
 
 
 
 
 



Charlotte M. Yonge


Scenes and Characters, or, Eighteen Months at Beechcroft

Enriched edition. 
Introduction, Studies and Commentaries by Wren Farnsworth

 


    EAN 8596547378976
  

Edited and published by DigiCat, 2022




[image: ]


    Table of Contents

    
    
        Introduction

    

    
    
        Synopsis

    

    
    
        Historical Context

    

    
    
        Scenes and Characters, or, Eighteen Months at Beechcroft

    

    
    
        Analysis

    

    
    
        Reflection

    

    
    
        Memorable Quotes

    

    
    
        Notes

    

    


Introduction




Table of Contents




    The decisive battles between impulse and duty are fought not on public stages but within the rhythms of family life. Charlotte M. Yonge’s Scenes and Characters, or, Eighteen Months at Beechcroft is a Victorian domestic novel set in the English countryside and published in the mid-nineteenth century. Across a measured span of a year and a half, it traces the shaping of young minds and hearts under the close pressure of home, schoolroom, and parish. Yonge’s concern is the quiet drama of growth: how courtesy is learned, how errors are owned, how affection tests resolve. The effect is intimate, observant, and morally searching without turning didactic into dogma.

The premise is simple and fertile: a household at Beechcroft receives a series of everyday trials—changes in routine, new responsibilities, visitors who unsettle the familiar order, and the pull of diversions that challenge constancy. Siblings and cousins, overseen by conscientiously attentive elders, are asked to manage time, temper, and truthfulness while serving the needs of the home and neighborhood. The chronology supplies natural rhythms of season and festival, giving episodes a gently episodic contour rather than a single climactic crisis. Through this design, readers watch how judgments are formed across repeated occasions, how small neglects can widen, and how steady habits create the groundwork for trust.

Yonge’s narrative voice is poised, sympathetic, and enlivened by discreet irony. She writes in third person with a calm omniscience, guiding attention to motives as much as to outcomes and allowing conversation to carry much of the story’s energy. Humor arises from the friction of temperament and the misfires of good intentions rather than from ridicule. Descriptive detail is practical and tactile—rooms, lessons, letters, errands—so that settings feel lived-in and the moral stakes feel concrete. The pacing is unhurried, suited to the accretive nature of formation, yet alert to how a small accident or misunderstanding can reveal a character’s settled tendencies.

The cast illustrates a range of youthful dispositions: dutiful steadiness beside quick wit, delicate sensibility beside exuberant high spirits, occasional vanity beside longing for approval. Elders provide both constraint and care, modeling the persistent, often unseen labor that makes a household function. Conflicts arise not from villainy but from mismatched expectations and the difficulty of owning fault. The young characters work out rivalries and alliances under the discipline of daily obligations, discovering that kindness requires attention and that honesty can be costly in the moment. Growth is incremental, and apologies are as important as accomplishments.

At its core, the book explores how self-command is learned in community. Themes of duty, conscience, and truth-telling govern the plot as surely as the calendar governs the scenes. Education is portrayed as more than lessons: it is the shaping of will and affection through habits, conversation, and service. The family becomes a workshop for citizenship, where fairness, patience, and reliability are rehearsed before they are needed in broader society. Religious observance and neighborly responsibility provide a framework for action without overwhelming the story’s human textures, anchoring choices in a steady sense of purpose.

Situated among Victorian domestic narratives, Scenes and Characters exemplifies the period’s confidence that the ordinary is worthy of art and that ethical seriousness can coexist with narrative pleasure. Yonge, a widely read English novelist of the era, was especially skilled at depicting the interdependence of household roles and the quiet heroism of routine. Her craft lies in the way scenes echo one another, allowing readers to compare situations and register change over time. The absence of melodrama does not signal blandness; rather, it clarifies how attention, restraint, and fidelity are forms of courage suited to the scale of everyday life.

For contemporary readers, the novel remains compelling as a study in how character is shaped by relationships as much as by resolutions. Its patient pacing rewards a reflective reading style, and its focus on care, accountability, and mutual obligation resonates in families, classrooms, and communities today. In an age preoccupied with outcomes, it restores interest in processes—how we listen, keep promises, and accept correction. Without prescribing uniform answers, it models constructive disagreement and the art of repair. Scenes and Characters invites us to take seriously the work of the ordinary, and to recognize its lasting consequences.
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    Charlotte M. Yonge’s Scenes and Characters, or, Eighteen Months at Beechcroft is an early domestic novel that traces a household’s formative period across a carefully marked span of time. Beechcroft, a country home, becomes both setting and organizing principle, gathering a circle of energetic young people whose impulses, ambitions, and misunderstandings provide the book’s movement. Without leaning on sensational plot turns, Yonge arranges a sequence of incidents that reveal temperament and training in action. The narrative’s central task is moral and practical cultivation: how enthusiasm is steadied into duty, how judgment is refined, and how daily habits shape character within family life and social expectations.

The opening months establish the rhythms of study, leisure, and household responsibility. Eager plans spring up—projects for improvement, artistic or recreational schemes, and attempts at leadership—yet inexperience repeatedly collides with the quiet constraints of routine. Small mishaps expose vanity and impatience; successes prove fragile when founded on display rather than substance. Older advisers urge steadiness, while peers test limits and boundaries. Yonge’s scenes are intimate and observational, letting minor decisions accumulate significance. The tone remains even-handed: the young people are neither caricatured nor romanticized, but shown negotiating the friction between affectionate loyalty and the desire to shine, between quick feeling and considered duty.

