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GOTHIC TALES

ELIZABETH CLEGHORN GASKELL was born in London in 1810, but she spent her formative years in Cheshire, Stratford-upon-Avon and the north of England. In 1832 she married the Reverend William Gaskell, who became well known as the minister of the Unitarian Chapel in Cross Street, Manchester. For the first sixteen years of her marriage, she combined the activities of motherhood, the management of a busy household and parish work in an area notorious for its poverty and appalling living conditions. She also travelled and started to write. Mary Barton, her first full-length fiction, published in 1848 and set in industrial Manchester, was an instant success. Two years later she began writing for Dickens's magazine, Household Words, to which she contributed fiction for the next thirteen years; her most notable work being another novel of Manchester industrial life, North and South (1855). In 1850 she met Charlotte Brontë, who became a close friend until the latter's death in 1855. Soon after this, Gaskell was chosen by Patrick Brontë to write The Life of Charlotte Brontë (1857), a carefully researched and sympathetic account of this probing and sympathetic account of this great Victorian novelist. Gaskell's position as a minister's wife and as a successful writer gave her a wide circle of friends, both from the professional world of Manchester and the larger literary world. She was a committed and uncompromising artist, as Dickens discovered when, as editor of Household Words, he unsuccessfully tried to impose his views on her. She proved that she was not to be bullied, even by a man of such genius as he. Her later works Sylvia's Lovers (1863), Cousin Phillis (1864) and Wives and Daughters (1866), are usually considered to be her finest, revealing developments in narrative technique and subtleties of character portrayal. Gaskell died suddenly in November 1865 at Alton, Hampshire, in the house that she had bought with her literary eatnings.

LAURA KRANZLER received her D.Phil. on Gothic Fiction from Hertford College, Oxford. She has written articles on Mary Shelley's Frankenstein and the literary theory of Virginia Woolf, and is the author of two novels.
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CHRONOLOGY


	1810
	29 September: Elizabeth Cleghorn Stevenson born to William and Elizabeth Stevenson in Chelsea


	1811
	October: Mother, Elizabeth Stevenson, dies; Elizabeth moves to Knutsford, Cheshire, to live with her mother’s sister Hannah Lumb


	1814
	William Stevenson marries Catherine Thomson


	1821–6
	Elizabeth attends Byerley sisters’ boarding school (school near Warwick, but moves to Avonbank, Stratford-upon-Avon in 1824)


	1822
	Brother, John Stevenson (b. 1799), joins Merchant Navy


	1828
	John Stevenson disappears on a voyage to India; no definitive information about his fate


	1829
	March: William Stevenson dies


	 
	Elizabeth stays with uncle in Park Lane, London and visits relations, the Turners, at Newcastle upon Tyne


	1831
	Visits Edinburgh with Ann Turner; has bust sculpted by David Dunbar, and her miniature painted by stepmother’s brother, William John Thomson; visits Ann Turner’s sister and brother-in-law, Unitarian minister John Robberds, in Manchester, where she meets Revd William Gaskell (1805–84)


	1832
	30 August: Elizabeth and William marry at St John’s Parish Church, Knutsford; they honeymoon in North Wales, and move to 14 Dover Street, Manchester


	1833
	10 July: Gives birth to stillborn daughter


	1834
	12 September: Gives birth to Marianne


	1835
	Starts My Diary for Marianne


	1837
	January: ‘Sketches Among the Poor’, No. I, written with William, in Blackwood’s Magazine


	 
	7 February: Gives birth to Margaret Emily (Meta)


	 
	1 May: Hannah Lumb dies


	1840
	‘Clopton Hall’ in William Howitt’s Visits to Remarkable Places


	1841
	July: Gaskells visit Heidelberg


	1842
	7 October: Gives birth to Florence Elizabeth


	 
	Family moves to 121 Upper Rumford Road, Manchester


	1844
	23 October: Gives birth to William


	1845
	10 August: William (son) dies of scarlet fever at Portmadoc, Wales, during family holiday


	1846
	3 September: Gives birth to Julia Bradford


	1848
	October: Mary Barton published anonymously; Elizabeth is paid £100 for the copyright by Chapman and Hall


	1849
	April-May: Visits London, meets Charles Dickens and Thomas Carlyle


	 
	June-August: Visits the Lake District, meets William Wordsworth


	1850
	June: Family moves to 42 (later 84) Plymouth Grove, Manchester


	 
	19 August: Meets Charlotte Brontë in Windermere


	1851
	June: ‘Disappearances’ in Household Words; visited by Charlotte Brontë


	 
	July: Visits London and the Great Exhibition


	 
	October: Visits Knutsford


	 
	December-May 1853: Cranford in nine instalments in Household Words


	1852
	December: ‘The Old Nurse’s Story’ in the Extra Christmas Number of Household Words


	1853
	January: Ruth published


	 
	April: Charlotte Brontë visits Manchester


	 
	May: Visits Paris


	 
	June: Cranford published


	 
	September: Visits Charlotte Brontë at Haworth


	 
	December: ‘The Squire’s Story’ in the Extra Christmas Number of Household Words


	1854
	January: Visits Paris with Marianne, meets Madame Mohl September–January 1855: North and South in Household Words


	1855
	February: Visits Madame Mohl in Paris with Meta


	 
	June: Asked to write a biography of Charlotte Brontë by


	 
	Patrick Brontë North and South published


	 
	September: Lizzie Leigh and Other Tales published


	1856
	1 January: Signs petition to amend the law on married women’s property


	 
	May: Visits Brussels to conduct research on biography of Brontë


	 
	December: ‘The Poor Clare’ in Household Words


	1857
	February–May: Visits Rome, where she meets Charles Norton March: The Life of Charlotte Brontë published, the first book to carry Elizabeth Gaskell’s name on the title-page; it was soon followed by a heavily altered third edition


	1858
	January: ‘The Doom of the Griffiths’ in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine


	 
	September-December: Visits Heidelberg with Meta and Florence, and visits the Mohls in Paris


	1859
	March: Round the Sofa and Other Tales published


	 
	Summer: Visits Scotland


	 
	October: ‘Lois the Witch’ in All the Year Round


	 
	November: Visits Whitby, which provides the setting for Sylvia’s


	 
	Lovers


	 
	December: ‘The Crooked Branch’ published in the Extra


	 
	Christmas Number of All the Year Round, as ‘The Ghost in the Garden Room’


	1860
	February: ‘Curious, if True’ in Cornhill Magazine


	 
	May: Right at Last and Other Tales published


	 
	July-August: Visits Heidelberg


	1861
	January: ‘The Grey Woman’ in All the Year Round


	1862
	Visits Paris, Brittany and Normandy to conduct research for articles on French life


	1863
	February: Sylvia’s Lovers published; Elizabeth is paid £1,000 by Smith, Elder


	 
	March-August: Visits France and Italy


	1864
	Cousin Phillis published


	 
	August: Visits Switzerland


	 
	August-January 1866: Wives and Daughters in Cornhill Magazine


	1865
	March-April: Visits Paris


	 
	June: Buys The Lawn, Holybourne, Hampshire, as a surprise for William


	 
	October: Visits Dieppe; The Grey Woman and Other Tales published


	 
	12 November: Dies at Holybourne


	 
	16 November: Buried at Brook Street Chapel, Knutsford


	 
	Cousin Phillis, and Other Tales published


	1866
	February: Wives and Daughters: An Every-day Story published (Elizabeth died without quite completing it)





INTRODUCTION

(Readers are advised that this Introduction makes some of the plots explicit.)

