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      Branwell died from tuberculosis at the age of 31. Weakened by months of drink and drugs in an effort to numb the devastation of a lost love, he died in his father’s bed, where he had slept since he accidentally set fire to his own bed sheets. And what did his older sister, Charlotte, have to say upon his tragic, untimely demise?

      
        
        I do not weep from a sense of bereavement – there is no prop withdrawn, no consolation torn away, no dear companion lost – but for the wreck of talent, the ruin of promise, the untimely dreary extinction of what might have been a burning and a shining light.⁠1

      

      

      Harsh words in the wake of her brother’s death, but no less harsh than her description of his illness. She told her publisher how Branwell had ‘led us a sad life with his absurd and often intolerable conduct’⁠2 even as she acknowledged he had ‘two or three times fallen down in fits’⁠3. Charlotte’s conduct could be seen as cruel or unloving, but the truth of it is she was only bitterly disappointed.

      Great Expectations

      Patrick Branwell Brontë, known as Branwell, was the fourth child of six, and the only boy. Born 26th June 1817, he inherited a name from each parent: Patrick from his father, Patrick Brontë, and Branwell from his mother, Maria Branwell. Branwell’s eldest sister was also called Maria, followed by Elizabeth, Charlotte, and then himself. With two younger sisters, Emily and Anne, Branwell should have been a middle child.

      But, by sheer fortune of his gender, he was often given a preference his sisters were not. That preference came at a price: it was made clear that great things were expected of him. His father had made the journey from Ireland to Cambridge and made something of himself. Branwell was expected to do even better.

      Parents and Guardians

      But he would have to do it without a mother; Branwell was just four years old when she died. Faced with raising six children by himself, and unable to attract a second wife, Patrick turned to his sister-in-law, Elizabeth Branwell.

      ‘Aunt Branwell’ to the children, she moved from temperate Penzance to wind-blasted Haworth to help Patrick take care of her sister’s children. Aunt Branwell is often demonised as a strict, hard woman, bitter at being forced to leave her beloved Penzance. Her supposed harsh Christian beliefs are meant to have instilled a varying degree of religious doubt into the Brontë children.

      Though this myth has persisted for many years, it is hard to see how. Branwell described Aunt Branwell ‘as my mother’⁠4, an odd thing to say of someone who is meant to have made life mean and miserable. He also wrote that she was ‘the guide and director of all the happy days connected with my childhood’⁠5, which no-one would say of someone who had driven them to the edge of atheism.

      Patrick has also been the victim of cruel misrepresentation. Another hard, mean individual according to the myths, he is often said to have shown little affection for the children, and his wild Irish temper was supposedly an inspiration for some of the rougher characters in Brontë fiction. Elizabeth Gaskell seems beside herself with righteous disbelief when she writes of Patrick regularly firing a pistol out of the window.

      Yet the reason Patrick had a pistol was a result of one frightening night in Hartshead-cum-Clifton, where he was serving as assistant curate. On the night of 11th April 1812, an army of local Luddites armed with muskets, pistols, hammers and axes passed close to Patrick’s home on their way to a bloody, unsuccessful attack on a mill. Undeterred, Luddites attempted to assassinate the mill owner just a week later, and a wool manufacturer was successfully murdered in the same month.

      Although Patrick was neither a mill owner nor a wool manufacturer, he admonished the Luddite violence from the pulpit, and likely obtained the pistol from fear of reprisal. The firearm carried just one round, and the only way to remove the bullet was to discharge the weapon daily, rather than leave a loaded gun in a house filled with curious children.

      In truth, Patrick appears to have been an attentive father. He would breakfast with the children before giving them morning lessons in his study. His afternoons were spent with his parish, while they were free to walk, play and create their fantasy worlds on the moors. Patrick would return for an evening of talk and further lessons. He was intent on passing on as much of his education as he could, and determined in pursuing every opportunity for his children.

      Thus it was that Branwell’s sisters, Maria, Elizabeth, Charlotte and Emily were all sent to the Clergy Daughters’ School at Cowan Bridge. All of Patrick’s girls would need a career to sustain themselves, for the daughters of impoverished clergy were unlikely to attract marriage. Cowan Bridge had been founded specifically to provide for members of the clergy who most needed financial assistance, and raised the spectre of hope that all of the Brontë daughters could receive the education they would need.

      Sadly, Cowan Bridge would later become an inspiration for Lowood School in Charlotte’s Jane Eyre: harsh, mean, and victim of a mismanaged sickness that would claim the life of someone beloved.

      The Death of Maria

      As the eldest, Maria had taken on elements of the maternal role when their mother had died, and her siblings adored her as they would any mother. Charlotte described her ‘prematurely developed and remarkable intellect, as well as … mildness, wisdom and fortitude’⁠6 in a letter to her publisher 24 years later, demonstrating just how indelible a mark Maria left on her younger siblings.

      Maria developed consumption in December 1824, but the school did not inform Patrick that she was ill until February. It was just a few months later that the disease claimed her life; in May 1825, Maria Brontë died at the age of eleven. Branwell was just seven.

