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    Curatorial Vision
These works are gathered to present the breadth and coherence of Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell’s achievement. Novels, short stories, novellas, poetry, historical and travel sketches, and the biographical portrait The Life of Charlotte Brontë stand alongside George A. Payne’s Mrs. Gaskell and Knutsford. Together they map a writer attentive to conscience, community, and the textures of ordinary lives. The sequence emphasizes how narrative invention travels across forms, from expansive social canvases to concentrated tales. By keeping the full range in sight, the collection reveals an artist who balanced sympathy with scrutiny, and who continually tested how storytelling might register work, faith, kinship, and place.
The through-line uniting the selections is a disciplined moral imagination matched to keen observation. Mary Barton and North and South confront industry and class; Cranford and The Moorland Cottage explore mutual care and the economies of attention; Sylvia’s Lovers discloses the sea’s claims on inland hopes. Beyond England, French Life, An Italian Institution, and Modern Greek Songs widen perspective on custom, labor, and voice. Across genres, Gaskell considers how women and men negotiate obligation and desire, public duty and private solace. The result is a sustained inquiry into the institutions of everyday life—family, work, belief, neighborhood—tested by change and memory.
The curatorial aim is to trace development and experiment without flattening variety. Early social urgency in Mary Barton leads toward the broad human comedy and sorrow of Wives and Daughters. Formal daring appears in A Dark Night’s Work, where ethical suspense thins the air; in The Old Nurse’s Story and The Grey Woman, which cultivate a resonant Gothic; in Round the Sofa and Cousin Phillis, where intimacy refracts wider transformations. Essays such as The Last Generation in England, Cumberland Sheep-Shearers, and Traits and Stories of The Hugenots extend the compass to history and ritual, while Ruth maintains imaginative pressure on compassion and judgment.
Unlike encountering single titles in isolation, this gathering aligns biography, fiction, shorter prose, and poems to illuminate recurring questions from multiple vantage points. The Life of Charlotte Brontë converses with novels about vocation and endurance; Mrs. Gaskell and Knutsford anchors attention to locality. Brief interventions such as Shams and A Fear for the Future sharpen the angle of critique beside longer narratives. Arranged together, these works allow patterns of care, conflict, and reconciliation to surface and recede across modes, encouraging readers to notice correspondences that remain less visible when the works are approached separately rather than as a continuous field.
Thematic & Aesthetic Interplay
The texts repeatedly speak through echoes of shelter and exposure. In Cranford, rituals of visiting and small economies of kindness discover strength in interdependence, a dynamic recalled by The Last Generation in England. Ruth and The Old Nurse’s Story frame caregiving as an ethical discipline tested by secrecy and rumor. Round the Sofa literalizes communal narration, letting stories measure trust. A Dark Night’s Work and The Grey Woman stage concealment, confession, and the costs of silence. Throughout, moral choice turns on whether households and communities can shoulder responsibility for the vulnerable without hardening into surveillance, exclusion, or sentimental self-congratulation.
Contrasting tones heighten this dialogue. The poised, humane irony of Cranford offsets the stern argumentation that animates North and South. The tidal melancholy of Sylvia’s Lovers meets the quiet inwardness of Cousin Phillis; each employs landscape—coastline or field—as a register of feeling and fate. Shorter sequences, including Lizzie Leigh and Other Tales and Right at Last and Other Tales, compress decision and consequence into revealing scenes. Across forms, recurring symbols—thresholds, doorways, letters, workshops, mills, storms, and shadows—mark the passage between knowledge and unknowing, labor and rest. These motifs enable a subtle counterpoint of comfort, risk, endurance, and change.
The outward-looking pieces extend the pattern. French Life and An Italian Institution reflect on manners, authority, and work, refracting domestic questions through civic cross-sections. Modern Greek Songs and The Scholar’s Story attend to voice, education, and memory, making lyric and narrative partners in moral perception. Traits and Stories of The Hugenots recalls dissent and steadfastness, while Cumberland Sheep-Shearers studies labor as communal ritual. Sketches Among the Poor and Bran distill sympathy and observation into brief, resonant measures. Read together, these works underscore Gaskell’s interest in how character hardens or softens under pressure, and how cultures perform belonging through speech and custom.
The biographical writings deepen the interplay. The Life of Charlotte Brontë meditates on vocation, friendship, grief, and literary courage, themes that refract across Mary Barton, Cranford, and Wives and Daughters. George A. Payne’s Mrs. Gaskell and Knutsford emphasizes the significance of place, clarifying how neighborhood networks shape narrative ethics. That biographical presence becomes a mirror, testing the fictions’ portrayals of mentorship, hospitality, and communal judgment. Beside sensation and ghostly narratives, these reflective portraits widen the spectrum from the intimate to the civic, inviting a conversation about memory, accountability, and the social conditions under which art is made.
Enduring Impact & Critical Reception
The collection remains vital because it centers questions that still organize public life: labor and dignity, gender and care, migration and belonging, belief and doubt. Gaskell’s blend of social scrutiny with narrative warmth keeps Mary Barton and North and South central to discussions of the industrial novel, while Cranford models a patient ethics of attention. Readers and critics value the humane steadiness and humor that temper severity without denying conflict. That balance sustains the books’ capacity to travel across eras, finding new interlocutors in communities reckoning with inequality, cultural change, and the demands of everyday solidarity.
Among the most noted milestones is The Life of Charlotte Brontë, which helped shape public understanding of an author and prompted enduring debate about privacy, testimony, and literary community. More broadly, Gaskell’s fiction and shorter prose have been recognized as pivotal to accounts of regional writing, domestic realism, and the social novel, while her Gothic tales remain touchstones in discussions of the nineteenth-century ghost story. By placing these modes together, the collection supports scholarship attentive to narrative form and ethical inquiry, enabling comparative readings that track how description, dialogue, suspense, and lyric pressure reorient attention toward overlooked lives and labors.
The afterlives are wide. Novels and stories from this gathering have reached new audiences through adaptations for stage, screen, and audio, while classrooms continue to cite them in work on history, literature, gender, and culture. The ghostly narratives echo in later supernatural writing; the social novels inform debates about industrial heritage and community welfare. Travel and cultural sketches contribute to conversations about cosmopolitanism and local character. The Last Generation in England often frames discussions of memory and continuity. That broad uptake confirms a body of work whose moral poise and narrative resourcefulness continue to invite creative response.
Today, the collection’s most durable gift is its integrated vision of care, justice, and imagination. Gaskell’s art treats form as attention: the scale of a novel, the compression of a tale, the cadence of a poem, each calibrated to the human pressures at hand. Gathered with Payne’s portrait and Gaskell’s own biographical study, the corpus is bracketed by meditations on memory and place, sharpening the sense of responsibility that animates the fiction. Such breadth makes these works fertile for renewed conversation across disciplines and communities, sustaining inquiry into how stories articulate shared life without simplifying its contested textures.
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    Socio-Political Landscape
The collection unfolds amid the convulsions of nineteenth‑century Britain, when industrial capitalism reconfigured work, family, and civic life. Mary Barton and North and South are grounded in manufacturing districts where mills, smoke, and wage dependency redefine the social contract. Municipal authority, voluntary charities, and nascent labor organizations contend over who bears responsibility for hunger and housing. Parliamentary reforms and the widening franchise alter the tone of debate, yet factory floors still dictate the tempo of life. Against this backdrop, narrative attention to food prices, accidents, funerals, and strikes records a polity learning, painfully, how to represent and govern an urban industrial majority.
The novels stage negotiations between “masters and men” at moments when collective action and employer paternalism collide. In Mary Barton, the pressure of cyclical unemployment and the stigmas attached to relief expose a cracked welfare patchwork. North and South situates town meetings, arbitration schemes, and strike committees alongside the quiet power of drawing rooms where settlements are rehearsed. The fiction observes the rhetoric of mutual improvement societies and the moral calculus of wage offers, underscoring how economic theory meets kitchen‑table arithmetic. The Poor Law hovers as a bureaucratic presence; food clubs, co‑operatives, and reading rooms become counter‑institutions within a contested civil society.
