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This unsigned painting
of Steventon Parsonage
was taken from a
scrap book which was
made by James Edward
Austen-Leigh for the
amusement of his
children. It is now in
the possession of Joan
Austen-Leigh by whose
permission it is used.




Jane Austen

< Introduction

n Monday 21 July 1817 The Hampshire Chronicle and Courier, published
O in Winchester and circulating in a wide radius throughout the south of
England, offered its readers the usual compilation of the past week’s events. Since
the ending of the war with France in 1815, there was nowadays very little foreign
news, as the editor admitted — the Duchesse de Berri had given birth to a daughter
who had died two days later, and there were still difficulties in reducing the size of
the Army of Occupation. Information reprinted from the London papers included
the enviable statement that Earl Grosvenor was likely to obtain an addition of at least
£20,000 a year to his already large income, by the recent discovery of a fine lead mine
on his estates in North Wales; the export trade from Newcastle on Tyne was
flourishing; and William Cobbett, the Radical journalist, had published an article on
the subject of emigration to America, warning English farmworkers that although
they might eventually succeed in making a very prosperous living for themselves,
they must bear in mind the cost of the voyage out and the risks of homesickness and
unemployment. |

Nearer home, in the neighbouring county of Wiltshire several marriages
and deaths were recorded, the latter including those of Miss Whittaker, at an
advanced age after a short illness, and Miss Edgell of Trowbridge, aged 18. In
Hampshire, HMS Larkins was lying in Portsmouth harbour with 250 convicts on
board, and would soon set sail for a fast non-stop three-month voyage transporting
them to the penal settlement in New South Wales, Australia.  Troopships had
returned from the West Indies with many soldiers sick, and so were now anchored
under quarantine outside the harbour. The officers of HMS Queen Charlotte had
‘handsomely entertained a numerous circle of friends. The play of A Cure for the
Heart-ache, and the afterpiece of The Mock Doctor, were got up with great effect and
elegance, and the characters throughout were supported in a spirited manner. A Ball
succeeded, which was continued till daylight’. There was very little news from
Winchester itself — prices for grain were steady or declining, several members of the
gentry had sent subscriptions for the benefit of the Female Asylum, a concert held at

St John’s House had been thonoured with the presence of a numerous and genteel
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assemblage’; and: ‘Died, yesterday, in College-street, Miss Jane Austen, youngest  Map of Southern

England, showing

places known to Fane

county’. Austen or.n.zentioned
in her writings.

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

The Hampshire Chronicle had nothing further to say on the subject, and for the
editor this Miss Austen was no doubt as obscure and unremarkable as Miss
Whittaker or Miss Edgell, her name and death as likely to be instantly forgotten by
his readers. It was left to a later obituary, in the New Monthly Magazine for
September 1817, to add an explanatory note: ‘She was the ingenious authoress of the
novels entitled Emma, Mansfield Park, Pride and Prejudice, and Sense and Sensibility’.

Jane Austen is now one of the most popular novelists in the English

language, and yet on the face of it one of the most unlikely candidates for such a title.




Jane Austen

Watercolour sketch of
Fane Austen by her
sister Cassandra,
probably made c.1810.
This is the only
authentic representation
of Jane’s features, and
shows a strong family
resemblance to her
father and brothers.

National Portrait Gallery,
London.

Steel engraving after
the sketch, used as
[fromtispiece to the

Memoir of Jane Austen

in 1870.

Those of Jane’s older

! nieces who were still
| alive considered it
‘ gave a reasonable
: representation of ber
! features as they
remembered her.

