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“Let us not lose ourselves in subtleties and sophistries. There is one straightforward path of right, and it is only in swerving from it to this side or that, we become entangled.”



Anne Lister, 13th April 1834




FOREWORD

Anne Lister is unique and fascinating. She is known primarily as a diarist, and as a great lesbian lover who recorded her adventures with other women in a secret code, but there are a myriad other things to know about this extraordinary woman, who never fails to ignite the imagination.

Anne was unusually intelligent and remarkably physically fit. She had an enviable passion for life. What she didn’t cram into her tragically short forty-nine years probably wasn’t worth doing. And not only did she live a remarkable life, she recorded it in obsessive detail, every day, from her late teens to the last month before her death, from getting up, to going to bed. It is the diary of a perfectionist with an eye for detail; of a woman with a brilliant mind who was fascinated by the world and everything in it. In the coded parts it is often the stream of consciousness outpourings of a passionate human being who had more mental and physical energy than she knew what to do with.

Anne read as profusely as she wrote, keeping herself well informed in the latest thinking in a bewildering array of subjects. She was a true polymath; someone who could absorb complex information, process it quickly and use it effectively. She was a player, both in her professional life running her estate, and in her private life as a lover of women. Her mental and physical prowess and her love of life are inspiring, but there is another side to Anne Lister. She was an authoritarian landowner who believed firmly in a hierarchical social order. Her estate was modest in size (she was never well off), but it was rich in coal, and she owned mines in which people were employed to work cruelly long hours, enduring inhumane and humiliating conditions. As Suranne astutely observed when we started rehearsing Gentleman Jack, ‘She’s a bit Marmite, this one’. One of the many contradictions about Anne Lister is that she appears so far ahead of her time in having such an admirably healthy attitude towards her homosexuality, whilst being something of a dinosaur (even in her own time) in regarding those from the deprived classes as insensate commodities.

Anne Lister was a survivor in a world that could easily have had no place for her, a world that would have rendered her invisible if she’d had less about her. She was smart enough and confident enough to construct a self-identity that would allow her to live her life just as boldly, ambitiously and freely as she chose. She refused to be ignored or made invisible simply because she was born with a penchant for members of her own sex. As well as her robust physical health, it’s clear (between the lines of the journal) that she enjoyed robust mental health too, and it was perhaps this psychological strength that allowed her, when it was convenient, to turn a blind eye to the hardship of others. Of course these contradictions and complexities are the things that make Anne Lister a gift to a dramatist. As Eliza Priestley points out in the first episode of Gentleman Jack, whether we like Anne Lister or not, ‘She’s very entertaining’.

Thanks to Arthur McRea’s generous legacy to the people of Halifax after John Lister’s death in 1933, Shibden Hall has been part of my life ever since I can remember. As a child I came here all the time with my dad, Harry Wainwright, a keen amateur historian. He taught me how to row on the lake, and now and again we went up to the hall and the folk museum. I loved Shibden then, and I love it still. Something about it entered my soul. That it was once owned by the remarkable Anne Lister, odd as it seems to me now, is an entire coincidence. In the early seventies no-one mentioned Anne Lister. I can’t remember how I became aware of her, but as a teenager I started to pick up on the fact that an extraordinary woman had once owned Shibden, but there was something about her that people didn’t like to discuss. Times have changed and we now live in a world where we can celebrate a woman who – almost two hundred years ago – chose to marry another woman. We should also celebrate Anne’s partner, Ann Walker, a shy woman who had the courage to make a conspicuous commitment to the woman she was so dazzled by.

I met Anne Choma fifteen years ago (through an initiative to try and transcribe the Anne Lister diaries) and we became friends. When Gentleman Jack was green lit by the BBC and HBO I invited her on board as my adviser and she has been a wonderful collaborator. I would like to take this opportunity to thank her, not just for her work, but for her support too. We’ve climbed our own little Vignemale together, and got down the other side, and there were a couple of times when I didn’t think I’d make it, but she kept me going. The diaries are vast and complicated. To transcribe, absorb, and then dramatise the eighteen months we have covered in season one has been a mammoth task that perhaps only those familiar with the diaries will appreciate. One of the hardest tasks during that process was making choices about what not to include – choices which Anne Choma and I debated at length – choices that were invariably painful because the material is all so fascinating. This book therefore has the happy task of complementing the drama by providing further detail and context about this particularly dramatic period in Anne Lister’s extraordinarily colourful life.



