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Editors Foreword



Jane Austen, who gave the world six beloved novels, was a self-avowed, addicted letter-writer; many of her letters have been preserved and provide valuable insight into the authors mind, character, and private life. Although biographers have often pondered the question as to whether or not the author kept a memoir or a journal, no sign of any such documents had ever been found. Until now.

Chawton Manor Houseone of the many homes owned by Jane Austens brother, Edward Austen Knight (who was adopted by his fathers cousins, and inherited many valuable properties)has been in the Knight family since the late sixteenth century. Jane Austen lived for many years in a cottage in the village nearby and was a frequent visitor.

A workman recently employed to repair the roof of the manor house, in an attempt to trap an errant family of mice, discovered an old seamans chest bricked up behind a wall in a far corner of the immense, rambling attic. The chest, to the befuddlement of the entire work crew, was filled with what appeared to be old manuscripts. Incongruously, at the bottom of the chest, in a tiny velvet box, lay a delicate gold-and-ruby ring.

The current owner of the residence, Chawton House Librarya charitable organization that has restored and refurbished the manor house, gardens and park to operate as a centre for the study of early English womens writingbrought in experts to appraise the ruby ring (of fine workmanship, dating from the late eighteenth century), and scholars to review the documents. Upon even cursory review, the scholars immediately sensed the enormous historical value of this discovery.

The chest, which is the type a seaman might have used to store his gear during the Napoleonic wars, may have belonged to one of Jane Austens other brothers, Frank or Charles, both of whom were in the Royal Navy. To the astonishment and exhilaration of the scholars who were first privileged to review its contents (myself included), the numerous documents stored inside appear to have been written during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and have been formally authenticated as being the work of Jane Austen herself.

Although only one of the manuscripts has as yet been fully reviewed, they appear to be none other than Jane Austens long-lost memoirs, relating stories and events that occurred either to the author herself or to her family members, friends, and acquaintances.

Desiring no remunerary compensation for their find, the Chawton House Library graciously donated the chest and all its contents to the Jane Austen Literary Foundation for authentication and preservation.

The physical aspect of the memoirs is interesting; they were composed and assembled in a similar manner to the manuscript of Jane Austens last, uncompleted work, Sanditon; that is, they were all written on ordinary sheets of writing-paper which had been folded in half, then assembled into small booklets ranging in size from forty-eight to eighty pages, and neatly hand-stitched along the spine. They appear to have been written in a variety of formats; some are day-to-day entries, as in a diary; most are divided into chapters, resembling her novels. A few have been damaged by mould and decay, but most (thanks to the air-tight nature of the chest, and inherently dry conditions of the attic in which they were stored) have survived in a nearly pristine state.

These manuscripts are now being painstakingly preserved by a team of experts; they will each, in turn, be reviewed and edited for a modern audience. Although there are undoubtedly a great many other Jane Austen scholars equal to or more worthy of the occupation than I, the enviable task of editing these precious works has fallen to me.

The memoir you have before you, although it covers an earlier period in Jane Austens life, was apparently written sometime between 1815 and 1817, when the author began to suffer from the illness that resulted in her death. Although it seems to be the final volume of her memoirs, it was selected for publication first, partly because of the immaculate physical state of the document itself and partly because of its surprising and revealing subject matter.

Several theories have been put forward as to how the manuscripts came to be bricked up and forgotten behind an attic wall at Chawton Manor House. Many of the bricks used were fired in 1816, but the dates of the remaining bricks are more difficult to determine. It is possible that Jane Austen herself, ill and knowing that she might die, arranged for some trusted family member or hired hand (with or without her brother Edwards knowledge) to hide these documents in his attic, feeling that they were of too personal a nature to be read by others at the time but unwilling to destroy them.

It is also quite possible that the chest was placed there, years later, by Janes sister Cassandra. It is well-known that the sisters were very close, shared every thought and confidence, and exchanged frequent, lengthy letters when they were apart. Cassandra, who lived to be seventy-two, kept all the letters Jane had written her, and she may have been the keeper of Janes memoirs as well. However, a few years before Cassandra died, she admitted to her niece, Caroline Austen, that she burnt the greater part of Janes letters (thought to be many hundreds in all), and cut out or otherwise expunged parts of those remaining. This loss to history is incalculable.

