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This book is dedicated to
 my family and friends, who would not let me go
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Such a Sister, Such a Friend




I have lost a treasure,

such a sister, such a friend

as never can have been surpassed.

She was the sun of my life,

the gilder of every pleasure,

the soother of every sorrow;

I had not a thought concealed from her,

and it is as if I had lost a part of myself.

LETTER WRITTEN BY CASSANDRA AUSTEN TO HER NIECE FANNY KNIGHT ON 18 JULY 1817 AFTER THE DEATH OF HER SISTER JANE AUSTEN.












PROLOGUE

Chawton, October 1843



I have kept every one of the letters that Jane wrote to me. I have read them all now and sorted them into two piles. At first, I stored them in my lacquered box and later, after her death, I transferred them to her rosewood trunk.

It has always been easy to keep them neatly stored. Her folds were so precise, her seals so well placed, her directions and dates writ so clear. I used to tease her that she made other letter writers feel ashamed of their poor efforts. I have read and re-read them all over the years, although I have let no one else see them. But all the family know I have them and I dare say that brother Henry, excitable creature that he is and unable to keep a confidence, has even told her publisher.

When I am gone, perhaps before, they will want them, they will pore over them, examine them in detail and discuss them without limit. I must never forget my responsibility to her, to her memory.

“No private correspondence could bear the eye of others,” as she said herself.

It is I, not Henry, appointed by her to do this, even though Henry now describes himself as co-owner of her property. So I cannot shirk this task, however painful it may be. At first I thought I would cut out only small parts but, as I re-read the letters, I now know it is better to destroy many of them. Am I doing it for her or for me, I must ask myself?

For us both, I suppose.


The world must see ours as the perfect sister relationship, always loving, always tranquil. She, like me, would not have wanted light to be shone upon the times we were estranged, my jealousies, her depressions. She most certainly would not have wanted her secret love, her fear of childbearing, her contempt for married women and her dislike of our mother, to be known and examined by anyone who cared to do so. Those privacies must be maintained and if others wonder about them in the future, at least they will never be able to find any proof for their speculations.

As I tie up the first bundles and write across them “to be burned,” they feel so heavy that I am reminded of the weight of her dear head as I held it on my lap that last night in Winchester. I held it propped up on a cushion on my knee all night.

There are too many letters to be burned in the parlour fire, or even in the kitchen range. Tomorrow, I will make a fire in the garden and put them into the flames myself.

I shall tell no one.

“All families have secrets.” How we laughed when Jane wrote that. In our old room at Steventon, she read the passage to me as we made ready for bed and we went through our own family secrets:


Poor dear George,

Aunt Leigh-Perrot’s trial,

Who WAS Eliza’s father?

My mother’s imagined ill health.



And the many other things that we unmarried daughters were not supposed to know. This was, of course, before the tragedy surrounding her secret love and the depression which was to blight her life and mine too, for so long, but I know how concerned she was that no one should ever know about these things.


Again, I ask myself, is it Jane I seek to protect, or myself?

She always referred to me as her most devoted sister. She never condemned me for the times when I did not support her, for my occasional resentment of her success, or the way that I may have influenced her wrongly. That was between ourselves. We did not wish anyone else to know, even within our intimate circle, leave alone in the world at large.

We even thought then that no one would ever know who wrote the books. “By a Lady” is what we agreed would be on the title page. She was glad when the truth came out, even though she knew I was not. I wanted her wit, her talent, her skill, to be known in the family and among our friends, but was frightened lest wider fame would take her away from me. I suppose that I am glad that she knew the pleasure of recognition before she died, so cruelly young.

But now…if she should become more widely read, more widely known, what will happen then to her papers and letters? Sir Walter Scott has singled her out for high praise and Lord Macaulay has even likened her to Shakespeare.

Only last week, Henry wrote to say that all the books are to be reprinted again and I heard from Anna that, when she visited her aunt’s grave in the Cathedral, there was a party of people standing beside it, reading the inscription aloud.


In Memory of Jane Austen,

youngest daughter of the late Revd George Austen, formerly Rector of Steventon in this county.




She departed this life on the 18th of July 1817, aged 41, after a long illness supported with the patience and hopes of a Christian. The benevolence of her heart, the sweetness of her temper and the extraordinary endowments of her mind obtained the regard of all who knew her and the warmest love of her intimate connections. Their grief is in proportion to their affection. They know their loss to be irreparable but in their deepest affliction they are consoled by a firm though humble hope that her charity, devotion, faith and purity have rendered her soul acceptable in the sight of her Redeemer.


