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Introduction


‘Miss Austen’s merits have long been
established beyond a question; she is,
emphatically, the novelist of home.’1

Richard Bentley,
publishing Jane Austen’s novels in 1833



EVERY ONCE IN a while, I meet someone who tells me they don’t like Jane Austen.

Some of this can be blamed on set texts at school, unwillingly read and boringly taught. But I like to think that these unhappy people simply don’t like Jane Austen . . . yet. The time will come. And I’ve written this book to change their minds.

I believe that everybody should know about the life of Jane Austen, not just because she was an important novelist. The argument of this book is that she was also an important human being: someone who, quietly, changed the world. The 250th anniversary of her birth has given me a welcome opportunity to revisit this book (published in 2017), partly for the pleasure of celebrating my heroine once again, and partly to acknowledge new research about her family. I’ve also included a new epilogue to guide you, should you want to walk in her footsteps and visit the places in England where she lived.

Part of what might put people off Jane Austen is the idea that the stories are about buttoned-up, emotionally repressed women, set against a backdrop of a picture-perfect English village that would today probably be full of tourist coaches. This impression is reinforced by the continuous stream of films, with their high-waisted heroines in gorgeous Georgian property-porn settings.

But the doubters don’t realise how tough, how sharp, how funny and astute Miss Austen can be. There are rude jokes. There is wild sexual attraction. And above all, there is unobtrusive tragedy. For my part, I loved Jane Austen’s novels even before I knew much about her life story. When I came to understand it, though, I fell for the writer herself even harder than I had for any of her characters. How poignant it is that she died at only forty-one, without the recognition she deserved.

It is extraordinary to think that in her lifetime, Jane Austen’s name did not appear on the cover of any of her books. They were published anonymously, their author named just as ‘a lady’, because that was the more ladylike way to proceed. When she died in 1817, Jane was buried under a memorial that doesn’t even mention her novels. That’s because her family didn’t think they were important. They thought it was much more significant that she was a good aunt, a good sister, a good daughter. They did not realise that the woman they’d called ‘Aunt Jane’ was an extraordinary genius.

That is not true today, when Jane Austen’s fans are among the most fervid of any writer ever. Although she was born 250 years ago, she seems to us to live outside time. So often her heroines sound like they could be your most honest, most intimate friends. Despite the many restrictions of their lives, they all have minds of their own.

‘There are few people whom I really love, and still fewer of whom I think well,’ says Lizzy Bennett, drily, in Pride and Prejudice. ‘Men have had every advantage of us in telling their own story,’ says Anne Elliot, resignedly, in Persuasion, ‘the pen has been in their hands. I will not allow books to prove anything.’ But if you read Jane Austen’s private letters and thoughts, you realise that your friend is really the writer herself. And buttoned-up or repressed are the very last things she is. ‘Pictures of perfection,’ she admits, ‘make me sick & wicked.’ And despite her dependent position in society, she was extraordinarily independent in spirit. ‘I must keep to my own style,’ she says, ‘& go on in my own Way; And though I may never succeed again in that, I am convinced that I should totally fail in any other.’

Jane Austen’s work is sometimes described as ‘double-voiced’. On one level it’s sparkling romantic comedy, on another she was gently altering the way the world would see women. Women like Jane were beholden to their male relatives for everything: money, safety, a home. Women like Jane were left with no option but to believe they had to marry for money. But Jane herself showed that there was a braver way of living: to turn down an offer of marriage which came with a grand country house and to try to live instead as a professional novelist.

Yet she wasn’t a man-hater. Far from it. Her leading ladies believe in, and hold out for, a marriage of love. ‘To marry for money,’ says Catherine Morland in Northanger Abbey, is ‘the wickedest thing in existence.’ Once Jane Austen’s heroines had shown the world that this was the way things ought to be, her readers began to demand the same.

There are lots of books about Jane Austen, but this one takes us deep into something that had huge significance to the writer: her home.

If you visit the pretty, flower-filled house at Chawton in Hampshire that finally provided Jane, her sister and their mother with a long-sought home, it seems rather lovely. Jane moved there in 1809, probably expecting to live there happily until the end of her life.

As it turned out, sadly, she would not.

And despite all the beautiful Georgian architecture you’ll see in the feature films of her books, home for Jane and her closest female relatives was often a much less pleasant place. She occupied a series of small, sometimes rather depressing rooms in houses and flats, and spent a lot of her life scrounging stays with friends or the relatives who used her to provide cheap childcare.

For Jane, who had no independent income, and whose family would have been aghast if she got herself a job, home was a perennial problem. Where could she afford to live? With all the domestic duties of an unmarried daughter and aunt, how could she find the time to write? Would her precious manuscripts be safe? A home of her own must have seemed to Jane to be always just out of reach.

It is not surprising, then, that the search for a home is central to Jane’s fiction. The majority of her scenes take place indoors, with people talking, always talking, in a room, which is very often a drawing room. And yet, when Jane’s characters want to talk about what really matters – their feelings, the truth – they often have to go outdoors. They escape the jaws of the drawing rooms that confine their lives. ‘You were sick of civility,’ says Lizzy Bennet in a moment of intimacy with Mr Darcy.