As seasons turn, Beechcroft’s social horizon widens. Visits from relations and interactions with neighbors introduce contrasting standards and tastes. Objects of emulation shift, and rivalries surface alongside genuine admiration. Public occasions—however modest—become proving grounds for tact, generosity, and presence of mind. The book emphasizes how performance in small things often reveals unexamined motives. Courtesy, punctuality, and attention to others’ comfort are treated as training in responsibility rather than mere etiquette. Meanwhile, intellectual cultivation proceeds steadily, with reading and conversation threading through daily life, though Yonge is alert to how cleverness can coexist with self-will unless anchored by patience and truthfulness.

Midway through the narrative, a more serious error crystallizes the book’s recurring cautions about haste and concealment. A misjudgment—less dramatic than consequential—unsettles trust and forces reflection on the difference between good intentions and reliable conduct. The household adjusts: privileges are reconsidered, tasks redistributed, and counsel sought from level-headed elders. Yonge avoids melodrama, allowing the implications to unfold in ordinary duties that now feel heavier, and in conversations that require humility. The young people begin to see that steadiness is not a single choice but a habit, acquired by repeated acts of self-command rather than by a solitary, remorseful resolve.

Following this disruption, the next stretch of months is marked by quiet restitution. Relationships mend through constancy rather than grand gestures, and earlier enthusiasms are refocused on useful ends. A visit away from Beechcroft, or the arrival of guests with different household customs, provides a comparative lens: not all pleasant ways are sound, and not all strict ways are unkind. The contrast sharpens self-knowledge without settling into satire. Yonge highlights the dignity of unobtrusive competence—keeping promises, finishing work, anticipating needs—as the ground on which trust is rebuilt and youthful brilliance becomes dependable service.

As the eighteen months draw toward their close, small victories multiply: habits take root, tempers are moderated, and mutual forbearance makes companionship easier. Plans are formed with more foresight, and advice is heeded earlier. The narrative resists a grand finale; instead, it offers the feeling of a threshold. The characters are not finished so much as furnished for what comes next, their education a living process rather than a concluded lesson. The domestic setting remains central, not as confinement but as the workshop of character, where affection, order, and effort combine to produce durable, if unshowy, growth.

Read as a foundational effort in Yonge’s body of work, Scenes and Characters refines themes that would preoccupy later novels: the shaping force of home, the ethics of influence, and the measure of sincerity in ordinary conduct. Its measured pace and episodic design showcase how a family story can carry moral argument without preaching. Beechcroft’s vignettes retain resonance for their insistence that formation happens in the grain of daily life, not at its margins. By closing on possibility rather than revelation, the book preserves its characters’ futures from foregone conclusions, leaving readers with a durable portrait of growth grounded in patience and responsibility.
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    Charlotte Mary Yonge’s Scenes and Characters; or, Eighteen Months at Beechcroft appeared in 1847, at the outset of the Victorian era’s mid-century decades. Yonge, an English novelist from Otterbourne, Hampshire, wrote under the mentorship of the Anglican poet-priest John Keble, a leader of the Oxford Movement. The book’s fictional Beechcroft evokes a rural southern English parish, where the Church of England, the local gentry household, and parish school structure daily life. Its eighteen-month span mirrors the cadence of the liturgical year and domestic seasons, situating family relations and moral training within institutions that anchored provincial society in the 1840s.

In the world evoked by Beechcroft, parish institutions shape both virtue and social order. Nineteenth-century Sunday schools, popularized since Robert Raikes’s initiatives and supported by the Church of England, brought basic literacy and catechesis to working and lower-middle-class children. National Schools, promoted by the National Society (founded 1811), extended weekday instruction on Anglican principles. Household worship, parish visiting, and the observance of feast and fast days framed domestic routines. Such structures furnished the moral expectations and practical tasks that Yonge’s young characters meet: reading Scripture, aiding charitable schemes, and learning deference, steadiness, and service within the familiar circuits of church, school, and home.

Scenes and Characters arises amid the Oxford Movement, a reforming current within Anglicanism dating from 1833. Its leaders—John Keble, Edward Bouverie Pusey, and John Henry Newman—issued the Tracts for the Times (1833–1841), urging renewal through patristic learning, sacramental theology, and reverent worship. After Newman’s 1845 reception into the Roman Catholic Church, High Church adherents like Keble continued the Movement within Anglican bounds, emphasizing parish discipline and liturgical seriousness. Yonge, Keble’s parishioner at Otterbourne, transmitted these ideals into fiction. Her scenes commend self-examination, the Christian year, and dutiful participation in parish life, framing youthful growth as a response to sacramental and communal obligations.

Early Victorian domestic ideology—often described as separate spheres—assigned men to public life and women to the moral governance of home and neighborhood. Middle-class daughters were expected to cultivate piety, orderliness, needlework, and music, and to extend their influence through teaching in parish schools, organizing clothing clubs, and visiting the sick. The governess economy, philanthropic societies, and manuals of conduct reinforced these expectations. Yonge’s fiction endorsed female moral agency exercised under ecclesial authority and within family hierarchies. The Beechcroft milieu reflects this ethic, tracing how young women learn steadiness and usefulness, and how their energies are channeled into communal responsibilities consonant with Anglican practice.

Education and print culture were rapidly expanding in the 1840s. The government’s Committee of Council on Education (1839) began funding schools and teacher training, while the National Society opened training colleges for Anglican schoolmasters and mistresses. The Ragged School Union (1844) promoted voluntary instruction for destitute children in cities, and Sunday schools thrived across parishes. Cheap periodicals and circulating libraries, including Mudie’s (1842), created a vast market for morally improving fiction. Yonge addressed this family readership with narratives designed for household aloud-reading and instruction; a few years later she edited The Monthly Packet (from 1851), shaping Anglican youth culture through stories, essays, and catechetical pieces.