Sally Wainwright

The Café, Shibden Park

Sunday 7th October, 2018




INTRODUCTION




‘I have taken my fate into my own hands, believe nothing till I tell it to you myself. I know well enough what all the world will think, but all the world may be wrong’



It is a tantalising prospect to think that if Anne Lister had lived just a year or so beyond her forty-ninth birthday, we might have had a photographic image of her that would have shown us what she really looked like. There are a few portraits of her at her home, Shibden Hall in Halifax. There is one of her as a child with a broad, impish face. At first glance, it is not easy to say whether it is a boy or a girl. The hair falls tightly in short curls on either side of the cheeks, parted in the middle, but there is little else in terms of affectation. The clothes are plain and dull, the only concession to colour being the red scarf tied loosely around her neck. The pursed lips and haughty look in the eyes bear a strong resemblance to that of another portrait, of Anne as an adult, which, like the childhood image, shows the hair parted down the middle, with tightly packed side curls and eyebrows thickly drawn. The clothes are now more distinctive. The frilled collar of a white shirt shows itself fleetingly, peeping above a dark great coat, appearing to force the chin upwards in a lofty manner. The image is alluring, perceptively but stylistically drawn. Anne looks both handsome and feminine at the same time. Again, the steely, sideways glare draws you in. This is the unmistakable, iconic image that Anne Lister, mistress of Shibden Hall and the prolific writer of a five million-word diary, has become synonymous with.

Anne was very specific about how she wanted to look. She dressed according to her wishes and for her comfort. She rejected anything that might have been seen as pretty or feminine. She refused to be moulded into an image of nineteenth-century womanhood that was defined by bows, bonnets, frills and ringlets. Generally, she was very critical of the restrictive nature of women’s attire, referring to it as an ‘inconvenience’ and ‘incommodious.’ She complained about the tyranny of large bonnets at public meetings ‘over which nobody can see, and which too often prevents the unfortunate wearer herself from either seeing or hearing clearly’ (27th February 1831).

In 1817, she decided to always wear black clothing, only occasionally making a concession to this rule when propriety demanded it. It was a choice that instantly set her apart from her contemporaries. Anne wore a worsted great coat, a plain, black dress, and a sturdy pair of black-gaiter, leather boots. When she walked through the narrow streets of Halifax she cut an unusual figure. She was 5 feet, 4½ inches tall and walked at a great pace with an imposing upright stance. She was flat-chested and she weighed a modest 8 stone, 4¼ pounds. Her voice was deep. It was said that physically she presented herself in a ‘gentlemanly’ manner. She was often called names and jeered at by people who she would refer to as ‘vulgar’ or common. The nickname ‘Gentleman Jack’ was attributed to Anne decades after death, passed down through Halifax folklore. To date no evidence has emerged from her journals to suggest that Anne herself was ever aware of it.

Being mis-gendered was a common occurrence for her, however. ‘I, in my pelisse attract much attention,’ she said, having once been mistaken for a man three times in one day when travelling through Strasbourg (Travel journal, 22nd June 1827). She was reminded once that a post-boy on the coach from Rochdale to Halifax said that she looked like a ‘man in petticoats’ (28th June 1833).

Courting unwanted attention, for being herself, was something she had grown used to. She writes in her childhood diary on 27th November 1806, aged fifteen, of the time she ‘went to Mr Stopford’s 1st concert in a habit shirt and was much stared at and well quizzed as an original – care despised on my part’. On another occasion, the Halifax vicar’s wife, Mrs Musgrave, commented on Anne’s ‘thick pickles – tallowed boots’, forcing Anne to defend herself, saying that she ‘had no petticoats so short to take up, as they, ladies had’, because she was ‘too independent’ (25th January 1833). Years later, at Shibden Hall, Anne remarked how ‘evidently astonished’ the visiting brother of her architect Mr Harper had been at the sight of her in her unconventional ‘costume’ (22nd March 1836).

Privately, the hurt cut deep – ‘It is those who have known me least who have done me the most injustice,’ she said (2nd August 1833). Whilst many people in local society viewed her with suspicion and were not so forgiving of her manner and ways, some of them were kinder. She wrote of people in Halifax having become accustomed to her manner and ‘oddities’. A Halifax acquaintance jokingly said, in front of Anne, how the world could not do with two Anne Listers, and that one moving in such an ‘eccentric orbit’ was quite enough (11th February 1835).