A quick reading of the novels might leave you with the impression that the search for a romantic partner is what matters most. But really, a happy home is equally an object of desire. Jane’s leading ladies are displaced from either their physical home or from their family. Jane shows how hard it is to find a true home, a place of safety where you can be understood and loved. She is uniquely sensitive to a particular home’s happiness – or unhappiness.

This has led people to assume that Jane herself was unhappy at home, flawed or damaged in some way. But the depressing fact is that she was just one among many spinsters of her time and position in society who had to try to feel ‘at home’ in unusual or unpleasant places. And it wasn’t just spinsters. ‘I cannot help feeling a great desire to be at home, however uncomfortable that home may be,’ wrote Jane’s sister-in-law, Fanny.2 Home to her was a cramped cabin on board her sailor husband’s ship.

And so Jane’s novels are full of homes loved, lost or lusted after. In her first published work, Sense and Sensibility, a death in the family forces Elinor and Marianne out of their childhood home. In Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth Bennet and her sisters will be expelled from their home at the end of their father’s life. Fanny Price is sent away from her home, like one of Jane’s own brothers was, to live with richer relations at Mansfield Park. Anne Elliot misses her country life at Kellynch Hall when packed off in Persuasion to Bath. Even Catherine Morland of Northanger Abbey and Emma Woodhouse of Emma, young, relatively well-off and in no immediate danger of homelessness, have to choose their future domestic set-ups wisely.

In this book, I also hope to introduce you to Jane’s everyday life at home, good days, bad days, domestic pleasures and domestic chores, the ‘little matters on which the daily happiness of private life depends’, as Jane put it herself in Emma. The idea that women of the gentry didn’t ‘work’ is long since debunked: they either performed ‘work’ that society deemed virtuous, like playing the piano or reading improving books, or else they discreetly carried out – and this was the case in the Austen family – much of the actual labour needed to keep the food on the table and the clothes clean. Sometimes this meant actively supervising contract labour, sometimes rolling up their sleeves to do the domestic work themselves.

We know so much about Jane’s life from day to day, even hour to hour, because she was a prolific letter writer. The Austen family, who wanted to shape our image of their aunt into someone more ladylike and less extraordinary than she really was, later erased much of the record. But even so, Jane has left us hundreds of thousands of words, chiefly written to her sister Cassandra.

These letters, full of the mundane detail of everyday life, have often disappointed readers. The trouble has been that they do not directly comment on the French Revolution, or great affairs of state. One of Jane’s priggish relatives claimed that ‘they could be no transcript of her mind’ and that a reader ‘would not feel that they knew her any the better for having read them’.3 Wrong, wrong, wrong! The affairs of state are there, all right, for those who know how to read the tiny details of the changing social life of Jane’s age. And her personality is there, bold as brass, bursting with life. These letters are a trove of treasure, hiding in plain sight.

They are also a resource that can be read in many different ways, to paint a picture of the Jane Austen the reader wishes to find. I’m particularly interested in them as a record of the little evasions of feminine duty that Jane must have made in order to win herself the time to write. ‘I often wonder,’ Jane wrote to her sister, ‘how you can find the time for what you do, in addition to the care of the House.’ Well, I wonder the same thing. Jane had to fight against domestic duties to ‘find the time’ to write in a way that did not offend her family or their notions of what a spinster aunt should do. This was her battle, a grimy, unexciting battle, about who should do which chores. It’s a battle that continues to this day. It’s a battle that still holds women back.

‘Short and easy will be the task of the mere biographer,’ wrote Jane’s brother Henry after her death. ‘A life of usefulness, literature, and religion, was not by any means a life of event.’4 Big mistake! Jane’s life contained bitterness and regret, financial deprivation and anxiety. But she and her family kept much of this from us. Above all other authors, Jane is attractive but elusive to her readers: she tantalises, hints, retracts. ‘Seldom, very seldom,’ she herself warns us, ‘does complete truth belong to any human disclosure; seldom can it happen that something is not a little disguised, or a little mistaken.’

I have been at pains to try to place Jane in the context of the physical world of her homes, but this will inevitably be a personal interpretation of her life. Every generation gets the ‘Jane Austen’ it deserves. The Victorians searched for, and found, a ‘good little woman’ who wrote her books almost accidentally, with no apparent effort. ‘St Aunt Jane of Steventon-cum-Chawton Canonicorum’, as she’s been called. More recently, biographers have shown Jane as a much more modern woman. ‘If I am a wild Beast I cannot help it,’ she wrote, and much has been made of her dancing, her hangovers, her anger.

This version of Jane can best be summed up by the 1990s argument that Jane deliberately chose the pseudonym of ‘Mrs Ashton Dennis’ for writing cross letters to her publishers, enabling her to close with her initials: ‘I am Gentlemen &c &c MAD’. ‘Mad was how she felt, and that was how she signed herself,’ argues her biographer David Nokes.5

Since this book was first published, the focus of research has changed again. Jane’s coded commentary on the evil of the transatlantic slave trade, particularly in Mansfield Park, has received widespread attention, and critic Devoney Looser’s investigation into her family’s connections to plantations, but also to Abolitionism, has shown that the Austens had a complicated relationship to the British Empire.6

While I’ve tried to put Jane back into her social class and time, I must admit that I also write as a signed up ‘Janeite’, a worshipper and devotee. I too have searched for my own Jane, and naturally I have found her to be simply a far, far better version of myself: clever, kind, funny, but also angry at the restrictions of her life, someone tirelessly searching for ways to be creative and free. I know who I want Jane Austen to be, and I put my cards on the table. This is, unashamedly, the story of my Jane, every word of it written with love.