The novel’s backdrop includes the so-called Hungry Forties, years marked by economic strain, food price instability, and intense debate over the Corn Laws, repealed in 1846. The era also witnessed the Irish Famine (1845–1852), which sharpened British discussions of charity, providence, and state relief. In England, the 1834 Poor Law Amendment had shifted assistance toward union workhouses, prompting Anglican families and clergy to organize parish charities, clothing clubs, and district visiting to mitigate hardship. Beechcroft’s charitable routines echo these patterns, presenting the gentry’s paternal responsibilities and the parish’s mediating role as practical answers to social need within a legally transformed system of poor relief.

Religious controversy shadowed Anglican life around the novel’s publication. Newman’s departure intensified suspicion of Tractarianism; debates over baptismal doctrine in the Gorham case (heard 1847–1850) and disputes about ritual practice polarized church opinion. Anti-Catholic agitation would crest in 1850 with the outcry over the restored Roman Catholic hierarchy in England. Yonge wrote from a High Church position that emphasized loyalty to the Church of England, obedience to parish clergy, and quiet reform through catechesis and disciplined devotion. Accordingly, Beechcroft’s episodes avoid polemics, modeling steadiness, reverence, and charitable works as the laity’s constructive response to conflict rather than participation in public theological dispute.

As an early achievement in Victorian domestic religious fiction, Scenes and Characters both mirrors and gently critiques its age. It accepts established hierarchies and the parish framework as goods, yet tests them by measuring characters against ideals of sincerity, duty, and self-command. The work showcases the Oxford Movement’s translation from pulpit and pamphlet into ordinary habits, presenting the Christian year and charitable service as formative disciplines. In an era of rapid social change, economic uncertainty, and ecclesiastical dispute, Yonge offers a program of everyday holiness—stable, local, and educative—by which families might negotiate modern pressures without abandoning Anglican identity or communal responsibility.
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Of those who are invited to pay a visit to Beechcroft, there are some who, honestly acknowledging that amusement is their object, will be content to feel with Lilias, conjecture with Jane, and get into scrapes with Phyllis, without troubling themselves to extract any moral from their proceedings; and to these the Mohun family would only apologise for having led a very humdrum life during the eighteen months spent in their company.

There may, however, be more unreasonable visitors, who, professing only to come as parents and guardians, expect entertainment for themselves, as well as instruction for those who had rather it was out of sight,—look for antiques in carved cherry-stones,—and require plot, incident, and catastrophe in a chronicle of small beer.

To these the Mohuns beg respectfully to observe, that they hope their examples may not be altogether devoid of indirect instruction; and lest it should be supposed that they lived without object, aim, or principle, they would observe that the maxim which has influenced the delineation of the different Scenes and Characters is, that feeling, unguided and unrestrained, soon becomes mere selfishness; while the simple endeavour to fulfil each immediate claim of duty may lead to the highest acts of self-devotion.

New Court, Beechcroft,

 18th January.
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Perhaps this book is an instance to be adduced in support of the advice I have often given to young authors—not to print before they themselves are old enough to do justice to their freshest ideas.

Not that I can lay claim to its being a production of tender and interesting youth. It was my second actual publication, and I believe I was of age before it appeared—but I see now the failures that more experience might have enabled me to avoid; and I would not again have given it to the world if the same characters recurring in another story had not excited a certain desire to see their first start.

In fact they have been more or less my life-long companions. An almost solitary child, with periodical visits to the Elysium of a large family, it was natural to dream of other children and their ways and sports till they became almost realities. They took shape when my French master set me to write letters for him. The letters gradually became conversation and narrative, and the adventures of the family sweetened the toils of French composition. In the exigencies of village school building in those days gone by, before in every place


“It there behoved him to set up the standard of her Grace,”





the tale was actually printed for private sale, as a link between translations of short stories.

This process only stifled the family in my imagination for a time. They awoke once more with new names, but substantially the same, and were my companions in many a solitary walk, the results of which were scribbled down in leisure moments to be poured into my mother’s ever patient and sympathetic ears.

And then came the impulse to literature for young people given by the example of that memorable book the Fairy Bower, and followed up by Amy Herbert. It was felt that elder children needed something of a deeper tone than the Edgeworthian style, yet less directly religious than the Sherwood class of books; and on that wave of opinion, my little craft floated out into the great sea of the public.

Friends, whose kindness astonished me, and fills me with gratitude when I look back on it, gave me seasonable criticism and pruning, and finally launched me. My heroes and heroines had arranged themselves so as to work out a definite principle, and this was enough for us all.

Children’s books had not been supposed to require a plot[1q]. Miss Edgeworth’s, which I still continue to think gems in their own line, are made chronicles, or, more truly, illustrations of various truths worked out upon the same personages. Moreover, the skill of a Jane Austen or a Mrs. Gaskell is required to produce a perfect plot without doing violence to the ordinary events of an every-day life. It is all a matter of arrangement[2q]. Mrs. Gaskell can make a perfect little plot out of a sick lad and a canary bird; and another can do nothing with half a dozen murders and an explosion; and of arranging my materials so as to build up a story, I was quite incapable. It is still my great deficiency; but in those days I did not even understand that the attempt was desirable. Criticism was a more thorough thing in those times than it has since become through the multiplicity of books to be hurried over, and it was often very useful, as when it taught that such arrangement of incident was the means of developing the leading idea.

Yet, with all its faults, the children, who had been real to me, caught, chiefly by the youthful sense of fun and enjoyment, the attention of other children; and the curious semi-belief one has in the phantoms of one’s brain made me dwell on their after life and share my discoveries with my friends, not, however, writing them down till after the lapse of all these years the tenderness inspired by associations of early days led to taking up once more the old characters in The Two Sides of the Shield; and the kind welcome this has met with has led to the resuscitation of the crude and inexperienced tale which never pretended to be more than a mere family chronicle.

C. M. YONGE.

6th October 1886.
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‘Return, and in the daily round

 Of duty and of love,

Thou best wilt find that patient faith

 That lifts the soul above.’