She was the younger daughter of a not-very-well off country clergyman, never
married, never lived outside her own family circle, did not travel abroad — indeed, did
not move beyond the southern half of England — and died at the age of 41, leaving
behind only six completed novels. Yet her works have never been out of print, and
in this century, within the last three decades in particular, never a year passes without
some fresh adaptation of her stories for stage, screen, or television. Numerous
modern biographies have been and still are being written, despite the fact that her
quiet and uneventful short life is seriously lacking in firm documentary evidence.
She did not write any autobiographical memoirs or reminiscences, did not keep a
journal, and had no Boswell to record her actions and conversations; and as she did
not move in the highest social circles her name does not appear in the
correspondence or memoirs of the nobility of the period. She published her novels
anonymously — the first, Sense and Sensibility, was ‘By A Lady’, and the later ones were
‘By the Author of [one of her previous novels]’ — and although as a result of their
growing popularity her identity did eventually become known and a little curiosity

was aroused amongst some of her readers, no contemporary biography was ever



called for or written. When her brother
Henry undertook the posthumous publication
of her last two novels, Northanger Abbey and
Persuasion, in 1818, he prefaced them with
only the briefest of biographical comments,
and for many years thereafter this limited
information had to suffice.

There is likewise a sad lack of visual
evidence available; no professional portrait
was ever painted of Jane, and the only
authentic representation of her is the
watercolour sketch drawn by her sister
Cassandra, probably about 1810, which is now
in the National Portrait Gallery, London.
This is accurate in so far as it shows a strong
family likeness to her father and brothers, of
whom professional portraits were painted at
various dates, but is otherwise admittedly
amateurish. An engraved version of Cassandra’s sketch was made in 1869, and this is
the one usually reproduced in biographies, sometimes with unwarranted additions of
furniture and clothing to turn it into a half-length instead of a bust portrait. During
one of their summer holidays in 1804, Cassandra also drew a watercolour sketch of
Jane ‘sitting down out of doors, on a hot day, with her bonnet-strings untied’, as their
niece Anna afterwards described it — but this is only a back view and does not show
Jane’s face. 'The National Portrait Gallery has in addition a silhouette which may
quite possibly show Jane in her younger days, but it seems unlikely that complete
proof of this will ever be forthcoming.

The story of Jane’s life must therefore be reconstructed from elements of her
personal knowledge which can be identified through close study of her novels, and
from some surviving letters from her (about 160, most of which are to her sister
Cassandra), miscellaneous references to her in other family correspondence and

diaries, and oral tradition passed down from the nephews and nieces who knew her

Introduction
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Watercolour sketch of
Fane, made by
Cassandra in the
summer of 1804.

Private collection.
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A MEMOIR

OF

JANE AUSTEN.

CHAPTER I

Introductory Remarks—Birth of Fane Auster— Her Family
Connections—Their Influence on her § Vritings.

ORE than half a century has passed away
since I, the youngest of the mourners,®

L’aimable Jane:

a silhouette found in
1944, pasted into Vol. 11
of the second edition
(1816) of Mansfield Park,
and so presumed to be of
Jane Austen.

It seems to show a young
woman, and so may have
been made in Bath by
Mprs Collins around
1795.

National Portrait Gallery,

London.

Opening page of the
Memoir of Jane Austen
by Jane’s nephew, Revd
James Edward Austen-
Leigh, 1869-1870; this
was her first biography,
with information
provided by those who
knew her.

N WL
AR\VA attended the funeral of my dear aunt
LS Jane in Winchester Cathedral ; and now,
in my old age, I am asked whether my memory
will serve to rescue from oblivion any events of her
life or any traits of her character to satisfy the en-
quiries of a generation of readers who have been
born since she died. Of cvents her life was singu-
larly barren: few changes and no great crisis ever
broke the smooth current of its course. Even her
fame may be said to have been posthumous: it did

® I went to represent my father, who was too unwell to attend him-
sclf, and thus I was the only one of my generation present.

B

best. It may be that in the future further letters will come to light, or full diaries
kept by someone who knew her well, but for the present all biographers have nothing
but these sources to study and interpret. Luckily, it was part of Jane Austen’s
deliberate technique to create utterly accurate contemporary settings for her novels,
so that although she herself may remain a tantalisingly elusive personality, always a
little bit beyond camera range, as it were — and not unlike Shakespeare, too, in this
respect — we can at least get a clear picture from her writings of the world with which
she was familiar, and this bright background then assists in defining her shadowy

image when the latter is superimposed upon it.