Anne was born in Halifax in 1791 into a modest, landowning Yorkshire family. She was an eccentric child, full of energy and mischief. She was so unusual that her mother Rebecca and her father Jeremy struggled to know how to look after her. When she was supposed to be tucked up safely in her bed asleep at night she would escape from her maid through her bedroom window into the nearest town to see ‘bad’ things. However, her academic ability was never in doubt. She was clever, described by a teacher at her first school in Ripon as a ‘singular’ child. She excelled in mathematics and in reading the classics, counting Virgil, Homer and Tacitus among some of her favourite writers of antiquity. She was precocious enough aged eleven to call herself a ‘young genius’, as though anticipating that she was destined for something far greater than a life of predictability and conventionality (3rd February 1803).

In 1805, when she was fourteen years old, the decision was made to send her away to Manor House boarding school in York, with the hope that the institutional discipline might be able to do something to harness her out-of-control energy. The plan did not work, as there was another side to Anne that singled her out as being different, and which impacted on her stay and her behaviour at the school. Physically and emotionally she was attracted to other girls. At the Manor House school she embarked upon her first sexual relationship with another girl, called Eliza Raine. Soon she was asked to leave the establishment, not only for her deepening (and distracting) bond with Eliza, but also for her disruptive behaviour towards the other girls.

Over the next few years, Anne began to spend more and more time with her Aunt Anne and Uncle James at Shibden Hall, a pretty, rural estate on the outskirts of Halifax. She flourished under their love and care. She began a rigorous period of learning and her days became structured and meaningful. She took regular strenuous exercise, making sure that she timed her daily walks. Soon she began to involve herself in the management of the estate, becoming knowledgeable about farming. She read everything she could to improve her knowledge. She became as hands-on as possible by physically working on the land with the workmen. In 1815, aged twenty-four, she moved in permanently, settling into Shibden’s south-facing Blue Room.

Fortune favoured her. In 1826, when Uncle James died, Anne inherited Shibden. Having displayed an entrepreneurial flair for estate management, all of the land and the income derived from it was eventually to become hers. Though full ownership would not materialise until 1836, on the death of her aunt and father, both of whom had been given a life interest to live at the hall and receive income from the estate, it was a milestone decision that was to change the course of her life.

Anne’s inheritance was not an unexpected piece of news, though. The ambition to become heiress had been part of a long and carefully orchestrated plan. In 1822, when her father told her that if he outlived his brother (Anne’s Uncle James), he would build another archway under the road to the house, Anne swiftly executed her first plan of action to protect and rubber-stamp her future inheritance. She took the opportunity to expose her father’s costly, ill-thought-out re-modelling ambitions by explaining the folly of the idea to her uncle, who she immediately asked to ‘sign the Will’ [in her favour], so as to ‘make all safe’ [for her] (8th July 1822).

As Aunt Anne and her father Jeremy still drew income from the estate, it meant that Anne’s access to money was restricted. For many years following the death of her uncle, she remained reliant upon her friends and on her father to keep financially afloat. Frustratingly, she had to defer to him for money whenever she wanted to make improvements to the house. Anne had to count the pennies and pounds, balance her books, and re-hem her old clothes. She recognised, though, that in a society which had very limited roles for women – usually as a wife, a mother, a governess, or an old maid – it was her fortuitous inheritance that enabled her to avoid what she called the narrow world of domestic life.

Anne’s only surviving sibling was her younger sister Marian. Unable to compete with Anne’s business prowess or her intellect, Marian was very much in her big sister’s shadow. She was jealous of Anne’s inheritance and remained so for many years. Through the early deaths of her three youngest brothers in childhood, and of her eldest brother Sam when he was serving in the army, Anne had escaped the restrictive inheritance laws that favoured the male line. Had Sam lived he would have been the natural heir to Shibden, and under those circumstances Anne might have become reliant upon him for lodgings and money.

Yet throughout her life, inheritance or no inheritance, Anne had looked to gain financial independence by realising a long-held ambition to earn a living through writing. She had talked of translating some of the classics and of writing about her travels, but she never became a published author in her own lifetime.