That is how I want her to be remembered. Parties who visit her grave and everyone else are to think only good about her. If they know her as I did they may, they will, misjudge her. They may also misjudge me.

The other pile of letters, the ones to be kept, will show her only as I want her to be remembered and how I want to be remembered as her sister. No one is to know her innermost self as I did, no one is to judge too harshly the thoughts of her lively mind and no one is to know about the dark times between us. The secrets we shared will go with me to my grave.

It is a fine early autumn evening. It will be dry enough tomorrow for a large fire.









ONE

Our Early Years



How soon did you know her special qualities? That is the question I have always been asked ever since her fame spread beyond the family.

The fact is that I somehow always knew that she was different and the memories I have of her in our childhood are about those times when it was clear that she behaved in some way which was unusual or unexpected. As a child, and as an adult, she could be difficult and cause discomfort to me and to others.

 

They always told me that I could not possible remember the first time I saw her. After all, I was not quite three and it was too much to expect that my memory was accurate. I knew what others told me about that first meeting in 1775 and had assumed that the memories were my own. But I know that is not true, I have a very clear memory of that very snowy day when Mrs. Littledown, my village mother, brought me to Steventon to meet my new sister.

The snow was very deep, too deep for me to walk, and Mother Littledown carried me all the way. I was so well wrapped up that I could scarcely see out from all the shawls and scarves but I caught a glimpse of the oak tree in the driveway, its branches so weighed with snow that they almost touched the ground. I laughed as my head touched the branches and flurries of snow fell on to my village mother’s head. Though so cold, it was very sunny and the glare of the sun on the snow hurt my eyes so that it was a relief to pass into the darkness of the passage and be set down.

 

My mother was in the bed, her cap crooked on her head, and held her hand out to me as I approached.

“Dear little Cassy—we have a sister for you to play with at last—come and look at her.”

There was a fire in the grate and the room was warm but still Jane was swaddled tightly as I bent over her. She lay in the wicker cradle that we later used for Charles and her eyes were open. They were the same light brown that I later drew and sparkled even then.

I can remember no more, but I have since been told that, shortly afterwards, Jane took my place with the village family and I returned to live at Steventon Rectory with my parents and four brothers.

 

My mother’s way of raising her brood caused some disquiet in the rest of the family, though I did not learn this until much later. She nursed us herself until we were able to be weaned. I was later to be most embarrassed by this practice, as it was more usual to employ a wet nurse.

All her life, my mother was to act rather strangely in some matters and this was certainly one. Normally, when a child was weaned, it would be brought back from its wet nurse and take its place with the family. In the Austen household, the babies were sent off after they were on to the spoon and only returned when they were what Mama called civilised. This happened to us all and I did not therefore see Jane for a long while after that first glimpse in the bedroom. She was sent to Cheesedown Farm after her christening, I later learned, and came home after Charles, the last baby, was born.

 

The next memory I have is of a very hot day when we all went to see my brother George. George was almost as old as James, my eldest brother, and I could not understand why he had not come back home to live with the rest of us. When I asked, Mama would reply, “George is different, my love, as you will see when you meet him.”

It must have been a Sunday I suppose, that first visit, as all the others were, after my father had finished his services. James was there and Edward and Henry too, but I cannot recall Frank.

When we reached Monk Sherborne, George came running out to meet us and he looked just like James, except that he was much smaller; he walked awkwardly, dragging one leg behind him. An older man was with him and I was told that this was my uncle Thomas, Mama’s brother. He seemed more like a small boy himself. How long we stayed, I cannot rightly remember but, as we were to leave, I was very frightened to see George fall upon the ground and twitch in a most terrible manner, foaming at the mouth.

As we got back into the cart to be conveyed home, I saw that my mother was crying.

My father took her hand. “We are fortunate my dear that we have other, many other, healthy children. And we have this comfort, that he cannot be a bad or wicked child.”

I knew that we should not respond to this but this was the first time I saw Jane show that determined, bold approach that I was to learn to expect of her.

“Why can he not be bad or wicked, Papa? Are other children bad or wicked?”

“Children are bad or wicked when they question their parents too much, Jenny.”

