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THE MILL ON THE FLOSS

MARY ANN (MARIAN) EVANS was born in 1819 in Warwickshire. She attended schools in Nuneaton and Coventry, coming under the influence of evangelical teachers and clergymen. In 1836 her mother died and Marian became her father’s housekeeper, educating herself in her spare time. In 1841 she moved to Coventry, and met Charles and Caroline Bray, local progressive intellectuals. Through them she was commissioned to translate Strauss’s Life of Jesus and met the radical publisher John Chapman, who, when he purchased the Westminster Review in 1851, made her his managing editor. Having lost her Christian faith and thereby alienated her family, she moved to London where she met Herbert Spencer and the versatile man-of-letters George Henry Lewes. Lewes was separated from his wife, but with no possibility of divorce. In 1854 he and Marian decided to live together, and did so until Lewes’s death in 1878. It was he who encouraged her to turn from philosophy and journalism to fiction, and she subsequently wrote, under the name of George Eliot, Scenes of Clerical Life, Adam Bede, The Mill on the Floss, Silas Marner, Romola, Felix Holt, Middlemarch and Daniel Deronda, as well as numerous essays, articles and reviews. George Eliot died in 1880, only a few months after marrying J. W. Cross, an old friend and admirer, who became her first biographer. She was buried beside Lewes at Highgate. George Eliot combined a formidable intelligence with imaginative sympathy and acute powers of observation, and became one of the greatest and most influential of English novelists. Her choice of material widened the horizons of the novel and her psychological insights radically changed the nature of fictional characterization.
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Chronology

1819 22 November, born at Arbury, Warwickshire.

1824–36 Attends boarding schools in Attleborough, Nuneaton and Coventry.

1836 3 February, mother dies.

1837 After sister Christiana marries, becomes father’s housekeeper.

1841 Moves with her father to Coventry where she meets Charles and Caroline (‘Cara’) Bray. Reads Charles Hennell’s An Inquiry Concerning the Origin of Christianity (1838) which leads her to question her religious faith.

1842 January–May, the ‘Holy War’ with her father when she refuses to attend church. Beginning of friendship with Charles Hennell and his sister Sara.

1844 Begins a translation of Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu (4th edn, 1840).

1846 The Life of Jesus published.

1846–7 ‘Poetry and Prose, from the Notebook of an Eccentric’, published in the Coventry Herald and Observer.

1847–8 Nurses father.

1849 Begins to translate Spinoza’s Tractatus theologicopoliticus. 31 May, death of father. June, sets off for France, Italy and Switzerland with the Brays; they return to England in July. Remains in Geneva, lodging, from October, with the painter M. D’ Albert-Durade and his wife. Begins journal.

1850 March, returns to England. Feels unwanted by her family and resides with the Brays. Decides to earn her living by writing. October, visits John Chapman in London.

1851 January, her first major article, ‘The Progress of the Intellect’, published in the Westminster Review. September, moves to London and becomes assistant editor of the Westminster.

1852 January, her first number of the Westminster published. Close friendship with Herbert Spencer.

1853 Working hard on the Westminster. October, intimacy with George Henry Lewes begins.

1854 July, translation of Feuerbach’s Essence of Christianity published. Leaves for Germany with Lewes. Begins translation of Spinoza’s Ethics.

1855 March, returns to England with Lewes, and they set up house together.

1856 Trips to Ilfracombe and Tenby to collect materials for Lewes’s Sea-side Studies (1858). Begins to write fiction, ‘The Sad Fortunes of Amos Barton’. ‘The Natural History of German Life’ and ‘Silly Novels by Lady Novelists’, published in the Westminster.

1857 ‘Amos Barton’, ‘Mr Gilfil’s Love-Story’ and ‘Janet’s Repentance’, published in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine. Assumes pseudonym, George Eliot. Writes to her brother of her relationship with Lewes and he breaks off communication. October, begins Adam Bede.

1858 January, Scenes of Clerical Life. Travels with Lewes to Munich, then to Dresden via Salzburg, Vienna and Prague.

1859 February, Adam Bede. April, interrupts composition of The Mill on the Floss to write ‘The Lifted Veil’, published in Blackwood’s in July. June, pressured into unveiling the identity of ‘George Eliot’.

1860 April, The Mill on the Floss. Trip to Italy where she conceives the idea of Romola. August, writes ‘Brother Jacob’. Begins Silas Marner.

1861 April, Silas Marner. Further trip to Italy for research on Romola which she starts to write in October.

1862 July, Romola begins serialization in Cornhill Magazine.

1863 July, Romola. She and Lewes buy the Priory, Regent’s Park.

1864 Begins verse play The Spanish Gypsy. July, ‘Brother Jacob’, published in the Cornhill.

1865 February, temporarily abandons her verse play, which is making her ill. March, starts writing Felix Holt.

1866 June, Felix Holt. Returns to work on The Spanish Gypsy.

1867 Trip to Spain to collect material. Subscribes £50 to the foundation of Girton College, Cambridge.

1868 May, The Spanish Gypsy.

1869 Writes ‘Brother and Sister’ sonnets, and begins Middle-march.

1870 ‘The Legend of Jubal’, published in Macmillan’s Magazine.

1871 ‘Armgart’, published in Macmillan’s.

1871–2 Middlemarch, published in eight parts.

1874 The Legend of Jubal and Other Poems.

1876 Daniel Deronda, published in eight parts. Purchases the Heights in Witley, Surrey.

1878 30 November, Lewes dies.

1879 Preparing last volume of Lewes’s Problems of Life and Mind for publication. The Impressions of Theophrastus Such.

1880 6 May, marries John Walter Cross. 22 December, dies in London.

Introduction

Note: New readers are advised that this Introduction makes the detail of the plot explicit.

I

The Mill on the Floss, published in 1860, marks the end of what could be called the first stage of George Eliot’s work as an artist. It was, like its predecessors, Scenes of Clerical Life (1857–8) and Adam Bede (1859), an attempt at a realistic ‘history of unfashionable families’. All three books were set in a past, not very remote, and covered by the memories of the author herself, or of her family. All three drew on people and places from the Warwickshire where her father, Robert Evans, had been supervisor and agent of the estates of Francis Parker Newdigate, of Arbury Hall. Although The Mill on the Floss is set in Lincolnshire, where she had travelled to find suitable rivers for her catastrophic flood, Dorlcote Mill closely resembles Arbury Mill, where Mary Ann Evans played as a child, and the attic where Maggie Tulliver bangs her fetish’s head on the beams is the attic of Griff House, where she spent her first twenty-two years.

By 1859, when she began The Mill on the Floss, she had already had some worrying repercussions from people who thought they recognized themselves, or their friends and relations, in the works of the anonymous ‘George Eliot’. The original of the curate, Amos Barton, in Scenes recognized himself and had to be reassured and placated. Dinah Morris, the Methodist preacher in Adam Bede, was conceived partly at least because George Eliot had been moved by the character and life of her Aunt Samuel, also a Methodist preacher, who had, like Dinah, spent a night in a cell with a girl condemned to death for infanticide. Adam Bede himself was, as Robert Evans had once been, a carpenter. The family stirred. In 1859 George Eliot wrote to her friends, Charles and Cara Bray and Sara Hennell,

I believe Sara’s version of my brother’s words concerning Adam Bede is the correct one – ‘that there are things in it about my father’, i.e. being interpreted, things my father told us about his early life, not a portrait of my father. There is not a single portrait in the book, nor will there be in any future book of mine. There are two portraits in the Clerical Scenes; but that was my first bit of art and my hand was not well in…1

She was increasingly angered by suggestions that her characters were portraits, and opposed the vulgar concept of the literary portrait to her own idea that the ‘art’ of fiction told ‘truth’ of its own, through invention. Thus her Aunt Samuel’s children and grandchildren recognized Aunt Samuel only because ‘that is simply the vague, easily satisfied notion imperfectly instructed people always have of portraits’. The simple suppose a ‘generic resemblance constitutes a portrait’ whereas the general public so enjoys sensational or sentimental ‘mis-representations of life and character… that they are scandalized when art makes a nearer approach to truth.’2

Barbara Bodichon, a close friend, one of the few who guessed her identity before it was revealed, wrote to her: ‘I thought, when I read Adam Bede, Yes, this is all out of her life and she can’t write out of this track.’ George Eliot, whose letters to Mme Bodichon are more freely intelligent and less constrained than most of her surviving correspondence, told her there was ‘much less “out of my own life”’ in Adam Bede than in Scenes, but went on to explain that ‘at present my mind works with the most freedom and the keenest sense of poetry in my remotest past, and there are many strata to be worked through before I can begin to use artistically any material I may gather in the present’ (11 August 1859).3

The Mill on the Floss does contain material from her remotest past, but it is, as that in the earlier books was not, personal material. The book has that recognizable, peculiarly autobiographical quality which is present in David Copperfield (1849–50), with which it was sometimes compared. The relationship between Tom and Maggie Tulliver as children resembles very closely that between Mary Ann Evans and her brother Isaac, who, like Tom, appears to have been a somewhat Rhadamanthine personage. (Gordon Haight points out that Tom and Maggie were born in the same years as Isaac and Mary Ann.4) Like Tom, Isaac judged his sister’s passionate aberrations from conventional behaviour harshly. In 1854 she had begun to live with a married man, George Henry Lewes, and had taken his name. In 1857 she had told Isaac that her name was changed, whereupon he broke off relations with her and forbade her beloved sister, Chrissey, to correspond with her. He remained adamant and silent until 1880 when, after her marriage to J. W. Cross, a man nearly twenty years younger than herself, he wrote a polite note to offer congratulations ‘upon the happy event’. She died later in the same year.

There are good historical and intellectual reasons why George Eliot should, as it were, have used her own people and past as typical examples of the pieties, culture and development of rural English society. I shall discuss these shortly. But the peculiarly tense and gloomy character of parts of The Mill on the Floss must derive from the paradoxical fact that she was using an artistic re-creation of her own life partly to ‘teach’ that strong and deep roots make good men, that morality is derived from the development of particular family and local affections into abstract conceptions of duty and piety, while her own search for happiness in love and a wider intellectual world had effectively severed her from her roots. The limited but nevertheless tough and powerful Dodson morality turns primarily on duty to kith and kin. Ten years later in 1869 George Eliot wrote to Barbara Bodichon at Christmas: ‘I hope your Christmas will be very happy among the dear kith and kin. I cling strongly to kith and kin, even though they reject me.’5

After The Mill there were no further novels ‘out of her life’. Contrary to Mme Bodichon’s prediction, she moved right out of ‘that track’ and wrote a Wordsworthian pastoral fable in prose (Silas Marner), most of an epic poem about fifteenth-century Spain (The Spanish Gypsy), an historical novel about Savonarola’s Florence (Romola), a biblical poem and several other dramatic poems before the last three novels about the movement of history in more-or-less recent England. And those three novels are, I would argue, intentionally very different in form, subject matter and characterization from the early natural histories.

It is perhaps worth pointing out, before leaving this topic, that she clearly had not exorcized, nor, she might have felt, fully expressed, the emotions so passionately present in The Mill on the Floss. One of the closer correlations between Maggie and her creator is the way in which Maggie’s thoughts and feelings and reading while her father is dying echo those expressed in letters by George Eliot when she was nursing her own dying father. In 1869 George Eliot nursed Lewes’s son Thornton, who returned from South Africa to die in her arms. During that period of distress she wrote a series of sonnets called ‘Brother and Sister’, which describe and re-evoke the relationship of boy and girl among the daisies, cowslips and wild roses, the fishing in ‘our brown canal’, the strong will and ‘firmness’ of her brother. From these days, the writer claims, she learned ‘the meanings that give words a soul/The fear, the love, the primal passionate store/Whose shaping impulses make manhood whole.’ Her days with her brother, the landscape they saw and inhabited,

Were but my growing self, are part of me

My present Past, my root of piety.

In Chapter 3 of Daniel Deronda the authorial voice offers the famous statement of belief that a human life

should be well rooted in some spot of a native land, where it may get the love of tender kinship for the face of the earth… a spot where the definiteness of early memories may be inwrought with affection, a kindly acquaintance with all neighbours, even to the dogs and donkeys may spread, not by sentimental effort and reflection, but as a sweet habit of the blood.

For this reason, no doubt, George Eliot, despite acknowledging that ‘the dire years whose awful name is Change / Had grasped our souls still yearning in divorce’, could end her poem on a genuinely pathetic pious note.

But were another childhood-world my share,

I would be born a little sister there.

The sentences in the poem which describe the present relationship between brother and sister are convoluted, ambiguous to the point of almost meaningless vagueness, in their syntax: the affirmations of local pieties and ancient roots are almost too sweetly clear and plain. If the emotions in the novel are, almost wholly, more complex and better controlled, it is partly because of the distancing art of fiction and partly because of the strength given to the particular history by its coincidence with the author’s, and the intellectual world’s, general interest in such histories and their meanings.

II

The nineteenth century was, as has often been observed, obsessed with history, possessed by a desire to understand both the history of the earth itself, and the history of mankind, biologically and socially. With these obsessions, and contributing to them, had arisen a new self-consciousness about the nature of the telling of history, which contributed to and was intensified by the Higher Criticism of the Bible, the examination of sacred histories by methods being developed for profane ones – the correlation and dating of texts and manuscripts, the evaluation of the reliability and motives of the witnesses and historians on whose evidence history itself relied. I have called George Eliot’s three early books of fiction ‘natural histories’ rather than ‘pastoral’ because I think her artistic intention in writing them conformed very much to the historical intentions she admired and analysed in her essay on the German writer, Wilhelm Heinrich von Riehl, which appeared in the Westminster Review in 1856.6 The article was called ‘The Natural History of German Life’ – a direct translation of the overall title of Riehl’s work. The qualities of Riehl’s work which George Eliot particularly selected for our admiration were his capacity to offer detailed facts, not unsupported generalizations, about the life he studied, his capacity to present that life as a slow organic growth that could be studied scientifically, and his conservatism, his dislike, because of his strong sense of the rooted growth and individual differences of groups of men, for ‘democratic doctrinaires who have their nostrum for all political and social diseases’, for ‘communistic theories’ which he regards as ‘the despair of the individual in his own manhood, reduced to a system’.7

This admired capacity for local particularity George Eliot connects in various ways with a strong sense of the accuracy and particularity of language. She dislikes literary generalizations about buxom rosy-cheeked peasants and commends Riehl for avoiding them; she also commends him for not using abstract sociological generalizations like ‘the people’, ‘the masses’, ‘the proletariat’, ‘the peasantry’, but studying instead local styles.

‘In the cultivated world, ’ she writes, ‘each individual has his style of speaking and writing. But among the peasantry it is the race, the district, the province, that has its style; namely, its dialect, its phraseology, its proverbs and its songs, which belong alike to the entire body of the people.’8

Riehl was here in a fairly new tradition of enthusiastic historical researchers, which has been well described by Emery Neff in The Poetry of History. Niebuhr’s great history of Rome, Ottfried Müller’s Greek researches, and the monumental work of the brothers Grimm, used the legends, local mythology, geography, dialect and etymology of the peoples they studied to describe the individual differences of the peoples of the past from the people of the present. ‘It was’, Neff writes,

a time of enthusiasm for nature; a time when nationalism was awakening localism; a time when Wordsworth wrote a series of poems On the Naming of Places, when Walter Scott was making the place names of his native land so familiar to the world that historians in centuries to come may be puzzled to decide whether Scott was named after Scotland or Scotland after Scott.9

It is not, I think, fanciful to suppose that George Eliot, in The Mill on the Floss more than in any of her other books, saw herself engaged in an analogous effort to record local particularities of speech, landscape, custom and morality. Riehl, she says, ‘sees in European society incarnate history, and any attempt to disengage it from its historical elements must, he believes, be simply destructive of social vitality. What has grown up historically can only die out historically, by the gradual operation of necessary laws.’10

Some of her examples of Riehl’s instances of ‘incarnate history’, or her own English analogies to his instances, are very close to episodes, or observed behaviour, in the novel. Thus Riehl’s description of ‘the unreasoning persistency’ characteristic of the German peasant, which finds its ‘worst result’ in ‘the peasant’s inveterate habit of litigation’, bears considerable resemblance to George Eliot’s description of the unreasoning persistency and inveterate litigation which leads to the downfall of Mr Tulliver. George Eliot notes that Sir Walter Scott (whom she profoundly admired) has given an excellent description of this doomed litigiousness in Guy Mannering (1815) and goes on to observe that ‘to the mind of the peasant, law presents itself as the “custom of the country” and it is his pride to be versed in all customs.’ ‘Custom with him holds the place of sentiment, of theory, and in many cases of affection’11 (G.E.’s italics). Custom, for better and worse, ruled the morality of the Dodsons and of Isaac Evans as well. With Riehl’s peasants, as with George Eliot’s farmers and millers, religion too is a matter of inherited rites and superstitions, a piety of history, not an understood creed.

Later in her life, when she was writing Romola, she commented on her use of innumerable researched details of Florentine life and history by comparing them to the work she did on the details of The Mill on the Floss.

It is the habit of my imagination to strive after as full a vision of the medium in which a character moves as of the character itself. The psychological causes which prompted me to give such details of Florentine life and history as I have given are precisely the same as those which determined me in giving the details of English village life in ‘Silas Marner’ or the ‘Dodson’ life out of which were developed the destinies of poor Tom and Maggie.12

George Lewes commented: ‘As I often tell her, most of the scenes and characters of her books are quite as historical to her direct personal experience as 15th century Florence…’13 But she was to complain later that she was hampered in the dialogue of Romola by not being able to ‘hear’ it in her head as she could ‘hear’ the voices of Tullivers, Dodsons and Poysers. Language was, like custom and communal life, an essential ‘medium’ for characters to move in. And she held strong views about it. Language too, she explains in the essay on Riehl, is incarnate history, and cannot simply be rationalized or universalized. Suppose, she says,

a language which has no uncertainty, no whims of idiom, no cumbrous forms, no fitful shimmer of many-hued significance, no hoary archaisms ‘familiar with forgotten years’ – a patent deodorized and non-resonant language which effects the purpose of communication as perfectly and rapidly as algebraic signs. Your language may be a perfect medium of expression to science, but will never express life, which is a great deal more than science.14

The phrase ‘familiar with forgotten years’ is from Wordsworth’s Excursion, and is, interestingly, quoted by George Eliot also in The Mill on the Floss (p.124) in the description of the town of St Ogg’s in which St Ogg’s itself is seen as incarnate history – ‘a continuation and outgrowth of nature… which carries the traces of its long growth and history, like a millennial tree… It is a town “familiar with forgotten years.” ’ It was Wordsworth who in the preface to the Lyrical Ballads claimed: ‘In spite of difference of soil and climate, of language and manners, of laws and customs: in spite of things silently gone out of mind and things violently destroyed, the Poet binds together by passion and knowledge the vast empire of human society, as it is spread over the whole earth and over all time…’ (1800 edition). Wordsworth and Riehl, with their interests in the local and in the ‘real language of men’, were models for The Mill on the Floss. Others can perhaps be guessed from George Eliot’s letter to her friend and French translator, Françoisd’ Albert Durade, about his difficulties with the local speech in The Mill.