Capable, clever and with a natural gift for land and estate management, Anne had been the natural choice to take on the huge task of running Shibden. Not only had she impressed Uncle James with her skill in dealing with the renewal of leases and misbehaving tenants, he also knew that she would never marry and therefore the estate would not be broken up. In their conversations together, Anne had left him under no illusion that her emotional and sexual feelings for other women precluded the possibility of her ever entering into a marriage with a man, in which she stood to lose all that was hers. It was another four decades, on the passing of the Married Women’s Property Act in 1870 (thirty years after Anne’s death), before women would be able to keep hold of and inherit property following marriage. So, remarkable as it may seem to us now, it was Anne Lister’s lesbian sexuality (then with no name or legal recognition), which played a crucial role in helping her to keep control of her wealth at a time when it was thought that it was impossible for a woman to do so. That Uncle James, in 1826, seemed to understand and recognise this is even more extraordinary.

In becoming a landowner, Anne took on a powerful new identity, and it gave her greater visibility within the male-dominated Halifax business community – particularly with local men like Mr Christopher Rawson, the eldest son of the Rawson family, who Anne had known since her youth. Christopher Rawson was the leading banker of the town, as well as the magistrate and a landowner and profit-hungry coal magnate. In later years, when entering into complex coal negotiations, she would exasperate both him and his younger brother Jeremiah with her commercial business acumen.

The role of landowner suited what she described as her ‘natural Tory’ politics. Anne was a traditional thinker in that she believed that decision-making powers in society should remain vested firmly in the landowners. Representing the old order, she championed the traditional demarcation of the relationship between landlord and tenant. She lamented the passing of the Reform Bill in 1832 which gave greater democratic powers to men who did not own property. She poured scorn both on the working-class radicals who fought for those greater freedoms, and on her neighbours who supported their cause. Once, on hearing of the possibility that radical agitators could be selected as magistrates to the West Riding of Yorkshire, she replied caustically, ‘what impudent absurdity’ (29th February 1836). While some of her male tenants following the introduction of the Bill were given the opportunity to vote in elections, Anne of course wasn’t. But, as there was no secret ballot she was still able to use her landowning powers to the full by exerting her influence and by threatening eviction if they did not vote the way she wanted – Tory Blue.

Anne developed an early love-hate relationship with her new inheritance. Shibden was a quaint, romantically situated house going as far back as the early fifteenth century. Generations of Lister vicars, apothecaries, clothiers, farmers, lawyers and teachers had at one time called it home. She was proud of its long history, although out of snobbishness she distanced herself from the side of her family who in the past had been involved in the cloth industry, or ‘trade’ as she would have called it. Despite her good fortune, she often complained bitterly about living at the hall, describing it as being full of ‘deformities and nuisances’ (6th June 1833).

Nestled on the lea of a hill, in a wooded valley, Shibden could be a damp, cold and draughty place to live. Great coats, blankets, thick dimity dressing gowns, window frames stuffed with old pieces of newspaper – all were used at one time or other in an effort to keep out the bitter west winds. However, Anne remained steadfastly loyal to Shibden. In later years she embarked upon a plan to nurture the creaky floors and the dingy, low-ceilinged rooms. Her vision was to transform the house into something far grander – and more befitting a woman like her who had designs on extensive (expensive) foreign travel, and on moving within the higher echelons of Georgian society.

Anne was socially and financially ambitious. She was keen to make connections with people of a higher class than herself. She saw her own Halifax family as ‘drooping’, both in fortune and status. It was an image she wanted to change, the first plan of which was to try bringing the estate back into profitability by maximising its industrial potential. Under her management, the tenanted farms were farmed more efficiently, leases were managed correctly and rents were collected on time and in full. She would think later about exploiting the estate’s prized coal reserves by reopening the dormant Listerwick pit and by sinking a new one.

Anne Lister is most famous of course because of the journals she kept, which she wrote in tantalising and candid detail about her lesbian sexuality. Apart from a few loose diary pages written as a child, and two later smaller exercise books, they amount in total to twenty-four major volumes – 7,600 pages, spanning from 1816 until her death in 1840. She tailored the physical style of each diary to her own needs. When placing an order for a new one with bookseller Mr Whitley in Halifax she was specific: ‘One quarto blank book, half bound, then covered with common calf as usual, not to have less than 370 pages’ (27th August 1831). Now recognised as a document of global significance by UNESCO for being one of the longest social commentaries ever written, in 2011 the diaries were selected as one of only twenty unique items worthy of being added to the UK Memory Bank of the World Register.

