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Introduction

FEMINISM IS FULL of riddles. One of the most intriguing is why it has not attracted an enormous rank-and-file following among women themselves, why it is still as necessary as it was in the nineteenth century to have to ask a woman if she is a feminist. The plain truth is that not only do large numbers of women feel apathetic but many more actively hate feminism. This is because right from the invention of the word1 it has been both misrepresented and misunderstood. Undeniably, this was the fault of men, because men controlled the outlets for the spreading of new ideas, but it was also the fault of the feminists themselves. They were too honest, expressed too openly and fully their fears and worries and, most of all, their resentments. The result was that feminism became frightening in its implications.

But in fact there is nothing to be frightened of. Feminism, both for men and women, is the most attractive and peaceful of doctrines. It is quite wrong to see it as an aggressive, destructive movement which aims at making neuters of us all. It is not really one movement at all. Its history, which has been until recently greatly neglected and is still far too little known, shows clearly enough that there has been no one movement progressing steadily throughout the decades. Sometimes feminists did indeed group together to achieve a particular goal but these groupings were always episodic. When that goal was achieved, the “movement” disappeared. Feminism, because of this, is not like a political belief. You cannot join the feminist party, for example, as you can join the Labour party (although you can join all kinds of women’s organizations) and you cannot say you are a feminist in the same way that you can say you are a Socialist. Nor is feminism a religion, like Christianity. There is no church, no visible structure. You cannot say you are a feminist in the same way you can say you are a Catholic or a Methodist. The only way to clear away the utter confusion surrounding the meaning of feminism is to start regarding it first of all as a kind of philosophy, as a way of looking at and thinking of life for all women.

It will immediately be obvious that this produces a problem: life for one woman is not the same as life for another. Even further, life in one place for one woman is not the same as that life in another place. An English feminist was never the same (and still is not) as a German feminist. All feminists think they want “self-fulfilment” for women but since that “self” changes dramatically from country to country, from class to class, and from age to age, this ambition is almost meaningless. What is “self-fulfilment”? Are there certain fundamental principles upon which all feminists can agree regardless of social, cultural and political differences? The history of feminism shows that there are but that it took a long time for them to be recognized. The trouble was that feminists did not know where to begin. They had the greatest difficulty in deciding why woman’s lot was so much worse than man’s even before they moved on to deciding how it could be improved. Long before active feminism arose, the theorists debated the situation and came to different conclusions. Some thought education was the key: women were not educated for anything but subordination. Change their education and their expectations in life would change. Others thought it was a matter of biology, that nature was the real enemy, and these were the most depressed theorists of all, for what could be done about nature? But while all this intellectual debate was going on, while the tracts and pamphlets on the condition of woman were appearing throughout the eighteenth century, the first stirrings of active feminism were being felt. At last, at the start of the nineteenth century, feminists were beginning to do something to change how women were obliged to live their lives instead of merely fretting about their position. Why feminism became active when it did is still not entirely explained (the main theories lay heavy emphasis on economic changes) but what can be very precisely explained is how this activity proceeded.

The history of feminism has appeared to be one of stops and starts. It seems to resemble a sequence of parallel lines, with all the different strands forging ahead, often quite separate from each other. The element of separation was to some extent deliberate.2 It was considered dangerous to one cause to mix it with another and so Emily Davies kept out of politics until her educational aims were achieved and Josephine Butler dropped out of the front line in the educational field in case it became tarnished by her prominence in the battle to get the Contagious Diseases Acts repealed. Because of this concentration on keeping different issues “clean” the leaders became even more significant than they would otherwise have been. If, early in its history, feminism had become one international movement fighting on many fronts but with some central control, then the cult of personality would never have been so strong. As it was, all the different causes were firmly linked with particular women, each an inspiring figurehead looked up to and relied upon and thought of as absolutely indispensable, however efficient and hardworking the committees and organizations behind her. Feminism seems to have needed this kind of identification with heroines and the heroines themselves had no illusions about their importance. Josephine Butler reckoned, without false modesty, that if she had not led her particular cause nobody else would have done so and, for all the sterling worth of all those others equally interested, it would have foundered. Florence Nightingale despaired at her own uniqueness. Nobody, she vowed, would have undertaken what she undertook and she despised her own sex for its cravenness. She simply could not contemplate dying because she was so vital. Elizabeth Blackwell wasted no time wondering why no one had gone before her. It was obvious to her that the way was too hard and nobody but she could have blazed that particular trail at that particular time. Caroline Norton loathed putting herself through what she had to endure and swore nobody else would have had the guts. Emily Davies, driven to distraction by the sheer tediousness of her task, stuck to it because, she said bitterly, nobody else would have the patience. And so on. Each woman saw herself and was seen by others as extremely significant and their claims need hardly be disputed.

But even more significant for feminist history than the actual leadership these women gave was their approach to feminism. All their approaches were different, all made their own way, none of them would have agreed that their goal was the same. Four of the women in this book claimed at one time or another in their lives they were not feminists (Caroline Norton, Florence Nightingale, Elizabeth Blackwell, Josephine Butler); one (Emily Davies) acknowledged only a limited feminism; only three (Margaret Sanger, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Emma Goldman) were proudly feminist. They all meant different things by the word. Each had her own particular brand of feminism even if it went by other names and each forged it through direct personal experience. None of them was an abstract theorist. They were all activists brought to active feminism by the way they lived their lives. In every case they were reacting violently against particular circumstances. Neither class nor money made the kind of difference it might be expected to make: being a woman transcended other differences. Caroline Norton, brought up at Hampton Court, raged against her lot as a woman just as much as Margaret Sanger, brought up in poverty in a New York suburb. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, daughter of a wealthy judge, felt as humiliated by her sex as Emma Goldman, daughter of a poor Jewish-Russian inn-keeper. As women, they had things in common from which they suffered and which they wanted to change for all women.