The reason for Cassandras censorship was, no doubt, a desire to preserve her sisters privacy, as well as an act of diplomacy. It is unlikely that Cassandra could have foreseen a time when her sisters work would be so popular, and public interest in her so great, that her letters would be published; it is more likely that she feared Janes letters might have contained criticisms of people and descriptions of persons and events of a very personal nature, which Cassandra did not wish the younger generations of her family to read.

Jane does say, in the first pages of this memoir, that she is writing to make some record of what happened, to prevent that memory from vanishing into the recesses of my mind, and from there to disappear for ever from history

Perhaps Cassandra, after burning the letters, could not bring herself to destroy her sisters memoirs as well, (resembling, as they did, the manuscripts of her revered novels) and so decided to entomb them instead. The plan was quite successful; if not for an extensive roof renovation, an inquisitive workman, and a wayward mouse, the manuscripts might have remained undiscovered for many more centuries to come.

This memoir is of remarkable interest, not only because it offers a new, particularly intimate window into the workings of Jane Austens mind and heart, but in that it reveals, for the first time, the existence of a love affair that she was apparently determined, during her lifetime, at least, to keep secret. It may also shed light on one of the most infamous stories in Jane Austen lorea subject that has been endlessly discussed and debated amongst historians, concerning a seaside gentleman with whom Jane reputedly fell in love.

As the story goes, Cassandra told her niece Carolyn (many years after Janes death) that Jane met a curate in the early 1800s while on holiday at a seaside resort, and that they became attached and agreed to meet again; she later learned that he had died. Cassandra never named the man, the place, or the date of the meeting, but insisted that this mysterious gentleman was the only man Jane ever truly loved.

Considering that Cassandra was so particular about the type of information she allowed to be disseminated about her sister, it is possible that the mysterious, nameless, dateless romance that she described was only a partial truth, intentionally vague and misleadinga theory that is backed up in this memoir by Jane Austen herself. Apparently, Jane did meet a man at a seaside resort; they did indeed fall deeply in love; but, according to Jane, he was not a clergymanand he did not die.

To conjecture further would be to give too much away; the reader is left to draw his or her own conclusions from Janes romantic and poignant tale.

One final note, regarding the editing of this text:


There were many idiosyncrasies in Jane Austens manuscript, including abbreviations, misspellings, alternative spellings such as chuse and choose, the use of capitals where they would not be expected by rule, and the use or disuse of paragraphs and quotation marks, which would no doubt have been changed, had the work been made ready for publication during her lifetime. I have made such corrections as I thought necessary (while maintaining most period and alternative spellings), to ensure a smooth and fluent reading experience by a modern audience; but for the most part, this is the memoir exactly as Jane Austen wrote it.

All editorial comments are my own.

Dr. Mary I. Jesse
 Ph.D. English Literature, Oxford University
 President, Jane Austen Literary Foundation











Chapter One



Why I feel the sudden urge to relate, in pen and ink, a relationship of the most personal nature, which I have never before acknowledged, I cannot say. Perhaps it is this maddening illness which has been troubling me now and again of latethis cunning reminder of my own mortalitythat compels me to make some record of what happened, to prevent that memory from vanishing into the recesses of my mind, and from there to disappear for ever from history, as fleeting as a ghost in the mist.

Whatever the reason, I find that I must write it all down; for there may, I think, be speculation when I am gone. People may read what I have written, and wonder: how could this spinster, this woman who, to all appearances, never even courtedwho never felt that wondrous connection of mind and spirit between a man and woman, which, inspired by friendship and affection, blooms into something deeperhow could she have had the temerity to write about the revered institutions of love and courtship, having never experienced them herself?

To those few friends and relations who, upon learning of my authorship, have dared to pose a similar question (although, I must admit, in a rather more genteel turn of phrase), I have given the self-same reply: Is it not conceivable that an active mind and an observant eye and ear, combined with a vivid imagination, might produce a literary work of some merit and amusement, which may, in turn, evoke sentiments and feelings which resemble life itself?

There is much truth in this observation.

But there are many levels of veracity, are there not, between that truth which we reveal publicly and that which we silently acknowledge, in the privacy of our own thoughts, and perhaps to one or two of our most intimate acquaintances?