In a letter to Eliza ‘Tottie’ Fox dated 29 May 1849, Elizabeth Gaskell triumphantly proclaims, ‘I SAW a ghost! Yes I did; though in such a matter of fact place as Charlotte St I should not wonder if you are sceptical.’1 This juxtaposition of the ghastly and the everyday suggests one of the defining characteristics of the Gothic genre, that of the uncanny double, the shadowy world that is the complex underbelly of familiar experience. Gaskell can be seen to exploit the idea of mirror opposites in the very form of her fiction; it could be suggested that her pleasurably eerie short stories and novellas collected here represent the darkly surreal depths of her more overtly political and realistic novels Mary Barton (1848) and North and South (1855).2 Gaskell’s interest in ghosts and Gothic fiction is well documented.3 One of her first pieces of published work was ‘Clopton Hall’, a reworking of an atmospheric essay she had written while at Avonbank School in Stratford-upon-Avon, published in 1840 by her friend William Howitt in his collection Visits to Remarkable Places.4 This short piece, like the stories collected here, indicates Gaskell’s playful exploration not just of the supernatural, but of other Gothic themes and motifs such as the doubled identity, the discovered manuscript, and the conflict with history and forms of authority. In Gaskell’s Gothic scenarios, it is usually the female characters who are victimized by the males, and it is this investment in exposing the conflict between the powerful and the powerless that links these stories and novellas most explicitly with the themes of her better-known full-length works. However, although Gaskell may be said to be most fully engaged in exposing social and political injustice, as the pieces collected here demonstrate, there is a marked tension between the categories of factual sources and fictionalized narratives, between stories which empower the self and stories which oppress the Other. Part of what constitutes the Gothic experience in these stories is the split between different forms of identity and between different forms of authority – in terms of gender, history and textuality – and how those boundaries are themselves transgressed. In Gaskell’s stories and novellas, what has been repressed continues to return, fact continually merges into fiction, and it is these shifts between what is real and what is imagined – seeing that ghost in the everyday street – that makes these stories so compelling.

One of the fundamental contradictions inherent in these stories is, of course, the character of the writer herself. All of the pieces collected here, except for ‘The Doom of the Griffiths’, were originally published anonymously, all but two in Charles Dickens’s Household Words and All the Year Round. Her first three stories, however – ‘Libbie Marsh’s Three Eras’ (1847), ‘The Sexton’s Hero’ (1847) and ‘Christmas Storms and Sunshine’ (1848) – first appeared in Howitt’s Journal and were published under the name ‘Cotton Mather Mills, Esq.’, a provocative and witty pseudonym.5 It links her commitment to contemporary Manchester industry (the cotton mill) with the New England clergyman, scholar and, most notoriously, witch-hunter. One of Cotton Mather’s most influential works was Memorable Providences Relating to Witchcraft and Possessions (1685), and he himself makes a notable appearance in Gaskell’s story ‘Lois the Witch’, when he arrives in Salem to assist in the purging and judging of ‘witches’. Gaskell’s identity as writer under this name is thus a curious hybrid of Unitarian and Puritan, English and American, Victorian and seventeenth century, and crucially calls into question the relationship between fiction and history, female and male identities, and a sense of the comic within more serious concerns.

In her Life of Charlotte Brontë, Gaskell explicitly refers to her ambivalence about the differences between the freedom with which men can pursue a career in writing, and the oppressive weight of responsibilities that interferes with the same pursuit for women:

When a man becomes an author, it is probably merely a change of employment to him. He takes a portion of that time which has hitherto been devoted to some other study or pursuit… and another… steps into his vacant place, and probably does as well as he. But no other can take up the quiet, regular duties of the daughter, the wife, or the mother, as well as she whom God has appointed to fill that particular place: a woman’s principal work in life is hardly left to her own choice; nor can she drop the domestic charges devolving on her as an individual, for the exercise of the most splendid talents that were ever bestowed. And yet she… must not hide her gift in a napkin; it was meant for the use and service of others.6

There is a melancholic realization here, it seems, in Gaskell’s recognition of the near-impossibility of compromise between women’s responsibilities to others and to themselves and their talents; whereas men, according to Gaskell, are virtually interchangeable in the world of work, and therefore can step out of it at will to pursue their own interests, women, it seems, are inevitably bound to their domestic and social obligations. How, then, can a woman reconcile these with the necessity that she find time to write, though this writing must still be in the ‘service of others’?

In a letter to Eliza Fox written in 1850, Gaskell stresses the point that ‘Women, must give up living an artist’s life, if home duties are to be paramount.’7 She then goes on to stress in the same letter the need for a ‘refuge of the hidden world of Art’, which women can ‘shelter themselves in when too much pressed upon by daily small Lilliputian arrows of peddling cares’. In fact, she argues that the ‘blending’ of ‘Home duties and the development of the Individual’ is necessary for the ‘healthy’ maintenance of women’s commitment to both spheres although, as she sadly concludes, ‘it takes no Solomon to tell you but the difficulty is where and when to make one set of duties subserve and give place to the other’. In fact, Jenny Uglow suggests that one reason why Gaskell might have chosen to write short pieces for magazines is that she could sneak such work in between completing her commitments to the ‘peddling’ work within the domestic sphere.8 What is so interesting, of course, is that the fiction she wrote, especially ‘Lois the Witch’, ‘The Grey Woman’, ‘The Poor Clare’ and ‘The Old Nurse’s Story’, suggests that this domestic arena which Gaskell is so keen to preserve and prioritize is also precisely the place where women are at their must vulnerable and in most danger.

Gaskell’s comments suggest, then, that her own split between successful woman writer and committed mother, wife and community provider must have been a constant source of tension and anxiety for her, as it doubtless was for so many other women writers of the nineteenth century. Thus the theme of the Gothic doubling of female identity which recurs so often in Gaskell’s fiction – most strikingly represented in ‘The Poor Clare’ – could be seen to have its source in Gaskell’s own compartmentalized life. Indeed, in yet another letter to Eliza Fox, written in 1850, Gaskell bemoans her multiplicity of selves – Christian, wife, mother and lover of ‘beauty and convenience’ – and cries, ‘How am I to reconcile all these warring members?’9 For Gaskell, at least in these letters, a plurality of identities proves to be neither liberating nor productive, but rather fragmenting and disabling.