Yet it is another aspect of the history of feminism that solidarity among women, in spite of their common experience, was never really embraced. The concept of solidarity has indeed caused more trouble than any other single factor. What made so many women think they were not feminists was their hostility to the idea of being against men. If feminism meant being anti-male then they had no time for it. Not a single one of the women in this book believed in uniting against the male sex. None of them saw men as monsters, only some men; none of them wanted a society without men, even if it were possible, nor a society in which men were made the subordinates as women had been for so long. All of them wanted better relationships with men, all of them wanted a better deal for both sexes. It panicked Elizabeth Blackwell to hear that men had been excluded from some meetings about suffrage in America. She thought it a dangerous precedent and cautioned her sister to have nothing to do with it. Josephine Butler preferred mixed audiences even when she was talking about the most intimate details of prostitution. She thought men as involved in and as concerned with reform as women. Elizabeth Cady Stanton said she was constantly reprimanded for being too friendly towards men and Margaret Sanger, although she wanted birth control in female hands, repudiated the notion of keeping male doctors out of the movement. Yet, unfairly, the image of a feminist as a man-hater grew and with it the belief that men and men alone were at the root of all women’s troubles.

Although all the women in this book recognized the drift of this appealing argument it was only Emma Goldman who saw the real damage being done. She prophesied in 1910 that, if feminism continued as it was doing, very soon there would be no man worthy of modern woman. Women, she said, were making themselves unliveable with. They were suppressing and even forgetting one half of their natures, the half that wanted to love and be loved, the half that was “feminine” in a way they were being taught to despise as feeble. Women were becoming terrified of acknowledging their own desires. Working in a New York beauty parlour, Emma Goldman pitied the new “emancipated” woman. She thought her life was awful. Instead of being a drudge at home she was a drudge at work and home. She was so proud of her “independence” that she had sacrificed her happiness. Women, Emma Goldman decided, needed to be emancipated from emancipation. Certainly they must attack institutions like marriage which made women slaves in the form in which it existed but they should not attack love itself. She even dared to suggest that women might need love more than men and in a different degree from men. Love seemed to complicate a woman’s life so much more than a man’s, almost as though its very presence produced a chemical change. Love challenged ambition in women, but the answer was not to abolish it but to come to terms with it. This did not mean agreeing with the mid-nineteenth-century medical experts who had confidently asserted women were biologically inferior to men, but it did mean agreeing that love affected women differently and allowing for the difference in any plans for her future. Nor was Emma Goldman thinking only of sexual love. She thought mother love even more insidious. Once a woman had a child she changed in a way a man did not. Children, in her opinion, undermined a woman’s confident progress through life even more than a lover did, which was one of the reasons she never tried to have any herself. She thought any understanding of what actually happened strictly limited and wanted more attention paid to it rather than less. What she did not want was true femininity either denied or ignored. There was no place within feminism for any doctrine that dispensed with the need women had for men.

Modern feminism, alarmingly, has found a place for that doctrine, but it is as yet a very small place. There are other more important problems to grapple with. But, although this is a history stopping considerably short of even the beginnings of contemporary feminism, it is the attitude to men which provides the link with it. From the early active feminists onwards women have worried about what they want their relationships with men to be based upon. This in turn has made them grapple with their own natures. Those who have been most honest have even felt, like Emma Goldman, that there is indeed something craven in them that wants to “give in” to a man. To say that this is because their role has been conditioned by society has not satisfied them. It is the easy but not the whole answer. Much more difficult is for women to look inwards and try to analyse why it appears to be so hard to be a feminist. All the women in this book found it a problem. None of them sprang from their mother’s womb feminist in thought, word and deed. They all betrayed their own ideals over and over again, sometimes without realizing it, because the conflict between being feminine and feminist seemed unavoidable and feminism could not always win without asking them to pay a price they thought too high. Being true to themselves meant hurting others and so they gave way, in anguish, and subdued their own instincts. Elizabeth Cady Stanton said that being a wife and a mother should not be put before being a person, but that was thought feminist idealism gone mad. The three could not be separated and this “person” inevitably was submerged. She herself would have liked to be a full-time journalist on Tribune but with seven children she knew she was only dreaming: even if the person in her would have approved, the mother, if not the wife, would never have sanctioned it. Women, especially feminists, had to be realists too. The history of feminism shows women making the same bargains with themselves over and over again with monotonous regularity. The most ambitious of them have always wanted everything – career, husband (or lover) and children.

Some of them naturally managed it with more success than others. When they did, it was invariably due to a man’s feminism. Josephine Butler was the only one of the eight in this book who was very happily married with children and followed an exacting campaign of work which corresponded to a career. She only managed to do so because her husband George backed her in everything she did. While Josephine travelled round Europe lecturing and investigating he held the fort at home, encouraging her to believe her work was not just as important as his but more so. He simply pitied those who thought the only place for all women was in the home. Elizabeth Cady Stanton was not quite as fortunate. Her husband, Henry, backed her almost all the way but unfortunately stopped short of encouraging her in what interested her most, which was full political rights for women. They argued, often in public, and as time went on their closeness was threatened. Elizabeth Cady Stanton was never as happily married as Josephine Butler partly because Henry was not as thorough a feminist as George.

Caroline Norton was not, of course, happily married at all. All her troubles and the start of her feminism began with her marriage to a violently anti-feminist man. Caroline was obliged to live the majority of her life in a totally unsuccessful struggle to find the sort of relationship with men she wanted. So too a century later was Margaret Sanger, disowning as she did a husband who was an avowed feminist. Bill Sanger’s feminism only unmanned him in her eyes and she found she could not do what she wanted without relegating both husband and children to second place. Nor could Emma Goldman, whose two marriages were both unconsummated and both made, in different ways, for practical reasons. Florence Nightingale denied herself the man she said she adored and Elizabeth Blackwell not only rejected suitors but tried to starve her body into having no sexual desires. Only Emily Davies seems to have had no conflict. She simply never met a man in whom she was interested, or who was interested in her. Her maternal instincts found an outlet in her great affection for and involvement with her Llewelyn-Davies nephews and niece. But none of these women thought the particular compromises she made satisfactory. The point was, and still is, that they were necessary not just because the way society was arranged made them so but because the women themselves felt them to be so.

