


T H E  B R O N T E  S T O R Y

Some people have a special talent, for music, or for 
drawing and painting, or for writing. No one knows 
where this talent comes from. Perhaps people are born 
with it; perhaps it comes from God. Or perhaps it is 
chance or luck that allows this talent to grow, like 
sunshine bringing a plant into flower.

The special talent of three of the Bronte girls was for 
writing. No one taught them to write -  they taught 
themselves, and the three of them wrote some of the 
great novels of the nineteenth century. But life was not 
easy at home in Haworth. The family was not rich, and 
the children had to work for a living. And one by one, 
illness and death cut off their lives and their talents. But 
the novels written by Charlotte, Emily, and Anne live 
on, year after year.

This is not one of the stories they wrote; it is about 
them. It is the story that their father did not write, but 
might have written: the story of the family that he had 
for such a short time.
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Haworth

T i l  here was a cold wind this afternoon, but the sun shone for 

JL an hour or two. I walked out on the moors behind the 

house. The sheep were hiding from the wind under the stone 
walls, and there were grey clouds over the hills to the west. It 

is only November, but I could smell snow in the air.

It will be a cold winter, this year of 1855.
My name is Patrick Bronte, and I am seventy-eight years old. 

I am the rector of the village of Haworth. Haworth is a village 

of small, grey stone houses on the side of a hill in the north of 

I ngland, and 1 live in a house at the top of the hill, next to the 

church and the graveyard.
1 walked through the graveyard to the church this afternoon.

The house at Haworth 
7  live in a house next to the church and the graveyard.’

1



T he Bronte Story

All my family except Anne are buried there. The wind had blown 

some dead leaves through the door into the church, and 1 
watched them dancing in the sunlight near the grave. Soon I shall 

be in that grave with my wife and children, under the cold grey 

stone and dancing leaves.
It is dark outside now, and it is very quiet in this house. 

Charlotte’s husband, M r Nicholls, is reading in his room, and 
our servant is cooking in the kitchen. Only the three of us live 

here now. It is very quiet. I can hear the sounds of the wood 
burning in the fire, and the big clock on the stairs.

There is another sound too -  the sound of the wind outside. 

The wind has many voices. It sings and laughs and shouts to itself 
all night long. Last night it cried like a little child, and I got out 
of bed and went to the window to listen.

There was no child, of course. Only the wind and the 
gravestones, cold in the pale moonlight. But I decided then that 

I would write the story of my children, today, before it is too late. 
Charlotte’s friend, Mrs Gaskell, is writing a book about her, 

and perhaps she will want to read my story.
It is a fine story. It began in April 1820, when we came to 

Haworth for the first time . . .

There was a strong wind blowing that day too, out of a dark, 

cloudy sky. We could see snow on the moors. The road to 
Haworth goes up a hill, and there was ice on the stones of the 

road. Maria, my wife, was afraid to ride up the hill in the carts.
‘W e’ll walk, children,’ she said. ‘If one of those horses falls 

down, there’ll be a terrible accident. Come on, let’s go and see 

our new house.’

2



H aw orth

Patrick Bronte 
‘I was the new rector for the village o f Haworth.’

She was a small woman, my wife, and not very strong. But 
she carried the baby, Anne, up the hill in her arms. I carried Emily 

— she was one and a half years old then. The others walked. My 
two-year-old son, Patrick Branwell, walked with me, and 
Charlotte, who was nearly four, walked with her mother. The 

two oldest children -  Elizabeth and Maria -  ran on in front. They
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T he Bronte Story

were very e x c ite d ,  and 

laughed and talked all the 
way.

The people of Haworth 

came out to watch us. Some 
of them helped, but most of 
them just stood in their 

doorways and watched. They 
are very poor people, in this 
village. I was their new rector.

We had seven carts to 
carry our furniture up that 
icy hill, but it was hard work 

for the horses. When we 

reached our house, the wind 
was blowing hard in our faces. My wife hurried inside, and 

began to light fires.
‘Do you like it, my dear?’ I asked her that night, when the 

children were in bed. She looked pale and tired. I thought it was 
because of the long journey, and the children. Perhaps it was.

She held out her hands to the fire, and said: ‘O f course, 
Patrick. It’s a fine house. I do hope it will be a good home for 

you, and the children.’
I was a little surprised by that. ‘And for you, M aria,’ I said. 

‘Don’t forget yourself. You are the most important person in the 

world, to me.’
She smiled then -  a lovely smile. ‘Thank you, Patrick,’ she 

said. She was a very small woman, and she was often tired

Mrs Maria Bronte 
‘She was a small woman, my wife, 

and not very strong.’
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H aw orth

hrcause of the children. But when she smiled at me like that, 1 
thought she was the most beautiful woman in England.

A year and a half later, she was dead.

She did not die quickly. She was in bed for seven long months, 
in awful pain. The doctor came often, and her sister Elizabeth 
came too, to help. The children were ill, as well. It was a terrible 

lime.
My wife Maria died in September, 1821. She was thirty-eight. 

It was my job to bury her in the church. Our six young children 

stood and watched quietly.
Afterwards, we went back to the house. I called them into this 

room and spoke to them-
I said: ‘You must not cry too much, my dears. Your mother 

is with God now. She is happy. One day you will all die, and if 

you are good, you will go to God too .’
‘But why?’ Maria asked. ‘Why did she die now, father? We 

need her.’
‘This world is a hard place, children, and we cannot 

understand everything that God does. But God loves us, never 
forget that. Your mother loved you, and perhaps she can see you 

now. We must all try to work hard, learn as much as possible, 
and be kind to each other. Will you do that?’

‘Yes, father.’
They all looked so sad, I remember, and they listened so 

carefully. Little Emily said: ‘Who will be our mother now?’ 

‘Maria is the oldest, so she will help me. You must all listen 
to her, and do what she says. And your Aunt Elizabeth is here, 

too. Perhaps she will stay for a while.’
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The Bronte Story

Elizabeth did stay. She was older than my wife, and she wasn’t 

married. We called her Aunt Branwell. She came from Penzance 
in Cornwall, a warm, sunny place by the sea in the south-west 
of England. It is often cold on the moors behind Haworth, and 

the winds blow all winter. Aunt Branwell hated Haworth, but 
she stayed here all her life, to help me with her sister’s children. 
She was a good, kind woman.

I was very proud of my little Maria. She was only eight years 
old, but she worked all day like an adult. She helped the little

ones to get washed 

and dressed; she 
helped them to play 
and draw and read. 

She was like a little 

mother to them.
She could read 

very well herself. We 
always had books 

and newspapers in 
the house, and I 

talked to the children 
about them every 

day. I ta lked  to 
them about adult 

things: the Duke of 
Wellington, and the

Elizabeth Branwell, M aria Bronte’s sister imPortant thln8s that
‘Aunt Branwell was a good, kind woman.’ he was doing in
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Cow an Bridge S chool

I ondon. The children listened carefully, and tried hard to 
understand. Maria often read to the others from the newspaper, 
,md asked me questions about it. She understood it better than 

inosi men.
I was sure my children were very clever. But 1 did not have 

time to talk to them all day; 1 had my work to do. So, in 1824, 

I sent them to school.

Cowan Bridge School

Iwas born in a small house in Ireland. There were only two 
rooms in our house, and 1 had nine brothers and sisters. 

My parents were very poor. We had no money, and only a small 
farm. But we did have a church near us, and that church had a 

school.
That school gave me my one chance of success. I worked very 

hard there, and when I was sixteen, I became a teacher. Then I 
went to St John ’s College, Cambridge, to study some more. I 

became a curate. When I married, I was able to get a good job 
and a house for my family. I got all that because I worked so hard 

at school.
I wanted my children to go to the best school that I could find. 

Cowan Bridge School was a school for the daughters of

7



The Bronte Story

The house where Patrick Brc,nte was born 
7  was born in a small house in Ireland. It had only two room s.’

churchmen. It belonged to a churchman — M r Wilson. He was 
a good man, I thought. I liked the scl10ol, and it was not too 
expensive. So, in July 1 8 2 4 ,1 took Maria and Elizabeth there. In 

September, I took Charlotte and, in November, Emily as well. 

Emily was just six then, and Charlotte was eight.
I remember how quiet the house Vas that autumn. In the 

evenings I taught my son, Branwell, and my wife’s sister looked 
after the youngest child, Anne. I often thought about the girls. 
My eldest, Maria, was a good, clever girl -  I thought she must 

be the best pupil in the school. I waited for her letters, and 
wondered what new things she was learning.

She did tell me some things in her letters, but not enough. She 
told me she liked the schoolwork, and I was pleased. But she did



Cow an Bridge School

mil I ell me about the food, or the cold, or the unkind teachers. 
* luirlotte told me those things, much later. I know Maria did not 
It'll me that the food was often burnt and uneatable, or that they

i > mid not sleep because the beds were too cold. She did not tell 
im lh.it the poor hungry children had to wash with ice in the 

Illuming, and walk through wet snow to sit for two hours with
ii y feet in a cold church on Sundays. She did not tell me that 

m,my of the children at the school were ill.