These adult diaries, which Anne started in 1816 aged twenty-five, became a vessel and repository for her thoughts and feelings. Each diary was a pseudo friend and confidante. Anne’s consistent self-analysis reflects the cultural zeitgeist of the early nineteenth century – the search for an authentic identity explored through feeling, sensibility and a post-Enlightenment sense of individuality. She described the journals as being a private memorial to herself, and her writing style was influenced by reading the literature of some of the leading philosophers of the seventeenth and eighteenth century, including John Locke, Jean Jacques Rousseau and Emmanuel Kant. She made use of the privileged opportunities that came her way to develop the knowledge and skillset to write truthfully and with conviction. She wanted to write and tell her own story, but crucially only for herself. She hated the thought of being mis-represented by what she called ‘second hand’ comments:


Remember, our most familiar friend must judge of us in some sort by our own words, and we ourselves should watch these narrowly when we know that they are not in unison with, or do injustice to, our own feelings.

7th January 1833



Anne employed two styles of writing in her diary – the first ‘plain hand’ and in the other what she called ‘crypt hand’, the latter comprising a secret code she made up from random Greek letters, numbers, symbols. In using the cryptic code to secrete information, hinting as it does as a means of self-censorship, Anne essentially presented a self that was separate and distinct from the one which flowed freely in her plain hand, a self which remains locked within a complex structure of esoteric symbols, numbers and letters. Anne said her plain hand would contain nothing of consequence. Descriptions of sex, money, bodily functions, scathing comments about people in both high society and in Halifax – in fact anything that she felt needed to be hidden – was written in code. The safe outlet provided by her crypt hand gave her an extra means of support in times of emotional need. ‘What a comfort my journal is,’ she said, ‘How I can write in crypt all as it really is and throw it off my mind and console myself. Thank God for it’ (29th April 1832).

When she was writing, Anne worked in a disciplined and structured way. She said that the ‘greatest desideratum’ [the thing most needed] was steadiness (17th March 1834). There was never a point in her life when there was any loss in form, no hiatus in production – just consistent, detailed, daily accounts of what she did, what she saw and what she felt.

The journals provide an opportunity for the reader to time-travel back to a lost world, full of fascinating and illuminating details of everyday life that would otherwise be lost to history. We witness Aunt Anne’s stubbornly ulcerated leg being treated with ‘lunar caustic’, Indian ‘orange-pea’ capsules and ‘fillet of diaculon plaster’ (21st May 1836), and Anne ordering a prescription of the aphrodisiac ‘cantharides’ for a lover suffering a temporary loss of libido and sexual ‘irregularity’ (30th May 1836). We get to know that, in Halifax in 1836, the cow doctor was called Jabus Fawthorpe, the umbrella lady in York was called Mrs Bean, and that one of the Halifax doctors who used to visit Shibden was called Dr Mason Stanhope Kenny. We understand that the description Anne gave for her disorderly staffed house (for want of good, reliable servants) was ‘hugger-mugger’, and that on 7th June 1836, Anne invented a new euphemism to describe bringing a lover to orgasm: ‘bring[ing] monsieur again’.

Anne Lister also kept fourteen volumes of separate travel journals. She was an adrenalin-fuelled thrill seeker. She scaled Swiss mountains, descended into French silver mines, clambered through Scottish caves and wandered into extinct foreign volcanoes. She slept in barns with Swiss peasants as well as dining at the table of the king and queen of Denmark. In 1838, she was recorded, along with her guide, as being the first person ever to conquer Mount Vignemale in the Spanish Alps. Notes about people and places were written, with precision, usually from the back of a bumpy travelling carriage. Personal detail was often comical, like the time in France in 1834 when she hid three newly purchased handkerchiefs from customs officers by pinning them to her knickers so that she didn’t have to pay duty on them.

Anne’s powers of observation meant that she went beyond the predictable description of rolling hills or a pretty church spire. She charmed her way into people’s houses to find out how they lived. She would extract interesting anecdotes about famous people like Lord Bryon – a poet she revered and loved. Once, having stumbled on a place where Byron had stayed, she persuaded the ‘nut-brown respectable farmer’s wife’ to let her see the very room where he had slept. Byron, said the woman, had paid her well. Anne, out of curiosity, wanted to know how much he had paid – ‘a napoleon’ the woman replied glowingly, he had ‘une telle manière’ (‘such a manner’), she said. Upstairs, the obliging woman showed Anne another apartment, rented by an old couple for ‘9 or 10 napoleons a year’. On entering the room, Anne wrote how the old lady in excitement, aged eighty, ‘skipped and danced and shewed us all her perfect set of teeth’. Before leaving, Anne was offered wine and cake, the generosity of the ‘good people’ being duly noted in her diary (23rd August 1827).