Another conflict they faced was between the desire to be feminine in appearance while decrying what this entailed. Two of these women were outstandingly beautiful and utterly feminine in the accepted sense. Caroline Norton was a striking figure who was not only breathtakingly lovely but dressed in style and graced any gathering she attended. She never for one moment considered not making the best of herself and saw no reason to hide her love of clothes and jewellery. But all the same she was irritated by the assumptions made because of her appearance. She knew people believed stories about her because of her looks and she knew they suspected the worst because it could be easily imagined. If she had been plain and dowdy and had dressed like her sister-in-law Augusta in a bloomer-type costume then she would have had more of a chance with the gossips of London. To be so obviously feminine was to be thought frivolous and empty headed and, in her case, more than possibly wicked. Josephine Butler, also extremely beautiful and immensely elegant, was never thought wicked but she too found her femininity caused problems. She encountered surprise and in some cases opposition just because she was so attractive. People, especially people in authority, would not take her seriously because of her looks. She did not look earnest in her gorgeous silk dresses therefore how could she be earnest? Her attractiveness was both a weapon (which she certainly used) and a hindrance.

Yet neither Caroline Norton nor Josephine Butler thought for one moment of donning any kind of feminist version of sackcloth-and-ashes. They saw no point in denying the side of their natures which adored finery. Margaret Sanger, much later on, decided at one point to wear “mannish suits” to make her look more impressive but she soon gave up. The suits made her feel ugly and unnatural and inhibited her. The sneering at attention to and love of clothes and make-up which became fashionable in feminist circles during the nineteenth century was emphatically disapproved of by all these women. If becoming anti-man was the biggest wrong turn feminism took, becoming anti-adornment was the next. Emma Goldman, no beauty herself, raged against it. She almost never dressed up (most of the time she resembled a caricature of what a feminist was supposed to look like) but she hotly defended the right to do so. On rare occasions when she wore glamorous clothes she admitted she felt marvellous, refused to be ashamed of that feeling or to agree that all dressing-up was only to please men. It pleased her and that was enough. Elizabeth Blackwell too was pleased if she felt she looked pretty and only laughed when somebody reprimanded her, the first lady doctor in the world, for wearing flowers in her hair and dancing. Emily Davies thought no less of herself for buying smart new shoes with a present of money or for pinning on a new bonnet to attend a soirée; and Florence Nightingale had a passion for the beauty of real lace. Not a single one of these significant figures in feminist history saw any point at all in suggesting that women should stop beautifying themselves if doing so made them feel happier. They insisted this was a desire existing in its own right and having nothing to do with answering an image created by men.

They did not deny, of course, that there was, all the same, an image that must be attacked. This was the image which said women should be passive and inactive except in matters concerning the home. All the women in this book savagely tore that image to pieces. Some of them had to start as soon as they were born because they had fathers who subscribed to it. Judge Cady, although he educated his daughter Elizabeth far beyond the contemporary level, made her childhood a misery by sighing she ought to have been a boy. Her feminism began when she rebelled against his notion of what being a girl meant. So too did Emma Goldman’s. She had a father who told her all a girl needed to do was learn to cook and give a man children. Florence Nightingale bowed for years to her father’s wish that she should be a conventional lady and only wrote secretly of her burning hatred of his philosophy. Gathering courage to break out of the mould he saw her cast in was far harder than serving in the Crimea. But some of these women were fortunate. They had fathers who actually encouraged them to break the image and helped them to do so. Elizabeth Blackwell’s father, Samuel, made no distinction in upbringing between his boys and his girls and neither did Josephine Butler’s in all respects that mattered most. Margaret Sanger’s father ordered her always to think for herself and speak out even if he resisted her ambition on many other levels and she was grateful to him. In most cases fathers were a much more formative influence, both good and bad, than mothers.

Many of these women adored their mothers and respected and cherished them but none was inspired by them except, as it were, by default. Only Margaret Sanger raged against her mother’s lot in retrospect, and mourned her unnecessary death, and was in some measure pushed on by memories of her. Caroline Norton’s mother took her in at the height of the scandal surrounding her and heroically supported her and Emily Davies’s mother loyally wrote letters and acted as unpaid secretary at one stage of the Girton campaign, but neither of them fuelled any inner fires in the way that some of the fathers did. No mother seems to have said “Do not become what I have become – do not be like me”. Whereas at least some of the fathers urged their daughters to defy convention and make the most of themselves. On a tiny sample of eight this is hardly representative but it still indicates that not all men saw themselves as outside the struggle their daughters were experiencing in their fight to become feminists.

* * *

A history ought to be objective and not prejudiced by the historian intruding. But in this particular case it seems to me not only justifiable but also relevant that I should state where I stand. (Researching the material for this book has in fact radically altered where I do stand.)

In many ways, I myself am the product of everything the eight women in this book fought for – much more so than the average woman. If I had been born in 1838 instead of 1938 my lot in life would have been truly appalling. As it was, I benefited directly and enormously from every feminist gain and I am immensely grateful that I did. There is not a day goes by without my experiencing the joy of acknowledging that I have the best of both worlds even if I am also bound to admit this happy state is not maintained without effort. My husband and my children are precious to me but then so is my work. I could not continue to be happy if either were taken away from me. As I have grown older, the work has become more and more important, so much so that I have to restrain myself from the dangerous thought that women without a career are to be pitied. It would only be myself without a career that would need to be pitied. If life is about attempting to achieve total fulfilment then I am simply one of those women for whom being a wife and mother does not amount to that fulfilment. Perhaps, in that case, I am the one to be pitied though I do not of course think so. But without feminism not only would I have merited more pity than anyone could give me but I would have wallowed in my self-pity which is far worse. I always wanted to be everything – wife, mother, housekeeper, writer. More significant, there was no role I disliked. The problem was not choosing but taking all of them on at the same time and surviving.