You didn’t tell me that, did you, Maria? Did you? Or did you 
icy to write something, and stop because you were afraid of the 
touchers? You were a good, brave child, and I was so proud of 

you, so pleased because you were at school. I wanted you to learn 
everything; I didn’t want you to be poor like my sisters. God help 

inr, 1 thought you were happy at Cowan Bridge School!

Cowan Bridge School 
‘Maria did not tell me about the food, or the cold, or 

the unkind teachers.’
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The Bronte Story

There were no Christmas holidays at the school, and it was 
too difficult to travel over the cold, windy hills to visit my little 

girls. So I sat at home here in Haworth, with Aunt Branwell, my 
son, and the little girl, Anne. Outside, the wind blew snow over 

the gravestones, and there was ice on our windows.
On Christmas Day little Anne looked lonely. She asked me 

about her sisters.
‘Don’t worry, my dear,’ I said. ‘They are happy, with the other 

girls at school. You shall go to Cowan Bridge, too, when you are 

older.’
1 remember how strangely she looked at me then. She was only 

four, and very pretty. She smiled at me, but her face went very 

white, and her hands started to shake. I don’t know why. I 
thought she was cold, and I put some more wood on the fire. 

Then Aunt Branwell read her a story from the Bible, and 1 forgot 

about it.
In February a letter came. It was in an adult’s handwriting, 

not M aria’s. D ear M r Bronte, it said. I am  a fra id  I hav e s o m e  bad  
new s fo r  you. M any children  in th e sc h o o l hav e been  ill, an d  your  

d au ghter M aria . . .
My hand began to shake badly, and I dropped the letter on 

the floor. As I picked it up, I could see only one word -  d ead  
. . .  I f  y ou r dau ghter M aria d o es  n ot com e  h o m e  soon , sh e  w ill b e  

d ead .
1 went over the hills to bring her back. My Maria was in a 

small bed in a cold room upstairs, coughing badly. Elizabeth and 

Charlotte and Emily stood beside her, waiting for me. They 

looked so sad and ill and frightened. I remember the big eyes in

10



C ow an Bridge School

I heir small white faces. But I did not bring them home then; the 
m liool doctor said it was not necessary. So I took Maria home 
iii loss the cold, windy moors to Haworth. I sat beside her in the 

touch and held her hand all the way. I remember how cold her 

li.uul was in mine. Thin cold fingers, that did not move at all.
It was too late to save her. She lay in bed upstairs for nearly 

three months, but she was too ill to eat. Her poor face was white, 

I remember, and it seemed thin and small like a dead child’s. 
( >nly her eyes looked alive — big dark eyes in a thin white face. 

‘Don’t cry, father,’ she said to me once. ‘I shall be with mother 
soon, you know. And with God.’ /

I buried Maria beside her mother, and a month later I buried 
Elizabeth there, too. She became ill at school, and a woman from

the school brought her home. I brought 

Charlotte and Emily home two weeks 
later. They were here when Elizabeth

Haworth Church 
7  buried Maria and Elizabeth beside their mother in the church.’
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The Bronte Story

died. Her body lay all night in a wooden box on the table, and 
her little sisters and brother kissed her before she was buried.

I had wanted so much for these two girls, and now 1 had 

nothing. I stood in the church, and looked at the summer flowers 

I had put on their grave. I remembered how my wife had held 
the girls in her arms, and how she had smiled at me when we 

looked at them. ‘They have come back to you now, M aria ,’ I 
said. ‘1 am sorry. I am so sorry, my love.’

The little books

I had four children now -  Charlotte, Branwell, Emily and 

Anne. I did not send them to school again for many years. 

God’s ways are hard to understand, I thought. Perhaps God was 
not pleased with me; perhaps He wanted Maria and Elizabeth 

for Himself. I decided to keep the others at home. Aunt Branwell 
could teach them, and I could help when I had time.

They were clever children, quick at learning. They loved to 

write and draw and paint, and they talked all day long. And, 

thank God, they were not ill. In the afternoons, my servant, 
Tabby, took them for long walks on the moors behind the house. 
They walked for miles on the hilltops in the strong clean wind, 

alone with the birds and the sheep. I think it was good for them.

12



T he little b o o k s

I l i t * y  grew stronger, and there was a bright light in their eyes.
I wus not the only sad father in Haworth. Many, many 

. hlldicn died, and I had to bury them all. The water in Haworth 
Wiis bad, so many children died from illness. And many more 

du tl Irom accidents; I saw a hundred children die from fire. In
my house, I was always 

very careful. I had no 
curtains, no carpets, 

because I was afraid of 
fire. My children never 

wore cotton clothes, 
because they burn so 
easily.

One day in 1826 I 

brought a box of toy 
soldiers home from 

Leeds. Next morning 
the children began to 

play games with them.
‘This one is mine!’ 

Charlotte said. ‘He’s the 
Duke of Wellington!’ 

‘And this is mine!’ 
said Branwell. ‘H e’s 

Napoleon Bonaparte!’ 
The children liked 

I laworth village (in the early 1900s) fhe wooc]en soldiers and 
' Miiny children in Haworth died, and I had

to bury them a l l ’ began to tell a story

13



The Bronte Story

about them. It was a very exciting story, I remember. They read 

it to me and Aunt Branwell and Tabby, our servant. The next 
day they invented another story, and then another. And ther for 
several days the children were very quiet, and 1 wondered what 

they were doing.
I went upstairs, and opened their bedroom door. Inside, they 

were all busily writing or drawing on small pieces of paper. The 
wooden soldiers were in the middle of the room in front of them.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked.

Emily looked up. ‘Oh, father, please go away,’ she said. ‘We’re 
writing our secret books.’

I suppose I looked sad. ‘What? Can’t I see them?’ I asked.
They all thought for a minute. Then Charlotte said, very 

seriously: ‘You can see some of them, of course, papa. But they 

aren’t easy to read, because it’s very small writing. W e’ll show 
them to you when we are ready.’

These toy soldiers opened a new world for my children. They 
showed me some of their stories, but there were hundreds that 

they kept secret. They all began writing so young -  Charlotte, 
the oldest, was only ten, and Emily was eight. I don’t think they 

ever stopped. M r Nicholls has all Charlotte’s little books now, 

in a cupboard in his room. Some of them are no more than five 
or six centimetres high. They are beautifully made, and full of 
small pictures and tiny writing. There is one on my desk now, 

but I can’t read it, my eyes are too bad.

Charlotte and Branwell wrote about a country called Angria, 
while Emily and Anne wrote about a land called Gondal. The 

people in those countries fought battles and fell in love, and

14
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The little books 
‘They are beautifully made, and full o f tiny writing.’

wrote letters and poems. My children wrote these poems and 

letters, and they wrote books about Angria and Gondal. They 
drew maps of the countries, wrote newspapers about them, and 

drew pictures of the towns and people in their stories. They 
invented a new world for themselves.

They wrote many of these stories when I was in bed. I used 
to read to the family, and pray with them in the evening, and then 
I usually went to bed at nine o ’clock. One night, I remember, I 

woke up and came down again at ten. There was a noise in my 

room -  this room where I am writing now. I opened the door 
and saw Charlotte and Branwell with a candle, looking at a 

picture on my wall.

‘What are you doing here?’ I asked.
‘W e’re looking at the picture, papa,’ Branwell said. ‘It’s the 

Duke of Zamorna and the Duke of Northangerland fighting in 

Glasstown.’

15
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I looked at the picture. It’s here now behind me. It’s a picture 
of a story in the Bible, with a town, mountains, and hundreds 
of people in it. ‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘It’s one of our stories, papa,’ Charlotte said. ‘We have to 

come in here to look at the picture. Then we invent what 
happens.’

‘Tell me, then,’ I said. They both looked very excited; their 
faces were pink, and their eyes were bright in the candlelight. But 

they looked happy too. I put my candle on the table, and sat 
down here, where I am sitting now, to listen to their story.

It was a wonderful story. Charlotte’s wooden soldier, the 
Duke of Wellington, had had a son, Arthur, Duke of Zamorna. 
Branwell’s toy soldier, Bonaparte, had become the strong, bad, 

good-looking Duke of Northangerland. The two Dukes were 

fighting a terrible battle in a city called Glasstown. There were 
soldiers who died bravely, and beautiful women who fell in love. 

I listened until two o’clock in the morning. There was much 
more, but I have forgotten it now.

But I remember the excitement in my children’s faces. 
Sometimes I thought they could actually see these people, as they 

talked.

Next day they said no more about it, and I did not ask. It was 
their own secret world, and they did not let me into it again. But 
I was pleased they had told me about it once. And sometimes 

they showed me drawings of places in Angria or Gondal. All my 

children could draw and paint beautifully. Charlotte used water­
colours, and often spent hours painting small pictures. Branwell 
used oil-paints as well.