I did attempt to write of lovefirst, in jest, as a girl; then in a more serious vein, in my early twenties, though I had known only young love then; 1 in consequence, those early works were of only passing merit. It was only years later that I met the man who would come to inspire the true depth of that emotion, and who would reawaken my voice, which had long lain dormant.

Of this gentlemanthe one, true, great love in my lifeI have, for good reason, vowed never to speak; indeed, it was agreed amongst the few close members of my family who knew him, that it was best for all concerned to keep the facts of that affair strictly to ourselves. In consequence, I have relegated my thoughts of him to the farthest reaches of my heart; banished for everbut not forgotten.

No, never forgotten. For how can one forget that which has become a part of ones very soul? Every word, every thought, every look and feeling that passed between us, is as fresh in my mind now, years later, as if it had occurred only yesterday.

The tale must be told; a tale which will explain all the others.



But I get ahead of myself.

It is a truth (I believe, universally acknowledged) that, with few exceptions, the introduction of the hero in a love-story should never take place in the first chapter, but should, ideally, be deferred to the third; that a brief foundation should initially be laid, acquainting the reader with the principal persons, places, circumstances and emotional content of the story, so as to allow a greater appreciation for the proceedings as they unfold.

Therefore, before we meet the gentleman in question, I must go further back to relate two events which occurred some years earlierboth of which altered my life, suddenly and irrevocably, in a most dreadful and painful way.



In December 1800, shortly before the twenty-fifth anniversary of my birth, I had been away, visiting my dear friend Martha Lloyd. Upon returning home, my mother startled me by announcing, Well, Jane, it is all settled! We have decided to leave Steventon behind us for good, and go to Bath.

Leave Steventon? I stared at her in disbelief. You cannot mean it.


Oh, but I do, said my mother as she bustled happily about the small parlour, pausing to study the pictures on the wall with a look of fond farewell, as if making peace with the thought of leaving them all behind. Your father and I talked it over while you were gone. He will be seventy in May. It is high time he retired, after nearly forty years as the rector of this parish, not to mention Deane. 2 Giving up the post, you know, means giving up the house, but your brother James will benefit by it, as it will go to him; and as your father has always longed to travel, we thought, what better time than the present? Let us go, while we still have our health! But where we should go, that was a matter of great debate, and we have at last come to conclusion that it should be Bath!

My head began to swim; my legs crumpled under me, and I sank heavily into the nearest chair, wishing that my beloved sister was there to share the burden of this distressing news. Cassandra, who is three years older than I, and far more beautiful, is possessed of a calm and gentle disposition; I can always depend on her to rally my spirits in even the worst of situations. But she was away at the time, visiting our brother Edward and his family in Kent.

Jane! I heard my mother cry. Why, I believe the poor girl has fainted. Mr. Austen! Do come help! Where are the smelling-salts?

I had been born at Steventon, and had passed all the happy days of my life there. I could no more imagine leaving that beloved place than I could sprout wings and fly. I loved the trellised front porch of the parsonage house, the perfectly balanced arrangement of sash windows in its flat front faade, and the unadorned, white-washed walls and open-beam ceilings within. I had grown to cherish every elm, chestnut and fir which towered above its roof, and every plant and shrub in the back garden, where I strolled almost daily along the turf walk, bordered by strawberry beds.

The rectory had been considerably enlarged and improved over the years to meet the needs of my father and mothers growing family, which included my sister Cassandra, myself and six sons, as well as a parade of young boys who came for long months at a time to be schooled by my father. The seven bed-rooms up stairs and three attic rooms had always been full during the days of my childhood, and the halls had resounded incessantly with the sounds of boyish laughter and the stomping of boots.

To be so suddenly uprooted, and parted for ever from my hometo never more stroll the lanes of the neighbourhood, where each thatched cottage nestled amongst the trees was familiar, and each face was known; to never again visit a dear friend, enjoy a dinner-party or attend a ball at one of the imposing brick manor houses; to never more walk up the hill to Cheesedown Farm, beyond the village, with its cows and pigs, and fields of wheat and barley; to never again walk to church of a Sunday, through woodlands of sycamores and elms, to hear my fathers weekly sermons. How was it to be borne?

At Steventon, I had enjoyed the perfect blend of loving family and pleasant society, which only a small country village can afford; in later years, as each of my brothers moved away, I had found refuge in my own little study up stairs, which had provided me with the blessed solitude I required to write.

