brontë pinned his hopes for his daughters. In reality, however, there was little hope of his dreams coming to fruition – the sisters being who they were and living where they did. The only young men whom they were likely to meet, and who were remotely acceptable socially, were curates, and Mr Brontë wanted something better.

Charlotte also wanted something better but, as Martha observed, ‘the only man she had any time for then was one she used to write to in Belgium’. This was M. Constantin Héger, at whose school in Brussels both Charlotte and Emily had been teachers in 1842 and 1843. Charlotte was passionately in love with him.

M. Héger was only seven years older than Charlotte. Already embarked upon his second marriage, he was sexually experienced and had awakened in Charlotte that latent sensuality which, once aroused, was to increase until it tended to dominate her whole being. Martha realized what had happened only too well, even though Charlotte always concealed her passions beneath a demure, and apparently rather prudish, facade.

Although, of course, we can never be absolutely certain how far that affaire finally went, all the indications are that Charlotte and M. Héger eventually became lovers in every sense of the word.

One of those signs is contained in a letter which Charlotte wrote to Emily on 2 September 1843. She told of how she had gone into the Catholic cathedral in Brussels and asked if she might make confession. At first the priest refused, because she was a Protestant, ‘but I was determined to confess’. He finally agreed that she could do so, but only in the hope that it would be a first step ‘towards returning to the true church. I actually did confess – a real confession.’

Now what on earth could have affected Charlotte so much that she just had to confess to a Roman Catholic priest? Her father would have been furious to think that a daughter of his had done such a thing. I submit that the reason was that she was so weighed down with guilt about her adultery with M. Héger that she was desperate to unburden herself.

Charlotte promised the priest ‘faithfully’ that she would go to his house every morning, in order that he might do his best to convert her to Roman Catholicism but, of course, she did nothing of the sort. She could not risk having M. Héger identified as her lover.

Unfortunately for Charlotte, Madame Héger eventually became suspicious, and Charlotte had no alternative but to leave the Pensionnat.

Charlotte came back to England early in January 1844. In July 1844, she wrote to M. Héger complaining about his ‘long silence’, but his failure to write can hardly be wondered at. Clearly he had been ‘warned off’ by his wife in no uncertain terms, and had finally come to his senses once the physical temptations offered by his tiny admirer had been removed.

Charlotte ended her letter: ‘Once more good-bye, Monsieur; it hurts to say good-bye even in a letter. Oh, it is certain that I shall see you again one day – it must be so . . .’

When October arrived she wrote again, asking if he had received her two previous letters, but there was no reply.

The year 1845 dawned and, still having heard nothing, in January Charlotte once again put pen to paper. ‘Day and night I find neither rest nor peace. If I sleep I am disturbed by tormenting dreams in which I see you . . .’ She asked him to be frank with her, to tell her if he no longer had any interest in her and had forgotten her, and went on to tell him of ‘the torments which I have suffered for eight months’.

It was passionate stuff indeed, and by then M. Héger must have been praying that Charlotte would stop writing altogether. In an attempt to lessen his problems, he proposed that she should send any future letters to the academy, the Royal Athénée, where he was Professor of Literature, but that did not suit Charlotte at all. Whether she had hoped to profit from any dissent which her letters were causing between husband and wife, or whether she simply felt humiliated by the suggestion, we can but conjecture. However, she had finally got the message and, to M. Héger’s undoubted relief, she never wrote again. Some idea of what he thought of her, in the latter days at least, may be gained from the fact that he used her letters for laundry and shopping lists.


Chapter Two

‘What is this that thou hast done?’

Genesis 3:13

Mr Nicholls came to the Parsonage in May of 1845, and Miss Anne came home the next month. I hardly knew her because all the time I had been at the Parsonage she had been working as a governess for a family at Thorp Green Hall in Little Ouseburn, not too far from York, and I had seen her only when she came home for a few short visits. She was a quiet little woman, and something of a mixture of Miss Charlotte and Miss Emily. Miss Aykroyd told me that she had been in love with a curate before Mr Nicholls – a Mr Weightman. I had not known him as well as I knew Mr Nicholls, but he had been a handsome man and I know we were all upset when he died for he was only 26. Miss Anne would have been 23 then, and I well remember how sad she was when she came back for his funeral. After that it was said that she took no further interest in men.

