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INTRODUCTION

'A N D what was helikewhen hewasn't writing books ?*
asked the small boy to whom | had just been reading a
chapter out of TreasureIdand. ' He wasn't really grown
up, was he ?"'

Such were the two questions which came from those
unsophisticated lips, and surely it was a very laudable
curiosity that inspired them. This chapter of Treasure
Isand had been entrancing : it was proper to want to
know something about the man who held so thrilling a
pen. | sympathise with that desire and uphold it, in
spite of those austere purists who tell us that a book
must be judged on its merits and on them alone. The
reading of it has kindled in us an excitement or has
awakened a perception of beauty : for these (the purists
say) the book alone is responsible, and the emotions
which the reading of it has aroused are concerned
only with what lies between its covers. The merchant
of pearls (they argue) does not want to ascertain the
conditions under which this valuable bivalve lived: it
is enough for him that a thing of beauty and of great
price lies in his hand. So why, if we read a book or
look at a picture that kindles our imagination, should
we want to know about the circumstances which
helped or handicapped the author or the artist who
produced it ? They are irrelevant.

The answer is that the book has kindled our imagina-
tion, and this very fact makes us demand to know the
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intimate and persona history of it. We want to see
it not on theflat page only, but in the round, and to be
curious about the author and the circumstances in which
he wrote it is by no means an irrelevant inquisitiveness.
We legitimately wish to know how and why he wrote
like that: we find it humanly impossible not to desire
to learn about him as well as to enjoy his work.

For a fine flower of literature is not a sundered
phenomenon, as is a pearl in Bond Street. It grew
from a soil, and not only do its colour and its fragrance,
its manner of growth and of foliage concern us, but
the nature of the soil which nourished it. Was it a
natural product of that soil, or was there in it so fiery
and individual a particle that it grew there in spite of
its soil ? So far from such an inquiry being irrelevant
there is nothing more justly interesting, for, indeed,
until we know about the author we cannot really judge
of hiswork. Some elements init, even thoughitis a
masterpiece, may seem to us fase or crude or biased,
but an understanding of the author's life may show us
that he could not have looked at the world of which
he treats from any other angle. It is our business, if
we want to understand a book which is worth our
study and our admiration, to look at it through our
author's eyes before making conclusions on the evidence
of our own. For an ultimate, if not for an elementary
appreciation of the finest work, a knowledge of its
genesis is essential. To know that Shelley's Adonais
was a lament for the death of Keats expands our just
appreciation of it, and we are the poorer because we
do not know the genesis of Shakespeare's sonnets.

There is another reason as well that redeems from the
charge of idle inquisitiveness our desire to know all
we can about the private lives of certain individuals.
A man may have been eminent in action or distinguished
in the arts, but it is not to enhance our appreciation of
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his achievements that we study his private life. We do
not, for instance, read the most entrancing biography
in the world in order to enlarge our appreciation of
Rasse/as. in fact, the more we enjoy Boswell's Life
the more we regret that so entrancing a companion as
Johnson ever spent in writing the precious hours he
might have devoted to conversation. We want to
know more and yet more about the man and his ways
and his robust oddities and squalor and nobility, for the
sake of acquaintance with him himself, and for no other
reason whatever. | do not know how many people
nowadays read Rasse/as, but they cannot amount to
one per cent, of those who read Boswell, and even of
that one per cent, a large fraction must have embarked
on their task because they already knew the biography.
Johnson in fact no longer connotes to us the classical
author of his day, but the subject of Boswell's book,
and we want to learn about him not for what he wrote
but for what he was.

In the case of the Brontes our interest in their private
lives is justified by both these reasons: they were in
themselves of most strange and unusual individuality,
and two of them, Charlotte and Emily, produced books
that profoundly stir our interest and our imagination:
itis no desire to pry into private life that makes us want
to s these books in the round. A noble flower of
literature sprang from a soil which we should have
thought was of so arid a nature that the budding and
blossoming of such, miraculous in itself by reason of
its power or its beauty, is doubly miraculous, by reason
of the very unlikelihood, on a priori grounds, of its
having blossomed there at all. And when we find that,
in the living-room of a grim and meagre parsonage,
girt about by moors and graveyard and charged with
an atmosphere of hatred and heroism, of thwarted
ambitions and acclaimed achievement, there worked two
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sisters who, vastly differing in talent and temperament,
have for ever enriched English literature, the one by
a romance of supreme genius and by a few lyrics whose
authentic magic ranks them with Kubla Khan and
Keats's Ode to the Nightingale, the other by two novels
which, easily outlasting ephemeral foibles, will aways
hold their place among classical masterpieces, it is
inevitable that we should want to learn all we can
*jot only about the books themselves, but about the
strange solitary girls who wrote them. Anything in
their lives that throws real light on their books, anything
in their books which can be shown to throw real light
on their lives, is our legitimate concern.

The earliest of the books about the Brontes, and the
only one whose author knew any of them personally,
is the admirable Life of Charlotte Bronte, which, at her
father's request, was written by Mrs. Gaskell and
published, two years after Charlotte's death, in 1857.
Though she did not come in contact with Charlotte
till within five years of her death and never saw her
sisters or her brother, she at once became an esteemed
though never an intimate friend. Her task was a
labour of love. '| weighed every line/ she said, 'with
my whole power and heart, so that every line should
go to its great purpose of making her known and
valued/ That surely is a very proper spirit for the
biographer, and Mrs. Gaskell produced an admirable
book which will aways rank high for its technical
excellence. But it is possible to have too much of the
proper spirit, if the biographer's object is to produce
a human and a faithful portrait. He has no right to
suppress or soften harsh features and characteristic
traits in his hero because they would interfere with the
impression, founded on his own admiration, which he
desires to produce. We do not ask that failings should
be exaggerated, and limitations too hardly defined, but
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we are right to demand from the biographer such
presentation of them as is necessary to a true picture.
We know from Charlotte’'s own letters that there was
a vast deal of hardness and intolerance in her nature,
and Mrs. Gaskell's image of her, as entirely tender
and loving and patient under cruel trials and dis-
appointments, robs her, with the best motives, of her
actual individuality. These suppressions, which render
her so much less real, were deliberate: we find that
Mrs. Gaskell, with the evidence of Charlotte's letters in
front of her, leaves out important passages which clearly
convey what she was at pains to suppress.

Sometimes these omissions are simply puerile. Char-
lotte, for instance, writing to Ellen Nussey when her
authorship of Shirley, which she vainly hoped to
conceal, became known at Haworth, exclaimed ' God
help, keep and deliver me!': Mrs. Gaskell, though
transcribing from the letter in front of her, emends :
' Heaven help, keep and deliver me." Such small
though numerous alterations are of no conseguence,
but when it comes to Mrs. Gaskell quoting from
Charlotte's letters to M. Heger and deliberately sup-
pressing all that showed that she was writing love-
letters to him, the omission becomes serious, because
it leaves out crucial and essential experiences. This
point is more fully dealt with in its place. Moreover,
though she brought to her task those excellent gifts
which had already placed her high in the ranks of
English novelists, her skilled instincts as a novelist
were often a snare to her. The late Sir Edmund Gosse,
one of our finest critics, once said to me, ' Nobody but
a novelist should be allowed to write a biography, but
he must remember that he is not now writing a novel,’
and it must be confessed that Mrs. Gaskell was terribly
forgetful of that. In her admirable zeal to make her
friend known and valued she sometimes fobs us off
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withfiction, forgetting that, though anovelist's business
is to create characters, it is the business of a biographer
to render them, and that the tact of omission, when
too unscrupulous, becomes afalsification.

The first edition of Mrs. GaskelTs book appeared in
two volumes, and she soon found herself the centre of
a swarm of hornets. Forgetful that she ought to have
been dealing with facts, she had taken very insufficient
pains about establishing them, and not only was she
threatened with two libel actions, but Mr. Bronte, at
whose request she had undertaken the work, was furious,
as we shall presently see, with what she had said about
him. She had to issue a public apology in The Times
to avert one of these threatened actions, and when her
book was reissued make important omissions: refer-
ences to these will be made in their due place. She
had been inconceivably careless in accepting as true
unsifted gossip, aways with the intention of blackening
the shadows round her central figure and thereby
increasing the lustre of its shining, and now she re-
tracted and omitted and, in fact, did all she possibly
could to minimise the pain her carelessness had given
others, and incidentally to save herself from serious
consequences.  But subsequent authors of Bronte-Saga
have not scrupled to repeat as accredited facts what
Mrs. Gaskell was obliged to withdraw because they
were not, and many of these have taken their place in
what we may call the Canon : it is for this reason alone
that | have called attention to the passages which
Mrs. Gaskell herself withdrew. It is difficult to avoid
the conclusion that these writers were aware of what
they were doing: such passages only appear in the
earliest editions of her book, and the history of their
excision must have been within the knowledge of
subseguent authors.

But a fervour of excitement, almost a religious
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enthusiasm, seems often to inspire the pens of those
who write about the Brontes, and we find that under
the spell and fascination of their subject they are apt
to become a little careless about facts and very prolific
in fancy. Usually they select one of the sisters as the
particular object of their adoration : thereare Emily-ites ;
there are Charlotte-ites; there are, faintly and less fer-
vently, Anne-ites, each of whom sgs up a golden
image of its goddess and omits the feet of clay. In a
minor degree there are those who espouse the cause of
the unhappy brother Branwell, and seek to sponge off a
little of the blacknesswith which all the rest unanimously
daub him. But this partisanship, with all its fanatical
suppressions and inventions, tends to defeat its own
object, and, instead of elucidating, only succeeds in
piling up round the object of its devotion cartloads of
apocryphal rubbish which were better away, and while
it decks the adored image with highly coloured robes of
splendour, obscures its figure and its face. Charlotte
and Emily alike lose all power of movement under the
hieratic robes into which they have been thrust: they
have become, in certain of these books, as doll-like as
Madonnas decked out for ecclesiastical festival by
Sisters of Charity, and, under this pious decoration of
rouge and jewels and haloes, are stiffened into im-
mobility. Such embellishments do not become them,
and part of the object of the ensuing pages is to clear
some of them away.