Another primary tension in Gaskell’s Gothic stories is the way in which they problematize the distinction between history and literature, fact and fiction. One of her early pieces written for Dickens’s magazine was actually not a story at all but an article entitled ‘Disappearances’, a series of anecdotes about people who have vanished under mysterious circumstances. Gaskell’s interest in this phenomenon was prompted, some suspect, by her distress at the disappearance at sea of her brother, John Stevenson, on his way to India.10 ‘Disappearances’ is an odd mix of gossip, rumour, local legend and apparent fact, written partly as a response to Dickens’s articles on detectives and policework. In fact, it opens with a reference to William Godwin’s Gothic tale of disguise and detection, Caleb Williams (1794); ‘Disappearances’ thus stakes its claim to truth by virtue of its distance from Godwin’s fictional account of persecution, though the subtitle ‘Things as They Are’ indicates Godwin’s serious political intentions. However, Gaskell’s utilization of gossip and rumour as the ‘factual’ sources of her text undermines her authoritative stance by the very nature of the source material.11

One of these stories, told to her when she was a young girl, is about a paralysed man who apparently vanished one day while sitting outside in his chair as ‘all the village turned out to the hay-fields’. This story id="page_xv" has been traced to an event in 1768, involving one Owen Parfitt, by William Maskell in his book Odds and Ends. Maskell irritably argues, however, that Gaskell’s version is ‘distorted and untrue, but apparently resting on the most trustworthy proof of actual knowledge of particular details’.12 Maskell suggests that the source of Gaskell’s story was Dr Samuel Butler, the Bishop of Lichfield, whose position as headmaster of Shrewsbury School was taken over by Maskell’s father. In Butler’s account, the disappearance takes place in Shropshire, rather than Somerset, one of the discrepancies which leads Maskell to conclude that Gaskell took inappropriate authorial liberties with refashioning the story.13

Gaskell borrows from history again in the second sketch in ‘Disappearances’, where she retells the story of a rent-collection agent who was apparently murdered when he stopped at an inn while carrying the money from the tenants. Years later the innkeeper who had stabbed him confessed on his deathbed, and the police were able to locate the body based on his information. Gaskell’s friend Henry Green confirms the factual basis of her story (with a few incidental differences), locating its source in the grim history of Knutsford, the town where Gaskell grew up.14

Sometimes Gaskell’s interest in local legend led her into trouble, however, as in the penultimate story in ‘Disappearances’, involving a physician’s apprentice who was out dispensing medicine one night then mysteriously disappeared, rumoured to have been carried off by the infamous Burke and Hare for the purposes of dissection. Gaskell’s macabre speculations provoked an angry response published in Household Words a fortnight later, and another eight months after that; the second article in ‘Chips’ confirms that the youth had actually not disappeared at all, but had enlisted in the East India Company, in whose service he had, unfortunately, died of cholera.15 They also vindicate the family of John Gaunt who, thanks to Gaskell’s article, had been assumed by his neighbours to have murdered the unfortunate youth. The responses were followed seven years later by a third, even more damning, entitled ‘Character-Murder’; this notice brings up the story again with the news that some bones had recently been found which were rumoured to belong to the unfortunate medical student, and goes on to castigate those scandal-mongers in general who persist in defaming the Gaunt family, and Gaskell’s article in particular, by which means the story ‘lived and spread, and even found its way into our pages’.16 ‘Character-Murder’ so enraged Gaskell that she considered refusing to write any more stories for Household Words.17 Thus her playful transgression of the boundaries between fiction and fact proved to have consequences which went far beyond her authorial control.

Further evidence of Gaskell’s overlap of the lines separating fiction and history can be seen in ‘The Squire’s Story’, a light-hearted retelling of the Knutsford local legend of the gentleman housebreaker Edward Higgins in the eighteenth century.18 Apparently, the real-life Higgins’s house stands next to the house where Gaskell lived with her aunt prior to her marriage.19 In this story, then, fact and fiction are as closely aligned as the homes of the author and the housebreaker.

But perhaps the most blatant example of Gaskell’s ‘borrowings’ (or even plagiarism) is discovered in her fictionalized account of the witch-hunts in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1692, in which nineteen people were executed as condemned witches. ‘Lois the Witch’ is about a young English woman who leaves her native town of Barford, in Warwickshire (where Gaskell herself went to school), to travel to New England, a religious and psychological journey as well as a geographical one. Gaskell based her story on the persecution of a New England woman, Rebecca Nurse, whose accusation, trial and death are described in Lectures on Witchcraft, an analysis of the Salem witch trials written by Charles Upham, the Unitarian minister in Salem in the 1830s.20 What especially challenges the authenticity of the narrator and of the text itself is Gaskell’s decision to insert in her story, word for word, the statement of the Salem jurors who made a public declaration of their guilt and remorse for their complicity in persecuting over seventy-five people, as well as two dogs, on the charges of witchcraft.21

One other story in this collection, ‘The Doom of the Griffiths’, also takes history as its point of departure: the story begins with the narrator’s claim that ‘I have always been much interested by the traditions which are scattered up and down North Wales relating to id="page_xvii" Owen Glendower… I fully enter into the feeling which makes the Welsh peasant still look upon him as the hero of his country.’ Yet Gaskell’s appeal to the historical figure of Glendower is immediately compromised by the narrator’s recognition of the oral traditions which proliferated around the popular hero; for these, like Gaskell’s own texts, have an inevitable tendency to embellish and ‘improve’ upon historical fact. Thus, although Gaskell’s short story makes repeated claims to geographical and cultural accuracy,22 the plot itself is sensationalized, recounting the story of the descendants of Rhys ap Gryfydd, the man reputed to have attempted to assassinate Glendower.23 The family is then cursed by Glendower, who vows that in its ninth generation, ‘the last male of thy race shall avenge me. The son shall slay the father.’ Gaskell’s main source of inspiration, then, seems to be Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, more than it does a factual account of the descendants of a Welsh hero. Indeed, the young Owen of the ninth generation, sitting in moody isolation and feeling alienated by the arrival of a beautiful, though malicious, stepmother, opens a book by chance at Sophocles’ very play, the plot of which he must, inevitably, reproduce in his own life. Thus Gaskell utilizes one of the most common themes of Gothic fiction, the power of ancestral sins to curse and condemn future generations.24 The idea of ancient themes being repeated in the present is explicit both in Gaskell’s reference to ancient Greek drama, and in the repetition of sin in the life of her fictional character, Owen.

The story ‘Curious, if True’ further implicates Gaskell’s sly inter-textual devices. This gently comic story rewrites the popular fairy-tales nineteenth-century readers would have known, only in Gaskell’s version the fairy-tale characters are far more ‘real’ than their so-called ‘fictional’ sources; they lead substantial lives that embrace ageing and change. The characters, such as the foot-sore Cinderella, now grown lame and plump, and the newly awakened Sleeping Beauty, reveal that what readers had believed to be ‘true’ about their past is actually the consequence of gossip and misinterpretation. Even the widow of Bluebeardmourns his death, sobbing that he was cruelly misinterpreted in the popular imagination. The emphasis that comma implies – ‘Curious, if True’ – suggests that the story might not be true, surely a mischievous reference to Gaskell’s own complicity in fiction-making, which inverts the more usual convention of fantastic stories, which claim they might be curious, but they are true.