I can well imagine that you find ‘the Mill’ more difficult to render than ‘Adam’. But would it be inadmissible to represent in French, at least in some degree, those ‘intermédiaires entre le style commun et le style élégant’ to which you refer? It seems to me that I have discerned such shades very strikingly rendered in Balzac and occasionally in George Sand. Balzac, I think, dares to be thoroughly colloquial in spite of French strait-lacing. Even in English this daring is far from being general. The writers who dare to be thoroughly familiar are Shakespeare, Fielding, Scott, (where he is expressing the popular life with which he is familiar) and indeed every other writer of fiction of the first class. Even in his loftiest tragedies – in Hamlet for example – Shakespeare is intensely colloquial. One hears the very accent of living men.15

She was a writer who consistently praised Shakespeare and other writers for ‘strong, concrete language’, regretting the weakening in the German translation of ‘though this hand/Were thicker than itself in brother’s blood’,16 and, even as a young woman, offering a timid female student of Schiller a specimen of ‘navvy’s talk’ – ‘The sort of thing such people say is, “I’ll break off your arm, and bloody your face with the stump.” ’17

In 1856, visiting Ilfracombe on a naturalizing expedition with George Henry Lewes, she had become obsessed by learning the exact names of all the wild plants – and in this context it is useful to remember that Lewes, in his botanical, marine and physiological studies at least, was also a natural historian, of a different kind from Riehl. She wrote:

I never before longed so much to know the names of things as during this visit to Ilfracombe. The desire is part of the tendency that is now constantly growing in me to escape from all vagueness and inaccuracy into the daylight of distinct, vivid ideas. The mere fact of naming an object tends to give definiteness to our conception of it – we have then a sign that at once calls up in our minds the distinctive qualities which mark out for us that particular object from all others.18

But even here her loyalties, like Riehl’s, were conservative and sympathetic to language as incarnate history: in a late unpublished essay, ‘Notes on Form in Art’ (1868), she jotted down a remark about language: ‘The old phrases should not give way to scientific explanation, for speech is to a great extent like sculpture, expressing observed phenomena and remaining true in spite of Harvey and Bichât.’19

III

The age was, of course, much concerned with scientific explanation, both of human history and of geological time. Much has been written about the fact that Darwin’s Origin of Species appeared (in November 1859) when George Eliot was writing The Mill on the Floss. It has also been pointed out, notably by Gordon Haight and by W. J. Harvey, that the idea of a developing, as opposed to a created, universe, was no shock to George Eliot, but one of the most persistent and well-argued themes of intellectual discussion in the world in which she moved. In December 1859 she wrote to Barbara Bodichon: ‘We have been reading Darwin’s Book on the “Origin of Species” just now: it makes an epoch, as the expression of his thorough adhesion, after long years of study, to the Doctrine of Development.’ The work, she thought, would not become popular as it was ‘ill-written and sadly wanting in illustrative facts’, but it was by a ‘long-celebrated naturalist’. ‘So the world gets on step by step towards brave clearness and honesty!’ she commented, adding, ‘But to me the Development theory and all other explanations of processes by which things come to be, produce a feeble impression compared with the mystery that lies under the processes.’20

What did she mean by ‘the Development theory?’ She meant partly, but only partly, the idea that organisms now present on the earth had evolved out of other older ones. In his Life and Works of Goethe, published in 1855 when the couple had been together for a year, Lewes claims Goethe, in the latter’s scientific thought, as a precursor of later studies of the subject:

It is worthy of remark that the study of Development is quite a modern study. Formerly men were content with the full-statured animal – the perfected art – the completed society. The phases of development and the laws of growth were disregarded, or touched on in a vague, uncertain manner. A change has come over the spirit of enquiry… In Geology, in Physiology, in History and in Art, we are all now bent on tracing the phases of development. To understand the grown we try to follow the growth.21 (G.H.L.’s italics.)

George Eliot’s art is certainly an art of understanding the grown by following the growth. She follows the history of St Ogg’s, as Riehl and Niebuhr followed Germany and Rome, from its Saxon origins through the Civil War to the prosperity of Mr Deane’s warehouses, from the legendary Ogg, Son of Beorl (‘of whose history I possess several manuscript versions’), who saved the Blessed Virgin in flood-time, to the drowned Maggie Tulliver who set out to save her brother. She traces the history of religion in the place, from primitive myth and legend to the Catholic question under the Duke of Wellington. In the opening of Book 4, The Valley of Humiliation, in the chapter entitled ‘A Variation of Protestantism Unknown to Bossuet’ she uses, critics have noted, imagery derived from geological and natural historical observations to characterize the ‘primitive’ nature of the religious views and ‘mental condition of these emmet-like Dodsons and Tullivers’. It is a characteristic of her style to compare her limited characters to ‘lower’ forms of animal life, or even plant life, and the industry of the Dodsons and Tullivers, besides being compared to that of the emmets or ants, is also seen as something which will vanish like the ‘angular skeletons of villages on the Rhône’ in the preceding paragraph, ‘a narrow, ugly, grovelling existence, which even calamity does not elevate, but rather tends to exhibit in all its bare vulgarity of conception; and I have a cruel conviction that the lives these ruins are the traces of were part of a gross sum of obscure vitality, that will be swept into the same oblivion with the generations of ants and beavers’. The prose here is splendid: ‘gross sum’ suggests both the vulgarity and the driving-force of the St Ogg’s culture, but there is a biblical echo of grief and regret in the word ‘generations’, which is again transmuted by ‘ants and beavers’, not into broad mock-heroic, but into the practical and generous irony which is one of George Eliot’s tones of voice.

There is an ambivalence here about the effects of the movements of time on individuals and local societies, which is not perhaps immediately apparent. George Eliot continues to discuss how the ‘oppressive narrowness’ of the ‘tragi-comic’ ‘oldfashioned family life’ acted on Tom and Maggie – ‘how it has acted on young natures in many generations, that in the onward tendency of human things have risen above the mental level of the generation before them…’ The ‘onward tendency’ is by no means clear, here. There is a sense of decadence, of lost vitalities, social and cultural, about the St Ogg’s life. George Eliot sets herself to understand the grown Tom and Maggie by following their growth, and an aspect of this growth which cannot be ignored is their contact with the world’s culture, with the developed arts and sciences and literature which were possibly their heritage. George Eliot herself, in full consciousness, can as an artist compare Tom with Homer’s Hector, Tamer of Horses, and Maggie with a heroine of classical tragedy, but these comparisons are not available to Tom and Maggie. George Eliot uses the observations of naturalists like Lewes and Darwin to characterize very precisely the ‘boring’ narrowness of the teaching methods of Mr Stelling, whose behaviour is compared to the redundant instinctive animal behaviour of yet another beaver, Mr Broderip’s pet Binny, who made dams of coalscuttles and brooms, ignoring ‘the absence of water or of possible progeny’, and of Pholas dactylus, ‘an animal endowed with a power of boring a hole through rock’. It is interesting that Maggie’s first education consists of early and powerfully emotive English religious texts (Bunyan, Defoe’s History of the Devil) followed by Thomas à Kempis, while Tom is offered a training in classical heroism which his circumstances as well as his temperament render him incapable of receiving. Natural selection, or some other genetic procedure, endowed Maggie with the quick abstract intelligence to understand grammar and geometry, which Tom lacked. Custom decreed that ‘clever women’ were shallow and not to be encouraged. As the general fate of the Dodsons and Tullivers is ‘tragi-comic’, as St Ogg’s lacks ‘the well-crushed cheese and soft fleeces’ of ‘the best classical pastorals’, so Tom and Maggie can neither know, nor, it is ironically suggested, have the scope for the ‘greatness of action’ requisite, according to Aristotle, to turn passion into tragedy.

It might also, while considering Development and its concomitant theories, be worth considering the irony implicit in the title of book and chapter, The Valley of Humiliation (from Bunyan) and ‘A Variation of Protestantism Unknown to Bossuet’. (Bossuet’s work was a history of the development of the variations in the Protestant churches.) George Eliot comments wryly on the religious responses the emmet-like Dodsons and Tullivers, ostensibly church-going Protestants, might have produced to their suffering, ‘the mystery of the human lot’, that same mystery, presumably, which she detected under ‘the Development theory and all other explanations of processes by which things come to be’. The belief of the St Ogg’s families, she says, bears little trace of a Christian creed – ‘Their belief in the unseen, so far as it manifests itself at all, seems to be rather of a pagan kind: their moral notions, though held with strong tenacity, seem to have no standard beyond hereditary custom.’ The authorial voice adds finally: ‘A vigorous superstition that lashes its gods or lashes its own back, seems to be more congruous with the mystery of the human lot, than the mental condition of these emmet-like Dodsons and Tullivers.’ It is possibly not irrelevant here to point out that Auguste Comte, with whose version of the Development theory George Eliot was very familiar, saw all human conceptions as proceeding through three stages: the theological, the metaphysical and the positive, which last was ‘finally to prevail, by the universal recognition that all phenomena without exception are governed by invariable laws, with which no volitions, either natural or supernatural, interfere’.22 I shall come back to the universal laws – in this context, it seems worth pointing out that Comte’s theological mode of thought had three stages of development within it – Fetichism, Polytheism and Monotheism. It seems likely that poor Maggie Tulliver, belabouring her Fetish in childhood, and punishing her flesh in adolescent religious fervour, is, as an individual, tragi-comically repeating certain religious developments of her race in ‘a vigorous superstition’ which her creator prefers to the comfortable pagan custom of her ancestors.

IV

George Eliot in her early work as a reviewer for the Westminster Review was certainly concerned to urge that human behaviour, individual and social, could best be understood by recognizing the presence of ‘undeviating laws’, analogous to those of physics, in these spheres. David Strauss, in his life of Christ (Leben-Jesu – 1835–6), which she translated as a young woman, defends his de-mythologizing of the Gospels, his rejection of miracles, with the claim that ‘Our modern world… after many centuries of tedious research, has attained a conviction, that all things are linked together by a chain of causes and effects which suffers no interruption.’23 In George Eliot’s first article for the Westminster she wrote that ‘the master key to divine revelation… is the recognition of the presence of undeviating law in the material and moral world – of that invariability of sequence which is acknowledged to be the basis of physical science, but which is still perversely ignored in our social organization, our ethics and our religion.’24 Thomas Pinney, the editor of the Essays of George Eliot, connects this remark with Maggie Tulliver’s tragic lack of insight into these ‘laws’: Maggie was ‘unhappily quite without that knowledge of the irreversible laws within and without her which, governing the habits, becomes morality, and, developing the feelings of submission and dependence, becomes religion’. And much later, reviewing Lecky’s History of the Rise and Fall of the Spirit of Rationalism in Europe in 1865, George Eliot takes the historian to task for failing to perceive that the modern belief in laws of human nature has its roots in the physical sciences:

The great conception of universal regular sequence, without partiality and without caprice – the conception of which is the most potent force at work in the modification of our faith, and of the practical form given to our sentiments – could only grow out of that patient watching of external fact, and that silencing of preconceived notions, which are urged upon the mind by the problems of physical science.25

Her friend, Herbert Spencer, to whom Darwin acknowledged a debt, studied the ‘evolution’ of the geology and climate of the Earth, of the ‘civilized individual and the aggregation of races’ of Society in the abstract, and concluded that ‘that which the German physiologists have found to be the law of organic development is the law of all development’.26 This led Spencer, unlike George Eliot, to believe history to be irrelevant, since a ‘true theory’ of ‘human nature’ would give the thinker sufficient insight into the general laws of developing organisms and societies. ‘My position, stated briefly, is that until you have got a true theory of humanity, you cannot interpret history, and when you have got a true theory of humanity you do not want history.’27 He attempted a massive systematic developmental philosophy beginning from humble biological organisms and ending with the highest ethical principles. Comte, too, saw an upwards spiralling progress of knowledge of laws of nature – study of inorganic life giving rise to studies of organic life, and these to the ‘phenomena of human society (Sociology)’, the laws of social existence, and the Science of Man. But if it is clear that George Eliot understood and was fascinated by these studies and systems, that indeed, the need to study the conditions of development of an individual or a group or an idea determines much of the form of The Mill on the Floss, it is also clear that she had her doubts, her caveats, her sense that immutable causality and inexorable development were only part of the tale. She used the analogy of scientific causation to describe her artistic method, claiming that in Middlemarch ‘nothing will be seen to be irrelevant to my design, which is to show the gradual action of ordinary causes rather than exceptional’.28 But she shared Darwin’s scepticism about the necessary forward development of things. He wrote, ‘I believe in no law of necessary development’,29 and she, in a letter, ‘Natural selection is not always good and depends (see Darwin) on many caprices of very foolish animals.’30 In 1857 she wrote to Sara Sophia Hennell: ‘I feel every day a greater disinclination for theories and arguments about the origins of things in the presence of all this mystery and beauty and pain and ugliness, that floods one with conflicting emotion.’31 She is referring to Herbert Spencer’s article of 1857, ‘Progress: Its Law and Cause’, in which Spencer too finally claims that the ‘sincere man of science… truly sees that absolute knowledge is impossible. He alone knows that under all things there lies an impenetrable mystery.’

Such knowledge is one reason for concentrating, not on science or philosophy but on local history and on art. In her famous letter to the Comtean positivist Frederic Harrison, in 1866, rejecting gracefully Harrison’s suggestion that she is destined to write a Comtean poem, a prophecy of Comte’s desiderated ‘idealization of certain normal relations’, she claimed that her work consisted of

the severe effort of trying to make certain ideas thoroughly incarnate, as if they had revealed themselves first to one in the flesh and not in the spirit. I think aesthetic teaching is the highest of all teaching because it deals with life in its highest complexity. But if it ceases to be purely aesthetic – if it lapses anywhere from the picture to the diagram – it becomes the most offensive of all teaching.32

In 1876, in another well-known letter, to Dr Joseph Frank Payne, she defined her writing as

simply a set of experiments in life – an endeavour to see what our thought and emotion may be capable of – what stores of motive, actual or hinted as possible, give promise of a better after which we may strive – what gains from past revelations and discipline we must strive to keep hold of as something more sure than shifting theory. I become more and more timid – with less daring to adopt any formula which does not get itself clothed for me in some human figure and individual experience, and perhaps that is a sign that if I help others to see at all it must be through the medium of art.33

V

The only philosopher with whom George Eliot ever claimed to be entirely in accord34 was Ludwig Feuerbach, whose Essence of Christianity (1841) she translated in 1854. Feuerbach’s thought was, I believe, profoundly influential both on George Eliot’s attitudes to religion and morality (even particularly and precisely sexual morality) and on the way she wrote: his ideas about human nature and the human imagination affected both the way she created her characters, and the thoughts she ascribed to them, or uttered in her own voice. He provided a way in which she could describe human freedom and unique individuals, despite her strong sense of historical and cultural determinism. ‘Making certain ideas thoroughly incarnate’, seeing ‘human figures… more sure than shifting theory’, is a Feuerbachian ideal, as ‘the idealization of… normal relations’ is Comtean. Feuerbach was a subtle and witty psychological analyst of the relations between men’s feelings, thoughts, and beliefs, and his work was later to influence Marx, Freud and D. H. Lawrence among others.

His central theory was that man had created God in his own image by personifying, or projecting, those human qualities he most valued in the human species on to eternal Figures. It was now time, he considered, to unlearn the language and understand the needs that had given rise to the creeds and codes of Christianity. He wrote:

If human nature is the highest nature to man, then practically also the highest and first law must be the love of man to man. Homo homini deus est: this is the great practical principle: this is the axis on which revolves the history of the world. The relations of child and parent, of husband and wife, of brother and friend – in general of man to man – in short, all the moral relations are per se religious. Life as a whole is, in its essential substantial relations, throughout of a divine nature.35

According to Feuerbach the great moral failing of Christianity was the subjectivity which turned men’s attentions in on their own souls, seeing all men as ‘one and the same means of salvation for all men, since it sees one and the same original sin in all’. For Feuerbach the greatest sin was to fail to recognize the otherness, the difference, of the great variety of individuals: ‘My fellow-man is my objective conscience; he makes my failings a reproach to me… The consciousness of the moral law, of right, of propriety, of truth itself, is indissolubly connected with my consciousness of another than myself.’36 George Eliot’s great egoists fail to recognize this difference of otherness: and in the greatest essays she wrote before she began her career as a novelist she was detecting this egoism in the religiosity and misuse of theological language of the evangelical preacher Dr Cummings, and the rhapsodic poet Edward Young, of whom she wrote partly in Feuerbachian terms: ‘The God of the “Night Thoughts” is simply Young himself, writ large’; and ‘Young has no conception of religion as anything else than egoism turned heavenward; and he does not merely imply this, he insists upon it.’37 Her great egoists in the novels resemble Young in this (Bulstrode also resembles Cummings). Her major heroines, Maggie, Dorothea, Romola, Gwendolen, begin with, as it were, a kind of involuntary egoism which bears many of the characteristics of the habits of mind which, Feuerbach claims, characterize the primitive human need to project the self, and its needs, into the fictive ‘other’ of religion. (Gwendolen is different, as her egoism is born of fear rather than misdirected passion or love.) All of them learn morality through recognizing the difference of others in a characteristic process of the imagination which Feuerbach describes as a psychological necessity, which, wrongly used, makes ‘theogonies and cosmogonies’ and, rightly used, can become love or fellow-feeling. It is ‘the truth and necessity of the imagination as a middle term between the abstract and the concrete. The task of philosophy… is to comprehend the relation of the imagination to the reason – the genesis of the image by means of which an object of thought becomes an object of sense, of feeling.’38 In Middlemarch George Eliot uses the same terminology to describe Dorothea’s emergence from the ‘moral stupidity’ in which we are all born, ‘taking the world as an udder to feed our supreme selves’. It had been easier, George Eliot tells us, for Dorothea ‘to imagine how she would devote herself to Mr Casaubon and become wise in his strength and wisdom, than to conceive with that distinctness which is no longer reflection but feeling – an idea wrought back to the directness of sense like the solidity of objects – that he had an equivalent centre of self, whence the lights and shadows must always fall with a certain difference’.39

If ideas wrought back to the directness of sense are the essence of moral vision in George Eliot’s world, it is worth considering the effect on her moral vision of the emphasis Feuerbach gives to sexuality in his analysis of imagination, morality and love. For Feuerbach, sexual love is the highest experience of reality, an encounter with the species, mankind. Early in his book he dismisses the sexless Christian God as immoral since ‘the basis of morality is the distinction of sex’. ‘Repudiate then, before all, thy own horror for the distinction of sex.’40 And later he writes

Man and woman are the complement of each other, and thus united they first present the species, the perfect man… In love, the reality of the species, which otherwise is only a thing of reason, an object of mere thought, becomes a matter of feeling, a truth of feeling; for in love man declares himself unsatisfied in his individuality taken by itself, he postulates the existence of another as a need of the heart…41

Of all the great English nineteenth-century novelists George Eliot best understood and presented the imperative need to come to terms with, to recognize, sexual energy and sexual desire. Critics who judge that Stephen Guest, handsome and provincial, or Will Ladislaw, boyish, emotional, wayward, are ‘unworthy’ of those complex moral women, Maggie Tulliver and Dorothea Casaubon, ignore the fact that both Stephen and Will have what the other men in their novels (Philip, Casaubon, even Lydgate) notably lack: they have a direct, instinctive, powerful sexual presence, and in matters of sex they are driven to know what they desire and to develop love from desire. Both Stephen and Will behave well to the women they come to love, though both are in positions where their love is substantially prohibited by custom, social propriety, good taste. They are sexually honest, and they communicate their sexual feelings clearly to the women they love, and they develop morally through contact with them. (Stephen’s letters after the failed attempt to run off with Maggie seem, both to this reader and to Dr Kenn in the novel, to propound the solution which is morally least damaging and indeed most hopeful to the predicament caused by involuntary desire.)