But in searching for this Jane of mine, I have accidentally met a whole generation of women for whom Jane seems to speak: the governess Anne Sharp, her sister spinster Cassandra, her sisters-in-law killed by childbearing, the female friends who cheered her on through her publishing triumphs and disasters. Jane’s passage through life, so smooth on the surface, was sharply marked by closed doors, routes she could not take, choices she could not make. Her great contribution was to push those doors open, a little bit, for us in later generations to slip through.

A sad life, a life of struggle, is at odds with the first impression given by her books: of a country parsonage on a sunny morning, with roses round the door, a spirited heroine about to meet her life partner, a fresh romance about to unfold . . . 




ACT ONE

A Sunny Morning at the Rectory
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To Steventon


‘The rector of a parish has much to do . . .
his parish duties, and the care and
improvement of his dwelling.’

Pride and Prejudice



TO GENERATIONS OF Austen worshippers, the site of Steventon Rectory is hallowed ground. They are often to be found at the side of the lane, silent and thoughtful, peering through the hedge into the Hampshire field where it stood. This is the place where she spent twenty-five years and wrote three novels. This is where it all began.

Anyone who reads Jane Austen’s novels closely will notice that although we have a picture in our minds of Pemberley, or Trafalgar House in Sanditon, or Donwell Abbey, the details she actually gives us are very sparse. She sketches an outline; our minds then fill it in. But the houses Jane describes in the most detail are always parsonages. In Mansfield Park, for example, we get a much fuller physical description of Edmund Bertram’s future home in his parish than we do of the great mansion of Mansfield Park itself. That’s because parsonages mattered to Jane. She often visited great houses and was familiar with places like Pemberley. But Jane was most at home in a parsonage like the one she knew from growing up with her parents and brothers and sister in the Hampshire countryside. And yet, to work out what her real home, Steventon Rectory, was like, takes time, patience and imagination, because the house itself is gone.

The story of the Austens at Steventon Rectory really begins in the late summer of 1768, when a wagon heavily loaded with household goods made its way through the Hampshire lanes from nearby Deane to the village of Steventon. Its members had no notion that so many historians and biographers would scrutinise this ordinary event in the life of an ordinary family.

Although Mr George Austen (thirty-eight) and his wife Cassandra (twenty-nine) had only been married for four years, their household was not inconsiderable. It included Mrs Austen’s own mother, Mrs Jane Leigh, and the couple’s three boys: James (‘Jemmy’), George, and Edward (‘Neddy’), the latter less than one year old. There would also have been maids and manservants, of name and number unknown. They probably included Jane Leigh’s servant Mary Ellis.

Although it was only a short distance of just over a mile from Deane to Steventon, their wagon crept slowly along a road that ‘was a mere cart track, so cut up by deep ruts as to be impassable for a light carriage’.1 The village of Steventon was deep in the countryside, difficult to reach if the ‘rough country lanes’ were muddy. Indeed, many a coachman would not take you. Once, a member of the Austen family travelling by carriage near Steventon called out to his driver to hurry up and get on with it. ‘I do get on, sir, where I can!’ came the answer. ‘You stupid fellow!’ was the response. ‘Any fool can do that. I want you to get on where you can’t.’2

Mrs Jane Leigh, the mother-in-law, had even made her will just before the journey. Now in her sixties, she feared that she was terminally ill. Her daughter, Mrs Cassandra Austen, was also far from well. She travelled along ‘on a feather-bed, placed upon some soft articles of furniture in the waggon’.3 She was ‘not then in strong health’, an early indicator of a lifetime of ailments, and possible hypochondria, that would alternately amuse and exasperate her family. But she does deserve some sympathy for having given birth to three children in four years. Mr George Austen’s brother-in-law thought they were mad for having so many children so quickly. ‘I cannot say’, wrote this brother-in-law, Tysoe Hancock, who was out in India, ‘that the News of the violently rapid increase of their family gives me so much pleasure.’ The problem was that all these children, one of them his own godson, ‘must be provided for’.4

Mr George Austen was a man of many cares: an ill wife, a dying mother-in-law, and his second son George’s suffering from fits. Not least among his worries was his financial situation. The records of Mr Austen’s account at Hoare’s Bank in London show that on 6 August he had sold stock worth more than £250, presumably for the expenses of bringing the new house up to a habitable standard.5 This sum of money represented nearly a year’s income for him.

Mr Austen had in fact been in charge of the parish of Steventon for the last four years. But he had found his Rectory there so run-down and dilapidated, ‘of the most miserable description’, that he and his family had been living instead in a rented house in the neighbouring village of Deane.6 This building was hardly any better: a ‘low damp place with small inconvenient rooms, and scarcely two on the same level’.7 The pokey parsonage at Deane was about the size of a coach, its various rooms the ‘Coachbox, Basket & Dickey’ (the box being the seat at the front for the driver, the dickey being the seat at the back for servants).

