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“The uneventful nature of the author’s life . . .  has been a good deal exaggerated.”
—Jane Austen’s great-nephews, William and R. A. Austen-Leigh

Acclaim for CLAIRE TOMALIN’s 
Jane Austen
“One of those rare biographies you imagine that the subject herself might have approved.” —The Philadelphia Inquirer
“Scholarly yet empathic . . . [Tomalin] is the finest, most disinterested of biographers.” —The New York Review of Books
“Like Austen herself, Tomalin writes as an expert on human nature. . . . She is especially good at deploying small documentary details to great effect. . . . This is the new life that Janeites and Austenians . . . will want to read.” —The Boston Globe
“Claire Tomalin . . . one of our most painstaking, distinguished and sympathetic biographers, has produced a portrait of remarkable subtlety.” — The Economist
“Another altogether admirable biographical performance by Claire Tomalin.” —Fort Worth Star-Telegram
“Tomalin is [a] natural biographer. . . . Throughout her book we feel a watchful consanguinity with Austen.” —Los Angeles Times
“Jane Austen is written with much the same verve its subject brought to her novels, and its tale is nearly as absorbing as they. I can think of no higher praise.” —The Women’s Review of Books
“[Tomalin’s] assessment of the impact of Austen’s early life on her adult personality is particularly subtle.” —San Francisco Examiner & Chronicle
“Compulsively readable . . . probably the most complete view to date of Austen’s sometimes uneasy place in the polite world she describes.” —The Seattle Times
“A fine addition to the Austenophile’s library.” — Chicago Sun-Times
“Richly peopled and evocative.” —The New Leader 
“Compelling. Tomalin . . . has an encyclopedic knowledge of the Austen family that enables her to transport readers back to another time and place.” —Bookpage
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Steel engraving made in 1869 for the first Memoir 
 of Jane Austen, from a copy of Cassandra Austen’s
sketch. “There is a  look which I recognise as hers . . . 
though the general resemblance is not strong,” 
wrote her niece Caroline.
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1
1775
The winter of 1775 was a hard one. On 11 November the naturalist Gilbert White saw that the trees around his Hampshire village of Selborne had lost almost all their leaves. “Trees begin to be naked,” he wrote in his diary. Fifteen miles away, higher up in the Downs, in the village of Steventon, the rector’s wife was expecting the birth of her seventh child from day to day as the last leaves fell. She was thirty-six and had been married for eleven years. Four sturdy little boys ran about the parsonage and the big garden at the back, with its yard and outhouses, rising to the fields and woodland beyond. The eldest, James, at ten already showed promise as a scholar, sharing his father’s taste in books, and the only daughter, Cassy, kept her mother entertained with her constant chatter as she followed her round the house and out to visit the dairy and the chickens and ducks. Cassy would be three in January. Outside Mr. Austen’s study the house was seldom entirely quiet.
The November days went by and the rains set in, keeping the boys indoors; by the end of the month it was dark in the house at three in the afternoon, and dinner had to be eaten very promptly if they were to do without candles. Still no baby appeared. December came, bringing an epidemic of colds and feverish complaints. There was a sharp frost, putting ice on the ponds, enough for the boys to go sliding; then, on the 16th, White noted, “Fog, sun, sweet day.”
The 16th of December was the day of Jane Austen’s birth. The month’s delay in her arrival inspired her father to a small joke about how he and his wife had “in old age grown such bad reckoners”; he was forty-four. 1 The child came in the evening, he said, without much warning. There was no need for a doctor; it was rare to call one for something as routine as childbirth, and the nearest, in Basingstoke, was seven miles away over bad roads. In any case, “everything was soon happily over.” They were pleased to have a second daughter, “a present plaything for her sister Cassy and a future companion. She is to be Jenny.” George Austen’s letter went on to talk of the prospects of a ploughing match in which he was interested, Kent against Hants for a rump of beef, weather permitting. A village rector in a remote country parish was as much a real farmer as a shepherd of souls.
The baby was immediately christened at home by her father, like all the Austen children. There would be a church ceremony later. And now winter set in in earnest. Mr. Austen’s ploughing match could not take place, as snow fell steadily, thickly and persistently, drifting right up to the tops of the gates. Soon the lanes were filled and almost impassable. The poultry would not stir out of the hen house, and wild birds appeared at the kitchen door for crumbs. “Rugged, Siberian weather,” wrote White, remarking that the snow formed romantic and grotesque shapes as it continued to fall and then freeze. Newborn lambs were frozen to the ground, and hares came into the gardens looking for food.
Inside the parsonage, Mrs. Austen lay upstairs in the four-poster, warmly bundled under her feather-beds, the baby in her cradle beside her, while someone else—very likely her sister-in-law Philadelphia Hancock—supervised the household, all the cleaning and cooking necessary where there were many small children, together with the extra washing for the newly delivered mother. 2 The maids stoked the fires and boiled coppers, and when she could the washerwoman made her way from the village and toiled for a day, although laundry froze before it dried and the house was full of airing sheets and baby things. Mr. Austen might read to the children after their three o’clock dinner, but boys like to run and slide up and down stairs, and there were no carpets to dull the noise. Mrs. Austen would not be expected to set foot on the floor for two weeks at least.