But the difficulties in the way of anyone who seeks,
without sentimentality on the one hand or malice on the
other, to get as near as may be to the truth about the
immortal denizens of Haworth Parsonage, are of the
most baffling sort, so full of contradictions and dis-
crepancies are the authorities which must be consulted.
Infinitely the most important of theseis Charlotte Bronte
herself, for her letters and certain biographical notices
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she wrote about her sisters supply us with at least nine-
tenths of our first-hand knowledge about the family.
Y et even she falls into such extraordinary errors about
their ages and simple matters of that sort that the
harassed biographer knows not where to look for the
most trivial certainties. Three times, for instance, in
her letters and biographical notices of her sisters does
she misstate Emily's age: she published certain
posthumous poems saying that Emily wrote them in
her sixteenth year, when Emily was at least in her
eighteenth year ; she says that Emily was twenty when
she went to Brussels, whereas she was twenty-three ; and
when Emily, in her thirty-first year, lay dying, she
wrote to a doctor saying that she was in her twenty-
ninth year. This consistency of error, in fact, makes us
think that Charlotte did not know how old Emily was.
Such wrong information as this accounts for the
despair of the biographer in arriving at what | have
called 'trivial certainties/ which are not, however, of
much importance except to pedants. But no one can
consider trivial anything that concerns the intimate and
psychical history of the sisters and their books, and
when the biographer addresses himself to these more
important matters, he finds himself encumbered by so
great a cloud of witnesses and so belligerent an array of
the furious partisans of individual sisters, who contra-
dict each other (and occasionally themselves) with so
copious an outpouring of vials of scorn on any who
take views divergent from their own, that in the end
his wisest course is to reject as possibly apocryphal any
romantic conjecture, often given as firm fact, which is
not endorsed by some such basic authority as Charlotte
Bronte's letters, or by inferences that can with certainty
be drawn from the books themselves. But well-merited
confusion and disaster awaits him who attempts to
reconcile the conflicting statements made by enthusiastic
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partisans of different ssters, so rich are they in sup-
pressons and omissions which would have invalidated
their theories, and in inventions which support them,
and | have founded my narrative aimost completely on
Charlotte's letters.

But, indeed, to take part in so controversial but fas-
cinating a subject as this is rather like entering a den of
lionswithout believing oneself to bein any way aDaniel,
and my bones, | am aware, may presently be scattered
before the pit.

E. F. BENSON.






NOTE

THE executors of the late Mr. Clement Shorter
have most generously given me leave to use and
quote from all the letters of Charlotte Bronte of
which he held the copyright. Without such per-
mission it would have been impossible to present the
ensuing picture of her, derived as it is, amost entirely,
from this copyright material. | therefore wish to ac-
knowledge my full and grateful sense of the indulgence
they have so liberally given to me. These letters are
a mine of material, and their permission has enabled me
to coin, so to speak, with whatever awkwardnesses and
failuresin striking, much unminted treasure.

All extracts from letters come out of Mr. Clement
Shorter's book The Brontes (Hodder & Stoughton,
1908), unless it is stated otherwise. To avoid an
endless array of footnotes, individual references are
not given to these unless for some reason they are
difficult to find.

E. F. BENSON.



NOTE
On a SpuriousPortrait of CharlotteBronte

THERE is another supposed portrait of Charlotte Bronte in the National
Portrait Gallery, though not on exhibition, beddes that by George Richmond.
It is a water-colour sketch signed ' Paul Heger [sic] 1850; and the inscription
on the back dedares it to be a sketch of her from life by M. HEger. The
reasons againg its being genuine arc numerous and convincing:

(i) Charlotte never went to Brusss after her return to England in 1844,
nor was M. Hecger in England in 1850. The picture, therefore, could not
have been done from life.

(if) M. Hdger's name was not Paul Heger, but Congantin Heger. He
appears in Vitllette as' Paul Emmanuel,” which may account for the confusion
in the mind of the person who sgned it.

(iii) Though Constantin Hdger had a son called Paul, he was not in 1850
more than gx or eight years old. The drawing is that of a trained and com-
petent artist.

(iv) The accent on the name * Hegdr' [sic] is misplaced.

(v) The picture does not bear the smalet resamblance to Georj
Richmond's picture of Charlotte Brontg, which was drawn from life.



CHARLOTTE BRONTE

CHAPTER |

WHEN the Reverend Patrick Bronte arranged with Mrs.
Gaskell that she should undertake to write the life of
his daughter Charlotte he supplied her, by letters and
interviews, with information about her subject, and
included therein some slight history of his own early
life. He was the eldest of the ten children of Hugh
Bronte, a small farmer in County Down, Ireland.

There was some family tradition, [she tells ug] that humble
as Hugh Bronte's circumstances were, he was the descendant
of an ancient family. But about this neither he nor his
descendants have cared to enquire. ... He opened a public
school at the early age of sixteen, and this mode of living he
continued to follow for five or six years.

That makes a picturesque prelude : we feel interested
at once in this remarkable boy who was to be the father
of such illustrious children. But it was aswell, for the
sake of romantic origins, that further inquiries were not
made in the parish of Drumballyroney, County Down,
where, on March 17, 1777, Patrick Bronte was born,
for it would have been found that his father was a
stranger to the noble surname which his eldest son
subsequently assumed, and had been always known as
Hugh Brunty, peasant farmer. His family was nume-
rous—ten sons and daughters had been born to him.
All these had been entered in the register as Brunty or

D
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Bruntee, and it was Patrick who abandoned the ancient
patronymic of his family and adopted the more modern
Bronte. Nelson, it may be remarked, had been created
Duke of Bronte in 1799, and the new name had a dis-
tinction. But it sems to have been of the ancient
Brontes of County Down (hitherto unknown) that Mr.
Bronte spoke to Mrs. Gaskell, and probably she was
unaware of the existence of the humbler patronymic, or,
knowing, she loyally concealed the family secret. As
for Patrick Brunty, as he then was, having opened a
public school at the age of sixteen, the fact was that he
was an assistant master at the village school. These
trifles, otherwise quite unimportant, have a certain
significance, as being the earliest of those embroideries
which have since disfigured rather than decorated the
household images of the hearth at Haworth.

Patrick Bronte's early history is really more remarkable
when stripped of the august details which he gave to
Mrs. Gaskell. He taught at the village school for some
five or six years, and then for three or four more was
tutor to the family of Mr. Tighe, parson of the parish.
From that remote occupation he was transported, as
on a magic carpet, to the gate of St. John's College,
Cambridge, where he was admitted as an elderly under-
graduate at the age of twenty-five in the year 1802. Boys
then used to go up tothe University at the ages of sixteen
or seventeen, and he must have been older than many
of the Fellows of the College. How he managed it,
who paid the fees and the expenses of his year-long
board and lodging and clothing (for he never went
back to Ireland) is quite unknown. His father, Hugh
Brunty, small peasant farmer, with ten children to rear,
can hardly have done so, and it is improbable that he
could have saved enough himself. The most reason-
able conjectureis that Parson Tighe helped him.  Patrick
was a tall, extremely handsome young man ; he was full
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of intelligence, vitality, and ambition, and the guess (for
it is no more) that this benevolent clergyman saw that
money could not be better spent than in giving his
children's tutor a chance is probably true.

It is worth noting how these instincts for self-
education and for teaching, and this grit in triumphing
over difficulties were transmitted by this young Irishman
to his family, and in especia to Charlotte. From their
earliest years learning was a passion with them all, and
those who outlived childhood, Charlotte and Emily
and Anne, were all governesses before they were out of
their teens, and Branwell, alittlelater, atutor. Theidea of
setting up a school (though not a public school) was one
of the long-cherished dreams of Haworth, and to fit
herself and her sisters for it Charlotte carried through a
scheme for the further education of herself and Emily
at Brussels, which was scarcely less improbable of
accomplishment, when she conceived it, as that young
Patrick Bronte should, forty years before, have suc-
ceeded in going up to Cambridge from Drumballyroney,
County Down, and getting a University education.
Indomitable will, the power to make and then grasp
opportunities, teaching, authorship, were fruitful in the
blood; while, in minor detail, even as Patrick Brunty,
when he went incredibly forth to make his way in the
world, assumed a more prepossessing surname, so his
daughters, when their destiny declared itself, went
forth to the world as Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell for
fear that an avowal of feminine authorship might prove
a handicap to success.

So Patrick Brunty on his magic carpet went up to
Cambridge, and took his new name and his degree.
A volunteer movement, anticipating the larger and later
organisation, was being developed all over the country
as a defence against possible invasion by the French,
and L ord Palmerston, who came up to St. John's College
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the year after Patrick Bronte, was a member of the
same corps as he: Mr. Bronte told Mrs. Gaskell that
they drilled together. He was ordained in 1806, and
appointed to a curacy in the parish of Wethersfield,
Essex, where he became engaged to a girl named Mary
Burder. There was some opposition on the part of
the girl's uncle to the match, but the end of the matter
was that Mr. Bronte broke the engagement. He did
not apparently mention this episode to Mrs. Gaskell,
nor the sequel to it which will appear later. He then
moved to Yorkshire, where he was curate first at Dews-
bury, and then at Hartshead. While there he pub-
lished, in 1811 and 1813, two volumes of poems:
these are Cottage Poems and The Rural Minstrel.  Many
of them are definitely religious, and all have a moral.
It is difficult to quote from them: some rather dis-
couraging verses sent To a Lady on ber Birthday may be
taken as typical of his muse :

In thoughtful mood your parents dear,
Whilst joy shines through the starting tear.
Give approbation due,
As each drinks deep in mirthful wine
Y our rosy health, and looks benign
Are sent to heaven for you.

But let me whisper, lovely fair,

That joy may soon give place to care,
And sorrow cloud this day ;

Full soon your eyes of startling blue,

And velvet lips of scarlet hue
Discoloured, may decay.

As bloody drops on virgin snows,
So vies the lily with the rose
Full on your dimpled cheek,
But ah! the wormin lazy coil
May soon prey on this putrid spoil,
Or leap in loathsome freak.
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Fond wooers come with flattering tale,

And load with sighs the passing gale,
And love-distracted rave;

But hark, fair maid | whate'er they say,

Y ou're but a breathing mass of clay,
Fast ripening for the grave.

These volumes cannot have fallen flatter than the
poems published by his daughters thirty-three years later,
of which only two copies were sold, and of them but one
line survives, because it is identical with that hcart's-cry
of Jane Eyre's, which was singled out by Mr. Swinburne
as the supreme utterance of Charlotte's genius. This
was taken verbatim from one of Mr. Bronte's poems,
and thus he is responsible for : ' To the finest fibre of
my nature, sir.'

At Hartshead Mr. Bronte met Miss Maria Branwell,
third daughter of a Methodist merchant in Penzance.
Her father and mother were both dead, and she was on
a visit—visits in those days were afairs that lasted for
many weeks—to an aunt who had married a Methodist
preacher, Mr. John Fennel, who was Governor of the
Wesleyan Academy at Wood House Grove, near Brad-
ford. Mr. Bronte, after a brief acquaintance, proposed
to her and was accepted. He kept some letters of hers
written to him during their engagement, gave them in
after years to Charlotte, and they were published for the
first time in their entirety by Mr. Clement Shorter.
They convey a wholly delightful impression of fhe
writer; there is about them, as Charlotte felt when
first she saw them thirty years after her mother's death,
awonderful sweet charm and fineness, a sincere affection
and piety. They are like egg-shell china for transparent
delicacy ; they are fresh and virginal as a primrose
growing on some be-smoked Y orkshire moor.