Growing up

Anne Bronte’s dog, Flossy, drawn by Charlotte 
‘All my children could draw and paint beautifully.’

Growing up

W hen Branwell was fourteen or fifteen, he did a lot of 

oil-paintings. He painted people in the village, and it was 

easy to recognize the faces in the pictures. Later, he did a fine 
painting of his three sisters. I was very proud of him. We all 

decided he would become a famous artist.

Charlotte went to school again when she was fifteen. It was 
a much better school — Miss Wooler’s school at Roe Head. I 
don’t think Charlotte liked school, but she wanted to be a 

teacher -  a governess -  so she worked hard. I taught Branwell

17
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at home, and Aunt Branwell taught Emily and Anne. The girls 
and Branwell were learning to play the piano, and Branwell 
played the music in church.

Emily and Anne had dogs, and they used to take them for 
walks on the moors. Anne’s dog was called Flossy, and Emily 
had a big strong one called Keeper. Keeper went everywhere with 

her — I think Emily loved that dog more than any person. Emily 

was sometimes a difficult child. She was very shy, and did not

Patrick Bronte’s study 
‘The girls and Branwell were learning to play the piano.’
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Growing up

often speak to anyone outside the family. When she was older, 

1 sent her to school with Charlotte, but she hated it, so I brought 
her home and sent Anne instead.

Branwell was not shy. He could talk to anyone for hours. 
Everyone in Haworth liked him. I remember the day in 1835 

when Branwell went to London. He was eighteen years old, and 
he was going to the Royal Academy in London to learn to be an 

artist. He walked down the hill in Haworth with a bag of his best 

paintings on his back, and everyone in the village came out to 
see him go. That was a great day for me.

Something terrible happened in London, but I don’t know 
what it was. Branwell came back two weeks later, his face white, 

his clothes dirty. I don’t know where he went or what happened 
in London. He refused to tell me. He just sat upstairs, alone in 

his room for hours.
Later, I paid for a room in Bradford for him to work in. He 

could paint pictures of famous people there, 1 thought. It was 
easy work for him. But he couldn’t do it. He spent all my money, 

and came home again after a while.
This was a sad time for me. My eyes were very bad, and I had 

to pay a young curate to help me with my work for the church. 
My old servant, Tabby, broke her leg and was very ill. And then 

one day I got a letter from Miss Wooler’s school. My curate read 

it to me.
D ear M r Bronte, the letter said. I am  a fra id  that you r dau ghter  

Anne is very ill, an d  . . .
I don’t think I ever moved so fast in all my life. Six hours later, 

I was at Roe Head. The next day Anne and Charlotte were home.

19



T he Bronte Story

Miss W ooler’s school at Roe Head, drawn by Anne Bronte 
‘One day I got a letter from Miss W ooler’s school

All my children were safe at home.

I was happy to have them here. They were so clever, and kind, 
and they loved each other so much. But I was an old man with 
bad eyes, and Aunt Branwell and I had very little money. My 

children had to find work somewhere, in order to live.
But what sort of work could they do?



Looking for work

I do not remember everything they did.
Charlotte and Anne worked as governesses for some 

months, teaching rich children in big houses, and Branwell got 

a job like that too, for a while. But they didn’t like their work. 
At home my children were full of talk and laughter, but away 

from home they were shy, quiet, unhappy.
They wrote a lot of letters in their search for work — 

sometimes to famous people. Branwell wanted to be a writer, so 
he wrote to writers; but not many of them wrote back. He began 

to look pale and sad in those days, and he was often in the village 
pub, drinking and talking to the people there. Then he got a job 

selling tickets on the railways, and left home.
The girls had an idea. I remember the day when they told me 

about it. Charlotte and Anne were at home on holiday, and we 
were all in the sitting-room after dinner one evening. Anne was 
playing the piano, and singing quietly to herself. She was the 

prettiest of the three girls, I suppose. She had long wavy brown 

hair, and a gentle, kind face. Emily sat on the floor beside her, 
stroking the ears of her dog, Keeper. Charlotte sat opposite me 

on the sofa, like a little child with a serious, thoughtful face. She 
was the smallest; her feet were no bigger than my hands.

She looked at me carefully. ‘Papa,’ she said. ‘We want to start 

a school.’
‘Really, my dear? Where?’

21



T he Bronte Story

T h e Black Bull at Haworth 
‘Branwell ivas often in the village pub, drinking.'

‘Here.’

‘But Charlotte, my dear, we have no room. This house is full 
already.’

‘Oh, but we could change the house, papa. We could build a 

schoolroom.’
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‘Well, yes, I suppose so,’ I said. ‘But — why do you want to 
do this? Isn’t it better to work as governesses, in some big fine 

house?’
‘Oh no, papa!’ All three girls spoke at once. Anne had stopped 

playing, and Emily looked very angry and frightening. I could see 
they had thought hard about this.

Charlotte said: ‘The life of a governess is terrible, papa! A 

governess has no time of her own, no friends, no one to talk to, 
and if she gets angry with the children, they just run to their 

mother. I couldn’t p ossib ly  be a governess all my life!’
‘It’s true, papa,’ Anne said. ‘It’s an awful life. W e’re so lonely 

away from each other. Why can’t we have a school, and all live 
here? Then we can take care of you and Aunt Branwell when you 

get old.’
I looked at Emily. Her eyes were shining; I could see that the 

idea was important to her too.

‘But why will people send their children here?’ I asked. 
‘Haworth is not a big town, or a beautiful place. How will you 
find children to teach?’

‘We have thought of that too, papa,’ Charlotte said. ‘We must 

learn more, and become better teachers. I have spoken to Aunt 
Branwell, and she will give us the money, if you agree. Emily and 
I want to go to Belgium, to learn French. If we can speak French 

well, then parents will send their children to us to learn that.’ 

‘Em ily  will go?’ I said. I looked at her. Emily had only been 
away from home twice, and each time she had been very 

unhappy. But now she looked excited.
‘Yes, papa,’ she said, i  will go. Charlotte is right -  we must

23



T he Bronte Story

do something. And this will help us to stay together.’
‘And Anne?’

‘I will stay as a governess with the Robinson family,’ Anne 
said sadly. ‘There’s not enough money for us all to go, and ... 

the Robinsons are not so very bad.’

It was always like that. Anne was a gentle girl; she did not fight 
as hard as the others. Perhaps her life was easier because of that. 
I don’t know.

But I thought it was a wonderful idea. I wrote to Belgium, and 
found them places in a school in Brussels, which was owned by 

a Monsieur Heger. I agreed to take the girls there, and for a 
month I wrote down French words in a little pocket book, to help 

me on the journey. Then, one afternoon in 1842, we caught the 
train to London.

I had not been to London for over twenty years, and my 
daughters had never been there. We stayed for three days, and 

then we took the night boat to Belgium, and arrived at a tall, fine 
school building in the centre of Brussels.

Heger himself was a very polite, friendly man -  very kind. He 
did not always understand my French, but he showed me round 

the school, and talked a lot, very fast. I smiled, and tried to 
answer.

The two girls were very excited when 1 left them. As I came 
home on the boat, 1 thought: ‘This is a good thing, a fine thing, 

perhaps. My daughters will start a good school, and Haworth 

will become famous. 1 hope Branwell can make a success of his 
life, too. Then my wife Maria will be pleased with us all.’

24



M onsieur H eger and Mrs R obinson

Monsieur Heger’s school in Brussels 
‘The two girls were very excited when 1 left them .’

Monsieur Heger and Mrs Robinson

A t first everything went well. Monsieur Heger wrote to me 

often. He was pleased with my daughters, he said; they 
were good pupils. But life at home in Haworth was hard. My 

curate died, and Aunt Branwell became very ill. Emily and 
Charlotte came home to see her, but she was dead before they 

arrived.
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She was a good woman, Elizabeth Branwell. She kept my 
home for more than twenty years, and she taught my daughters 
everything she knew. But she never liked Haworth, I am sure of 

that. She said it was a cold, miserable place. I hope that God has 

found somewhere warm and comfortable for her now.
But how could I live without her? My eyes were now very bad, 

and I could not see to read. And our servant Tabby was older 

than I was. Anne could not help me — she was a governess for 

the Robinson family, and now Branwell had a job there too, 
teaching their young son. So Charlotte went back to Brussels 
alone, this time as a teacher in Monsieur Heger’s school. Emily 

stayed at home to cook and clean for me. She did not like 
Brussels, she said. She was happy to do the housework, and live 
at home with Tabby and me.

She was a strange, quiet girl, Emily. She was the tallest of the 

girls, and in some ways she was as strong as a man. She loved 
to walk by herself on the wild lonely moors, with her dog Keeper 
running by her side. Sometimes I saw her there, singing or talking 
quietly to herself, and I thought perhaps she could see the people 
in her secret world of Gondal, and was talking to them. 1 know 
that she spent a lot of time writing alone in her room; and when 

Anne was at home, she and Emily often talked and wrote about 
the world of Gondal together.