Neighbours could not easily call, except for a few robust gentlemen on horseback, bringing congratulatory messages and gifts from their wives. On Christmas Eve the children laid out the traditional holly branches on the window ledges, and on Christmas morning Mr. Austen, well booted and coated, set off up the hill to his tiny, unheated stone church, St. Nicholas, hoping the light would suffice to read the lesson and serve the sacrament to those farmers and villagers who turned out to hear him. The Digweed family could be relied on, long-term tenants of the old brick manor house next to the church; Hugh Digweed farmed most of the land around Steventon and acted as squire. Then back down the hill, through the snow and silence. There were not more than thirty families living in Steventon, the single row of cottages at some distance from the parsonage; and there was neither shop nor inn.
If Aunt Philadelphia was indeed in charge, it meant their cousin Betsy was also there: grave, dark, delicately pretty Betsy, who had been born in India, where her father was even now, and where Aunt Philadelphia sometimes talked of taking her back. Betsy was fourteen, almost grown up; older than any of the Steventon children, and infinitely more sophisticated in their eyes. She lived mostly in town, meaning London. There she had her own horse, something none of the Austen boys could yet boast, and when she was not riding she was more likely to travel about in her mother’s carriage than on foot. She was learning French; she had performed in a play with some other children when she was only ten; she owned a harpsichord, and four strings of pearls, a present just arrived from her father.3 James, Edward and even precocious four-year-old Henry watched and listened to their cousin admiringly.
When the children were allowed into their mother’s room, they saw that the new baby had a round face, fat cheeks and bright dark eyes. It was agreed that she looked most like Henry, who had been the longest and finest of all the babies so far, so it is safe to assume that Jane was also long and large. Mrs. Austen fed her daughter at the breast, as she had all her children. She would not dream of going outside the house for at least a month after the birth, whatever the weather.4 The continuing Siberian winter did not encourage her, and when the thaw began, in February, there were floods, which still kept her in. So the baby enjoyed undivided attention, and three cosy months in the firstfloor bedroom.
Then winter ended, Aunt Philadelphia and Betsy departed, and Mrs. Austen again took up her duties in the house, the dairy and the poultry yard. On 5 April, after a harsh, dark morning, the sun came out. Little Jane was well wrapped in shawls, her mother put on her pelisse and an extra shawl or two for herself, and the family processed up the lane to the church, with its great yew tree in the graveyard in which the key was kept, its ancient bells, and its two stone heads, one of a man, one of a woman, carved on each side of the pointed arch through which you entered. This was her formal, public christening. Two of her godmothers, or “sponsors,” were Janes, one a Kentish aunt of her father’s, the other an Oxfordshire cousin of her mother’s. It is unlikely they made the difficult journeys needed to be present for the occasion, or that her godfather, another clergyman married to another of Mrs. Austen’s cousins and living in Surrey, was there; it was normal for their promises to be made for them at the ceremony. 5 As it turned out, they none of them did anything for their god-daughter; but as evidence of the great connecting web of cousins, mostly clerical, spread over the southern counties, they are a significant part of Jane Austen’s story.
It is not an easy story to investigate. She herself wrote no autobiographical notes, and if she kept any diaries they did not survive her. Her sister destroyed the bulk of the letters in her possession, a niece did the same for those preserved by one of her brothers, and only a handful more have turned up from other sources. There are 160 in all, and none from her childhood; the earliest known letter was written when she was twenty. The first biographical note, written in the aftermath of her death, consisted of a few pages only, and her brother Henry, who wrote it, explained that hers was “not by any means a life of event.” Nothing more was published for another fifty years, when a memoir by her nephew James-Edward Austen-Leigh appeared. It confirmed Henry’s view of her. “Of events her life was singularly barren: few changes and no great crisis ever broke the smooth current of its course.” The uneventful life of Jane Austen has been the generally accepted view. Compared with writers like Dickens or her contemporary Mary Wollstonecraft, the course of her life does seem to run exceedingly quietly and smoothly. Jane Austen did not see her father beat her mother, and she was not sent to work in a blacking factory at the age of twelve; yet, if you stop to look closely at her childhood, it was not all quiet days at the parsonage. It was, in fact, full of events, of distress and even trauma, which left marks upon her as permanent as those of any blacking factory. That she was marked by them will become clear in the course of her story; and that she also overcame them and made them serve her purposes.
Mr. and Mrs. Austen must have hoped that this would be their last child. Her sister Jane Cooper had only two, and “has not been breeding since, so perhaps she has done,” observed Mrs. Austen with interest in a letter to a sister-in-law;6 to have finished breeding safely was en-viable. And then the Austens’ financial situation was not good. George was heavily in debt, owing money on all sides, to Jane Cooper’s husband among others. He had also borrowed from Mrs. Austen’s brother, James Leigh-Perrot, and from his own sister Philadelphia Hancock, and, separately, from her husband. His annual income was small, around £210 from the combined tithes of Steventon and the neighbouring village of Deane. The sales of his farm produce were an important supplement to this, but not enough to keep him solvent. Three years before Jane’s birth he began to take in pupils; the parsonage, with its seven bedrooms and three attics, was big enough to be turned into a small school. At the same time he sold off the last of his small capital. Just before her christening he had to borrow another £300, through the good offices of Philadelphia, from a London lawyer.7 His accounts show a perpetual juggling of debt repayments and new borrowings which must have made his wife extremely uneasy if she knew their full extent. The plain fact was that children cost money to launch into the world, and the Austens had enough with James, George, Edward, Henry, Cassandra, Francis and Jane. Separate bedrooms was the usual form of birth control; but the Austens did not adopt it, and there was one more Austen baby to come.