* Clement Shorter, Charlotte Bronte' and ber Circle, p. 34 etc.
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I will frankly confess [she writes in the earliest of these]
that your behaviour and what | have seen and heard of your
character has excited my warmest esteem and regard, and be
assured that you shall never have cause to repent of any
confidence you may think proper to place in me, and that it
will always be my endeavour to deserve the good opinion
which you have formed, although human weakness may in
some instances cause me to fall short. | do not depend upon
my own strength, but | look to Him who has been my un-
erring guide through life and in whose continued protection
and assistance | confidently trust.

Then, so we gather, Mr. Bronte made some lover-like
demand that she should protest her affection for him, and
very properly she proceeds :

The politeness of others can never make me forget your kind
attentions, neither can | walk our accustomed rounds without
thinking on you, and, why should | be ashamed to add, wishing
for your presence. If you knew what were my feelings while
writing this, you would pity me. | wish to write the truth
and give you satisfaction yet fear to go too far, and exceed
the bounds of propriety.

She takes a walk she had taken with him,

not wholly without a wish that | had your arm to assist me
and your conversation to shorten the walk. Indeed, all our
walks have now an insipidity in them which | never thought
they would have possessed. . . .

Or she hears Mr. Watman preach a very excellent
sermon.

He displayed the character of our Saviour in a most affecting
and amiable light. 1 scarcely ever felt more charmed with
his excellencies, more grateful for his condescension, or
more abased at my own unworthiness : but | lament that my
heart is so little retentive of those pleasing and profitable
impressions. . . .

Again and again, without exceeding the bounds of
propriety (though once she addressss him as ' dear
saucy Pat/ which was rather daring for those days), she
asures him of her unalterable affection.
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With the sincerest pleasure do | retire from company to
converse with him whom | love beyond all others. Could
my beloved friend ss2 my heart he would then be convinced
that the affection | bear himisnot at all inferior to that which
he feds for me—indeed | sometimes think that in truth and
constancy it excels.

The final letter announces that they are busy at
her uncle's house with making the cekes for the
wedding, and that she has already learned by heart
"the pretty little hymn' he sent her, ' but cannot
promiseto sing it scientifically, though | will endeavour
to gain a little more assurance’ Throughout this
delicious little series of letters, extending over four
months, there runs the note of love and piety crystal-
clear in naive sincerity and sparkling with humorous
touches of demure merriment and chaff of her saucy
Pat. Had Mrs. Bronte lived to bring up the family,
which soon arrived with such speed and regularity,
who knows what kindlier quality, what more indulgent
attitude towards the failings and imperfections of others
might not have softened the judgments of one of her
daughters, have redeemed her only son from a sordid
and premature doom, and even have given to the genius
of the family some solvent for that steely remoteness
with which she surrounded herself? True, we cannot
imagine Emily saying her prayers at her mother's knee
and yet remaining Emily, nor, if she would thereby have
lost anything of her wild pagan mysticism, could we
wish her capable of her mother's pieties; but itisimpos-
sible not to wonder what would have happened if so
lonely and supreme a soul could have had the oppor-
tunity of confiding something of its secret raptures and
despairs to one whose essential tenderness and sympathy
could not have failed to understand something of them.

The marriage of Maria Bran well and Patrick
Bronte took place at Guiseley near Hartshead in
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December 1812, and never again did she return from
the moors and mists of the austere north to the prim
home of her brother, ex-Mayor of Penzance, where the
grates were so beautifully cleaned, and palm trees grew
in those gardens to which the snows of the Y orkshire
moors and the long savage winters of the uplands were
strangers.  She was wedded to her dear saucy Pat, and
the bearing of his children was business enough.

At Hartshead were born, in 1813 and 1815, her two
eldest children, Maria and Elizabeth. In 1815 Mr.
Bronte published at Halifax a romance in prose, called
The Cottage in the Wood: or, The Art of Becoming
Rich and Happy, and in the same year he was appointed
curate of Thornton in the parish of Bradford, and was
minister at a chapel of eae called the Bell Chapel.
Here they were on the most intimate social terms with
Mr. John Frith of Kipping House and his motherless
daughter, Elizabeth. Elizabeth kept a diary, and it is a
catalogue of tea-drinkings with the Brontes,® and of
the Brontes drinking tea or dining at Kipping House.
Here there were born to him four more children,
the story of whose lives, short as they were in the
measure of years, forms the tragic and imperishable
history of the Brontes. The eldest of these children
was Charlotte, born on April 21, 1816; the second
was the only boy, Patrick Branwell—thereafter known
as Branwell—born on June 26, 1817; the third Emily
Jane, born on July 30, 1818 ; and the fourth Anne, born
on January 17, 1820.

At Thornton Mr. Bronte wrote the second of his
prose romances, called The Maid of KiHarney, or Albion
and Flora’ The Maid of Killarng contains some

! Clement Shorter, The Brontes, vol. ii, p. 410.

2 Mr. Bronte's other printed pieces include several tracts and sermons,
and a poem called The Phenomenon ; or, an Account in Verse of the Extraordinary
Disruption of a Bog which took place in the Moors of Ha worth on the 1 zth day of
September 1824.
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warnings against the carnal tendencies fostered by
dancing, and, like the rest of Mr. Bronte's works,
derives its sole interest from the fact that the author
was the father of his children. Mrs. Bronte, as well
as her husband, had literary aspirations, and it was at
Thornton that she wrote an essay entitled The Advan-
tage of Poverty in Religious Concerns. It was intended
for some religious periodical, but was never published
till Mr. Clement Shorter unearthed it. There is a
Calvinistic touch about it, for though the true Christian
can be blithe, as she certainly was, in poverty, finding it
a state which, taken rightly, is attended with innumer-
able blessings, it is not necessarily a sign of the Divine
favour, and she concludes :

But O, what words can express the great misery of those
who suffer all the evils of poverty here, and that, too, by
their bad conduct and have no hope of happiness hereafter,
but rather have cause to fear the end of this miserable life
will be the beginning of another, infinitely more miserable,
never, never to have an end !

Then came the final ecclesiastical ' step' for Mr.
Bronte, and on that step he remained without further
promotion for forty-one years. On February 25, 1820,
he was licensed to the chapelry of Haworth, ten miles
from Bradford and in the parish of that town. Though,
strictly speaking, it was only a perpetual curacy, the
incumbent to all intents and purposes was vicar. He
did not at once go there, for we find that Anne, the
youngest of the family, was baptized at Thornton a
month later. But some time during the spring the move
was made, and from thenceforth, with one exceedingly
important exception, the setting of the Bronte-drama,
was laid at the Parsonage there. Standing at the top
of the steep hill up which the village climbs, it faces,
across a small oblong of walled-in garden, the west
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door of the Church of St. Michael. It is girt about
with the graveyard; the public-house, the ' Black Bull/
is neighbourly; a‘ short lone lane' leads to the moors.
These four, parsonage and church, public-house and
moors, are the main furnishing of the scene.  Of them
the church is the least significant and the moors the
most, for from the moors came Wuthering Heights,



CHAPTER 11

T H E house was small for this family of eight persons.
On the ground floor to right and left of the flagged
passage from the front door were two parlours: that
on the left was the dining-room and family sitting-room ;
to theright was Mr. Bronte's study where, in later years,
he took his midday dinner alone, being vexed with
digestive troubles and preferring solitude. At the back
was a kitchen, and a store-room big enough to be con-
verted later into a studio for Branwell, when he took to
painting and meant to make it his career. Upstairs
were four bedrooms, and over the flagged passage of
entrance a further slip of a room without a fireplace.
We may dismiss therefore as apocryphal the lurid tale
which has crept into the Bronte-Saga, with a view to
heightening the picturesque horror of the early years of
the sisters, that all five of them slept together in this
closet, since there is no apparent reason why some or
all of them should not sleep in the other bedrooms.
Hitherto we have traced little more than the bare
events in the life of Mr. Bronte up to the time of his
appointment to Haworth, but in thefirst edition of Mrs.
GaskelTs work, which presently brought the hornets
about her, she launches into details of the most lurid
sort about his manners and his habits. She acquired
her facts, she tells us, from a 'good old woman in
Haworth/ who had been Mrs. Bronte's nurse in her last
illness. Mrs. Brontedied in 1821, and thus it wasthirty-
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four years after the time to which it refers, when Mrs.
Gaskell, collecting materials for the Life of Charlotte
Bronte, obtained the information on which she founded
the following account:

She told me that one day when the children had been out
on the moors and rain had come on, she thought their feet
would be wet, and accordingly she rummaged out some
coloured boots which had been given them by afriend. . . .
These little pairs she ranged round the kitchen fire to warm,
but, when the children came back, the boots were no where
to be found, only a very strong odour of burned |leather was
perceived. Mr. Bronte had come in and seen them: they
were too gay and luxurious for his children, and would foster
the love of dress; so he had put theminto thefire. He spared
nothing that offended his antique simplicity. Long before
this someone had given Mrs. Bronte a silk gown; either the
make or the colour or the material was not according to his
notions of consistent propriety, and Mrs. Bronte in conse-
guence never wore it. But for all that she kept it treasured
up in her drawers, which were generally locked. One day,
however, while in the kitchen, she remembered that she had
left the key in her drawer, and hearing Mr. Bronte upstairs,
she augured some ill to her dress, and, running upstairs,
she found it cut into shreds. ... He did not speak when he
was annoyed or displeased, but worked off his volcanic wrath
by firing pistols out of the back door in rapid succession.
Mrs. Bronte, lying in bed upstairs, would hear the quick
explosions, and know that something had gone wrong : but
her sweet nature thought invariably of the bright side, and she
would say, ' Ought | not to be thankful that he never gave
meanangryword ?' Now and then his anger took a different
form but still was speechless. Once he got the hearth-rug
and stuffing it up the grate, deliberately set it on fire, and
remained in the room, in spite of the stench, until it had
smouldered and shrivelled away into uselessness. Another
time he took some chairs, and sawed away at the backs till they
were reduced to the condition of stools. | have named
these instances of eccentricity in the father because | hold the
knowledge of them to be necessary for aright understanding
of a life of his daughter.

! Mrs. Gaskell, Ufe of Charlotte Bronte (ist edition), vol. i, pp. 51-54.