It was fashionable in the twentieth century to accuse George Eliot of prim, heavy-handed moralism. Her contemporaries knew her, or some of them knew her, better. An anonymous reviewer, in the Saturday Review, wrote à propos of The Mill on the Floss:

Passion, and especially the passion of love, is so avowedly the chief subject of the modern novel that we can scarcely quarrel with a novelist because the passion she chooses to describe is of a very intense kind. We all know that love is neither a smooth-going nor a strictly decorous and prudential affair, and there are many emotions in female breasts, even when the sufferer is judged by her acquaintance to be an ordinary sort of person, which would shock friends and critics if put down in black and white. But there is a kind of love-making which seems to possess a strange fascination for the modern female novelist. Currer Bell and George Eliot, and we may add George Sand, all like to dwell on love as a strange overmastering force which, through the senses, captivates and enthrals the soul. They linger on the description of the physical sensations that accompany the meeting of hearts in love. Curiously, too, they all like to describe these sensations as they conceive them to exist in men. We are bound to say that their conceptions are true and adequate. But we are not sure that it is quite consistent with feminine delicacy to lay so much stress on the bodily feelings of the other sex.42

Writing with more sympathy and aesthetic insight in 1872, the young Edward Dowden pointed out that her sensuality was as strong and determining an influence on her work as her moral judgement. Feuerbach’s assertions of the necessity of sensual imagination, I would argue, gave George Fliot the freedom to create in her characters a complex relationship between sense, imagination, thought, custom and morality. Dowden said:

The conscience of George Eliot asserts itself so strongly because there are in her nature other powers strong also, and urging great claims upon the will. Her senses are framed for rich and varied pleasure. The avenues between the senses and the imagination are traversed to and fro by swift and secret intelligences. There are blind notions in her blood which respond to vague influences, the moral nature of which may be determined by a contingency; there are deep incalculable instincts, the heritage from past generations, which suddenly declare themselves with an energy that had not been surmised.43

Because of her sense of mystery and chance, as well as law, because of her value of sexual instinct and sensuality as well as moral judgement, George Eliot was able to create characters who were both determined and free. Herbert Spencer once wrote: ‘In an animal organism the soft parts determine the forms of the hard ones; and it is equally true that in the social organism the seemingly fixed framework of laws and institutions is moulded by that seemingly forceless thing – character.’44 He might have been describing the form of an Eliot novel. So might G. H. Lewes, meditating on Goethe at the beginning of the Life.

It is profoundly false to say that ‘Character is formed by Circumstance’ unless the phrase, with unphilosophic equivocation, include the whole complexity of Circumstances, from Creation downwards. Character is to outward Circumstance what the organism is to the outward world: living in it, but not specially determined by it. A wondrous variety of vegetable and animal organisms live and flourish under circumstances which form the means of living, but do not determine the specific forms…45

VI

Richard Stang, in his useful book, The Theory of the Novel in England, 1850–1870, points out that George Eliot’s emphasis on the nature of the realism she desiderated changed between the period in the mid 1850s when she was reviewing, and writing her early novels, and the later period, after the false starts of The Spanish Gypsy and Romola, when she constructed the more convoluted and complicated masterpieces, Middlemarch and Daniel Deronda. If The Mill on the Floss is the last in the series of natural histories, or realistic novels like Flemish paintings, I think in some of its awkwardness both of plotting and characterization can be seen the seeds of the ideas which led George Eliot to develop her beliefs and methods.

Her earliest statements, as Stang points out, bear some relation to Sir Walter Scott’s praise of Jane Austen’s Emma in 1815. Miss Austen, Scott said, eschewed the ‘wild variety of incident… romantic reflection and sensibility’ and was ‘expert in copying from nature as she really exists in the common walks of life… The peculiar taste by which she presents characters that the reader cannot fail to recognize, reminds us something of the merits of the Flemish school of painting.’46 George Eliot, in a letter to her publisher, Blackwood, wrote in 1857: ‘Art must be either real and concrete, or ideal and eclectic. Both are good and true in their way, but my stories are of the former kind. I undertake to exhibit nothing as it should be; I only try to exhibit some things as they have been or are, seen through such a medium as my own nature gives me.’47 (This statement holds for The Mill, but hardly for The Spanish Gypsy or Daniel Deronda.) At this time in her life she admired Ruskin’s Modern Painters, reviewing Volume III in 1856 in these terms: ‘The truth of infinite value that he teaches is realism – the doctrine that all truth and beauty are to be attained by a humble and faithful study of nature, and not by substituting vague forms, bred by imagination on the mists of feeling, in place of definite, substantial reality.’48 In 1855, according to Pinney, she wrote of Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister, discussing the underlying morality of the seemingly amoral tale, ‘His mode of treatment seems to us precisely that which is really moral in its influence. It is without exaggeration; he is in no haste to alarm readers into virtue by melodramatic consequences; he quietly follows the stream of fact and of life; and waits patiently for the moral process of nature as we all do for her material processes.’49

It seems to me that some response to the nature of Goethe’s realistic virtues, as described by Lewes in his biography, or by herself, went to make up a good part of her attempts on ‘truth’ of presentation of character and society in the early novels. Lewes praises Werther (1774) for Goethe’s selection and presentation of true ‘real’ details. (Werther, like The Mill, has a more than usual autobiographical content and quality.) Lewes wrote:

Goethe’s art is truth. He is so great an artist that the simplest realities have to him significance. Charlotte cutting bread and butter for the children – the scene of the ball – the children clinging round Werther for sugar, and pictures of that kind, betray so little inventive power that they have excited the ridicule of some English critics to whom poetry is a thing of pomp, not the beautiful vesture of reality. The beauty and art of Werther is not in the incidents but in the representation. What is Art but Representation?50

Some such illumination of simple realities inspired, I believe, George Eliot’s depiction of Tom and Maggie’s fishing-rods and jam-puffs, or Mrs Tulliver’s ‘chany’. Her style, too, corresponds in these early books to Lewes’s praise of Goethe – ‘vivid with pictures, but with scarcely any extraneous imagery. Most poets describe objects by metaphors or comparisons; Goethe seldom tells you what an object is like, he tells you what it is.’51 Shakespeare, by contrast, he says, although he sees concretely, often entangles his verse in the luxuriant overgrowth of his imagery. It is interesting that George Eliot, who proved herself a master of a new version of the long Shakespearean metaphor in Middle-march, and of a sharp, clear, crystalline figurative language in Daniel Deronda, tends to avoid complex figures of speech in the works up to and including The Mill. There are elaborated exempla, like the opening of The Valley of Humiliation, there are similes or comparisons like Mr Broderip’s beaver, but no authorial ‘poetic’ web.

I think that Lewes’s admiration of some analogous concrete quality in Jane Austen’s characters also affected George Eliot’s early work. He admired Jane Austen’s capacity for dramatic creation of character, as opposed to novelistic describing – for ‘showing’, not ‘telling’, to misuse a later Jamesian term: ‘Instead of description, the common and easy resource of novelists, [Jane Austen] has the rare and difficult art of dramatic presentation; instead of telling us what her characters are and what they feel, she presents the people as they reveal themselves.’52

Lewes elaborates this statement in another context by explaining that a novelist, as opposed to a dramatist,

must necessarily supplement as far as possible [the] inferior vividness of presentation by a more minute detail, both physical and moral. He must describe the tones and looks of his characters; on the stage these could be represented. He must make up for this inferiority of presentation by telling us more accurately the mental condition of his characters. Hence it is that the comments and reflections of the novelist are real aids to his effect and become part of his construction. Where, however,… he wanders into mere reflection and digression, suggested by but not elucidating, his characters and situation, he is guilty of a fault in construction.53

When George Eliot first began to write fiction, she recorded that Lewes encouraged her although he ‘distrusted – indeed disbelieved in my possession of any dramatic power’ – what impressed him in the first fragment she showed him was its virtues as ‘a bit of concrete description’. 54It seems to me that in the creation of the characters in her early novels, both in concrete description and in authorial commentary, she was striving for what Lewes would call ‘dramatic presentation’. Her letters claim constantly that she feels, knows and sees her characters, and that ‘as an artist, I should be utterly powerless if I departed from my own conception of life and character’. Blackwood and others are allowed to offer suggestions about vocabulary or emphasis but not about the central facts of the characterization and presentation of the people. Throughout her life Lewes kept from her on the whole any reviews of her novels, or comments on them, to which she was almost morbidly sensitive; he let through a few selected remarks from very enthusiastic reviewers or very eminent people. Her response to two such comments on The Mill gives us some insight into what she most cared to have made clear, and to defend, in it. The first is to Eneas Sweetland Dallas’s review of the novel in The Times,55 which she received from Blackwood in a letter to which she replied on 27 May 1860. Dallas, in a very favourable and wise commentary, had described the ‘odious Dodson family’ as ‘stingy selfish wretches’, although he praised George Eliot’s capacity to ‘make her characters speak for themselves’ despite her vivid descriptions, and to render ‘the slightest shades of difference between the personages with great subtlety’. His comment on the meanness and narrowness of the Dodsons, including Tom, echoed a preoccupation of contemporary reviewers, many of them less well-disposed to the detail in which the author had seen fit to display this meanness and narrowness.56

George Eliot’s response to Dallas was that his review was

written in a generous spirit, and with so high a degree of intelligence, that I am rather alarmed lest the misapprehensions it exhibits should be due to my defective presentation… I have certainly fulfilled my intention very badly if I have made the Dodson honesty appear ‘mean and uninteresting’ or made the payment of one’s debts appear a contemptible virtue in comparison with any sort of ‘Bohemian’ qualities. So far as my own feeling and intention are concerned, no one class of persons or form of character is held up to reprobation or to exclusive admiration. Tom is painted with as much love and pity as Maggie, and I am so far from hating the Dodsons myself, that I am rather aghast to find them ticketed with such very ugly adjectives.57

It seems to me that any reader of the book who does not respond to the ‘love and pity’ with which Tom’s situation is painted, to the real virtues he exhibits in paying his father’s debts, and to the real sacrifices he quietly makes to do so, is responding wrongly – although dislike of Tom, and excessive indulgence towards at least Maggie the passionate child, is a common response in readers Victorian and modern. The other critic of the novel to whose criticism George Eliot responded was Sir Edward Bulwer Lytton, whose major criticisms were: that Maggie’s behaviour during Tom’s quarrel with Philip was ‘too passive’ and out of character, and that Maggie’s ‘whole position towards Stephen’ was ‘at variance with all that had before been heroic about her. The indulgence of such a sentiment for the affianced of a friend under whose roof she was, was a treachery and a meanness according to the Ethics of Art…’ To this last criticism George Eliot’s answer was fierce.

If I am wrong there – if I did not really know what my heroine would feel and do under the circumstances in which I deliberately placed her, I ought not to have written this book at all, but quite a different book, if any. If the ethics of art do not admit the truthful presentation of a character essentially noble but liable to great error – error that is anguish to its own nobleness – then, it seems to me, the ethics of art are too narrow, and must be widened to correspond with a widening psychology.

Lytton also argued that the ‘tragedy was not adequately prepared’, putting his finger on a difficulty many readers felt, and feel, with this novel – that the sublimely emotional ending is not really part of, or connected to, the rest of the narrative, either in matter or in manner.

George Eliot’s answer was: ‘This is a defect which I felt even while writing the third volume, and have felt ever since the MS left me. The “epische Breite” into which I was beguiled by love of my subject in the first two volumes, caused a want of proportionate fullness in the treatment of the third, which I shall always regret.’58

Epische Breite: ‘epic breadth’. The Mill on the Floss is an attempt to combine the leisurely detail of epic, or of the long Goethean novel, with the dramatic force and immediacy of tragedy, specifically Greek tragedy. Lewes, commenting on the slow-moving detail of Goethe’s Elective Affinities (1809), says that English and French readers sometimes find such detail wearisome, and long for the dénouement. He continues: ‘A great writer, and one very dear to me, thinks that the long episodes which interrupt the progress of the story… are artistic devices for impressing the reader with a sense of the slow movement of life; and in truth, it is only in fiction that the dénouement usually lies close to the exposition.59 Lewes considers this view, certainly George Eliot’s, ‘more ingenious than just’. It was also Goethe’s view that ‘the novel must go slowly forward’ – as he claimed in the discussion between the actors in Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre, V, vii, where there is also a distinction made between novel and tragedy in that in novels characters suffer, in dramas they act; in novels chance usually guides what in tragic drama is determined by Fate. In the novel, Goethe said,

some scope may be allowed to Chance; but it must always be led and guided by the sentiments of the personages; and on the other hand that Fate, which by means of outward unconnected circumstances, carries forward men, without their own concurrence, to an unforeseen catastrophe, can have place only in the drama; that Chance may produce pathetic situations but never tragic ones; Fate on the other hand ought always to be terrible…60

I believe that in The Mill on the Floss George Eliot tried, not with complete success, to combine the virtues of the central novel as she saw it (and her models, apart from Scott, were continental, not English – George Sand, Balzac, Goethe, Gottfried Keller) and true tragedy with its terror. Lewes was a theatre critic and playwright and admired Jane Austen for ‘dramatic’ virtues. George Eliot had the true novelist’s distaste for the arbitrary artificiality of endings. Thus, to Blackwood in 1857: ‘I will pay attention to your caution about the danger of huddling up in my stories. Conclusions are the weak point of most authors, but some of the fault lies in the very nature of a conclusion, which is at best a negation.’61 Or ‘… endings are inevitably the least satisfactory part of any work in which there is any merit of development.’62 Or, in a review, ‘… even Shakespeare flags under the artificial necessities of a dénouement’.63 Nevertheless, I believe, she tried to shift The Mill from the tragic-comedy of the first two books (Goethe’s chance-ruled novel) to a Fate-ruled tragedy in Volume III. E. S. Dallas percipiently remarked upon this:

The riddle of life as it is here expounded is more like a Greek tragedy than a modern novel. In form we have the modern novel, with its every day incidents and its humorous descriptions, but in spirit we have the Greek play with its mysterious allusions and its serious import. In the highest sense we might call this a religious novel, only that description is liable to be misunderstood, and especially as religion is ‘chiefly conspicuous by its absence’.64

If it is a Greek tragedy, concerned with the ‘mystery’ below the surface epic breadth, we might do well to look at the very apposite essay George Eliot published on a very relevant Greek tragedy, ‘The Antigone and Its Moral’, written in 1856.65 It is hard not to quote it all. In the Antigone, George Eliot claims:

the struggle between Antigone and Creon represents that struggle between elemental tendencies and established laws by which the outer life of man is gradually and painfully being brought into harmony with his inward needs. Until this harmony is perfected, we shall never be able to attain a great right without doing a great wrong. Reformers, martyrs, revolutionists, are never fighting against evil only; they are also placing themselves in opposition to a good, to a valid principle that cannot be infringed without harm… Wherever the strength of a man’s intellect, or moral sense, or affection, brings him into opposition with the rules which society has sanctioned, there is renewed the conflict between Antigone and Creon… Like Antigone, such a man may fall a victim to the struggle and yet he can never earn the name of a blameless martyr any more than the society – the Creon he has defied, can be branded as a hypocritical tyrant.

Maggie, passionate, wayward, ‘elemental’, loving too much both brother and Stephen, can be seen as the Antigone of this equation; the Creon is Riehl’s ‘custom’, Tom and the Dodsons, Dr Kenn’s more informed sense of duty as a relationship to incarnate history. In her ‘Notes on the Spanish Gypsy’, another conflict between female passion and social duty as exemplified by the heroine’s destiny as a Gypsy leader, George Eliot wrote: ‘… the will of God is the same thing as the will of other men, compelling us to work and avoid what they have seen to be harmful to social existence’.66 Dr Kenn tells Maggie: ‘At present everything seems tending towards the relaxation of ties – towards the substitution of wayward choice for adherence to obligation, which has its roots in the past. Your conscience and your heart have given you true light on this point, Miss Tulliver…’

Maggie and Tom are not blameless martyrs – both have selfish blindnesses and powerful but inadequate concepts of duty and renunciation. Although it cannot be argued that George Eliot has not prepared the reader to see them as ‘fated’ creatures – consider the skill and emotional power with which she informs us that Tom is to make ‘the single speech of his life’ – it can, and I think must, be argued that the Flood is no resolution to the whole complex novel we have – to the problems of custom, development, sexuality, intellectual stunting, real and imaginary duty, which we have been made to see and live. The Floss may be the river of time and history, it may be the river joyfully crossed to the Heavenly City in the Pilgrim’s Progress, but all it ends is the relationship between Tom and Maggie which, I think, from the evidence of Brother and Sister, the author saw as more central to her novel than it was. Maggie’s powers and frustrations have less to do with Tom for us than for George Eliot. ‘Epische Breite’ nearly flows into Tragedy, but there is an incoherence which puzzles each reader, each reading.

For this reason, I believe, George Eliot’s later defences of her later works centre more on their organic coherence as whole works of art than on her ‘knowledge’ and ‘feel’ and ‘truth’ of historic realism in depicting character. She learns from Shakespeare to bind Middlemarch with cross-referencing of metaphor, theme, phrase, parallel plot, as she once tried to learn from Goethe and Sophocles to write truthfully in detail, and deeply, religiously, in giving a religious mystery to Fate. Her dramas become, in a sense, more ‘interior’: Edith Simcox remarked in 1873 that Middlemarch ‘marks an epoch in the history of fiction, in so far as its incidents are taken from the inner life, as the action is developed by the direct influence of mind on mind and character on character, as the material substances of the outer world are made subordinate and accessory to the artistic presentation of a definite passage of mental experience’67 – what Lawrence called ‘putting all the action inside’, which, he claimed, George Eliot ‘really started’. From this James learned; because of this, I think, John Bayley68 is able to criticize her for ‘historic pastoral’ – authorial pattern-making in which the fact that the people are ‘incarnate ideas’ prevents their freedom as characters. T. S. Eliot in After Strange Gods, and perhaps trying himself consciously to represent the anonymous ‘good’ of Creon and custom – the hallowed past – accused her of trying with ‘dreary rationalism’ to ‘impress upon readers her own personal view of life’ – of being an ‘individualistic moralist’ before she was an artist.69 Such cases are oddly more easily made out from her greater late books, or the formally happier Adam Bede, than from The Mill on the Floss, and it is fortunately not my duty to deal with them here. In 1863 she wrote to congratulate Anthony Trollope on his novel Rachel Ray and its formal virtues – it was ‘a strictly related, well-proportioned whole, natty and complete as a nut on a stem. Such construction is among the subtleties of art which can hardly be appreciated except by those who have striven after the same results with conscious failure.’70 Gordon Haight speculates about whether the ‘conscious failure’ she mentions refers to Romola or to The Mill on the Floss. Certainly she was aware of problems with this novel. But if The Mill is not ‘natty and complete’, its deficiencies give it a fortuitous freedom and energy which, for a reader who is not a perfectionist, are its final virtues.
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A Note on the Text

Every student of George Eliot owes a great debt to the long scholarly work of Gordon S. Haight. His edition of her Letters (9 vols., 1954–78) and his George Eliot: A Biography (1968) are indispensable aids to scholarship and criticism. The student of The Mill on the Floss owes him a more particular debt, for his Riverside edition of the novel, published in 1961 in the United States (Boston: Houghton Mifflin), but not available in Great Britain, contains not only a wise preface but also very full factual annotations to which any subsequent editor, including myself, is very heavily indebted.