Mrs. Austen’s system of child-rearing was an unusual one. She was a well-organized woman, and her practice was to give each baby a few months at the breast as a good start—we know from her own account that it was three months in the case of Cassandra—and then hand the child over to a woman in the village to be looked after for another year or eighteen months, until it was old enough to be easily managed at home.8 For Jane, this handing over is most likely to have followed her christening. A baby of fourteen weeks will be firmly attached to her mother, and to be transferred to a strange person and environment can only be a painful experience. The idea that this was an exile or an abandonment would not have occurred to Mrs. Austen; bonding between mother and child is a largely modern concept, and babies were handed about freely. It does not mean they did not suffer, both in going and in coming back. Cobbett deplored the practice, asking, “Who has not seen these banished children, when brought and put into the arms of their mother, screaming to get from them and stretching out their little hands to get back to the arms of the nurse?”9 Poor village mothers were naturally glad of the extra income brought by nursing children of the gentry; a country wet nurse could earn about two shillings and sixpence a week, and even a dry nurse would be helping her own family by taking on such work. Whether Mrs. Austen found a wet nurse ready for each of her children in the village, or whether she felt they could be spoon-fed after their first few months of breast-feeding, we do not know; but she did use the word “weaning” in the case of three-month-old Cassandra, which suggests the latter. Whatever the system, there was something impersonal about it; the name of the nurse is never mentioned.10
So the Austen babies were cared for in the village, fed, washed, encouraged to crawl in a cottage, taking their first steps there and learning their first words from their foster family. When they approached the age of reason and became socially acceptable, they were moved again, back to their original home. From the physical point of view the system worked very well. In an age when few families were spared the deaths of several children, the Austens did not lose a single one; in London at this time over half the children born died before they could reach the age of five, and although things were better in the country, the mortality rate was still alarmingly high.11 The Austen children grew up, and grew up healthy.
All the same, you have to wonder what effect Mrs. Austen’s treatment had on them. In Jane’s case, the emotional distance between child and mother is obvious throughout her life; and not only between child and mother. The most striking aspect of Jane’s adult letters is their defensiveness. They lack tenderness towards herself as much as towards others. You are aware of the inner creature, deeply responsive and alive, but mostly you are faced with the hard shell; and sometimes a claw is put out, and a sharp nip is given to whatever offends. They are the letters of someone who does not open her heart; and in the adult who avoids intimacy you sense the child who was uncertain where to expect love or to look for security, and armoured herself against rejection.
Mrs. Austen’s system made for a tidier and more easily run parsonage, and she did not see herself as doing anything cruel or unusual. She believed, along with most other people, that infants required no more than to be kept reasonably clean, reasonably warm and well fed, until their intelligence showed itself in obvious form. One of her contemporaries, also mother of a large family, wrote that she would just as soon be a stepmother as a mother: “think of being quit of their plague while they are mere vegetables, and then become mere animals.”12 The Austen parents are said—by a grandson—to have visited the absent babies daily, at least whenever possible, and had them brought to the parsonage regularly, which may have encouraged their children to feel that they had two families and homes where they were loved. The system was certainly a good deal better than that of parents who placed their children too far away to visit, and became total strangers to them. “She sent him forth to be nursed by the robust wife of a neighbouring farmer, where, for the space of upwards of four years, he was honoured with no token from father or mother, save some casual messages, to know from time to time if the child was in health,” was Henry Brooke’s summary of his hero’s infancy in The Fool of Quality , published in the late 1760s and recognized as a perfectly credible account.13
One Austen child did not come home from his village nurse. This was the second, George, nearly ten years older than Jane; he suffered from fits and failed to develop normally. For Mrs. Austen, this was a sad repetition of her early experience with her brother Thomas. He was born when she was eight, just of an age to enjoy a baby brother; but when his backwardness was obvious, he was sent away to be cared for. George was destined for the same fate, although he was occasionally at the parsonage as a small boy. 14 Since he was probably still in Steventon village in 1776, he may have been the first of Jane’s siblings of whom she became aware. He could walk, and he was not a Down’s Syndrome child, or he would not have lived so long, lacking modern medication. Because Jane knew deaf and dumb sign language as an adult—she mentioned talking “with my fingers” in a letter of 1808—it is thought he may have lacked language; it would not have stopped him joining in the village children’s games.
“We have this comfort, he cannot be a bad or a wicked child,” wrote his father of George, with touching Christian resignation.15 The Austens cared about goodness, but they also cared deeply about success; and their child-rearing system worked remarkably well, for all, with the partial exception of George, grew up tough, not given to self-pity and notable for their mutual affection and support. And even George lived to a ripe old age, cared for alongside his Uncle Thomas in another Hampshire village, Monk Sherborne; he is rarely mentioned, but survived his elder brother and his sister Jane, and was not forgotten by the others, who contributed to his upkeep. On his death certificate in 1838 he is described as a “Gentleman.” 16
In June 1776, before Jane was six months old, her parents did absent themselves from Steventon in order to make a visit to London. Neither two-year-old Frank nor three-year-old Cass had long been promoted from the village themselves, so they may have been sent to keep their baby sister company, happy enough to return to what had been their home, and the games of the long summer days with the small Bets, Bobs and Nans from the cottages. And if Cass now saw herself as a little mother to the baby, and the baby held out her arms to Cass, it was the first stage of a deep and lifelong bond between the sisters.