Of course, the Gothic genre is not the only form of literature that calls attention to its own status as fiction, but its writers often employ strategies that specifically point towards the construction of their narratives as texts, and one of the most popular devices is the discovered manuscript. This convention typically involves the doubled framework of an old story being retold by the narrator, and removed in time – and usually place – from the narrator and her or his audience. ‘The Grey Woman’ is a particularly interesting example of this literary convention, as it begins with the nameless English narrator being handed a yellowed manuscript by an innkeeper she meets in Heidelberg25 after expressing an interest in a mysterious painting of a beautiful woman. Thus the story of ‘The Grey Woman’ is distanced three times from the modern reader: the story is read by a nameless traveller, is written in a foreign language and dates from the previous century. Moreover, the narrator opens the story with her description of how she and her companion are caught in the rain at the Heidelberg inn, seeking shelter and thus finding the painting which leads to the gift of the manuscript, but interestingly, the narrator does not close the story; once she has introduced the manuscript we then read, we do not hear from her again, so there is a curious lack of closure to the narrative framework. This lack is then repeated in the story, for the manuscript is actually a letter written by a despairing mother to her daughter, explaining why her daughter cannot possibly marry the man she loves. We learn in the very beginning of the story that Ursula, the daughter, does not marry her fiancé. However, although the story ends with the chilling explanation of why the marriage can never take place, we never hear the daughter’s response, and so the internal framing device of the story-within-the-story is left hanging open.

Furthermore, even in the stories where we are presented with an active, some might even suggest intrusive, narrator who continually reminds us of her or his presence, we are still left with a degree of interpretative instability. The narrator of ‘Lois the Witch’ is unusual in this respect, for she serves to provide a distancing, rationalist id="page_xix" explanation for and containment of the tragic and cruel story she tells. This narrator is clearly of the enlightened nineteenth century and understands the ways in which the seventeenth-century New Englanders succumbed to superstition, but she recognizes that her contemporary reader is removed from this kind of psychic contagion and can ‘look on it from the outside’, and ‘can afford to smile at [it] now’. However, the narrator does not allow her Victorian readers a completely comforting sense of complacency in their distance from the witch-hunting hysteria; she is also there to remind ‘us’ that ‘our English ancestors entertained superstitions of much the same character at the same period, and with less excuse’.26 Thus the narrator of ‘Lois the Witch’ extends a sense of compassion towards those whose cruelties and persecutions of others she recounts, while she also reminds the English reader that her or his own history is also implicated in this persecution.

More usual in Gaskell’s stories, however, is the narrator who does not always understand the significance of what she or he retells, or who is in some way distanced from the events and what they mean. In ‘Curious, if True’, despite the resemblance in name of the narrator Richard Whittingham to the Dick Whittington of history and fable, Whittingham is at a loss to understand the fairy-tale origins of the characters he meets. Like Lockwood in Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights (1847), Gaskell’s snobbish, class-obsessed narrator is confused by, and a little uncomfortable with, the stories of the characters he recounts. Even more similar to Brontë’s text is ‘The Old Nurse’s Story’, where the narrator, so like Nelly Dean in her pragmatic approach to supernatural happenings, can cheerfully describe hearing ghostly music thundered out on an organ secreted away in the inaccessible West Wing, and she thinks it is ‘rather pleasant to have that grand music rolling about the house’, never mind that it is played by a dead man.27

Even more compelling is the narrator of ‘The Poor Clare’; here Gaskell successfully impersonates the narrative voice of a male lawyer, interested primarily in facts and accounts of things, whose working life of ledgers and documents contrasts so forcefully with his involvement in the story he tells of curses and doppelgängers, sin and redemption. The nameless narrator, however, is an active participant in these events, as it is he who is directed by his uncle to discover the where-abouts of an Irish woman who is due to inherit some estates. Inevitably, he falls in love with Lucy Fitzgerald, and therefore becomes not only a part of her story, but is actually infected by the supernatural force which haunts his beloved. The narrator’s London life of dry facts and rationality cannot protect him from the Lancashire demon who is the evil double of the woman he loves:

Something resistless seemed to urge my thoughts on… when I held a book in my hand, and read the words, their sense did not penetrate to my brain. If I slept, I went on with the same ideas, always flowing in the same direction… I had an illness, which, although I was racked with pain, was a positive relief to me, as it compelled me to live in the present suffering, and not in the visionary researches I had been continually making before… my life seemed to slip away in delicious languor for two or three months.

If the narrator is himself infected by the supernatural happenings he is meant to investigate and resolve, how, then, can we trust him to report factually and consistently, and wherein lies the authoritative focal point of the text?

As readers of her novels are well aware, Gaskell is particularly interested in the struggle for legitimate authority and the conflict this engenders, especially between social and economic classes. In her shorter fiction, it is generally working-class women who are the moral superiors of aristocratic men, as in ‘The Old Nurse’s Story’, where Hester, the nurse, freely condemns the cruelty of her employers, the Furnivall sisters, as well as their dead father, Lord Furnivall, and it is only her love and nurturance which protect her little charge, Rosamund, from their cruelty. In ‘The Poor Clare’, the text hints at the possibility that Lucy’s mother Mary, once a lady’s maid, killed herself, perhaps out of shame at bearing Squire Gisborne’s illegitimate child, and this same Gisborne shoots and kills Mary’s beloved little dog, now the only thing left for Mary’s mother, Bridget, to cherish. This cruel and selfish action of the careless squire brings a series of horrific consequences called down by the female servant, made powerful and dangerous in her grief.

More generally, however, powerful men conflict with their disem-powered daughters and, occasionally, their sons. Although Gaskell may have chafed at what she saw as an irreconcilable split between woman writer and woman as domestic manager, much of what she wrote about demonstrates her investment in the domestic sphere. Nearly all of the pieces collected here revolve around the family, though it may not always be the nuclear construction. Mothers are frequently missing or dead in these stories, as is so often the case in Gothic novels such as Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) and The Italian (1797), and Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847). It is the father or his substitute, the father-figure, who so frequently is the sole source of authority in these families, and he usually abuses and distorts his patriarchal power in the absence of a restraining or compassionate maternal influence. Gaskell’s difficult fathers often seem modelled on the vengeful Jehovah of the Old Testament, a frequently invoked authoritative source, which is contrasted with the mercy and compassionate love of the Christ of the New Testament.28 The fathers – and sometimes, husbands – in these stories often identify themselves in terms of the typical constructs of masculinity – that is, in terms of aggression, selfishness, greed or even, as in ‘Lois the Witch’ and ‘The Old Nurse’s Story’, of a moral self-righteousness in the name of the Old Testament. At their most dangerous these men turn their violence against their wives or children: Lord Furnivall in ‘The Old Nurse’s Story’ strikes his daughter’s illegitimate child on the shoulder and turns both daughter and granddaughter out of the house and into the cold where, as is only to be expected, they die. Similarly, Squire Griffiths in ‘The Doom of the Griffiths’ snatches his son Owen’s baby out of his son’s arms and tosses it to its mother, but the baby hits its head on the dresser and dies. Moreover, M. de la Tourelle in ‘The Grey Woman’ apparently murdered his first wife because, chillingly, she did not know how to keep quiet – and so he silenced her for ever.

There is one notable exception to these stories of murderous fathers, however, and this is ‘The Crooked Branch’. In this story it is the son Benjamin who, as the title suggests, embodies the murderous urge; having been away in London to make his fortune – at which he fails – he returns to his pastoral home with a few of his criminal cronies to rob from his parents and, if need be, to murder them in the process.