There were sometimes dangerous people near Haworth, so I 
always had a gun in the house. Before my eyes were bad, 1 taught 

Emily to shoot -  she loved that. Sometimes I used to practise 
shooting in the garden while she was making bread in the 
kitchen. 1 shot first, then I called Emily. She came out, cleaned
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her hands, picked up the gun, shot, and went back in to finish 
the bread. She was much better at shooting than I was.

But by 1844 my eyes were too bad for shooting. Emily cooked, 

cleaned the house, played the piano. And almost every day she 

went for long walks on the moors with her dog, Keeper.
She loved that dog, but she could be very hard with him, too. 

We did not let him go upstairs, but one day Tabby found him 
on my bed. Emily was very angry; her face was white and hard. 

Keeper was a big, strong dog, but she pulled him downstairs and 
hit him again and again until the dog was nearly blind. Then she 

gently washed his cuts herself. He never went upstairs again.

Emily Bronte’s dog, Keeper, drawn by Emily 
‘Emily loved that dog
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Charlotte was another year in Brussels. When she came home, 
she was quiet and sad. Sometimes she wrote long letters in 

French to Monsieur Heger, but no letters came from him. But 
this was a time of hope, too. The girls wrote advertisements for 

their new school, and sent them to newspapers, and to everybody 

they knew. It was excit in g -th ey  were good advertisements, and 
we waited for the first children to come.

We waited a long time, and Charlotte wrote more 
advertisements.

No children came.

Every day Charlotte and Emily waited for a letter from the 

postman, or for a parent to come to see them. Every day they 
became more miserable.

Anne left her job with the Robinsons and came home to 
Haworth. A month later Branwell also came home, for a holiday.

And then one morning, early, there was a knock on the door. 

Charlotte ran to open it. But it was not a parent -  it was a letter 

for her brother Branwell. He went upstairs with it, smiling.
A few minutes later there was a terrible scream. We ran 

upstairs to Branwell’s room. He lay on his bed, screaming, with 

a white face and wild dark eyes. The letter was in his hand.

‘Branwell! What is it? W hat’s the matter?’ I asked.
He tore his hair with his hands. ‘I’m ill,’ he said. ‘I ’m cold -  

oh, what does it matter? She doesn’t care ... I can’t see her ... 
Oh, it’s all finished now, finished for ever! I’ll die without her!’

‘Here, Branwell, drink this.’ Emily brought him a cup of hot 
milk, but his hand was shaking and he nearly dropped it.

Charlotte put her hand on his head. ‘H e’s hot, papa, he’s
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‘The girls wrote advertisements for their new school, and 
sent them to newspapers.’

burning,’ she said. ‘You must go to bed at once, Branwell.’

He went to bed, and he lay there, sometimes sleeping, 
sometimes shouting and crying. 1 tried to talk to him, but I
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couldn’t understand what he said. Then, later, Anne explained.
She told us a terrible story. 1 was so angry! I nearly broke a 

chair with my hands as I listened. My son Branwell, Anne said, 
was in love with Mrs Robinson, the rich mother of his pupil. For 

months this lady had spoken kindly to Branwell, walked with 
him in the garden, talked to him alone in the evenings. Fie 
thought she would marry him when her husband died. And then 

there were other things, that Anne did not want to speak about.

The letter was from Mr Robinson. He was often ill, Anne told 
us, but his children knew about Branwell and their mother, and 

the servants knew too, I think. Perhaps M r Robinson had learnt 
something from them, or perhaps that woman (1 cannot call her 

a wife) had told him everything. Only one thing was certain -  
in his letter M r Robinson had ordered Branwell never to return 

to his house or to speak to any of his family again.
My face was hot and my hands were shaking. I tried to talk 

to Branwell about it, but it was impossible.

T love her, papa!’ he shouted. ‘You don’t understand — how 
can you? You’ve never seen her!’

‘I don’t want to see her, my son,’ 1 said. ‘I understand that she 
is a bad, evil woman. I hope that God will punish her and . . .’ 

‘Don’t say that, papa!’ he screamed. ‘You are talking about 
the woman I love! She will call me back! I will see her again!’ 

‘I hope you never see her again, my son,’ I said. ‘You must 
forget her. Branwell, listen to me . . .’

But he did not listen. He ran out of the house. He did not come 

back until the evening, and then he was drunk. He did not listen 
that day, or the next day, or any day. He began to drink
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laudanum as well. I thought he would kill himself.
So 1 think Charlotte was pleased that no parents came. No 

school could have a man like Branwell in it.

t about this time, in 1845, 1 was almost blind. 1 had a new
curate to do my work -  Arthur Nicholls, a young man of 

twenty-eight. He came from Northern Ireland like myself. He 
was a good, hard worker. I spoke in the church on Sundays, but 

Arthur Nicholls did the rest of my work.
Branwell became worse and worse. M r Robinson died in 

1846, but Mrs Robinson didn’t marry Branwell -  oh no! She was 
a cold wicked woman. She sent my son Branwell away, and later 

married a rich old man. And so Branwell spent more and more 
time drinking, and taking laudanum, and walking alone on the 

moors.
When you are blind, you listen to things very carefully. I used 

to sit alone in my room and listen to the sounds of the wind 

outside the house. The wind talks and whispers and sings — it 
has many voices. I listened to the sounds of the clock on the 

stairs, and the wood in the fire, and the footsteps and voices of 
the girls walking round the house. They talked a lot to each

Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell

31



The Bronte Story

Haworth Church 
7 spoke in the church on Sundays, but Arthur Nicholls 

did the rest o f my w ork.’

other, and sometimes I could hear what they said, even when 
they were in another room.

Anne had had a poem published in a magazine, and one day 

I heard a conversation between Charlotte and Emily. Charlotte 
had found something that Emily had written, and was talking to 
her about it.

‘But they’re wonderful, Em ily,’ Charlotte said. ‘They’re much 
better than mine or Anne’s.’

‘T hey’re not for people to read,’ Emily said. ‘They’re part of 
the Gondal story. Nobody would understand them, except me 
and Anne.’

I realized that they were talking about some poems of Emily’s. 

1 knew that Emily and Anne wrote a lot about the country of 
Gondal, but I didn’t know much about it. Emily kept all her 
papers locked in her desk.
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Charlotte was arguing with her. ‘Emily, listen to me! These 
are fine poems. 1 think we should put some of them in a book, 
together with mine and Anne’s, and try to publish it. People 

shou ld  read them !’
‘N o!’ Emily shouted. Then her dog Keeper began to bark, and 

1 didn’t hear any more. But I think they talked about this again 

several times. 1 often heard voices arguing, and usually they 

never argued about their writing.
I wanted to tell them not to do it. I had published several small 

books myself, but I always lost money. 1 had to pay the publisher 

to print the books, and not many people bought them. It’s an 
easy way to lose money. But I was too ill, so I said nothing.

I learnt, many years later, that they paid over £30 to have a 
book of poems printed, and that it sold two copies. I am not 

surprised that they didn’t tell me about it; we had very little 

money in our house.
I began to feel that there was something wrong with my head, 

as well as my eyes. Several times the postman brought an old 

packet to our house, which was addressed to a man called Currer 
Bell. I told him that no Currer Bell lived in Haworth, and sent 

him away. But then, a month or two later, he came back again, 

with the same old packet.
In the summer of 1846 Charlotte took me to see an eye doctor 

in Manchester. We stayed in rooms in the town. The doctor 

decided to operate on my eyes, and the next morning we got up 

early. I was afraid. Could I hold my head still while the doctor 
cut into my eyes with a knife? Perhaps the pain would be too 

terrible. Perhaps I would move, or stand up, or . . .
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Charlotte held my hand. As we left our rooms, we met a 
postman.

‘Good morning, M iss,’ he said. ‘T here’s a packet here for 
Currer Bell.’

‘Oh . . . thank you.’ Charlotte sounded sad, but she took the 

packet, and put it in her room. She did not open it. Then we 
walked to the eye doctor’s.

The pain was terrible, but it was over in fifteen minutes, and 
I didn’t move. Afterwards, I had to lie on a bed in a dark room. 

We couldn’t go home for a month. A nurse came sometimes, but 
Charlotte stayed with me all day.

I asked her once about the packet. She said: ‘Oh, it’s for a 

friend of mine, papa. It had a letter for me in it. I have posted 
it away again now .’

I didn’t understand, but 1 didn’t ask again. 1 lay quietly on my 
bed most of the day, and Charlotte sat in the next room writing. 

She wrote very fast, for many hours, and never put her pen down 
once. She seemed quiet, but strangely happy.

I was happy too. The doctor had helped; I could see again. It 
was wonderful — the colours, the shapes of everything were 

beautiful. When we came back to Haworth, I could see 
everything clearly at last -  our home, the church, the graveyard, 
the moors, the faces of my Emily and Anne!

And Branwell.