Questions of respectability, sexual reputation, and legal accountability shape narratives like Ruth, A Dark Night’s Work, and Right at Last and Other Tales. The law’s unequal grasp—its presumptions about property, testimony, and character—structures outcomes for women, servants, and clerks. Ruth probes the policing of female virtue by employers, congregations, and neighbors, showing how private choices are tried in public forums. A Dark Night’s Work scrutinizes the gray border between moral failure and criminal culpability, where professional status can protect or imperil. These stories track the circulation of gossip, inquests, and petitions, revealing law as lived experience rather than abstract code.
Cranford, The Moorland Cottage, and Cumberland Sheep‑Shearers preserve pre‑industrial cadences while registering the encroachment of markets and rails. The small‑town economies—built on craft, seasonal fairs, and careful thrift—operate through female‑headed households guarding ritual and rank. Letters, parcels, and visiting schedules become civic infrastructure, replacing formal policing with mutual observation. When change arrives, it often takes the form of new conveyances and commodities, challenging long‑standing habits of exchange. These works record the politics of localism: church collections, benevolent subscriptions, and parish relief deployed as instruments of both compassion and control, even as national policy and metropolitan tastes seep into village drawing rooms.
Sylvia’s Lovers brings maritime economies and wartime bureaucracy to the fore, charting the press‑gang’s reach into a coastal community where whaling profits and national defense collide. The story registers the uneven burdens of imperial conflict, borne by sailors’ families through absence, rumor, and debt. Traits and Stories of The Hugenots expands the view to religious persecution and migration, inviting parallels with dissenting traditions at home. The Grey Woman and Other Tales—though fictional and often Continental—echo anxieties about passport regimes, clandestine societies, and border violence. These pieces connect domestic moral choices to geopolitical weather, insisting that distant decrees alter hearthside fates.
Urban improvement, philanthropy, and sanitary reform animate essays and tales that probe the ethics of intervention. Shams dissects the spectacle of benevolence—the subscription list, the gala, the report—contrasted with stubborn structural want. A Fear for the Future distills a mood of economic precarity felt by clerks, seamstresses, and artisans as credit culture expands. Round the Sofa frames conversation itself as a social technology, where storytelling circulates experience across class and age. Together with Lizzie Leigh and Other Tales, these works weigh the limits of almsgiving, the pedagogy of sympathy, and the potential for neighborhood institutions to temper the market’s harshest winds.
The international essays—Modern Greek Songs, French Life, and An Italian Institution—observe civic habits abroad, from festivals and policing to household economies, as comparative mirrors for British practice. The Last Generation in England turns the optic homeward, memorializing pre‑railway rhythms to measure the scale of change. The Life of Charlotte Brontë, while biographical, chronicles the hazards of print culture: privacy norms, libel anxieties, and the power of periodical publicity to fix reputations. Across the collection, religious toleration, dissenting education, and provincial autonomy emerge as enduring political questions, linking village chapels to European upheavals and reminding readers that governance is always local and transnational at once.
Intellectual & Aesthetic Currents
The anthology showcases a realist method that binds social inquiry to domestic detail. In Cranford, decorum, teacups, and small economies supply a grammar for reading power, while Mary Barton and North and South scale this method to factory districts. Round the Sofa and Cousin Phillis and Other Tales exemplify the framing conversation and the tale‑cycle, modes shaped by periodical publication and shared parlor culture. Narrative attention to letters, ledgers, and household routines models an evidentiary aesthetics, where observation, anecdote, and remembered speech serve as proofs. The result is an ethics of noticing, committed to the dignity of ordinary transactions and to the narrative weight of habitual time.
A Gothic and sensation inflection threads through The Grey Woman and Other Tales, The Old Nurse’s Story and Other Tales, and A Dark Night’s Work, where secrets, locked spaces, and belated revelations test the consolations of domestic realism. Continental settings and folktale motifs open vistas for exploring coercion, inheritance, and social disguise. These tales mobilize the uncanny to expose structures—patriarchal authority, clandestine violence—that polite conversation only hints at. Rather than abandon realism, they pressure it, staging moments when credibility depends on whisper, manuscript, and rumor. The genre experiment widens the repertoire of feeling available to the social novel and amplifies moral stakes.
Religious reflection—especially dissenting habits of rational devotion and charitable practice—pervades Ruth, Mary Barton, and the shorter moral tales, where conscience is tested against community judgement. Traits and Stories of The Hugenots rehearses collective memory as ethical inheritance, fusing narrative with liturgical cadence. The poetry—Sketches Among the Poor, Bran, and The Scholar’s Story—draws on ballad measures and devotional address to dignify marginal lives, blending reportage with hymn‑like simplicity. Modern Greek Songs adapts and translates with a philhellenic ear, preserving lament and patriotic tone while mediating them for English readers. Across forms, moral imagination is crafted through rhythm, anecdote, and compassionate scrutiny.
Attentiveness to science and observational method informs Wives and Daughters and The Last Generation in England, where collecting specimens, keeping commonplace books, and describing habitats signal a culture of inquiry. The gentleman‑naturalist and the physician emerge not as exotic figures but neighbors whose routines reshape local knowledge. Cumberland Sheep‑Shearers and rural sketches practice a kind of vernacular ethnography: cataloging tools, tasks, and talk to preserve a world at risk of vanishing. Such habits of description align narrative with fieldwork, turning fiction and essay into notebooks of social and natural history, and making accuracy a literary as well as a scientific virtue.
The collection also maps authorship as women’s work negotiated within market conventions. The Life of Charlotte Brontë becomes a meditation on vocation, editorial responsibility, and the perilous intimacy of biography. French Life and An Italian Institution extend the repertoire to travel discourse, while Shams refines the satirical essay as an instrument against cant. Formal hybridity—a conversation frame here, a legal case there, then a pastoral vignette—reflects a pragmatic aesthetics shaped by serial publication and the mixed company of family readers. Together, these currents yield a humane realism elastic enough to accommodate elegy, exposé, witness, and fable without forfeiting credibility.
Legacy & Reassessment Across Time
Initial readers met the social novels as timely interventions, praising their sympathy and narrative tact while debating their fairness to employers and institutions. Mary Barton was read as a city’s self‑portrait, North and South as a tempering mirror held up to both mill‑owner and operative. Critics weighed whether the fictions soothed conflict with sentiment or furnished a grammar for negotiation. Over time, the novels’ documentary value—street maps of workrooms, courts, kitchens—secured their place in syllabi. The illustrated format, by later editors, has often emphasized that documentary function, inviting readers to see textile, brickwork, and gesture as historical evidence.
Cranford’s afterlives trace a pendulum between nostalgia and critique. Stage and screen adaptations have tended to accent gentility, yet modern scholarship often stresses its economies of care, its improvisational female governance, and its satire of exclusionary propriety. Read alongside The Moorland Cottage and The Last Generation in England, the book became an archive of small‑town resilience useful to readers seeking alternatives to centralized authority. During wartime and post‑war austerity, its minimalism seemed exemplary rather than quaint. More recent readings emphasize disability, widowhood, and mutual aid, renewing interest in how domestic habit can be a technology of survival.
Sylvia’s Lovers and A Dark Night’s Work have drawn renewed attention from historians of maritime labor and legal culture, who find in them granular portrayals of recruitment, rumor, and the thresholds of culpability. The Grey Woman and Other Tales, long classed as peripheral, has gained status within Gothic studies for its exploration of coercive secrecy and transnational flight. This reevaluation has reframed the supposed divide between “problem novel” and “romance,” suggesting a single project testing how narratives carry knowledge across class, gender, and border. As editorial projects recover magazine contexts, these works appear less anomalous and more integral to the oeuvre.
The Life of Charlotte Brontë has been repeatedly reconsidered as both devotion and intervention. Subsequent editions annotate names, soften judgments, or document excisions, making the book a case study in the ethics of literary biography. Legal anxieties that once constrained its circulation later fueled debates about consent, privacy, and the archive. Yet its patient reconstruction of a writer’s labor—schoolrooms, manuscripts, and familial obligations—continues to anchor scholarship. Read within this collection, the biography dialogues with Wives and Daughters and the stories of vocation, forming a triptych on how women organize ambition within domestic duty and public curiosity.
Local and transnational commemorations have further shaped reception. Mrs. Gaskell and Knutsfordby George A. Payne locates the oeuvre within a geography of lanes, parlors, and chapels, consolidating civic memory and heritage tourism. Essays like French Life and An Italian Institution travel outward, sustaining a cosmopolitan readership that finds in provincial scenes a method for reading any locality. Digital archives and global classrooms broaden access to the short tales—Lizzie Leigh and Other Tales, Right at Last and Other Tales—encouraging thematic teaching across forms. Illustrated editions underscore the material culture of the texts, guiding contemporary eyes to textiles, tools, and gestures as interpretive keys.