CHARLOTTE BRONTE

Thisisaluridpicture, and evenif Mrs. Gaskell would
have gone bail for the memory and the accuracy of her
aged informant, and really believed that the knowledge
of these facts was necessary for the right understanding
of the life of the daughter of so violent a lunatic, it was
exceedingly rash of her to have picked up from an old
woman in Haworth these unconfirmed stories of the
man at whose request she was writing his daughter's
biography, and to have published them in his lifetime
was scarcely decent. He was an old man and ailing,
already close on his eightieth birthday ; perhaps Mrs.
Gaskell thought he would be dead before the book came
out. Again he could no longer read much, and she may
have thought that he would never ascertain what, on
the authority of the good old Voman, she had written
about him. But justice and retribution decreed that
he should still be alive, and that his son-in-law Mr.
Nicholls, Charlotte's widower, should read aloud to
him these delirious paragraphs about himself. A milder
man than he would have been annoyed, and Mr. Bronte
was furious. He stated to Mr. William Dearden, who
had been afriend of his son Branwell, that these stories
were wholly untrue.

"l did not know/ he said, with acertain grimirony, * that |
had an enemy in the world who would traduce me before my
death till Mrs. GaskelPs Life of Charlotte appeared. Every-
thing in that book which relates to my conduct to my family
is either false or distorted. | never did commit such acts as
arc there ascribed to me.’

Then he must have got hold of the source of these
libels, for in a subsequent interview hetold Mr. Dearden
that Mrs. Gaskell had listened to village scandal and
got her information from some discarded servant.
That was precisely what had happened, for the good
old woman who had been Mrs. Bronte's nurse had
been dismissed from his service. No doubt when
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Mr. Bronte said that some of these stories were
" distorted/ he alluded to his aleged habit of firing
pistols out of the back door in rapid succession as
a speechless method of expressing annoyance. That
was founded on the fact that in the early days of his
incumbency he was on the side of the law against the
Luddites, and, as Mrs. Gaskell herself says, was
unpopular among the mill-workers. He used, therefore,
to carry aloaded pistol up to bed with him and discharge
it next morning out of the window.

We can test the general accuracy of the good old
woman's memory by the story she told Mrs. Gaskell
of the six Bronte children often walking out hand in
hand towards the moors, at the time when she was
nursing their mother. When Mrs. Bronte died, Anne
the youngest was only twenty months old, having been
born in January 1820, and precocious as they all were,
it is impossible to credit such early athleticism. The
same informant, in a speech Mrs. Gaskell quotes ver-
batim, told her that the children were never given
flesh-food of any sort; potatoes were their entire dinner.
Also that with only young servants in the house there
was, in the absence of a mistress's supervision, much
waste going on with regard to food. More retribution
followed on these garrulities, for there were still living
in Haworth, when Mrs. Gaskell's book came out, two
sisters, Nancy and Sarah Garrs, one of whom had come
with the Brontes from Thornton, while the other had
entered Mr. Bronte's service at Haworth. He now gave
them, as a counterblast to these accusations, a written
testimonial that they had not been wasteful but had been
admirable servants in all respects, and Nancy, the cook-
general, deposed that the children's dinner every day
consisted of beef or mutton followed by milk pudding.
Not exciting, but not potatoes. In turn she gave a
testimonial to her old master, and said that ' there
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was never a more affectionate father, never a kinder
master. . . . He was not of a violent temper at all,
quite the reverse I'!

Mr. Brontethen wroteto Mrs. Gaskell, saying that her
whole narrative concerning him and his habits and his
relations to his family were false, and requested her to
cancel it in the next edition of her book. ' To this,' he
said, ' | received no other answer than that Mrs. Gaskell
was unwell and not able to write.'”> She was, as will
appear, being threatened at the time by two libel actions
arising out of other contents of her book, and no
doubt was busy. Two editions of it had already
appeared, but from the third edition onwards, these
sensational and unfounded stories were omitted.

Now the trouble arose from Mrs. GaskelFs forgetful-
ness that she was now writing a biography and not a
romance. There is every reason to suppose that
Mr. Bronte had a high, even a violent, temper, but she
had obtained her instances of it from atainted source, and
they seem to have been unfounded. She did what she
could, by withdrawing them, to repair the needless pain
they had given, and having done that she had made such
amends as were in her power for having published them
at all. But the mischief did not end there, and these
stories are believed by many Bronte students to this day,
for regardless of the fact that she cancelled them, as being
untrue, biographers who have followed her have had no
hesitation in disinterring such discredited stuff from her
unexpurgated editions and giving it renewed currency
withcomments. Sir T. Wemyss Reid, for instance, who,
chronologically, is the next successor to Mrs. Gaskell,
repeats the legend of the pistol firing, exuberantly adding
fresh details. The villagers, he tells us, were quite
accustomed to the sound of pistol shots © at any hour of

1 F. A. Leyland, TheBronte Family, vol. i, pp. 46-50.
2 Clement Shorter, TheBrontes* val. i, p. 60.
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the day ' from their pastor'shouse: Mr. Bronte not only
deliberately cut to bits his wife's pretty dres but
" presented her with the tattered fragments." He tells us
that it was Mrs. Bronte's lot to ' submit to persistent
coldness and neglect,’ and that she lived 'in perpetual
dread of her lordly master." This is falsification, for
since he got these stories of violence from Mrs. Gaskell's
book, he must have found there aso her record that
Mrs. Bronte used to say,' Ought | not to bethankful that
he never gave me an angry word ?' Unkindness to his
wife was thus incorporated into the Bronte-Saga, and
a monstrous disregard of the proper diet for young
children has been deduced from the apocryphal story
that they had only potatoes for dinner. My only object
inreferringtowhat Mrs. Gaskell withdrewisthat, though
it was withdrawn, it has been served up again by others.

Mrs. Bronte lived only eighteen months after the
family came to Haworth, and died of internal cancer in
September 1821. It is curious that Charlotte, whose
childish memorieswere so extraordinarily vivid, andwho
was five and a half years old when she died, could
remember practically nothing of her mother.  She could
recall only the picture of her playingwith Branwell, then
aged four, in the parlour. Towards the end, when too
weak to move, Mrs. Bronte used to ask her nurse to
raise her in bed, so that she might se the grate being
cleaned, for the servant cleaned it in the way it was done
inCornwall. Shewasburiedat Haworth, and practically
the whole of what we know of her is derived from those
letters she wrote to Mr. Bronte when she was engaged
to him.

He was now left with six children, the youngest of
whom, Anne, was still little more than eighteen months

1T.W. Reid, CharlotH Bronti, pp. 21, 22.
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old, and in the course of the next year there came to live
at Haworth, in order to look after them, Miss Elizabeth
Bran well, Mrs. Bronte's eldest sister, and the Parsonage
was her home until her death. She lived much in her
bedroom, where she taught her nieces to sew, and where
there were grouped round her a spinster's household
gods—an Indian workbox, aworkbox with achinatop,
and a' Japan ' dressing-box: she took snuff out of a small
gold box. After the warmth and sunny climate of
Penzance, where snow and frost were as unknown as in
the valley of Avilion, she hated this bleak and wintry
upland, and habitually wore pattens in the house for fear
of the chill of the stone stairs stabbing through her shoes.
The Branwell family in Penzance mixed much in social
circles, but here there were no circles of any sort: it was
a dismal change, and we must credit her with having
been awoman with a strong sense of moral obligation to
have given up all that constituted life's amenities at the
call of duty. She had an income of her own, derived
from investments, of £50 a year, out of which she con-
tributed to household expenses, and shortly before her
death she showed that she was a woman of generous
impulses. Her favourite among the children was
Branwell, and he of them all was the only one who ever
wrote of her with affection, and, after her death, with
regret.  She seems to have been lacking in lightness and
geniality. Wecan find, at any rate, no hint of the gentle
gaiety and tenderness of her sister, and in the absence of
such evidence she has been fashioned into a grim, for-
bidding personage. Commentators, with the passion for
identifying all the characters in Charlotte's novels with
people whom she had known, have pounced on this poor
lady as being the * original' of Mrs. Reed in Jane Eyre,
and have suggested that in the bedroom where she
taught her nieces to sew, she kept a switch withwhich she
used * to lace the quivering palm or shrinking neck ' for
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misdeeds they had never committed. The evidence
rests entirely on the fact that Charlotte and her sisters
used to sew in Miss Branwell's bedroom, and Jane Eyre
used to be whipped in Mrs. Reed's bedroom.

Mr. Bronte, after his sister-in-law's advent, made two
attempts to marry again. Miss Elizabeth Firth, who
had been friends with the family at Thornton, was his
first choice, but the lady was already engaged to the
Rev. James Franks, Vicar of Huddersfield. Then he
harked back to the days of his curacy at Wethersfield,
and wrote a quite amazing letter to Miss Mary Burder,
to whom he had once been engaged, but whom he had
subsequently thrown over, informing her how he had
improved in the last fifteen years, how popular he was in
his parish (the Vicar of Dewsbury would bear him out),
and how eager to make up to her for the disappointment
he had caused her. She replied with singular clarity,
piously thanking God that He had already preserved
her from the fate of being his wife, but she wished him
nothing but well. A second appeal produced no sign
of softening, and he resigned himself to celibacy.



CHAPTERIII

FOR a little while yet as regards the early history of
Mr. Bronte's children, we have, before we get to firmer
ground, to continue to get our information from what
he told Mrs. Gaskell. They were studious and highly
intelligent children: Branwell, perhaps, was the most
promising of them all, but at the age of ten Maria used
to study the Parliamentary debates in the newspapers,
and could discuss with her father the leading topics of
the day, with the grasp and perception of an adult. He
suspected that all of them thought more deeply than
appeared on the surface, and knowing that they were
very shy, he adopted the strangest device that ever
entered a father's head to encourage fluency and frankness
in the mouths of these babes and sucklings. Hefound a
mask in his study; he set his childrenin arow, and bade
them each assume it in turn, so that they might speak
boldly under cover of it, and answer the cosmic questions
he put to them. This unique plan, instead of terrifying
them, produced the most gratifying results. He began
with the youngest, and question and answer ran as
follows:

MR. BRONTE. Anne, what does a child like you most
want?

ANNE (aged four). Age and experience.

MR. BRONTE. Emily, what had | best do with your brother
Branwell, when he is a naughty boy ?
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EMILY (aged five). Reason with him, and when he won't
listen to reason, whip him.

MR. BRONTE. Branwell, what is the best way of knowing
the difference between the intellects of man and woman ?

BRANWELL (aged six). By considering the difference between
them as to their bodies.

MR. BRONTE. Charlotte, what is the best book in the
world ?

CHARLOTTE (aged seven or eight). The Bible.

MR. BRONTE. And what is the next best, Charlotte ?

CHARLOTTE. The Book of Nature.

MR. BRONTE. Elizabeth, what is the best mode of education
for a woman ?

ELIZABETH (aged eight or nine). That which would make
her rule her house well.

MR. BRONTE. Maria, what is the best mode of spending
time?

MARIA (aged ten or eleven). By laying it out in preparation
for a happy eternity.