“But why, Papa…?”

I grasped her hand and squeezed it so she would stop. I had seen the sadness on my mother’s face turn to anger and she folded her lips tightly as she looked at Jane.

“Hush my dear,” said my father, “the child is naturally curious, that is all.”


“She is too concerned for herself, with not enough consideration for others. Her high opinion of herself is not fitting for a girl child.”

That was I think the first time I was aware that my mother did not like Jane much. There was something in each of their characters that made them at odds with each other. Jane put her own interpretation on it in later years, but in these childhood days it was a sadness I could not explain and led me to be even more protective of Jane than I would have been as an elder sister.

Her boldness was always a puzzle to me. I partly admired and partly feared it. I often wished I had her spirit and I own that it made me feel wanting, as though my meekness were something to be ashamed of. There was a conflict in this for me, because my mother was forever telling us that meekness and humility were qualities for which every young girl should strive.

 

This sadness apart, it was a happy house. I was expected to be as Mama put it “a little mother” to my only sister and we always shared a room together.

I knew later that my parents had worries about monetary matters and were often in debt, but they never discussed this in our presence. When they decided to have boys staying with us for schooling, we saw it only as a source of company and amusement, not of income. Of course it was very noisy, but any house with seven children in it would have been so anyway. My mother seemed not to mind the extra work which the boarders entailed and continued to work in the garden and the dairy, as well as seeing to the sewing and the correspondence. I always think of her working in the dairy wearing her bright red riding coat.

It had been her attire when she and my father left Bath on their wedding journey and she often used it as an example of how “good material can be turned and made over a dozen times if a woman is good with her needle.” I seem to remember that the red coat was finally made into hunting jackets for Frank and Charles when they were old enough to ride.

As well as noise, there was much laughter in our childhood. If we did not always take part in the boys’ activities, we were always aware of them.

Mama taught us our letters and our numbers and in the holidays Papa would sometimes give us lessons with the globe or even the microscope. Jane was a more eager learner than I and always more ready to engage in conversation with the boys. I was too shy, I suppose, and made to feel more so by Jane’s outgoing ways.

In later years, she always protested that she was the shy one but that is not how I remember her. I remember only how hapless I felt when she was asking clever questions and learning texts so much more quickly than I. However, she always minded me and a warning look was all that was ever needed to remind her that she should be quiet. We were always together and I never resented this as I have heard some elder sisters do, even though she made me exasperated in many ways.

I suppose my parents may have worried that we would be too influenced by the boys and not grow up to be young ladies of gentility. We loved the rough games the boys played and I can see Jane now, rolling down the big grassy slope behind the house.

Frank was the leader of our younger group. We called him Fly because he was so agile and rather small for his age. He loved horses and somehow managed to buy himself a pony called Squirrel. I rather fancy that his godfather, one of our many uncles, gave him some money for his birthday. He loved the pony dearly and was always generous in letting us ride him. We had no side saddle, but we thought nothing of straddling the pony and racing him up and down the lane. Jane was a much more fearless rider than I, but I too would take a turn on Squirrel and loved the sensation of speed. One morning, as my mother walked from her work in the dairy to talk to the laundress whose day it was, she saw us riding in the lane. I was mounted on Squirrel at the time.

“Cassandra!” she almost shouted at me, “young ladies do not ride astride. What are you about?”

I was taken aback by her anger, as she had never raised her voice to me before.

 

We always knew that my mother was more concerned about proper behaviour and being genteel than my father and perhaps it was this incident which made her consider the future of her daughters. At any rate, in 1784, when I was just about nine years old my father announced that I was to be sent away to school.

When we blew out the candle that night, I told Jane and shed a tear or two, for I did not wish to leave home and especially I was distressed at the thought of being parted from my dear sister. I feared that leaving her with Mama without my protection would be distressing for her and perhaps I feared too and was jealous of the greater attention she would receive as the only daughter at home. That our cousin Jane Cooper, who was about my age, was to go with me was no consolation to me.

“You cannot leave me, Cass,” cried Jane “If you are to be sent away than I shall go too.”

“But you are too young…”

“Can I not read as well as you? I shall tell Mama tomorrow that I must be allowed to go.”

“You would do well to ask her, Jane, not tell her,” I said cautiously.

I was not present when she asked—the first I knew was when Jane came running upstairs, bright eyed and smiling.