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    Introduction
A concise orientation to Gaskell’s range, this piece frames her as a writer who unites social observation with intimate domestic insight. It situates the collection’s sweep—from industrial novels to ghostly tales and biography—around recurring questions of conscience, community, and change.
Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell
A brief portrait of the author’s life and aims, highlighting her attention to class, faith, and women’s experiences. It emphasizes the quiet boldness of her method: humane realism tempered by humor, moral inquiry, and a feel for place.
Novels
Across the novels, Gaskell balances industrial conflict with domestic nuance, tracing how work, gender, belief, and class shape everyday choices. The books range from provincial comedy and tender coming-of-age to tragic romance and social problem fiction, often testing the limits of sympathy and reform.
Mary Barton
Set in an industrial city, this story follows a working family caught between poverty and the power of the mills. A violent crime intensifies labor-capital tensions, and the narrative probes love, loyalty, and the human cost of inequality with reformist compassion.
The Moorland Cottage
A short rural tale of a sister and brother whose fortunes turn on character and temptation. Its moorland setting and moral clarity create a tender study of steadfastness, error, and quiet redemption.
Cranford
An affectionate portrait of a small town dominated by resourceful gentlewomen, told in linked episodes of comedy and restraint. Beneath the charm lies a subtle meditation on economy, dignity, and the invisible labors of community.
Ruth
The life of a vulnerable young woman tests the boundaries of charity and social judgment. Gaskell’s sympathetic lens examines stigma, repentance, and the possibility of moral renewal without sensationalism.
North and South
A young woman’s move from a southern parish to a northern mill town draws her into conflicts between workers and masters. The novel stages a rich dialogue of pride, principle, and mutual recognition, blending romance with industrial realism.
Sylvia's Lovers
In a whaling community, a love triangle unfolds against the hazards of the sea and the pressures of wartime. Misunderstandings and absence exact a heavy emotional toll, yielding a tragic, sea-swept meditation on fidelity and remorse.
Wives and Daughters
A provincial coming-of-age tale centers on a doctor’s daughter negotiating a new stepfamily, social expectations, and the stirrings of adult feeling. Observation of manners and science alike grounds a warm, incisive exploration of growth, affection, and class.
A Dark Night’s Work
A single desperate act casts a long shadow over several lives, binding characters together in secrecy and dread. The story’s quiet suspense becomes a study of guilt, social appearance, and the corrosive power of concealment.
Short Stories & Novellas
These pieces range from fireside realism to Gothic unease, often using frames, confidences, and village voices to turn private memory into communal narrative. Across them, Gaskell tests conscience and compassion at the borders of the everyday and the uncanny.
Round the Sofa
A convivial frame gathers friends whose tales move between domestic pathos and eerie suggestion. The collection underscores storytelling as social glue, letting grief, humor, and mystery speak in turn.
Cousin Phillis and Other Tales
Pastoral life meets the new world of engineers and railways in a delicate study of awakening seen by an earnest observer. The accompanying tales share a restrained lyricism, tracing how change touches quiet hearts and villages.
The Grey Woman and Other Tales
Gothic flight, disguise, and pursuit place women in peril amid shadowed landscapes at home and abroad. Suspense and folklore infuse moral questions about trust, identity, and survival.
Lizzie Leigh and Other Tales
A family’s search and the hope for reconciliation anchor stories about forgiveness and social judgment. The collection returns to Gaskell’s signature concern with mercy over stigma and the slow work of healing.
Right at Last and Other Tales
These narratives turn on ethical choices—truth versus appearance, courage versus convenience. They favor quiet moral victories, suggesting that integrity, though costly, restores both self and community.
The Old Nurse's Story and Other Tales
A classic ghost story frames the past’s claim on the present through an old house, an old wrong, and a child’s peril. Other pieces blend the supernatural with memory and remorse, using chills to heighten moral insight.
Other Stories
A miscellany of village sketches, holiday pieces, character portraits, and industrial glimpses showcases Gaskell’s flexible voice. Whether comic or grave, the tales return to shared burdens, neighborly bonds, and the shadows that test them.
Poetry
Gaskell’s verse is occasional, humane, and observant, compressing themes of poverty, memory, and learning into spare narratives and portraits. Its tone favors sympathy over display, letting small lives speak with clarity.
Sketches Among the Poor
Vignettes of hardship and endurance spotlight the overlooked rhythms of working lives. The piece asks readers to see dignity where society sees only need.
Bran
A reflective piece that contemplates loyalty and companionship through a humble, everyday presence. It balances tenderness with an awareness of loss.
The Scholar’s Story
A narrative of learning and conscience that weighs knowledge against kindness. Its measured voice turns study into a moral as well as an intellectual journey.
Other Works
Essays, sketches, and cultural studies extend Gaskell’s realism beyond fiction, blending travel, history, and social critique. Together they reveal a temperament curious about customs at home and abroad and alert to pretense, faith, and reform.
The Life of Charlotte Brontë
A full portrait of a fellow novelist, attentive to family bonds, creative labor, and the stark moorland environment that shaped a writer. The biography balances reverence with candor, situating literary work within loss, duty, and vocation.
The Last Generation in England
A backward glance at provincial life before sweeping change, preserving manners, speech, and small rites of everyday order. The essay contrasts past textures of community with the present’s accelerated pace.
Cumberland Sheep-Shearers
A descriptive account of rural labor and festivity that honors skill, season, and social ritual. It offers a close-up of work as culture, not merely necessity.
Traits and Stories of The Hugenots
Historical sketches record the trials and steadfastness of a refugee people and their descendants. The focus falls on faith, craft, and the building of new homes within tolerant communities.
Modern Greek Songs
Versions of Greek lyrics that convey national feeling, romance, and lament in a lucid English voice. They value melody and mood over ornament, bridging cultures through sentiment and story.
French Life
Observations of domestic habits and civic rhythms in France, filtered through an English sensibility. Differences in etiquette and outlook become opportunities for wit and sympathy.
An Italian Institution
A sketch of a distinctive social or civic practice encountered abroad, seen with curiosity and care. It treats custom as a window onto national character and everyday ethics.
Shams
A pointed critique of social pretense that urges substance over show. The piece favors sincerity, measuring status by service rather than spectacle.
A Fear for the Future
A reflective consideration of looming social problems and the anxieties they breed. It counsels practical compassion and steadiness in the face of change.
Biography
Biographical materials complement the literary works by situating Gaskell in real places and relationships. They illuminate how landscapes, communities, and friendships leave their traces on fiction and non-fiction alike.
Mrs. Gaskell and Knutsfordby George A. Payne
An external portrait links the author to the town that inspired Cranford’s setting and spirit. Through local detail and reminiscence, it shows how place, neighbors, and memory shape an artist’s imagination.
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GASKELL, ELIZABETH CLEGHORN (1810–1865), English novelist and biographer, was born on the 29th of September 1810 in Lindsay Row, Chelsea, London, since destroyed to make way for Cheyne Walk. Her father, William Stevenson (1772–1829), came from Berwick-on-Tweed, and had been successively Unitarian minister, farmer, boarding-house keeper for students at Edinburgh, editor of the Scots Magazine, and contributor to the Edinburgh Review, before he received the post of Keeper of the Records to the Treasury, which he held until his death. His first wife, Elizabeth Holland, was Mrs Gaskell's mother. She was a Holland of Sandiebridge, Knutsford, Cheshire, in which county the family name had long been and is still of great account. Mrs Stevenson died a month after her daughter was born, and the babe was carried into Cheshire to Knutsford to be adopted by her aunt, Mrs Lumb. Thus her childhood was spent in the pleasant environment that she has idealized in Cranford. At fifteen years of age she went to a boarding-school at Stratford-on-Avon, kept by Miss Byerley, where she.remained until her seventeenth year. Then came occasional visits to London to see her father and his second wife, and after her father's death in 1829 to her uncle, Swinton Holland. Two winters seem to have been spent in Newcastle-on-Tyne in the family of William Turner, a Unitarian minister, and a third in Edinburgh. On the 30th of August 1832 she was married in the parish church of Knutsford to William Gaskeil, minister of the Unitarian chapel in Cross Street, Manchester, and the author of many treatises and sermons in support of his own religious denomination. Mr Gaskell held the chair of English history and literature in Manchester New College.