Now Mr. Bronte vouched for the substantial exactness
of these answers to his questions ; they made (and no
wonder) ' a deep and lasting impression ' on his memory,
and the story must therefore be treated with the utmost
respect. But we cannot help wondering whether his
memory of the manner of the questions was as exact as
that of the answers. We admit that they were very
remarkablechildren. Weknow, onindisputableevidence,
that at a very early age Charlotte and Branwell wrote
prodigious quantities of poems, tales, articles, dramas,
magazines and novels, but we find difficulty here in
accepting theliteral truth of Mr. Bronte's account. Take
Anne. Anne, we have aready seen, is recorded to have
walked on the moors with her brother and sisters when
she was only twenty months old. A baby who did that
was almost capable de tout; but could even she, at the age
of four, when asked what a child like her most wanted,
answer straight off ' Age and experience' ? There was
surely alittle prompting, something like this:
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MR. BRONTE. NOW, Anne, take the mask and remember
you are only four years old. Other people ae much older.
What do you lack ?

ANNE. Age.

MR. BRONTE. Excellent. And you have seen little of the
world yet, nothing much has happened to you. What dse
do you lack ?

ANNE. Experience.

Our craving for probabilities demands something of
this sort. Mozart, it is true, composed fugues at the age
of four, but then Mozart fulfilled the promise of his
extraordinary precocity, while Anne, gentle and pious,
gave birth to nothing worthy of her spontaneous insight
at the age of four. The replies of the other children are
hardly less amazing, Branwell's in particular, thoughiit is
difficult to se exactly what he meant. Maria's reply is
infinitely pathetic, for her preparation for eternity was
nearly accomplished. . . . With this episode Mr. Bronte
makes his last contribution to the chronicles of his
family.

There had been established in the year 1823 at Cowan
Bridge in the West Riding of Yorkshire a boarding-
school for the education of the daughters of indigent
clergymen. The fees charged were £14 a year, with
certain small supplements, and the girls wore a uniform
which was provided for them : £3 was charged for this.
So small a sum for board and education did not cover the
running expenses of the place, and the Reverend William
Cams Wilson, who was mainly responsible for its
establishment, had got together a body of annual sub-
scribers, and their contributions paid for the salaries of
the mistresses and other outgoings. Mr. Bronte no
doubt had heard well of the school, and in July 1824, a
year after it had been opened, he entered his two eldest
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daughters as pupils. Maria and Elizabeth had lately
suffered from meases and whooping-cough, and it was
doubtful whether they were well enough to go.

Mr. Bronte took them there himself: he stayed at the
school, he ate his meals with the children, and he was
shown over the whole establishment. He must pre-
sumably have been satisfied that the pupils were well
looked after and cared for, for he returned there again in
August, bringing with him Charlotte, aged eight, and
again in November, bringing Emily, aged six. His
four eldest daughters were thus all at CowanBridge
together. Ofthemindividually during their schooldays
weknow little. Mariawas constantly in disgrace, owing
to habits common to children who have not sufficient
physical control, and was often punished by a junior
mistress called Miss Andrews in a harsh and excessive
manner.  Elizabeth had some accident in which she cut
her head, and Miss Evans, the senior mistress, looked after
her with the greatest care, taking her to sleep in her own
room. Charlotte was described as a bright, clever little
child; the youngest, Emily, was the pet of the school.
During the ensuing spring of 1825 there broke out some
epidemic spoken of as * |ow fever/ and probably allied to
influenza. Mr. Carus Wilson did everything possible for
the girls sick of this low fever ' in the way of diet and
medical attendance, and evidently the epidemic was not
of any severe or malignant type, for only one girl died,
and that from after-effects. None of the four Bronte
girls caught it, but in February 1825, while it was preva-
lent, Maria became seriously ill, and Mr. Bronte, who
had not known that she was ailing, was sent for, and he
took her back to Haworth, where she died of consumption
on May 6. He certainly did not attribute her illness to
ill-treatment or neglect, for the other three girls remained
at CowanBridge. Then, at the end of May, Elizabeth
was seen to be suffering from the same symptoms as



CHARLOTTE BRONTE 23

Maria, and was taken back to Haworth, and Charlotte
and Emily went home a week afterwards. Elizabeth
died, aso of consumption, on June 15.

The school continued to prosper, and was subseguently
moved from Cowan Bridge to Casterton, where in 1848
it was doing excellent work, providing the pupils with
places as governesses and starting them on their careers.
During these intervening years Charlotte, in her very
voluminous and intimate correspondence, never alluded
to her own schooldays at Cowan Bridge, nor to those of
her sisters.  But she was pondering certain things in her
heart, keeping them close, as in aforcing-glass, and letting
none of the heat and the bitterness in which she grew
them escape in trivial utterance. Then, in 1846, she
took up the forcing-glass of her silence and her concen-
tration, and, in Jane Eyre (published the next year),
branded with infamy the school which she had left at
the age of nine. Nowadays we know to some extent
what the psychological effect of such suppression is.
Painful impressions made on a child's mind grow to
monstrous proportions, and the adult mind fully believes
in the actuality of its own distortions.

There is no need to go, with any detail, into those
chapters in Jane Eyre which deal with the Orphan
Asylum at Lowood. It suffices to say that Charlotte
Bronte avowed that they were drawn accurately and
faithfully from life. ' Lowood' was CowanBridge;
" Helen Burns ' was her sister Maria; the black marble
clergyman,’ Naomi Brocklehurst,"wasMr. Cams Wil son;
the epidemic was typhus, and it caused many girls to die
at their homes when they were removed there, others
to die at school. But by no possibility can the 'low
fever ' which broke out at Cowan Bridge, when she was
at school there, have been typhus; for typhus is an
exceedingly deadly fever, a plague of the Middle Ages,
and the rate of mortality among its victims is, in spite of
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the most skilled attendance and nursing, about twenty-
five per cent. Here, however, out of forty cases there
was, as a matter of fact, only one death, and that from
after-effects, and these in typhus are unknown. When
once the crisis is past, if the patient lives through it,
convalescence is swift and uninterrupted. Jane Eyre
describes the infection as having been due to damp air
coming into the open windows of the school and the
dormitories.

Charlotte expressed regret that Cowan Bridge was
instantly identified, on the publication of Jane Eyre,
as being Lowood, but if avery vivid and gifted writer
uses the utmost of her skill to render unmistakable the
features of the place she describes, she has no business to
be surprised if recognition follows, and her regret must
be suspect.  Indeed, it is clear that so far from regretting
it she was pleased with the identification, for she wrote
to her friend, Mr. Williams, saying :

| saw an elderly clergyman reading it (Jane Eyre) the
other day, and had the satisfaction of hearing him exclaim,
"Why they have got School, and Mr. here, | de-
clare, and Miss ' (naming the originals of Lowood, Mr.
Brocklehurst and Miss Temple). He had known them all.
| wondered whether he would recognise the portraits, and
was gratified to find that he did, and that, moreover, he pro-
nounced them faithful and just. He said too, that Mr.
(Brocklehurst) deserved the chastissment he had got! =

Since the age of nine she had nursed her bitterness of
heart at the death of her sisters till it became an obsession
to her, for not only in Jam Eyre, under the more
licensed imagination of fiction, but in a private letter to
her old friend and mistress, Miss Wooler, who had
asked her for her opinion on Cowan Bridge, she made
the following indictment :

Typhus fever decimated the school periodically and con-
Clement Shorter, The Brontes, vol. i, p. 352.
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sumption and scrofula in every variety of form, which bad

air and water, and bad, insufficient diet, can generate preyed
on theill fated pupils.

It is impossible to accept such a statement; it bears
on the face of it its own refutation, for no school periodi-
cally decimated by typhus can possibly continue to exist.
Years of bitter brooding had caused Charlotte to
imagine a state of affairs that was wildly exaggerated.

On the other hand, the awful moral precepts, the
threats of hell and damnation, which she put into the
mouth of Mr. Brocklehurst, the ° black marble clergy-
man” and effigy of Mr. Carus Wilson, were founded on
fact. He published, for instance, in 1828, an appalling
little volume called Youthful Memoirs, and edited and
contributed poems to a magazine called the Children's
Friend, which teems with just such sentiments as she
attributed to him. A verse from one of these runs :

It's dangerous to provoke a God

Whose power and vengeance none can tell;
One stroke of His almighty rod

Can send young sinners quick to hell.

These volumes were, of course, accessible to Charlotte
long before she wrote Jane Eyre, but, whether she saw
them or not, the man who wrote them was certainly
capable of the harangues of Mr. Brocklehurst.

Then came Mrs. Gaskell with the first edition of her
Life, and her definite disclosure that Lowood in Jane
Eyre was an accurate picture of Cowan Bridge : it was
no wonder that the hornets came about her. The
porridge for breakfast was often burned and had offensive
foreign fragments in it, the beef was high, the house
morning, noon, and night reeked of rancid fat, the water
in which the rice was boiled was rain water, drained from
the roof into a wooden tub and thence drawn off for the
kitchen, the little Brontes, craving for food, could often
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eat nothing whatever, and when Mr. Carus Wilson
heard complaints about such inedible diet he replied that
the children were to be trained up to regard higher
things than dainty pampering of the appetite, and lectured
them on the sinfulness of their carnal propensities. The
epidemic of typhus is duly recorded, and its cause
definitely assigned to the state of semi-starvationinwhich
thepupilswere kept. Mrs. Gaskell did not, she expressly
tells usin a later edition of her book, get her informa-
tion from Charlotte Bronte, who never spoke to her
about Mr. Carus Wilson at all, and only once alluded to
Cowan Bridge and the careless way in which the food
was prepared, but she based her narrative on Jane
Eyre, collecting also stories that suited her picture with-
out verifying them or finding out whether there was
rebutting evidence. She was threatened with a libel
action, she was bombarded with letters from old pupils
at CowanBridge, expressing the highest regard and
affectionfor Mr. Carus Wilson, and their appreciation of
the admirable way in which the school was conducted.
As for therevolting diet, all that could be substantiated
was that there had once been a careless cook who spoiled
the porridge and was dismissed.

So Mrs. Gaskell made the needful omissions and
additions in her account, confessing that it had been
one-sided; but here, again, her successors in the Bronte-
Saga have adopted her original and discarded version,
adding appropriate embroideries of their own. From
one We learn that 'during the whole time of their
sojourn there the young Brontes scarcely ever knew what
it was to be free from the pangs of hunger ' ;; another
called it 'the counterpart for girls of Mr. Squeerss
Academy for Y oung Gentlemen '?; another announced
that Mr. Carus Wilson ' seems to have pushed his cam-

! T.W.Rcid, Charlotte Bronte, p. 26.
2 | sabel Clarke, Hawortb Parsonage, p. 32.
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paign against the flesh a bit too far, and was surprised at
his own success when one after another the extremely
perishable bodies of these children were laid low by
typhus.X  Whatever is the truth about Cowan Bridge,
and the sadist cruelties related in Jane Eyre, we must
remember that M r. Bronte was satisfied with the manage-
ment of the school, and that Mrs. Gaskell acknowledged
that she had not, in her Life of Charlotte Bronte, stated
her case against it fairly. After the publication of her
book a highly acrimonious correspondence on the
subject came out in the Halifax Guardian?