Mr. and Mrs. Austen were in London partly at least to visit his sister Philadelphia and niece Betsy. While they were with them word came from India of the death of Phila’s husband, Tysoe Saul Hancock. He had in fact died months earlier, in November 1775, even before the birth of Jane, but news travelled slowly, letters from India taking six months or more. Mrs. Hancock was naturally afflicted to hear of her husband’s end. Worse, it appeared that he died penniless: “all his effects will not more than clear his debts here,” wrote Mr. Woodman, the lawyer who advised her, and the same man who had lent George Austen money.17 Sadly, Hancock was little George’s godfather, and now there was no hope that he would be able to contribute to the cost of his care; he had worried about the growing number of Austen children, and how the family would manage. The situation of his own wife and daughter was not, however, as bad as it appeared at first.
Three years earlier, Mr. Hancock’s patron in India, the great Warren Hastings of the East India Company, on becoming Governor of Bengal, had made a gift to his god-daughter, Betsy Hancock, of £5,000; and in 1775 he doubled the sum, making Betsy an heiress— not a great one, but with enough to ensure she would find a husband. The Hancocks were sworn to secrecy about the whole matter, but the two trustees for Betsy’s fortune were the lawyer, Mr. Woodman— Warren Hastings’s brother-in-law—and Mrs. Hancock’s brother, George Austen, who was doubtless in London partly to carry out whatever duties his trusteeship demanded.
It turned out there was not much cause for concern about Philadelphia. Quite apart from her daughter’s wealth, we can see from the bank account she opened a few months later that she received £3,500 paid in by Woodman, and another sum of nearly £5,000 in the form of a “bill on Ind. Co.”18 The opening of the account is a sign of her independence as a well-to-do widow. Her late husband had advised her to do as much earlier, but she had not complied; now she chose a different bank from the one he recommended, and deposited her money with Messrs. Hoare & Co., her brother’s bankers.
The Hancocks, mother and daughter, closely bonded as single parent and single child, were free to embark on living as they pleased; and although Philadelphia was fond of her brother, and Betsy of her uncle, they had no thought of burying themselves in the English countryside. Betsy, having lost a father she hardly remembered and come into a considerable fortune, announced she was no longer to be known as Betsy. From now on she would be called Eliza. No one thought of contradicting her wishes.
Eliza Hancock is a central figure in Jane Austen’s life for many reasons. She was her first cousin, and they became warmly attached to one another. Although Eliza was the senior by fourteen years, both died relatively young, and Jane outlived her by only four years, bringing the span of their lives close together. The difference was that Eliza was always an exotic, a bird of bright plumage with a story that might have come from one of the romances Jane liked to mock. Eliza was a true Austen in her fluent pen and her enjoyment of acting, music and dancing, and she had a quick ear; in other ways she was markedly different from her Austen cousins. She was incautious in marrying, and could write frivolously of her feelings or lack of them; and yet she was always a most loving daughter, and became a tenderly attentive mother.
There are some unsolved questions in the lives of both Philadelphia Hancock and her daughter, the central one being Eliza’s parentage, which will be considered later. For now, in the summer of 1776, George Austen was reassured about the situation in which they found themselves, and continued to repay the money he had borrowed from his sister at the same rate. He and his wife returned to Hampshire and life went on in its usual way. For him this meant supervising the work of the farm and sales of wheat, barley and hops; teaching his older boys; performing his pastoral duties of baptism, burial, Sunday services, and keeping a kindly eye on any parishioners in need or trouble. The one exceptional event of the winter happened three days before his little daughter’s first birthday, on Friday, 13 December, when, in common with every clergyman in the land, he held an extra service in Steventon church, reading out prayers against the American rebels. 19 After which he walked down the hill to his cheerful home, whose atmosphere reminded one observer of “the liberal society, the simplicity, hospitality, & taste, which commonly prevail in different families among the delightful valleys of Switzerland.”20

2
Meritocrats
Jane Austen’s novels do not ramble. They are tightly constructed stories that cover a short span of time. In the novels, only Lady Catherine de Bourgh and Sir Walter Elliot take much notice of ancestry and pride themselves on it, and neither is an advertisement for the preoccupation. Jane Austen also chose to write about small families; the Bennets with their five daughters was the largest to be put under close scrutiny. Her experience in life was different. Not only was she one of eight, she lived with a perpetual awareness of a cousinage extending over many counties and even beyond England. Family history and connections on both sides were seen as important. The large numbers of brothers, cousins, uncles and aunts, the repeated names, the convolutions of the family trees, are dismaying to outsiders; but they have to be sorted out, summarily at least, by anyone who aims to inhabit the world in which she was at home.
To begin with her mother: Mrs. Austen was a Leigh and, down-to-earth and practical as she was, she was proud of her family history and links with the aristocracy. The Leighs knew themselves to be descended from the Lord Mayor of London who proclaimed Elizabeth Queen. Since then, some had been ennobled and become owners of Stoneleigh Abbey in Warwickshire; others had married aristocrats. Her curious name of Cassandra, shared with several cousins, owed itself to the fact that a Cassandra Willoughby had been the wife of a great-uncle who became the first Duke of Chandos; and a ducal connection was something to be proudly remembered and signaled.1 There were brains in the family too: her uncle Theophilus Leigh was Master of Balliol for fifty years. Her father, Thomas Leigh, was a more modest parish priest at Harpsden, near Henley-on-Thames, where she was reared. She was a clever child who wrote poetry and impressed her Uncle Theophilus; but it was her brother James who came into a fortune through another great-uncle, adding a Perrot to his Leigh in the process. There was no fortune for her, only a small inheritance worth less than £2,000.