Branwell’s face looked terrible. W hite, thin, with big dark eyes 

and untidy hair. His clothes were dirty, he smelt, his hands 
shook. All the time he was either shouting or crying. And always, 
every day, he asked me for money.

34



Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell

I let him sleep in my room at night, and he kept me awake for 
hours talking about Mrs Robinson. 1 remembered his paintings, 
his stories, his happy childish laughter. My fine, clever son had 

become a drunken animal.
The winter of 1846 was terribly cold. The wind blew snow 

around the house and over the gravestones. A lot of children died 

in the village. Anne was ill, Branwell was worse. We lit fires in

Branwell Bronte 
‘My fine, clever son bad become a drunken animal.’
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all the rooms, but there was ice inside the windows in the 
mornings. I spent most of my time with Branwell, so I didn’t 
think very much about the girls.

And then, one afternoon, Charlotte came into my room. I was 

sitting here, in this same chair, beside the fire. She had a book 
in her hand, and that strange, happy look on her face.

‘Papa,’ she said, i ’ve been writing a book.’

I smiled. ‘Have you, my dear?’ I thought she had written 
another little book about Angria.

‘Yes, and 1 want you to read it.’

‘Oh, I’m afraid it will hurt my eyes too much.’ My eyes were 
much better, but the tiny writing in the Angria books was too 
small for me.

‘Oh no,’ she said, i t ’s not in my handwriting; it is printed.’ 
She held out the book in her hand.

‘My dear! Think how much it will cost! You will almost 

certainly lose money, because no one will buy it! No one knows 
your name!’

‘I don’t think so, father. I didn’t pay to get it printed, you 
know. The publishers paid m e. Listen to what people say about 
it in these magazines.’

She sat down, and read to me from some of the most famous 

magazines in England. There were long articles in them, about 
a book called J a n e  Eyre, by Currer Bell. They were kind articles; 

most of the magazine writers liked the book.
‘This Currer Bell, then,’ I asked, i s  it you?’

Charlotte laughed. ‘Yes, papa. It’s a man’s name, with the 
same first letters: CB -  Charlotte Bronte, Currer Bell.’
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She gave me the book, and went out. I began to read.
I think I read for two hours, but it seemed like ten minutes. 

It was a wonderful, beautiful book — the story of a little girl called 

Jane Eyre. Her parents are dead, so she lives with an unkind aunt 

and her children. Then Jane goes away to a school called 
Lowood. This school is a terrible place, and it is very like the 
school at Cowan Bridge. Jane Eyre’s best friend, Helen Burns, 

falls ill at the school, and dies. This Helen is just like my own 

little M aria. When I read about her death, my eyes filled with 
tears. But it was a beautiful book, too; I did not want to put it 

down.
At five o ’clock I got up and went into the sitting-room. My 

three daughters sat there waiting for me. Their eyes were very 
bright. I still had tears in my eyes, but I had a big smile on my 

face too. I held up Ja n e  Eyre in my hand, and said: ‘Girls, do you 

know Charlotte has written a book? And it is more than good, 
you know — it is very, very fine indeed!’

The best days, and the worst days

E
mily and Anne did know, of course. They had known 
about Charlotte’s book for a long time. Ja n e  Eyre was not 

the first book that Charlotte had sent to a publisher. Over a year
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J A N E  E YRE.

a n  gtutobiograpfjp.

ED ITED  BY

C U E E E E  B E L L .

Iff T H B E E  VOLUMES. 

VOL. I.

LO N D O N :
SMITH, ELDER, AND CO., CORN HILL.

1847.

The title page of Jane Eyre by Currer Bell 
‘It was a beautiful book; I did not want to put it dow n.’
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ago she had written another book, T h e P rofessor, and sent it to 
one publisher after another. Each publisher had sent it back, in 

a packet addressed to Currer Bell. And then Charlotte had sent 

it, in the same old packet, to another publisher, and then 

another, and got it back again.
‘Why didn’t you change the paper on the packet, my dear?’ 

1 asked.
Charlotte smiled. ‘I didn’t think of it, papa. The worst day 

was when we were in M anchester, going to the eye doctor. Do 

you remember? The packet came back then. That was the day 

before I started writing Ja n e  Eyre.'
‘Do you mean that you started writing Ja n e  Eyre while I was 

lying in that dark room in M anchester?’

‘T h at’s right, papa.’
‘But that’s only six months ago, and here is the book in my 

hand!’
‘Yes, papa. The book was printed a month after I sent it to 

the publisher.’
‘My dear! They decided very quickly that they liked it, then!’

i  think they did, papa. After all, it is a good book, isn’t it?’

She smiled at me. I don’t think 1 have ever seen her so happy. 

She is a very small person, Charlotte, and not a beautiful woman; 
but when she smiles like that, her face shines like a fine painting. 
My wife, M aria, used to look like that sometimes when I first 

met her.
1 took her hand in mine, i t  is a very good book, my dear. 1 

cannot tell you how proud I am .’
She touched my hand. ‘Thank you, papa. But you must not
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be proud of me alone, you know. Anne and Emily — ’

‘Oh no, Charlotte, please!’ Emily said.
But Charlotte did not stop. ‘. . . Anne and Emily have written 

books too -  books just as good as mine -  and their books will 
soon be published as well! Let me introduce you, papa. These 
young ladies are not your daughters -  they are Acton Bell and 

Ellis Bell, brothers of the famous writer Currer Bell!’

Emily’s face was bright red, but Anne and Charlotte started 
laughing. I was very surprised.

‘All three of you!’ I said. ‘But . . . but why do you use these 
strange names?’

‘Because people are stupid, papa,’ Anne said. ‘No one thinks 
women can write good books, so we have used men’s names 

instead. And now they say that Currer Bell is a writer who 
understands women very well!’ She laughed again.

‘My dears, my dears!’ I held out my hands to them, and kissed 

each of them in turn. ‘I don’t know what to say. I am so pleased 

for you all. You have made your old papa happy today.’ 
Something in Em ily’s face stopped me. ‘Emily? You will let me 
read your book, won’t you?’

She thought for a moment. ‘Yes, papa. O f course. B u t . . . it’s 

very different from Charlotte’s. I’m not sure you’ll like it.’ 
‘You yourself are very different from Charlotte, my dear, but 

I love you both. You must show me the book as soon as it comes 
— and you too, Anne.’

I read both their books that winter. They were very different. 
Anne’s book -  A gnes G rey  -  was the story of an unhappy 

governess. As I read it, I was sad to think how miserable Anne
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had been, in a big house away from home, where no one 
understood her. It was a good book, but it was harder to read 

than Ja n e  Eyre.
Emily’s book was called W uthering H eights. It was a terrible, 

frightening, wonderful story. There is love in it, and hate, and 

fear, and a man called Heathcliff, who is strong and cruel like 
the devil himself. I read it late one night when the wind was 

screaming round the house, blowing snow against all the 
windows, and sometimes I was afraid. When I got up to go to

The moors near Haworth, which Emily described in her book 
Wuthering Heights
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WUTHERING HEIGHTS

A N O V E L .

By

E L L I S  B E L L .

IN  T H R E E  V O L U M E S .

VOL. II.

L ONDON:
THOMAS CAUTLEY NEWBY, PUBLISHES, 

72, MORTIMER St., CAVENDISH Sq.

1847.

The title page of Wuthering Heights by Ellis Bell 
'It was a terrible, frightening, wonderful story.’
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bed, I saw Emily sitting quietly by the fire. She was stroking her 
big dog, Keeper, with one hand, and drawing a picture with the 

other.
She looked like a quiet, gentle young woman, I thought. Tall, 

pretty, and also . . . There was something different about her. 
Something very strange and very strong. There was something 

in her that was stronger than any of her sisters, even Charlotte. 

Something stronger than even me, or her brother Branwell.

Much stronger than Branwell.
All that year Branwell was very ill. He spent more and more 

time drinking. He slept most of the day, and was awake half o f 
the night. His face was white, his hands shook when he tried to 
write. His sisters didn’t tell him about their books, or show him 

the new ones that they were writing. They were afraid that he 

would be unhappy about their success, because he had wanted 
to be a writer himself. He made life hard for all of us.

In September 1848 he became very ill. He coughed all day and 

all night. He began to talk of death, and asked us to pray with 
him. While we stood together, praying, he began to cough again. 

He fell to the ground. Emily and I put our arms round him, but 

he couldn’t get up. There was blood on his mouth, and on 

Emily’s dress.
When he stopped coughing, it was because he had stopped 

breathing. My only son was dead.
We buried him in the church beside his mother and little 

sisters. It was a cold, rainy afternoon. There were dead wet 

leaves in the graveyard, and the wind blew rain into our faces. 
I came back into the house soon afterwards, but Emily walked
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for an hour or two in the rain with her dog, Keeper. When she 

came back into the house, her dress was wet through.
Several days later Emily became ill. Her face was hot, she 

couldn’t eat, she kept moving round the house. It was difficult 
for her to breathe, and it took her a long time to climb the stairs. 