By midsummer 1825 the family, now consisting of the
three sisters and Branwell, were back at Haworth, and
there they remained for five years. They saw little or
nothing of their neighbours.  They made no friendships
with children of their own age ; for recreation they had
walks on the moors, which already were beginning to
work their spell in the heart of one of them, and they
read omnivorously. Thegirls helped inthe housework;
they did their sewing with their aunt, their father's
library was open to them, and while he taught his son,
Charlotte taught her sisters. And as in the darkness of
the hive the unseen and furious industry of the bees
generates the curtains of wax on which are built the
honey cells, so in the dining-room of the sequestered
parsonage and round the kitchen fire the weaving of
dreams and the exercise of imagination were their
passionate preoccupations, and in the case of Charlotte
and Branwell took shape in ceasdess and profuse
experiment in all forms of the written word. All that
they came across in their father's books and in the tales

'May Sinclair, The ThreeBrontes', p. 13.
2 Clement Shorter, TheBrorttis, vol. ii, pp. 447-462.
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in Blackwood's Magazine was material for this honey-
gathering ; the news in the daily papers contributedtoit;
the public characters of the nation were their pets and
their heroes. The Duke of Wellington and his family
generally were the property of Charlotte, Branwell was
the patron of Napoleon ; even the wooden soldiers his
father bought for him were christened Field-Marshals.
The Corn Laws, the Catholic question, Mr. Peel's
speech, Mr. Christopher North, editor of Blackwood's
Magazine, James Hogg, were all grist for their mills:
never were four small children more personaly and
vividly concerned in the movements of the world from
which they were so sundered. Nor was it only from the
affairs of the world and from their lessons that they drew
the substance of their dreams, for in the kitchen Tabby
had begun her reign of thirty years over their dinners
and their hearts, and Tabby had stories of fairies in the
glen and moonlit folk of the moorland, and then it was
Emily, now taller than the rest, and the prettiest of her
plain sisters, whose dark eyes kindled. Tabby was far
more than servant, and from the time she came to
Haworth she held a peculiar place in the hearts of them
all.  She slipped on a film of ice one day going down the
steep street of Haworth, and, falling, broke her leg. In
theinterval the girls did all the housework, but when she
was recovered, Aunt Branwell and Mr. Bronte decided
that she was not up to her work, and must go. Upon
which all the children went on hunger-strike, and Tabby
stayed. Later her lameness caused her to give up her
post, and she lived with her sister in the village for four
years. But the Brontes could not get on without her,
and she returned and died at the age of over ninety, still
in service at the Parsonage, a few weeks only before the
last of her children followed her.

Day-dreams andthe Duke of Wellington, fairies by the
beck, and riots at the mills, all went into one common
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vat, from which were brewed poems and dramas and
magazines, and romances and essays. The children
¢ established plays/ to use Charlotte's words; some
were secret plays, and they were the best. Of these
some seem to have been verbal romances; they con-
structed them only in talk, making up adventures;
others were written down, and of such was a play
called The Idanders. Each of them, as they chattered
together by thefire, chose an island and peopled it with
celebrated folk. Charlotte's island was the Isle of
Wight, and, needless to say, the Duke of Wellington and
his two sons and Christopher North were the principal
inhabitants. Out of such developed whole sagas of joint
imagination. Twogroupswereformed. Charlotte and
Branwell collaborated over a state called Angria, some-
where in the West of Africa, near the delta of the Niger.
The Angrians were ruled by King Zamorna, and the
affairs of the Angrians were celebrated in poems and
chronicles. Emily and Anne had another kingdom of
their own devising called Angora, a hyperborean and
mountainous land inhabited by a folk called Gondals,
and ruled by the Emperor Julius; it was the scene of
Royalist and Republican wars. Originally, as we may
guess from the similarity of the names, Angria and
Angora were one, but Charlotte and Branwell preferred
the tropics, Emily and Anne the Arctic regions, and the
joint-play separated into two, and these in turn became
secret plays not common to them all. The Angrian
cycle was the less long-lived; Branwell wrote The
Rising of the Angrians when he was nineteen and
Charlotte twenty, and with that the Angrian-Saga was
finished; but Emily and Anne continued secretly to
play at Gondals with unabated enthusiasm up till the last
years of their lives. Emily was very busy over Gondal
poems at the time when that wondrous genius of hers
was fashioning Wuthering Heights.



CHARLOTTE BRONTE

The surviving fragments of prose and poetry that
Charlotte and Branwell produced as children are of no
striking merit. They are such as might have been
written by any clever children with vivid imaginations.
But such a sentence as this, written by Charlotte at the
age of thirteen, not as a literary composition, but as a
mere domestic chronicle, might give pause to anyone
trained, when he reads, to listen for the sound of an
individual voice.

One evening, about the time when the cold dest and
stormy fogs of November are succeeded by the snow storms
and high piercing winds of confirmed winter, we were all
sitting round the warm blazing kitchen fire having just con-
cluded a quarrel with Tabby concerning the propriety of
lighting a candle, from which she came off victorious, no
candle having been produced. . . .

There is something there, a management of words, an
economy in their use, so that they convey as simply as
possible, yet very vividly, the complete scene, which can
hardly fail to strike the connoisseur of style. Charlotte's
virtues are foreshadowed there, just as in an effusion
about the Genii, who

in their impudence assart that by their magic they can reduce
the world to a desert, the purest water to dreams of livid
poison, and the clearest lakes to stagnant waters, the pesti-

lential vapours of which will day all living crestures except
the bloodthirsty beests of the forest, and the ravenous bird

of the rock,

she as clearly foreshadows some of the delirious
imagery in Jane Eyre and Shirley.

But we cannot accept Mrs. GaskelTs account of the
prodigious quantity of these early compositions. She
describes how she had been given a packet of Charlotte's
early manuscripts, a page of which, the opening of a
story caled The Seoret! she reproduced in litho-

! This story really is of a later date. Charlotte wrote it in 1833.
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graphic facsimile. It isin a script so minute as to be
almost indecipherable. In this packet we learn was a
paper in Charlotte's handwriting headed as follows:
' Catalogue of my books with the period of their com-
pletion up to August 3rd, 1830/ This catalogue gives
the titles and short descriptions of the poems, stories,
essays, dramas, magazines, and articles she had written
up to date, and at the end of them there is the entry:

M aking in the whol e twenty-two volumes.
C. BRONTE. Aug. 3, 1830,

Mrs. Gaskell then proceeds :

As each volume contains from sixty to a hundred pages,
and the sze of the page lithographed is rather less than the
average, the amount of the whole ssams very great if we
remember it waes all written in about fifteen months. So
much for the quantity.® . . .

The amount, indeed, is very great; in fact, it is so
incredible that there must be some mistake. For the
lithographed page which Mrs. Gaskell reproduces for us
contains not less than 1280 words. Each volume, so we
are told, contained sixty to a hundred pages, so, if we
take eighty pages as the average length of each volume,
we find that each volume contains 102,400 words.
There are twenty-two of these volumes, writtenwithin a
period of fifteenmonths. Infifteen months, therefore,
Charlotte produced literary compositions containing
2,252,800 words, or an amount equivalent to twenty-two
substantial novels. There is a mistake somewhere.
These volumes, which were small, paper-bound note-
books, could not have contained so many pages of
closely written script as the page Mrs. Gaskell repro-
duced. Still, the literary activities of these five years
were truly enormous. It may be noticed that they did

! Mrs. Gaskell, Ufe of CharlotU Bront?, pp. 58-60.
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not entirely meet with Mr. Bronte's approval, for when,
a few years later, Southey counselled Charlotte in
answer to a letter of hers not to neglect her household
duties for the sake of writing, she replied that her father
had always held the same view.

But even when we have eliminated the impossible and
qualified the improbable, we are left with a picture of
those five years which succeeded the deaths of the two
eldest daughters and the return of Charlotte and Emily
from Cowan Bridge, of unique and extraordinary interest.
There was Mr. Bronte busy with his parochial work,
taking his dinner by himself in his study, going long
walks alone, being called in sometimes to settle disputes
as to the respective genius in generalship of Hannibal
and Napoleon, or tearing open the paper to read to his
excited family a speech of the Duke of Wellington's, but
not having any part in the essentia literary passions
of his children; there was Aunt Elizabeth Branwcll
clattering about the house in pattens for fear of catching
cold, and living chiefly in her bedroom among her work-
boxes ; there was Tabby making scones in the kitchen,
with her stories of the fairies in the glens of the moor,
and refusing to let the children have a candle ; and there
were the four children caring nothing for the games and
ordinary pursuits of childhood, and seeing nobody but
the inhabitants of the house. In the catalogue of their
early compositions, Charlotte and Branwell alone seem
to have written at this time, and all the interests of life,
all the products of their imagination, were turned, as by
some process of spontaneous transubstantiation, into
poems and plays and tales of adventure. Whether
Emily and Anne wrote anything during those years we
do not know ; no signed and dated manuscripts of theirs
exist, but the theory that Charlotte after their deaths
destroyed most of their manuscripts does not prove that
there were any of this date. Perhaps at this time they
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conducted the affairs of Gondaland only by the spoken
word, though in later years they both wrote poems about
them, signing them by Gondal names, such as Julius
Angora, A. G. Alsaida, Alexandrina Zenobia, and others
of that turbulent and mysterious people. But Emily
already was distilling drop by drop from the moor and
from Tabby's tales of fairies that finest ichor of all,
feeding on a honey-dew unknown to the others.

This completely sequestered life during the formative
years of childhood had inevitable reactions upon them
all; once only, till Charlotte went to school again, do
any of the children appear to have left the Parsonage,
when all together they paid a visit to their aunt,
Mrs. Fennell, and employed their time in drawing. At
the Parsonage itself they saw nobody but each other.
Thisisolation, teeming though it was with inner interests,
must have fostered, even if it did not produce, Charlotte's
abnormal shyness when she was among strangers, which
was the curse of her maturer years. She was also the
eldest of the four and, with Aunt Branwell immured in
her bedroom and her father in his study, she naturally
took the lead ; she managed, she set the tune for them,
and assumed that habit of controlling their destinies,
which she continued to exercise to the end. Then there
was Branwell, brilliant and unstable, Charlotte's particul ar
friend and confidant, and his aunt's favourite. Quite
unlike his sisters he was gregariously disposed, whereas
they all fled from the face of a stranger. He liked the
company of others, easily winning flattery, and more
easily swallowing it, by the wit and intelligence of his
tongue. He ought, of course, to have been sent to
school, but Mr. Bronte preferred to conduct his mental
education himself, and leave his morals free to develop
in the direction of least resistance. Then there was
Emily, essentially solitary and silent, whose shyness was
such that she would steal from the kitchen on the knock
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of the butcher or the baker. On her Haworth and the
open void of the moor cast such a spell that all her life
she pined with home-sickness, whenever she was away
from the bleak home. Then there was Anne, as unlike
her two dgers as Branwell was unlike them all. Her
bent was for gentleness and piety.