The Mill on the Floss was written between January 1859 and March 1860. The first edition appeared in April 1860, in three volumes at 31s. 6d., and three impressions were printed. The second edition (two volumes at 12s.) appeared in November 1860. The third edition (one volume at 6s.) was published in December 1861 and, as Professor Haight says, ‘was carefully corrected by the author and stereotyped… It became the basic text for the fourth edition, comprising Volumes VII and VIII of the Cabinet edition of The Works of George Eliot.’

Professor Haight used the third edition as his copy-text, since it was the last of which there is strong evidence that the author corrected the proofs. I have used the first edition, partly to provide an interesting comparison. I have also collated the first edition carefully with the manuscript in the British Museum, and have both restored many manuscript readings which were changed in the first edition, and, on the whole, changed the punctuation from that of the first edition to that of the manuscript. George Eliot’s own punctuation is on the whole clear and consistent; her manuscript is as she finished it and sent it to Blackwood’s; the changes in punctuation were presumably made to conform to Blackwood’s house style. The major differences between the punctuation of the manuscript and of the first edition are that where George Eliot used the dash, the comma and the full stop, the printers punctuated much more heavily, using the semi-colon and the exclamation point particularly with a liberality which gives to the printed text a ‘Victorian’ slow, ponderous look, which the manuscript does not have. In particular, dialogue becomes deliberately constructed periods, where in the manuscript it is often a flow of disjointed and mimetic utterances (especially in Tom’s, Maggie’s and Stephen’s more passionate speeches, some examples of which I have noted in the Textual Notes). George Eliot’s spelling and, especially, her use of the hyphen, are not always consistent. This edition therefore contains some discrepancies in the spelling of such words as ‘goodbye’ (which frequently appears as ‘goodby’ or ‘good-by’).

My reason for restoring various dialect words and the ‘scientific’ terms (‘lymphatic’, ‘embryonic’) objected to by Blackwood, as well as the original description of Mrs Moss as a ‘patient, loosely-hung, child-producing woman’, is that, as far as I can see, most of George Eliot’s corrections between the MS. and the third edition were in the direction of greater conformity with ‘normal’ usage, both in grammar and vocabulary. She thus steadily watered down, however deliberately, the variety and force of her original text. Although her husband, J. W. Cross, records in Volume II of his biography of George Eliot that she instructed Blackwood to ‘tone down’ the dialect of Adam Bede in all proofs, ‘for I found it impossible to keep it subdued enough in the writing’,1 she clearly felt strongly that the dialect was part of the life and meaning of her work (as I have pointed out in the Introduction, see p. xviii). I hope I have restored nothing she deleted for reasons other than conformity and ‘toning down’, but there have obviously been some doubtful decisions. Any change, or rejected change, of any substance is, I hope, recorded in the Textual Notes.

The Explanatory Notes, although extensive, are I hope simply elucidatory and factual, and contain no critical interpretation of my own. Although I have necessarily relied on Professor Haight’s thoroughness, I have neither followed him slavishly nor, intentionally, left anything unchecked. These notes are indicated in the text by superscript numbers.

NOTE

1. J. W. Cross, George Eliot’s Life, as Related in Her Letters and Journals, 3 vols. (Blackwood, 1885), Volume II, p. 72.
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VOLUME I

BOOK FIRST
BOY AND GIRL

CHAPTER 1
Outside Dorlcote Mill

A wide plain, where the broadening Floss hurries on between its green banks to the sea,a and the loving tide, rushing to meet it, checks its passage with an impetuous embrace. On this mighty tide the black ships – laden with the fresh-scented fir-planks, with rounded sacks of oil-bearing seed, or with the dark glitter of coal – are borne along to the town of St Ogg’s, which shows its aged, fluted red roofs and the broad gables of its wharves between the low wooded hillb and the river brink, tinging the water with a soft purple hue under the transient glance of this February sun. Far away on each hand stretch the rich pastures and the patches of dark earth, made ready for the seed of broad-leaved green crops, or touched already with the tint of the tender-bladed autumn-sown corn. There is a remnant still of the last year’ golden clusters of bee-hive ricks rising at intervals beyond the hedgerows; and everywhere the hedgerows are studded with trees: the distant ships seem to be lifting their masts and stretching their red-brown sails close among the branches of the spreading ash. Just by the red-roofed town the tributary Ripple flows with a lively current into the Floss. How lovely the little river is with its dark, changing wavelets! It seems to me like a living companion while I wander along the bank and listen to its low placid voice, as to the voice of one who is deaf and loving. I remember those large dipping willows… I remember the stone bridge…

And this is Dorlcote Mill. I must stand a minute or two here on the bridge and look at it, though the clouds are threatening, and it is far on in the afternoon. Even in this leafless time of departing February it is pleasant to look at – perhaps the chill damp season adds a charm to the trimly-kept, comfortable dwelling-house, as old as the elms and chestnuts that shelter it from the northern blast. The stream is brim full now, and lies high in this little withy plantation, and half drowns the grassy fringe of the croft in front of the house. As I look at the full stream, the vivid grass, the delicate bright-green powder softening the outline of the great trunks and branches that gleam from under the bare purple boughs, I am in love with moistness, and envy the white ducks that are dipping their heads far into the water here among the withes – unmindful of the awkward appearance they make in the drier world above.

The rush of the water and the booming of the mill bring a dreamy deafness which seems to heighten the peacefulness of the scene. They are like a great curtain of sound, shutting one out from the world beyond. And now there is the thunder of the huge covered waggon coming home with sacks of grain. That honest waggoner is thinking of his dinner, getting sadly dry in the oven at this late hour; but he will not touch it till he has fed his horses, – the strong, submissive, meek-eyed beasts, who, I fancy, are looking mild reproach at him from between their blinkers, that he should crack his whip at them in that awful manner, as if they needed that hint! See how they stretch their shoulders, up the slope towards the bridge, with all the more energy because they are so near home. Look at their grand shaggy feet that seem to grasp the firm earth, at the patient strength of their necks bowed under the heavy collar, at the mighty muscles of their struggling haunches! I should like well to hear them neigh over their hardly-earned feed of corn, and see them, with their moist necks freed from the harness, dipping their eager nostrils into the muddy pond. Now they are on the bridge, and down they go again at a swifter pace and the arch of the covered waggon disappears at the turning behind the trees.

Now I can turn my eyes towards the mill again and watch the unresting wheel sending out its diamond jets of water. That little girl is watching it too: she has been standing on just the same spot at the edge of the water ever since I paused on the bridge. And that queer white cur with the brown ear seems to be leaping and barking in ineffectual remonstrance with the wheel; perhaps he is jealous because his playfellow in the beaver bonnet is so rapt in its movement. It is time the little playfellow went in, I think; and there is a very bright fire to tempt her: the red light shines out under the deepening grey of the sky. It is time too for me to leave off resting my arms on the cold stone of this bridge.…

Ah, my arms are really benumbed. I have been pressing my elbows on the arms of my chair and dreaming that I was standing on the bridge in front of Dorlcote Mill as it looked one February afternoon many years ago. Before I dozed off, I was going to tell you what Mr and Mrs Tulliver were talking about as they sat by the bright fire in the left-hand parlour on that very afternoon I have been dreaming of.

CHAPTER 2
Mr Tulliver of Dorlcote Mill, Declares His Resolution about Tom

‘What I want, you know,’ said Mr Tulliver, ‘what I want, is to give Tom a good eddication: an eddication as’ll be a bread to him. That was what I was thinking on when I gave notice for him to leave th’ Academy at Ladyday.1 I mean to put him to a downright good school at Midsummer. The two years at th’ Academy’ud ha’ done well enough, if I’d meant to make a miller and farmer of him, for he’s had a fine sight more schoolin’ nor I ever got: all the learnin’ my father ever paid for was a bit o’ birch at one end and the alphabet at th’ other. But I should like Tom to be a bit of a scholard, so as he might be up to the tricks o’ these fellows as talk fine and write wi’ a flourish. It’ud be a help to me wi’ these law-suits and arbitrations and things. I wouldn’t make a downright lawyer o’ the lad – I should be sorry for him to be a raskill – but a sort o’ engineer, or a surveyor, or an auctioneer and vallyer, like Riley, or one o’ them smartish businesses as are all profits and no outlay, only for a big watchchain and a high stool. They’re pretty nigh all one, and they’re not far off being even wi’ the law, I believe; for Riley looks Lawyer Wakem i’ the face as hard as one cat looks another. He’s none frighted at him.’

Mr Tulliver was speaking to his wife, a blond comely woman in a fan-shaped cap. (I am afraid to think how long it is since fan-shaped caps were worn – they must be so near coming in again. At that time, when Mrs Tulliver was nearly forty, they were new at St Ogg’s and considered sweet things.)

‘Well, Mr Tulliver, you know best: I’ve no objections. But hadn’t I better kill a couple o’ fowl and have th’ aunts and uncles to dinner next week, so as you may hear what Sister Glegg and Sister Pullet have got to say about it? There’s a couple o’ fowl wants killing!’

‘You may kill every fowl i’ the yard, if you like, Bessy; but I shall ask neither aunt nor uncle what I’m to do wi’ my own lad,’ said Mr Tulliver, defiantly.

‘Dear heart,’ said Mrs Tulliver, shocked at this sanguinary rhetoric, ‘how can you talk so, Mr Tulliver? But it’s your way to speak disrespectful o’ my family, and Sister Glegg throws all the blame upo’ me, though I’m sure I’m as innocent as the babe unborn. For nobody’s ever heard me say as it wasn’t lucky for my children to have aunts and uncles as can live independent. Howiver, if Tom’s to go to a new school, I should like him to go where I can wash him and mend him; else he might as well have calico as linen, for they’d be one as yallow as th’ other before they’d been washed half-a-dozen times. And then, when the box is goin’ backards and forrards, I could send the lad a cake, or a pork-pie, or an apple; for he can do with an extry bit, bless him, whether they stint him at the meals or no. My children can eat as much victuals as most, thank God.’

‘Well, well, we won’t send him out o’ reach o’ the carrier’s cart, if other things fit in,’ said Mr Tulliver. ‘But you mustn’t put a spoke i’ the wheel about the washin’, if we can’t get a school near enough. That’s the fault I have to find wi’ you, Bessy: if you see a stick i’ the road, you’re allays thinkin’ you can’t step over it. You’d want me not to hire a good waggoner,’ cause he’d got a mole on his face.’

‘Dear heart!’ said Mrs Tulliver, in mild surprise, ‘when did I iver make objections to a man, because he’d got a mole on his face? I’m sure I’m rether fond o’ the moles, for my brother, as is dead an’ gone, had a mole on his brow. But I can’t remember your iver offering to hire a waggoner with a mole, Mr Tulliver. There was John Gibbs hadn’t a mole on his face no more nor you have, an’ I was all for having you hire him; an’ so you did hire him, an’ if he hadn’t died o’ th’ inflammation, as we paid Dr Turnbull for attending him, he’d very like ha’ been driving the waggon now. He might have a mole somewhere out o’ sight, but how was I to know that, Mr Tulliver?’

‘No, no, Bessy; I didn’t mean justly the mole; I meant it to stand for summat else; but niver mind – it’s puzzling work, talking is. What I’m thinking on, is how to find the right sort o’ school to send Tom to, for I might be ta’en in again, as I’ve been wi’ the ’Cademy. I’ll have nothing to do wi’ a ’Cademy again: whativer school I send Tom to, it shan’t be a ’Cademy. It shall be a place where the lads spend their time i’ summat else besides blacking the family’s shoes, and getting up the potatoes. It’s an uncommon puzzling thing to know what school to pick.’

Mr Tulliver paused a minute or two, and dived with both hands into his breeches’ pockets as if he hoped to find some suggestion there. Apparently he was not disappointed, for he presently said, ‘I know what I’ll do – I’ll talk it over wi’ Riley: he’s coming to-morrow, t’ arbitrate about the dam.’

‘Well, Mr Tulliver, I’ve put the sheets out for the best bed, and Kezia’s got ’em hanging at the fire. They aren’t the best sheets, but they’re good enough for anybody to sleep in, be he who he will; for as for them best Holland sheets, I should repent buying ’em, only they’ll do to lay us out in. An’ if you was to die to-morrow, Mr Tulliver, they’re mangled beautiful, an’ all ready, an’ smell o’ lavender as it ’ud be a pleasure to lay ’em out. An’ they lie at the left-hand corner o’ the big oak linen-chest, at the back: not as I should trust anybody to look ’em out but myself.’

As Mrs Tulliver uttered the last sentence she drew a bright bunch of keys from her pocket, and singled out one, rubbing her thumb and finger up and down it with a placid smile, while she looked at the clear fire. If Mr Tulliver had been a susceptible man in his conjugal relations,a he might have supposed that she drew out the key to aid her imagination in anticipating the moment when he would be in a state to justify the production of the best Holland sheets. Happily he was not so: he was only susceptible in respect of his right to water-power; moreover, he had the marital habit of not listening very closely, and, since his mention of Mr Riley, had been apparently occupied in a tactile examination of his woollen stockings.

‘I think I’ve hit it, Bessy, ’ was his first remark after a short silence. ‘Riley’s as likely a man as any to know o’ some school: he’s had schooling himself, an’ goes about to all sorts o’ places, arbitratin’ and vallyin’ and that. And we shall have time to talk it over to-morrow night when the business is done. I want Tom to be such a sort o’ man as Riley, you know – as can talk pretty nigh as well as if it was all wrote out for him, and knows a good lot o’ words as don’t mean much, so as you can’t lay hold of ’em i’ law; and a good solid knowledge o’ business too.’

‘Well, ’ said Mrs Tulliver, ‘so far as talking proper and knowing everything, and walking with a bend in his back and setting his hair up, I shouldn’t mind the lad being brought up to that. But them fine-talking men from the big towns mostly wear the false shirt-fronts; they wear a frill till it’s all a mess, and then hide it with a bib; I know Riley does. And then, if Tom’s to go and live at Mudport,b like Riley, he’ll have a house with a kitchen hardly big enough to turn in, an’ niver get a fresh egg for his breakfast, an’ sleep up three pair o’ stairs – or four, for what I know – an’ be burnt to death before he gets down.’

‘No, no, ’ said Mr Tulliver, ‘I’ve no thoughts of his going to Mudport: I mean him to set up his office at St Ogg’s close by us, an’ live at home. But, ’ continued Mr Tulliver after a pause, ‘what I’m a bit afraid on is, as Tom hasn’t got the right sort o’ brains for a smart fellow. I doubt he’s a bit slowish. He takes after your family, Bessy.’

‘Yes, that he does, ’ said Mrs Tulliver, accepting the last proposition entirely on its own merits, ‘he’s wonderful for liking a deal o’ salt in his broth. That was my brother’s way and my father’s before him.’

‘It seems a bit of a pity, though, ’ said Mr Tulliver, ‘as the lad should take after the mother’s side istead o’ the little wench. That’s the worst on’t wi’ the crossing o’ breeds: you can never justly calkilate what’ll come on’t. The little un takes after my side, now: she’s twice as ’cute as Tom. Too ’cute for a woman, I’m afraid, ’ continued Mr Tulliver, turning his head dubiously first on one side and then on the other. ‘It’s no mischief much while she’s a little un, but an over ’cute woman’s no better nor a long-tailed sheep – she’ll fetch none the bigger price for that.’

‘Yes, it is a mischief while she’s a little un, Mr Tulliver, for it all runs to naughtiness. How to keep her in a clean pinafore two hours together passes my cunning. An’ now you put me i’ mind, ’ continued Mrs Tulliver, rising and going to the window, ‘I don’t know where she is now, an’ it’s pretty nigh tea-time. Ah, I thought so – wanderin’ up an’ down by the water, like a wild thing: she’ll tumble in some day.’

Mrs Tulliver rapped the window sharply, beckoned, and shook her head, – a process which she repeated more than once before she returned to her chair.

‘You talk o’ ’cuteness, Mr Tulliver, ’ she observed as she sat down, ‘but I’m sure the child’s half a idiota i’ some things, for if I send her up-stairs to fetch anything she forgets what she’s gone for, an’ perhaps ’ull sit down on the floor i’ the sunshine an’ plait her hair an’ sing to herself like a Bedlam creatur’, all the while I’m waiting for her down-stairs. That niver run i’ my family, thank God, no more nor a brown skin as makes her look like a mulatter. I don’t like to fly i’ the face o’ Providence, but it seems hard as I should have but one gell, an’ her so comical.’

‘Pooh, nonsense!’ said Mr Tulliver, ‘she’s a straight black-eyed wench as anybody need wish to see. I don’t know i’ what she’s behind other folks’s children; an’ she can read almost as well as the parson.’

‘But her hair won’t curl all I can do with it and she’s so franzy about having it put i’ paper, an’ I’ve such work as never was to make her stand and have it pinched with th’ irons.’

‘Cut it off – cut it off short, ’ said the father, rashly.

‘How can you talk so, Mr Tulliver? She’s too big a gell, gone nine,a and tall of her age – to have her hair cut short; an’ there’s her cousin Lucy’s got a row o’ curls round her head, an’ not a hair out o’ place. It seems hard as my sister Deane should have that pretty child; I’m sure Lucy takes more after me nor my own child does. Maggie, Maggie, ’ continued the mother, in a tone of half-coaxing fretfulness, as this small mistake of nature entered the room, ‘where’s the use o’ my telling you to keep away from the water? You’ll tumble in and be drownded some day, an’ then you’ll be sorry you didn’t do as mother told you.’

Maggie’s hair, as she threw off her bonnet, painfully confirmed her mother’s accusation: Mrs Tulliver, desiring her daughter to have a curled crop, ‘like other floks’s children, ’ had had it cut too short in front to be pushed behind the ears, and as it was usually straight an hour after it had been taken out of paper, Maggie was incessantly tossing her head to keep the dark heavy locks out of her gleaming black eyes – an action which gave her very much the air of a small Shetland pony.

‘O dear, O dear, Maggie, what are you thinkin’ of, to throw your bonnet down there? Take it upstairs, there’s a good gell, an’ let your hair be brushed, an’ put your other pinafore on, an’ change your shoes – do, for shame; an’ come an’ go on with your patchwork, like a little lady.’

‘O mother, ’ said Maggie, in a vehemently cross tone, ‘I don’t want to do my patchwork.’

‘What, not your pretty patchwork, to make a counterpane for your aunt Glegg?’

‘It’s foolish work, ’ said Maggie, with a toss of her mane, – ‘tearing things to pieces to sew ’em together again. And I don’t want to do anything for my aunt Glegg – I don’t like her.’

Exit Maggie, dragging her bonnet by the string, while Mr Tulliver laughs audibly.

‘I wonder at you, as you’ll laugh at her, Mr Tulliver, ’ said the mother, with lymphaticb fretfulness in her tone. ‘You encourage her i’ naughtiness. An’ her aunts will have it as it’s me spoils her.’