Charlotte felt her heart -  it was beating a hundred and fifteen 
times a minute.

‘Let me call a doctor, Em ily,’ Charlotte said.
But Emily refused, i f  he comes, 1 won’t talk to him .’

‘Then go to bed and rest, please. 1 can light a fire in your room, 

and bring you milk and read to you if you like. You need rest, 
sister!'

‘I . . . do . . . not!’ said Emily slowly. She had to breathe hard 

between each word, and her face was as white as Branwell’s had 
been. ‘My body . . . doesn’t . . . matter now. I don’t . . . care 

. . . about it. I ’ll live . . .  as I always . . . have.’
And so, every day, she got up at seven o ’clock, dressed herself, 

and stayed downstairs until ten at night. She ate little or nothing, 
and coughed for hours. Sometimes she coughed blood. She never 

went out of the house, but one day Charlotte brought some 
heather from the moors for her to look at. Emily was lying on 

the black sofa in the sitting-room. Her dog, Keeper, lay on the 
floor in front of her.

‘Look, Emily,’ Charlotte said, i ’ve found some purple heather 

for you. There are still one or two flowers left on the m oor.’
‘Where?’ Emily asked.

‘Here. Look.’ Charlotte held out the small, bright purple 
flower.
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Emily turned and looked at Charlotte, but I don’t think she 
could see the heather. Her eyes were too bad. Charlotte put it 
in Emily’s hands, but after a moment Emily dropped it on the 

floor.
At last she said: ‘Charlotte, 1 . . . will see . . . the doctor now. 

If he . . . com es.’ Then she closed her eyes.
Emily was so thin, and her white skin looked like paper. I 

knew it was too late, but I said to Anne: ‘Quick! Put on your coat 

and fetch him, now!’

W e did not have long to wait.
The doctor came, half an hour 

later, to tell us what we already 
knew. Emily, my daughter, 

was dead.
1848  w as a y ear o f  

funerals. I buried many 

children from the village 

that year. There was a lot 
of sadness in Haworth. As 
I came out of the church 

with the dead flowers from 

Emily’s grave, I saw three 
other families walk past 

me. They had come to 

visit the graves of their 
own dead children.

The people understood 
that their children were

Emily Bronte, oil painting by Branwell 
‘My daughter Emily was a strange, 

quiet girl.’
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with God, but no one could explain that to Emily’s dog, Keeper. 

He followed us to her funeral, and for weeks afterwards, he lay 
outside her bedroom and howled.

A room  at Haworth, and the sofa on which Emily died
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T hat was not the end of my sadness. Anne, too, became ill. 

She could not breathe, she coughed, her face was white. 
But she was more sensible than Emily. She took all her medicines, 

and did everything the doctors said. It didn’t help much. In the 
spring she said she wanted to go to the sea, to a warmer place. 
The doctors told her to wait. I thought she would die before she 
went.

At last, in M ay, Charlotte went away with her. They went to 
York first, where they visited a wonderful church, York Minster, 

i f  men can make something as beautiful as this,’ Anne 

whispered, ‘what is God’s real home like?’
Charlotte told me this in a letter she sent from Scarborough, 

a town by the sea on the north-east coast.

‘On 26th M ay Anne rod e  a d o n k ey  on  the beach ,' the letter 
said. ‘She w as very h appy , p ap a . A fterw ards w e w ent to church  

an d  then  sat an d  w atch ed  the sea  fo r  a lon g  tim e. On the 28th she  

w as to o  ill to  g o  out. She d ied  qu ietly  at tw o  o ’c lo ck  in the  
a ftern oon . She w ill b e  bu ried  in a g raveyard  near the sea.'

Anne was the baby of the family, the youngest and prettiest 

o f them all. Before she died, she wrote another book — T h e  Tenant 

o fW ild fe l l  H all — about a woman who left her cruel husband. 
She was proud of it, and so was I. She was twenty-nine years old. 

‘I don’t want to die, papa,’ she said. ‘I have too many ideas in 

my head, too many books to write.’
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Anne Bronte, painting by Charlotte 
‘Anne was the youngest and prettiest o f  them all.’

When Charlotte came home the dogs barked happily. Perhaps 
they thought Anne and Emily and Branwell were coming home 

too -  1 don’t know. But it was only Charlotte. The smallest of 

all my children. N ot the prettiest, not the strongest, not the 
strangest. God had taken all those for himself. He had left me 

with the one who would become the most famous. And the one 
who nearly had a child.
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Charlotte wrote two more books: Shirley, about a strong 
brave woman like her sister Emily; and Villette, about love between 
a teacher and a pupil. But Ja n e  Eyre was her most famous book. 

Everyone in England talked about it; everyone wanted to read

Charlotte went to London and met many famous writers. I 
was very pleased; I loved to hear about the people and places that 

she saw. But she always came back to Haworth; she didn’t like 
to be with famous people very long. And this quiet place was her 
home.

In 1852, just before Christmas, a terrible thing happened. I 
heard some of it from my room. My curate, Arthur Nicholls, 
opened the door to Charlotte’s sitting-room, and stood there. 
His face was white, and he was shaking.

‘Yes, M r Nicholls?’ Charlotte said. ‘Do you want to come in?’ 
‘No, Miss Charlotte — that is, yes. I mean — I have something 

important to say to you.’

I heard his voice stop for a moment and then he went on. i  
have always . . . felt strongly about you, Miss Charlotte, and 
. . . my feelings are stronger, m uch  stronger, than you know. 

And, well, the fact is, Miss Charlotte, that . . .  I am asking you 
to be my wife.’

There was a long silence. I heard every word, and I felt cold 

and angry. M r Nicholls was a good curate, but that was all. I 

paid him £100 a year to help me with my work, but he had no 
place in my house, or in my daughter’s bed! I stood up, and 
opened my door.

‘M r N icholls!’
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Arthur NichoUs 
‘M r Nicholls was a good curate, hut that was all.’

He turned and looked at me. I could see Charlotte behind him. 

‘You will leave this house at once, M r Nicholls. I am very, very 
angry! You must not speak to my daughter again -  ever! Do you 
understand me?’
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The stupid man was shaking and almost crying! 1 thought he 

was ill. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. 

Then he turned and went out of the door.
M r Nicholls stayed in his own house for three days. He 

refused to eat, the stupid man, and he sent me some angry letters. 
But Charlotte wrote to him, to say that she would not marry him. 
Then M r Nicholls said he would leave Haworth, and go to 

Australia.
On his last day, in church, he had to give people bread to eat. 

But when he held out the bread to Charlotte, he could not do 

it, because he was shaking and crying so much. Afterwards, the 
people of Haworth gave him a gold watch. He cried about that, 

too.
I thought it was all finished, but I was wrong. I think he wrote 

to Charlotte, and she wrote back. In April of 1854, he came back 
to Haworth. Charlotte brought him into my room. I looked at 

him, but I said nothing. I was not pleased.
‘Papa,’ Charlotte said. ‘M r Nicholls and I have something to 

say to you.’
I did not like that. ‘M r N icholls  an d  1 . . .’ It did not sound 

good to me.
i  am busy,’ I said, i  have a lot of w ork.’
Charlotte smiled. ‘T h a t’s because you don’t have a good 

curate, papa. When M r Nicholls was here, your life was easy.’ 
‘Perhaps,’ I said. ‘But he was going to Australia, I thought. 

Why haven’t you gone, sir?’
M r Nicholls spoke for the first time. He looked very tall and 

proud, I thought. ‘There are two reasons, sir,’ he said. ‘First,
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Charlotte Bronte, drawn by George Richmond 
‘Charlotte was the most famous o f all my daughters.’

because I have decided not to go to Australia. And also . .

He stopped, and looked down at Charlotte. She smiled up at 
him, and I felt my blood run cold.

. . and also, because your daughter Charlotte and I would 

like to be married. We have come to ask you to agree.’
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I don’t remember what I said next. I think there were a lot of 
unkind words between us, and some tears. But in the end I 
agreed. I agreed because Charlotte wanted it, not because of 

Arthur Nicholls.
In June that year they were married in my church. I did not 

go — I could not give Charlotte away to that man. But he came 
back here to be my curate, and he and Charlotte lived in this 

house with me. He is still here now.
Perhaps he will read this. If he does, he will know that he was 

right, and I was wrong. M r Nicholls was, after all, a good 
husband for Charlotte. I understood, after a while, that he 

honestly loved her, and he could make her happy. She began to 
smile and laugh again. Her eyes shone, she sang sometimes as 

she worked. Our house became a home again.

She went with him to see his family in Ireland, and travelled 
to the far west of that country. M r Nicholls did most of my 
church work for me. Charlotte began a new book -  E m m a , she 

called it. And one day in December 1854 she came into my room, 

smiling. I could see that she was excited.
‘W hat is it, my dear? Have you finished your book?’
‘N o, not yet, papa. But I have something wonderful to tell you. 