CHAPTER IV

AN end came for the present to Charlotte's colossal
literary activities, when in January 1831 she went to
school again. For that period of eighteen months she
sEms to have written nothing, though Branwell at home
kept the sacred fire burning by composing The History of
the Young Men, and six volumes (notebooks) of Letters
from an Englishman. This new school was an establish-
ment kept by Miss Margaret Wooler at Roe Head,
not twenty miles from Haworth, and there Charlotte
formed the three most lasting friendships of her life—
one with the excdlent Miss Wooler hersdf, the others
with two of the pupils. Mary Taylor was one of these,
and it is with the aid of her exceedingly vivid pen, in a
letter to Mrs. Gaskell, that we get the first impression of
how Charlotte struck others outside the family circle at
the Parsonage. It was aforlorn littlefigurethat got out
of the cart with a hood to it that had brought her from
Haworth, and she was dressed in the outlandish fashion
thought suitable by Aunt Branwell for little girls of
fourteen. It was a snowy day, and when she had seen
Miss Wooler she came into the schoolroom, where seven
or eight girls were playing, and stood looking out of the
window, quietly crying. She weas very small; so too,
even in proportion to her diminutive stature, were her
hands and feet. Her nose was enormous for that little
face, her mouth was large and crooked, her eyes and
hair were brown. She was desperately shy, and when
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she spoke it was with an Irish brogue. Then one of the
girls stopped her play and came and spoke to her : she
was to be the third and closest of her lifelong friends,
Ellen Nussey, though at first Charlotte did not like her.
Charlotte was abnormally short-sighted, the books
which she was always reading must be held so close to
her face that her eyes nearly touched them. For games
she had no use at all, for there had been no game played
in the parlour at Haworth; besides, her short sight
entirely prevented her from seeing the ball when it came
to her, and when games were in progress she stood
under the trees and looked at theview.

The self-education system at Haworth had resulted in
strange lacunae in certain branches of knowledge. In
spite of her literary compositions, Charlotte knew
nothing technically about grammar, and in spite of
the Angrian kingdom in the West of Africa, she knew
nothing about geography. Miss Wooler, therefore,
decided to place her in the second class among the
junior girls of the school, but Charlotte's tears of
humiliation caused her to relent and put her in the first
class, telling her she must work hard and catch up with
therest. There was never any question about Charlotte
working hard, but it was soon evident that however hard
the others worked they would never catch her up in those
other branches of knowledge which had been part of the
self-imposed curriculum at Haworth. If thefirst class
was set to learn by heart some stanzas from an admired
English poet suitable for young ladies, it was found that
Charlotte knew them by heart already, and could proceed
to spout the next page or two. If a political discussion
arose about the Reform Bill and the young ladies were
a litde vague about the names of Ministers, Charlotte
could repeat for them the complete list of the last two
ministries. That naturally led on to the Duke of
Wellington, and she told them the names of all his
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victories in the Peninsular War, Then she drew: itwas
a delight to her to get hold of some small print, and
burying her facein it, copy it line by line and touch by
touch, with minute accuracy. She was a marvellous
story-teller of gruesome tales, and realised the highest
ambition of the blood-curdling specialist when one
night she frightened one of her listeners into hysterics.
Weekly she wrote to some member of the family at
Haworth, and oftenest to Branwell, for she found she
had more to say to him than to the others, and though
during her year and a half at Roe Head she embarked
on neither original romance nor magazine, nor poetical
work, she was keeping her hand in with English com-
position. Thefollowing extract, writtento her brother,
has a cramped air about it, suggesting, perhaps, that
Miss Wooler, in the approved style, looked over the
girls' letters home before they were sent.

| am extremely glad that Aunt has consented to take in
Fraser's Magazine, for though | know from your description
of its general contents, it will be rather uninteresting when
compared with Blackwood, still it will be better than
remaining the whole year without being able to obtain a
sight of any periodical whatever : and such would assuredly
be our casg, as inthelittle moorland village where we reside,
there would be no possibility of borrowing a work of that
description from a circulating library. | hope with you that
the present delightful weather may contribute to the perfect
restoration of our dear papas health and that it may give
Aunt pleasant reminiscences of the salubrious climate of her
native place.

After that we feel Miss Wooler woul d have been quite
safe not to censor any more of Charlotte's letters home.

Here we must leave for a space the actual chronicle of
events, and detach from it an emotional thread that for
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years was of vividest colour in Charlotte's life, and con-
tinued, more soberly hued, to the end of it. This was
her passionate affection for Ellen Nussey, whom she
first saw when she arrived at Miss Wooler's school, and
whom at first she did not take to. But that indifference
soon passed and gave place to one of those violent
homosexual attachments which, so common are they
among adolescents of either sex, must be considered
normal rather than abnormal. They are full of yearn-
ings and sentiment and aspirations, of blind devotion
that tortures itself with enchanting fires, and presently
burns out into cinders of indifference as often as it
survives in the glow of friendship. But at the age of
sixteen, Charlotte writes to her friend saying that she
believes ' our friendship is destined to form an exception
to the general rule regarding school-friendships," and the
sequel proved how right she was : this was not quite
an ordinary schwdrw. After she left Miss Wooler's, a
monthly correspondence was instituted, of which many
of Charlotte's letters remain, but she did not keep Ellen's
contributions, and our knowledge of the affair is
unfortunately one-sided, though to some extent we can
construct the complement.

Atfirst Charlotteis evidently the predominant partner:
she exhorts, she encourages, she approves, she educates,
and the lover has something of the governess about her.
She discusses literary topics and assures Ellen that' your
natural abilities are excellent, and under the direction of
ajudicious and able friend, you might acquire a decided
taste for elegant literature and even poetry." Then
there was some alarm about Ellen's health, and Charlotte,
in that laboured style that both she and Branwell con-
sidered literary, hoped that

your medical adviser is mistaken in supposing that you
have any tendency towards a pulmonary affection. Dear
Ellen, that would indeed be a calamity. . . . Guard against
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the gloomy impression that such a state of mind naturally
produces.

That alarm passed off, and when Charlotte was eighteen
Ellen went on avisit to London, and Charlotte's letters
unconsciously show not only what the friendship was
becoming to her, but give us, intimately and inevitably,
something of the ripening characteristics of her mind.
At first she was afraid that the distractions and gaiety of
* modern Babylon' would prove too potent a diversion
to Ellen, and take her mind away from her adorer, but
she found this was not so.  Ellen remained not only her
friend, but her © truefriend/ Then in this letter follows
apassage in which devotionis strangely mingled with the
approbation of a governess who is satisfied with her

pupil.

| am really grateful [she writes] for your mindfulness of so
obscure a person as mysdf, and | hope the pleasure is not
purely selfish, | trust it is partly derived from the conscious
ness that my friend's character is of a higher and more
seadfast order than 1 was once perfectly aware of. Few girls
would have done as you have done—would have beheld the
glare and glitter and dazzling display of London with dis-
positions so unchanged, hearts so uncontaminated. | s no
affectation in your letter, no trifling, no frivolous contempt
of pain, and weak admiration of showy persons and things.
. . . Continue to spare a corner of your warm affectionate
heart for your true and grateful friend.

But Ellen's mind, her intellectual advancement must
still be seen to, and when she wrote to Charlotte asking
her for a list of books to read, the instructress and
moralist is altogether in the ascendant, and' the judicious
and able friend' recommends 'Milton, Shakespeare,
Thomson, Goldsmith, Scott, Byron, Campbell, Words-
worth and Southey.'

Now don't be startled [she writes] at the names of
Shakepeare and Byron.  Both these were great men, and their
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works arelikethem. Y ou know how to choose the good and
avoid the evil; the finest passages are always the purest, and
the bad are invariably revolting. Omit the comedies of
Shakespeare, and the Don Juan, perhgps the Cain of Byron

. read the rest fearlesdy : that must indeed be a depraved
mind which can gather evil from Henry VIII, Richard IIl,
from Macbeth, and Hamlet, and Julius Caesar. In fiction read
Scott alone: all novels after his are worthless.  For biography,
read Johnson's Lives of the Poets, BoswelPs Life of Johnson,
Southey's Life of Nelson, etc., etc. For divinity your brother
Henry will advise you.

Thislistisinteresting, asshowing how largeaprovince
in Charlotte's mind was occupied by poetry; poetry to
her taste, though she was a most indifferent muse when
she turned her hand to it herself, was the highest form
of literary expression, to an appreciation of which, if
judiciously guided, Ellen might attain. Thelist appears
to have been enough to last her friend for her lifetime,
for literature is hardly mentioned again in these letters.
For a brief space before the Parliamentary election of
1835 Charlotte tried to kindle Ellen's interest in politics
with dithyrambic outbursts.

The Election! The Election! [she writes] that cry has
rung even amongst our lonely hillslike the blast of a trumpet.
How hes it roused the populous neighbourhood of Birstall ?
Under what banner have your brothers ranged themselves ?
The Blue or the Yellow? Use your influence with them,
entreat them, if it be necessary, on your knees to stand by
their country and religion in this day of danger.

But that passes too, and the personal relation, ripening
into passion, dethrones all other topics. So far from the
schoolgirl schwarrn cooling down into the mere warmth
of friendship or the chill of indifference, it begins to
flame, reducing the governess and the politician to
ashes, and the growing human adoration feeds itself
with the fuel of religious aspirations.
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I am at this moment [wrote Charlotte, now in her twenty-
first year] trembling all over with excitement after reading
your note: it is what | never received before—it is the
unrestrained pouring out of a warm, gentle, generous heart,
it contains sentiments unrestrained by human motives,
prompted by the pure God himself, it expresses a noble
sympathy which | do not, cannot describe. Ellen, Religion has
indeed elevated your character. | do wish to be better than
I am, | pray fervently to be made so. | have stings of con-
science—visitings of remorse—glimpses of Holy, inexpressible
things, which formerly | used to be a stranger to. . . . This
very night | will pray as you wish me. May the Almighty
hear me compassionately! and | humbly trust He will—for
you will strengthen my polluted petition with your own pure
requests. ... If you love me, do, do come on Friday.
| shall watch and wait for you, and if you disappoint me,
| shall weep. . . .