In 1764, the year George and Cassandra had married and moved to Hampshire, there had been great rains at Deane: ‘the Wells in the Parish rose to their Tops, and Fish were taken between the Parsonage Yard & the Road’.8 The other freak of nature to be seen in Georgian Deane was its enormous cabbages; a neighbour grew one ‘five feet in circumference in the solid part, and [which] weighs upwards of 32 lbs’.9 Meanwhile, down the lane in the neighbouring parish of Steventon, the high winds of February had blown down the church’s timber steeple.10

It was an inauspicious beginning. Indeed, when the future Mrs Austen had visited Hampshire to take a look at the county in which she was to live, she had found it ‘unattractive, compared with the broad river, the rich valley, and the noble hills which she had been accustomed to behold at her native home near Henley-upon-Thames’. Here her father enjoyed a comfortable life as a clergyman employed by an Oxford college. Hampshire, by contrast, presented a miserable prospect: ‘the poverty of the soil in most places prevents the timber from attaining a large size’.11 Mr Austen’s new parish or ‘living’ would scarcely provide him with income enough from tithes to make such a life as his wife had been used to.

The couple had met in the sophisticated surroundings of Oxford, possibly in the house of Cassandra’s uncle, the Master of Balliol College. Marriage to the delicate Cassandra Leigh, as she was then, must have been a slightly daunting prospect. She was a gifted writer, and a member of an old, prosperous, rambling family, the Leighs of Warwickshire. Her father had been a Fellow of All Souls before becoming an Oxfordshire rector. Her uncle, Dr Theophilus Leigh, was the Master of Balliol for more than fifty years, a chatty man ‘overflowing with puns and witticisms and sharp retorts’.12 He was rather taken with his niece’s own quickness and inventiveness, naming her as ‘the Poet of the Family’ and a writer ‘promising a great Genius’.13 People later thought that Mrs Austen, rather than her husband, must have bequeathed Jane her talent, for she possessed ‘the germ of much of the ability which was concentrated’ in her younger daughter.14

The Leighs were a clever family, if self-regarding in the Balliol manner. They liked to embroider the stories from their long family history – they were descended from an Elizabethan Lord Mayor of London – but also to undermine them with their own dry wit. Their females were as sharp as the Oxford-educated males. ‘You wish me to collect all the anecdotes I can recollect and gather of our Family’, wrote Cassandra Leigh’s cousin, an amateur novelist named Mary.15 ‘Prepare yrself for much oral tradition; for old Womens legends, – for Ghosts & Goblins & for being extremely tired of the prolixity.’16 While Cassandra’s own part of the Leigh family contained a large number of clerics, she also had lurking about in the upper branches of her family tree some titles and significant landed estates and fortunes, including the vast Stoneleigh Abbey in Warwickshire.

Jane Austen’s mother, then, was a powerful personality. She had ‘strong common sense,’ wrote a relative, ‘and often expressed herself, both in writing and in conversation, with epigrammatic force and point’. But these were not necessarily attractive qualities in a Georgian woman, and perhaps explain why she’d been still unmarried at what was, for a gentlewoman, the relatively advanced age of twenty-four. Another Georgian lady wrote to the Lady’s Magazine to complain, on behalf of her sex, that if women ‘dare to read anything of more importance than a play or a novel, we are called critics, wits, female pedants, &c.’.17 To be witty was a flaw. Yet Cassandra Leigh was proud of her ‘sprack wit’, as she called it (‘sprack’ meaning quick, or lively). She was proud of her facility for words and jests and comebacks, and Jane’s father was an exceptional Georgian gentleman in valuing it just as highly as she did.

In appearance, Jane’s mother was striking rather than beautiful, with her dark hair, ‘fine well cut features, large grey eyes, and good eyebrows’. ‘She was amusingly particular about people’s noses,’ we’re told, ‘having a very aristocratic one herself.’18

But Cassandra Leigh, frail and aristocratic in appearance, was at her core as tough as leather. She had married her George on 26 April 1764 in the gay city of Bath. In a marriage like this, at the lower fringes of genteel life with money rather scarce, a wedding also created a business partnership. She signalled her intentions by dressing for the ceremony in a sturdy red riding habit, which would become her practical daily outfit for the early years of her married life, and which ‘in due course was cut up into jackets and trousers for her boys’.19

Mrs Austen was no passenger; her contribution to family life would be considerable. She understood that a man like George Austen wanted – no, needed – a woman to keep his household running. He wasn’t marrying a woman; he was marrying a lifestyle. There was no way round that. In the very opening paragraph of their daughter Jane’s first published book, Sense and Sensibility, we’re introduced to a man who likewise ‘had a constant companion and housekeeper in his life’: his sister. The action all springs from her death, because he can’t get along without a woman to run the house, and has to find a replacement. Mr Austen, never a sentimental man, would even go so far as to refer to Mrs Austen to third parties as ‘my housekeeper’.20 And indeed, some family members thought that Cassandra had married George simply out of her own desire for a house and financial security. When Cassandra’s father died, one family historian wrote, her wedding took place ‘immediately afterwards’, so that she ‘might make a home for her mother’.21

So Cassandra was quite a catch: born, perhaps, to look down her sharp-bladed nose at people at Oxford dinners, but equally willing to knuckle down and work hard. Her husband, on the other hand, was much less sure of his place in the world.