W hat do you think?’
i  don’t know, my dear. If it’s not your book, then . . .’

‘I told Arthur yesterday. I am going to have a child.’

I did not say anything. Her hand was on the table and I put 

my hand on it gently. It was wonderful news. I remembered 
when my own wife, M aria, had told me this, and how this house 

had been full of the laughter of little voices, and the noise of
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running feet. Charlotte and I sat like that for a long time, 
remembering.

It did not happen. At Christmas she fell ill, and in the New 

Year she was worse. She felt sick all the time because of the baby, 

and she ate nothing. She lay in bed all day, hot and coughing. 
Arthur Nicholls cared for her wonderfully -  I think he often 

stayed awake all night. But it did not help.
On 31st M arch 1855 the last of my six children died. It was 

early in the morning. Arthur Nicholls was sitting by her bed, and 

I was standing by the door. She was asleep with her hand in his. 
Her face was very thin and pale.

She opened her eyes and saw him. Then she coughed, and I 
saw fear in her face.

'O h G od,’ she whispered, i  am not going to die, am I? Please 

don’t take me away from Arthur now — we have been so happy.’
Those were the last words she ever said. A little while later, 

I walked slowly out of the house. As I went into the graveyard, 

the church bell began to ring. It was ringing to tell Haworth and 

all the world that Charlotte Bronte was dead.



Maria

A nd so now I have written it. It is three o ’clock in the 
morning. The house is very quiet and the wind has 

stopped. 1 can hear the sound of the wood burning in the fire and 
the clock on the stairs. Somewhere upstairs Arthur Nicholls is 
sleeping quietly.

I know that C harlotte’s friend, M rs Gaskell, has nearly 
finished her book about Charlotte. Perhaps I will show her what 
I have written.

Perhaps. But I don’t 

think so. I wrote to her 
before, and answered her 
questions, and that is 

enough. She is a writer, 
she can write her own 

book. I will keep this book 
in my desk, for myself -  

and perhaps for Arthur 

Nicholls. There is no need 
for other people to read 

it. My daughter Charlotte 
is famous already, and 
when M rs Gaskeli has

w ritten about her, she will ‘Soon / shall he buried with my wife and
be more famous still. children.’
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I wish my wife M aria could read C harlotte’s books -  and 

Emily’s, and Anne’s. Perhaps she can. We had some fine 
children, didn’t we, Maria?

I wonder if she can hear me. It is a fine night, now that the 

wind has stopped. There is a bright moon, and the sky is full of 
stars. I think I will go outside, and walk through the graveyard 
to the church, and talk to M aria there.

Haworth Church and graveyard, drawing by Mrs Gaskell, 1855, 
from her book Life o f Charlotte Bronte



G L O S S A R Y

advertisement a notice (e.g. in a newspaper) which tells people 

about jobs, things to sell, etc. 
article a piece o f writing in a newspaper or magazine 

artist someone who can paint and draw pictures 
bark (v) to make the short sharp sound that a dog makes 

Bible (the) the holy book o f the Christian church 
blind not able to see

breathe to take air into and send it out from your nose and 

mouth

bury to put a dead person in a grave 
candle a stick o f wax that gives light when it burns 

cart a vehicle with two or four wheels, usually pulled by a 

horse
coach a large four-wheeled vehicle, which is pulled by horses 

and is used for carrying passengers 

cough (v) to send out air from the mouth and throat in a noisy 

way
cruel very unkind; bringing pain or trouble to other people 

curate a young churchman who helps a rector with his church 

work
curtain a piece o f cloth that hangs in front o f a window 

devil a very evil person; G od ’s enemy, Satan 
donkey an animal like a small horse, with long ears 

draw (past tense drew) to make pictures with a pencil 
drunk/en (adj) excited or confused or sick because o f drinking 

too much alcohol 
duke a title for an im portant nobleman 

evil very bad
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funeral a church service before a dead person is buried 

God the being who made the Universe
governess a female teacher who teaches children in their own 

home

grave the resting-place for a dead person

gravestone a stone on a grave with the dead person’s name on it 
graveyard a place where dead people are buried 
grow up to becom e an adult

heather a small plant with purple flowers, which grows on 
moors

howl the long loud cry that a dog makes 
invent to make or think o f something new 
kiss (v) to touch someone lovingly with your lips 

laudanum a kind o f medicine or drug which makes people feel 
happy

laughter the sound made when somebody laughs 

m oor(s) open, rough land on hills, with no trees 
oil-paint a kind o f  paint made by mixing colours with oil 
operate to cut into som ebody’s body in order to mend 

something

paint (v) to make a picture with coloured paints 
pale with little colour in the face

papa father; a word used mostly by children (not used today) 

piano a large musical instrument with black and white keys 
that you press to make music 

poem a piece o f writing in verse 
pray to speak to God

print (v) to make letters, etc. on paper by pressing it with a 
machine; to make books in this way 

proud feeling pleased because someone (e.g. your child) is 
clever or successful
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publish to prepare a book, magazine, etc. for selling
pupil a child who is learning at school or from a private teacher
rector a priest in the Church o f England

servant someone who is paid to w ork in another person’s house 

shy afraid o f meeting or talking to people 
sofa a long com fortable seat for two or three people 
stroke (v) to move your hand gently over something, again and 

again
tear (n) water that com es from the eye when somebody cries

tiny very, very small
toy something for a child to play with

w ater-colours a kind of paint made by mixing colours with 
water

wicked very bad; evil
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Before Reading

1 Read the story introduction on the first page of the book, and 
the back cover. H ow much do you know now about this story? 
Are these sentences true (T) or false (F)?

1 The Bronte children grew up in an English city.
2 The Bronte sisters are still famous for their novels.

3 All of the children died before their father.
4 Branwell Bronte taught his sisters to write.
5 The three sisters died together in an accident.

6 The Bronte family did not have a lot of money.

2 Can you guess what happened in the Brontes’ lives? Choose 
one or more names to complete each sentence.

C harlotte  / Emily / Anne / Branwell / none o f  the Brontes
1  got w ork teaching children.

2  got a jo b  selling tickets on the railw ay.

3  w ent to  Lond on to  learn to be an artist.

4  enjoyed shooting.

5  enjoyed m usic.

6  had a short but happy m arriage.

7   travelled to  Belgium .

8  had children.

9  began drinking and taking drugs.

10  had dogs that they loved.
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While Reading

Read Chapters 1 and 2. Then complete these sentences with
the right names.

1  was the only boy in the Bronte family.

2 The children’s m other, , died in Haworth in 1821.
3  came to help with the children, and stayed in

Haworth all her life.
4  came from a poor family, but worked hard to get a

good job.
5  and _____ went to Cowan Bridge School first, and

later and joined them.
6  brought back to Haworth, but she died there,

and soon her sister was dead too.

Read Chapters 3 and 4, and then answer these questions.

1 What present made the children start writing stories about 

countries called Angria and Gondal?

2  What were the little books like?
3 What different things did the children make for their secret 

world?
4 How did the children spend their time?

5 How was Emily different from her sisters?
6 Why didn’t Bran well stay in London or Bradford?
7 What problems did Patrick have at this time?
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Before you read Chapter 5 (Looking for work), can you guess
the answers to these questions?

1 Which of the children will leave home, and why?
2 What plan will the girls think of to earn money?

3 Who will travel to another country, and why?

Read Chapters 5 to 7. Are these sentences true (T) or false (F)?
Rewrite the false ones with the correct information.

1 The children preferred being at home together to working 
away from home.

2 Branwell got a job driving trains.
3 Charlotte and Emily went to a school in Belgium to learn 

French, but Emily did not go back after her aunt’s death.
4 After Aunt BranwelPs death, three of the children found 

work as teachers.
5 Emily spent a lot of time alone, walking on the moors or 

writing in her room.
6 Emily was never as good at shooting as her father was.
7 The girls wrote good advertisements for their school, and 

many people replied to them.
8 Branwell was in love with his pupil.
9 Patrick thought Mrs Robinson was a bad, evil woman.

10 The girls made £30 from their book of poems, and it sold 
three hundred copies.

11 After the operation on his eyes, Patrick was still blind.
12 Charlotte’s first book, called Currer Bell, was published in 

1847.
13 Patrick thought that Charlotte’s book was wonderful.
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Before you read Chapters 8 to 10, can you guess the answers to 
these questions?

1 Who dies, and in what order?

2 Who finds success before dying?

3 Who finds happiness before dying?

Read Chapters 8 to 10. Then match these halves of sentences.

1 Patrick was very surprised to learn . . .
2 All of the books were published under men’s names, . . .

3 The girls didn’t tell Branwell about their success, . . .
4 Branwell drank a lot and was very ill during 1848, . . .

5 Not long afterwards, Emily became ill too, . . .
6 In the spring Charlotte took Anne to Scarborough, . . .

7 When M r Nicholls asked to marry Charlotte, . . .
8 Although he left Haworth, saying he would go to 

A ustralia,. . .
9 Charlotte did marry him in 1854, . . .

