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/ Introduction -

Here it is the women, not the men, who make the rules. If you want to know
what to eat or what to wear or who to have at your party, you only need to
ask one of the Cranford ladies.

This story 1s about life in a small town in the north-west of England
during the 1840s. It is about little Miss Matty and how she lost
nearly all her money; about Signor Brunoni and how he became a
conjuror; about why Miss Matty’s younger brother Peter ran away
from home;and, most of all, it is about the ladies of Cranford. There
are no bad people in Miss Matty’s world: there is only kindness and
friendliness between neighbours.

Elizabeth Gaskell was born Elizabeth Stevenson in London in 1810.
Her mother died when Elizabeth was just a year old, and one of her
aunts took her to her own home in the small town of Knutsford, in
Cheshire. Elizabeth remembered the years growing up in Knutsford
and wrote about them much later in Cranford. She had a brother,
John, who was twelve years older. When Elizabeth was eighteen, he
disappeared”at sea on a journey to India, and this brought great
sadness to the family. (The return of a lost sailor'is part of the story
in many of her books, but John never returned.) When Elizabeth
was visiting relatives” in Manchester, she met William Gaskell, a
churchman®like her father. They married in 1832 and decided to
make their home in Manchester. They had six children but two of
them died very young.

Elizabeth began to write after the death of their only son,
William. In 1847 she wrote three short stories. Her first book,
Mary Barton, came out in 1848. It was about factory life in the north
of England. Charles Dickens, the famous writer, read it and
immediately invited her to write for his weekly magazine,



Household Whords. Elizabeth wrote five other books. Cranford
(1853), North and South (1855) and Wives and Daughters (1866),
which was unfinished at her death, are the best known. Many
of her books first appeared in weekly parts, as chapters in
magazines like Household Words. But Elizabeth did not like having
to write a chapter every week. Finally she ended her agreement®
with Dickens.

In 1850, she met the famous writer, Charlotte Bronté; and they
became great friends. After Charlotte’s death in 1855, her father,
Patrick Bronté, asked Elizabeth to write his daughter’s life story.
She agreed and The Life of Charlotte Bronté came out in 1857. It was
very popular. As well as writing, Elizabeth looked after her four
daughters and, with her husband, she spent a lot of time helping the
poorest people in Manchester. She decided to use some of her
money from writing to buy a house in the country. She wanted this
to be a surprise present for her husband — a family home for them.
In 1865, while on a visit to this house in Alton, Hampshire; she
suddenly became ill and died. She was fifty-five.

Elizabeth Gaskell’s books are about a number of different subjects.
Cranford describes the lives of middle-class women in a peaceful
country town. North and South shows the differences between life in
a big city and life in the country. Like Charles Dickens, she wrote
about the problems of factory workers. This was not a popular
subject in the middle of the nineteenth century. All her books have
a lot to say about the position’of women, especially poor women.
For example, Ruth (1853) is about the difficulties of a seventeen-
year-old girl who is a single mother. In Sylvia’s Lovers, an innocent;
good-hearted woman has to marry a man she does not love because
she believes that her lover is dead. Many of Elizabeth Gaskell’s
subjects are still important for readers today. But Cranford, with its
group of simple, warm-hearted ladies, is still her best-known and
best-loved book.
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Chapter 1 The Ladies of Cranford

My name 1s Mary Smith and I am twenty-eight years old. My
mother is dead and I live with my father, a businessman in the big
city of Drumble in the north-west of England. But this story is not
about Drumble or about my family. It is about a small town where I
lived when I was a child and the people who still live there. The
name of this place is Cranford.

In many ways Cranford is quite an ordinary place, where few
exciting things happen. But in one way it is very special. Here it 1s
the women, not the men, who make the rules. If you want to know
what to eat or what to wear or who to have at your party, you only
need to ask one of the Cranford ladies. For example, the ladies of
Cranford think that it is very important to visit newcomers. You
must always do this on the second day after the newcomer arrives
and you must visit between the hours of twelve and three. Then the
newcomer has to repay the visit in the next three days. These visits
must be short: never for more than quarter of an hour. You must not
talk about anything that matters because there isn’t time and, most
importantly, you must not talk about money because that is a
subject for business people, not for people of good family. Of
course, all the Cranford ladies are of good family, or think they are,
which is almost the same thing.