Travelling abroad meant that Anne was able to indulge herself, secretly, in some of her more unusual academic interests, particularly in the subject of human anatomy. Between 1829 and 1831 she managed to carve a secret niche for herself within a sphere of science where women were indeed absent, and in which they were also deemed incapable of understanding. Much of the interest in this section of the journals lies specifically in Anne’s attempts to rationalise, through language, the complexities and anxieties of her own nature. The pages seem to become repositories of medical facts and descriptions of dissected body parts, where through death and lifeless bodies she tries to discover more about her own living being.

In Paris in 1831 she hired an attic room on the Left Bank and had body parts supplied to her so that she could dissect them. She dissected an arm, a head and a number of foetuses. She kept a full-sized human skeleton in her room to aid her knowledge. She attended as many public autopsies as she could. Her behaviour defied convention, and she ignored any feelings of doubt that she may have had about women in petticoats obtaining a greater ‘command of the knife’. Of her first lesson in dissecting a corpse she wrote how:


Monsieur Julliart came at 1½ and staid till 4. Helping to clean all up. Had a male foetus – very small – might weigh about three pounds. Opened the abdomen. Studied the intestines and he showed me how the testicles slipped through into the bourse of scrotum. But somehow he is not very profound, and if I had as much command of the knife I think I should soon know as much or more than he does.

18th February 1831



Anne studied under and became friends with two of the leading scientists of the day – Georges Cuvier and Etienne Geoffroy St-Hilaire. She took part in the cutting edge debates about evolution and the role of religion in science. Everything was driven by her unquenchable thirst for knowledge. Her life was dominated by her voracious appetite for reading and learning.

Anne’s reliance on her books for mental well-being and personal happiness was clear – ‘What is there like gaining knowledge?’ she once said. ‘All else here below is indeed but vanity and vexation of spirit – I am happy among my books – I am not happy without them’ (2nd May 1829). Words on a page empowered, enlightened and educated. She said that it was our ‘intercourse with the world that blunted our feelings, which made us suspicious, and mistrustful’ and that living as she did among her books her ‘heart was left unchanged’ and her ‘feelings rather sharpened’ (2nd August 1829).

Of course, Anne Lister’s written testimony dispelling the myth of the nineteenth-century non-sexual woman is what makes her journals truly unique. Tacit acknowledgement of relationships between women was then confined in populist thought to the ‘romantic friendship’ – a relationship defined by its beauty, innocence and asexuality. Anne herself commented to a friend that ‘there was all the difference in the world between love and friendship’ – specifically in terms of love encapsulating and fulfilling both the emotional and the sexual needs of the women involved (11th January 1824). Her diaries record in explicit detail that women were forming long-term relationships and that sex was a regular component of them. She lived in a world that had very different approaches to male and female homosexuality, with the former still being punishable by death, and the latter being left largely ignored. Anne Lister, while still exercising great discretion, was able to conduct her relationships without the threat of prison or at worst, death. Within her own social circles she carved out a niche where she could feel comfortable, accepted and safe.

When the journals were decoded in the late nineteenth century by John Lister, the last surviving member of the family to inherit and live in the house, the shock of discovering the nature of Anne’s sexuality almost resulted in the diaries being lost forever. His friend Arthur Burrell, a retired schoolmaster who had helped him to crack the crypt hand, urged him to burn them. Speaking of Anne’s relationships with women, Arthur Burrell said, ‘Hardly any one of them escaped her.’ John Lister, a learned man, recognised the historical value of his ancestor’s document life and so refused his friend’s request. Instead, he decided to place the diaries back behind one of the oak panels in an upstairs bedroom. They remained there, untouched, with their secrets locked away, for another forty years.

Anne Lister was at ease with her lesbianism. It was rooted in healthy self-esteem. She said that it was her ‘natural’ inclination to love women. Her liberal interpretation of religious scripture also meant that her Anglican faith was never at odds with the desires of her body. She was at peace with her relationship to God and the church. She said to friends that she ‘should never marry’ and that she ‘could not like men’ (15th August 1816). She wanted to love women as a woman – and not as a woman dressed as a man. ‘Thinking, as I had done last night,’ she once said, ‘of getting some country girl, Welsh perhaps, knowing that I was not a man, but yet to live with me apparently as wife’ (6th January 1831). Her belief in traditional marriage in a Christian church at the altar before God was sacrosanct. And while she knew that she could not legally marry in church and exchange rings, she believed that she should still be able to stand before God, in front of a clergyman, take the sacrament with her intended wife, and thus solemnise their union.