I have survived, but I do not approve of how I managed it. I think the cost, to myself, has been great. True emancipation may have begun in my childhood soul but it did not flower as it should have done – not quite. I have been a feeble feminist. I have gradually come round to understanding that there is still a trap. It isn’t marriage itself; it isn’t motherhood alone; it is some subtle force which is not yet either fully understood or controlled. There is something in women which prevents them striking out as men do. Is it centuries of conditioning? Is it biological? Whatever it is, it intrigues me. It also intrigued the women in this book. The astonishing thing is that my life should touch theirs at so many points in spite of the vast changes which have taken place since their respective times and my own, and that I should be more struck by the similarities of our lot than impressed by the disparities in reading their thoughts. This sense of identification is what the study of feminist history needs to bring to women. Women, as Caroline Norton said so long ago, believe themselves to be isolated. It is up to feminist history to prove to them that they are not. There is a joint purpose and this brings not just comfort but hope.

* * *

This history is divided into categories, or, to use the Victorian term, spheres. I have chosen to examine eight different spheres in a woman’s life in which vital changes were made. With one exception all the spheres are quite clearly defined. In each sphere there was one woman who was an instigator, whose significance is undisputed, and so I have chosen to trace biographically the history of what happened to begin the process of change. But in addition these women are significant for another reason: with each one, feminism itself changed too. There are therefore three strands running together at the same time; one following the life-stories of the women; one following the process of change; and one following the development of the ideology behind feminism. Emma Goldman is in a special category. There is no single change instigated by Emma Goldman. She is there because she is a bridge between the old nineteenth-century feminism and the new late twentieth-century feminism. Although this is a history, it is an unfinished history and I felt the need to attempt to point towards what happened next. Emma Goldman does the pointing admirably. What she points to, and what I hope this book demonstrates, is that in spite of all the ups and downs, the victories and disillusionments, the spurts of strenuous activity and the doldrum years, there is among all this apparent confusion a strong sense of direction which has achieved, and continues to achieve, a better balance between the sexes in our society. That, fundamentally, is what feminism is about and a feminist is no shrieking harridan obsessed with destruction but a man or a woman who strives to secure a society in which neither sex finds gender alone a handicap to their progress. 
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Caroline Norton
1808–1877

CAROLINE NORTON, THE beautiful, witty, talented granddaughter of Sheridan the playwright, had a very clear idea of her own significance. “I believe,” she wrote (in 1855 in her “Letter to the Queen”) “in my obscurer position, that I am permitted to be the example on which a particular law shall be reformed. Does that create a smile? History teaches that ‘in all cases of great injustice among men there comes a culminating point after which that injustice is not borne.’”1 That point had been reached twice in her own life. Once when she was separated from her husband, after his brutality towards her, and discovered he had the right to keep their three young sons from her; and once again when she discovered that she had not the right to keep her own earnings or inheritance even when she was supporting herself. On both occasions the discovery of what the laws of England were on the subject of the rights of married women produced in her such a passionate disgust and rage that she was able to begin a process of change that went on for a century and has still not ended. It was Caroline Norton who first decided enough was enough. It was time, she said, “that the gentlemen of England should cease to answer with a mocking sneer the attempts made by women to plead their own cause.”2 By the time she had finished, nobody dared any longer to sneer. The threat to the status quo was too real.

And yet Caroline Norton has never been given her due in what passes for feminist history. She was despised by contemporary feminists who alleged, as though it were a crime, that she only thought of herself and had only started to take an interest in the wrong done to women by the law when she herself was wronged. This contempt, expressed most forcibly by Harriet Martineau, did not worry Caroline. She was quite relieved to be disowned by the feminists because she was terrified of being thought one of them. “I never pretended to the wild and ridiculous doctrine of equality”3 she protested. All she wanted, she said, was that women should be put in the position of other inferiors and offered the same protection. She “only” wanted justice, not equal rights. “The natural position of woman is inferiority to man. Amen! . . . I believe it sincerely as part of my religion: and I accept it as a matter proved to my reason.”4 The feminists of her day chose to believe this statement at its face value but even before she had written it Caroline herself had realized the deeper implications of so called “justice”. Her particular brand of feminism began as naïve and romantic but ended as something much more daring and closer to the ideas of those “strong minded women” she so abhorred. Like many women, both then and now, she began by genuinely believing men were superior to women and that the most women could claim, without flying in the face of both God and Nature, was protection. All she thought she wanted to change was men being legally empowered to be brutes. But once she started to examine married woman’s bondage she came to a truth she found too startling to acknowledge publicly: protection was not enough, men were not always and automatically superior to women and a measure of equality was absolutely vital if wrongs were to be righted.