Eleanor Mohun was the eldest child of a gentleman of old family, and good property, who had married the sister of his friend and neighbour, the Marquis of Rotherwood. The first years of her life were marked by few events. She was a quiet, steady, useful girl, finding her chief pleasure in nursing and teaching her brothers and sisters, and her chief annoyance in her mamma’s attempts to make her a fine lady; but before she had reached her nineteenth year she had learnt to know real anxiety and sorrow. Her mother, after suffering much from grief at the loss of her two brothers, fell into so alarming a state of health, that her husband was obliged immediately to hurry her away to Italy, leaving the younger children under the care of a governess, and the elder boys at school, while Eleanor alone accompanied them.

Their absence lasted nearly three years, and during the last winter, an engagement commenced between Eleanor and Mr. Francis Hawkesworth, rather to the surprise of Lady Emily, who wondered that he had been able to discover the real worth veiled beneath a formal and retiring manner, and to admire features which, though regular, had a want of light and animation, which diminished their beauty even more than the thinness and compression of the lips, and the very pale gray of the eyes.

The family were about to return to England, where the marriage was to take place, when Lady Emily was attacked with a sudden illness, which her weakened frame was unable to resist, and in a very few days she died, leaving the little Adeline, about eight months old, to accompany her father and sister on their melancholy journey homewards. This loss made a great change in the views of Eleanor, who, as she considered the cares and annoyances which would fall on her father, when left to bear the whole burthen of the management of the children and household, felt it was her duty to give up her own prospects of happiness, and to remain at home. How could she leave the tender little ones to the care of servants—trust her sisters to a governess, and make her brothers’ home yet more dreary? She knew her father to be strong in sense and firm in judgment, but indolent, indulgent, and inattentive to details, and she could not bear to leave him to be harassed by the petty cares of a numerous family, especially when broken in spirits and weighed down with sorrow. She thought her duty was plain, and, accordingly, she wrote to Mr. Hawkesworth, to beg him to allow her to withdraw her promise.

Her brother Henry was the only person who knew what she had done, and he alone perceived something of tremulousness about her in the midst of the even cheerfulness with which she had from the first supported her father’s spirits. Mr. Mohun, however, did not long remain in ignorance, for Frank Hawkesworth himself arrived at Beechcroft to plead his cause with Eleanor. He knew her value too well to give her up, and Mr. Mohun would not hear of her making such a sacrifice for his sake. But Eleanor was also firm, and after weeks of unhappiness and uncertainty, it was at length arranged that she should remain at home till Emily was old enough to take her place, and that Frank should then return from India and claim his bride.

Well did she discharge the duties which she had undertaken; she kept her father’s mind at ease, followed out his views, managed the boys with discretion and gentleness, and made her sisters well-informed and accomplished girls; but, for want of fully understanding the characters of her two next sisters, Emily and Lilias, she made some mistakes with regard to them. The clouds of sorrow, to her so dark and heavy, had been to them but morning mists, and the four years which had changed her from a happy girl into a thoughtful, anxious woman, had brought them to an age which, if it is full of the follies of childhood, also partakes of the earnestness of youth; an age when deep foundations of enduring confidence may be laid by one who can enter into and direct the deeper flow of mind and feeling which lurks hid beneath the freaks and fancies of the early years of girlhood. But Eleanor had little sympathy for freaks and fancies. She knew the realities of life too well to build airy castles with younger and gayer spirits; her sisters’ romance seemed to her dangerous folly, and their lively nonsense levity and frivolity. They were too childish to share in her confidence, and she was too busy and too much preoccupied to have ear or mind for visionary trifles, though to trifles of real life she paid no small degree of attention.

It might have been otherwise had Henry Mohun lived; but in the midst of the affection of all who knew him, honour from those who could appreciate his noble character, and triumphs gained by his uncommon talents, he was cut off by a short illness, when not quite nineteen, a most grievous loss to his family, and above all, to Eleanor. Unlike her, as he was joyous, high-spirited, full of fun, and overflowing with imagination and poetry, there was a very close bond of union between them, in the strong sense of duty, the firmness of purpose, and energy of mind which both possessed, and which made Eleanor feel perfect reliance on him, and look up to him with earnest admiration. With him alone she was unreserved; he was the only person who could ever make her show a spark of liveliness, and on his death, it was only with the most painful efforts that she could maintain her composed demeanour and fulfil her daily duties. Years passed on, and still she felt the blank which Harry had left, almost as much as the first day that she heard of his death, but she never spoke of him, and to her sisters it seemed as if he was forgotten. The reserve which had begun to thaw under his influence, again returning, placed her a still greater distance from the younger girls, and unconsciously she became still more of a governess and less of a sister. Little did she know of the ‘blissful dreams in secret shared’ between Emily, Lilias, and their brother Claude, and little did she perceive the danger that Lilias would be run away with by a lively imagination, repressed and starved, but entirely untrained.

Whatever influenced Lilias, had, through her, nearly the same effect upon Emily, a gentle girl, easily led, especially by Lilias, whom she regarded with the fondest affection and admiration. The perils of fancy and romance were not, however, to be dreaded for Jane, the fourth sister, a strong resemblance of Eleanor in her clear common sense, love of neatness, and active usefulness; but there were other dangers for her, in her tendency to faults, which, under wise training, had not yet developed themselves.

Such were the three girls who were now left to assist each other in the management of the household, and who looked forward to their new offices with the various sensations of pleasure, anxiety, self-importance, and self-mistrust, suited to their differing characters, and to the ages of eighteen, sixteen, and fourteen.

CHAPTER II
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‘Just at the age ’twixt boy and youth,

When thought is speech, and speech is truth.’