Againshewrites :

At such times in such moods as these, Ellen, it is my nature
to seek repose in some calm, tranquil idea, and | have now
summoned up your image to give me rest. There you sit,
upright and still in your black dress and white scarf, your
pale marble-like face, looking so serene and kind—just like
reality. | wish you would speak to me. Itisfromreligion
you derive your chief charm, and may its influence always
preserve you as pure, as unassuming, and as benevolent in
thought and deed as you are now. What am | compared to
you? | feel my own utter worthlcssness as | make the
comparison. | am a very coarse, commonplace wretch,
Ellen. . . . Give my love to both your sisters. The bonnet
is too handsome for me. | dare write no more.

The flame of this furnace compounded of human
passion and thereligious ecstasies and questionings which
itkindled, mountshigherandlickstheskies. Shewrites:

My Darling, if | were like you, | should have to face
Zionward, though prejudice and error might occasionally fling
a mist over the glorious vision before me . . . but | am not
likeyou. If you knew my thoughts, the dreams that absorb
me, the fiery imagination that at times eats me up, and makes
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me feel society as it is, wretchedly insipid, you would pity
and | daresay despise me. But | know the treasures of the
Bible, and love and adore them. | can s the Well of Life
in all its clearness and brightness, but when | stoop down to
drinlglI of the pure waters they fly from my lips as if | were
Tantalus. . . .

Again she writes :

Ellen, | wish | could live with you dways. | begin to
cling to you more fondly than ever | did. If we had but a
cottage and a competency of our own, | do think we might
live and love on till Death without being dependent on any
third person for happiness. . . .

Then there was afear of Ellen leaving the neighbourhood
of the school where Charlotte was now a teacher, and,
crying out against this inscrutable fatality, she asks :

Why are we to be divided ? Surely, Ellen, it must be
because we are in danger of loving each other too well, of
losing sight of the Creator in idolatry of the creature. At
first I could not sy ' Thy Will be done.! | felt rebellious,
but I knew it was wrong to fee so. Being left a moment
aone this morning, | prayed fervently to be enabled to resign
myself to every decree of God's Will, though it should be
dedt forth with a far severer hand than the present dis-
appointment.

This love of the creature obscuring the Creator is in
Charlotte’'s novels her strongest expression of human
love. Jane Eyre, for instance, speaks of Rochester in
precisely these terms: ' could not in these days see
God for his creature of whom | had made an idol." In
Villette, Lucy Snowe spesks of her love for Dr. John
in the same way. Then this temporary obstacle passes,
thereis aplan of Ellen's coming to stay at Haworth, and
Charlotte writes:

If1 could dways livewith you, if your lips and mine could
at the same time drink the same draught at the samefountain
of mercy, | hope, | trust, | might one day become better, far
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better than my evil wandering thoughts, my corrupt heart,
colg to the spirit and warm to the flesh, will now permit me
to be.

Her heart was a ' hot-bed for sinful thoughts,' but
Ellen's notes were “ meat and drink ' to her. But she
was not good enough for Ellen. Ellen must be kept
' from the contamination of too intimate society.'

Now much comment has been expended on this
fervency of religious emotionalism, which has been repre-
sented as a morbid but temporary hysterical affection :
biographers, Mrs. Gaskell among them, slightly be-
wildered at it, have preferred largely to suppress it as
being a disturbing and inharmonious feature in their
preconceived portrait of Charlotte. Certainly nothing
can be more unlike any subsequent aspect of her religious
views than this Maenad mood ; glaring, indeed, is the
contrast between this fervour of religion and the piety,
almost prim and proper (though heart-felt and sincere)
and void of all spark of excitement, which is so abun-
dantly in evidence in her other letters, while here she
is dancing like David before the Ark in girded ecstasy,
instead of worshipping God in a Sunday bonnet. But
it does not seem impossible to find a reconcilement
between the two, and the key to it, | think, is this.
Never again did she give her heart to anyone, man or
woman, in joy and exaltation, and it was her human
adoration for Ellen that kindled in her this religious
emotionalism. Ellen was at the bottom of it. It was
her desire to make herself worthy of her friend that
caused Charlotte to lament her own deficiencies in a
manner otherwise alien to her, and pray that they should
pass away from her; it was human love that inspired
those spiritual aspirations, and lit them with its own
passion for the perfect. They werein no sense whatever
trumped-up or insincere, they flowed out as spon-
taneously as did the water when Moses struck the rock ;
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but the source of them and their inspiration was Ellen.
Charlotte is even consciously aware of this, for in alater
letter she practically admits it, and puts her two passions
in their relatively correct places :

Inwriting at this moment, [she sayq | feci an intense disgust
at the idea of using a single phrase that sounds like religious
cant. | abhor mysdf, | despise myself, if the doctrine of
Calvin be true, | am aready an outcast. Y ou cannot imagine
how hard, rebellious and intractable all my feelings are.
When | begin to study on the subject, | aimost grow blas
phemous and atheistical in my sentiments. Don't desert me,
don't be horrified at me, you know what | am. | wish | could
se you, my darling; | have lavished the very warmest
affection of a very hot tenacious heart upon you—if you grow
cold, itis over.

In the light of such passages as these, it isimpossibleto
doubt the source of her outbreaks of religious fervour.
It was not primarily the Throne of Grace before which
she made her adoration but before Ellen—Ellen was
her Rock of Ages. Never again did she attain to such
soaring in her relations with any human being, for the
strong and most unhappy attachment to M. Heger, as
weshall see, sofar from giving her that expansion of wing,
rendered her merely abject, and she besought him of his
clemency just to write her a few words, crumbs from
his table on which she could feed. Nor was there such
emotional fervour in her marriage, happy though its
briefness was, bringing her the content which she had
missed all her life, and drying up that well-spring of
bitterness in her temperament which had long caused
her to be incapable of enjoyment. Sexless though this
passion for Ellen was, it was inspired by the authentic
ecstasy of love.

For four years this intense attachment continued to
blaze, but in 1838, when Charlotte was twenty-two, there
comes just a hint of covert reproach, usual with the more



CHARLOTTE BRONTE 15

domineering and more dominant lover who finds the
adorable one too little responsive; for Ellen, though
devoted to Charlotte, kept her head, was calm and
sensible, and did not indulge in rhapsodies. Charlotte
at that time had gone back to Miss Wooler's school,
pupil no longer but a mistress.  She became thoroughly
unhappy, left rather suddenly, and wrote from Haworth
to tell her friend why :

| stayed as long as | was able, and at length | neither could
nor dared stay any longer. My health and spirits had utterly
failed me, and the medical man whom | consulted enjoined
me, if I valued my life, to go home. ... A calm and even
mind like yours, Ellen, cannot conceive the feelings of the
shattered wretch who is now writing to you, when after
weeks of mental and bodily anguish, not to be described,
something like rest and tranquillity began to dawn again.

. | fear from what you say that | cannot rationally enter-
tain hopes of seeing you before winter. For your own sake
| am glad of it.

Next year, when Charlotte was close on twenty-three,
a surprising development occurred, and one quite un-
foreshadowed in her correspondence. Henry Nussey,
Ellen's brother, an amiable and blameless young clergy-
man, wrote her a letter proposing marriage. She re-
fused him, and wrote to tell Ellen, who was certainly
privy to her brother's intention, what she had done.
' There were/ she said, ©in this proposal some things
which might have proved a strong temptation. |
thought if | were to marry Henry Nussey, his sister could
live with me, and how happy | should be." Propinquity
to a sister-in-law seems rather an unusual consideration
in favour of matrimony, and has probably never before,
or since, been so frankly acknowledged.

For more than seven years this eager devotion to her
friend, though expressed in less exuberant language,
continued without abatement, and Charlotte was unable
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to se any speck in her perfection, except that of her
comparativeirresponsiveness. Then, coincident with and
possibly in consequence of her wretched experience at
Brussels, where she fell inlove with M. Heger, the flame
of it expired, and though to the end of her life the
friendship remained deep and stable, there was no more
excitement, religious or otherwise, init, and she wrote to
Ellen, ' In the name of Common Sense, no more lovers'
quarrels ! ' She began to see flaws in the peerless
crystal; the governess rose ascendant over the lover,
and Charlotte warned her of the ¢ danger of continued
prosperity, which might develop too much a certain
germ of ambition latent in your character. | saw this
little germ putting out green shoots when | was staying
with you at Hathersage." She warned her also against
vanity and the perishable nature of personal attractive-
ness, when Ellen was pleased with a new white dress
which set off her comeliness. Then Miss Ringrose
became a fellow-worshipper at Ellen's shrine, and wrote
to Charlotte with enthusiastic admiration of their mutual
friend. Uponwhich Charlotte again feltitlaid upon her
to be good for Ellen, and in her most emphatic gover-
ness style told her that Miss Ringrose's feelings for her
were ' half truth, half illusion. No human being could
altogether be what she supposes you to be/ She also
said that the notion of her being jealous of the new
friend was altogether too ludicrous.

The splendours had faded, no longer did the bugle
blow aroyal salute, she could dissect with a calm hand
what had dazzled her. ' Ellen," she wrote, 'is a calm,
steady girl, not brilliant, but good and true. She suits
me and has always suited me well." But now her defects
had hardened into qualities, and there was no longer
the slightest chance of Ellen's acquiring a taste for
poetry,' for she is without romance. If she attempts to
read poetry or poetic prose aloud, | am irritated and
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deprive her of the book. If she talks of it, | stop my
ears: but she is good, she is true, she is faithful, and
| love her/

The long-continued ardour of this attachment which,
when it cooled down, subsided into a firm and deep
friendship, is of great importance in arriving at any true
view of Charlotte's inner nature, especially when we con-
sider her often-expressed dislike of men as a sex. She
thought them coarse, selfish, and conceited. Charles
Lamb's devotion to his sister, for example, she pro-
nounced to be 'an instance of abnegation of self,
scarcely, | think, to be paralleled in the annals of the
coarser sex. Women, she believed, were infinitely
finer, and it was a woman's portion to be married ' to a
mate who generically isinferior to herself in their [sic]
aim in making themselves agreeable.’ She warned Ellen
against falling in love, and counselled her thus about
marriage:

After that ceremony is over and after you have had some
months to settle down and to get accustomed to the creature
you have taken for your worse half, you will probably make
a most affectionate and happy wife.

Shewas all for a woman leading her own life, violently
protesting against the idea that she was always on the
look out for a husband.

| know [she wrote] that if women wish to escgpe the stigma
of husband-seeking, they must act and look like marble or
clay—cold, expressionless, bloodless, for every gppearance of
feeling, of joy, sorrow, friendliness, antipathy, admiration,
disgust are all alike construed by the 