When her father retired from his parish, she and her sister Jane, by then in their mid-twenties, were taken to Bath, considered the most agreeable of places for elderly couples and husbandless young women, combining as it did urban pleasures and health care. Unfortunately the delights of the place finished off the Revd Leigh smartly. Shortly after his death, Cassandra chose to marry George Austen. She took to the tough life of the country parson’s wife brisk and confident powers of organization, intellectual vitality, and pride in her family history.
The Austens had no aristocratic connections. They were however a family for whom putting things down on paper was important. In 1708 George’s grandmother had written out a long document headed “Memorandums for mine and my Children’s reading, being my own tho’ts on our affairs 1706, 1707.” She explained that she was making this “rough draft in a retired hour” as a help to her memory and “for my own satisfaction.” It was also for her children, to encourage them in the belief that intelligence and articulateness could count for more than an inherited fortune.2 
Elizabeth Austen was born Elizabeth Weller sometime in the reign of Charles II; she was the daughter of a Tonbridge gentleman, and in 1693 she married John Austen, only son of a rich cloth manufacturer. With money on both sides, they were able to settle in a comfortable manor house in Horsmonden, and in the next ten years she gave birth to seven children, a daughter followed by six sons. The drawback to this idyll was that his health was declining from year to year, and at the same time the debts he had acquired before his marriage were piling up. He did not have to face the results himself because he died when his youngest son was still a baby. The dying man made a will entrusting the education of the children to his wife, but appointing his two sisters’ husbands executors; and on his deathbed he asked his father to look after his children. Old Mr. Austen promised to do so, and also that the household goods should not be sold to pay off his son’s debts; but even before the funeral could take place, relations between father, daughter-in-law, and executors soured. Wills, and the avarice and bad behavior induced by wills in otherwise normal people, are a running theme of comedy, and some blackly comic scenes were now played out.
Old Mr. Austen “forgot” his promise that her household goods should not be sold. She had to remind him, and under pressure, he said he would give £200 to save them. Just as the money was about to be handed over, he too died suddenly. When his will was read, it showed open hostility to his daughter-in-law. Her eldest son was magnificently provided for as heir to the estate, while the other six were left almost penniless. Mrs. Austen begged her brothers-in-law to remember their father’s spoken promise, but they easily talked themselves into overriding it. “These things I did not well take of them, for I tho’t they did not perform ye promise made me at my father and husband’s death to be kind to me and my children.”
Indeed: but there was nothing she could do. She was too poor to appeal: “I had no pockett to know ye opinion of my Lord Chancellor.” So over the next few years she sold off her silver, her bed with its hangings and much of her household linen. She had to borrow money to keep the household going, but she did manage to pay off her husband’s debts. Then, as the children grew, she began to worry about their education, because there was no school at Horsmonden.
Now Elizabeth showed her exceptional spirit. He made inquiries, and was told of a schoolhouse to be let at “Sen’nock” (Sevenoaks). The applicant must be prepared to lodge and look after the Master of the school and take some pupils as boarders: in effect, the headmaster was looking for a housekeeper and matron. She applied and was successful; she also made an agreement with the Master that all her boys should receive free education in return for her work. It was a social step down, but the good far outweighed considerations of that kind: “it seem’d to me, as if I cou’d not do a better thing for my Children’s good, their education being my great care . . . for I always tho’t if they had Learning, they might ye better shift in ye world.” It is the voice of a meritocrat, and a very sensible one she was.
In June 1708 she took up her work at Sevenoaks. She kept her accounts carefully for eleven years, and saw her daughter married and her sons launched on careers. The eldest son was brought up quite separately by his aunts and uncles, sent to Cambridge, and came into his grandfather’s estates; he showed no disposition to befriend his less fortunate brothers. Elizabeth Austen died in Sevenoaks in 1721, and was buried where she was born, at Tonbridge.3 She cannot have been much more than fifty. Her life had been hard, but also heroic; father, husband, father-in-law, and brothers-in-law had all failed her and her children, and she had saved them single-handed, by a combination of grit and ingenuity. She was Jane Austen’s great-grandmother.
Her son Francis became a lawyer, settled in Sevenoaks, worked steadily, invested shrewdly in property and became very rich; two astute marriages made him still richer. When her fourth son, William, finished his apprenticeship to a surgeon, he set up practice in Tonbridge and married, in 1727, the widow of another medical man, with one son, William Walter.4 Four more children were born, a girl who died, a second girl, Philadelphia, in 1730, a son George—Jane Austen’s father—in 1731 and another girl, Leonora, a year later; her birth killed the mother. William married a second, much older wife in 1736, only to die himself within a year. His widow felt neither affection nor obligation towards his children, who found themselves turned out into the care of a reluctant Uncle Stephen in London, while their stepmother remained in their father’s house. Orphaned and ejected from the nest, they had a hard time.