How could I leave all that behind, I wondered in alarmto remove to a tall, narrow rented house on a stone-paved street, in the white glare of dreaded Bath? My spirits sank at the very thought. I had enjoyed Bath as a visitor several times but had no desire to live there.

I understood the reasoning behind my parents choice; to them, after a lifetime of living and working in the country, they must have looked forward to the cheerfulness and society of city life; at their age, to take advantage of its healthful waters and excellent doctors could only be an added compensation. But to me, Bath was a city of vapour, noise, shadow and smoke, populated by the itinerant and the insincere; its celebrated concerts and balls could never substitute for close friends, a home, and the beauty of natural surroundings.

I suspected that there was another reason for our removal to Bath, although it remained unspoken, and it was this thought that was particularly mortifying. In addition to its status as a fashionable resort, Bath was known as a reputable place for securing a husband for unattached young ladies. My own mothers parents, on retirement, had moved to Bath in precisely the same manner, taking their two unmarried daughters with them, and both my mother and her sister had, indeed, found husbands there. 3

Undoubtedly my parents thought they were doing Cassandra and me a service by bringing us to Bath, to parade us in the Assembly Rooms or at the Pump Room before a succession of single gentlemen; what worked for one generation, they must have hoped, might work for another. If that was their aim, however, they could only have been severely disappointed; for the next four years did not produce a suitable marriage prospect for either of us.



Of the painful circumstances of our removal from Steventon, and my anguished feelings connected with the saleor should I say the giving awayof my fathers library of five hundred volumes, as well as my own much-loved books, the piano on which I had learnt, my large collection of music, and all the furniture and family pictures which had become so dear to me, I will not breathe a word. Of the years we spent in exile (of which I have previously written elsewhere) 4, I will say only that, in spite of my dislike of Bath itself, I did have several interesting adventures, made some memorable acquaintances, and very much enjoyed the daily company of my father, my mother and my sister. I found particular pleasure in our travels to the resort towns of the Devon and Dorset coast, which my father was keen on seeing at the time.

Which brings me to the second, even more heart-breaking event which irrevocably altered my life, as well as the fortunes of my mother and my sister: the day my beloved father died.



At four-and-seventy years of age, George Austen was still quite spry, with a shock of fine white hair, bright, intelligent eyes, a sweet, benevolent smile, and a grand sense of humour that inspired the admiration of all who knew him. Although he had suffered from a fever and forgetfulness on several occasions, he had always rallied and recovered, and his enjoyment of retirement and our itinerant years had been considerable.

On Saturday, the 19th of January, 1805, my father again took ill, suffering a renewal of his feverish complaint. The next morning, he was so much recovered, that he was up and walking about our Bath apartments at Green Park Buildings East with only the help of a stick; but by evening, the fever grew stronger, and he lay in bed with violent tremulousness and the greatest degree of feebleness. My mother, Cassandra and I took turns ministering to him throughout the night, greatly alarmed by his condition, and making every possible provision to assure his comfort.

I shall never forget the last words he spoke to me.

Jane, said he that night, as I sat at his bedside, gently wiping his feverish brow, I am sorry. So very sorry. His voice was but a hoarse whisper, his breathing short and very laboured.

Do not be sorry, papa, said I, believing, nay insisting that he would improve, and if not, hoping that he would not concern himself, in his final hours, with what might become of those he left behind; for he must have been aware, that when he did in fact depart this earth, his wife and daughters would be left in the most dire of financial circumstances. But thankfully, his mind was not occupied with such lowly matters; he did not even seem aware of the severity of his condition, or that he might, at any moment, be about to quit the objects so beloved, so fondly cherished, as his wife and children ever were.

I am sorry, Jane, said he again, that I have not been of more help to you, as yet, with your books.


My books? said I in great surprise. He referred to the three manuscripts I had written years earlier, manuscripts which were but early efforts, and, I knew, unworthy of publication. I had proof of that; my father had submitted one, First Impressions, to a publisher some years past, but it had been rapidly declined by return of post; my brother Henry had managed to sell another (Susan) for 10, but their promise of publication had never materialized. They all now resided (very much in need of alteration), along with a collection of other youthful works, in a sturdy box which traveled with me everywhere I went. Please, papa, do not think of my books.

I cannot help but think of them, said he with effort. You have a gift, Jane. Do not forget it.

