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< First Impressions

he small town of Haworth in Yorkshire and the bleak, moody moorlands
T that stretch for miles to the west of it draw tens of thousands of tourists every
year. Their goal is to see Haworth Parsonage, the home of the Bronté tamily, and to
experience the setting of one of the Bronté novels, Wuthering Heights.

But none of the Bronté children were born in Haworth. Emily Bronté, author
of Wuthering Heights, was born, like all the four Brontés who survived into adulthood,
five miles away in Thornton, a village near Bradford. The date was 30 July 1818.
Her father Patrick Bronté was forty-one; her mother Maria, née Branwell, was
thirty-five, and had already borne Patrick four children since their marriage in 1812.
Emily was christened quite quickly, and no godparents’ names are given in the
baptismal register. Her mother’s aunt and uncle John and Jane Fennell and their
daughter Jane Morgan are said to have been her godparents. If they were, they
played little part in her life. Very few people did.

Patrick Bronté, born Brunty, had transformed himself from Irish lad of near-
peasant stock to respectable cleric within the Church of England. His education had
included a strong element of self-teaching, and his acceptance at the age of twenty-
six by St John’s College, Cambridge was a major triumph. He was a sizar, that is a
student subsidized by his college, augmenting his meagre income with scholarships
and teaching. His remarkable story made him some influential friends at the
University, and there are indications that these connections aroused hopes and
expectations in him that were never fulfilled. He was a determined, independent and
effective figure, but was sometimes unsure in his relationships with others, in
particular women. His modest career as a writer of poems and stories meant that his
books were around the house and familiar objects to his children — powerful
incentives for regarding authorship as a natural way of earning a living.

Patrick and Maria had come to Thornton in 1815 with their two eldest
children, Maria and Elizabeth. Since then two more, Charlotte and Branwell, had
been born. The family had a pleasant social life in the village, centering on the well-

off family the Firths and their friends the Outhwaites. We know of the round of calls

First Impressions
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The Bronté children’s
bedroom in their
birthplace at Thornton.
After many years as a
butcher’s shop and a
restauvant, it Is now in
private ownership once
more, and many
nineteenth-century
features are being
uncovered.
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and tea-drinkings from Elizabeth Firth’s diary, and it is clear she felt affection for the

family much warmer than mere social duty towards the local clergyman. Things were
to change when, after a series of ecclesiastical rows and recriminations, Patrick
secured the nomination to the living of Haworth, near Keighley. After the birth of
one more daughter, Anne, the family moved to Haworth in April 1820. Emily was to
remain there for all but about two years of her short life.

Haworth was then a small, industrialized town. It was an unhealthy place,
riddled with preventable disease, and with poor communications with the outside
world. Patrick was later to regret that it provided him with no congenial social circle,
as Thornton had done. Perhaps if his wife had lived a circle of friends would have
been built up. As it was, the young Brontés grew up with acquaintances, none of
them close. The Haworth inhabitant who praised Patrick as minister because ‘he
minds his own business, and ne’er troubles himself with ours’ may have been
celebrating the victory of Haworth unsociability over the Irish clergyman’s natural

inclinations.
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A photograph of
Haworth Church and
Parsonage ¢. 1860,

a grim, bleak scene
compared with the same
area today, which is
now softened by trees.

The Bronte Society

In any case, Maria did not live long enough to forge any cosy circle. Early in
1821 she was diagnosed as having cancer, and for the next few months she and her
loved ones awaited death. She is recorded by Mrs Gaskell, Charlotte’s first
biographer, as finding the sight of her soon-to-be motherless children painful. A
family servant described the six children as ‘spiritless’ — no doubt kept very quiet
because even their voices reminded their mother of their approaching fate. Her death
after months of terrible pain was doubtless a relief to her, and perhaps a more guilty
one to the six children.