Henceforth Mrs Gaskell's life belonged to Manchester. She and her husband lived first in Dover Street, then in Rumford Street, and finally in 1850 at 84 Plymouth Grove. Her literary life began with poetry, She and her husband aspired to emulate George Crabbe and write the annals of the Manchester poor, One poetic "Sketch," which appeared in Blackwood's Magazine for January 1837, seems to have been the only outcome of' this ambition. Henceforth, while in perfect union in all else, husband and wife were to go their separate literary ways, Mrs Gaskell to become a successful novelist, whose books were to live side by side with those of greater masters, Mr Gaskell to be a distinguished Unitarian divine, whose sermons, lectures and hymns are now all but forgotten. In her earlier married life Mrs Gaskell was mainly occupied with domestic duties--she had seven children--and philanthropic work among the poor. Her first published prose effort was probably a letter that she addressed to William Howitt on hearing that he contemplated a volume entitled Visits to Remarkable Places. She then told the legend of Clopton Hall, Warwickshire, as she had heard it in schooldays, and Howitt incorporated the letter in that book, which was published in 1840. Serious authorship, however, does not seem to have been commenced until four or five years later. In 1844 Mr and Mrs Gaskell visited North Wales, where their only son "Willie" died of scarlet fever at the age of ten months, and it was, it is said, to distract Mrs Gaskell from her sorrow that her husband suggested a long work of fiction, and Mary Barton was begun. There were earlier short .stories in Howitt's Journal, where "Libbie Marsh's Three Eras" and "The Sexton's Hero" appeared in 1847. But it was Mary Barton: A Tale of Manchester Life that laid the foundation of Mrs Gaskell's literary career. It was completed in 1847 and offered to a publisher who returned it unread. It was then sent to Chapman & Hall, who retained the manuscript for a year without reading it or communicating with the author. A reminder, however, led to its being sought for, considered and accepted, the publishers agreeing to pay the author £100 for the copyright. It was published anonymously in two volumes in 1848. This story had a wide popularity, and its author secured first the praise and then the friendship of Carlyle, Landor and Dickens. Dickens indeed asked her in o to become a Contributor to his new magazine Household Words, and here the whole of Cranford appeared at intervals from December 1851 to May 1853, exclusive of One sketch, reprinted in the "World's Classics" edition (1907), that was published in All the Year Round for November 1863. Earlier than this, indeed, for the very first number of Household Words she had written "Lizzie Leigh." Mrs Gaskell's second book,however, was The Moorland Cottage, a dainty little volume that appeared at Christmas 1850 with illustrations by Birket Foster. In the Christmas number of Household Words for 1853 appeared "The Squire's Story," reprinted in Lizzie Leigh and other Tales in I865. In 1853 appeared another long novel, Ruth, and the incomparable Cranford. This last--now the most popular of her books--is an idyll of village life, largely inspired by girlish memories of Knutsford and its people. In Ruth, which first appeared in three volumes, Mrs Gaskell turned to a delicate treatment of a girl's betrayal and her subsequent rescue. Once more we are introduced to Knutsford, thinly disguised, and to the little Unitarian chapel in that town where the author had worshipped in early years. In 1855 North and South was published. It had previously appeared.serially in Household Words. Then came--in 1857-- the Life of Charlotte Bronte, in two volumes. Miss Bronte, who had enjoyed the friendship of Mrs Gaskell and had exchanged visits, died in March 1855. Two years earlier she had begged her publishers to postpone the issue of her own novel Villette in order that her friend's Ruth should not suffer. This biography, by its vivid presentation of the sad; melancholy and indeed tragic story of the three Bronte sisters, greatly widened the interest in their writings and gave its author a considerable place among English biographers. But much matter was contained in the first and second editions that was withdrawn from the third. Certain statements made by the writer as to the school of Charlotte Bronte's infancy, an identification of the "Lowood" of Jane Eyre with the existing school, and the acceptance of the story of Bramwell Bronte's ruin having been caused by the woman in whose house he had lived as tutor, brought threats of libel actions. Apologies were published, and the third edition of the book was modified, as Mrs Gaskell declares, by "another hand." The book in any case remains one of the best biographies in the language. An introduction by Mrs Gaskell to the then popular novel, Mabel Vaughan, was also included in her work of this year 1857, but no further book was published by her until 1859, when, under the title of Round the Sofa, she collected many of her contributions to periodical literature. Round the Sofa appeared in two volumes, the first containing only "My Lady Ludlow," the second five short stories. These stories reappeared the same year in one volume as My Lady Ludlow and other Tales. In the next year 1860 appeared yet another volume of short stories, entitled Right at Last and other Tales. The title story had appeared two years earlier in Household Words as" The Sin of a Father." In 1862 Mrs Gaskell wrote a preface to a little book by Colonel Vecchi, translated from the Italian--Garibaldi and Caprera, and in 1863 she published her last long novel, Sylvia's Lovers, dedicated "to My dear Husband by her who best knows his Value." After this we have--in 1863--a one-volume story, A Dark Night's Work, and in the same year Cousin Phyllis and other Tales appeared. Reprinted short stories from All the Year Round, Cornhill Magazine, and other publications, tend to lengthen the number of books published by Mrs Gaskell during her lifetime. The Grey Woman and other Tales appeared in 1865.
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  Three years ago I became anxious (from circumstances that need not be more fully alluded to) to employ myself in writing a work of fiction. Living in Manchester, but with a deep relish and fond admiration for the country, my first thought was to find a frame-work for my story in some rural scene; and I had already made a little progress in a tale, the period of which was more than a century ago, and the place on the borders of Yorkshire, when I bethought me how deep might be the romance in the lives of some of those who elbowed me daily in the busy streets of the town in which I resided. I had always felt a deep sympathy with the care-worn men, who looked as if doomed to struggle through their lives in strange alternations between work and want; tossed to and fro by circumstances, apparently in even a greater degree than other men. A little manifestation of this sympathy, and a little attention to the expression of feelings on the part of some of the work-people with whom I was acquainted, had laid open to me the hearts of one or two of the more thoughtful among them; I saw that they were sore and irritable against the rich, the even tenor of whose seemingly happy lives appeared to increase the anguish caused by the lottery-like nature of their own. Whether the bitter complaints made by them, of the neglect which they experienced from the prosperous—especially from the masters whose fortunes they had helped to build up—were well-founded or no, it is not for me to judge. It is enough to say, that this belief of the injustice and unkindness which they endure from their fellow-creatures, taints what might be resignation to God's will, and turns it to revenge in too many of the poor uneducated factory-workers of Manchester.