      Elizabeth followed just a month later, but it seems that the loss of Maria was the scar that never healed. Charlotte and Emily would write novels in which the majority of characters were orphaned or motherless. Charlotte would admit that the stoic, heroic Helen Burns was inspired by Maria. And Branwell’s work would be forever haunted by characters named Maria, Mary, and even Marah, often saintly, often dying. Only Anne was too young to be traumatised by the loss, and she had two older sisters and a brother to adopt Maria’s role of mother surrogate.

      Childhood Inventions

      Patrick fetched home Charlotte and Emily the day after Elizabeth was sent back to Haworth, and kept all four surviving Brontë children at home for the next six years. Patrick’s own education came in good stead, allowing him to give his children a classical education which would go on to be a basis for their future literary works.

      Further working against the idea that Patrick was a stern, unloving father is a key moment in Brontë lore. In 1826, just one year after the loss of Maria and Elizabeth, Patrick came home with a box of wooden soldiers for Branwell. Charlotte would later recount the episode in a letter, explaining how she snatched up a soldier, declared it her own and named it Wellington. The Duke of Wellington was something of a household hero to the Brontës, and they celebrated the anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo every year. Emboldened by their eldest sister, Emily and Anne claimed a solider of their own. Last but not least, Branwell picked his soldier, and named it Bonaparte.

      The children would go on to spin numerous tales around these heroes. Early on they would take a role in their own tales as the Chief Genii, godlike figures with awesome powers, but they soon stepped out of the story and let their heroes take the lead. All four of the children shared this world to begin with, but Emily and Anne soon created their own, private world of Gondal, whilst Charlotte and Branwell set their tales in the fictional African state of Angria.

      The inspiration for this setting came from Blackwood’s Magazine, a monthly journal offering satire and commentary on politics and literature. The long, detailed reviews of biography, history, travel, politics and fiction, replete with extensive quotes, gave the Brontë children access to works that would otherwise be outside their reach. Such was the case with Mission from Cape Coast Castle to Ashantee; Blackwood’s eighteen page review prompted the Brontë children to set their juvenilia in the African kingdom of Ashantee.

      The Brontës had long been putting on plays and acting out fantastical stories in both cellar and moor, but many of these tales were committed to paper in the shape of miniature books filled with tiny script. The children made their tiny books out of whatever scraps they could find, from parcel wrappings to wallpaper. Despite the miniscule size of these volumes, often no bigger than a business card, the writing is neat and precise (albeit so small it can barely be read). These books were also accompanied by a short-lived ‘Branwell’s Blackwood’s Magazine’, an outright imitation of the real-life publication.

      A Rivalry in Words

      Although the children shared their world to begin with, Emily and Anne’s partnership soon grew private, leaving Charlotte and Branwell to collaborate alone on their world. But creation was not without its friction. From the moment of conception, Angria was a battlefield between brother and sister.

      As the only boy, Branwell was both granted and assumed a higher position in the hierarchy. But Charlotte was still the eldest, and thus had authority of her own. Perhaps it was this conflict between gender and age that was the basis of their rivalry. Perhaps it was simply sibling rivalry, or even just the natural result of the tension needed for good narrative. Whatever the reason, there was as much a war of words as there was peace.

      It is nowhere more clear than in the names Charlotte and Branwell chose for their soldiers. Charlotte picked Wellington, national hero, venerated in the Brontë household. Branwell picked Bonaparte, his nemesis. Though the characters evolved, this basic opposition did not. Wellington’s mantle was taken up by fictional sons, Arthur and Charles. Bonaparte became Sneaky, then Rogue, and finally Alexander Percy. But Charlotte’s characters remained virtuous, handsome and heroic, and Branwell’s remained an iconoclast, a demagogue, and a troublemaker.

      But it was not just the characters that stood in opposition; the stories themselves were a constant push and pull. When Charlotte’s character wrote an accusation of grave robbing and library theft, Branwell wrote an attack in response. When Branwell killed Mary Percy, daughter of Alexander and wife of Arthur, Charlotte attempted to resurrect her. When Charlotte introduced two new aristocratic heroes, Branwell turned them into selfish leaders in a vile Aristocratic Party. Charlotte in turn recast Rogue’s dashing buccaneer backstory into a miserable life of exile resulting from a failed attempt to accuse the new characters of treason.

      More Than Words

      The Brontë children didn’t just content themselves with writing their imagined world; they sketched and drew it as well. Charlotte took this artistry further by copying portraits of Lord Byron and those associated with him, illustrating characters from his poems, as well as drawing original landscapes. She nurtured a dream of becoming a professional artist, and in 1834 submitted some of her work for inclusion in the summer exhibition of the Royal Northern Society for the Encouragement of the Arts. Sadly, not one of her pieces was bought, and her dreams were crushed.

      The exhibition did begin a new chapter in Branwell’s life, however. One of the artists displaying work was William Robinson, an artist with a studio in nearby Leeds. Robinson had studied at the Royal Academy, and been a pupil of Sir Thomas Lawrence, painter-in-ordinary to the King. Patrick was sufficiently impressed to employ him to provide lessons not to Charlotte, but to Branwell.
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