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Sense and Sensibility, by Jane Austen, was first published in 1811.


This was the Regency era – a time when English society was sharply divided by wealth and women were expected to marry young.


The heroines of this story, Elinor and Marianne, might have some things in common with modern readers, but they lived in a very different world.


You can find out more about Jane Austen and what England was like in 1811 at the back of this book!
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In life, Mr Henry Dashwood adored all his children equally.


There was John, his first-born, whose heart was, at least originally, in the right place, but who was too easily led by his wife, Fanny Dashwood. Her selfish and greedy ways soon rubbed off on him.


Then there was his eldest daughter, sensible Elinor, whose calm demeanour and wisdom balanced out her slightly flighty mother, Mrs Dashwood (Henry’s second wife and John’s stepmother). Next was the middle sister, Marianne, whose romantic sensibilities led her to either weeping or shrieking with delight on an almost daily basis.


Last of all came Margaret, who, at thirteen, was still of an age where she found the rules of society somewhat odd. Not least the one that dictated that, despite her father’s equal affection, when he died he had to leave his entire estate – their beloved home of Norland – to John, on account of him being male and therefore somehow more deserving.


‘Not his “entire” estate,’ pointed out Elinor. ‘We have a thousand pounds each.’


‘Who’s going to marry us on that?’ protested Marianne. ‘We’re practically paupers!’


Their mother sighed in agreement.


‘Not quite paupers,’ said Elinor. ‘And anyway, I thought “true love” didn’t care about income or status?’


‘I suppose,’ begrudged Marianne, recalling her own words from a month before. ‘But I still don’t think it’s fair that John gets the house.’


‘Not when he already has one in London,’ said Margaret, still weighing up the injustice of it all.


 



[image: images]




 


‘Well, perhaps he won’t want it,’ suggested Elinor, ever the peacekeeper. ‘Perhaps we shall be able to stay as long as we want. That would be fair, I think.’


Perhaps John hadn’t sought Norland for himself, but the decision, alas, wasn’t up to him alone, and ‘fairness’ was not in his wife’s vocabulary, as Mrs Dashwood and her daughters were about to find out.
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No sooner had Fanny received news that John had inherited the Norland estate, the family’s bags were packed and she, her husband and their son, the overly doted-on Henry, set out for Norland, which Fanny was already referring to as their ‘country residence’.


‘Of course, there will need to be alterations,’ she declared, as the carriage clattered its way from London to Sussex. ‘Improvements too; it’s so very outdated, after all. And the dust! What the servants do all day I am quite at a loss to know.’


‘Yes, dear,’ agreed John, though he wasn’t at all clear what he was agreeing to, lost as he was in his own thoughts of inheritance. ‘Perhaps I should give them another thousand apiece,’ he mused out loud. ‘That would be generous, wouldn’t it? I think it would look good.’
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‘A thousand pounds each?’ Fanny’s face paled. ‘That’s three thousand less a year for precious Henry! Rob your own boy, would you?’


John shrank. ‘Well, now that you put it like that.’ He thought again. ‘Five hundred each? Papa did ask me to make sure they were all right once he was no longer around.’


‘He’d probably lost his senses when he said that. He was ill, after all. And what will they want with the money when they move to a modest house? There’ll be no need for horses, for servants – and when they marry, whose hands will our money be in?’


‘Yes, quite right,’ admitted John.


‘Good.’
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As ever, Fanny got the last word, as, within moments, the carriage turned up the sweeping drive to Norland and all members of the party fell silent at the sight of the house that was now theirs by law, however unfair that might seem to some.


***


While John, Fanny and Henry were delighted at their arrival, the Dashwoods were quite put out, not least by the fact that Fanny hadn’t even given them notice.


‘Notice?’ she repeated, handing her umbrella and gloves to a servant, others bustling behind them, carrying their many bags. ‘To our own residence? How absurd.’


The truth, if it hadn’t hit them already, was now as clear as a crystal champagne glass: the Dashwoods were rendered visitors in their own home. Even Mrs Dashwood, who saw the good in everyone and was usually so tolerant of fools (sometimes to a worrying degree), seethed at this sudden injustice. ‘The nerve of her,’ she snapped. ‘Complaining about the dust.’


‘I heard her say she’s going to get rid of the library on account of it,’ cried Marianne. ‘Papa’s books!’ And she began to sob.


‘Heathen,’ agreed Margaret, passing Marianne a handkerchief.


Only Elinor was able to keep her fury in check. ‘There’s no point in getting cross,’ she said calmly. ‘We have to plan, and that means finding a new house.’


At that, both Mrs Dashwood and Marianne cried out, but the truth was upon them, and once she had dried her eyes, Mrs Dashwood did begin to plan, discussing over the coming days details of houses she thought she might be able to tolerate.


Once again, Elinor had to play wise parent. ‘Mama, these are all fine houses, but they are beyond our means. We are … reduced now and must cut our cloth accordingly.’


‘You’d have us live in a hovel,’ protested Marianne.


‘I shouldn’t mind,’ said Margaret. ‘I’d rather a hovel than live with Fanny any longer, and besides, think of the adventure!’


‘I don’t want an adventure,’ wailed Marianne. ‘I want my piano! And my horse!’


‘Not a hovel,’ corrected Elinor. ‘A cottage.’


‘You can’t keep a horse at a cottage,’ pointed out Marianne.


‘No,’ agreed Elinor. ‘But we can live comfortably and, more importantly, together.’


In this, at least, they were in agreement.
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The Dashwood sisters’ half-brother. He
is easily influenced by his wife. Lives at
Norland Estate after his father’s death.

TIRS.FANNY DASHHOOD
John’s husband. Fanny is selfish,
greedy and manipulative.
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The young son of John and Fanny.
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The Colonel is a serious
yet compassionate
man. He is older than
the Dashwood sisters.
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An attractive yet
deceitful man, hiding
many secrets.
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The mother of Fanny, Edward and Robert.
She is an arrogant, unfriendly woman.
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Fanny’s brother. Robert is thought of
by many as a fool and a show-off.
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Fanny’s brother. Edward is kind-hearted
and sensible unlike the rest of his family.
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Mrs Dashwood'’s wealthy cousin. He lives
at Barton Park and invites the Dashwoods
to live on his land at Barton Cottage.
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Lady Middleton’s cousin.

Mrs Jennings is a lively woman who

loves to gossip and matchmake.
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Mrs Jennings’ youngest daughter.
Charlotte is an enthusiastic,
talkative woman.

T1ISS NANCY STEELE

A distant cousin of Mrs Jennings. Nancy is
foolish and flippant with her comments.

lADY HIDD[UUN

Sir John's wife. She is mostly
interested in social status so
doesn’t have a lot to say.

M IHOMS PMH[K

The unemotional, sour
husband of Charlotte.

MISS LUCY STEELE
A distant cousin of Mrs Jennings. Lucy appears
quiet and reserved but has a sly side.
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Father of one son and three Henry’s second wife and loving
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start of the story.
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The middle Dashwood sister.
Marianne is a romantic
and often very dramatic.
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Wise and affectionate, The youngest Dashwood sister.
Elinor is the eldest Margaret is good-humoured
Dashwood sister. but can be naive at times.