The heroine of any story, George Austen’s daughter Jane would write, really ought to ‘have the misfortune, as many heroines have had before her, of losing her Parents when she was very young’. This was true in real life of Jane’s father, both of whose own parents had died before he was nine. Indeed, his story was even more traumatic than that.

George Austen’s mother, Rebecca, had died when he was a baby, and his father William, a surgeon of the town of Tonbridge in Kent, had remarried. When William Austen died too, it emerged that he had not updated his will at the time of his second marriage. This meant that George Austen’s stepmother could legitimately claim that her interest in her husband’s estate took priority, and that she intended not to bother any more with her stepchildren. Six-year-old George and his two sisters Philadelphia and Leonora had to leave the family home in Tonbridge. They were now under the care of their uncles.

The children went to live in London with their Uncle Stephen Austen, a bookseller at the sign of the ‘Angel and Bible’ in the churchyard of St Paul’s, right in the heart of the printing and bookmaking part of town.22 But George later claimed that this Uncle Stephen had treated the three siblings ‘with neglect’, and ‘a determination to thwart the natural tastes of the young people’.23 George himself was allowed to go back to Tonbridge, to live with his Aunt Betty. There he worked hard at school and made a success of himself. George Austen’s fight to overcome his own precarious start in life would give him small patience for laziness or weakness in other people. Indeed, his early years hardened him, and he had ‘little toleration for want of capacity in man or woman’.24

George was lucky enough to possess uncles in plenty. Another of them was the rich and entrepreneurial Uncle ‘Old Francis’ Austen, a lawyer of Sevenoaks. ‘Old Francis’ kept a watchful eye upon his orphaned nieces and nephew. Family stories had it that he’d ‘set out in life with £800 and a bundle of pens’. Working hard in his career as an attorney, he’d amassed a ‘very large fortune, living most hospitably, and yet buying up all the valuable land’ around Sevenoaks. He also acquired two wealthy wives, plus many of the first families of Kent as clients. Among them was the Earl of Dorset at the great house of Knole just up the road.

‘Old Francis’ certainly had a gift for making money, and secured some measure of stability for his young relatives with his contacts and gifts. In an age when parents often died before their children were grown, aunts and uncles and extended kin could be just as important. ‘I like first Cousins to be first Cousins, & interested about each other’, Jane would later write. Among the Austens, cousins frequently married, and brothers sometimes married an older sister and then, if she died, the younger one. The pool of eligible spouses at the ‘right’ level in society was not large, so this was a world that was almost incestuous.

George Austen worked nearly as hard as his admirable uncle, and ended up with a cosy nook as a Fellow at an Oxford College. But when he met Cassandra and decided to marry, he was forced to give up his fellowship. It was a position intended only for single men.

And now his extended family stepped up to help him. Uncle ‘Old Francis’ Austen purchased the ‘living’ of Deane in Hampshire for George, and his distant but generous cousin, Mr Thomas Knight (the elder), presented him in 1761 with the adjacent, bigger, and better, living of Steventon. When a patron awarded a living to a clergyman, it was like giving him a franchise in a chain of restaurants: here is a parish, raise what tithes you can from your parishioners, get on with it.

You might wonder why George Austen needed two livings, and how he could preach in both churches at once. As they were close together, he could dash from one to the other, and their combined income enabled him to live like a gentleman, or as close an approximation to it as he could manage. Later on he would subcontract the work of the smaller parish to a curate.

It was a fine situation for George Austen, but perhaps less good for his parishioners, who paid their tithes but did not get his undivided attention. It was this sort of thing that was leading the Anglican Church in the later eighteenth century into stagnation, and why alternative sects such as the Methodists were gathering strength. Some young curates, known as ‘gallopers’, rode hard to gabble the service at each of a great number of churches every Sunday, and skimped their duties where they could. But George Austen with his two adjacent parishes was hardly acting dishonourably, or even in any way out of the ordinary. Most people recognised that population changes meant that many country parishes no longer had enough inhabitants to support a clergyman and his family.

But there were also other ways for a Georgian clergyman to supplement his income. As the Austens travelled into Steventon in 1768, the land and the fields around them were going to be just as important as the house. Steventon parish was three miles long and three-quarters of a mile wide.25 The living included the Rectory itself, and ‘glebe’ lands of three acres that were to be farmed specifically for the maintenance of the parish priest. In Steventon, the former common fields of the village had been ‘inclosed’ and made into private farms. This meant that George wouldn’t have to go through the arduous business of collecting his tithes in kind from each individual family. He would just take 10 per cent in money from the profits of his farmer neighbours. The fact that he collected his tithes directly, rather than via a landowner, was what made Mr Austen a rector rather than a plain parson. But the business of the tithes did mean that his fortunes were still very closely tied to those of the land.

‘Inclosure’ and the great changes to the countryside in Georgian times, affecting the lives of some for good but others for ill, would in time crop up in Jane’s novels – tangentially, it’s true, but always there in the background. In her work, the enormous upheavals of her age, such as the French Revolution, or the Industrial Revolution, or the agricultural revolution, are played out off stage. What she shows us instead is their subtle effect upon the hearts and minds and daily lives of individuals.