Anne devised her own terminology to describe her butch lesbianism, seeing herself as the ‘connecting link’, and neither a man nor woman in society (16th August 1823). With pride she called herself an ‘oddity’. In keeping with her keen interest in science, she explored her sexuality by examining herself internally to see if there was anything unusual about her body, only to discover the typical biology of a woman. She also read articles on subjects that spoke of an alternate identity, evident when in 1829 she lists in her literary index an article called ‘intra-abdominal hermaphroditism’.

Anne was sexually uninhibited and curious. On 17th February 1831, after ‘studying female organs of generation’ in Virey’s History of Anatomy of Women, she recalls ‘finding out distinctly for the first time in my life the clitoris’. She had some years earlier described it as being ‘just like an internal penis’ (13th January 1825). Following this discovery, she spent the next few months getting better acquainted with it, periodically locking herself in her water-closet ‘trying to enlarge’ it through ‘titillation’ (24th April 1831). She often experimented with herself, once inserting her finger into her anus just ‘to see what pleasure sodomy could give’, ultimately declaring just ‘for a moment or two’ that she ‘fancied it was going to be the thing’ [sexually satisfying] (30th November 1824). With her partners she was the dominant one, the initiator. Oral sex, finger penetration (never the use of toys, which to her represented artifice) and ‘queer’ closeness, or vagina-on-vagina touching, were all part of her sexual repertoire.

Anne’s writing about her sexual life offers a different truth to the one that has become dominant among some modern commentators, where strategically selected and sensationalist soundbites extracted from her diary have been used to cast her into the predictable predatory lesbian stereotype. Anne had eleven women-to-women sexual relationships in her lifetime (of varying intensity and genital intimacy), but many of her thoughts and sexual desires were fantasy, designed to be seen only by herself, concealed in her journal by her crypt hand. She stayed friends with almost all of her former lovers, a number of them forming petty jealousies among themselves when vying for her attention. Attempting to view her as a predatory stereotype diminishes her legacy and ignores the complexity of an identity that was formed at a time when there was no script for her to follow, no language to articulate what her place in the world might be.

Anne’s social circle consisted of a diverse group of women. All of her friends were well bred, educated and, in the main, financially privileged. They paid visits to each other, often staying with each other for weeks at a time. They would talk, gossip, socialise, ruminate, argue, fall out, make up, progress and grow their relationships, be it platonic or sexual. Within this group, a healthy and fluid attitude towards sexuality allowed Anne’s sexual relationships to flourish – with women like Isabella Norcliffe (known as ‘Tib’) from Langton Hall in North Yorkshire; Mariana Lawton (née, as later Belcombe), the daughter of a doctor from York; the widow and single mother Maria Barlow from the island of Jersey, and the aristocratic Sibella Maclean from Coll in the Scottish Highlands. Fleeting affairs, though still intense, included Harriet Milne, Anne Belcombe and a Mary Vallance who Anne met at a house party in 1818.

Her ideal woman was pretty, rich and aristocratic. More than often, her successes were a combination of these ideals, falling short of the full package, forcing a compromise. Isabella Norcliffe, who Anne met in 1810 when she was nineteen, was a butch, hunting-and-shooting, snuff-taking, larger-than-life extrovert character. Anne described her as ‘shockingly brazen’. In the autumn months she would often keep Anne in a regular supply of partridges from the Langton estate. Polar opposite to Anne in terms of temperament, the relationship was not to last. Tib’s liking for the wine bottle, for partying and for staying in bed till late in the afternoon was anathema to Anne. It meant that the relationship was only ever going to last until someone else materialised – someone prettier and more feminine. Throughout her life Anne continued to make many long and happy visits to the Norcliffes at Langton, forming a special bond with elderly Mrs Norcliffe, who, like Tib, was to remain a life-long and treasured friend.

Mariana Belcombe was the most passionate of all of Anne’s relationships. They met in 1813 when Anne was twenty-three years old and Mariana was twenty-four. She was sister to Eliza, Louisa, Anne, Harriet and Dr Stephen. This was the woman who Anne Lister had loved and had wanted to marry. And she was the woman who, in 1816, broke Anne’s heart when she married the wealthy Cheshire landowner Charles Lawton of Lawton Hall (the ‘blackguard’, as Anne called him). Many years later, Anne referred to the marriage as ‘the day of doom that sealed so many fates’ (2nd March in 1832).