Another strange thing about Cranford is that there are not many
men about. Of course, there is Dr Hoggins and the Rector of the
church; and then there are shopkeepers and farmers and people like
that. But these men are not part of the real life of Cranford, which
belongs to the ladies and only to them. You see, most of the ladies
do not have husbands. Either they are unmarried or their husbands
are dead. In fact most of these ladies are quite old and they are not



very interested in men — or that is what they tell us.“A man in the
house gives so much trouble.” That is what the Ms Jenkyns
thought, or more truly, that is what they said.

I want to tell you about these two old ladies because they have
been friends of my family for many years. When I visit Cranford,
which is about four times a year, I nearly always stay at their house,
where [ can be sure of a warm welcome. Miss Deborah and Miss
Matilda are the daughters of the Reverend Jenkyns. He was the last
Rector of Cranford Church — I mean the Rector before the one
who we have now. Mr Jenkyns has been dead for many years but
both the ladies are very proud”of their father and always speak of
him lovingly and with great seriousness® Neither Miss Deborah
nor Miss Matty (as most people call her) is married but they are
important people in the little world that is Cranford. I have heard
that Miss Matty did have a male friend when she was young but we
shall return to that subject later. Miss Deborah is the one who looks
after the house and the money and gives all the orders: she is one of
those strong people who knows that she is always right. Miss Matty
is quite different — loving, sweet and shy. She is often unsure”about
all sorts of things and prefers to follow her older sister’s rules. They
are both good people and everyone in Cranford loves them.

About this time a new family came to live in the town. Captain’
Brown served'as a soldier for most of his life. He was now over sixty
years old and had a desk job with the railway that ran through the
neighbourhood of Cranford on its way to Drumble and the north.
His wife was dead and he had two daughters, both unmarried. The
first one, Miss Mary, was about forty years old and was always in bad
health, which made her look much older than she really was. Her
sister Jessie was about ten years younger and twenty times prettier
than her sister, with clear blue eyes and soft brown hair. She spent all
her time looking after Mary, doing everything possible to make her
sick sister’s life pleasanter.

Captain Brown and his daughters lived in a small house just



outside the town. They had very little money but the Captain made
no secret of being poor. Of course the Cranford ladies thought that
this was shocking” As I have explained; one of their rules was never
to talk about money, and it was unthinkable”to talk about not
having enough. The Captain again surprised everyone when, one
winter’s day, he helped an old woman by carrying her Sunday
lunch home for her because the streets were icy. In Cranford a
gentleman®did not do this! The ladies waited for him to explain
himself but the good Captain did not seem to think that there was
anything to explain. He was kind and helpful to everyone, telling
Miss Betty Barker what to do when her cow got sick, showing Miss
Pole how to stop her sitting-room fire from smoking; so that after
some time all the Cranford ladies agreed to forgive his strange ways
and asked him and his daughters to their card parties and musical
evenings.

But then something truly terrible happened to the Brown family.
One afternoon Miss Deborah, looking out of her window, saw
small groups-ot townspeople talking together in the street, so she
sent her servant Jenny to ask what was happening. Jenny returned in
a few minutes, crying and frightened, her face white.

“Oh, Miss Deborah, Captain Brown is dead! It was one of those
terrible railway trains that killed him!”

Hearing this, Miss Matty immediately ran out into the street and
tound the man who brought the news. Soon the railway worker was
standing in the Misses Jenkyns’s sitting-room.

“Did you see this terrible accident?”asked Miss Deborah.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Then please tell us what happened.”

“The Captain was at the raillway station reading a book and
waiting for the train to arrive. Suddenly a little girl escaped’from her
mother’s hand and began to walk across the railway line. Just then
the Captain looked up and saw the train coming. He ran on to the
line, caught up the child in his arms and threw her up to her



One winter’s day, he helped an old woman by carrying

her Sunday lunch home for her.



mother. But then his foot caught on something and he fell under
the train and now he’s dead, poor man! They’ve gone to tell his two
daughters the sad news.”

We were all deeply shocked. Miss Deborah looked ill and
troubled but she went for her hat at once, saying:“Matilda, I must go
to those girls. They need help.”

Some hours later she came back home, sad and silent: Finally she
told us what happened.“Miss Jessie nearly died of shock,” she said.
“She asked Miss Pole and me not to say anything about the accident
to her sister. “Doctor Hoggins thinks that Mary doesn’t have long to
live,” she said. “I’m afraid that this news will kill her.” So we didn’t
tell Miss Mary what happened. She thinks that her father has taken
a short journey on railway business and is away for a few days.”