I knew he meant well; but in truth, it was a fathers pride and love speaking. My brothers were all excellent writers; my work was not that special. Nothing I have so far written, papa, seems to me of any worth, except perhaps as a diversion for my family. I have given it up. Hereafter, I have vowed to restrict my efforts with a pen solely to correspondence.

My father closed his eyes briefly and shook his head. That would be very wrong. Your work, it should be published. When I am better, I will take it upon myself to see that it is done.

By morning he was gone.



My fathers passing, in addition to being the cause of much sorrow to his entire family, had a most disastrous effect on the financial situation of the three women in his household. His living at Steventon, upon retirement, had gone to his successor, my oldest brother James; and his small annuity died with him.


For forty years, he was the light of my life; my love, my anchor! sobbed my mother, dabbing at her red, swollen eyes with a handkerchief, as we sat in the parlour of our rented rooms with my brothers James and Henry, after the funeral at Baths Walcot Church. To be taken from me, and so suddenly! How am I to go on without him?

It is a very heavy blow; he was a most excellent father, said James, as he set down his cup of tea. A solemn, serious, dependable curate of forty, James had rushed from his wife and children at Steventon to share in our hour of grief.

But we must find comfort in the suddenness of the event, said Henry. At three-and-thirty, he had always been the most witty, ambitious, charming and optimistic of my brothers, and I thought him the most handsome. It means his suffering was brief.

Indeed, said I, struggling to contain my tears. I think he was quite insensible of his own state.

As such, he was spared all the pain of separation, said Cassandra stoically. For that I am grateful.

To have seen him languishing long, struggling for hoursit would have been dreadful! I agreed.

Oh! But what are we to do? wailed my mother. I am so ill, I can hardly speak. You know the church does nothing for widows and children of clergymen! To think, that in the midst of my despair, I must be weighed down by such matters, but we are homeless and nearly penniless, girls. With the ending of your fathers stipends, my income will fall to less than 200. Jane has nothing. Even with the interest on Cassandras legacy, there is not enough to support the three of us. How ever shall we survive?

I felt my cheeks go crimson at this declaration. The fact that I had no money of any kind was a source of great mortification to me.

Cassandra had a legacy, from a tragic source; she had been engaged, at two-and-twenty, to the young Reverend Thomas Fowle; since Toms income was small, they had waited to marry. Two years later, Tom agreed to act as chaplain to a regiment bound for the West Indies, with the promise of a good living upon his return; but a year after setting sail, he caught yellow fever off St. Domingo and died. He left a legacy of 1000 to my grieving sister, the interest of which, invested in Government stocks, brought in 35 a year; a tiny sum, but it gave her some sense of consequence. I, on the other hand, was completely dependent on others for my support.

My mother was right; we were in dire circumstances, and should be subject to a life of the most miserable, abject poverty if we did not receive help.

Do not despair, mother, said James. My brothers and I will not let you starve. I myself will be glad to pledge you 50 per annum from my own earnings.

Spoken like a man of feeling, and a true son, said Henry, rising from his chair and clapping James on the back. I will match that pledge.

This, I thought, was a kind offer; Henry and his wife Eliza lived in London in good style, but he had a habit of changing occupations rather frequently, and had made it known that his income, at the time, was precarious.

Oh! You are both goodness itself! cried my mother.

We knew that Charles, my youngest brother and a Commander in the Royal Navy, who was away patrolling the Atlantic, could do nothing for us. But my brother Frank, a naval Captain on blockade, had written to Henry from Spithead with an offer of 100 a year, insisting that it be kept a secret. Henry, in his enthusiasm, could not hide the news from my mother, who was moved to tears.

Never were there children as good as mine! cried my mother rapturously. Write and tell Frank that I feel the magnificence of his offer, but I will accept only half.

We had yet to hear from my brother Edward, who was, by a fortunate twist of fate, far wealthier than all my other brothers combined. At age sixteen, my parents had agreed to let Edward be adopted by my fathers childless, distant cousin, Thomas Knight II; from him, Edward had inherited a fortune and three large and prosperous estates: Steventon Manor and Chawton in Hampshire, and Godmersham Park in Kent. At Chawton alone, Edward owned a manor house and a village of some thirty homes.

Let us hope that Edward offers us the use of one of his houses, said my mother. Even a small cottage would do.