Although Benjamin may be the exception to the rule, in the sense that it is the son who is the Gothic villain, ‘The Crooked Branch’ is representative of the genre by virtue of the fact that the plot revolves around the return of the repressed, the haunting of the Gothic family by some potentially deadly – usually masculine – secret. One of the most chilling fears that informs these stories is the threat of ancestral repetition. In ‘The Doom of the Griffiths’, for example, the widowed Squire is initially seen to be ‘tender, and almost feminine’, calling forth from his infant son ‘the same earnest cooing that happier children make use of to their mother alone’. Interestingly, however, this tender closeness between father and son is nurtured in the absence of any maternal figure; more typically in this genre, the father-figure is so cruel precisely because he lacks – or will not admit to – any maternal guidance or ‘feminine’ feeling, usually because the mothers and wives are dead. In this story, however, Owen enjoys an almost incestuous closeness with his father, even to the extent that they sleep in the same bed until, that is, the Squire remarries, and under the malignant influence of his new wife, the Squire becomes selfish and violent.29 The death of his son Owen’s baby, which the Squire has indirectly caused while under the stepmother’s influence, sets in motion the ancient curse of Owen Glendower. The repetition of the names Owen Glendower, Owen Griffith and his son Owen points to the demonic force of the continual return. Like his literary ‘father’ Oedipus, who suffered because of his parents’ sin of attempting to defy the gods, Owen Griffith must bear the burden of the crime his ancestor attempted nine generations before. Like Oedipus, Owen contemplates leaving town to avoid fulfilling the ancient prophecy, and of course, in a complex series of events, like Oedipus, Owen fulfils the prophecy after all through the very act of leaving town. In striving to avoid a repetition of his father’s crime of murder, Owen ends up, no matter how unintentionally, just like him.

This fear of the son doubling the father is most movingly expressed in ‘The Grey Woman’, where Anna, escaping from her murderous husband, the aristocrat-cum-bandit, M. de la Tourelle, is consumed with the fear that her unborn child will be a boy and grow up to resemble uncannily his father. Happily for her, ‘It was a girl, as I had prayed for. I had feared lest a boy might have something of the tiger nature of its father, but a girl seemed all my own.’ Sadly, however, the child’s future happiness is nonetheless compromised by the legacy of her father. Again, in this story, like so many others in the Gothic genre, it is impossible to escape the ghost of the past.

This ghost of the past is most clearly realized in ‘The Old Nurse’s Story’, which concludes with the otherworldly shades of the long-dead Lord Furnivall and his still-living daughter, Grace, who are doomed to repeat the spectacle of the past when the lordly father struck his granddaughter on the shoulder while Grace looked on ‘with a look of relentless hate and triumphant scorn’. Spurned by her older sister’s husband, the father of the murdered little girl, Grace Furnivall had revealed all to her father about her sister’s pregnancy and had thus been responsible for the father’s wrath which led him to expel his elder daughter, Grace’s sister, and her baby from the home. In her old age, however, Grace is fated to witness the repetition of herself and her father in this melodramatic scene, the shock of which strikes her with palsy so that ‘she was carried to her bed that night never to rise again’. Thus in this story the daughter and the father conspire together to ruin the lives of an unhappy mother and her daughter.

Gaskell again describes the woman who turns against another in complicity with an inflexibly self-righteous father in ‘Lois the Witch’. Lois’s father, a Barford minister, refuses to come to the aid of a woman who is being stoned and drowned for a witch; in response the witch turns her curse on Lois, rather than the father, crying, ‘Parson’s wench, parson’s wench, yonder, in thy nurse’s arms, thy dad hath never tried for to save me, and none shall save thee when thou art brought up for a witch.’ Lois goes on to tell her New England audience, ‘I used to dream that I was in that pond, all men hating me with their eyes because I was a witch.’ The woman’s curse comes true and Lois must be punished for the sin of her father in an uncanny doubling of women’s fates.

Perhaps the text which is most overtly devoted to the representation of women’s investment in the domestic sphere and the pull of the id="page_xxiv" maternal bond is ‘The Poor Clare’. In a letter dated 2 January 1856, Charles Dickens impatiently beseeched Elizabeth Gaskell to end her delay and complete her manuscript so he could publish the conclusion in Household Words: ‘I have been going on, hoping to see the end of the story you could not finish (which was not your fault or anybody’s) in time for Christmas. When will it be forthcoming, I wonder! You have not deserted it. You cannot be such an unnatural mother.’30 Dickens’s jocular reference to Gaskell as the ‘unnatural mother’ could not be more ironically apposite in the context of ‘The Poor Clare’, for this is a story, like so many of Gaskell’s works, about surrogate, non-biological mothers, frequently servants, who are somehow more ‘natural’ parents than the upper-class biological fathers.31 ‘The Poor Clare’ pits the nurturing, protective and self-sacrificing love of the servant Bridget Fitzgerald for her granddaughter Lucy against the cruel and selfish neglect of Lucy’s father, Squire Gisborne, who rejects his daughter once her ‘demonic’ personality – which he has indirectly ‘sired’ into being – begins to assert itself.

Bridget’s love for Lucy is echoed by Mrs Clarke, Lucy’s ‘official’ guardian, who seeks to protect her tormented charge from malicious outsiders. In this sense Mrs Clarke is strikingly similar to Hester in ‘The Old Nurse’s Story’, whose enfolding arms shield the child Rosamund from her ghostly seducer, the little dead girl who is beckoning to Rosamund to join her outside in the snow. Similarly, Amante in ‘The Grey Woman’ takes charge as surrogate mother, husband and, most intriguingly, lover, as her name suggests, when the suicidally docile Anna is too weak to take control over her own life. It is Amante, the lady’s maid, who devises the scheme by which Anna and she can escape Anna’s murderous husband, by posing as wife and husband. Anna is pregnant, and is therefore unable to pass as a man; it is Amante who enacts the role of Anna’s male guide, and thus it is the female servant in male disguise who outwits the dangerously frustrated wealthy bandit, and who acts as adoptive ‘father’ as well as mother to Anna’s newly born child. It seems therefore appropriate that Gaskell, who once wrote under a man’s name, and can so convincingly impersonate a male narrative voice, should write about a female servant acting as a man in order to protect the woman who is in her care.

Mother-love in ‘The Poor Clare’, however, is also seen as dangerous when it turns inward on itself in pain and despair; Bridget’s agonized grief for her missing daughter Mary finds expression in the curse she hurls at Gisborne once he has shot Mary’s dog, which is all Bridget had left to love: ‘You shall live to see the creature you love best, and who alone loves you… become a terror and a loathing for all, for this blood’s sake.’ ‘This blood’ is, of course, a patently ironic reference not merely to the blood of the murdered dog, but to the blood-ties that link Lucy Gisborne, the unintended victim of this curse, with her grandmother who, in striking out at the aristocratic man, ends up sacrificing her yet-unborn granddaughter. In this way the mother’s curse doubles back on itself to inflict pain on the curser and the cursed.