All in all, that must have been quite a bad time for her because her aunt, Miss Branwell, died but a few weeks after Mr Weightman and so she was soon back at the Church where he was buried for the funeral of the woman who had really been mother to her. Oddly enough, though, her death hardly bothered me at all because we never really had much to do with each other, although she was good enough to me in her way and never put on me as Miss Charlotte did.

On the other hand, Miss Anne was always very kind to me. She never went out of her way to speak to me, but when our paths crossed I always felt as if I was talking to someone more of my own age and ways, and I was never as uneasy as I was with Miss Charlotte. Even so, she was nearly always sad and serious, and there were certain things that not even Miss Aykroyd would mention in her company.

One of them was why she had left the family at Thorp Green Hall after being with them for 5 years. There was such a mystery about it that we were all agog to know what was behind it, but the family never talked about it in front of the servants, and there was many a time when, quite out of keeping, they would stop talking if one of us came within earshot. It was only when Master Branwell came home without warning in July that a little of what had passed began to leak out.

Seemingly he had been working for the same family as Miss Anne – Robinson their name was – for just over 2 years, as tutor to the young son there. From what Father said – and Master Branwell told him nearly everything – he had been doing very well there, and so it came as a bit of a shock to find out that he had been told to leave.

He told Father that it was because Mr Robinson had found out that he was carrying on with Mrs Robinson, but Father took that with a pinch of salt for he knew Master Branwell’s nature and said to us that he had never even been seen with a woman other than his sisters.

I never did know how Father found out the truth. He had Freemason friends all over, and so it may have come from one of them but, on the other hand, Master Branwell often told him secrets when they were drinking together. All I do know is that I heard Father telling Mother that Master Branwell had been sacked because of something to do with the Robinson boy, and that Miss Anne had resigned from her job because of what had been going on.

Certainly Miss Anne was quieter than ever once her brother was back, and Miss Charlotte would have nothing to do with him at all, even though it was said that she had always been closer to him than the others when they were children. Only Miss Emily seemed to have any time for him, and it was her who cared for him when his health failed after he came home. She told me that he was quite ill, and I know from what I overheard that he went night after night without any sleep at all, which I can now understand if he was worried about the truth of why he had lost his job coming out.

Mr Brontë was more than bothered about him, and one night he sent me with a message to Father to come to the Parsonage. To this day I do not know of all that passed between them, but the upshot was that Father was asked to go with Master Branwell on a holiday in the hope that a change of air and everything else would help him to get better.

I was there when Father told Mother what was to take place. She sniffed, and then said sharply that that was like asking a fox to look after a lamb but, at the end of July as I recall it, off they went to Liverpool and North Wales. To tell the truth, Master Branwell did seem a little better when they came back, but any good that the time away may have done was soon lost because I know from Father and what I saw that he straightaway took to drinking even more, and that he was dosing himself with laudanum.

Even so, I noticed that when he was forced to be sober because of lack of money he was scribbling away in some old exercise books from the Sunday School. It was in no sense a surprise to me therefore when Miss Emily told me that he had had some poems printed in the Halifax Guardian, especially after I had seen her rewriting what he had set down so that folk could read it. Then – in September I think it was – he told Father that he had finished the first part of a three-parts book but, shortly after, he said that he had given up the idea.

Instead he went on in his same old ways for nearly a year. He was very often so drunk that he did not know what he was doing, and acted so silly, but at the end of May, 1846, things took a strong turn for the worse.

Mr Robinson died on the 26th and a few days later his widow sent her coachman to Haworth with a message for Master Branwell. He was not at the Parsonage at the time and so the coachman was directed to the Black Bull as being the most likely place to find him. Sure enough, there he was, and several villagers witnessed what happened next.

From all accounts, the envelope was handed to Master Branwell who opened it and read the letter inside. Then he seemed to have a seizure and became almost as a person possessed, rolling on the floor and making terrible noises. Father was called from his yard, but it was ages before he could calm Master Branwell and try to find out what was up with him.