To our disappointment, when we heard from Edward the next morning, he did not make such an offer; instead, he agreed to contribute a yearly stipend of 100 towards our support.

What can he be thinking? cried my mother, waving Edwards newly arrived letter in dismay, as she joined me and Cassandra at the breakfast-table. Henry and James were up stairs, packing to depart. I am his mother; you are his sisters! He is so very rich, and they live in such wealth and splendour at Godmersham. With so many houses at his disposal, surely he could spare the income from one tenant!

Still, his offer of 100 a year is very generous, mamma, said I.

Not generous enough by half, to my way of thinking. My mother seized a large slice of toast from the toast rack and spread a great dab of butter upon it. It is a drop in the bucket for Edward. I cannot believe this is his doing. It must be that wife of his! Elizabeth wants to keep all their income for herself and her children. She would not think of sparing a penny for her husbands poor mother and sisters!

It is Edwards property to do with as he wishes, I reminded her, as I poured her a dish of cocoa. Elizabeth can have no say over it.

Indeed she can! cried my mother, biting into her toast and chewing furiously. You do not know the sway that a wife may have over her husband, Jane, particularly when they are as close as those two. Edward is so yielding, so opposed to contention of any kind, if Elizabeth raised even the slightest objection to any thing, he would go out of his way to appease her.

Mamma, I am certain Elizabeth would never be so unfeeling, said Cassandra. She is a sweet and lovely woman.

A sweet and lovely woman with airs, replied my mother with a sniff, proud of her high upbringing and education, but without many natural abilities, and no regard for those of us who are blessed to possess them. Oh yes, a little talent goes a long way with the Goodnestone Bridgeses, but too much goes a long way too far.

I could not agree with my mothers assessment of the situation. Edward had married eighteen-year-old Elizabeth Bridges of Goodnestone Park in Kent in 1791, a union based on love, and blessed with many children. An elegant and pretty woman, Elizabeth had been educated at the most prestigious girls boarding school in London, where the curriculum included French, music, dancing and social etiquette, but very minimal academic content. Elizabeth was a woman of solid principles, a devoted wife and mother who adored her husband, and always treated us with great affection. I thought my mothers sentiments had more to do with her own discomfort at the vast difference in material wealth between herself and Elizabeth than any thing Elizabeth had ever said or done.

Even if Elizabeth has influenced our brother in this matter, mamma, said I, and we cannot be certain that she has, we must still be grateful for Edwards offer.

You are right, said my mother with a sigh, just as James and Henry entered the room, setting their valises by the door. I quickly acquainted them with the contents of Edwards letter, which seemed to please them both immensely.

My mother rose and kissed my brothers on the cheek with a grateful look. Thank you, boys. You have saved us from the poorhouse. If we observe strict economies, I am certain we shall be able to get by. But where we shall live, I am sure I do not know, for even with 450 pounds a year, we cannot afford our own house.

I believe you and the girls will do quite well and be very happy, mother, said Henry.

Yes, we have talked it over, added James as he glanced out the window, scanning the traffic in the foggy streets below, no doubt hoping for a glimpse of his expected carriage. You may pass your winters in comfortable rented lodgings here in Bath, and the remainder of the year, you may spend in the country, amongst your relations.

Cassandra and I exchanged a dismayed glance; from the discomfited expression on my mothers countenance, I knew they both felt the humiliation of our circumstances as keenly as did I. To be parceled out amongst our relations! Without a permanent home, we would be wholly dependent on my brothers kindness, obliged to accept whatever living arrangements they chose to make for usand dependent on them for transportation to and fro as well.

We would never again, I feared, be able to call our lives our own.











Chapter Two



At first we divided our time, as James suggested, between temporary lodgings in Bath and extended visits to friends and relations, including stays with James and his wife and children at Steventon, and with Edward and Elizabeth and their brood at Godmersham Park.

I always enjoyed my visits to Godmersham; one could not help but feel pampered there. Edward lived in elegance, ease, and luxury, as befitted his income and the upbringing of his wife. The large, handsome, red-brick mansion was situated in splendid isolation, set in a landscaped park with wooded downland rising behind it. The house, which was maintained by dozens of servants, contained an excellent library and a beautifully appointed hall and drawing-room, decorated with superb plasterwork and carving, and marble chimneypieces; the rest of the rooms, though numerous, were rather simply furnished. It was pleasant to stroll through the manicured gardens and orchard, or to the Greek garden temple set on a knoll across the grounds. There was always activity and entertainment and fine dining; while at Godmersham, I ate ice, drank fine wine, and enjoyed being above vulgar economy.