Mrs Tulliver was what is called a good-tempered person – never cried when she was a baby on any slighter ground than hunger and pins, and from the cradle upwards had been healthy, fair, plump, and dull-witted, in short, the flower of her family for beauty and amiability. But milk and mildness are not the best things for keeping, and when they turn only a little sour they may disagree with young stomachs seriously. I have often wondered whether those early Madonnas of Raphael, with the blond faces and somewhat stupid expression, kept their placidity undisturbed when their strong-limbed strong-willed boys got a little too old to do without clothing. I think they must have been given to feeble remonstrance, getting more and more peevish as it became more and more ineffectual.

CHAPTER 3
Mr Riley Gives His Advice Concerning a School for Tom

The gentleman in the ample white cravat and shirt-frill, taking his brandy and water so pleasantly with his good friend Tulliver, is Mr Riley: a gentleman with a waxen complexion and fat hands, rather highly educated for an auctioneer and appraiser, but large-hearted enough to show a great deal of bonhommie towards simple country acquaintances of hospitable habits. Mr Riley spoke of such acquaintances kindly as ‘people of the old school.’

The conversation had come to a pause. Mr Tulliver, not without a particular reason, had abstained from a seventh recital of the cool retort by which Riley had shown himself too many for Dix, and how Wakem had had his comb cut for once in his life, now the business of the dam had been settled by arbitration, and how there never would have been any dispute at all about the height of water if everybody was what they should be, and Old Harry hadn’t made the lawyers. Mr Tulliver was on the whole a man of safe traditional opinions; but on one or two points he had trusted to his unassisted intellect and had arrived at several questionable conclusions, among the rest, that rats, weevils, and lawyers were created by Old Harry. Unhappily he had no one to tell him that this was rampant Manichæism, 1 else he might have seen his error. But to-day it was clear that the good principle was triumphant: this affair of the water-power had been a tangled business somehow, for all it seemed – look at it one way – as plain as water’s water, but, big a puzzle as it was, it hadn’t got the better of Riley. Mr Tulliver took his brandy and water a little stronger than usual, and, for a man who might be supposed to have a few hundreds lying idle at his banker’s, was rather incautiously open in expressing his high estimate of his friend’s business talents.

But the dam was a subject of conversation that would keep: it could always be taken up again at the same point and exactly in the same condition; and there was another subject, as you know, on which Mr Tulliver was in pressing want of Mr Riley’s advice. This was his particular reason for remaining silent for a short space after his last draught, and rubbing his knees in a meditative manner. He was not a man to make an abrupt transition. This was a puzzling world, as he often said, and if you drive your waggon in a hurry you may light on an awkward corner. Mr Riley, meanwhile, was not impatient. Why should he be? Even Hotspur, 2 one would think, must have been patient in his slippers on a warm hearth, taking copious snuff, and sipping gratuitous brandy and water.

‘There’s a thing I’ve got i’ my head, ’ said Mr Tulliver at last, in rather a lower tone than usual, as he turned his head and looked steadfastly at his companion.

‘Ah?’ said Mr Riley, in a tone of mild interest. He was a man with heavy waxen eyelids and high-arched eyebrows, looking exactly the same under all circumstances. This immovability of face and the habit of taking a pinch of snuff before he gave an answer, made him trebly oracular to Mr Tulliver.

‘It’s a very particular thing, ’ he went on, ‘it’s about my boy Tom.’

At the sound of this name, Maggie, who was seated on a low stool close by the fire, with a large book open on her lap, shook her heavy hair back and looked up eagerly. There were few sounds that roused Maggie when she was dreaming over her book, but Tom’s name served as well as the shrillest whistle: in an instant she was on the watch, with gleaming eyes, like a Skye terrier suspecting mischief, or at all events determined to fly at any one who threatened it towards Tom.

‘You see, I want to put him to a new school at Midsummer, ’ said Mr Tulliver, ‘he’s comin’ away from the ’Cademy at Lady-day, an’ I shall let him run loose for a quarter; but after that I want to send him to a downright good school, where they’ll make a scholard of him.’

‘Well, ’ said Mr Riley, ‘there’s no greater advantage you can give him than a good education. Not, ’ he added, with polite significance, ‘not that a man can’t be an excellent miller and farmer and a shrewd sensible fellow into the bargain without much help from the schoolmaster.’

‘I believe you, ’ said Mr Tulliver, winking and turning his head on one side, ‘but that’s where it is. I don’t mean Tom to be a miller and farmer. I see no fun i’ that: why, if I made him a miller an’ farmer, he’d be expectin’ to take to the mill an’ the land, an’ a-hinting at me as it was time for me to lay by an’ think o’ my latter end. Nay, nay, I’ve seen enough o’ that wi’ sons. I’ll niver pull my coat off before I go to bed. I shall give Tom an eddication an’ put him to a business, as he may make a nest for himself an’ not want to push me out o’ mine. Pretty well if he gets it when I’m dead an’ gone. I shan’t be put off wi’ spoon-meat afore I’ve lost my teeth.’

This was evidently a point on which Mr Tulliver felt strongly, and the impetus which had given unusual rapidity and emphasis to his speech showed itself still unexhausted for some minutes afterwards in a defiant motion of the head from side to side, and an occasional ‘Nay, nay, ’ like a subsiding growl.

These angry symptoms were keenly observed by Maggie, and cut her to the quick: Tom, it appeared, was supposed capable of turning his father out of doors, and of making the future in some way tragic by his wickedness. This was not to be borne, and Maggie jumped up from her stool, forgetting all about her heavy book, which fell with a bang within the fender; and going up between her father’s knees, said, in a half crying, half indignant voice,

‘Father, Tom wouldn’t be naughty to you ever, I know he wouldn’t.’

Mrs Tulliver was out of the room superintending a choice supper-dish, and Mr Tulliver’s heart was touched, so Maggie was not scolded about the book. Mr Riley quietly picked it up and looked at it while the father laughed with a certain tenderness in his hard lined face, and patted his little girl on the back, and then held her hands and kept her between his knees.

‘What, they mustn’t say no harm o’ Tom, eh?’ said Mr Tulliver, looking at Maggie with a twinkling eye. Then, in a lower voice, turning to Mr Riley, as though Maggie couldn’t hear, ‘She understands what one’s talking about so as never was. And you should hear her read – straight off, as if she knowed it all beforehand. An’ allays at her book! But it’s bad – it’s bad, ’ Mr Tulliver added, sadly, checking this blamable exultation, ‘a woman’s no business wi’ being so clever; it’ll turn to trouble, I doubt. But, bless you!’ – here the exultation was clearly recovering the mastery – ‘she’ll read the books and understand ’em, better nor half the folks as are growed up.’

Maggie’s cheeks began to flush with triumphant excitement: she thought Mr Riley would have a respect for her now; it had been evident that he thought nothing of her before.

Mr Riley was turning over the leaves of the book and she could make nothing of his face with its high-arched eyebrows; but he presently looked at her and said,

‘Come, come and tell me something about this book; here are some pictures – I want to know what they mean.’

Maggie with deepening colour went without hesitation to Mr Riley’s elbow and looked over the book, eagerly seizing one corner and tossing back her mane, while she said,

‘O, I’ll tell you what that means. It’s a dreadful picture, isn’t it? But I can’t help looking at it. That old woman in the water’s a witch – they’ve put her in, to find out whether she’s a witch or no, and if she swims she’s a witch, and if she’s drowned – and killed, you know, – she’s innocent, and not a witch, but only a poor silly old woman. But what good would it do her then, you know, when she was drowned? Only, I suppose she’d go to heaven, and God would make it up to her. And this dreadful blacksmith with his arms akimbo, laughing – oh, isn’t he ugly? – I’ll tell you what he is. He’s the devil really’ (here Maggie’s voice became louder and more emphatic) ‘and not a right blacksmith; for the devil takes the shape of wicked men, and walks about and sets people doing wicked things, and he’s oftener in the shape of a bad man than any other, because, you know, if people saw he was the devil, and he roared at ’em, they’d run away, and he couldn’t make ’em do what he pleased.’

Mr Tulliver had listened to this exposition of Maggie’s with petrifying wonder.

‘Why, what book is it the wench has got hold on?’ he burst out, at last.

‘“The History of the Devil,” by Daniel Defoe;3 not quite the right book for a little girl, ’ said Mr Riley. ‘How came it among your books, Tulliver?’

Maggie looked hurt and discouraged, while her father said,

‘Why, it’s one o’ the books I bought at Partridge’s sale. They was all bound alike – it’s a good binding, you see – an’ I thought they’d be all good books. There’s Jeremy Taylor’s “Holy Living and Dying”4 among ’em; I read in it often of a Sunday’ (Mr Tulliver felt somehow a familiarity with that great writer because his name was Jeremy), ‘and there’s a lot more of ’em, sermons mostly, I think; but they’ve all got the same covers, and I thought they were all o’ one sample, as you may say. But it seems one mustn’t judge by th’ outside. This is a puzzlin’ world.’

‘Well, ’ said Mr Riley, in an admonitory patronising tone, as he patted Maggie on the head, ‘I advise you to put by the “History of the Devil,” and read some prettier book. Have you no prettier books?’

‘O yes, ’ said Maggie, reviving a little in the desire to vindicate the variety of her reading, ‘I know the reading in this book isn’t pretty – but I like the pictures, and I make stories to the pictures out of my own head, you know. But I’ve got “Æsop’s Fables” and a book about kangaroos and things, and the “Pilgrim’s Progress…”’5

‘Ah, a beautiful book, ’ said Mr Riley. ‘You can’t read a better.’

‘Well, but there’s a great deal about the devil in that, ’ said Maggie, triumphantly, ‘and I’ll show you the picture of him in his true shape, as he fought with Christian.’

Maggie ran in an instant to the corner of the room, jumped on a chair, and reached down from the small book-case a shabby old copy of Bunyan, which opened at once, without the least trouble of search, at the picture she wanted.

‘Here he is, ’ she said, running back to Mr Riley. ‘And Tom coloured him for me with his paints when he was at home last holidays – the body all black, you know, and the eyes red, like fire, because he’s all fire inside, and it shines out at his eyes.’

‘Go, go!’ said Mr Tulliver peremptorily; beginning to feel rather uncomfortable at these free remarks on the personal appearance of a being powerful enough to create lawyers; ‘Shut up the book, and let’s hear no more o’ such talk. It is as I thought – the child ’ull learn more mischief nor good wi’ the books. Go – go and see after your mother.’

Maggie shut up the book at once, with a sense of disgrace, but not being inclined to see after her mother, she compromised the matter by going into a dark corner behind her father’s chair and nursing her doll, towards which she had an occasional fit of fondness in Tom’s absence, neglecting its toilette, but lavishing so many warm kisses on it that the waxen cheeks had a wasted unhealthy appearance.

‘Did you ever hear the like on’t?’ said Mr Tulliver, as Maggie retired. ‘It’s a pity but what she’d been the lad – she’d ha’ been a match for the lawyers, she would. It’s the wonderful’st thing’ – here he lowered his voice – ‘as I picked the mother because she wasn’t o’er ’cute – bein’ a good-looking woman too, an’ come of a rare family for managing – but I picked her from her sisters o’ purpose ’cause she was a bit weak, like; for I wasn’t a-goin’ to be told the rights o’ things by my own fireside. But, you see, when a man’s got brains himself, there’s no knowing where they’ll run to; an’ a pleasant sort o’ soft woman may go on breeding you stupid lads and ’cute wenches, till it’s like as if the world was turned topsy-turvy. It’s an uncommon puzzlin’ thing.’

Mr Riley’s gravity gave way, and he shook a little under the application of his pinch of snuff, before he said,

‘But your lad’s not stupid, is he? I saw him, when I was here last, busy making fishing-tackle; he seemed quite up to it.’

‘Well, he isn’t not to say stupid – he’s got a notion o’ things out o’ door, an’ a sort o’ commonsense, as he’d lay hold o’ things by the right handle. But he’s slow with his tongue, you see, and he reads but poorly, and can’t abide the books, and spells all wrong, they tell me, an’ as shy as can be wi’ strangers, an’ you never hear him say ’cute things like the little wench. Now, what I want is, to send him to a school where they’ll make him a bit nimble with his tongue and his pen, and make a smart chap of him. I want my son to be even wi’ these fellows as have got the start o’ me with having better schooling. Not but what, if the world had been left as God made it, I could ha’ seen my way and held my own wi’ the best of ’em; but things have got so twisted round and wrapped up i’ unreasonable words, as arn’t a bit like ’em, as I’m clean at fault, often an’ often. Everything winds about so – the more straightforrard you are, the more you’re puzzled.’

Mr Tulliver took a draught, swallowed it slowly, and shook his head in a melancholy manner, conscious of exemplifying the truth that a perfectly sane intellect is hardly at home in this insane world.

‘You’re quite in the right of it, Tulliver, ’ observed Mr Riley. ‘Better spend an extra hundred or two on your son’s education than leave it him in your will. I know I should have tried to do so by a son of mine, if I’d had one, though, God knows, I haven’t your ready money to play with, Tulliver; and I have a houseful of daughters into the bargain.’

‘I daresay, now, you know of a school as ’ud be just the thing for Tom, ’ said Mr Tulliver, not diverted from his purpose by any sympathy with Mr Riley’s deficiency of ready cash.

Mr Riley took a pinch of snuff and kept Mr Tulliver in suspense by a silence that seemed deliberative, before he said,

‘I know of a very fine chance for any one that’s got the necessary money, and that’s what you have, Tulliver. The fact is, I wouldn’t recommend any friend of mine to send a boy to a regular school, if he could afford to do better. But if any one wanted his boy to get superior instruction and training, where he would be the companion of his master, and that master a first-rate fellow–I know his man. I wouldn’t mention the chance to everybody, because I don’t think everybody would succeed in getting it, if he were to try: but I mention it to you, Tulliver – between ourselves.’

The fixed inquiring glance with which Mr Tulliver had been watching his friend’s oracular face became quite eager.

‘Ay, now, let’s hear, ’ he said, adjusting himself in his chair with the complacency of a person who is thought worthy of important communications.

‘He’s an Oxford man, ’ said Mr Riley, sententiously, shutting his mouth close and looking at Mr Tulliver to observe the effect of this stimulating information.

‘What! a parson?’ said Mr Tulliver, rather doubtfully.

‘Yes – and an M.A. The bishop, I understand, thinks very highly of him: why, it was the bishop who got him his present curacy.’

‘Ah?’ said Mr Tulliver, to whom one thing was as wonderful as another concerning these unfamiliar phenomena. ‘But what can he want wi’ Tom, then?’

‘Why, the fact is, he’s fond of teaching, and wishes to keep up his studies, and a clergyman has but little opportunity for that in his parochial duties. He’s willing to take one or two boys as pupils to fill up his time profitably. The boys would be quite of the family – the finest thing in the world for them – under Stelling’s eye continually.’

‘But do you think they’d give the poor lad twice o’ pudding?’ said Mrs Tulliver, who was now in her place again. ‘He’s such a boy for pudding as never was; an’ a growing boy like that – it’s dreadful to think o’ their stintin’ him.’

‘And what money ’ud he want?’ said Mr Tulliver, whose instinct told him that the services of this admirable M.A. would bear a high price.

‘Why, I know of a clergyman who asks a hundred and fifty with his youngest pupils, and he’s not to be mentioned with Stelling, the man I speak of. I know on good authority that one of the chief people at Oxford said, “Stelling might get the highest honours if he chose.” But he didn’t care about university honours. He’s a quiet man – not showy,a not noisy.’

‘Ah, a deal better, a deal better, ’ said Mr Tulliver. ‘But a hundred and fifty’s an uncommon price. I never thought o’ payin’ so much as that.’

‘A good education, let me tell you, Tulliver – a good education is cheap at the money. But Stelling is moderate in his terms – he’s not a grasping man. I’ve no doubt he’d take your boy at a hundred, and that’s what you wouldn’t get many other clergymen to do. I’ll write to him about it, if you like.’

Mr Tulliver rubbed his knees and looked at the carpet in a meditative manner.

‘But belike he’s a bachelor, ’ observed Mrs Tulliver in the interval, ‘an’ I’ve no opinion o’ housekeepers. There was my brother as is dead an’ gone had a housekeeper once, an’ she took half the feathers out o’ the best bed an’ packed em’ up an’ sent ’em away. An’ it’s unknown the linen she made away with – Stott her name was. It ’ud break my heart to send Tom where there’s a housekeeper, an’ I hope you won’t think of it, Mr Tulliver.’

‘You may set your mind at rest on that score, Mrs Tulliver, ’ said Mr Riley, ‘for Stelling is married to as nice a little woman as any man need wish for a wife. There isn’t a kinder little soul in the world; I know her family well. She has very much your complexion – light curly hair. She comes of a good Mudport family, and it’s not every offer that would have been acceptable in that quarter. But Stelling’s not an everyday man. Rather a particular fellow as to the people he chooses to be connected with. But I think he would have no objection to take your son – I think he would not, on my representation.’

‘I don’t know what he could have again’ the lad, ’ said Mrs Tulliver, with a slight touch of motherly indignation, ‘a nice fresh-skinned lad as anybody need wish to see.’

‘But there’s one thing I’m thinking on, ’ said Mr Tulliver, turning his head on one side and looking at Mr Riley, after a long perusal of the carpet. ‘Wouldn’t a parson be a’most too high-learnt to bring up a lad to be a man o’ business? My notion o’ the parsons was as they’d got a sort o’ learning as lay mostly out o’ sight. And that isn’t what I want for Tom. I want him to know figures, and write like print, and see into things quick, and know what folks mean, and how to wrap things up in words as aren’t actionable. It’s an uncommon fine thing, that is, ’ concluded Mr Tulliver, shaking his head, ‘when you can let a man know what you think of him without paying for it.’

‘O my dear Tulliver, ’ said Mr Riley, ‘you’re quite under a mistake about the clergy: all the best schoolmasters are of the clergy. The schoolmasters who are not clergymen, are a very low set of men generally’…

‘Ay, that Jacobs is, at the’ Cademy, ’ interposed Mr Tulliver.

‘To be sure – men who have failed in other trades, most likely. Now a clergyman is a gentleman by profession and education: and besides that, he has the knowledge that will ground a boy, and prepare him for entering on any career with credit. There may be some clergymen who are mere bookmen; but you may depend upon it, Stelling is not one of them – a man that’s wide awake, let me tell you. Drop him a hint and that’s enough. You talk of figures, now: you have only to say to Stelling, “I want my son to be a thorough arithmetician,” and you may leave the rest to him.’

Mr Riley paused a moment, while Mr Tulliver, somewhat reassured as to clerical tutorship, was inwardly rehearsing to an imaginary Mr Stelling the statement, ‘I want my son to know ’rethmetic.’

‘You see, my dear Tulliver, ’ Mr Riley continued, ‘when you get a thoroughly educated man, like Stelling, he’s at no loss to take up any branch of instruction. When a workman knows the use of his tools, he can make a door as well as a window.’

‘Ay, that’s true, ’ said Mr Tulliver, almost convinced now that the clergy must be the best of schoolmasters.