Master Branwell would not let Father see the letter, but he told him that it said that Mrs Robinson would get nothing from what her husband had left if she had anything more to do with him. The story was that Mr Robinson had added that wording to his Will and so Mrs Robinson had told Master Branwell that she would never see him again. Weeping, Master Branwell raged to Father that Mr Robinson’s Trustees hated him, and that one had said that if he ever saw Master Branwell he would shoot him.

It was not until many years later, when Mr Nicholls told me the full story, that I found out that there never was any such wording in Mr Robinson’s Will, and that Master Branwell had made up the tale to hide what the letter really said.

Seemingly, and in spite of the story that Master Branwell put about, he had been sacked for misbehaving with young Edmund Robinson and matters came to a head following the time when the Robinsons went on holiday leaving Master Branwell in charge of the lad.

The boy must have said something when he finally joined his parents at Scarborough, or else it must have been evident that something was amiss, because a doctor was called in and he questioned Edmund closely. Then, on that very day, Mr Robinson wrote the letter ending his job to Master Branwell, who was given no chance to speak up for himself nor sought one.

It would seem that the sacking and the fear of what had really happened becoming known came as a terrible shock to Master Branwell. He dreaded his family and friends learning the truth, and that is why he made up the tale about Mrs Robinson. The whole business sent him to pieces completely, and he sank into a long bout of drunkenness during which he told the truth to Father.

I never learned all the ins and outs of it, but I know that Master Branwell was very down at the time, and he told Father that he felt a total failure. He had no money; his family and most of his friends would have nothing to do with him; he was not able to find any work and his state of mind did not permit him to carry on with his writings. It seemed to him that he had nothing to lose and so he wrote to the Robinsons saying that he would make the whole scandal common knowledge were he not paid to keep silent.

I cannot imagine what Mr Robinson must have thought when he first read that letter, but after thinking about it he must have been fearful of everyone knowing what had happened. As Mr Nicholls pointed out to me many years later, even if young Edmund had been an innocent victim in whatever took place there would have been a blight on his future, but had he been a willing partner . . . well it was all too awful to think about.

Be that as it may, the upshot was that from then on, and with only one short break, I know now that Master Branwell got regular payments of 20 pounds from the Robinsons’ doctor, Dr Crosby, for the rest of his life.

The short break in the payments came after Mr Robinson’s death, when his widow had to explain them to the Trustees of his Will. According to Master Branwell, they were powerful people who surrounded Mrs Robinson and hated him like Hell, and it seems that they were filled with horror when they found out the facts. Mrs Robinson was told that Master Branwell’s bluff should be called, and that the payments would cease forthwith, and he was told of that in the letter delivered by the coachman.

Once I knew all that, I could understand why Master Branwell had gone into such a fit in the Black Bull, and I saw that it was a tantrum made up of anger and hopelessness – anger because of the actual message, and hopelessness because he was always being beset by folk that he owed money to and he had great need of that from Dr Crosby.

For days he just laid on his bed, and I was not allowed into the room to clean or tidy it. He never went out and, on the rare times when he came down for something to eat, he just bolted his food and left. It was evident to us all that he was thinking about something important but, of course, we did not know what it was.

After a time, and with money that he got from his father and friends, and from somewhere else that I shall write about later, he began to go out again. His manner was not the same though and he seemed Hell-bent on making away with himself. Father said that he was drinking more, and I began to find no end of laudanum bottles under his bed. As for his bedding, it was an absolute disgrace, and after Miss Aykroyd complained it was Miss Emily who took over the washing of his linen and the making of the bed.

Things went from bad to worse, and at the end of 1846 there was a shameful day when the Sheriff’s Officer called at the Parsonage and told Master Branwell, within the hearing of us all, that he must either pay his debts or go to prison.

Then, almost overnight, he was more cheerful and his usual self. At the time none of us could understand what had wrought the change, but Father and his other friends knew and, in the end, I also learned what had happened.

It would seem that his very bad need for money finally decided Master Branwell to start his blackmail again. He went to see Dr Crosby and said that if the payments were not restarted the whole terrible story about him and Edmund would come out. Dr Crosby then met the Trustees, and made them see that Master Branwell meant what he had said. He was backed up by Mrs Robinson who, by then, was thinking not only of her son but that her chances of getting wed again would be harmed if the scandal came out.