I particularly enjoyed playing with the children, who numbered nine or ten at the time. We went boating on the river; I made paper ships with the boys, which we bombarded with chestnuts; I played school with the girls, as well as cards and spillikins and charades, and we made up riddles. On several occasions, I sequestered myself in one of the up-stairs bed-rooms and read aloud from one of my old manuscripts for the amusement of their eldest daughters, Fanny and Lizzie.

Cassandra was especially welcome at Godmersham, and was invited to help with the children during Elizabeths many confinements. But although Elizabeth was very sweet to all of us, my mother and I were always keenly aware of our status there as the poor, widowed and spinster relations, and of the burden that we had become.

Our itinerant, dependent life mercifully came to an end some two years later, when my brother Frank made an unexpected proposition. Frank had recently fallen in love with a Ramsgate girl, Mary Gibson, whom hed met while commanding the Sea Fencibles on the North Foreland. At two-and-thirty, Frank was eager to be married, and with prize money in hand and a good income, he could at last afford to do so. It was his suggestion that we should live with him and his new bride at Southampton.

Although Cassandra and I protested that we did not wish to intrude on the new couples happiness, Frank insisted it was the ideal arrangement; he would be away for many months at a time at sea, and we could keep his Mary company. The sharing of living expenses would greatly ease both his burden and ours. When I requested that our dear friend Martha Lloyd should also join us, as she had been rendered homeless since the death of her mother, Frank was most agreeable. Such a merry, receptive, sympathetic presence as Martha would be most welcome in any household. A pleasant-looking woman ten years my senior, Martha had been my most intimate friend since girlhood; she was also family, as her sister Mary was married to my brother James.

We were all delighted at the thought of a home of our own, and we left Bath with happy feelings of escape. I was not so keen, at first, on removing to Southampton; Cassandra and I had been sent away to school there when I was just seven years of age, and there we had both nearly died of an infectious fever.

I soon discovered, however, that Southampton, with its castellated folly in the square, and its old houses newly equipped with fashionable bow-windows, was a very picturesque and pleasant town indeed. The location, situated as it was at the mouth of the River Itchen, on the confluence of two large waters, and surrounded by mediaeval walls and open walks beside the sea, was ideal for Franks purposes, as he might often put into port at Portsmouth; and there was the added benefit of its being in Hampshire, only twenty-three miles from Steventon.

Arrangements were soon made. After temporary lodgings, we moved in March of 1807 into a rented house on a corner of Castle Square, and engaged the services of two maids and a cook. The house was old and not in the best repair, but it had a pleasant garden, and was bounded on one side by the old city wall; the top of the wall, reached by steps, was wide enough to walk upon, and offered a delightful view of the river and its wooded banks.

No sooner had we moved in, than Frank received his next appointment, to command HMS St. Albans. I believe it was a great comfort to him that while he was away, fitting out the ship for a long voyage, we were there to attend the birth of his daughter; for Mary had quite a difficult time of it.

As grateful as I was to be settled for a time, and as much as I enjoyed the society of my family, I soon found that the company of so many people, confined to one city household, left little room to breatheparticularly when we had visitors, as we did one memorable day in late June, when my brother Henry came to town.

Imagine the scene, if you will: eight of us gathered in the parlour, perched on the sofa and an assortment of chairs. Henry, looking smart in his light brown full-dress coat, sat reading the newspaper. My mother, Cassandra, Martha and Frank (home for his daughters christening, and his last month of home life before setting sail) were occupied by knotting fringe onto some curtains. Mary held her baby, Mary Jane, then two months old. I sat at my little mahogany writing desk, a gift from my father on my nineteenth birthday and my most prized possession, composing a letter.

You are looking well, Frank, said Henry, for a weather-beaten old sea Captain.

Weather-beaten, indeed, said Cassandra with a wry smile. Our Frank is as young and handsome as ever.

If any one is weather-beaten, it is I, exclaimed my mother. I declare, I have never seen a June so hot. It makes one feel very ill. I cannot sleep, I have a heat in my throat and my chest, and my appetite is never what it used to be.