  The more I reflected on this unhappy state of things between those so bound to each other by common interests, as the employers and the employed must ever be, the more anxious I became to give some utterance to the agony which, from time to time, convulses this dumb people; the agony of suffering without the sympathy of the happy, or of erroneously believing that such is the case. If it be an error, that the woes, which come with ever-returning tide-like flood to overwhelm the workmen in our manufacturing towns, pass unregarded by all but the sufferers, it is at any rate an error so bitter in its consequences to all parties, that whatever public effort can do in the way of legislation, or private effort in the way of merciful deeds, or helpless love in the way of "widow's mites," should be done, and that speedily, to disabuse the work-people of so miserable a misapprehension. At present they seem to me to be left in a state, wherein lamentations and tears are thrown aside as useless, but in which the lips are compressed for curses, and the hands clenched and ready to smite.


  I know nothing of Political Economy, or the theories of trade. I have tried to write truthfully; and if my accounts agree or clash with any system, the agreement or disagreement is unintentional.


  To myself the idea which I have formed of the state of feeling among too many of the factory-people in Manchester, and which I endeavoured to represent in this tale (completed above a year ago), has received some confirmation from the events which have so recently occurred among a similar class on the Continent.


  OCTOBER, 1848.
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    Oh! 'tis hard, 'tis hard to be working

    The whole of the live-long day,

    When all the neighbours about one

    Are off to their jaunts and play.

    

    There's Richard he carries his baby,

    And Mary takes little Jane,

    And lovingly they'll be wandering

    Through field and briery lane.


    Manchester Song.