The long-delayed wedding took place on the 13th of January, 1845, and the bride and bridegroom immediately departed for a year’s visit among Mr. Hawkesworth’s relations in Northumberland, whence they were to return to Beechcroft, merely for a farewell, before sailing for India.

It was half-past nine in the evening, and the wedding over—Mr. and Mrs. Hawkesworth gone, and the guests departed, the drawing-room had returned to its usual state. It was a very large room, so spacious that it would have been waste and desolate, had it not been well filled with handsome, but heavy old-fashioned furniture, covered with crimson damask, and one side of the room fitted up with a bookcase, so high that there was a spiral flight of library steps to give access to the upper shelves. Opposite were four large windows, now hidden by their ample curtains; and near them was at one end of the room a piano, at the other a drawing-desk. The walls were wainscoted with polished black oak, the panels reflecting the red fire-light like mirrors. Over the chimney-piece hung a portrait, by Vandyke, of a pale, dark cavalier, of noble mien, and with arched eyebrows, called by Lilias, in defiance of dates, by the name of Sir Maurice de Mohun, the hero of the family, and allowed by every one to be a striking likeness of Claude, the youth who at that moment lay, extending a somewhat superfluous length of limb upon the sofa, which was placed commodiously at right angles to the fire.

The other side of the fire was Mr. Mohun’s special domain, and there he sat at his writing-table, abstracted by deafness and letter writing, from the various sounds of mirth and nonsense, which proceeded from the party round the long narrow sofa table, which they had drawn across the front of the fire, leaving the large round centre table in darkness and oblivion.

This party had within the last half hour been somewhat thinned; the three younger girls had gone to bed, the Rector of Beechcroft, Mr. Robert Devereux, had been called home to attend some parish business, and there remained Emily and Lilias—tall graceful girls, with soft hazel eyes, clear dark complexions, and a quantity of long brown curls. The latter was busily completing a guard for the watch, which Mr. Hawkesworth had presented to Reginald, a fine handsome boy of eleven, who, with his elbows on the table, sat contemplating her progress, and sometimes teasing his brother Maurice, who was earnestly engaged in constructing a model with some cards, which he had pilfered from the heap before Emily. She was putting her sister’s wedding cards into their shining envelopes, and directing them in readiness for the post the next morning, while they were sealed by a youth of the same age as Claude, a small slim figure, with light complexion and hair, and dark gray eyes full of brightness and vivacity.

He was standing, so as to be more on a level with the high candle, and as Emily’s writing was not quite so rapid as his sealing, he amused himself in the intervals with burning his own fingers, by twisting the wax into odd shapes.

‘Why do you not seal up his eyes?’ inquired Reginald, with an arch glance towards his brother on the sofa.

‘Do it yourself, you rogue,’ was the answer, at the same time approaching with the hot sealing-wax in his hand—a demonstration which occasioned Claude to open his eyes very wide, without giving himself any further trouble about the matter.

‘Eh?’ said he, ‘now they try to look innocent, as if no one could hear them plotting mischief.’

‘Them! it was not!—Redgie there—young ladies—I appeal—was not I as innocent?’—was the very rapid, incoherent, and indistinct answer.

‘After so lucid and connected a justification, no more can be said,’ replied Claude, in a kind of ‘leave me, leave me to repose’ tone, which occasioned Lilias to say, ‘I am afraid you are very tired.’

‘Tired! what has he done to tire him?’

‘I am sure a wedding is a terrible wear of spirits!’ said Emily—‘such excitement.’

‘Well—when I give a spectacle to the family next year, I mean to tire you to some purpose.’

‘Eh?’ said Mr. Mohun, looking up, ‘is Rotherwood’s wedding to be the next?’

‘You ought to understand, uncle,’ said Lord Rotherwood, making two stops towards him, and speaking a little more clearly, ‘I thought you longed to get rid of your nephew and his concerns.’

‘You idle boy!’ returned Mr. Mohun, ‘you do not mean to have the impertinence to come of age next year.’

‘As much as having been born on the 30th of July, 1825, can make me.’

‘But what good will your coming of age do us?’ said Lilias, ‘you will be in London or Brighton, or some such stupid place.’

‘Do not be senseless, Lily,’ returned her cousin. ‘Devereux Castle is to be in splendour—Hetherington in amazement—the county’s hair shall stand on end—illuminations, bonfires, feasts, balls, colours flying, bands playing, tenants dining, fireworks—’

‘Hurrah! jolly! jolly!’ shouted Reginald, dancing on the ottoman, ‘and mind there are lots of squibs.’

‘And that Master Reginald Mohun has a new cap and bells for the occasion,’ said Lord Rotherwood.

‘Let me make some fireworks,’ said Maurice.

‘You will begin like a noble baron of the hospitable olden time,’ said Lily.

‘It will be like the old days, when every birthday of yours was a happy day for the people at Hetherington,’ said Emily.

‘Ah! those were happy old days,’ said Lord Rotherwood, in a graver tone.

‘These are happy days, are not they?’ said Lily, smiling.

Her cousin answered with a sigh, ‘Yes, but you do not remember the old ones, Lily;’ then, after a pause, he added, ‘It was a grievous mistake to shut up the castle all these years. We have lost sight of everybody. I do not even know what has become of the Aylmers.’

‘They went to live in London,’ said Emily, ‘Aunt Robert used to write to them there.’

‘I know, I know, but where are they now?’

‘In London, I should think,’ said Emily. ‘Some one said Miss Aylmer was gone out as a governess.’

‘Indeed! I wish I could hear more! Poor Mr. Aylmer! He was the first man who tried to teach me Latin. I wonder what has become of that mad fellow Edward, and Devereux, my father’s godson! Was not Mrs. Aylmer badly off? I cannot bear that people should be forgotten!’

‘It is not so very long that we have lost sight of them,’ said Emily.