Since my mother had consumed nearly half a boiled chicken and a large slice of apple pie at dinner, I found her pronouncement rather startling. I am sorry you are not well, mamma, said I, looking up from my letter and stifling a yawn, for I had not slept well, either; the little infants cries had kept me up half the night. Perhaps you would feel better if you were to lie down.

It is too hot to lie down, replied my mother crossly, as she continued with her knotting, and I could not get a moments rest, knowing there is all this work to be done.

My mother was of middling height, spare and thin, with handsome grey eyes, dark hair that still retained its colour, and an aristocratic nose (of which she was quite proud, and which she had had the pleasure of transmitting to a great many of her children). Although a quick-witted woman of sparkle and spirit, she suffered from a variety of maladies which could not always be diagnosed by a physician. 5

Frank, tell us: how does Her Majestys Ship, the St. Albans? enquired Henry, by way of changing the subject.

She is fit as a fiddle, and ready to set sail for the Cape next week, and from there, on to China.

China! Are we at war with China? enquired Mary in some alarm.

No, my dear. Our duty is to convoy and protect a shipping fleet.6

Thank goodness. I hope you will not be near any fighting. Do take more care with your knots, dear. You want knots to be of equal size, and fringe of equal length.

There is nothing wrong with my knots, Mary, rejoined Frank calmly. I have heard it said, in certain circles, that my knotting ability is unparalleled, and among the best in the Royal Navy.


No one would say such a thing, unless it were your own mother, replied Mary.

And so I would, said my mother proudly. My Frank has always been clever with his hands, and his time at sea has certainly prepared him well for this occupation.

It would knot be a lie, said I, to say that Frank knots fringe on curtains better than any man I ever saw.

The others laughed. A fine honour, is it knot? said Martha, giggling.

Indeed, added my mother, for I have knot, in all my days, seen any other man with such a talent.

More merry laughter ensued, and the conversation continued on in this vein for some time longer, as I struggled to put words on paper.

What are you so busy writing, Jane? asked Henry of a sudden. Is it a new novel, I hope?

No. Only a letter to Fanny.

You are for ever writing letters, said Mary as she gently rocked her sleeping infant in her arms. I think you write more letters than any body I ever met.

Letter-writing is a worthy occupation, I replied, as I dipped my pen in the inkpot. I think there is nothing quite so satisfying as the receipt of an excellent letter, full of interesting news.

Cassandra glanced up from her fringe-knotting with an avid nod. When Jane and I are parted, I know not what I should do, without her regular communications.

I enjoy writing a letter now and then myself, said my mother, but I prefer, on the whole, to put my efforts into poetry, when I find the time.

We have all enjoyed your verses since childhood, mamma, I replied sincerely.


You are a talent, mother, said Henry. The poem you wrote when you recovered from your illness at Bath, under Bowens carethat was particularly good.

Oh! It was! cried Martha. At which pointon catching Cassandras eyeshe put down her needlework, and the two both proceeded to recite in merry unison:


Says Death: Ive been trying these three week or more

To seize an old Madam here at Number Four,

Yet I still try in vain, tho shes turned of three score;

To what is my ill-success owing?




Ill tell you, old Fellow, if you cannot guess,

To what youre indebted for your ill success

To the prayers of my husband, whose love I possess,

To the care of my daughters, whom Heaven will bless,

To the skill and attention of Bowen.



Laughter followed, along with a succession of very pretty and well-deserved compliments on behalf of my mothers wit, which thrilled her no end.

Your brother James is also an excellent poet,7 said my mother modestly.

Janes poetry does credit to the Austen name, as well, said Henry, but she, I think, has an even greater talent for prose. It irritates me no end that Crosby has never published her book Susan, after all their promises.


I cannot understand why a publisher would pay good money for a manuscript, and then not print it, said my mother.

Clearly, it was not good enough, said I. 8

I cannot agree, said Martha. Susan is great fun! Although First Impressions9 is my favourite. I adore Mr. Darcy and Elizabethand I think it most unfair that you only allowed me to read it three times, and that a great many years ago.

I could not risk a fourth reading, said I with a smile. With one more perusal, I fear you would have stolen away First Impressions and published it from memory.

Martha laughed. As if I would do such a thing.

That book should be published, said Henry.

Papa tried, I reminded him. It was refused.

Refused unread,
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