Moreover the mother–daughter bond, which can be seen to encode danger as well as comfort and nurturance, can also be seen as the manifestation of two identities acting as one; the uncanny echoing between Bridget and her daughter Mary, almost lover-like in its intensity, suggests the dual nature of female identity which is a dominant theme in the Gothic. Bridget and Mary, we are told, ‘were too much alike to agree. There were wild quarrels between them, and wilder reconciliations. There were times when, in the heat of passion, they could have stabbed each other. At all other times they both – Bridget especially – would have willingly laid down their lives for one another.’ However, whereas mother and daughter mirror each other’s rage as well as devotion, Bridget and her granddaughter Lucy also manifest that most fundamental split between the two sides of feminine identity so central to Victorian ideology: the split between the ‘pure’, asexual ideal and monstrous, sexual voraciousness.

Bridget’s curse thus results in the demonic manifestation of her granddaughter Lucy, who is doomed to be continually shadowed by her fearsome, seductive Other, a common theme of many Gothic novels including Caleb Williams, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), James Hogg’s Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824) and, nearly contemporary with ‘The Poor Clare’, Wilkie Collins’s The Woman in White (1860). In ‘The Poor Clare’, however, the double is specifically sexual, as is apparent in the narrator’s description of Lucy’s shadow.

I saw behind her another figure – a ghastly resemblance, complete in likeness, so far as form and feature and minutest touch of dress could go, but with a loathsome demon soul looking out of the grey eyes, that were in turns mocking and voluptuous. My heart stood still within me; every hair rose up erect; my flesh crept with horror.

The monstrosity of this sexually assertive woman is here made abundantly clear, and yet the narrator is candid enough to admit that it is precisely this ‘loathsome’ eroticism of Lucy’s double which so attracts him to her: ‘I never loved her more fondly than now when – and that was the unspeakable misery – the idea of her was becoming so inextricably blended with the shuddering thought of IT.’

Interestingly, in yet another instance of Gaskell’s use of mirror opposites, Lucy’s split into two is reflected in her grandmother Bridget’s identification with the iconized examples of the contrasting sides of woman as virgin and whore in Western Christian thought. Bridget, a devout Catholic, is initially seen by the narrator ‘praying to the Virgin in a kind of ecstasy’, yet by the end of the story, when she has entered the severely ascetic order of the Poor Clares in Antwerp, she has taken on the name of Sister Magdalen. Thus it appears that part of the grandmother’s penance involves a partial re-enactment of the psychic division manifested in physical form by the granddaughter she has cursed with her own words. It is surely ironic, though, that Bridget atones for the sexual doubling of her granddaughter by taking on the name of the most famous reformed prostitute in Western culture.

Moreover, Lucy’s psychic split is re-enacted at the level of the narrative itself. Although the nameless lawyer is the ostensible narrator of the story, parts of the narrative are taken over by other characters directly involved in the events they retell: Lucy’s guardian, Mrs Clarke, takes up some of the story, as does the priest, Father Bernard, who is the confessor to the Starkey family for whom Bridget worked. Most significant, perhaps, are the events that are narrated by Lucy herself, including her description of her double whom we almost immediately witness as the object of the male narrator’s gaze. When Lucy tells her story, however, she describes seeing her dual images reflected in the mirror, highlighting the difference between Lucy outside the mirror and the demonic ‘Lucy’ reflected back at her:

In the great mirror opposite I saw myself, and right behind, another wicked, fearful self, so like me that my soul seemed to quiver within me, as though not knowing to which similitude of body it belonged… I suddenly swooned away… even while I lay [in my sickbed] my double was seen by all, flitting about the house and gardens, always about some mischievous or detestable work.

Thus the fragmented narrative, its various components narrated by different voices, suggests perhaps the loss of authority of the text, just as the above quotation demonstrates Lucy’s loss of authority over her own consciousness. The unstable narrative voice is thus repeated in the instability of the speaking subject at the heart of the text, and here ‘The Poor Clare’ resembles ‘The Grey Woman’, another story of a tale-within-a-tale, where a woman, Anna Scherer, also looks in the mirror, only to be confronted with her sinister, eerily multiple reflections: ‘I caught my own face and figure reflected in all the mirrors, which showed only a mysterious background… I trembled in silence at the fantastic figures and shapes which my imagination called up.’

Thus Gaskell here represents the power of consciousness which cannot be controlled, with its multiplicity of reflected images which seem to deny a single source of origin, just as she represents the uncontrollable power of the Word, manifested in the woman’s curse which doubles back on itself. ‘The Poor Clare’ is in this way associated with ‘Lois the Witch’, where language, curse and story-telling rebound back on the otherwise powerless female who curses others in a doomed attempt to stake some sort of authority. Just as in ‘The Poor Clare’ the very intensity of Bridget’s love led her to curse her own granddaughter through the male medium of Squire Gisborne, so too does the mother in ‘Lois the Witch’ unintentionally curse her own daughter when she cries, ‘Oh, Lois, would that thou wert dying with me!’ Like Lucy, Lois is cursed by her beauty and female attractiveness; her accusation as witch is in part motivated by Faith Hickson’s jealousy that Mr Nolan prefers her rival, as well as by Manasseh’s sexual desire which is distorted by his Calvinist fanaticism into a kind of manic persecution. Thus the Barford witch who cursed Lois as a revenge on Lois’s father is complicitous with the witch-hunters of Salem in damning Lois to death, as does Lois’s own mother with her dying wish. Yet Lois’s last word is the single cry of ‘Mother!’, rather than a cry for her father, suggesting perhaps the same kind of indissoluble bond that so enthralls and torments Bridget Fitzgerald and her lost daughter Mary.

So, as in ‘The Poor Clare’, ‘Lois the Witch’ demonstrates how female language can endanger the very people it seeks to protect, but it can also be the final resource of the powerless over the powerful, and we see this most clearly in Nattee, the Native American woman who serves in the house of the Hicksons. Like Lois, who frightens the Hickson girls with her stories of Hallowe’en and forms of divination and fortune-telling, Nattee tells ‘wild stories… of the wizards of her race’, and ‘the poor old creature… took a strange, unconscious pleasure in her power over her hearers – young girls of the oppressing race, which had brought her down into a state little differing from slavery’. Just as the inflexible fathers of Salem Puritanism tell their damaging stories about race, gender and sin, so does Nattee counter them with her own stories which privilege the power of the Native American ‘wizards’ over the authority and self-righteous justification of the New England patriarchs. However, Nattee’s – and Lois’s – stories of witchcraft and arcane powers which so frighten their hearers are ultimately, like the witch’s curse, turned against them. Both Nattee and Lois are hanged as witches, victimized by their own stories which were told as a means of empowering the self, but became merely another example of the ‘evidence’ collected by the fathers of the persecution to accuse and condemn them as demonic manifestations of the Other.

The stories and novellas collected here suggest the subtlety and variety of Gaskell’s own forms of empowerment, both as a means of expressing problems of domesticity otherwise repressed in her novels, and as a means, perhaps, of speaking for all of the silenced women represented within these tales. Her stories could thus be seen to explore the Gothic underside of female identity, domestic relations and the authority of the spoken and written word.
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8 Uglow, ‘Introduction’, Curious, if True, p. ix.
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26 ‘The law against witchcraft passed by Parliament in the year of Queen Elizabeth’s accession (1559 [actually 1558]) remained on our statute-book till 1736’ (A. W. Ward, The Works of Mrs. Gaskell, 8 vols. (London: Smith, Elder and Co., 1906), vol. 7, p. xx).