‘Eight years,’ said Lord Rotherwood. ‘He died six weeks after my father. Well! I have made my mother promise to come home.’

‘Really?’ said Lilias, ‘she has been coming so often.’

‘Aye—but she is coming this time. She is to spend the winter at the castle, and make acquaintance with all the neighbourhood.’

‘His lordship is romancing,’ said Claude to Lily in a confidential tone.

‘I’ll punish you for suspecting me of talking hyperborean language—hyperbolical, I mean,’ cried Lord Rotherwood; ‘I’ll make you dance the Polka with all the beauty and fashion.’

‘Then I shall stay at Oxford till it is over,’ said Claude.

‘You do not know what a treasure you will be,’ said the Marquis, ‘ladies like nothing so well as dancing with a fellow twice the height he should be.’

‘Beware of putting me forward,’ said Claude, rising, and, as he leant against the chimney-piece, looking down from his height of six feet three, with a patronising air upon his cousin, ‘I shall be taken for the hero, and you for my little brother.’

‘I wish I was,’ said Lord Rotherwood, ‘it would be much better fun. I should escape the speechifying, the worst part of it.’

‘Yes,’ said Claude, ‘for one whose speeches will be scraps of three words each, strung together with the burthen of the apprentices’ song, Radara tadara, tandore.’

‘Radaratade,’ said the Marquis, laughing. ‘By the bye, if Eleanor and Frank Hawkesworth manage well, they may be here in time.’

‘Because they are so devoted to gaiety?’ said Claude. ‘You will say next that William is coming from Canada, on purpose.’

‘That tall captain!’ said Lord Rotherwood. ‘He used to be a very awful person.’

‘Ah! he used to keep the spoilt Marquis in order,’ said Claude.

‘To say nothing of the spoilt Claude,’ returned Lord Rotherwood.

‘Claude never was spoilt,’ said Lily.

‘It was not Eleanor’s way,’ said Emily.

‘At least she cannot be accused of spoiling me,’ said Lord Rotherwood. ‘I shall never dare to write at that round table again—her figure will occupy the chair like Banquo’s ghost, and wave me off with a knitting needle.’

‘Ah! that stain of ink was a worse blot on your character than on the new table cover,’ said Claude.

‘She was rigidly impartial,’ said Lord Rotherwood.

‘No,’ said Claude, ‘she made exceptions in favour of Ada and me. She left the spoiling of the rest to Emily.’

‘And well Emily will perform it! A pretty state you will be in by the 30th of July, 1846,’ said Lord Rotherwood.

‘Why should not Emily make as good a duenna as Eleanor?’ said Lily.

‘Why should she not? She will not—that is all,’ said the Marquis. ‘Such slow people you all are! You would all go to sleep if I did not sometimes rouse you up a little—grow stagnant.’

‘Not an elegant comparison,’ said Lilias; ‘besides, you must remember that your hasty brawling streams do not reflect like tranquil lakes.’

‘One of Lily’s poetical hits, I declare!’ said Lord Rotherwood, ‘but she need not have taken offence—I did not refer to her—only Claude and Emily, and perhaps—no, I will not say who else.’

‘Then, Rotherwood, I will tell you what I am—the Lily that derives all its support from the calm lake.’

‘Well done, Lily, worthy of yourself,’ cried Lord Rotherwood, laughing, ‘but you know I am always off when you talk poetry.’

‘I suspect it is time for us all to be off,’ said Claude, ‘did I not hear it strike the quarter?’

‘And to-morrow I shall be off in earnest,’ said Lord Rotherwood. ‘Half way to London before Claude has given one turn to “his sides, and his shoulders, and his heavy head.”’

‘Shall we see you at Easter?’ said Emily.

‘No, I do not think you will. I am engaged to stay with somebody somewhere, I forget the name of place and man; besides, Grosvenor Square is more tolerable then than at any other time of the year, and I shall spend a fortnight with my mother and Florence. It is after Easter that you come to Oxford, is it not, Claude?’

‘Yes, my year of idleness will be over. And there is the Baron looking at his watch.’

The ‘Baron’ was the title by which the young people were wont to distinguish Mr. Mohun, who, as Lily believed, had a right to the title of Baron of Beechcroft. It was certain that he was the representative of a family which had been settled at Beechcroft ever since the Norman Conquest, and Lily was very proud of the name of Sir William de Moune in the battle roll, and of Sir John among the first Knights of the Garter[4]. Her favourite was Sir Maurice, who had held out Beechcroft Court for six weeks against the Roundheads[3], and had seen the greater part of the walls battered down. Witnesses of the strength of the old castle yet remained in the massive walls and broad green ramparts, which enclosed what was now orchard and farm-yard, and was called the Old Court, while the dwelling-house, built by Sir Maurice after the Restoration, was named the New Court. Sir Maurice had lost many an acre in the cause of King Charles, and his new mansion was better suited to the honest squires who succeeded him, than to the mighty barons his ancestors. It was substantial and well built, with a square gravelled court in front, and great, solid, folding gates opening into a lane, bordered with very tall well-clipped holly hedges, forming a polished, green, prickly wall. There was a little door in one of these gates, which was scarcely ever shut, from whence a well-worn path led to the porch, where generally reposed a huge Newfoundland dog, guardian of the hoops and walkingsticks that occupied the corners. The front door was of heavy substantial oak, studded with nails, and never closed in the daytime, and the hall, wainscoted and floored with slippery oak, had a noble open fireplace, with a wood fire burning on the hearth.

On the other side of the house was a terrace sloping down to a lawn and bowling-green, hedged in by a formal row of evergreens. A noble plane-tree was in the middle of the lawn, and beyond it a pond renowned for water-lilies. To the left was the kitchen garden, terminating in an orchard, planted on the ramparts and moat of the Old Court; then came the farm buildings, and beyond them a field, sloping upwards to an extensive wood called Beechcroft Park. In the wood was the cottage of Walter Greenwood, gamekeeper and woodman by hereditary succession, but able and willing to turn his hand to anything, and, in fact, as Adeline once elegantly termed him, the ‘family tee totum.’