S Steventon
Family and Birth

hen Jane Austen was born at Steventon rectory, on the frosty night
of Saturday 16 December 1775, she entered the world as the seventh child

and second daughter of the Revd George Austen, rector of the two little adjoining

rural parishes of Steventon and Deane in north-east Hampshire. Mr Austen sent

the news to his sister-in-law Mrs Walter the next morning: “... last night the time
came, and without a great deal of warning, everything was soon happily over. We
have now another girl, a present plaything for her sister Cassy and a future
companion. She is to be Jenny, and seems to me as if she would be as like Henry, as

)

Cassy is to Neddy. Your sister thank God is pure well after it, and sends her love to

b

you and my brother ...” Mr Austen’s very first comment on his new daughter, linking
her already to her fourth brother in looks and to her only sister in affection, proved
a most accurate prediction. Jane’s resemblance to Henry persisted in later life, and
her sisterly companionship with Cassandra was so close that even years after Jane’s
death Cassandra still spoke of her with ‘an accent of /iving love in her voice’.

Jane’s immediate ancestry was not, however, rooted in Hampshire, as her

parents came from Kent and Oxfordshire respectively. The Revd George Austen

was a member of the long-established and widespread family of Austens, sheep-

Steventon

The Revd George
Austen (1731-1805)
and his wife
Cassandra Leigh
(1739-1827).

These silbouettes were
probably made after
their retirement to
Bath in 1801.

Jane Austen Memorial
Trust.



Jane Austen

farming yeomen in Kent who were rising into gentility by reason of the wealth
gained from the local woollen industry. George himself had been orphaned early in
life, but thanks to the support of his rich uncle Francis Austen, an eminently
successful solicitor in Sevenoaks, Kent, he had been able to study at St John’s
College, Oxford, and go on to take Holy Orders. Another Kentish connection, his
cousin-by-marriage Mr Thomas Broadnax May Knight, had appointed him as rector
of Steventon parish; a few years later Mr Francis Austen had bought for him the
adjacent living of Deane. On the combined income of these two little parishes, plus
some fees gained by tutoring boys for university entrance, and the produce of his
rectory farm, Mr Austen and his wife were able to rear their eight children in
reasonable comfort though never in luxury.

Mrs Austen, formerly Cassandra Leigh, was the daughter of the rector of
Harpsden, near Henley-on-Thames, Oxfordshire. Her father, Revd Thomas Leigh,
like Revd George Austen, stemmed from a junior branch of a large family, but the
Leighs were of rather higher social standing than the Austens, having been landed
gentry in Gloucestershire since the sixteenth century, while another branch in
Warwickshire had gained a peerage for their loyalty to Charles 1. They were also of
a more intellectual bent than the Austens, and Mrs Austen’s uncle Revd Dr
Theophilus Leigh was the Master of Balliol College, Oxford, for more than fifty
years. It seems probable that Cassandra Leigh met her future husband in Oxford,
perhaps through the good offices of her uncle.

George Austen and Cassandra Leigh were married at Walcot church in Bath
on 26 April 1764, and set off for Hampshire immediately after the wedding
ceremony. For the first four years of their married life they rented Deane rectory,
because Steventon rectory was dilapidated and needed repairing before it could be
occupied. Mrs Austen’s widowed mother came from Bath to join them for the last
few years of her life, accompanied by her ward, George Hastings, who might perhaps
be considered as Mr Austen’s first pupil. ‘This little boy, born in India in 1757, was
the only surviving child of Warren Hastings, the future Governor General of Bengal,
and, as was then the custom, had been sent back to England for education. Warren
Hastings had known the Leigh family since his own childhood in England, and

evidently felt they were the best friends to whom he could entrust the care of his son.