  


  There are some fields near Manchester, well known to the inhabitants as "Green Heys Fields," through which runs a public footpath to a little village about two miles distant. In spite of these fields being flat and low, nay, in spite of the want of wood (the great and usual recommendation of level tracts of land), there is a charm about them which strikes even the inhabitant of a mountainous district, who sees and feels the effect of contrast in these common-place but thoroughly rural fields, with the busy, bustling manufacturing town he left but half-an-hour ago. Here and there an old black and white farm-house, with its rambling outbuildings, speaks of other times and other occupations than those which now absorb the population of the neighbourhood. Here in their seasons may be seen the country business of hay-making, ploughing, &c., which are such pleasant mysteries for townspeople to watch; and here the artisan, deafened with noise of tongues and engines, may come to listen awhile to the delicious sounds of rural life: the lowing of cattle, the milk-maids' call, the clatter and cackle of poultry in the old farm-yards. You cannot wonder, then, that these fields are popular places of resort at every holiday time; and you would not wonder, if you could see, or I properly describe, the charm of one particular stile, that it should be, on such occasions, a crowded halting-place. Close by it is a deep, clear pond, reflecting in its dark green depths the shadowy trees that bend over it to exclude the sun. The only place where its banks are shelving is on the side next to a rambling farm-yard, belonging to one of those old-world, gabled, black and white houses I named above, overlooking the field through which the public footpath leads. The porch of this farm-house is covered by a rose-tree; and the little garden surrounding it is crowded with a medley of old-fashioned herbs and flowers, planted long ago, when the garden was the only druggist's shop within reach, and allowed to grow in scrambling and wild luxuriance—roses, lavender, sage, balm (for tea), rosemary, pinks and wallflowers, onions and jessamine, in most republican and indiscriminate order. This farm-house and garden are within a hundred yards of the stile of which I spoke, leading from the large pasture field into a smaller one, divided by a hedge of hawthorn and black-thorn; and near this stile, on the further side, there runs a tale that primroses may often be found, and occasionally the blue sweet violet on the grassy hedge bank.


  I do not know whether it was on a holiday granted by the masters, or a holiday seized in right of Nature and her beautiful spring time by the workmen, but one afternoon (now ten or a dozen years ago) these fields were much thronged. It was an early May evening—the April of the poets; for heavy showers had fallen all the morning, and the round, soft, white clouds which were blown by a west wind over the dark blue sky, were sometimes varied by one blacker and more threatening. The softness of the day tempted forth the young green leaves, which almost visibly fluttered into life; and the willows, which that morning had had only a brown reflection in the water below, were now of that tender gray-green which blends so delicately with the spring harmony of colours.


  Groups of merry and somewhat loud-talking girls, whose ages might range from twelve to twenty, came by with a buoyant step. They were most of them factory girls, and wore the usual out-of-doors dress of that particular class of maidens; namely, a shawl, which at mid-day or in fine weather was allowed to be merely a shawl, but towards evening, or if the day were chilly, became a sort of Spanish mantilla or Scotch plaid, and was brought over the head and hung loosely down, or was pinned under the chin in no unpicturesque fashion.


  Their faces were not remarkable for beauty; indeed, they were below the average, with one or two exceptions; they had dark hair, neatly and classically arranged, dark eyes, but sallow complexions and irregular features. The only thing to strike a passer-by was an acuteness and intelligence of countenance, which has often been noticed in a manufacturing population.


  There were also numbers of boys, or rather young men, rambling among these fields, ready to bandy jokes with any one, and particularly ready to enter into conversation with the girls, who, however, held themselves aloof, not in a shy, but rather in an independent way, assuming an indifferent manner to the noisy wit or obstreperous compliments of the lads. Here and there came a sober quiet couple, either whispering lovers, or husband and wife, as the case might be; and if the latter, they were seldom unencumbered by an infant, carried for the most part by the father, while occasionally even three or four little toddlers had been carried or dragged thus far, in order that the whole family might enjoy the delicious May afternoon together.


  Sometime in the course of that afternoon, two working men met with friendly greeting at the stile so often named. One was a thorough specimen of a Manchester man; born of factory workers, and himself bred up in youth, and living in manhood, among the mills. He was below the middle size and slightly made; there was almost a stunted look about him; and his wan, colourless face gave you the idea, that in his childhood he had suffered from the scanty living consequent upon bad times and improvident habits. His features were strongly marked, though not irregular, and their expression was extreme earnestness; resolute either for good or evil; a sort of latent, stern enthusiasm. At the time of which I write, the good predominated over the bad in the countenance, and he was one from whom a stranger would have asked a favour with tolerable faith that it would be granted. He was accompanied by his wife, who might, without exaggeration, have been called a lovely woman, although now her face was swollen with crying, and often hidden behind her apron. She had the fresh beauty of the agricultural districts; and somewhat of the deficiency of sense in her countenance, which is likewise characteristic of the rural inhabitants in comparison with the natives of the manufacturing towns. She was far advanced in pregnancy, which perhaps occasioned the overpowering and hysterical nature of her grief. The friend whom they met was more handsome and less sensible-looking than the man I have just described; he seemed hearty and hopeful, and although his age was greater, yet there was far more of youth's buoyancy in his appearance. He was tenderly carrying a baby in arms, while his wife, a delicate, fragile-looking woman, limping in her gait, bore another of the same age; little, feeble twins, inheriting the frail appearance of their mother.


  The last-mentioned man was the first to speak, while a sudden look of sympathy dimmed his gladsome face. "Well, John, how goes it with you?" and, in a lower voice, he added, "Any news of Esther, yet?" Meanwhile the wives greeted each other like old friends, the soft and plaintive voice of the mother of the twins seeming to call forth only fresh sobs from Mrs. Barton.


  "Come, women," said John Barton, "you've both walked far enough. My Mary expects to have her bed in three weeks; and as for you, Mrs. Wilson, you know you're but a cranky sort of a body at the best of times." This was said so kindly, that no offence could be taken. "Sit you down here; the grass is well nigh dry by this time; and you're neither of you nesh1 folk about taking cold. Stay," he added, with some tenderness, "here's my pocket-handkerchief to spread under you, to save the gowns women always think so much of; and now, Mrs. Wilson, give me the baby, I may as well carry him, while you talk and comfort my wife; poor thing, she takes on sadly about Esther."


  These arrangements were soon completed: the two women sat down on the blue cotton handkerchiefs of their husbands, and the latter, each carrying a baby, set off for a further walk; but as soon as Barton had turned his back upon his wife, his countenance fell back into an expression of gloom.


  "Then you've heard nothing of Esther, poor lass?" asked Wilson.


  "No, nor shan't, as I take it. My mind is, she's gone off with somebody. My wife frets, and thinks she's drowned herself, but I tell her, folks don't care to put on their best clothes to drown themselves; and Mrs. Bradshaw (where she lodged, you know) says the last time she set eyes on her was last Tuesday, when she came down stairs, dressed in her Sunday gown, and with a new ribbon in her bonnet, and gloves on her hands, like the lady she was so fond of thinking herself."