To the right of the house there was a field, called Long Acre, bounded on the other side by the turnpike road[5] to Raynham, which led up the hill to the village green, surrounded by well-kept cottages and gardens. The principal part of the village was, however, at the foot of the hill, where the Court lane crossed the road, led to the old church, the school, and parsonage, in its little garden, shut in by thick yew hedges. Beyond was the blacksmith’s shop, more cottages, and Mrs. Appleton’s wondrous village warehouse; and the lane, after passing by the handsome old farmhouse of Mr. Harrington, Mr. Mohun’s principal tenant, led to a bridge across a clear trout stream, the boundary of the parish of Beechcroft.
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‘And wilt thou show no more, quoth he,

 Than doth thy duty bind?

I well perceive thy love is small.’





On the Sunday evening which followed Eleanor’s wedding, Lilias was sitting next to Emily, and talking in very earnest tones, which after a time occasioned Claude to look up and say, ‘What is all this about? Something remarkably absurd I suspect.’

‘Only a new principle,’ said Emily.

‘New!’ cried Lily, ‘only what must be the feeling of every person of any warmth of character?’

‘Now for it then,’ said Claude.

‘No, no, Claude, I really mean it (and Lily sincerely thought she did). I will not tell you if you are going to laugh.’

‘That depends upon what your principle may chance to be,’ said Claude. ‘What is it, Emily? She will be much obliged to you for telling.’

‘She only says she cannot bear people to do their duty, and not to act from a feeling of love,’ said Emily.

‘That is not fair,’ returned Lily, ‘all I say is, that it is better that people should act upon love for its own sake, than upon duty for its own sake.’

‘What comes in rhyme with Lily?’ said Claude.

‘Don’t be tiresome, Claude, I really want you to understand me.’

‘Wait till you understand yourself,’ said the provoking brother, ‘and let me finish what I am reading.’

For about a quarter of an hour he was left in peace, while Lily was busily employed with a pencil and paper, under the shadow of a book, and at length laid before him the following verses:—


‘What is the source of gentleness,

The spring of human blessedness,

Bringing the wounded spirit healing,

The comforts high of heaven revealing,

The lightener of each daily care,

The wing of hope, the life of prayer,

The zest of joy, the balm of sorrow,

Bliss of to-day, hope of to-morrow,

The glory of the sun’s bright beam,

The softness of the pale moon stream,

The flow’ret’s grace, the river’s voice,

The tune to which the birds rejoice;

Without it, vain each learned page,

Cold and unfelt each council sage,

Heavy and dull each human feature,

Lifeless and wretched every creature;

In which alone the glory lies,

Which value gives to sacrifice?

’Tis that which formed the whole creation,

Which rests on every generation.

Of Paradise the only token

Just left us, ’mid our treasures broken,

Which never can from us be riven,

Sure earnest of the joys of Heaven.

And which, when earth shall pass away,

Shall be our rest on the last day,

When tongues shall fail and knowledge cease,

And throbbing hearts be all at peace:

When faith is sight, and hope is sure,

That which alone shall still endure

Of earthly joys in heaven above,

’Tis that best gift, eternal Love!’





‘What have you there?’ said Mr. Mohun, who had come towards them while Claude was reading the lines. Taking the paper from Claude’s hand, he read it to himself, and then saying, ‘Tolerable, Lily; there are some things to alter, but you may easily make it passable,’ he went on to his own place, leaving Lilias triumphant.

‘Well, Claude, you see I have the great Baron on my side.’

‘I am of the Baron’s opinion,’ said Claude, ‘the only wonder is that you doubted it.’

‘You seemed to say that love was good for nothing.’

‘I said nothing but that Lily has a rhyme.’

‘And saying that I was silly, was equivalent to saying that love was nothing,’ said Lily.

‘O Lily, I hope not,’ said Claude, with a comical air.

‘Well, I know I often am foolish, but not in this,’ said Lily; ‘I do say that mere duty is not lovable.’

‘Say it if you will then,’ said Claude, yawning, ‘only let me finish this sermon.’

Lily set herself to reconsider some of her lines: but presently Emily left the room, Claude looked up, and Lily exclaimed, ‘Now, Claude, let us make a trial of it.’

‘Well,’ said Claude, yawning again, and looking resigned.

‘Think how Eleanor went on telling us of duty, duty, duty—never making allowances—never relaxing her stiff rules about trifles—never unbending from her duenna-like dignity—never showing one spark of enthusiasm—making great sacrifices, but only because she thought them her duty—because it was right—good for herself—only a higher kind of selfishness—not because her feeling prompted her.’

‘Certainly, feeling does not usually prompt people to give up their lovers for the sake of their brothers and sisters.’

‘She did it because it was her duty,’ said Lily, ‘quite as if she did not care.’

‘I wonder whether Frank thought so,’ said Claude.

‘At any rate you will confess that Emily is a much more engaging person,’ said Lily.

‘Certainly, I had rather talk nonsense to her,’ said Claude.

‘You feel it, though you will not allow it,’ said Lily. ‘Now think of Emily’s sympathy, and gentleness, and sweet smile, and tell me if she is not a complete personification of love. And then Eleanor, unpoetical—never thrown off her balance by grief or joy, with no ups and downs—no enthusiasm—no appreciation of the beautiful—her highest praise “very right,” and tell me if there can be a better image of duty.’

Claude might have had some chance of bringing Lily to her senses, if he had allowed that there was some truth in what she had said; but he thought the accusation so unjust in general, that he would not agree to any part of it, and only answered, ‘You have very strange views of duty and of Eleanor.’