The parish of Steventon, where Jane would be born, contained only thirty families. According to one of Mr Austen’s predecessors as rector, its management should give little trouble as it contained no Papists, nor Dissenters, nor any ‘nobleman, gentleman or person of note’.26 The men grew turnips and beans, while the women worked at home, spinning flax, or wool from the sheep that wandered Hampshire’s hills. Or sometimes they went out hoeing the turnips themselves. One traveller reported that the female fieldworkers of Hampshire were ‘straight, fair, round-faced, excellent complexion and uncommonly gay’. At the sight of the stranger, they ‘all fixed their eyes upon me, and, upon my smiling, they bursted out into laughter’.27

But they did not have much to laugh about. This writer, William Cobbett, had never seen ‘a more hilly country’, and nowhere else in England were ‘the labouring people so badly off as they are here’.28 A plough that worked perfectly well in Suffolk ‘totally failed in the stiff ground round Steventon’.29 With their poor and illiterate neighbours, some young clergymen moving as Mr Austen had done from Oxford to Hampshire found their harsh new lives in rural parishes to be quite shockingly lonely. At nearby Dummer, another young clergyman ‘would have given the world for one of his Oxford friends, and mourned for the want of them like a dove’.30

Steventon itself was a straggling community ‘of cottages, each well provided with a garden’.31 An old maple tree on the village green formed the central point where people would gather to gossip.32 Appropriately, given the higher status of its inhabitants, the Rectory was Steventon’s last house, at the junction of Church Walk and Frog Lane. The site appears today to be isolated, but that’s because the other cottages, like the Rectory itself, have also disappeared.

The Rectory stood ‘in a shallow valley, surrounded by sloping meadows, well sprinkled with elm trees’.33 Unfortunately this valley-bottom site made the house prone to flooding. Cobbett makes the landscape of Hampshire sound almost malevolent, even in August: ‘the clouds, coming and settling upon the hills, sinking down and creeping along, at last coming out again in springs, and those becoming rivers’.34 So the Austens’ wagon in 1768 drew up in front of a building as damp as it was substantial.

Traces have been found to indicate that the Rectory’s site was occupied as long ago as the fourteenth century. But the core of the farmhouse dated from the late seventeenth century, when it had ‘two bays of building’ with a cellar. Although in 1768 the Rectory had been recently refurbished for the family, it was nevertheless still a little rickety, constructed as it was from a hodgepodge of local materials: ‘Brick Brick Pannelled and Tiled except part of the South side Plaister and Weather Tiled’.35 The finishes were not fine. ‘No cornice marked the junction of wall and ceiling’ and ‘the beams which covered the upper floors projected into the rooms below in all their naked simplicity, covered only by a coat of paint or whitewash’.36 The windows were old-fashioned casements, except for a ‘patched-on bow’ (the pet hate of General Tilney in Northanger Abbey) stuck onto the back of the house. Because Mr Thomas Knight, who owned the house, didn’t live in it or get rent from it, and because George Austen would only have use of it for the length of time that he would serve as parish priest, no one had much incentive to improve the Rectory.

But parsonages very often had a higgledy-piggledy, piecemeal appearance, and Deane was the same. Their limited funds meant that clergymen could usually only afford to add the odd new room or window, rather than investing in major improvements. George Austen and his fellow clergymen did, however, often feel a moral responsibility to maintain their houses at their own expense, if they could, because they held their properties in trust for their successors.

This idea that a house and land were not owned by a family, but held on behalf of others, would permeate Jane’s novels. She always praised a landlord for reinvesting, working for the community, and not selfishly enriching himself alone. In fact Mansfield Park, her novel most concerned with ownership and stewardship, is really about who had looked after England best, and who therefore deserves to inherit it. One of Jane’s characters in Northanger Abbey hankers after the ‘unpretending comfort of a well-connected parsonage’, and what elevated you into the status of ‘gentility’ was not so much your grand house, but your way of living: hospitable, responsible, civilised.

Over time, Mr Austen would be a good steward to the Rectory. As the years went by, he ‘added and improved’ many features, enlarging the house ‘until it came to be regarded as a very comfortable family residence’.37 Jane would often show her fictional clergymen, Dr Grant and Edmund Bertram, as well as the horrible Mr Collins, devoting care to this very eighteenth-century clergyman’s concern of the ‘improvement of his dwelling’. Noblemen improved their country houses and parks; clergymen improved their rectories. It was something of a duty: according to Mr Collins, a clergyman ‘cannot be excused from making [his home] as comfortable as possible’.

And George Austen was a man in the right place at the right time. Over his lifespan, country clergymen would become better and better off, because technological improvements to agriculture would allow them to extract more money from their glebe lands and tithes. The consequence of all this was that the Church became increasingly attractive as a profession to the younger sons of landowners. One of Mr Austen’s grandsons would, through a few lucky breaks, become a fully paid-up member of the landed gentry. He nevertheless followed in his grandfather’s footsteps as rector of Steventon. But for him the old house would not do. The whole building would be pulled down in about 1825 and replaced on higher ground, out of the reach of those troublesome floods.