In the end the Trustees were made to see that they would have to agree to Master Branwell’s demands and, in June, 1846, he had a very careful letter from Dr Crosby saying that the payments would be restarted.

I always felt very sorry for Master Branwell. He painted some lovely pictures, and I used to love hearing him play the organ in the Church. Not only that, but folk said that his poems were every bit as good as his sisters’. He was always a gentleman towards me, and at times he could be very funny – sometimes having us all in fits in the kitchen. Father said that nobody could tell a tale like him, and folk always sought him out, especially in the Black Bull and other public houses. Had he been reared in a normal family, and with a mother’s love, it is likely that he would now have more fame and respect than his sisters.

Be that as it may, in writing so much about Master Branwell I have gone ahead of myself and now I should really go back to 1845, when all the family was at home for the first time in years.

[[image: image]] So there the Brontës were, in this year of 1845, all at home again and all, in their own eyes at least, failures. None of them had any idea what to do next, and certainly the village in which they lived was hardly likely to present any inviting opportunities.

In the nineteenth century, Haworth was a particularly squalid and disease-ridden place, which drew attention even in an era when unsanitary conditions were regarded as normal. It was a remote place, and life was hard.

The Parsonage was a rectangular stone house which stood at the top of the long, and steeply ascending, cobbled main street. It faced east, and was exposed to the gales which often pounded that part of the country. The front door was opposite the western door of the church, which was about a hundred yards away. On three sides of the house was the overcrowded graveyard, which must have presented an awesome spectacle to the children when they were young.

Behind the Parsonage, the windswept moors sloped upwards to the horizon. They were attractive during the summer, but in the winter they presented a particularly bleak appearance.

The interior of the house was equally cold and dreary, even in good weather. It was stone-paved, damp, with few floor coverings. There was no indoor sanitation, and the only drinking water came from a polluted well.

At that time there were only four proper rooms on each floor. On the ground floor, to the left of the front door, was the sitting room behind which was a storeroom. To the right was Mr Brontë’s study, with the kitchen at the rear.

Upstairs there were four bedrooms, and a small box room which was above the downstairs passage. That tiny room, which measured only 9 feet by 7½, had originally been designated as the children’s ‘study’ – a rather grandiose title for such a cheerless little den which had no fireplace and faced east, overlooking the graveyard. It was now Emily’s bedroom, in which she had to make do on a camp bed.

There was little comfort, and no privacy. That had not mattered overmuch when they were young, but must have been irksome in that year of 1845 during which Charlotte was twenty-nine, Emily twenty-seven, Anne twenty-five and Branwell twenty-eight. Their father was sixty-eight, and nearly blind. Branwell was drinking to excess, taking drugs and gambling.

There is strong evidence to suggest that Branwell behaved improperly towards, or with, the thirteen-year-old Edmund Robinson. That tends to be supported by Anne who wrote: ‘During my stay I have had some very unpleasant and undreamt of experiences of human nature.’ An affaire between a man and a woman, even an adulterous one, was hardly in the category of ‘undreamt of experiences’ nor, one would think, would it have been considered, as she also put it, ‘bad beyond expression’. It is virtually certain that the main reason for Anne’s resignation was her knowledge of Branwell’s misconduct with young Edmund.

It is significant that Charlotte was totally unforgiving.

For most of his life Branwell had been closer to Charlotte than to his other sisters, and she had thought highly of him. In the years immediately prior to 1845, however, she had become more and more disenchanted with her brother, and the Thorp Green Hall business was the final straw. After that she did not speak to him for weeks on end, and then only if there was no way of avoiding it. That hurt him bitterly, especially as he probably knew or guessed what she was writing about him to Ellen Nussey.

On 31 July 1845, for instance, she told her friend: ‘I found Branwell ill: he is so very often owing to his own fault.’ On 18 August: ‘My hopes are low indeed about Branwell – I sometimes fear he will never be fit for much – his bad habits seem more deeply rooted than I thought . . .’ On 4 November: ‘I wish I could say one word to you in his favour, but I cannot, therefore I will hold my tongue.’

Charlotte had absolutely no time for him, and did not, at that time, care who knew it. There was no question of loyalty to her brother, nor of keeping his problems within the family. That must have had an adverse effect on how people treated him, but in the event it was a self-defeating exercise, because the more he was shunned and denied employment the more he drank.