Stephen Austen was a bookseller in St. Paul’s Churchyard, with a wife, Elizabeth, and one son. They had no wish to acquire a large family, and, although they agreed to keep little Leonora, Philadelphia was passed on to a maternal aunt, and George to his father’s sister, Aunt Hooper, in Tonbridge. There he did well, attending the school from 1741 for six years, studying some mathematics but mostly the classics, since Greek and Latin texts provided the standard educational fare. He was a hard-working boy, and at sixteen he was awarded a Fellowship reserved for scholars of Tonbridge School to enable him to go to St. John’s College, Oxford. Happy and successful at Oxford, he had no difficulty in taking his degree and decided to remain to study divinity, winning a further Exhibition to do so in 1751.
Meanwhile his sister Philadelphia had a more difficult time. As soon as she reached her fifteenth birthday in May 1745, she was apprenticed to a Covent Garden milliner, Hester Cole. The apprenticeship records at the Public Records Office show that a sum of £45 was paid for her to spend five years learning how to make and sell hats from Mrs. Cole, widow of Christopher Cole, milliner. So while George was at Oxford on the way to becoming a gentleman, she was in central London serving her apprenticeship to a trade that was only on the border of respectability.5 To be described as a little milliner carried a suggestion of something altogether more dubious. John Cleland’s famous pornographic novel Fanny Hill made good use of this equivocal status when he delivered his heroine Fanny into the care of a Mrs. Cole of Covent Garden, “a middle-aged discreet sort of woman,” ostensibly a milliner, actually a bawd: “In the outer parlor, or rather shop, sat three young women, very demurely employed on millinery work, which was the cover of a traffic in more precious commodities; but three beautifuller creatures could hardly be seen . . . as it happened, I could not have put myself into worse, or into better hands in all London.” The coincidence of names and professions is all the more startling in that Fanny Hill was published in 1748–9, which was exactly the period of Philadelphia’s employment by Hester Cole. Two things may be said about this. First, that it seems unlikely Cleland was unaware of the existence of the real Mrs. Cole—Covent Garden was not a vast area—and that if he intended his allusion to her business purely as a joke, it must have caused some embarrassing moments for Philadelphia and her fellow apprentices, Sarah and Rose. But secondly, even if it was not a joke, and Hester Cole was indeed engaged in more than one type of activity, we are not entitled to conclude anything about Philadelphia from Cleland’s fiction. The two Mrs. Coles of Covent Garden remain no more than a striking coincidence.
As soon as she had served her time with Hester Cole, Philadelphia, showing some of the same enterprise as her grandmother, gave up all thought of millinery and announced that she was taking off for India. Men went to India to make their fortunes through trade, honest or dishonest, and women went with a somewhat similar object, as everyone knew even if no one said so. Their business was to find a husband, the richer the better, among the Englishmen working there; and they had a fair chance, because Englishwomen were in very short supply. Phila, as she was known in the family, was bright and pretty, but none of this had brought her proposals of marriage in England, where men looked for brides with money as well as charm, and little milliners were not well placed to catch husbands. In India, there was a better hope. It sounds a bleak way of going about things, but for many decades it was quite a standard procedure for young women to be shipped out to British colonial territories in this way.6 It may even be that in her case the whole process was set in motion by her lawyer uncle Francis, acting for a client in the employ of the East India Company who wanted a wife. Still, Phila must have shown some enthusiasm, a great hatred of millinery and a lot of spirit to embark on so risky and uncertain a venture. She had to apply for permission from the Directors of the Company, and give the names of friends in India and sponsors, or “sureties,” in England.
[image: image]
The apprentice register from the Public Record Office, showing, four lines from the bottom, Philadelphia’s name as “Philadelphia Austin,” a common variant spelling, and a blank for the name of a parent, since she was an orphan. Her apprenticeship is dated from May 9, 1745, almost certainly her fifteenth birthday—she was baptized May 15, 1730—and is to Hester Cole, milliner, Covent Garden.
The permission was given, and Philadelphia’s story began in earnest. Her years as an apprentice milliner were blotted out, and seem never to have been mentioned in the family. The trip round Africa and through the Indian Ocean took six months, and she was entirely responsible for herself from the moment she stepped aboard the Bombay Castle. Two years before her, the same journey had been made by a clever Westminster boy of eighteen; his headmaster grieved that he was not allowed to go on to the university, but his guardians were convinced he had a better chance in life as a clerk in the East India Company. His name was Warren Hastings, and he and Philadelphia, both poor orphans, both intent on improving their status, already had much in common although they did not meet for some years yet. He went north to Calcutta, while she remained where she landed in August 1752, in Madras. India was in a state of turmoil, violence flaring, the Company uneasily poised between attempts to assume the role of government and concentration on its trading enterprises; and in these it was often fleeced by its own employees, many of whom preferred amassing fortunes privately to performing their official duties.
[image: image]
One of these employees became the husband of Philadelphia. Six months after her arrival in Madras, in February 1753, she was married to a man named Tysoe Saul Hancock. He was thirty, had been in India for five years, nominally as a surgeon to the East India Company, really with his eye on making a fortune for himself by trading. So far he had done only moderately well, and he was scarcely the husband a young woman dreams of. He was not particularly able, or amusing, or charming; on the other hand, Francis Austen was his lawyer in England, so perhaps the deal had been made in advance. Hancock was very pleased to have a delightful young wife, and eager to treat her well. News of the marriage must have reached George in Oxford by the summer of 1753.