“I may go with you, I may go with you,” she said excitedly.

Later I heard Mama explaining to her cousin Aunt Cooper, “If Cassandra’s head had been going to be cut off, Jane would have hers cut off too.”

For we country girls, used as we were to being outdoors whenever the weather permitted, it was strange to be in Oxford, confined in a house which had other houses close by. There were twelve girls there in all, with another two who were sixteen or so and sometimes helped with the teaching. Jane was the youngest by far and Mrs. Cawley, a friend of Mama’s who kept the school, had I believe been persuaded to take her rather against her wishes.

“If she yearns too much for her mother, you must have the comforting of her, Cassandra, since she is your sister and I am too much occupied with my duties.”

Mrs. Cawley’s duties seemed to consist mainly of housekeeping matters, but she read to us from the Bible each morning and taught us French phrases each afternoon. A visiting gentleman taught arithmetic and we practised our handwriting with the older girls. I seem to recall that there were occasional geography and history lessons but, as we were accustomed to learning these things with our father, I do not know that they added much to the sum of our education. Our work did improve and Jane always said this was where she learned the small stitches of which she was rightly proud in later years.

The food we were given was a great contrast to what we were used to at home. We were never rich and food was always plain but there was never a shortage of it. At school we were always aware that there were strict amounts allotted and never any second helpings.

For breakfast there was porridge, toast and tea. Dinner was boiled beef or mutton with a plum duff to follow on Sundays. For supper there was bread, cheese and tea. We found the food wanting, but girls who had come from other schools assured us that compared with other establishments, it was plentiful. They told us stories of near starvation…where bread was charged for, where there was only water to drink—tea was extra. One girl, also called Jane (there were four Janes in all in the school) told us fearful stories about her last school. There, the mistress who ran it made the girls sleep in the same room as the one in which they had their lessons and took all their meals. At night they simply cleared away the benches and tables and laid mattresses upon the floor.

We at least had a separate sleeping room. We shared beds, but Jane and I were used to that. Jane Cooper, though, had to share with a much bigger girl, who frequently pushed her out of bed in the night. She would crawl, shivering, in with me and Jane as the dawn broke. We did shed tears then, all three of us, remembering the warmth and comfort of home, but in the morning we tried to be cheerful, because we knew that was what was expected by our parents as well as by Mrs. Cawley.

“We want no long faces here, do we, young ladies?” she would say at breakfast.

“No, Ma’am, no long faces,” we would chorus obediently.

Why the school was suddenly moved to Southampton from Oxford was never clear to me and I do not know if any explanation was ever given to the parents of the girls, beyond a brief letter mentioning the change of address.

One Friday, we were told to pack all our belongings, as on the morrow we were to be conveyed by post to Southampton. We were so excited, Jane in particular, at the thought of seeing the sea for the first time in our lives that we insisted upon travelling on the roof of the coach, so that we might be the first to see the ocean.

We had forgot that it was a long journey from Oxford to Southampton and it was a cold March day. Though we started before 7 a.m., it was past dark when we arrived and we were chilled to the bone. Even had it been light, no sea would have been visible, as the new school was situated in a shabby house in a street so enclosed that the only indication of being near the sea was the smell of rotting cargoes from the docks.

Perhaps it was the fact that so many of the girls were so cold on that journey that made them vulnerable to infection, or perhaps it was that, being so near to a port, infections were rife, but before long we were taken seriously ill for the first time in our lives.

A dreadful illness overtook all the girls—a putrid sore throat. Mrs. Cawley was clearly alarmed by the spread of the infection, but told us that on no account were we to write to our parents about it, as they would be too much worried. We believed her, as she was a friend of Mama and Aunt Cooper, but were surprised that she was so adamant about us not sending letters that she removed all our writing materials and locked then away.

Jane, perhaps because she was the youngest, was the first of the three of us to fall ill. Her fever was so high that she did not know where she was and Jane Cooper and I begged to be allowed to tell our mothers. Still Mrs. Cawley refused. I, too, then caught the infection and was put to bed next to my sister. One night, during a lucid period, Jane told me that I must somehow get a message to our home.

“But how can I, when we have no pen and paper?”

“Steal some” she said in a fierce whisper, before lapsing again into a fever.

I was never so ill as she and, when Jane Cooper came to see us the next day, I told her what sister Jane had said.