In 1824, Anne went to Paris and began a relationship with a woman called Maria Barlow, a widow and mother to a teenage daughter called Jane. Maria was intrigued and instantly attracted to Anne, and at the hotel Place Vendôme where they were both staying flirtation soon began. Maria was besotted, passionate and sexually forward, but when she learned that Anne’s real affections were still tied up with Mariana back home their relationship crumbled and she was left devastated. Anne felt guilty knowing that what Maria craved could never be given, but she decided to remain friends with her. They continued to meet and travel with each other and experienced many adventures together.

Even after her marriage, Mariana Lawton continued to play a pivotal role in Anne’s life. Visits between the two of them did become less frequent, but the recriminations and vestiges of old love remained a dominant theme in much of their correspondence. Anne realised the futility of their situation, but she stayed positive, believing that someone else would appear who she could spend her life with – ‘I always look on the bright side,’ she said. ‘My conviction is daily strengthened that all things work together for the good.’ By 1830, her feelings had changed irrevocably towards Mariana. She had started to cultivate new and more exciting relationships, crucially with women of higher rank. Mariana had only the prospect of an unsatisfactory, financially unstable future to look forward to with her husband. She had it all to play for to try and win back her friend’s affections.

In November 1830, Anne received the news that former lover Sibbella Maclean had died. Sibbella, a sophisticated, elegant woman of the minor aristocracy, and the daughter of a Scottish landowner, was a woman of breeding who Anne had found irresistible. Their relationship became sexual in 1824, but had failed to develop long-term because of Sibbella’s prolonged bouts of ill-health. Before Sibbella’s death, Anne had become acquainted with members of her family – most notably with elderly Lady Stuart, Charles Stuart her son, his wife Lady Stuart de Rothesay and their two children Louisa and Charlotte. Vere Hobart, a young woman in her twenties and Sibbella’s niece, had been introduced to Anne the year prior to Sibbella’s passing, when it had been suggested that Anne accompany her to Paris.

Anne was instantly attracted to the Hobart and Stuart family, not only because of what they could offer her in terms of improved social status, but also because they had important foreign connections that might be of use to her when travelling. Within this social circle, Anne was also introduced to a Lady Caroline Duff-Gordon, a widower, mother and great socialite. Lady Caroline, two years older than Anne and the daughter of former politician Sir George Cornewall, offered Anne the exciting possibility of becoming her next new travelling companion.

Anne’s relationship with Sibbella Maclean had sown a lasting seed of hope for her that a life of opportunity lay beyond people that she now described as ‘medium’ or second-rate. As she approached her fortieth birthday, Anne became more serious about finding a woman of rank to settle down with – someone perhaps like Sibbella’s niece, Vere Hobart. Between 1829 and 1832, she set about trying to realise this ambition in earnest – first on a stay in Paris with both Vere and the Stuart de Rothesays, and then afterwards on a lengthier stay in Hastings just with Vere. During this period, Anne got to learn much about how to conduct herself in society, but she often felt gauche and ill-equipped to deal with the demands made of her at social events. Lack of money remained an issue, as her inheritance at Shibden had still not been fully realised. With no carriage of her own and with nothing decent to wear to events she had little to impress her friends with – apart from her engaging company.

In 1832, when our story begins, we see Anne returning to Shibden from Hastings after having spent many months away from her family. Uncharacteristically she is disillusioned about what the future holds for her, and is at one of the lowest ebbs in her life. While processing past events with Vere in Hastings, she describes herself as having narrowly escaped the same fate as Icarus, the mythical character of Greek legend, who dies having flown too close to the sun. Typically, she soon rallies herself into a more positive frame of mind.

Anne returns to a household at Shibden consisting of: Aunt Anne, aged sixty-six and suffering with debilitating rheumatism; father Jeremy, aged seventy-nine and a weakening man suffering from deafness, and sister Marian, aged thirty-four, who, in Anne’s absence, had been busy playing mistress to Shibden servants Elizabeth Cordingley, Rachel Hemingway and John Booth. Anne quickly re-asserts her dominant position within the Shibden household and throws herself back into the management of the estate, determined to improve the look of the hall and the land around it.

Then, following a chance visit to Shibden by a neighbouring woman called Ann Walker, Anne’s story takes a new and unexpected turn, opening up another chapter in her event-filled life. Using her own words, we follow the twists and
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