‘Well, I’ll tell you what I’ll do for you, ’ said Mr Riley, ‘and I wouldn’t do it for everybody. I’ll see Stelling’s father-in-law or drop him a line when I get back to Mudporta to say that you wish to place your boy with his son-in-law, and I daresay Stelling will write to you, and send you his terms.’

‘But there’s no hurry, is there?’ said Mrs Tulliver, ‘for I hope, Mr Tulliver, you won’t let Tom begin at his new school before Midsummer. He began at the ’Cademy at the Ladyday quarter, and you see what good’ come of it.’

‘Ay, ay, Bessy, never brew wi’ bad malt upo’ Michaelmas day, else you’ll have a poor tap, ’ said Mr Tulliver, winking and smiling at Mr Riley with the natural pride of a man who has a buxom wife conspicuously his inferior in intellect. ‘But it’s true there’s no hurry – you’ve hit it there, Bessy.’

‘It might be as well not to defer the arrangement too long, ’ said Mr Riley, quietly, ‘for Stelling may have propositions from other parties, and I know he would not take more than two or three boarders, if so many. If I were you, I think I would enter on the subject with Stelling at once: there’s no necessity for sending the boy before Midsummer, but I would be on the safe side, and make sure that nobody forestalls you.’

‘Ay, there’s summat i’ that, ’ said Mr Tulliver.

‘Father, ’ broke in Maggie, who had stolen unperceived to her father’s elbow again, listening with parted lips, while she held her doll topsy-turvy and crushed its nose against the wood of the chair, ‘Father, is it a long way off where Tom is to go? Shan’t we ever go to see him?’

‘I don’t know, my wench, ’ said the father, tenderly. ‘Ask Mr Riley, he knows.’

Maggie came round promptly in front of Mr Riley, and said, ‘How far is it, please Sir?’

‘O a long way off, ’ that gentleman answered, being of opinion that children when they are not naughty, should always be spoken to jocosely. ‘You must borrow the seven-leagued boots to get to him.’

‘That’s nonsense!’ said Maggie, tossing her head haughtily and turning away with the tears springing in her eyes. She began to dislike Mr Riley: it was evident he thought her silly and of no consequence.

‘Hush, Maggie, for shame of you, asking questions and chattering, ’ said her mother. ‘Come and sit down on your little stool and hold your tongue, do. But, ’ added Mrs Tulliver, who had her own alarm awakened, ‘is it so far off as I couldn’t wash him and mend him?’

‘About fifteen miles – that’s all, ’ said Mr Riley. ‘You can drive there and back in a day quite comfortably. Or, Stelling is a hospitable, pleasant man; he’d be glad to have you stay.’

‘But it’s too far off for the linen, I doubt, ’ said Mrs Tulliver, sadly.

The entrance of supper opportunely adjourned this difficulty, and relieved Mr Riley from the labour of suggesting some solution or compromise – a labour which he would otherwise doubtless have undertaken, for, as you perceive, he was a man of very obliging manners. And he had really given himself the trouble of recommending Mr Stelling to his friend Tulliver without any positive expectation of a solid, definite advantage resulting to himself, notwithstanding the subtle indications to the contrary which might have misled a too sagacious observer. For there is nothing more widely misleading than sagacity if it happens to get on a wrong scent, and sagacity persuaded that men usually act and speak from distinct motives, with a consciously proposed end in view, is certain to waste its energies on imaginary game. Plotting covetousness and deliberate contrivance in order to compass a selfish end, are nowhere abundant but in the world of the dramatist: they demand too intense a mental action for many of our fellow-parishioners to be guilty of them. It is easy enough to spoil the lives of our neighbours without taking so much trouble: we can do it by lazy acquiescence and lazy omission, by trivial falsities for which we hardly know a reason, by small frauds neutralised by small extravagances, by maladroit flatteries and clumsily improvised insinuations. We live from hand to mouth, most of us, with a small family of immediate desires – we do little else than snatch a morsel to satisfy the hungry brood, rarely thinking of seed-corn or the next year’s crop.

Mr Riley was a man of business and not cold towards his own interest, yet even he was more under the influence of small promptings than of far-sighted designs. He had no private understanding with the Rev. Walter Stelling; on the contrary he knew very little of that M.A. and his acquirements – not quite enough perhaps to warrant so strong a recommendation of him as he had given to his friend Tulliver. But he believed Mr Stelling to be an excellent classic, for Gadsby had said so, and Gadsby’s first cousin was an Oxford tutor: which was better ground for the belief even than his own immediate observation would have been, for though Mr Riley had received a tincture of the classics at the great Mudport Free School and had a sense of understanding Latin generally, his comprehension of any particular Latin was not ready. Doubtless there remained a subtle aroma from his juvenile contact with the De Senectute and the Fourth Book of the Aeneid, 6 but it had ceased to be distinctly recognisable as classical, and was only perceived in the higher finish and force of his auctioneering style. Then, Stelling was an Oxford man, and the Oxford men were always – no, no, it was the Cambridge men who were always good mathematicians. But a man who had had a university education could teach anything he liked; especially a man like Stelling, who had made a speech at a Mudport dinner on a political occasion and had acquitted himself so well that it was generally remarked, this son-in-law of Timpson’s was a sharp fellow. It was to be expected of a Mud-port man from the parish of St Ursula that he would not omit to do a good turn to a son-in-law of Timpson’s, for Timpson was one of the most useful and influential men in the parish, and had a good deal of business which he knew how to put into the right hands. Mr Riley liked such men, quite apart from any money which might be diverted through their good judgment, from less worthy pockets into his own; and it would be a satisfaction to him to say to Timpson on his return home, ‘I’ve secured a good pupil for your son-in-law.’ Timpson had a large family of daughters: Mr Riley felt for him: besides, Louisa Timpson’s face with its light curls had been a familiar object to him over the pew wainscot on a Sunday for nearly fifteen years: it was natural her husband should be a commendable tutor. Moreover, Mr Riley knew of no other schoolmaster whom he had any ground for recommending in preference: why then should he not recommend Stelling? His friend Tulliver had asked him for an opinion: it is always chilling in friendly intercourse to say you have no opinion to give. And if you deliver an opinion at all, it is mere stupidity not to do it with an air of conviction and well-founded knowledge. You make it your own in uttering it, and naturally get fond of it. Thus, Mr Riley, knowing no harm of Stelling to begin with, and wishing him well so far as he had any wishes at all concerning him, had no sooner recommended him than he began to think with admiration of a man recommended on such high authority, and would soon have gathered so warm an interest on the subject, that if Mr Tulliver had in the end declined to send Tom to Stelling, Mr Riley would have thought his friend of the old school a thoroughly pig-headed fellow.

If you blame Mr Riley very severely for giving a recommendation on such slight grounds, I must say you are rather hard upon him. Why should an auctioneer and appraiser thirty years ago, who had as good as forgotten his free-school Latin, be expected to manifest a delicate scrupulosity which is not always exhibited by gentlemen of the learned professions even in our present advanced stage of morality?

Besides, a man with the milk of human kindness in him can scarcely abstain from doing a good-natured action, and one can’t be good-natured all round. Nature herself occasionally quarters an inconvenient parasite on an animal towards whom she has otherwise no ill-will. What then? We admire her care for the parasite. If Mr Riley had shrunk from giving a recommendation that was not based on valid evidence, he would not have helped Mr Stelling to a paying pupil, and that would not have been so well for the reverend gentleman. Consider, too, that all the pleasant little dim ideas and complacencies – of standing well with Timpson, of dispensing advice when he was asked for it, of impressing his friend Tulliver with additional respect, of saying something and saying it emphatically, with other inappreciably minute ingredients that went along with the warm hearth and the brandy and water to make up Mr Riley’s consciousness on this occasion, would have been a mere blank.a

CHAPTER 4
Tom Is Expectedb

It was a heavy disappointment to Maggie that she was not allowed to go with her father in the gig when he went to fetch Tom home from the Academy; but the morning was too wet, Mrs Tulliver said, for a little girl to go out in her best bonnet. Maggie took the opposite view very strongly, and it was a direct consequence of this difference of opinion, that when her mother was in the act of brushing out the reluctant black crop,a Maggie suddenly rushed from under her hands and dipped her head in a basin of water standing near, – in the vindictive determination that there should be no more chance of curls that day.

‘Maggie, Maggie, ’ exclaimed Mrs Tulliver, sitting stout and helpless with the brushes on her lap, ‘what is to become of you, if you’re so naughty? I’ll tell your aunt Glegg and your aunt Pullet when they come next week, and they’ll never love you any more. O dear, O dear, look at your clean pinafore, wet from top to bottom. Folks ’ull think it’s a judgment on me as I’ve got such a child – they’ll think I’ve done summat wicked.’

Before this remonstrance was finished Maggie was already out of hearing, making her way towards the great attic that ran under the old high-pitched roof,b shaking the water from her black locks as she ran, like a Skye terrier escaped from his bath. This attic was Maggie’s favourite retreat on a wet day, when the weather was not too cold: here she fretted out all her ill-humours, and talked aloud to the worm-eaten floors and the worm-eaten shelves and the dark rafters festooned with cobwebs, and here she kept a Fetish1 which she punished for all her misfortunes. This was the trunk of a large wooden doll, which once stared with the roundest of eyes above the reddest of cheeks, but was now entirely defaced by a long career of vicarious suffering. Three nails driven into the head commemorated as many crises in Maggie’s ninec years of earthly struggle; thatd luxury of vengeance having been suggested to her by the picture of Jael destroying Sisera2 in the old Bible. The last nail had been driven in with a fiercer stroke than usual, for the Fetish on that occasion represented aunt Glegg. But immediately afterwards Maggie had reflected that if she drove many nails in, she would not be so well able to fancy that the head was hurt when she knocked it against the wall, nor to comfort it, and make believe to poultice it when her fury was abated; for even aunt Glegg would be pitiable when she had been hurt very much, and thoroughly humiliated, so as to beg her niece’s pardon. Since then, she had driven no more nails in, but had soothed herself by alternately grinding and beating the wooden head against the rough brick of the great chimneys that made two square pillars supporting the roof. That was what she did this morning on reaching the attic, sobbing all the while with a passion that expelled every other form of consciousness – even the memory of the grievance that had caused it. As at last the sobs were getting quieter and the grinding less fierce, a sudden beam of sunshine, falling through the wire lattice across the worm-eaten shelves, made her throw away the Fetish and run to the window. The sun was really breaking out, the sound of the mill seemed cheerful again, the granary doors were open, and there was Yap, the queer white and brown terrier with one ear turned back, trotting about and sniffing vaguely as if he were in search of a companion. It was irresistible: Maggie tossed her hair back and ran downstairs, seized her bonnet without putting it on, peeped and then dashed along the passage lest she should encounter her mother, and was quickly out in the yard, whirling round like a Pythoness3 and singing as she whirled, ‘Yap, Yap, Tom’s coming home’, while Yap pranceda and barked round her, as much as to say, if there was any noise wanted, he was the dog for it.

‘Hegh, hegh, Miss, you’ll make yourself giddy an’ tumble down i’ the dirt, ’ said Luke, the head miller, a tall broad-shouldered man of forty, black-eyed and black-haired, subdued by a general mealiness, like an auricula.4

Maggie paused in her whirling and said, staggering a little, ‘O no, it doesn’t make me giddy. Luke, may I go into the mill with you?’

Maggie loved to linger in the great spaces of the mill, and often came out with her black hair powdered to a soft whiteness that made her dark eyes flash out with new fire. The resolute din, the unresting motion of the great stones giving her a dim delicious awe as at the presence of an uncontrollable force, the meal for ever pouring, pouring, the fine white powder softening all surfaces and making the very spider-nets look like faery lace-work, the sweet pure scent of the meal – all helped to make Maggie feel that the mill was a little world apart from her outside everyday life. The spiders were especially a subject of speculation with her: she wondered if they had any relations outside the mill, for in that case there must be a painful difficulty in their family intercourse: a fat and floury spider, accustomed to take his fly well dusted with meal, must suffer a little at a cousin’s table where the fly was au naturel, and the lady spiders must be mutually shocked at each other’ appearance. But the part of the mill she liked best was the topmost story – the corn-hutch where there were the great heaps of grain which she could sit on and slide down continually. She was in the habit of taking this recreation as she conversed with Luke, to whom she was very communicative, wishing him to think well of her understanding, as her father did.

Perhaps she felt it necessary to recover her position with him on the present occasion, for, as she sat sliding on the heap of grain near which he was busying himself, she said, at that shrill pitch which was requisite in mill-society,

‘I think you never read any book but the Bible, did you, Luke?’

‘Nay, Miss – an’ not much o’ that, ’ said Luke, with great frankness. ‘I’m no reader, I arn’t.’

‘But if I lent you one of my books, Luke? I’ve not got any very pretty books that would be easy for you to read; but there’s “Pug’ Tour of Europe”5 – that would tell you all about the different sorts of people in the world, and if you didn’t understand the reading, the pictures would help you – they show the looks and ways of the people and what they do. There are the Dutchmen, very fat, and smoking, you know – and one sitting on a barrel.’

‘Nay, Miss, I’n no opinion o’ Dutchmen. There ben’t much good i’ knowin’ about them.’

‘But they’re our fellow-creatures, Luke – we ought to know about our fellow-creatures.’

‘Not much o’ fellow-creatures, I think, Miss: all I know – my old master, as war a knowin’ man, used to say, says he, “If e’er I sow my wheat wi’out brinin’, I’m a Dutchman,” says he; an’ that war as much as to say as a Dutchman war a fool, or next door. Nay, nay, I arn’t goin’ to bother mysen about Dutchmen. There’s fools enoo – an’ rogues enoo – wi’out lookin’ i’ books for ’em.’

‘O well, ’ said Maggie, rather foiled by Luke’s unexpectedly decided views about Dutchmen, ‘perhaps you would like “Animated Nature”6 better – that’s not Dutchmen, you know, but elephants, and kangaroos, and the civet cat, and the sun-fish, and a bird sitting on its tail – I forget its name. There are countries full of those creatures, instead of horses and cows, you know. Shouldn’t you like to know about them, Luke?’

‘Nay, Miss, I’n got to keep ’count o’ the flour an’ corn – I can’t do wi’ knowin’ so many things besides my work. That’s what brings folk to the gallows – knowin’ everything but what they’n got to get their bread by. An’ they’re mostly lies, I think, what’s printed i’ the books: them printed sheets are, anyhow, as the men cry i’ the streets.’

‘Why you’re like my brother Tom, Luke, ’ said Maggie, wishing to turn the conversation agreeably, ‘Tom’s not fond of reading. I love Tom so dearly, Luke – better than anybody else in the world. When he grows up, I shall keep his house, and we shall always live together. I can tell him everything he doesn’t know. But I think Tom’s clever, for all he doesn’t like books: he makes beautiful whip-cord and rabbit-pens.’

‘Ah, ’ said Luke, ‘but he’ll be fine an’ vexed as the rabbits are all dead.’

‘Dead!’ screamed Maggie, jumping up from her sliding seat on the corn. ‘O, dear Luke! What, the lop-eared one, and the spotted doe, that Tom spent all his money to buy?’

‘As dead as moles, ’ said Luke, fetching his comparison from the unmistakable corpses nailed to the stable wall.

‘O dear Luke, ’ said Maggie, in a piteous tone, while the big tears rolled down her cheek, ‘Tom told me to take care of ’em, and I forgot. What shall I do?’

‘Well, you see, Miss, they war in that far toolhouse, an’ it was nobody’ business to see to ’em. I reckon Master Tom told Harry to feed ’em, but there’s no countin’ on Harry – he’ a offal creatur as iver come about the primises, he is. He remembers nothin’ but his own inside – an’ I wish it ’ud gripe him.’

‘O Luke, Tom told me to be sure and remember the rabbits every day – but how could I, when they did not come into my head, you know? O, he will be so angry with me, I know he will, and so sorry about his rabbits – and so am I sorry. O what shall I do?’

‘Don’t you fret, Miss, ’ said Luke, soothingly, ‘they’re nash things, them lop-eared rabbits – they’d happen ha’ died, if they’d been fed. Things out o’ natur niver thrive. God A’mighty doesn’t like ’em. He made the rabbits’ ears to lie back, an’ it’s nothin’ but contrairiness to make ’em hing down like a mastiff dog’. Master Tom ’ull know better nor buy such things another time. Don’t you fret, Miss. Will you come along home wi’ me, and see my wife?a I’m a-goin’ this minute.’

The invitation offered an agreeable distraction to Maggie’s grief, and her tears gradually subsided as she trotted along by Luke’ side to his pleasant cottage, which stood with its apple and pear trees, and with the added dignity of a lean-to pig-sty, close by the brink of the Ripple.b Mrs Moggs, Luke’s wife, was a decidedly agreeable acquaintance: she exhibited her hospitality in bread and treacle and possessed various works of art. Maggie actually forgot that she had any special cause of sadness this morning, as she stood on a chair to look at a remarkable series of pictures representing the Prodigal Son in the costume of Sir Charles Grandison, 7 except that, as might have been expected from his defective moral character, he had not, like that accomplished hero, the taste and strength of mind toc dispense with a wig. But the indefinable weight the dead rabbits had left on her mind caused her to feel more than usual pity for the career of this weak young man, particularly when she looked at the picture where he leaned against a tree with a flaccid appearance, his knee-breeches unbuttoned and his wig awry, while the swine, apparently of some foreign breed, seemed to insult him by their good spirits over their feast of husks.

‘I’m very glad his father took him back again aren’t you, Luke?’ she said. ‘For he was very sorry, you know, and wouldn’t do wrong again.’

‘Eh, Miss, ’ said Luke, ‘he’d be no great shakes, I doubt, let’s feyther do what he would for him.’

That was a painful thought to Maggie, and she wished much that the subsequent history of the young man had not been left a blank.

CHAPTER 5
Tom Comes Home

Tom was to arrive early in the afternoon, and there was another fluttering heart besides Maggie’s when it was late enough for the sound of the gig wheels to be expected; for if Mrs Tulliver had a strong feeling, it was fondness for her boy. At last the sound came – that quick light bowling of the gig wheels – and in spite of the wind which was blowing the clouds about, and was not likely to respect Mrs Tulliver’s curls and cap-strings, she came outside the door, and even held her hand on Maggie’s offending head, forgetting all the griefs of the morning.

‘There he is, my sweet lad! But, Lord ha’ mercy, he’s got never a collar on; it’s been lost on the road, I’ll be bound, and spoilt the set.’

Mrs Tulliver stood with her arms open; Maggie jumped first on one leg and then on the other; while Tom descended from the gig and said, with masculine reticence as to the tender emotions, ‘Hallo! Yap, what, are you there?’

Nevertheless, he submitted to be kissed willingly enough, though Maggie hung on his neck in rather a strangling fashion, while his blue-grey eyes wandered towards the croft and the lambs and the river where he promised himself that he would begin to fish the first thing to-morrow morning. He was one of those lads that grow everywhere in England, and, at twelve or thirteen years of age, look as much alike as goslings: – a lad with light brown hair, cheeks of cream and roses, full lips, indeterminate nose and eyebrows – a physiognomy in which it seems impossible to discern anything but the generic character of boyhood; as different as possible from poor Maggie’s phiz, 1 which Nature seemed to have moulded and coloured with the most decided intention. But that same Nature has the deep cunning which hides itself under the appearance of openness, so that simple people think they can see through her quite well, and all the while she is secretly preparing a refutation of their confident prophecies. Under these average boyish physiognomies that she seems to turn off by the gross, she conceals some of her most rigid inflexible purposes, some of her most unmodifiable characters, and the dark-eyed, demonstrative, rebellious girl may after all turn out to be a passive being compared with this pink and white bit of masculinity with the indeterminate features.