We have our first picture of Emily from around this time. The Brontés
brought their two servants, Sarah and Nancy Garrs, with them from Thornton. In
old age, but probably not influenced by popular perceptions of them, Nancy gave her
impressions of the children. Emily had ‘the eyes of a half-tamed creature’, she said,
and cared for nobody’s opinion, being happier with her animal pets. Already her
character was taking shape.

We have an altogether less attractive picture of Emily from a little later in the
‘mask’ episode, which Patrick recounted in a letter to Mrs Gaskell. To gain a better
knowledge of his children’s inner thoughts, he encouraged them to answer

questions from behind a mask. It was an odd fancy on his part, and there is no
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evidence that the episode impressed itself on their memories as it did on his, nor
indeed that their answers were any different to what they would have been had they
not been masked. The questions seemed aimed at the known characters of the
children: Maria (Helen Burns in 7ane Eyre) is asked the best way of spending time,
and answers ‘by laying it out in preparation for a happy eternity’. No mask was
needed to give such an answer to a clergyman father. Branwell, asked about the
difference between the intellects of men and women, claims they are best
appreciated by ‘considering the difference between them as to their bodies’ — a silly
answer, but one that could have come from him at any time in his life. He may
however have been provoked by Emily, who had just been asked, oddly, not about
herself or her views, but about what her father should do with Branwell when he was
naughty. She answered ‘reason with him, and when he won’t listen to reason, whip
him’. There is a chilling overtone about that ‘when’: it seems to mean not ‘if’ but
‘when inevitably’. Also she uses the strongest, most painful word: not ‘cane’ or
‘beat’, but ‘whip’. Brutality, shading off into sadism, is a feature of later Bronté
writings: there is the Christmas beating meted out to Heathcliff, and the head-
pummeling he later gives to the young Catherine: then there is the quite gratuitous
beating of Mr Lawrence by Gilbert Markham in The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, and —
unquestionably sadistic — the horrible whipping of a young boy in Charlotte’s late
fragment Willie Ellin. The question and answer, put to Branwell’s younger sibling,
strikes an uneasy chord that makes one question Patrick’s pride in the episode. Itis
possible that he has conflated in his mind two such sessions: one at which the two
elder could have participated, at the latest the summer of 1824, when Emily was
nearly six and when Maria and Elizabeth were about to enter Cowan Bridge school;
and a later one, when the surviving children had been brought home and the iron
might more realistically be seen to have entered Emily’s soul, along with a taste for
giving voice to awkward or unpalatable opinions.

Patrick the widower had not meekly acquiesced in the lorn state of himself
and his children. Indeed, he made his first attempt to end it within two months of
his wife’s death, when he proposed to his Thornton friend Elizabeth Firth. Later he
made advances to an old Essex flame, Mary Burder, and to the daughter of the vicar

of Keighley. Mention of his ‘small but sweet little family’ cut no ice with them.



They could count. All repelled his advances with indignation.

The domestic situation in Haworth Parsonage was that the household was
under the care of Maria Bronté’s eldest sister, Elizabeth Branwell, usually known as
Aunt Branwell. She had paid a long visit to the family when they first moved to

Thornton, and she had come back to help nurse her sister in her last illness. She was
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These crude sketches

of scenes of flagellation
interrupt but strangely
do not relate to this
translation by Emily of
Horace’s Ars Poetica.

The King’s School
Canterbury
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This profile miniature
is probably the only
authentic picture of
Aunt Branwell to have

survived. It is by an
early nineteenth-century
unknown artist.
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Above right:

Emily’s sampler, one of
several in the Bronté
Parsonage Museum
stitched by the Bronté
girls under the
supervision of their
aunt.
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capable, but no longer young, and she found Yorkshire no substitute for the rainy
tropicality of her native Penzance, in Cornwall. Since she was anxious to return, and
since no one was willing to take on his sweet little family, Patrick decided his only
course was to find a school for his daughters. As ill luck would have it, a school had
just opened for girls and young women in precisely their situation: clergymen’s
daughters who had lost one or both parents. Therefore to the Clergy Daughters’
School at Cowan Bridge went Maria and Elizabeth in July 1824, with Charlotte
following in August. Emily had a few months’ grace, during which she and her
siblings were nearly caught in the Crow Hill bog burst, a startling and spectacular
natural eruption which provided Patrick with material for a poem, a sermon and
several letters to the newspapers. Then in late November he took his fifth child, then
six years and four months old, to join her sisters. If we find it shocking that she was
sent awqy so young, we should remember that the prep school, where boys of seven

and upwards board, is still a feature of the British educational system.