‘Well!’ replied Lily, ‘I only ask you to watch; Emily and I are determined to act on the principle of love, and you will see if her government is not more successful than that of duty.’

Such was the principle upon which Lily intended her sister to govern the household, and to which Emily listened without knowing what she meant much better than she did herself. Emily’s own views, as far as she possessed any, were to get on as smoothly as she could, and make everybody pleased and happy, without much trouble to herself, and also to make the establishment look a little more as if a Lady Emily had lately been its mistress, than had been the case in Eleanor’s time. Mr. Mohun’s property was good, but he wished to avoid unnecessary display and expense, and he expected his daughters to follow out these views, keeping a wise check upon Emily, by looking over her accounts every Saturday, and turning a deaf ear when she talked of the age of the drawing-room carpet, and the ugliness of the old chariot. Emily had a good deal on her hands, requiring sense and activity, but Lilias and Jane were now quite old enough to assist her. Lily however, thought fit to despise all household affairs, and bestowed the chief of her attention on her own department—the village school and poor people; and she was also much engrossed by her music and drawing, her German and Italian, and her verse writing.

Claude had more power over her than any one else. He was a gentle, amiable boy, of high talent, but disposed to indolence by ill health. In most matters he was, however, victorious over this propensity, which was chiefly visible in his love of easy chairs, and his dislike of active sports, which made him the especial companion of his sisters. A dangerous illness had occasioned his removal from Eton, and he had since been at home, reading with his cousin Mr. Devereux, and sharing his sisters’ amusements.

Jane was in her own estimation an important member of the administration, and in fact, was Emily’s chief assistant and deputy. She was very small and trimly made, everything fitted her precisely, and she had tiny dexterous fingers, and active little feet, on which she darted about noiselessly and swiftly as an arrow; an oval brown face, bright colour, straight features, and smooth dark hair, bright sparkling black eyes, a little mouth, wearing an arch subdued smile, very white teeth, and altogether the air of a woman in miniature. Brisk, bold, and blithe—ever busy and ever restless, she was generally known by the names of Brownie and Changeling, which were not inappropriate to her active and prying disposition.

Excepting Claude and Emily, the young party were early risers, and Lily especially had generally despatched a good deal of business before the eight o’clock breakfast.

At nine they went to church, Mr. Devereux having restored the custom of daily service, and after this, Mr. Mohun attended to his multitudinous affairs; Claude went to the parsonage,—Emily to the storeroom, Lily to the village, the younger girls to the schoolroom, where they were presently joined by Emily. Lily remained in her own room till one o’clock, when she joined the others in the schoolroom, and they read aloud some book of history till two, the hour of dinner for the younger, and of luncheon for the elder. They then went out, and on their return from evening service, which began at half-past four, the little ones had their lessons to learn, and the others were variously employed till dinner, the time of which was rather uncertain but always late. The evening passed pleasantly and quickly away in reading, work, music, and chatter.

As Emily had expected, her first troubles were with Phyllis; called, not the neat handed, by her sisters; Master Phyl, by her brothers; and Miss Tomboy, by the maids. She seemed born to be a trial of patience to all concerned with her; yet without many actual faults, except giddiness, restlessness, and unrestrained spirits. In the drawing-room, schoolroom, and nursery she was continually in scrapes, and so often reproved and repentant, that her loud roaring fits of crying were amongst the ordinary noises of the New Court. She was terribly awkward when under constraint, or in learning any female accomplishment, but swift and ready when at her ease, and glorying in the boyish achievements of leaping ditches and climbing trees. Her voice was rather highly pitched, and she had an inveterate habit of saying, ‘I’ll tell you what,’ at the beginning of all her speeches. She was not tall, but strong, square, firm, and active; she had a round merry face, a broad forehead, and large bright laughing eyes, of a doubtful shade between gray and brown. Her mouth was wide, her nose turned up, her complexion healthy, but not rosy, and her stiff straight brown hair was more apt to hang over her eyes, than to remain in its proper place behind her ears.

Adeline was very different; her fair and brilliant complexion, her deep blue eyes and golden ringlets, made her a very lovely little creature; her quietness was a relief after her sister’s boisterous merriment, and her dislike of dirt and brambles, continually contrasted with poor Phyllis’s recklessness of such impediments. Ada readily learnt lessons, which cost Phyllis and her teacher hours of toil; Ada worked deftly when Phyllis’s stiff fingers never willingly touched a needle; Ada played with a doll, drew on scraps of paper, or put up dissected maps, while Phyllis was in mischief or in the way. A book was the only chance of interesting her; but very few books took her fancy enough to occupy her long;—those few, however, she read over and over again, and when unusual tranquillity reigned in the drawing-room, she was sure to be found curled up at the top of the library steps, reading one of three books—Robinson Crusoe, Little Jack, or German Popular Tales. Then Emily blamed her ungraceful position, Jane laughed at her uniform taste, and Lily proposed some story about modern children, such as Phyllis never could like, and the constant speech was repeated, ‘Only look at Ada!’ till Phyllis considered her sister as a perfect model, and sighed over her own naughtiness.

German Popular Tales were a recent introduction of Claude’s, for Eleanor had carefully excluded all fairy tales from her sisters’ library; so great was her dread of works of fiction, that Emily and Lilias had never been allowed to read any of the Waverley Novels[1], excepting Guy Mannering[2], which their brother Henry had insisted upon reading aloud to them the last time he was at home, and that had taken so strong a hold on their imagination, that Eleanor was quite alarmed.

One day Mr. Mohun chanced to refer to some passage in Waverley, and on finding that his daughters did not understand him, he expressed great surprise at their want of taste.

Poor things,’ said Claude, ‘they cannot help it; do not you know that
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