There was no marriage in prospect for Leonora. She remained with Uncle Stephen and Aunt Elizabeth Austen; he was doing well enough to acquire a house in Islington, where she provided a useful pair of hands. No one put up money to apprentice her to any trade, although it is conceivable she helped out with the bookshop. She and her sister presumably saw one another during Phila’s years in Covent Garden, but just at the time Phila left for India Stephen Austen died, and since no one else wanted Leonora or had anything to offer her, she stayed on with his widow. Elizabeth Austen soon married another bookseller, a Mr. Hinton, who accepted Leonora as an unremarkable fixture of the household.7
Brother Austen and sister Hancock wrote regularly to one another. The years went by; both approached thirty, but there came no word of any little Hancocks from India, and there seemed no prospect of marriage for George. Then Philadelphia’s life in India changed spectacularly in 1759 when the Hancocks moved north to Bengal and there formed a close friendship with Warren Hastings. By now Hastings, the biggest meritocrat of them all, was advancing on the brilliant path that would make him governor first of Bengal, and then India. He was dedicated to work, and he loved and understood Indian life and literature as no one else in the Company did. He was also an arrogant man, behaving more like an Indian despot, it was said, than a British civil servant; a good master but a bad colleague. Against this, he was lonely and unhappy following the death of his wife in 1759; their infant daughter had lived for a few weeks only, and their small son George was about to be sent back to England for the good of his health and his education. Hastings owned a town house in Calcutta and another with a garden at Belvedere, Alipur; airy, splendid palaces, they must have felt painfully empty.8 It is possible that Philadelphia had known his wife aboard the Bombay Castle; if so, she must have been doubly welcome as a friend. 9
The two men, Hastings still in his twenties and on a rising wave of success, and Hancock, an undistinguished man in his forties, now appear to have embarked on a private business partnership involving a whole series of trading ventures, “in salt and timber and carpets, Bihar opium, and rice for the Madras market.”10 Money was made, and Hancock felt he had a valuable friend and patron. We do not know how he reacted when, after eight years without children, Phila told him she was expecting one; but he welcomed the baby girl born in December 1761 and conducted himself thereafter as a devoted father. She was christened Elizabeth and known as Betsy or Bessy for the first years of her life; later she became Eliza. Hastings agreed to be her godfather; her name was of course the same as that of his dead daughter.
Was she Hancock’s child or Hastings’s? Lord Clive asserted that Mrs. Hancock “abandoned herself to Mr. Hastings,” warning his own wife not to keep company with her; and the question is not an unreasonable one to ask even if there is no certain answer.11 On one side of the argument is the fact of Phila’s childlessness for the first eight years of her marriage. Then there is the likelihood that a widower, young, lonely, rich, and handsome, might well become the lover of a pretty and entertaining married woman of his own age whose husband is not very agreeable to her. The other side of the argument is that Hancock was always a fond husband and father. Would he have behaved as he did if he suspected that there was anything wrong? I believe he might. He may simply have decided not to think too closely on the subject; although he was a grumbler, he was an affectionate man, and glad to have a daughter he could claim as his own. Pride too may have decided him to brazen out the situation.
Whatever the facts, everyone concerned behaved with outward decorum, and it is unlikely that any gossip reached Philadelphia’s brother George in Oxford, although he may have wondered privately. In 1764 Hastings and Hancock were winding up their opium transactions together; Hastings had by now built up a spectacular private fortune, and Hancock had put by what seemed a comfortable sum.12 The whole party was preparing to sail for England together, Hastings, the Hancocks with four-year-old Betsy, and their Indian servants; the trip cost Hancock £1500.
Meanwhile George Austen’s progress had continued smoothly. At twenty-four he was ordained in Rochester Cathedral. He was now at the age considered by Sir Thomas Bertram as the most suitable for marriage in a young man; but there was no question of marriage for him yet. He had as little fortune as his sisters, and no home; their stepmother was still living in their father’s house in Tonbridge. Yet Kent drew him back. Uncle Francis was there, growing more prosperous from year to year, as were his other uncles and aunt; and George found a position as Second Master at his old school. It gave him a house, and he was able to supplement his earnings by lodging some of the boys, as his grandmother had done; but it was not enough to launch him on a properly independent life. During the school holidays he sensibly returned to Oxford to keep up his contacts, and when after three years his college invited him to be assistant chaplain, he went back gladly. He took another degree in divinity. He was well liked, and was soon appointed Proctor, in charge of discipline among the undergraduates, and known as “the handsome Proctor” for his bright eyes and good looks. By now he had certainly met the niece of the Master of Balliol, Miss Cassandra Leigh, and may have begun to think the life of a bachelor Fellow, however comfortable, had its drawbacks.
But it was some time yet before he was able to marry, even though he was presented with the living of Steventon in 1761, through the good offices of a second cousin married to a landowner with estates in Kent and Hampshire. Cassandra Leigh’s father may not have thought such a modest and out-of-the-way parish a good enough prospect for his daughter; at all events, another three years went by, and the death of her father, before George persuaded her that this, together with the small inheritances each expected, did offer a sound enough basis for a life together, and she accepted his proposal.13 A marriage contract was drawn up and signed, and the ceremony took place on April 26, 1764 at the old church of St. Swithin, Walcot, Bath. He was thirty-two, she twenty-four. No other Austens were present; her mother was there, and her brother James Leigh-Perrot and sister Jane were the witnesses. She wore a red riding habit for the occasion, suitable for the journey across Somerset, Wiltshire, and Hampshire. They set off at once, stopped overnight at Devizes, and arrived the following day at the parsonage at Deane, which was to be their first home before the ramshackle rectory at Steventon was put into better order.