Miss Pole offered to go and stay with Miss Jessie to help her
through this difficult time. The next day the full story was in the
local newspaper and Miss Deborah asked me to read it to her.
When I finished reading, Miss Deborah shook’ her head sadly and
said,“Poor, dear man. How kind he was. How brave!”

Miss Jessie wanted to follow her father’s body to its last resting
place and none of the ladies could stop her. So Miss Deborah
decided to walk with her to the church. She put her arm round
Jessie’s shoulder while she was saying her final goodbye to the
father that she loved so dearly.

The next day Miss Jessie was again calm and strong. She thanked
each one of us with a sad smile. By now it was clear that her sister
Mary was dying. Miss Pole and Miss Deborah went to help nurse®
the sick woman. Mary’s last thoughts were of her dear sister and
father, and of the great love that she felt for each of them.

“Mary,” her sister said softly,“our father has gone before you to
the place where you and he will rest. Soon you will be together. He
knows how much you loved him.”

Now that both the father and sister were dead, Miss Deborah
wanted Miss Jessie to come and stay at her house, knowing that



Jessie had very little money. But just then a gentleman arrived in
Cranford; he was an old friend of Captain Brown and he knew Miss
Jessie when she was a sweet”young girl of eighteen. This Major*
Gordon was a fine tall man, about forty years old. He had land in
Scotland and so he was quite rich. He loved Miss Jessie and some
years before he asked her to marry him; but at that time, knowing
how much her sick sister needed her, Miss Jessie could not agree to
be his wife. Now here he was again, repeating the same question,
and this tme Miss Jessie felt able to say yes. In a few weeks they
were married and went to live in Scotland”

After she left Cranford, Miss Jessie did not forget her old friends.
The two Jenkyns sisters and Miss Pole all went to stay with the
Gordon family at different times and came home with wonderful
stories of Jessie’s house, her husband, her dresses and her beautiful
little girl, Flora. In later years little Flora came to stay with Miss
Deborah and Miss Matty in Cranford and was almost like a
daughter to them. So the sad story of the Brown family had a happy
ending for one of the three.

Chapter 2 An Old Love Story

The years went by and Miss Deborah Jenkyns also died, to the great
sadness of her many friends. But I continued to visit Cranford,
staying sometimes with Miss Pole or more often with Miss Matty.
On one of these visits Miss Matty’s servant Fanny decided to leave
and Martha, a new young woman, came to take her place. In
looking after the house, Miss Matty followed all Miss Deborah’s
rules; but when she had to decide anything for herself, she felt
deeply worried and was frightened of making mistakes. She asked
me to help her teach the new servant the ways of the house. This
Martha was a girl who grew up on a farm. She was hard-working
and very honest and she had a kind heart; but she was also a little



rough’in her ways. She took a long time to learn the house rules.
For example, we had to show Martha how to serve food at table.

“You must offer the potatoes and the vegetables first to the ladies
and then to the gentlemen,” Miss Matty explained, when her
married cousin‘from India was coming for a meal.

“I’ll do everything that you say, ma’am,”said Martha,“but I must
say that I like the men best.”

It was at this time that I first learned about Miss Matty’s love
story. Her friend Miss Pole had a cousin who lived four or five
miles from Cranford. His name was Thomas Holbrook and
strangely he did not live like a fine gentleman. He preferred the life
of a farmer, wearing old clothes and speaking like the local people.
He was a great lover of books and read from them beautifully, with
great feeling. He was very much in love with Miss Matty in the old
days, Miss Pole said.

“So why didn’t Miss Matty marry him?” [ asked.

“The rest of her family thought Thomas’s family wasn’t good
enough. You see, she was the Rector’s daughter. Thomas asked her
and I think she wanted to marry him but in the end she said no.”

“Did she ever see him again?”

“No, I think not,” answered Miss Pole.“You see, Thomas’s house
is halfway'between Cranford and Misselton. After Miss Matty gave
her answer, Thomas always went to Misselton to do his shopping
and has only come to Cranford two or three times since then. Once
I was out walking with Miss Matty, and when she saw him coming,
she ran away and hid.”

“How old is he now?” asked, hoping that this was not the end of
the love story.

“Oh, he’s about seventy, I think,” said Miss Pole, breaking my
beautiful dream in pieces.

Not long after this conversation, [ was with Miss Matty when Mr
Holbrook made one of his few visits to Cranford and met his old
love again. We were in a shop, Miss Matty and I, looking at some