27 Actually, there are many ways in which ‘The Old Nurse’s Story’ can be seen as a ‘borrowing’ of Wuthering Heights, most notably in the scenes where the ghost of the little girl stands beseechingly at the window, trying to incite the real, live Rosamund out into the cold and snowy fells. Moreover, in an uncanny moment of her own literary doubling, Gaskell recounts a story in The Life of Charlotte Brontë that ‘made a deep impression on Charlotte’s mind’, but which eerily repeats the plot of her own short story, written five years before the biography. It tells of a Haworth woman who had been seduced by her brother-in-law, and became pregnant. Her outraged father locked her up in her room while ‘her elder sisters flouted at and scorned her’ (pp. 44, 45). Haworth legend reveals that the ghosts of the mother and her daughter continue to haunt the area.

28 It is worth noting in this context Uglow’s point that ‘Lois the Witch’ invites the reader to criticize and reject the ‘masculine’ misreadings of the Old Testament by showing us the cruelties and prejudices inherent in the blind distortion of Scriptural readings (Elizabeth Gaskell: A Habit of Stories, p. 479).

29 The families themselves can be seen as doubled constructs in this story; Owen’s domestic arrangement with Nest is the affectionate, mother-centred home which is the mirror opposite of the malicious, manipulative family created by Owen’s cruel stepmother, confusingly called ‘Mrs Owen’.

30 The Letters of Charles Dickens, ed. Graham Storey and Kathleen Tillotson, 10 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), vol. 8, p. 4.

31 Gaskell herself was raised by a ‘surrogate’ mother, her aunt Hannah Lumb, and surrounded by a community of women not too unlike those described in Cranford (1853). See Uglow, Elizabeth Gaskell: A Habit of Stories, p. 31, and Elizabeth Gaskell, Cranford, ed. Elizabeth Porges Watson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998).




FURTHER READING

Although very little has been written on the stories of Elizabeth Gaskell, there are some excellent more general studies of her life and works, the best of which is Jenny Uglow's exemplary biography, Elizabeth Gaskell: A Habit of Stories (London: Faber and Faber, 1993). Uglow examines all of the pieces in this collection in some degree, and provides a portrait of the writer in lively, well-researched detail. Patsy Stoneman's Elizabeth Gaskell (Sussex: Harvester, 1987) also discusses the stories, and Enid L. Duthie's The Themes of Elizabeth Gaskell (London: Macmillan, 1980) devotes a chapter to themes of ‘Mystery and Macabre’. Angus Easson's Elizabeth Gaskell (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1979) provides biographical information as well as discussions of each story, and there is a chapter on the short fiction in Arthur Pollard, Mrs Gaskell: Novelist and Biographer (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1965). Although unfortunately out of print, the Knutsford edition, The Works of Mrs. Gaskell, ed. A. W. Ward, 8 vols. (London: Smith, Elder and Co., 1906), provides relevant and useful historical information. Even more invaluable to the modern critic is John Geoffrey Sharps, Mrs. Gaskell's Observation and Invention: A Study of Her Non-Biographic Works (Sussex: Linden Press, 1970), which is exhaustively researched and includes relatively obscure background detail on all of Gaskell's works of fiction, short and long. Finally, no Gaskellian library is complete without The Letters of Mrs Gaskell, ed. J. A. V. Chapple and A. Pollard (Manchester: Mandolin Press, 1997), which provides the clearest insight of all into the writer as written by herself.

Apart from these full-length works, there are several articles written about some of the stories in this collection. For the publishing background to ‘The Old Nurse's Story’, it is worth consulting Annette B. Hopkins, ‘Dickens and Mrs. Gaskell’, Huntingdon Library Quarterly, 9: 4 (1945–6), pp. 357–85. Also of interest is Carol A. Martin, ‘Gaskell's Ghosts: Truths in disguise’, Studies in the Novel, 21: 1 (Spring 1989), pp. 27–40. Janice K. Kirkland, ‘“Curious, If True”: Suggesting more’, and Peter Stiles, ‘Calvin's encounter with Cinderella: Vital antinomies in Elizabeth Gaskell's ”Curious, If True (1860)”’, in Gaskell Society Journal, 12 (1998), pp. 21–7 and 14–20, are particularly interesting. J. R. Watson, ‘“Round the Sofa”: Elizabeth Gaskell tells stories’, Yearbook of English Studies, 26 (1996), pp. 89–99, also provides useful readings.

New work on the Gothic genre is continually being produced, but readers interested in the genre in particular would be well advised to consult the standard text in the field, David Punter's The Literature of Terror: A History of Gothic Fictions from 1765 to the Present Day (London: Longman, 1980), which is still one of the best sources for a wide-ranging approach to the fiction. Also useful is Fred Botting, Gothic (London: Routledge, 1996), which introduces the history and conventions of the genre. Of especial interest is Maggie Kilgour's The Rise of the Gothic Novel (London: Routledge, 1995), an ambitious overview of the field which provides excellent, detailed readings of the most famous works of Gothic fiction, as well as some lesser-known examples. For an excellent study of Victorian Gothic fiction, see Robert Mighall, A Geography of Victorian Gothic Fiction: Mapping History's Nightmares (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).



NOTE ON THE TEXTS

The stories and novellas in this collection are arranged chronologically, in order of their first published appearance in periodicals; the texts are taken from the last volume editions published in England during Elizabeth Gaskell's lifetime, over which she presumably exercised some level of authorial control (see headnotes to Notes for details).

However, a close collation of the various editions reveals very few differences between the texts.


	p. 51 l. 31
	procession (for periodical's ‘possession’)


	p. 99 l. 18
	than (then)


	p. III l. 5
	of the slight (of slight)


	p. 113 ll. 26–7
	craving of desire (craving desire)


	p. 119 l. 11
	whit (wit)


	p. 267 l. 5
	woeful (woful)


	p. 330 l. 5
	re-enter (re-inter)




The text has been emended to ‘It seemed’ (p. 299 1. 26), although both printed versions read ‘I seemed’. Spellings which were inconsistent and misleading have been modernized: sat (for sate), Madam (Madame), staunch (stanch), spurted (spirted), befall and befell (befal and befel). When spellings vary between stories, these have been left, with one exception: ‘grey’ and ‘gray’ appear frequently and vary between tales and within a tale, and ‘grey’ has been imposed throughout. Other textual changes and inconsistencies are discussed in the Notes.

Since the pieces come from several sources, minor stylistic details have been housestyled to: single quotation marks, no stop after titles (e.g. Mr, Mrs, St), ‘iz’ spellings (e.g. recognize), spaced en-dashes (and em-dashes for 2em-dashes) and no comma in a series before the conjunction.



Disappearances

I am not in the habit of seeing the Household Words regularly; but a friend, who lately sent me some of the back numbers, recommended me to read ‘all the papers relating to the Detective and Protective Police’,1 which I accordingly did – not as the generality of readers have done, as they appeared week by week, or with pauses between, but consecutively, as a popular history of the Metropolitan Police; and, as I suppose it may also be considered, a history of the police force in every large town in England. When I had ended these papers, I did not feel disposed to read any others at that time, but preferred falling into a train of reverie and recollection.