That autumn Philadelphia had news of her brother’s marriage, and in January 1765 left India for England, arriving six months later on June 16.14 The Hancocks took a house in Norfolk Street and Hastings settled near by in Essex Street, off the Strand. On Hastings’s arrival in England he was given the news that his son, George, whom he had not seen since he was four, had died of diphtheria the previous autumn, before they set sail. The death was both upsetting and even embarrassing for Mrs. Hancock, because it happened while the boy was in the care of her newly married brother George and his wife; he can have been with them at most for six months. It looks as though Phila recommended her brother to Hastings as an experienced schoolmaster with a wife and a suitable country residence, with the thought that he would make a kindly foster father, and that the income would be useful to him. There was nothing wrong with the plan; only the child, having already lost his mother, been separated from his father and sent half way across the world to be cared for by strangers, might have fared better without further disturbance. He could even have been more resistant to sickness; as Betsy Hancock said later, “mental & bodily sufferings are ever closely connected.”15 Family tradition says Mrs. Austen loved the boy, and both she and her husband must have been appalled at his death in their care, while she was pregnant with their own first child. 16
George and Philadelphia continued to be devoted to one another. In the summer of 1766 she and her husband visited the Austens in Hampshire; she was there to help with the arrival of their second son, another George, to whom Mr. Hancock stood as godfather. In London he seems to have been introduced to Leonora also, still living in Islington with the Hintons, and took a kindly interest in her. Over the next two years Mr. Austen occasionally borrowed money from Hancock, on one occasion a substantial sum of £228. Then Hancock, realizing he could not hope to maintain his wife and child in the style he had dreamt of without increasing his fortune considerably, decided he must return to India. Leaving them in London, he set off once more in 1768.
In his absence, Hastings gave some financial help to Philadelphia, for which her husband expressed gratitude; he also kept up a correspondence with her, again with the knowledge of Hancock, who sometimes forwarded their letters. The only one that survives from Hastings to Philadelphia is perfectly correct, not a love letter, but warm and full of feeling. He addresses her as “my dear and ever-valued friend,” and asks her to “Kiss my dear Bessy for me, and assure her of my tenderest affection. May the God of goodness bless you both!”17 A few months after this letter was written, Hancock wrote to his wife telling her that Hastings had a new “favorite among the Ladies,” a Mrs. Imhoff, very lively and pretty, with a German husband. This was indeed the woman Hastings married as his second wife, after she obtained a divorce from her husband. Philadelphia’s response to hearing about Mrs. Imhoff was an immediate proposal that she herself should return to India with Betsy, who was now ten. A long answer from her husband forbade her to think of doing any such thing, listing the possible disasters that might befall Betsy, from the deaths of either of her parents, which could leave her stranded, to being debauched by the gallant young men of Calcutta, or simply too early a marriage: “You know very well that no girl, tho’ but fourteen years old, can arrive in India without attracting the notice of every Coxcomb in the Place, of whom there is very great plenty at Calcutta with very good persons & no other recommendation.” He expressed another fear, that she might fall into “false notions of happiness, most probably very Romantick.”18 A few weeks later he wrote again to tell Phila that Mr. Hastings had informed him that he was settling £5,000 on his goddaughter.
The subtext of these letters seems clear: Philadelphia did not want to lose her place, or her daughter’s, in Hastings’s affections, and was prepared to travel to India to try to keep them. Hancock saw the futility of such a move, and pointed out the risks involved in doing so. Phila herself may have written to Hastings asking him to do something tangible for Betsy, to ensure that she was not forgotten now he had a new interest. Dignity was preserved all round, not least that of Hancock.
He was always the prudent and sensible one, as he reminded Philadelphia when he commented on her brother’s situation: “That my brother & sister Austen are well, I heartily rejoice, but I cannot say that the News of the violently rapid increase of their family gives me so much pleasure; especially when I consider the case of my godson who must be provided for without the least hope of his being able to assist himself.”19 It was true that the Austens were breeding fast. Their first three sons were born in three successive years, and the next batch of four children, after they had moved the short distance from Deane to Steventon, in four more years. Mr. Hancock had a point, but he need not have worried overmuch. Despite the death of George Hastings in their care, despite the affliction of their own second son, and despite their singular system of baby rearing, George Austen and Cassandra Leigh were raising a family of clever and ambitious children.
Did the Austen children know they had an Aunt Leonora living in London as well as a dazzling Aunt Philadelphia? In 1769 the woman who had effectively mothered Leonora, Elizabeth Hinton, died, leaving her on the hands of Mr. Hinton. Soon after this, a letter from Hancock mentions “poor Leonora,” the noble behavior of Hinton, and the lack of any legacy from his late wife; Hancock offers to take his share of financial responsibility for his sister-in-law. 20 Clearly, there was no question of her going to her brother’s. Why she was not considered suitable remains guesswork: “poor Leonora” could cover anything from very low intelligence to some moral lapse, easy enough for a motherless girl in London to have fallen into. After Hancock’s reference no more is heard of her. Even her death goes unremarked in any surviving letters. In fact she lived until 1784, when she was fifty, and was buried in Islington on February 4. Her sister Philadelphia was absent in France, and her brother George busy with his family. By then he had eight children. Leonora’s eldest nephew James was already at Oxford, and her niece Jane just eight.21 But in a family in which you had to fight your battles hard to get and keep a good place, it was easy for the unsuccessful to drop out of sight, and one way or another Leonora—plain, dim and poor—had ceased to count.
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