It was only after his death that Charlotte came to realize that he might not have continued his life of dissipation had she not been so harsh with him, and if she and her sisters had taken him into their confidence more fully. She was to feel guilty about her treatment of him for the rest of her life.

Charlotte herself was doing virtually nothing in 1845. She was still distraught at being parted from M. Héger. Her long-suppressed sexual passions had been aroused in Brussels, and she could not come to terms with her celibacy. She did not like Haworth, or the local people, and felt that her world had now come to an end. Day after day she hoped desperately to receive a letter from her former lover, but she suffered constant disappointment.

I suspect that she also felt rather lonely, and somewhat estranged from the rest of the family. Earlier in their lives the four children had tended to separate into two couples, Charlotte and Branwell, and Emily and Anne. Now, however, she was disenchanted with her brother and, following Anne’s return, her sisters had taken up where they left off. Charlotte was therefore a rather solitary being in her own home, and was becoming increasingly anxious to do something with her life.

For her part, and quite to the contrary, Emily was more than contented with her lot. Being at home, and near to her beloved moors, was all that she really asked from life, but, between her domestic chores, she was now writing poetry as well as revising and sorting some of her previous works. How she felt as a woman we can but guess. Generally she is regarded as having been more domesticated than her sisters, and there had never been even a hint of a romance. Branwell was the only man whom she had known really well, and he was not a very good example of the species. She knew that her sisters had fallen in love, and she must have experienced sexual stirrings herself. Her poetry from this period reveals a sublimated passionate nature, and is quite different from her earlier love poems. However, any yearnings which she may have felt were concealed from the world by a no-nonsense facade.

As for Anne, she had qualities which were seldom revealed – especially at home. In 1845, after returning from Thorp Green Hall, she was merely living her life quietly, but she was a keen observer of people and events. I have often wondered what went on in that quiet little mind. She must certainly have regretted leaving some of the advantages of working for the Robinsons because, although the Parsonage was home, it must have seemed very drab and squalid after five years in a mansion.

One can but imagine what the atmosphere in the house was like at that time. What a mixture of emotions, mostly repressed, in which fact and fantasy merged and four breasts held secret, and sometimes passionate, longings for they really knew not what.


Chapter Three

‘I will write upon him my new name.’

Revelation 3:12

Looking back over all those years it seems to me now that, her concern for Master Branwell apart, Miss Emily was the only one in the Parsonage who was happy in 1845. For strange to say, although she was contented and placid by nature, that Summer she was in love for the very first time. Even stranger to tell, she had fallen in love with Mr Nicholls, and she believed that her love was returned. I had noticed that she never made any remark when Miss Charlotte was going on about Mr Nicholls, but I did not find that at all out of place for that was her way. Later, though, I began to think that there might be another reason for her silence because word was getting about that she had been seen on the moors in company with her father’s curate.

As soon as I heard that I began to keep my eyes open for signs of anything passing between them, and I found that there was indeed something in the gossip. I would see Mr Nicholls start off up to the moors from our house and then, a little later, Miss Emily would leave the Parsonage. They never took the same paths, nor did they ever come back together, but, even without taking any mind of what else some of the villagers said they had seen, I had but to look at Miss Emily’s face when she came back to know that there was something in what was being said.

The talk got to such a pitch that Father took me to one side and asked me what I knew. Well, that made me very ill at ease for I thought much of Miss Emily and did not wish to say anything that might harm her, but also I did not wish to lie to Father. I felt myself going redder and redder as I dithered about what to say and in the end he let me be, but I knew that I had given him an answer by my manner.

Soon, however, Summer was drawing to a close, and everyone began to dread the prospect of another bleak Winter at Haworth – but no one more than me.

In later years, Miss Charlotte was to say that it was at some time during that Autumn that she ‘accidentally’ came across Miss Emily’s poems. It made me smile when I heard that for I know for certain that she never came across anything by chance. She was always snooping about, and many are the times that I have seen her going through her brother’s and sisters’ things when she thought nobody was about.

After she had found the poems, Miss Charlotte had the idea of bringing out a book with some of each of the sisters’ poems in it. That livened things up for a while, and kept Miss Charlotte off my back, but, sadly, she
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