Steventon Rectory, as Jane’s parents knew it, had a carriage drive, or ‘sweep’, at the front to bring in vehicles off the road, an important mark of gentility. There was a pond, and a ‘screen of Chestnuts & firs’. To the sunny south side of the house, behind a thatched mud wall, was ‘one of those old-fashioned gardens in which vegetables and flowers are combined’.38

The house itself had a three-storey main block, with two projecting wings at the back. More than a thousand nails were recovered from an archaeological investigation of the site in 2011, which solved a long-standing dispute about which of two inconsistent drawings of the house is the more accurate: it is the one that shows the house as larger rather than smaller.39

As the family walked inside and began to open the doors, they discovered that the ground floor contained the two parlours, the ‘best’ and the ‘common’, and two kitchens, as well as Mr Austen’s study.40 A member of the Austen family reported later that the front door opened immediately into the common parlour, where Mrs Austen could be found seated, ‘busily engaged with her needle, in making or repairing’.41 But the 2011 excavation of the Rectory site, under the leadership of Debbie Charlton, shows that in fact a long passage ran front to back, so that you could walk right through to the gardens at the rear. The best, or dining parlour, just over seventeen feet square, was to the left of the door, with two casement windows looking out at the carriage sweep.42 The two kitchens to the right were identified as ‘back’ and ‘front’. In the former, the real cooking took place, while the ‘front’ one was probably used for crockery storage, and perhaps the making of morning tea and toast.

The stuff of Jane’s childhood was recovered in fragmentary form when a multitude of household items emerged from that 2011 excavation of the Rectory’s site. There were pieces of the family’s blue willow-pattern china, for example, of cheaper British rather than Chinese manufacture. There were teacups like bowls, lacking handles, intended to stand in deeper saucers than we would recognise today. Other discoveries included a candle-snuffer and an egg cup, nine wine bottles, and fragments of the family’s Wedgwood creamware dining service.43 This home-grown product of the Potteries was fashionable but affordable: ‘it is really amazing how rapidly the use of it has spread almost over the whole Globe’, wrote creamware’s inventor, Josiah Wedgwood, in 1767.44 It’s fun to try to guess which other finds might tie in with Mr Austen’s account at the local house-furnisher: the pieces of a heavy ceramic dish recovered from the earth, for example, could be the very same ‘pudding boul’ he bought for two shillings and sixpence in Basingstoke in 1792.45 These finds from the Rectory, everyday things from an ordinary life, are too strangely poignant, because to me they prefigure the way that Jane would later take ordinary people and their lives, and use her imagination to make them extraordinary.

The Rectory’s most pleasant-sounding room was Mr Austen’s study, with its bow window over the garden. This was his ‘own exclusive property safe from the bustle of all household cares’.46 Although the study housed hundreds of books in Hepplewhite cases, Mr Austen was not pretentious enough to rename it as a ‘library’, as many a more ambitious clergyman might have done.47 The study had the great advantage that his parishioners could reach it without entering the other rooms. A ‘heavy step’ in the passage let other members of the family know that an outsider was in the house.

Our own idea that home is separate from work, a private place for resting or socialising, simply does not apply to the Georgians, whose homes were places of hard labour. The sheer physical effort of keeping such a house clean and functioning must not be underestimated. The washing of clothes, the cooking, cleaning: all were arduous and time-consuming.

In fact, Mr Austen would also share the agricultural labours of his parishioners. ‘In this country’, pontificated an MP in 1802, every parish priest is ‘in some degree, an agriculturist; he is, ex officio, in part a farmer’.48 As well as his glebe land, Mr Austen had the use of a farm of 195 acres, named Cheesedown, and attempted to make money from it. The Austens therefore lived with the rhythm of the country year, the festivals at sheep shearing and harvest home.

Mr Austen’s ‘factotum’, John Bond, particularly enjoyed the ‘dissipation’ of the annual harvest festival.49 It was his job to manage Mr Austen’s rented farm. John Bond had no book learning, but would chalk the farm’s accounts upon his oak table, in figures nobody else could read.50 Following country custom, he’d marry his wife Ann only after their first daughter was born. But this little girl, Hannah, would die in infancy, to be buried by Mr Austen.51 Master and servant over time grew close. Mr Austen clubbed together with a neighbouring gentleman farmer to buy sheep, and ‘that all might be fair it was their custom to open the pen, and the first half the sheep which ran out were counted as belonging to the rector’. John Bond would sneakily ensure that the best sheep ran out first. ‘I see’d her the moment I come in’, he said of the finest one, ‘so when we opened the pen I just giv’d her a “huck” with my stick, and out a’ run.’52 Mr Austen, and John Bond: rector, and huckster.