This was a shock to her. She found it hard to believe that the law said what it said. The facts she was obliged to learn about marriage for a woman were simple and cruel. Marriage was in fact a civil bond for men and an indissoluble sacrament for women. A married woman had no legal existence; she had no legal rights of property ownership; everything she owned, earned or inherited belonged to her husband; she could not determine where her children lived or how they were to be educated; she had no divorce opportunities; she had no rights either to keep or have access to her children in the event of being divorced by him or separated from him: the father’s right was absolute and paramount. It was this last injustice which inflamed Caroline most. “Is this abuse to exist forever?” she thundered in one of her pamphlets “because it was not at first perceived? Or are we waiting for some frightful catastrophe . . . It is a strange and crying shame that the only despotic right an Englishman possesses is to wrong the mother of his children!”5

The “frightful catastrophe” she felt had befallen her, when her children were dragged screaming from her, brought her to feminism. What began as a fight for herself became a fight for all women. She once wrote in a letter “. . . if it should please God today to give me back my little children my interest . . . would still continue.”6 She saw no need to join any movement, believing as she did that women could not be made to band together because “. . . their experience [is] narrow. Each thinks the hardship of her own case more specially calculated to move compassion . . . They have a sort of unreasoning instinct that aggregate resistance will not serve them.”7 She was in fact to be proved wrong but there was nevertheless a basic truth underlying her opinion, especially with regard to the law. One woman had to be prepared to incur personal opprobrium before the law would move. Caroline Norton was that woman and to say she was not a feminist is to misunderstand, with her, the nature of feminism.

* * *

Caroline Elizabeth Sarah Norton was born on March 22nd, 1808, the third child of Thomas Sheridan, son of the playwright, and Henrietta Callander of Craigforth in Scotland. When she was five years old her father, whose health had begun to fail, was offered a colonial secretaryship at the Cape of Good Hope which he was urged to take as the only chance of recovery. His wife and eldest daughter Helen went with him but Caroline and her younger sister Georgiana were left in the care of two aunts in Scotland. Unfortunately, Tom Sheridan died at the Cape in 1816 of TB. Henrietta returned as a widow with Helen and two more children Frank and Charles, born at the Cape. She was lucky enough to be provided with a grace and favour residence at Hampton Court in 1817. There, Caroline, Georgiana and their elder brother Richard Brinsley joined the rest of the family.

Life at Hampton Court was happy. The Sheridan family were protected from the realities of their relative poverty by their excellent connections and the affection and respect felt for their mother. She taught them herself and was delighted to discover in Caroline evidence of the family literary talent. Caroline read and wrote early and by the age of eleven burned with literary ambition. She used to watch her uncle Charles Sheridan working in his study (over a collection of Romaic songs) and wrote that “I invariably left his study with an enthusiastic determination to write a long poem of my own.”8 She tried her literary wings with a pastiche of a famous contemporary series which she called The Dandies’ Rout and with a collection of little poems bound into a book with some of her sisters’ efforts.

But Caroline was far from being the studious girl this implies. On the contrary, she and her two sisters were thought of as being rather uncontrollable and certainly far too high spirited. They were extremely boisterous in company and adored shocking their elders. “The Sheridans are much admired,” said Lady Cowper (Lord Melbourne’s sister), “but are strange girls, swear and say all sorts of things that make men laugh.”9 Caroline was the strangest and made men laugh the most. She even looked strange when she was young, with huge dark eyes and a great mass of wild black hair. Her habit of lowering her head and looking at people through her thick black eyelashes was thought of as furtive (later it was considered “flirtatious and indecent”). People were not comfortable with her nor she with them. In spite of her quick tongue she was actually quite shy – not in the accepted sense of the word but more in that she felt “different from others”. It was, she wrote to Mary Shelley years later, what she called “sauvagerie”, or “a feeling of not being able to amalgamate with other and new associates because of something in one’s mind different from and superior to the common nature.”10 She was only really herself with her family to whom she was devoted. The Sheridans had a distinct clan feeling which outsiders recognized and envied. The three sisters, all of them beautiful, were a very close and formidable trio but it was thought that their mother, who was herself quiet and dignified, let them run riot a bit too much.

To some extent Henrietta Sheridan must have agreed because she chose to send Caroline away to school. Why Caroline was selected and not the other two girls is not clear but Caroline herself gave a clue when she confessed to Lord Melbourne, “When I was whipped in days of yore I always defied consequences, bit the fingers of the whipper, and rushed to repeat my crime . . .”11 Presumably Mrs Sheridan grew tired of bitten fingers. She despatched Caroline, aged fifteen, to a small school in Surrey, for her own good. This school, merely a house presided over by a governess without any training and offering a curriculum no better than Mrs Sheridan could offer herself, was near Wonersh Park, the home of Lord Grantley. Fletcher Norton, the third Lord Grantley (the peerage was very recent) was an unpleasant gentleman who also owned family estates in Yorkshire. He was married but had no children. His heir was his younger brother George whom he had put to the law, and over whom he exerted great influence. But one thing he could not influence was George Norton’s infatuation for Caroline Sheridan who was brought, with other pupils, on a visit by her governess, the sister of Lord Grantley’s agent. With George, aged twenty-five at the time, it was a case of love at first sight. He was instantly captivated by the young Caroline. She, on the other hand, barely noticed him. He was slow and heavy where she was quick and light, a country bumpkin figure whereas she was already a town sophisticate. He stood dull and speechless in the background while she sparkled and performed in the foreground. His sister Augusta, an eccentric lady with decidedly masculine habits, was also captivated by Caroline. George hung about admiring the young visitor while Augusta praised her singing and poetry reading extravagantly. The only one not bowled over was Lord Grantley himself. His plans for George did not include marriage to an impoverished Sheridan.

But George, though normally in great awe of his brother, was for once adamant. He wished to marry Caroline. An offer for her hand was made which Mrs Sheridan did not emphatically decline. She said George Norton must wait three years until Caroline had “come out” and then his proposal would be considered. Caroline, who maintained she had not exchanged six sentences with her suitor, was “astonished”, but it was quite a pleasant astonishment. The offer was, she hoped, the first of many. She knew she was beautiful and her beauty gave her expectations (“perhaps I should say what I expected when I first began to look in the glass with satisfaction”12 she once wrote to Lord Melbourne). There seemed no reason to be falsely modest. If she could catch George Norton without even trying what might she not achieve in the marriage stakes if she set her mind to it? In the season of 1826, when she came out with her elder sister Helen, she had her first try. She was chosen to be one of the twelve prettiest debutantes who took part in the Dance of the Months at Almack’s (she was August) and attracted great admiration. But the admiration led nowhere. Helen, on the other hand, received an offer from Lord Dufferin’s heir and accepted him. The season ended with Caroline, although only eighteen, feeling distinctly let down. She had not had quite the solid success Helen had had and next season there would be Georgiana at her heels. At that point, plodding old George Norton repeated his offer.