‘Maggie, ’ said Tom, confidentially, taking her into a corner, as soon as his mother was gone out to examine his box, and the warm parlour had taken off the chill he had felt from the long drive, ‘you don’t know what I’ve got in my pockets’ – nodding his head up and down as a means of rousing her sense of mystery.

‘No, ’ said Maggie. ‘How stodgy they look, Tom! Is it marls (marbles) – or cobnuts?’ Maggie’s heart sank a little, because Tom always said it was ‘no good’ playing with her at those games – she played so badly.

‘Marls! no – I’ve swopped all my marls with little fellows.a And cobnuts are no fun, you silly, only when the nuts are green. But see here!’ He drew something half out of his right-hand pocket.

‘What is it?’ said Maggie, in a whisper. ‘I can see nothing but a bit of yellow.’

‘Why it’s… a… new… guess, Maggie!’

‘O, I can’t guess, Tom, ’ said Maggie, impatiently.

‘Don’t be a spitfire, else I won’t tell you, ’ said Tom, thrusting his hand back into his pocket, and looking determined.

‘No, Tom, ’ said Maggie, imploringly, laying hold of the arm that was held stiffly in the pocket. ‘I’m not cross, Tom – it was only because I can’t bear guessing. Please, be good to me.’

Tom’s arm slowly relaxed, and he said, ‘Well, then; it’s a new fish-line – two new uns – one for you, Maggie, all to yourself. I wouldn’t go halves in the toffee and gingerbread o’ purpose to save the money; and Gibson and Spouncer fought with me because I wouldn’t. And here’ hooks; see here!… I say, won’t we go and fish to-morrow down by the Roundb Pool? And you shall catch your own fish, Maggie, and put the worms on and everything – won’t it be fun?’

Maggie’s answer was to throw her arms round Tom’s neck and hug him and hold her cheek against his without speaking, while he slowly unwound some of the line, saying, after a pause,

‘Wasn’t I a good brother, now, to buy you a line all to yourself? You know, I needn’t have bought it, if I hadn’t liked.’

‘Yes, very, very good… I do love you, Tom.’

Tom had put the line back in his pocket, and was looking at the hooks one by one, before he spoke again.

‘And the fellows fought me, because I wouldn’t give in about the toffee.’

‘O dear, I wish they wouldn’t fight at your school, Tom. Didn’t it hurt you?’

‘Hurt me? no, ’ said Tom, putting up the hooks again, taking out a large pocket-knife, and slowly opening the largest blade, which he looked at meditatively as he rubbed his finger along it. Then he added,

‘I gave Spouncer a black eye, I know – that’s what he got by wanting to leather me: I wasn’t going to go halves because anybody leathered me.’

‘O how brave you are, Tom – I think you’re like Samson. If there came a lion roaring at me, I think you’d fight him – wouldn’t you, Tom?’

‘How can a lion come roaring at you, you silly thing? There’s no lions only in the shows.’

‘No: but if we were in the lion countries, I mean, in Africa, where it’s very hot – the lions eat people there. I can show it you in the book where I read it.’

‘Well, I should get a gun and shoot him.’

‘But if you hadn’t got a gun – we might have gone out, you know, not thinking – just as we go fishing – and then a great lion might run towards us roaring, and we couldn’t get away from him. What should you do, Tom?’

Tom paused, and at last turned away contemptuously, saying, ‘But the lion isn’t coming. What’s the use of talking?’

‘But I like to fancy how it would be, ’ said Maggie, following him. ‘Just think what you would do, Tom.’

‘O don’t bother, Maggie! you’re such a silly. I shall go and see my rabbits.’

Maggie’s heart began to flutter with fear. She dared not tell the sad truth at once, but she walked after Tom in trembling silence as he went out, thinking how she could tell him the news so as to soften at once his sorrow and his anger. For Maggie dreaded Tom’s anger of all things: it was quite a different anger from her own.

‘Tom, ’ she said, timidly, when they were out of doors, ‘how much money did you give for your rabbits?’

‘Two half-crowns and a sixpence, ’ said Tom, promptly.

‘I think I’ve got a great deal more than that in my steel purse upstairs. I’ll ask mother to give it you.’

‘What for?’ said Tom. ‘I don’t want your money, you silly thing. I’ve got a great deal more money than you, because I’m a boy. I always have half-sovereigns and sovereigns for my Christmas boxes, because I shall be a man, and you only have five-shilling pieces, because you’re only a girl.’

‘Well, but, Tom – if mother would let me give you two half-crowns and a sixpence out of my purse to put into your pocket and spend, you know – and buy some more rabbits with it?’

‘More rabbits? I don’t want any more.’

‘O, but Tom, they’re all dead.’

Tom stopped immediately in his walk and turned round towards Maggie. ‘You forgot to feed ’em then, and Harry forgot, ’ he said, his colour heightening for a moment, but soon subsiding. ‘I’ll pitch into Harry – I’ll have him turned away. And I don’t love you, Maggie. You shan’t go fishing with me to-morrow. I told you to go and see the rabbits every day.’ He walked on again.

‘Yes, but I forgot – and I couldn’t help it, indeed, Tom. I’m so very sorry, ’ said Maggie, while the tears rushed fast.

‘You’re a naughty girl, ’ said Tom, severely, ‘and I’m sorry I bought you the fish-line. I don’t love you.’

‘O Tom, it’s very cruel, ’ sobbed Maggie. ‘I’d forgive you, if you forgot anything – I wouldn’t mind what you did – I’d forgive you and love you.’

‘Yes, you’re a silly. But I never do forget things, I don’t.’

‘O, please forgive me, Tom; my heart will break, ’ said Maggie, shaking with sobs, clinging to Tom’s arm, and laying her wet cheek on his shoulder.

Tom shook her off, and stopped again, saying in a peremptory tone, ‘Now, Maggie, you just listen. Aren’t I a good brother to you?’

‘Ye-ye-es, ’ sobbed Maggie, her chin rising and falling convulsedly.

‘Didn’t I think about your fish-line all this quarter, and mean to buy it, and saved my money o’ purpose, and wouldn’t go halves in the toffee, and Spouncer fought me because I wouldn’t?’

‘Ye-ye-es… and I… lo-lo-love you so, Tom.’

‘But you’re a naughty girl. Last holidays you licked the paint off my lozenge-box, and the holidays before that, you let the boat drag my fish-line down when I’d set you to watch it, and you pushed your head through my kite all for nothing.’

‘But I didn’t mean, ’ said Maggie. ‘I couldn’t help it.’

‘Yes, you could, ’ said Tom, ‘if you’d minded what you were doing. And you’re a naughty girl, and you shan’t go fishing with me to-morrow.’

With this terrible conclusion, Tom ran away from Maggie towards the mill, meaning to greet Luke there, and complain to him of Harry.

Maggie stood motionless, except from her sobs, for a minute or two; then she turned round and ran into the house and up to her attic, where she sat on the floor and laid her head against the worm-eaten shelf, with a crushing sense of misery. Tom was come home and she had thought how happy she should be – and now he was cruel to her. What use was anything if Tom didn’t love her? O, he was very cruel! Hadn’t she wanted to give him the money and said how very sorry she was? She knew she was naughty to her mother, but she had never been naughty to Tom – had never meant to be naughty to him.

‘O he is cruel!’ Maggie sobbed aloud, finding a wretched pleasure in the hollow resonance that came through the long empty space of the attic. She never thought of beating or grinding her Fetish; she was too miserable to be angry.

These bitter sorrows of childhood! – when sorrow is all new and strange, when hope has not yet got wings to fly beyond the days and weeks, and the space from summer to summer seems measureless.

Maggie soon thought she had been hours in the attic, and it must be tea-time, and they were all having their tea, and not thinking of her. Well, then, she would stay up there and starve herself – hide herself behind the tub and stay there all night, and then they would all be frightened and Tom would be sorry. Thus Maggie thought in the pride of her heart, as she crept behind the tub; but presently she began to cry again at the idea that they didn’t mind her being there. If she went down again to Tom now – would he forgive her? – perhaps her father would be there and he would take her part. But then, she wanted Tom to forgive her because he loved her, not because his father told him. No, she would never go down if Tom didn’t come to fetch her. This resolution lasted in great intensity for five dark minutes behind the tub; but then the need of being loved, the strongest need in poor Maggie’s nature, began to wrestle with her pride and soon threw it. She crept from behind her tub into the twilight of the long attic, but just then she heard a quick footstep on the stairs.

Tom had been too much interested in his talk with Luke, in going the round of the premises, walking in and out where he pleased, and whittling sticks without any particular reason except that he didn’t whittle sticks at school, to think of Maggie and the effect his anger had produced on her. He meant to punish her, and that business having been performed, he occupied himself with other matters like a practical person. But when he had been called in to tea, his father said, ‘Why, where’s the little wench?’ and Mrs Tulliver, almost at the same moment, said, ‘Where’s your little sister?’ both of them having supposed that Maggie and Tom had been together all the afternoon.

‘I don’t know, ’ said Tom. He didn’t want to ‘tell’ of Maggie, though he was angry with her, for Tom Tulliver was a lad of honour.

‘What, hasn’t she been playing with you all this while?’ said the father. ‘She’d been thinking o’ nothing but your coming home.’

‘I haven’t seen her this two hours, ’ says Tom, commencing on the plum-cake.

‘Goodness heart! she’s got drownded, ’ exclaimed Mrs Tulliver, rising from her seat and running to the window. ‘How could you let her do so?’ she added, as became a fearful woman, accusing she didn’t know whom of she didn’t know what.

‘Nay, nay, she’s none drownded, ’ said Mr Tulliver. ‘You’ve been naughty to her, I doubt, Tom?’

‘I’m sure I haven’t, father, ’ said Tom, indignantly. ‘I think she’s in the house.’

‘Perhaps up in that attic, ’ said Mrs Tulliver, ‘a-singing and talking to herself, and forgetting all about meal-times.’

‘You go and fetch her down, Tom, ’ said Mr Tulliver, rather sharply, his perspicacity or his fatherly fondness for Maggie making him suspect that the lad had been hard upon ‘the little un, ’ else she would never have left his side. ‘And be good to her, do you hear? Else I’ll let you know better.’

Tom never disobeyed his father, for Mr Tulliver was a peremptory man, and, as he said, would never let anybody get hold of his whip-hand; but he went out rather sullenly, carrying his piece of plum-cake, and not intending to reprieve Maggie’s punishment, which was no more than she deserved. Tom was only thirteen,a and had no decided views in grammar and arithmetic, regarding them for the most part as open questions, but he was particularly clear and positive on one point, namely that he would punish everybody who deserved it: why, he wouldn’t have minded being punished himself if he deserved it, but then, he never did deserve it.

It was Tom’s step, then, that Maggie heard on the stairs, when her need of love had triumphed over her pride, and she was going down with her swollen eyes and dishevelled hair to beg for pity. At least, her father would stroke her head and say, ‘Never mind, my wench.’ It is a wonderful subduer, this need of love, this hunger of the heart: as peremptory as that other hunger by which Nature forces us to submit to the yoke, and change the face of the world.

But she knew Tom’s step and her heart began to beat violently with the sudden shock of hope. He only stood still at the top of the stairs and said, ‘Maggie, you’re to come down.’ But she rushed to him and clung round his neck, sobbing, ‘O Tom, please forgive me – I can’t bear it – I will always be good – always remember things – do love me – please, dear Tom.’

We learn to restrain ourselves as we get older. We keep apart when we have quarrelled, express ourselves in well-bred phrases, and in this way preserve a dignified alienation, showing much firmness on one side, and swallowing much grief on the other. We no longer approximate in our behaviour to the mere impulsiveness of the lower animals, but conduct ourselves in every respect like members of a highly civilised society. Maggie and Tom were still very much like young animals, and so she could rub her cheek against his, and kiss his ear in a random, sobbing way, and there were tender fibres in the lad that had been used to answer to Maggie’s fondling: so that he behaved with a weakness quite inconsistent with his resolution to punish her as much as she deserved: he actually began to kiss her in return and say,

‘Don’t cry then, Magsie: – here, eat a bit o’ cake.’

Maggie’s sobs began to subside, and she put out her mouth for the cake and bit a piece; and then Tom bit a piece, just for company, and they ate together and rubbed each other’s cheeks and brows and noses together while they ate, with a humiliating resemblance to two friendly ponies.

‘Come along, Magsie, and have tea, ’ said Tom at last, when there was no more cake except what was down-stairs.

So ended the sorrows of this day, and the next morning Maggie was trotting with her own fishing-rod in one hand, and a handle of the basket in the other, stepping always by a peculiar gift in the muddiest places and looking darkly radiant from under her beaver-bonnet because Tom was good to her. She had told Tom, however, that she should like him to put the worms on the hook for her, although she accepted his word when he assured her that worms couldn’t feel (it was Tom’s private opinion that it didn’t much matter if they did). He knew all about worms and fish and those things; and what birds were mischievous and how padlocks opened, and which way the handles of the gates were to be lifted. Maggie thought this sort of knowledge was very wonderful – much more difficult than remembering what was in the books; and she was rather in awe of Tom’s superiority, for he was the only person who called her knowledge ‘stuff’ and did not feel surprised at her cleverness. Tom, indeed, was of opinion that Maggie was a silly little thing: all girls were silly – they couldn’t throw a stone so as to hit anything, couldn’t do anything with a pocket-knife, and were frightened at frogs. Still, he was very fond of his sister, and meant always to take care of her, make her his housekeeper, and punish her when she did wrong.

They were on their way to the Round Pool – that wonderful pool, which the floods had made a long while ago: no one knew how deep it was; and it was mysterious too that it should be almost a perfect round, framed in with willows and tall reeds, so that the water was only to be seen when you got close to the brink. The sight of the old favourite spot always heightened Tom’s good-humour, and he spoke to Maggie in the most amicable whispers, as he opened the precious basket and prepared their tackle. He threw her line for her, and put the rod into her hand. Maggie thought it probable that the small fish would come to her hook, and the large ones to Tom’s. But she had forgotten all about the fish and was looking dreamily at the glassy water,a when Tom said, in a loud whisper, ‘Look, look, Maggie!’ and came running to prevent her from snatching her line away.

Maggie was frightened lest she had been doing something wrong, as usual, but presently Tom drew out her line and brought a large tench bouncing on the grass.

Tom was excited.

‘O Magsie! you little duck! Empty the basket.’

Maggie was not conscious of unusual merit, but it was enough that Tom called her Magsie, and was pleased with her. There was nothing to mar her delight in the whispers and the dreamy silences, when she listened to the light dipping sounds of the rising fish and the gentle rustling, as if the willows and the reeds and the water had their happy whisperings also. Maggie thought it would make a very nice heaven to sit by the pool in that way, and never be scolded. She never knew she had a bite till Tom told her, but she liked fishing very much.

It was one of their happy mornings. They trotted along and sat down together with no thought that life would ever change much for them: they would only get bigger and not go to school, and it would always be like the holidays; they would always live together and be fond of each other, and the mill with its booming – the great chestnut-tree under which they played at houses, their own little river, the Ripple, where the banks seemed like home, and Tom was always seeing the water-rats, while Maggie gathered the purple plumy tops of the reeds which she forgot and dropped afterwards, above all, the great Floss along which they wandered with a sense of travel, to see the rushing springa tide – the awful Eagre – come up like a hungry monster, or to see the Great Ashb which had once wailed and groaned like a man – these things would always be just the same to them. Tom thought people were at a disadvantage who lived on any other spot of the globe, and Maggie when she read about Christiana passing ‘the river over which there is no bridge’2 always saw the Floss between the green pastures by the Great Ash.

Life did change for Tom and Maggie; and yet they were not wrong in believing that the thoughts and loves of these first years would always make part of their lives. We could never have loved the earth so well if we had had no childhood in it, – if it were not the earth where the same flowers come up again every spring that we used to gather with our tiny fingers as we sat lisping to ourselves on the grass – the same hips and haws on the autumn hedgerows – the same redbreasts that we used to call ‘God’s birds’ because they did no harm to the precious crops. What novelty is worth that sweet monotony where everything is known and loved because it is known?

The wood I walk in on this mild May day, with the young yellow-brown foliage of the oaks between me and the blue sky, the white star-flowers and the blue-eyed speedwell and the ground ivy at my feet – what grove of tropic palms, what strange ferns or splendid broad-petalled blossoms, could ever thrill such deep and delicate fibres within me as this home-scene? These familiar flowers, these well-remembered bird-notes, this sky with its fitful brightness, these furrowed and grassy fields, each with a sort of personality given to it by the capricious hedgerows – such things as these are the mother tongue of our imagination, the language that is laden with all the subtle inextricable associations the fleeting hours of our childhood left behind them. Our delight in the sunshine on the deep bladed grass today, might be no more than the faint perception of wearied souls, if it were not for the sunshine and the grass in the far-off years, which still live in us and transform our perception into love.

CHAPTER 6
The Aunts and Uncles Are Coming

It was Easter week and Mrs Tulliver’s cheese-cakes were more exquisitely light than usual: ‘a puff o’ wind ’ud make ’em blow about like feathers, ’ Kezia, the house-maid said, feeling proud to live under a mistress who could make such pastry; so that no season or circumstances could have been more propitious for a family party, even if it had not been advisable to consult sister Glegg and sister Pullet about Tom’s going to school.

‘I’d as lief not invite sister Deane this time, ’ said Mrs Tulliver, ‘for she’s as jealous and having as can be, and ’s allays trying to make the worst o’ my poor children to their aunts and uncles.’

‘Yes, yes, ’ said Mr Tulliver. ‘Ask her to come. I never hardly get a bit o’ talk with Deane now: we haven’t had him this six months. What’s it matter what she says? – my children need be beholding to nobody.’

‘That’s what you allays say, Mr Tulliver; but I’m sure there’s nobody o’ your side, neither aunt nor uncle, to leave ’em so much as a five-pound note for a leggicy. And there’s sister Glegg, and sister Pullet too, saving money unknown – for they put by all their own interest and butter-money too – their husbands buy ’em everything.’ Mrs Tulliver was a mild woman, but even a sheep will face about a little when she has lambs.

‘Tchuh!’ said Mr Tulliver. ‘It takes a big loaf when there’s many to breakfast. What signifies your sisters’ bits o’ money when they’ve got half-a-dozen nevvies and nieces to divide it among? And your sister Deane won’t get ’em to leave all to one, I reckon, and make the country cry shame on ’em when they are dead?’

‘I don’t know what she won’t get ’em to do, ’ said Mrs Tulliver, ‘for my children are so awk’ard wi’ their aunts and uncles. Maggie’s ten times naughtier when they come than she is other days, and Tom doesn’t like ’em, bless him – though it’s more nat’ral in a boy than a gell – And there’s Lucy Deane’s such a good child – you may set her on a stool, and there she’ll sit for an hour together and never offer to get off – I can’t help loving the child as if she was my own, and I’m sure she’s more like my child than sister Deane’s, for she’d allays a very poor colour for one of our family, sister Deane had.’