And Mrs Austen as well as her husband could call herself a farmer. Once she’d recovered from the journey upon the feather bed, she would become the manager of a small business, producing food and supplies from the garden and glebe to feed her large family. The outbuildings gathered to the right, or west, of the Rectory included the washhouse, the ‘garden tool house’, the granary, the brew house and the barn. There was a yard for poultry, and a dairy for making butter and cheese. (‘I was as cool as Cream-cheese’ would become a stunning simile of Jane’s.53) The poultry yard would end up as the home of turkeys, ducks, chickens and guinea fowl, while Mrs Austen became very attached to her cows, which she kept in the Rectory field: ‘My little Alderney one turns out tolerably well, and makes more Butter than we can use.’54 In time, she would acquire a bull and no fewer than six cows, but only little ones. ‘You would laugh to see them,’ she writes, ‘for they are not much bigger than Jack-asses.’55

Mrs Austen also liked to work in the garden herself. ‘My flesh is much warmer,’ runs one of the jokey verses she loved to write, ‘my blood freer flows / When I work in the garden with rakes & with hoes.’56 She was a skilled cultivator of potatoes, imports from the New World that were still considered to be outlandish novelties in eighteenth-century Hampshire. They met with a warm reception when once she served them to a tenant’s wife. ‘Mrs. Austen advised her to plant them in her own garden,’ we’re told, but the suggestion fell flat: ‘No, no; they are very well for you gentry, but they must be terribly costly to rear.’57 The clergy wives of Hampshire were Ladies Bountiful to their parishioners, dispensing advice and material goods. The vicar’s wife in the next parish along spent her time inoculating hundreds of people against smallpox, leaving off only ‘till the Harvest is over as it would be inconvenient to the poor people to have a stiff arm for some days in this busy season’.58

In later years, the Austen family entered into a kind of collective conspiracy to cover up their humble origins, and to make their famous aunt’s life look easier, more genteel, less hard work than it really was.

‘I feel it must be a difficult task to dig up the materials, so carefully have they been buried out of our sight by the past generation’, wrote one of them to a projected biographer.59 Mrs Austen’s granddaughter Anna (a gifted writer herself) produced a celebrated description of her grandmother at Steventon Rectory sitting and waiting for company. Anna places Mrs Austen indoors, forever at leisure, ‘seated’ in the ‘entrance parlour’, ready to put her needlework aside and welcome visitors.60

In reality, though, she was more likely to have been out overseeing the milking of her cows, or the stocking of the barn. Even when visiting the grandest houses in the land, Mrs Austen took a great interest in the practical arrangements such as the deployment of the staff and the quality of the cheese. Add in frequent confinements, and you get a life of hard work.

At least the Austens had a water supply of their own, which meant that it did not have to be carried along the lane by hand as was the case for their neighbours in the cottages. There was a well, possibly with a pump attached, remains of which survive in the field. The washing was done once a week by contract staff such as ‘Dame Bushell’ or ‘John Steeven’s wife’. (‘She does not look as if anything she touched would ever be clean,’ Jane wrote, ‘but who knows?’) In the similar household of the Georgian diarist, Parson Woodforde, they did a great clothes-wash only once every five weeks, when two specialist washerwomen moved in for two days to help the parson’s own servants with the work. Including the ironing, the job took a total of four days.61 The Austens possessed a couple of ‘Mahogany Convenient stools’, seat-less stools for placing over a chamber-pot.62 These made relieving oneself more comfortable. Even so, any bathwater had to be carried from the pump into the house by hand, and those chamber-pots still needed to be emptied.

On a sunny day, though, the Rectory could be charming. Directly outside Mr Austen’s study window was the ‘grass walk bordered with strawberry beds’ that led up to the sundial.63 And wherever you walked in the garden, you would hear ‘the scrooping sound’ of the weathercock, twisting on its tall white pole in ‘the summer breeze’.64 Not everyone liked this: some visitors thought that the weathercock’s groans made ‘such a noise’ that it disturbed their sleep.65

Beyond and behind the Austens’ new house, they would over the years cultivate two walled gardens, one lined with ‘cherry and other fruit trees’, the other the ‘square walled-in cucumber garden’.66 Here, wooden protective frames were installed to provide cosy conditions for cucumbers and melons. ‘I remember this sunny cucumber garden well,’ Mrs Austen’s granddaughter recalled in later life, ‘its abundance of pot-herbs, marigolds, etc. – Oh! me! we never saw the like again.’67 The later destruction of Jane Austen’s childhood home accounts for some of this romantic, elegiac tone. Life within was not always quite so sunny and appealing.

But the Rectory’s most famous garden feature of all was further south still. This was a grassy green terrace, the likely original of the one at Catherine Morland’s home in Northanger Abbey. You can still see its shape in the soil when the sun is low. In the novel, the boyish young heroine takes great delight in ‘rolling down the green slope at the back of the house’.68 Presumably the little Austens did the same.

Once the Austens were settled into their Rectory, they found that visitors from the outside world were infrequent. Time passed slowly, but smoothly. Mrs Austen got used to the sleepy pace of rural life. In London, she wrote, everyone was always rushing about: ‘tis a sad place, I would not live in it on any account: one has not time to do one’s duty either to God or Man’.69

But there were some changes. Mrs Austen’s mother was right to suspect at the time of the move to the new house that she was very ill indeed. She survived arrival for only a few days. She was replaced, though, by even more children, come to join their brothers in rolling down the ‘green slope’. Henry was born in 1771. In 1773 came the first girl, named Cassandra for her mother. He was ‘sorry to hear’ of it, wrote Mr Austen’s gloomy brother-in-law, for Mr and Mrs Austen ‘will find it easier to get a family than to provide for them’.70 In Hampshire, though, his advice was ignored, for next, in 1774, came Francis or Frank.

And then came Jane.
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