10 and in September of that year he died.
11 Patrick was very angry, and told him to leave at once.

12 but the sea air could not help Anne, and she died there.

13 because they thought he would be unhappy about it.
14 he and Charlotte continued to write to each other.
15 but they had less than a year together before Charlotte died.

16 that Emily and Anne had also written books.

17 but she refused to see a doctor until it was too late.
18 because nobody thought that women could write good 

books.
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After Reading

1 M atch the sentences with the people. Then use the sentences 
to write a short description of each person. Use pronouns (he, 
she) and linking words [although, and, before, but, who).

Patrick  / C harlotte  /  Em ily  / A n n e  / A rth u r N icholls  / 
Branw ell

1  was a strange, quiet girl.

2 _____ was the father of six children.
3 _ _ _  was the most famous of the Bronte children.

4  was the youngest and prettiest of the children.
5  worked as a curate for Patrick Bronte.

6  was the only boy in the Bronte family.
7  was the only one of them who nearly had a child.

8  lived longer than all of them.
9  loved walking on the moors with her dog, Keeper.

10  wrote only two novels.

11  married Charlotte in the end.
12  died before the baby was born.
13  had a great talent for painting.
14  was a kind, loving husband to her.

15  described this wild place in her only novel.

16  was very proud of his daughters and their novels.
17  died in 1849, at the age of twenty-nine.

18  drank a lot, became ill, and died young.
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2 Imagine that Maria did  write to her father to tell him about the 
school at Cowan Bridge. Complete her letter (use as many 
words as you like).

Dear father,
1 hope that everyone is well at Haworth. The other girls here

are very nice, and I ___________. I am working hard at my
lessons, and so are my sisters, but w e___________. The

teachers___________. We are often hungry, because
___________. At night w e___________because___________ . In

the mornings w e___________, and on Sundays___________ . I
am worried about my sisters, because___________. I don’t feel

very well myself, and I ___________.
I want very much t o ___________ and make you proud of

me. 1 am trying to be brave, but I ___________. Please

Your loving daughter, Maria

3 In each group of words below, there is one word which does 
not belong. Which is it? Then choose the best heading for each 
group from this list.

art / the church  / illness / the m oors  / teaching  / writing

1   blood, cough, drunk, medicine, pain

2 _____ : graveyard, heather, hilltop, snow, wind

3 _____ : article, candle, letter, novel, poem
4 _____ : Bible, curate, pray, rector, servant
5 _____ : governess, lesson, pupil, schoolroom, toy

6 _____ : artist, draw, famous, paint, water-colours
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4 Here are nine extracts from letters mentioned in the story.
Who wrote each one, and to whom? W ho or what were they
writing about? Then put the letters in the order that they
appear in the story.

1 ‘Every day I hope that there will be a letter from Belgium, 
but nothing comes. Last year was so happy, but now I feel 

sad and lonely. Why don’t you answer my letters? . . .’

2 ‘I now know everything. I have to tell you that you are no 
longer welcome in my house. Do not try to return here or 

to speak to any of my family or my servants . . .’

3 ‘I am making plans for Australia, but your letters give me 
hope. My feelings for you  are as strong as ever. One word 

from you, and I will return at once to Haworth . . .’

4 ‘Thank you for answering all my questions about dear 

Charlotte. How I wish she was still alive to answer them 
herself! My book will soon be finished, I hope . . .’

5 ‘I ’m sure you will be pleased to know that your daughters 
are doing very well here. They are both working hard, and 

your eldest daughter speaks French quite well now . . .’

6 ‘Please don’t be too unhappy. Her last days were happy 
ones; she loved seeing York Minster. Think of her sitting 

quietly by the sea, smiling in the sun . . .’

7 ‘I know that you feel angry and upset, but please try to 
understand. My answer cannot change. If I say yes to you, 

Papa will be so unhappy, and I cannot do that to him . . .’
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8 ‘Two of my daughters, aged 26 and 23, both wish to learn 

French. Perhaps you would be kind enough to send me 
some information about your school. How many pupils do 

you have?. .

9 ‘I am very pleased to tell you that we would like to publish 
your book as soon as possible. It is a very fine piece of 

writing,'and we are sure that the name Currer Bell will 

soon be a famous one . . .’

5 Which Bronte sister wrote which book? Six of the books are
described below. Which books are they describing?

 : A gnes G rey  ______: T h e  T enant o f  W ildfell Hall
 : ja n e  E yre  ______/ Villette
 : T h e  P rofessor  / W uth ering  H eights
 : Shirley

1 A story about a woman who left her cruel husband.
2 A story about an unhappy governess who is the daughter 

of a rector.
3 A story about a girl who lives with an unkind aunt, and 

then goes away to a school called Lowood.

4 A story about a strong, brave woman (a character who is 

in many ways like Emily Bronte).
5 A story about love and hate, and a man called Heathcliff, 

who is strong and cruel like the devil.
6 A story about love between a teacher and a pupil in a 

school in Brussels.
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A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R

Tim Vicary is an experienced teacher and writer, and has 
written several stories for the Oxford Bookworms Library. 
Most of these are in the Thriller &  Adventure series, including 
C hem ical Secret (at Stage 3), or in the True Stories series, such 
as G race Darling (at Stage 2), which is about a girl who became 
a famous heroine, rescuing people from a shipwreck off the 
north-east coast of England. He has also published two long 
novels, T he B lood  upon the R ose  and Cat and M ouse.

Tim Vicary has two children, and keeps dogs, cats, and 
horses. He lives and works near York, which is not far from 
the village of Haworth, where the Brontes lived. He often visits 
Haworth, to take his students to the Bronte Parsonage 
Museum. Many of the photographs in this book are from the 
Museum. On the front cover of the book is the famous 
painting by Branwell of his three sisters, Charlotte, Emily, and 
Anne. You can see the place in the middle of the painting 
where Branwell had painted a portrait of himself, and then 
later painted it out. No one is sure why he did this.
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O X F O R D  B O O K W O R M S  L I B R A R Y
Classics • True Stories • Fantasy & Horror • Human Interest 

Crime & Mystery • Thriller & Adventure

The o x f o r d  b o o k w o r m s  l i b r a r y  offers a wide range of original and 
adapted stories, both classic and modern, which take learners from 
elementary to advanced level through six carefully graded language stages:

Stage 1 (400 headwords) Stage 4 (1400 headwords)

Stage 2 (700 headwords) Stage 5 (1800 headwords)

Stage 3 (1000 headwords) Stage 6 (2500 headwords)

More than fifty titles are also available on cassette, and there are many 
titles at Stages 1 to 4 which are specially recommended for younger 
learners. In addition to the introductions and activities in each 
Bookworm, resource material includes photocopiable test worksheets 
and Teacher’s Handbooks, which contain advice on running a class 
library and using cassettes, and the answers for the activities in the books.

Several other series are linked to the o x f o r d  b o o k w o r m s  l i b r a r y .  They 
range from highly illustrated readers for young learners, to playscripts, 
non-fiction readers, and unsimplified texts for advanced learners.

Oxford Bookworms Starters Oxford Bookworms Factfiles
Oxford Bookworms Playscripts Oxford Bookworms Collection

Details of these series and a full list of all titles in the o x f o r d  b o o k w o r m s  

l i b r a r y  can be found in the Oxford English catalogues. A selection of titles 
from the o x f o r d  b o o k w o r m s  l i b r a r y  can be found on the next pages.
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On a Septem ber day in 

1 8 2 1 , in the church of a 

Yorkshire vil lage, a man and six ch ildren stood around a 

grave. They were burying a woman: the man's wife, the 

ch i ld re n ’s mother. The children were all  very young, and 

within a few years the two oldest were dead, too.

Close to the wild beauty of the Yorkshire moors, the father 

brought up his young family. Who had heard of the Brontes 

of Haworth then? Branwell died while he was still  a young 

man, but the three sisters who were left had an 

extraordinary gift. They could write m arvellous stories -  

la n e  Eyre , Wuthering Heights, Agnes Grey . . . But Charlotte, 

Emily, and Anne Bronte did not live to grow old or to enjoy 

their fame. Only their father was left, alone with his 

memories.

C over show s th e  o n ly  surv iv in g  p o r t r a it  o f  th e  th r e e  B ron te  s is ters  by  th e ir  

b ro th er  Q ranw ell, cou rtesy  o f  th e  N ation a l P ortra it Gallery, London . B ran w ell 

in c lu d e d  h is  ow n  f a c e  in th e  o r ig in a l  p o r tr a it ,  a n d  la t e r  p a in t e d  it out.

STAGE 3 • OXFORD BOOKW ORMS LIB R A R Y  • TRU E STORIES 

Bookworms provide enjoyable reading in English at six language stages, 

and offer a wide range of fiction, both classic and modern.

OXPORD
U N I V E R S I T Y  P RE S S

w w w .o u p .co m /elt

http://www.oup.com/elt