In another letter to Lord Melbourne years later Caroline tried to analyse her own attitude at that time. “The only misfortune I ever particularly dreaded,” she confessed “was living and dying a lonely old maid . . . An old maid is never anyone’s first object therefore I object to that situation.”13 She saw everywhere that married women had status, a definite sphere, a protector. Unmarried women did not. They were despised and pitied, especially by other women. To get married was the pinnacle of every girl’s ambition and the sooner it was reached the better. Caroline was impatient and self-willed, always leaping before she looked, entirely impervious to restraint or “advice”. She knew perfectly well that she did not love George Norton but then how much did love matter? Nothing that she saw led her to believe it mattered at all. Even her sister Helen, who had not loved her husband when she accepted him, now wrote from Italy that she adored him, that love had grown instantly after their marriage. Why should she not learn to love George Norton in the same way? The more she considered him the better he seemed. He had been called to the Bar since he met her and had also been elected Member of Parliament for Guildford. He was the childless Lord Grantley’s heir. He had been constant and patient for three years. So, for all the wrong but easily understandable reasons, Caroline married George Norton on July 30th, 1827 and spent the rest of her life regretting it. As she said of one of her characters (in her novel Stuart of Dunleath) “She had married a man she did not love; whom she did not profess to love; for certain advantages – to avoid certain pressing miseries.” The misery, in her case, was the ludicrous belief that her beauty had failed her and that she must snatch her one offer in case no other ever materialized and she died of mortification.

The Norton marriage from the very beginning was a disaster. Everything was wrong with it, except perhaps a degree of sexual attraction which hardly survived the honeymoon. Far from quickly learning to love her husband, as her sister Helen had done, Caroline just as quickly learned to hate hers. She had thought that at least he was quiet, sober, dependable and patient if rather dull but discovered before her honeymoon was over that none of these characteristics was his. On the contrary, he was frequently drunk, had an appalling temper and his patience had only been to get his hands on her. Once she was his, all pretence was over. He did not care what she thought of him and had no intention of being reformed. He was going to do exactly as he pleased and she, his wife, was bound to let him. But of course Caroline was an equally strong character. She did not react by turning pale at his excesses or sitting silently weeping or by accepting her lot and putting a brave face on it. Instead, she attacked him with her tongue and used her greatly superior brain to think of ways to outwit him. Nor did she try to conceal her dissatisfaction but exposed him at every opportunity to her family and friends as a brute. It is hard to decide whether George was a brute because Caroline goaded him beyond endurance or whether Caroline was driven to goading him as her only defence against his brutality. But whatever the interpretation the result was the same: George beat Caroline savagely.

This kind of physical violence was difficult to conceal even if Caroline had wanted to conceal it, which she did not. The moment the couple returned from their honeymoon to George’s bachelor chambers in the Temple an old woman who was a servant there saw the young husband fling “an inkstand and most of his law books” with unerring aim at his terrified young wife. She excused it on the grounds that Mr Norton was drunk. The Sheridan family were the next to realize what was going on. George and Caroline went to stay occasionally with her various brothers and sisters all of whom reported to each other their horror at hearing Caroline’s screams in the night and the roars and thuddings of George hitting her. Naturally, they rushed to protect her and to remonstrate with George but he soon learned to lock his bedroom door in any Sheridan household. Mrs Sheridan, appalled and distressed, was also even angrier than her children because she believed herself duped. She would never, she said, have given her consent to the marriage if she had not been assured Caroline was going to be well provided for but she now found that not only could George not provide for her adequately, he was actually looking to her to provide for him. If his violence made nonsense of his marriage vows as a sacred undertaking, his failure to provide made nonsense of them as a contract.

But there was nothing Caroline could do. She had made a mistake and had to live with it. This she set about doing with admirable determination. Firstly, she got the two of them out of George’s chambers and into a small house in Storeys Gate overlooking Birdcage Walk. This home she made into a pretty, bowery sort of place in which George was ill-at-ease and not quite so confident and dominant. To it she invited her family and friends, none of whom were to her husband’s boorish tastes. She also began to invite the literati of London soon after the publication (anonymously) of her 200 verse poem The Sorrows of Rosalie eighteen months after her marriage. Because she was beautiful and a Sheridan and tremendously amusing the literary set came, some famous figures among them. Bulwer Lytton, Samuel Rogers, Abraham Hayward, even the young Disraeli all came and stayed and came again. George was damned if he was going to be turned out of his own home so he was there among the glittering company too. Caroline was not at all put out. She made a feature of George’s awfulness and did not spare her mockery or hold her guests back from it. The biggest joke of all was that George actually thought he was being complimented when he was being subtly despised – he had not the wit to recognize an insult when it was offered. On one occasion when Disraeli politely said the wine was excellent, George boasted that he had “stuff twenty times better” in his cellar to which Disraeli smoothly murmured, “My dear fellow, this is quite good enough for such canaille as you have got here today.”14 George was perfectly satisfied with this answer and failed to appreciate the mirth of Caroline and her guests.