The story of Cowan Bridge School is primarily the story of Charlotte and her
elder sisters who died. The account of it as Lowood School in Fane Eyre stresses its
sin and damnation ideology, its harsh punishments, its terrible food and insanitary
living conditions. Its picture of the school’s founder, the Rev. William Carus Wilson,
as ‘Mr Brocklehurst’, and of several of the teachers there, was recognized with
delight by many of the book’s first readers. The accuracy of the book’s account of the
school was a matter of controversy when the book was published and again after
Charlotte’s death, when the essential truthfulness of her version was sturdily
defended by her widower. Later commentators have agreed with him: it was a
passionate but truthful account — astonishingly so, considering Charlotte’s age, eight,
when she gained her impressions of the place. It was a school ill-run, on lines that
instilled subservience and fear into the girls, and with a grim tone of evangelical
retribution in its religious teaching. Dorothea Beale, the pioneer of education for
women, teaching at the school long after the Brontés’ time, could hardly bear to
speak in later life of the year she spent there. At the time she was quite as damning
as Charlotte: it was a school, she said, where ‘the government is entirely by
punishments’, and her biographer adds that the ‘dark horror of Calvinism’ meant
that hearts ‘were turned to stone or depressed into hopeless terror’.

All this bore much.less harshly on Emily. She was, according to the
superintendent Miss Evans (Miss Temple in 7Fane Eyre), the ‘pet nursling of the
school’, being among the youngest. She was recorded as reading ‘very prettily’, and
generally she seems to have had at that time the qualities to make a child a general
favourite. Nevertheless, if the regime was at its mildest for her, she probably could
not escape the obsession of Carus Wilson with the deaths of young children, and
whether or not they were in a state of grace. Nor, as the winter of 1824-5 wore on,
could she escape the signs of decline in her eldest sisters Maria and Elizabeth, nor
the fact that typhoid was raging in the school. Maria was withdrawn in February, and
died of consumption at home in May; Elizabeth was withdrawn at the end of May,
and died in June. By then Charlotte and Emily had been fetched home by their
father, so the death of two sisters was added to that of a mother in their childish
experience. Watching once again the approach and arrival of death may have sown

the seeds in Emily’s mind of an attitude to death, and indeed to doctors, very
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This portrait by

7. Dickson, of William
Carus Wilson, the model
for Mr Brockleburst in
Jane Eyre, suggests

the arrogance and self-
satisfaction of the man.
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different from that of most of her contemporaries. Miss
Evans, writing in September when it was clear the
Brontés’ connection with the school was over, and
sounding more like Pollyanna than Miss
Temple, claimed that, ‘though cast down we
have not been in despair but enabled to look
beyond the dark valley of the shadow of
death to that glorious life and
immortality which are brought to light
by the Gospel’ and sent her love to
‘little petted Em’.

The failure of the school
experiment was also the death of Aunt
Branwell’s hopes of returning to

Cornwall. Patrick made no more
proposals, and since he could not by law
marry his deceased wife’s sister even if he
wanted to, he and she enjoyed a presumably
celibate but companionable relationship in
charge of the children. When the Garrs sisters left

that same year Tabitha Aykroyd, a widow in her fifties,

was hired as servant, and she supplied some of the warmth
and earthiness the children’s father and aunt could not give them.

Father and aunt reached fifty in 1827 and 1826 respectively, so the pattern of their
later childhood was set: four lively and imaginative minds in the care of three elderly

adults. It was a situation which threw them productively on their own resources.
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