First of all I remembered, with a smile, the unexpected manner in which a relation of mine was discovered by an acquaintance, who had mislaid or forgotten Mr B.’s address. Now my dear cousin, Mr B., charming as he is in many points, has the little peculiarity of liking to change his lodgings once every three months on an average, which occasions some bewilderment to his country friends, who have no sooner learnt the 19, Belle Vue Road, Hampstead, than they have to take pains to forget that address, and to remember the 27½, Upper Brown Street, Camberwell; and so on, till I would rather learn a page of Walker's Pronouncing Dictionary,2 than try to remember the variety of directions which I have had to put on my letters to Mr B. during the last three years. Last summer it pleased him to remove to a beautiful village not ten miles out of London, where there is a railway station. Thither his friend sought him. (I do not now speak of the following scent there had been through three or four different lodgings, where Mr B. had been residing, before his country friend ascertained that he was now lodging at R—.) He spent the morning in making inquiries as to Mr B.’s whereabouts in the village; but many gentlemen were lodging there for the summer, and neither butcher nor baker could inform him where Mr B. was staying; his letters were unknown at the post-office, which was accounted for by the circumstance of their always being directed to his office in town. At last the country friend sauntered back to the railway-office, and while he waited for the train he made inquiry, as a last resource, of the book-keeper at the station. ‘No, sir, I cannot tell you where Mr B. lodges – so many gentlemen go by the trains; but I have no doubt but that the person standing by that pillar can inform you.’ The individual to whom he directed the inquirer's attention had the appearance of a tradesman – respectable enough, yet with no pretensions to ‘gentility’, and had, apparently, no more urgent employment than lazily watching the passengers who came dropping in to the station. However, when he was spoken to, he answered civilly and promptly. ‘Mr B.? tall gentleman, with light hair? Yes, sir, I know Mr B. He lodges at No.8, Morton Villas – has done these three weeks or more; but you'll not find him there, sir, now. He went to town by the eleven o'clock train, and does not usually return until the half-past four train.’

The country friend had no time to lose in returning to the village, to ascertain the truth of this statement. He thanked his informant, and said he would call on Mr B. at his office in town; but before he left R— station, he asked the book-keeper who the person was to whom he had referred him for information as to his friend's place of residence. ‘One of the Detective Police, sir,’ was the answer. I need hardly say that Mr B., not without a little surprise, confirmed the accuracy of the policeman's report in every particular.

When I heard this anecdote of my cousin and his friend, I thought that there could be no more romances written on the same kind of plot as Caleb Williams;3 the principal interest of which, to the superficial reader, consists in the alternation of hope and fear, that the hero may, or may not, escape his pursuer. It is long since I have read the story, and I forget the name of the offended and injured gentleman, whose privacy Caleb has invaded; but I know that his pursuit of Caleb – his detection of the various hiding-places of the latter – his following up of slight clues – all, in fact, depended upon his own energy, sagacity and perseverance. The interest was caused by the struggle of man against man; and the uncertainty as to which would ultimately be successful in his object; the unrelenting pursuer, or the ingenious Caleb, who seeks by every device to conceal himself. Now, in 1851, the offended master would set the Detective Police to work; there would be no doubt as to their success; the only question would be as to the time that would elapse before the hiding-place could be detected, and that could not be a question long. It is no longer a struggle between man and man, but between a vast organized machinery, and a weak, solitary individual; we have no hopes, no fears – only certainty. But if the materials of pursuit and evasion, as long as the chase is confined to England, are taken away from the store-house of the romancer, at any rate we can no more be haunted by the idea of the possibility of mysterious disappearances; and any one who has associated much with those who were alive at the end of the last century, can testify that there was some reason for such fears.

When I was a child, I was sometimes permitted to accompany a relation to drink tea with a very clever old lady, of one hundred and twenty – or, so I thought then; I now think she, perhaps, was only about seventy. She was lively, and intelligent, and had seen and known much that was worth narrating. She was a cousin of the Sneyds, the family whence Mr Edgeworth took two of his wives; had known Major André had mixed in the Old Whig Society that the beautiful Duchess of Devonshire and ‘Buff and Blue Mrs Crewe’ gathered round them; her father had been one of the early patrons of the lovely Miss Linley.4 I name these facts to show that she was too intelligent and cultivated by association, as well as by natural powers, to lend an over-easy credence to the marvellous; and yet I have heard her relate stories of disappearances which haunted my imagination longer than any tale of wonder. One of her stories was this: – Her father's estate lay in Shropshire, and his park-gates opened right on to a scattered village of which he was landlord. The houses formed a straggling irregular street – here a garden, next a gable-end of a farm, there a row of cottages and so on. Now, at the end house or cottage lived a very respectable man and his wife. They were well known in the village, and were esteemed for the patient attention which they paid to the husband's father, a paralytic old man. In winter, his chair was near the fire; in summer, they carried him out into the open space in front of the house to bask in the sunshine, and to receive what placid amusement he could from watching the little passings to and fro of the villagers. He could not move from his bed to his chair without help. One hot and sultry June day, all the village turned out to the hay-fields. Only the very old and the very young remained.

The old father of whom I have spoken was carried out to bask in the sunshine that afternoon as usual, and his son and daughter-in-law went to the hay-making. But when they came home in the early evening, their paralysed father had disappeared – was gone! and from that day forwards, nothing more was ever heard of him. The old lady, who told this story, said with the quietness that always marked the simplicity of her narration, that every inquiry which her father could make was made, and that it could never be accounted for. No one had observed any stranger in the village; no small household robbery, to which the old man might have been supposed an obstacle, had been committed in his son's dwelling that afternoon. The son and daughter-in-law (noted too for their attention to the helpless father) had been a-field among all the neighbours the whole of the time. In short, it never was accounted for; and left a painful impression on many minds.

I will answer for it, the Detective Police would have ascertained every fact relating to it in a week.

This story from its mystery was painful, but had no consequences to make it tragical. The next which I shall tell (and although traditionary, these anecdotes of disappearances which I relate in this paper are correctly repeated, and were believed by my informants to be strictly true), had consequences, and melancholy ones too. The scene of it is in a little country-town, surrounded by the estates of several gentlemen of large property. About a hundred years ago there lived in this small town an attorney, with his mother and sister. He was agent for one of the squires near, and received rents for him on stated days, which of course were well known. He went at these times to a small public-house, perhaps five miles from —, where the tenants met him, paid their id="page_5" rents and were entertained at dinner afterwards. One night he did not return from this festivity. He never returned. The gentleman whose agent he was, employed the Dogberrys5 of the time to find him, and the missing cash; the mother, whose support and comfort he was, sought him with all the perseverance of faithful love. But he never returned; and by-and-by the rumour spread that he must have gone abroad with the money; his mother heard the whispers all around her, and could not disprove it; and so her heart broke, and she died. Years after, I think as many as fifty, the well-to-do butcher and grazier6 of — died; but, before his death, he confessed that he had waylaid Mr — on the heath close to the town, almost within call of his own house, intending only to rob him, but meeting with more
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