But it was a dangerous game Caroline played and she reaped the consequences in full. George used his strength to get his revenge and his beatings left her weak and miserable for days. The only thing they were united in was love for their children. George loved animals and children and was loved by them. The birth of Fletcher in 1829 and of Brinsley in 1831 gave him as much pleasure as they gave Caroline. He doted on his sons and Caroline, recognizing this, felt he could not be all bad. In fact, for the three years following Fletcher’s birth they were as happy together as they were ever to be. She was presented at Court, had a play put on at Covent Garden (Fanny Kemble said it was atrocious) and published another long poem, The Undying One, under her own name to considerable praise. George was pleased with her because she earned money. He was even more pleased when, through her new friendship with Lord Melbourne, Caroline also secured for him a lucrative and undemanding post as a judge in the Lambeth division of the Metropolitan Police Courts at a salary of £1,000 a year. It did not worry him a bit that he was accepting this sinecure from a Whig when he was a Tory, but then points of principle never disturbed George Norton. In fact, getting him that post had not only been vital to stabilize the Norton economy but also to stave off a fate Caroline regarded as worse than death: moving to the country. In the election of 1830 George had lost his seat at Guildford (“he assures me,” Caroline wrote contemptuously to her sister, “that although thrown out he was the popular candidate . . . that all those who voted against him did it with tears”).15 His brother, Lord Grantley, said he had lost it because he had not been around enough for the voters to see him and proposed that George should move to a little cottage on his estate. George didn’t see why not but Caroline was panic-stricken (“Norton assures me . . . that I shall easily change my delight in society for pride and pleasure in my dairy! . . .”).16 she redoubled her efforts to find a plum job for George and was immensely relieved when he accepted the judgeship. Between them, they were now earning enough to stay in London in comfort and if George needed to go down to Guildford often to placate Grantley, then so much the better.

The house in Storeys Gate was refurbished and extended and Caroline went off to Margate for a holiday with her children. From there, she wrote a revealing letter to George. “Dearest George,” she wrote, “I dreamed last night that you were dying and two old maids told stories of me and then persuaded you that you would not see me; but I rushed into your room and found it was a lie and that you were dying for my company; and then I thought, as I was sitting by you and explaining, I saw you grow quite unconscious and die wherefore I woke up with a flood of tears . . .”17 In another fond note she wrote, “I cannot bear sleeping alone: ’hem!”18 and in yet another later in the year when he had gone to Scotland, “Come back darling I am wishing for you.”19 Perhaps these endearments are merely rare, fleeting instances of Caroline forgetting how much she hated George but they at least show that, at that juncture, all was not lost between them, that there was some slim hope of avoiding a real breakdown of their marriage. But it is also true that Caroline, who had a warm and demonstrative nature, may not have attached the same weight to her tender words as others, including George, did. She was often inconsistent and saw nothing strange in that. She could write affectionately to her husband and yet at the same time write to Georgiana, “I have walked up and down the new walk by the seaside but the only visible effect is elephantiasis in my left leg and the gout in my right. I have stood looking at the sunset on the sea with Clarence Pigeon at my side but the results are merely a red nose and a hatred of my companion (together with some shame at being seen with him because he wears a tail-coat of a morning).”20 George, in public, made her squirm. He was gauche and a philistine and loud. But in private, as well as the quarrels, there were undeniably some happier times.

By this time (1831) Caroline was quite famous in London and being famous made her happy. Everyone who saw her commented on her vitality and beauty. The Boston jurist, Charles Sumner, described how she combined “the grace and ease of a woman with a strength and skill of which any man might be proud.”21 The dark wildness of her younger days had matured into exotic good looks which made her stand out in any crowd. In her twenties the wildness had been replaced by a confidence and control observers found remarkable. The truth was, Caroline was unusual and original. She did not fit into the contemporary pattern of beauty or behaviour. She was bold in her opinions and brilliant in her arguments and never held back from either. Then there was her talent. She was a lady authoress par excellence and people found her acknowledged ability exciting. Wherever she went (and, like Thackeray, she went everywhere, adoring social life) she was admired and talked about. But she was also watched with envy and suspicion. She herself was acutely aware of what a splendid target she made. “A young bride,” she wrote, excited “hard, unindulgent speculation.”22 She knew she invited that speculation by her unconventional attitudes. She went alone to a great many parties because George found them boring or was away, and she entertained when he was out. Naïvely, she assumed that since she was innocent of anything but enjoying herself she could come to no harm and need fear no idle gossip. She was in her element and refused to withdraw from it.

This might have continued to be the pattern of the Norton marriage, with Caroline using her married status to enable her to move freely in society, enduring occasional violence from George, and carving out a separate existence for herself as far as possible. It was a bargain many women then made because there was no alternative. Divorce for a woman was impossible and a separated wife had no status, innocent or guilty. Socially, she might as well be dead. But in 1832 certain events precipitated a crisis in the Norton marriage which smashed the whole precarious arrangement upon which it rested. The crisis partly arose out of Caroline becoming too successful. She became editor that year of one of the very lucrative society magazines of the time – La Belle Assemblée and Court Magazine for which she herself wrote satirical essays with provocative titles like The Invisibility of London Husbands. This took up a great deal of time and put her under great pressure just as she became pregnant for the third time. George, instead of being sympathetic or appreciative of how she was supporting their household, resented not only the time her writing and editing took but also what he thought was the self-importance of his wife. The quarrels which had rocked the marriage from the beginning began to get worse. As ever, they started over something trivial and rapidly escalated, always ending with George attacking Caroline. Once, it was over a letter she was writing to her mother: George said he could tell by the expression on her face that she was complaining about him and when she refused either to show him the letter or stop writing it he set fire to her writing materials with his cigar. Another time it was over whether she was deliberately sitting in a chair he said was his favourite and they then fought, in a room filled with chairs, over the possession of that particular one. Augusta Norton, George’s sister who had originally been so infatuated with Caroline, chose this time to come on a long visit. Caroline loathed her. She was ugly and mannish and simply embarrassing to have about. She also interfered in the running of the household and encouraged George to believe that Caroline was not being “a proper wife” to him. This caused more quarrels until in the summer of 1833 the Nortons had their most spectacular yet.