“She is right,” she said determinedly, “and I have pen and ink in my locker which Mrs. Cawley missed in her search. I will get a letter sent somehow.”


I, to my lasting guilt, tried to stop her, as I feared the repercussions of disobeying. Luckily for us all, she did not heed me and just before she was taken with the fever herself, managed to smuggle a letter out with one of the maids.

No sooner was the letter received than Mama and Aunt Cooper came to Southampton and with their better nursing we recovered enough to be conveyed home. Sadly though, Aunt Cooper caught the infection herself and was not so fortunate. She died a few weeks later, leaving poor Jane motherless.

I have always wondered whether, without Jane’s encouragement and cousin Jane’s action, we should all three have died in that spartan place. How I have regretted and felt guilty about my lack of pluck which might have led to such an outcome and envied Jane’s spirit.

As soon as we were better, though it may have been a few months later, we were sent to another school where this time no misfortune befell us.

The Abbey School in Reading was run by Madame La Tournelle and it was a cheerful place in 1786. We girls were fascinated to learn that Madame had a cork leg, but it certainly did not seem to impede her movements much. She even took part in dancing lessons.

Though she was known as Madame, there did not seem to be any sign of a husband, nor indeed was there any indication that she could speak French. She always wore the same style of dress, with a muslin kerchief and apron and cuffs and ruffles. Madame loved play acting and it was there that I first saw how good Jane was at taking a part, acting out a scene.

But then, Jane was good at everything. Her memory was so good that she had to be told a thing but once for it to be imprinted. This helped her greatly with the French and history we were taught and the lists of dates and vocabulary which we learned by rote caused her no difficulty at all. While I struggled with music, she was outstanding. I could draw tolerably well and for this Jane always praised me extravagantly. She did the same with my handwriting, though I always thought hers very neat.

“I am quite angry with myself,” she said to me once, “for not writing close. Why is my alphabet so much more sprawly than yours?”

All her life she continued the habit picked up at school of calling her handwriting “sprawl” and comparing it unfavourably with mine. Why did she always praise me so? Was it because she realised how much less a person I was and did not want me to be aware of it? But I was, Jane, I was and know that I envied her her cleverness.

We seemed to have a great deal of free time at school to amuse ourselves in the company of our friends. Jane was very much a favourite, partly because she was so young to be away at school and partly because she entertained us all. She loved the history of the school and told and re-told the story of Elizabeth Woodville, the first commoner Queen of England who had been presented to the people from the walls of the old Abbey, after Edward IV had married her in secret. Jane would act out the incident on the walls, using different voices, different airs, delighting in the applause which greeted her exertions.

“How wonderful it is, Cass, that a woman from a humble background could capture the heart of a king and become the Queen of England,” she would say.

“Well, hardly humble, she came from a noble family.”

“Oh, do not be so practical! Is it not the most romantic of stories? Perhaps one day you or I will marry a king or a nobleman.”

One evening, our brother Edward and cousin Jane’s brother, also called Edward, visited us and we were permitted to dine with them at an inn in the town. When we returned, Jane insisted on taking them to the Abbey walls and acting out the scene for them.


“There are Neds enough in the story,” she said. “Let us perform it for our two Neds.”

Of course, it was only she who performed. I would have been too shy and Jane Cooper would have had difficulty remembering the sequence of events.

It was at school too that Jane first grew so fond of the story of Mary Queen of Scots and developed because of that a violent hatred for Queen Elizabeth. Again it was the romance of the story which fired her. I did sometimes wonder if her hatred of Queen Elizabeth had a little to do with the fact that Mama had always proudly claimed a connection with that great Queen. We were always being told that her background was aristocratic and that she was descended from the Lord Mayor of London who had proclaimed Elizabeth Queen.

So we scrambled ourselves a little education and went back home after two years or so, able to play and draw, to embroider neatly, to speak a little French and to dance extremely well. I do not know if we were withdrawn from school because of the cost, or because our parents felt we now had quite enough learning. No explanation was given, but we were, I remember, quite content to return to Steventon.

We both welcomed the familiar smell of the parlour, which opened straight from the garden path—a smell of newly washed linen as my mother sat mending the boys’ clothes and of the apple wood burning in the grate. I suppose the expectation of everyone, including ourselves, was that we should not leave home again, apart from on visits, until we were married.








End of sample
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