  "She was as pretty a creature as ever the sun shone on."


  "Ay, she was a farrantly2 lass; more's the pity now," added Barton, with a sigh. "You see them Buckinghamshire people as comes to work in Manchester, has quite a different look with them to us Manchester folk. You'll not see among the Manchester wenches such fresh rosy cheeks, or such black lashes to gray eyes (making them look like black), as my wife and Esther had. I never seed two such pretty women for sisters; never. Not but what beauty is a sad snare. Here was Esther so puffed up, that there was no holding her in. Her spirit was always up, if I spoke ever so little in the way of advice to her; my wife spoiled her, it is true, for you see she was so much older than Esther she was more like a mother to her, doing every thing for her."


  "I wonder she ever left you," observed his friend.


  "That's the worst of factory work, for girls. They can earn so much when work is plenty, that they can maintain themselves any how. My Mary shall never work in a factory, that I'm determined on. You see Esther spent her money in dress, thinking to set off her pretty face; and got to come home so late at night, that at last I told her my mind: my missis thinks I spoke crossly, but I meant right, for I loved Esther, if it was only for Mary's sake. Says I, 'Esther, I see what you'll end at with your artificials, and your fly-away veils, and stopping out when honest women are in their beds; you'll be a street-walker, Esther, and then, don't you go to think I'll have you darken my door, though my wife is your sister.' So says she, 'Don't trouble yourself, John. I'll pack up and be off now, for I'll never stay to hear myself called as you call me.' She flushed up like a turkey-cock, and I thought fire would come out of her eyes; but when she saw Mary cry (for Mary can't abide words in a house), she went and kissed her, and said she was not so bad as I thought her. So we talked more friendly, for, as I said, I liked the lass well enough, and her pretty looks, and her cheery ways. But she said (and at the time I thought there was sense in what she said) we should be much better friends if she went into lodgings, and only came to see us now and then."


  "Then you still were friendly. Folks said you'd cast her off, and said you'd never speak to her again."


  "Folks always make one a deal worse than one is," said John Barton, testily. "She came many a time to our house after she left off living with us. Last Sunday se'nnight—no! it was this very last Sunday, she came to drink a cup of tea with Mary; and that was the last time we set eyes on her."


  "Was she any ways different in her manner?" asked Wilson.


  "Well, I don't know. I have thought several times since, that she was a bit quieter, and more womanly-like; more gentle, and more blushing, and not so riotous and noisy. She comes in, toward four o'clock, when afternoon church was loosing, and she goes and hangs her bonnet up on the old nail we used to call hers, while she lived with us. I remember thinking what a pretty lass she was, as she sat on a low stool by Mary, who was rocking herself, and in rather a poor way. She laughed and cried by turns, but all so softly and gently, like a child, that I couldn't find in my heart to scold her, especially as Mary was fretting already. One thing I do remember I did say, and pretty sharply too. She took our little Mary by the waist, and—"


  "Thou must leave off calling her 'little' Mary, she's growing up into as fine a lass as one can see on a summer's day; more of her mother's stock than thine," interrupted Wilson.


  "Well, well, I call her 'little,' because her mother's name is Mary. But, as I was saying, she takes Mary in a coaxing sort of way, and, 'Mary,' says she, 'what should you think if I sent for you some day and made a lady of you?' So I could not stand such talk as that to my girl, and I said, 'Thou'd best not put that nonsense i' the girl's head I can tell thee; I'd rather see her earning her bread by the sweat of her brow, as the Bible tells her she should do, ay, though she never got butter to her bread, than be like a do-nothing lady, worrying shopmen all morning, and screeching at her pianny all afternoon, and going to bed without having done a good turn to any one of God's creatures but herself.'"


  "Thou never could abide the gentlefolk," said Wilson, half amused at his friend's vehemence.


  "And what good have they ever done me that I should like them?" asked Barton, the latent fire lighting up his eye: and bursting forth, he continued, "If I am sick, do they come and nurse me? If my child lies dying (as poor Tom lay, with his white wan lips quivering, for want of better food than I could give him), does the rich man bring the wine or broth that might save his life? If I am out of work for weeks in the bad times, and winter comes, with black frost, and keen east wind, and there is no coal for the grate, and no clothes for the bed, and the thin bones are seen through the ragged clothes, does the rich man share his plenty with me, as he ought to do, if his religion wasn't a humbug? When I lie on my death-bed, and Mary (bless her) stands fretting, as I know she will fret," and here his voice faltered a little, "will a rich lady come and take her to her own home if need be, till she can look round, and see what best to do? No, I tell you, it's the poor, and the poor only, as does such things for the poor. Don't think to come over me with th' old tale, that the rich know nothing of the trials of the poor. I say, if they don't know, they ought to know. We're their slaves as long as we can work; we pile up their fortunes with the sweat of our brows; and yet we are to live as separate as if we were in two worlds; ay, as separate as Dives and Lazarus, with a great gulf betwixt us: but I know who was best off then," and he wound up his speech with a low chuckle that had no mirth in it.


  "Well, neighbour," said Wilson, "all that may be very true, but what I want to know now is about Esther—when did you last hear of her?"


  "Why, she took leave of us that Sunday night in a very loving way, kissing both wife Mary, and daughter Mary (if I must not call her little), and shaking hands with me; but all in a cheerful sort of manner, so we thought nothing about her kisses and shakes. But on Wednesday night comes Mrs. Bradshaw's son with Esther's box, and presently Mrs. Bradshaw follows with the key; and when we began to talk, we found Esther told her she was coming back to live with us, and would pay her week's money for not giving notice; and on Tuesday night she carried off a little bundle (her best clothes were on her back, as I said before), and told Mrs. Bradshaw not to hurry herself about the big box, but bring it when she had time. So of course she thought she should find Esther with us; and when she told her story, my missis set up such a screech, and fell down in a dead swoon. Mary ran up with water for her mother, and I thought so much about my wife, I did not seem to care at all for Esther. But the next day I asked all the neighbours (both our own and Bradshaw's), and they'd none of 'em heard or seen nothing of her. I even went to a policeman, a good enough sort of man, but a fellow I'd never spoke to before because of his livery, and I asks him if his 'cuteness could find any thing out for us. So I believe he asks other policemen; and one on 'em had seen a wench, like our Esther, walking very quickly, with a bundle under her arm, on Tuesday night, toward eight o'clock, and get into a hackney coach, near Hulme Church, and we don't know th' number, and can't trace it no further. I'm sorry enough for the girl, for bad's come over her, one way or another, but I'm sorrier for my wife. She loved her next to me and Mary, and she's never been the same body since poor Tom's death. However, let's go back to them; your old woman may have done her good."