It began, as usual, over very little. Caroline, who had been writing late into the night the day before, went into the dining-room after dinner the next day to begin writing yet again. George followed. She asked him to leave. He refused. Up Caroline got and swept out of the room in a fury, locking the door behind her with George pointlessly holding his ground inside. She settled herself in the drawing-room, with her maid, and locked that door too. George meanwhile had climbed out of the window and re-entered his own house by the front door. He tore up the staircase roaring that he was damned if he would be locked out of any room in his own house, and began kicking and hammering on the drawing-room door. The terrified servants clustered at the bottom of the stairs not knowing what to do. Inside the drawing-room Caroline calmed her own maid and refused to open the door. Enraged beyond endurance George hurled himself at the door like a battering ram until it not only caved in but the whole framework of the door came away from the wall. Then he went for Caroline. Although she was pregnant, he manhandled her down the stairs, punching and slapping her, all the time releasing a string of oaths, until the servants overcame their fear at the sight of the beating Caroline was taking and rushed forward to restrain him forcibly. This time Caroline escaped to the nursery, where she spent the night. Her family, summoned to her aid, arrived to find her a pitiable sight. They urged her to leave George at once: the limit had been not just reached but passed and they could not bear her to spend another night under his roof. But somehow, the quarrel was patched up. Even George was shocked at the sight of his bruised and battered pregnant wife. She was ill and listless all summer and not in a position to provoke or goad anyone. It was easy for George to leave her alone, which he did. In August, when their third son William was born, they were once more fleetingly reconciled and enjoyed a little temporary happiness.

But the balance in the marriage, never very safe, had gone. Nobody, least of all Caroline and George, knew how to proceed any longer. The Sheridans alone were adamant: they were finished with George. They would not try to like him any more. They invited Caroline to accompany them on a European tour in the following spring and wanted her to come alone. But she knew George would not allow it. Her only hope of the family holiday she so desperately wanted was to persuade George to come and her family to accept him. Reluctantly, both sides agreed and off they all went in the spring of 1834. Almost at once things went wrong. George felt ill and since he prided himself on being unable to speak a single word of any foreign language he could not be left to recover on his own. Miserably, Caroline watched her family depart and turned to nursing George, which she did devotedly. Instead of having fun with her sisters she “sat at a window and yawned and caught flies”23 while from his bed George moaned and complained.

When he was well again they proceeded to Frankfurt where the Sheridans had agreed to wait. Unfortunately, Caroline arrived half-strangled. On the way, she had felt sick and asked George either to stop smoking his hookah pipe or to let her open a window. He refused to do either. Suddenly, Caroline snatched his pipe from him, slammed down the window and hurled it out. George jumped out of the moving carriage, recovered his precious pipe, got back into the carriage and then, placing his hands round her neck, told her what he would do if she ever did that again. She greeted her family in tears with the marks of George’s strong fingers on her throat for all to see. The Sheridans found it difficult to tolerate George at all and ostracized him. They took Caroline off into the countryside and she wrote “we scrambled about the hills and laughed our hearts out.”24 By the time they all returned to London she felt quite restored but in fact her good health was an illusion. She had an illness from which she was very slow to recover. George, as usual, did nothing but abuse her for their financial difficulties which he appeared to think were her fault. The rest of the year passed in a haze of work and worry, with the sick Caroline trying to write a novel that might at one blow solve her pecuniary problems. If it had not been for the support, both emotional and financial, of her beloved family she did not know how she could have survived. The £300 she received for her two prose tales (The Wife, and Woman’s Reward) did not, after all, make her fortune (nor did her three novels – her poems and journalism earned her much more).

There is no doubt that neither Caroline nor George was looking for a complete break. In fact, when they were apart from each other both their rages quickly subsided. George became remorseful and wrote begging Caroline to forgive him and she always replied acknowledging her part in any quarrel they had had. After the hookah pipe incident, for example, when her family had whisked her away from George, he wrote saying he was repentant and she replied that he was “a good, kind husband in the long run and don’t believe me when I say harsh things to you . . .”25 This was the way of things between them: their incompatibility led to violent scenes and then partings during which both regretted what had happened. If George had been a really strong, cruel, domineering tyrant Caroline would have nerved herself for a final break however much she dreaded the social consequences. But he was not. Mostly, because she was cleverer, she could manage George. If other people had not interfered she could certainly have gone on managing him to her own advantage with only the occasional fight.

But other people did interfere. First there was Augusta, George’s sister, and then a much more sinister figure, a Miss Margaret Vaughan who caused trouble between the Nortons throughout 1835. Miss Vaughan was a cousin of George’s from whom he was likely to inherit land and money. She came to stay near Storeys Gate early in 1835 just as Caroline was recovering from a miscarriage, and was one of the causes of another bitter quarrel between them. Then in 1836, the quarrel over but not forgotten by the Sheridans, Caroline and her boys were invited to spend Easter at Frampton Court, the home of Georgiana, who was now Lady Seymour. George had not been invited. No Sheridan wanted him under their roof again (which was of course interference of another kind). George, who heartily loathed the Sheridans and detested their house parties, did not give a damn. He much preferred going to Scotland to hunt or shoot. But Miss Vaughan told him he was being insulted. She said no gentleman ought to stand for such treatment and that he should not allow his family to go where he was not invited. She said she could not respect him if he allowed it. So George, who was oblivious to insults but desperate to keep in with his wealthy cousin, suddenly told Caroline she could not go to Frampton. He absolutely forbade it. Caroline retorted that he was being excessively stupid and certainly she was going. Furthermore, she told him she knew who was behind this sudden ridiculous command: Miss Vaughan. She said she would never have her in the house again. The stage was set for another grand row but they were both going out to dinner and so had to control themselves. On the way home George said that whatever Caroline did he was not having his sons leaving his house. He rushed into the house the minute they got home
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