  As they walked homewards with a brisker pace, Wilson expressed a wish that they still were the near neighbours they once had been.


  "Still our Alice lives in the cellar under No. 14, in Barber Street, and if you'd only speak the word she'd be with you in five minutes, to keep your wife company when she's lonesome. Though I'm Alice's brother, and perhaps ought not to say it, I will say there's none more ready to help with heart or hand than she is. Though she may have done a hard day's wash, there's not a child ill within the street but Alice goes to offer to sit up, and does sit up too, though may be she's to be at her work by six next morning."


  "She's a poor woman, and can feel for the poor, Wilson," was Barton's reply; and then he added, "Thank you kindly for your offer, and mayhap I may trouble her to be a bit with my wife, for while I'm at work, and Mary's at school, I know she frets above a bit. See, there's Mary!" and the father's eye brightened, as in the distance, among a group of girls, he spied his only daughter, a bonny lassie of thirteen or so, who came bounding along to meet and to greet her father, in a manner which showed that the stern-looking man had a tender nature within. The two men had crossed the last stile while Mary loitered behind to gather some buds of the coming hawthorn, when an over-grown lad came past her, and snatched a kiss, exclaiming, "For old acquaintance sake, Mary."


  "Take that for old acquaintance sake, then," said the girl, blushing rosy red, more with anger than shame, as she slapped his face. The tones of her voice called back her father and his friend, and the aggressor proved to be the eldest son of the latter, the senior by eighteen years of his little brothers.


  "Here, children, instead o' kissing and quarrelling, do ye each take a baby, for if Wilson's arms be like mine they are heartily tired."


  Mary sprang forward to take her father's charge, with a girl's fondness for infants, and with some little foresight of the event soon to happen at home; while young Wilson seemed to lose his rough, cubbish nature as he crowed and cooed to his little brother.


  "Twins is a great trial to a poor man, bless 'em," said the half-proud, half-weary father, as he bestowed a smacking kiss on the babe ere he parted with it.


  Chapter II.

  A Manchester Tea-party
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    Polly, put the kettle on,

    And let's have tea!

    Polly, put the kettle on,

    And we'll all have tea.

  


  "Here we are, wife; didst thou think thou'd lost us?" quoth hearty-voiced Wilson, as the two women rose and shook themselves in preparation for their homeward walk. Mrs. Barton was evidently soothed, if not cheered, by the unburdening of her fears and thoughts to her friend; and her approving look went far to second her husband's invitation that the whole party should adjourn from Green Heys Fields to tea, at the Bartons' house. The only faint opposition was raised by Mrs. Wilson, on account of the lateness of the hour at which they would probably return, which she feared on her babies' account.


  "Now, hold your tongue, missis, will you," said her husband, good-temperedly. "Don't you know them brats never goes to sleep till long past ten? and haven't you a shawl, under which you can tuck one lad's head, as safe as a bird's under its wing? And as for t'other one, I'll put it in my pocket rather than not stay, now we are this far away from Ancoats."


  "Or I can lend you another shawl," suggested Mrs. Barton.


  "Ay, any thing rather than not stay."


  The matter being decided, the party proceeded home, through many half-finished streets, all so like one another that you might have easily been bewildered and lost your way. Not a step, however, did our friends lose; down this entry, cutting off that corner, until they turned out of one of these innumerable streets into a little paved court, having the backs of houses at the end opposite to the opening, and a gutter running through the middle to carry off household slops, washing suds, &c. The women who lived in the court were busy taking in strings of caps, frocks, and various articles of linen, which hung from side to side, dangling so low, that if our friends had been a few minutes sooner, they would have had to stoop very much, or else the half-wet clothes would have flapped in their faces; but although the evening seemed yet early when they were in the open fields—among the pent-up houses, night, with its mists, and its darkness, had already begun to fall.


  Many greetings were given and exchanged between the Wilsons and these women, for not long ago they had also dwelt in this court.


  Two rude lads, standing at a disorderly looking house-door, exclaimed, as Mary Barton (the daughter) passed, "Eh, look! Polly Barton's gotten a sweetheart."


  Of course this referred to young Wilson, who stole a look to see how Mary took the idea. He saw her assume the air of a young fury, and to his next speech she answered not a word.


  Mrs. Barton produced the key of the door from her pocket; and on entering the house-place it seemed as if they were in total darkness, except one bright spot, which might be a cat's eye, or might be, what it was, a red-hot fire, smouldering under a large piece of coal, which John Barton immediately applied himself to break up, and the effect instantly produced was warm and glowing light in every corner of the room. To add to this (although the coarse yellow glare seemed lost in the ruddy glow from the fire), Mrs. Barton lighted a dip by sticking it in the fire, and having placed it satisfactorily in a tin candlestick, began to look further about her, on hospitable thoughts intent. The room was tolerably large, and possessed many conveniences. On the right of the door, as you entered, was a longish window, with a broad ledge. On each side of this, hung blue-and-white check curtains, which were now drawn, to shut in the friends met to enjoy themselves. Two geraniums, unpruned and leafy, which stood on the sill, formed a further defence from out-door pryers. In the corner between the window and the fire-side was a cupboard, apparently full of plates and dishes, cups and saucers, and some more nondescript articles, for which one would have fancied their possessors could find no use—such as triangular pieces of glass to save carving knives and forks from dirtying table-cloths. However, it was evident Mrs. Barton was proud of her crockery and glass, for she left her cupboard door open, with a glance round of satisfaction and pleasure. On the opposite side to the door and window was the staircase, and two doors; one of which (the nearest to the fire) led into a sort of little back kitchen, where dirty work, such as washing up dishes, might be done, and whose shelves served as larder, and pantry, and storeroom, and all. The other door, which was considerably lower, opened into the coal-hole—the slanting closet under the stairs; from which, to the fire-place, there was a gay-coloured piece of oil-cloth laid. The place seemed almost crammed with furniture (sure sign of good times among the mills). Beneath the window was a dresser with three deep drawers. Opposite the fire-place was a table, which I should call a Pembroke, only that it was made of deal, and I cannot tell how far such a name may be applied to such humble material. On it, resting against the wall, was a bright green japanned tea-tray, having a couple of scarlet lovers embracing in the middle. The fire-light danced merrily on this, and really (setting all taste but that of a child's aside) it gave a richness of colouring to that side of the room. It was in some measure propped up by a crimson tea-caddy, also of japan ware. A round table on one branching leg really for use, stood in the corresponding corner to the cupboard; and, if you can picture all this with a washy, but clean stencilled pattern on the walls, you can form some idea of John Barton's home.


  The tray was soon hoisted down, and before the merry chatter of
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