‘Well, well, if you’re fond o’ the child, ask her father and mother to bring her with ’em. And won’t you ask their aunt and uncle Moss too? and some o’ their children?’

‘O dear, Mr Tulliver, why, there’d be eight people besides the children, and I must put two more leaves i’ the table, besides reaching down more o’ the dinner service. And you know as well as I do, as my sisters and your sister don’t suit well together.’

‘Well, well, do as you like, Bessy, ’ said Mr Tulliver, taking up his hat and walking out to the mill. Few wives were more submissive than Mrs Tulliver on all points unconnected with her family relations; but she had been a Miss Dodson, and the Dodsons were a very respectable family indeed – as much looked up to as any in their own parish or the next to it. The Miss Dodsons had always been thought to hold up their heads very high, and no one was surprised the two eldest had married so well: – not at an early age, for that was not the practice of the Dodson family. There were particular ways of doing everything in that family: particular ways of bleaching the linen, of making the cowslip wine, curing the hams and keeping the bottled gooseberries, so that no daughter of that house could be indifferent to the privilege of having been born a Dodson, rather than a Gibson or a Watson. Funerals were always conducted with peculiar propriety in the Dodson family: the hatbands were never of a blue shade, the gloves never split at the thumb, everybody was a mourner who ought to be, and there were always scarfs for the bearers. When one of the family was in trouble or sickness, all the rest went to visit the unfortunate member, usually at the same time, and did not shrink from uttering the most disagreeable truths that correct family feeling dictated: if the illness or trouble was the sufferer’s own fault, it was not in the practice of the Dodson family to shrink from saying so. In short, there was in this family a peculiar tradition as to what was the right thing in household management and social demeanour, and the only bitter circumstance attending this superiority was a painful inability to approve the condiments or the conduct of families ungoverned by the Dodson tradition. A female Dodson, when in ‘strange houses, ’ always ate dry bread with her tea and declined any sort of preserves, having no confidence in the butter and thinking that the preserves had probably begun to ferment from want of due sugar and boiling. There were some Dodsons less like the family than others – that was admitted – but in so far as they were ‘kin, ’ they were of necessity better than those who were ‘no kin.’ And it is remarkable that while no individual Dodson was satisfied with any other individual Dodson, each was satisfied, not only with him or herself, but with the Dodsons collectively. The feeblest member of a family – the one who has the least character – is often the merest epitome of the family habits and traditions, and Mrs Tulliver was a thorough Dodson, though a mild one, as small beer, so long as it is anything, is only describable as very weak ale. And though she had groaned a little in her youth under the yoke of her elder sisters, and still shed occasional tears at their sisterly reproaches, it was not in Mrs Tulliver to be an innovator on the family ideas: she was thankful to have been a Dodson, and to have one child who took after her own family, at least in his features and complexion, in liking salt, and in eating beans, which a Tulliver never did.

In other respects the true Dodson was partly latent in Tom, and he was as far from appreciating his ‘kin’ on the mother’s side as Maggie herself, generally absconding for the day with a large supply of the most portable food when he received timely warning that his aunts and uncles were coming: a moral symptom from which his aunt Glegg deduced the gloomiest views of his future. It was rather hard on Maggie that Tom always absconded without letting her into the secret, but the weaker sex are acknowledged to be serious impedimenta in cases of flight.a

On Wednesday, the day before the aunts and uncles were coming, there were such various and suggestive scents, as of plumcakes in the oven and jellies in the hot stage,a mingled with the aroma of gravy, that it was impossible to feel altogether gloomy: there was hope in the air. Tom and Maggie made several inroads into the kitchen, and, like other marauders, were induced to keep aloof for a time only by being allowed to carry away a sufficient load of booty.

‘Tom, ’ said Maggie, as they sat on the boughs of the elder tree, eating their jam puffs, ‘shall you run away tomorrow?’

‘No, ’ said Tom, slowly, when he had finished his puff, and was eyeing the third, which was to be divided between them. ‘No. I shan’t.’

‘Why, Tom? Because Lucy’s coming?’

‘No’ said Tom, opening his pocket-knife and holding it over the puff, with his head on one side in a dubitative manner. (It was a difficult problem to divide that very irregular polygon into two equal parts.) ‘What do I care about Lucy? She’s only a girl – she can’t play at bandy.’

‘Is it the tipsy-cake, then?’ said Maggie, exerting her hypothetic powers, while she leaned forward towards Tom with her eyes fixed on the hovering knife.

‘No, you silly, that’ll be good the day after. It’s the pudden. I know what the pudden’s to be – apricot roll-up – O my buttons!’

With his interjection, the knife descended on the puff and it was in two, but the result was not satisfactory to Tom, for he still eyed the halves doubtfully. At last he said,

‘Shut your eyes, Maggie.’

‘What for?’

‘You never mind what for. Shut ’em when I tell you.’

Maggie obeyed.

‘Now, which’ll you have Maggie – right hand or left?’

‘I’ll have that with the jam run out, ’ said Maggie, keeping her eyes shut to please Tom.

‘Why, you don’t like that, you silly. You may have it if it comes to you fair, but I shan’t give it you without. Right or left – you choose, now. Ha-a-a!’ said Tom, in a tone of exasperation, as Maggie peeped. ‘You keep your eyes shut, now, else you shan’t have any.’

Maggie’s power of sacrifice did not extend so far, indeed I fear she cared less that Tom should enjoy the utmost possible amount of puff than that he should be pleased with her for giving him the best bit. So she shut her eyes quite close, till Tom told her to ‘say which, ’ and then she said, ‘Left-hand.’

‘You’ve got it, ’ said Tom, in rather a bitter tone.

‘What, the bit with the jam run out?’

‘No: here, take it, ’ said Tom firmly, handing decidedly the best piece to Maggie.

‘O, please, Tom, have it: I don’t mind – I like the other: please take this.’

‘No, I shan’t, ’ said Tom, almost crossly, beginning on his own inferior piece.

Maggie, thinking it was no use to contend further, began too, and ate up her half-puff with considerable relish as well as rapidity. But Tom had finished first, and had to look on while Maggie ate her last morsel or two, feeling in himself a capacity for more. Maggie didn’t know Tom was looking at her: she was seesawing on the elder bough, lost to almost everything but a vague sense of jam and idleness.

‘O, you greedy thing!’ said Tom, when she had swallowed the last morsel. He was conscious of having acted very fairly, and thought she ought to have considered this and made up to him for it. He would have refused a bit of hers beforehand, but one is naturally at a different point of view before and after one’s own share of puff is swallowed.

Maggie turned quite pale. ‘O Tom, why didn’t you ask me?’

‘I wasn’t going to ask you for a bit, you greedy. You might have thought of it without, when you knew I gave you the best bit.’

‘But I wanted you to have it – you know I did, ’ said Maggie in an injured tone.

‘Yes, but I wasn’t going to do what wasn’t fair, like Spouncer. He always takes the best bit, if you don’t punch him for it, and if you choose the best with your eyes shut, he changes his hands. But if I go halves I’ll go ’em fair – only I wouldn’t be a greedy.’

With this cutting innuendo, Tom jumped down from his bough and threw a stone, with a ‘hoigh!’ as a friendly attention to Yap, who had also been looking on while the eatables vanished with an agitation of his ears and feelings which could hardly have been without bitterness. Yet the excellent dog accepted Tom’s attention with as much alacrity as if he had been treated quite generously.

But Maggie, gifted with that superior power of misery which distinguishes the human being and places him at a proud distance from the most melancholy chimpanzee, sat still on her bough, and gave herself up to the keen sense of unmerited reproach. She would have given the world not to have eaten all her puff, and to have saved some of it for Tom. Not but that the puff was very nice, for Maggie’s palate was not at all obtuse, but she would have gone without it many times over, sooner than Tom should call her greedy and be cross with her. And he had said he wouldn’t have it – and she ate it without thinking – how could she help it? The tears flowed so plentifully that Maggie saw nothing around her for the next ten minutes; but by that time resentment began to give way to the desire of reconciliation and she jumped from her bough to look for Tom. He was no longer in the paddock behind the rickyard – where was he likely to be gone, and Yap with him? Maggie ran to the high bank against the great holly tree, where she could see far away towards the Floss. There was Tom; but her heart sank again as she saw how far off he was on his way to the great river and that he had another companion besides Yap – naughty Bob Jakin, whose official, if not natural function,a of frightening the birds, was just now at a standstill. Maggie felt sure that Bob was wicked, without very distinctly knowing why: unless it was because Bob’s mother was a dreadfully large fat woman, who lived at a queer round house down the river, and once, when Maggie and Tom had wandered thither there rushed out a brindled dog that wouldn’t stop barking, and when Bob’s mother came out after it, and screamed above the barking to tell them not to be frightened, Maggie thought she was scolding them fiercely and her heart beat with terror. Maggie thought it very likely that the round house had snakes on the floor, and bats in the bedroom; for she had seen Bob take off his cap to show Tom a little snake that was inside it, and another time he had a handful of young bats: altogether, he was an irregular character, perhaps even slightly diabolical, judging from his intimacy with snakes and bats; and to crown all, when Tom had Bob for a companion he didn’t mind about Maggie, and would never let her go with him.

It must be owned that Tom was fond of Bob’s company. How could it be otherwise? Bob knew, directly he saw a bird’s egg, whether it was a swallow’s or a tomtit’s or a yellowhammer’s; he found out all the wasps’ nests and could set all sorts of traps; he could climb the trees like a squirrel, and had quite a magical power of detecting hedgehogs and stoats; and he had courage to do things that were rather naughty, such as making gaps in the hedgerows, throwing stones after sheep, and killing a cat that was wandering incognito. Such qualities in an inferior who could always be treated with authority in spite of his superior knowingness, had necessarily a fatal fascination for Tom; and every holiday-timea Maggie was sure to have days of grief because he had gone off with Bob.

Well! there was no hope for it: he was gone now, and Maggie could think of no comfort but to sit down by the hollyb or wander by the hedgerow, and fancy it was all different, refashioning her little world into just what she should like it to be.

Maggie’s was a troublous life, and this was the form in which she took her opium.

Meanwhile Tom, forgetting all about Maggie and the sting of reproach which he had left in her heart, was hurrying along with Bob whom he had met accidentally, to the scene of a great rat-catching in a neighbouring barn. Bob knew all about this particular affair, and spoke of the sport with an enthusiasm which no one, who is not either divested of all manly feeling or pitiably ignorant of rat-catching, can fail to imagine. For a person suspected of preternatural wickedness, Bob was really not so very villainous-looking; there was even something agreeable in his snub-nosed face with its close-curled border of red hair. But then his trousers were always rolled up at the knee for the convenience of wading on the slightest notice, and his virtue, supposing it to exist, was undeniably ‘virtue in rags’ which, on the authority even of bilious philosophers,a who think all well-dressedb merit overpaid, is notoriously likely to remain unrecognised (perhaps because it is seen so seldom).c

‘I know the chapd as owns the ferrets, ’ said Bob in a hoarse treble voice, as he shuffled along, keeping his blue eyes fixed on the river, like an amphibious animal who foresaw occasion for darting in. ‘He lives up the Kennel Yard at Sut Ogg’s – he does. He’s the biggest rot-catcher anywhere – he is. I’d sooner be a rot-catcher nor anything – I would. The moles is nothing to the rots. But Lors! you mun ha’ ferrets. Dogs is no good. Why, there’s that dog, now, ’ Bob continued, pointing with an air of disgust towards Yap, ‘he’s no more good wi’ a rot nor nothin’. I see it myself – I did – at the rot-catchin’ i’ your feyther’s barn.’

Yap, feeling the withering influence of this scorn, tucked his tail in and shrank close to Tom’s leg, who felt a little hurt for him, but had not the superhuman courage to seem behindhand with Bob in contempt for a dog who made so poor a figure.

‘No, no, ’ he said, ‘Yap’s no good at sport. I’ll have regular good dogs for rats and everything, when I’ve done school.’

‘Hev ferrets, Measter Tom, ’ said Bob, eagerly, ‘them white ferrets wi’ pink eyes – Lors, you might catch your own rots, an’ you might put a rot in a cage wi’ a ferret, an’ see ’em fight – you might. That’s what I’d do, I know. An’ it ’ud be better fun a’most nor seein’ two chaps fight – if it wasn’t them chaps as sell cakes an’ oranges at the Fair, as the things flew out o’ their baskets, an’ some o’ the cakes was smashed… But they tasted just as good, ’ added Bob, by way of note or addendum, after a moment’s pause.

‘But, I say, Bob, ’ said Tom, in a tone of deliberation, ‘ferrets are nasty biting things – they’ll bite a fellow without being set on.’

‘Lors, why that’s the beauty on ’em. If a chap lays hold o’ your ferret, he won’t be long before he hollows out a good un – he won’t.’

At this moment a striking incident made the boys pause suddenly in their walk. It was the plunging of some small body in the water from among the neighbouring bulrushes – if it was not a water-rat Bob intimated that he was ready to undergo the most unpleasant consequences.

‘Hoigh! Yap – hoigh! there he is, ’ said Tom, clapping his hands, as the little black snout made its arrowy course to the opposite bank. ‘Seize him, lad, seize him!’

Yap agitated his ears and wrinkled his brows, but declined to plunge, trying whether barking would not answer the purpose just as well.

‘Ugh! you coward!’ said Tom, and kicked him over, feeling humiliated as a sportsman to possess so poor-spirited an animal. Bob abstained from remark and passed on, choosing however to walk in the shallow edge of the overflowing river by way of change.

‘He’s none so full now, the Floss isn’t, ’ said Bob, as he kicked the water up before him, with an agreeable sense of being insolent to it. ‘Why, last ’ear, the meadows was all one sheet o’ water, they was.’

‘Ay, but, ’ said Tom, whose mind was prone to see an opposition between statements that were really quite accordant, ‘but there was a big flood once when the Round Pool was made. I know there was, ’cause father says so. And the sheep and cows were all drowned, and the boats went all over the fields ever such a way.’

‘I don’t care about a flood comin’, ’ said Bob, ‘I don’t mind the water, no more nor the land. I’d swim – I would.’

‘Ah, but if you got nothing to eat for ever so long?’ said Tom, his imagination becoming quite active under the stimulus of that dread. ‘When I’m a man, I shall make a boat with a wooden house on the top of it, like Noah’s ark, and keep plenty to eat in it – rabbits and things – all ready. And then if the flood came, you know, Bob, I shouldn’t mind… And I’d take you in, if I saw you swimming, ’ he added, in the tone of a benelovent patron.

‘I aren’t frighted, ’ said Bob, to whom hunger did not appear so appalling. ‘But I’d get in, an’ knock the rabbits on th’ head when you wanted to eat ’em.’

‘Ah, and I should have half-pence, and we’d play at heads and tails, ’ said Tom, not contemplating the possibility that this recreation might have fewer charms for his mature age. ‘I’d divide fair to begin with, and then we’d see who’d win.’

‘I’n got a half-penny o’ my own, ’ said Bob, proudly, coming out of the water and tossing his half-penny in the air. ‘Yeads or tails?’

‘Tails, ’ said Tom, instantly fired with the desire to win.

‘It’s yeads, ’ said Bob, hastily, snatching up the half-penny as it fell.

‘It wasn’t, ’ said Tom, loudly and peremptorily. ‘You give me the half-penny – I’ve won it fair.’

‘I shan’t, ’ said Bob, holding it tight in his pocket.

‘Then I’ll make you – see if I don’t, ’ said Tom.

‘You can’t make me do nothing, you can’t, ’ said Bob.

‘Yes, I can.’

‘No, you can’t.’

‘I’m master.’

‘I don’t care for you.’

‘But I’ll make you care, you cheat, ’ said Tom, collaring Bob and shaking him.

‘You get out wi’ you, ’ said Bob, giving Tom a kick.

Tom’s blood was thoroughly up: he went at Bob with a lunge and threw him down, but Bob seized hold and kept it like a cat, and pulled Tom down after him. They struggled fiercely on the ground for a moment or two, till Tom, pinning Bob down by the shoulders, thought he had the mastery.

‘You say you’ll give me the half-penny now, ’ he said, with difficulty, while he exerted himself to keep the command of Bob’s arms.

But at this moment, Yap, who had been running on before, returned barking to the scene of action, and saw a favourable opportunity for biting Bob’s bare leg not only with impunity but with honour. The pain from Yap’s teeth, instead of surprising Bob into a relaxation of his hold, gave it a fiercer tenacity, and with a new exertion of his force he pushed Tom backward and got uppermost. But now Yap, who could get no sufficient purchase before, set his teeth in a new place, so that Bob, harassed in this way, let go his hold of Tom and almost throttling Yap, flung him into the river. By this time Tom was up again, and before Bob had quite recovered his balance after the act of swinging Yap, Tom fell upon him, threw him down and got his knee firmly on Bob’s chest.

‘You give me the half-penny now, ’ said Tom.

‘Take it, ’ said Bob, sulkily.

‘No, I shan’t take it – you give it me.’

Bob took the half-penny out of his pocket and threw it away from him on the ground.

Tom loosed his hold and left Bob to rise.

‘There the half-penny lies, ’ he said, ‘I don’t want your halfpenny; I wouldn’t have kept it. But you wanted to cheat: I hate a cheat. I shan’t go along with you any more, ’ he added, turning round homeward, not without casting a regret towards the rat-catching and other pleasures which he must relinquish along with Bob’s society.

‘You may let it alone, then, ’ Bob called out after him. ‘I shall cheat if I like – there’s no fun i’ playing, else. And I know where there’s a goldfinch’s nest, but I’ll take care you don’t.… An’ you’re a nasty fightin’ turkey-cock, you are.…’

Tom walked on without looking round, and Yap followed his example, the cold bath having moderated his passions.

‘Go along wi’ you, then, wi’ your drownded dog – I wouldn’t own such a dog, I wouldn’t, ’ said Bob, getting louder, in a last effort to sustain his defiance. But Tom was not to be provoked into turning round, and Bob’s voice began to falter a little as he said,

‘An’ I’n gi’en you everything an’ showed you everything, an’ niver wanted nothin’ from you.… An’ there’s your horn-handed knife, then, as you gi’en me’.… Here Bob flung the knife as far as he could after Tom’s retreating footsteps. But it produced no effect, except the sense in Bob’s mind that there was a terrible void in his lot, now that knife was gone.

He stood still till Tom had passed through the gate and disappeared behind the hedge. The knife would do no good on the ground there – it wouldn’t vex Tom, and pride or resentment was a feeble passion in Bob’s mind compared with the love of a pocket-knife. His very fingers sent entreating thrills that he would go and clutch that familiar rough buck’s-horn handle, which they had so often grasped for mere affection as it lay idle in his pocket. And there were two blades – and they had just been sharpened. What is life without a pocket-knife to him who has once tasted a higher existence? No: to throw the handle after the hatchet is a comprehensible act of desperation, but to throw one’s pocket-knife after an implacable friend is clearly in every sense a hyperbole1 or throwing beyond the mark. So Bob shuffled back to the spot where the beloved knife lay in the dirt, and felt quite a new pleasure in clutching it again after the temporary separation, in opening one blade after the other and feeling their edge with his well-hardened thumb. Poor Bob! he was not sensitive on the point of honour – not a chivalrous character. That fine moral aroma would not have been thought much of by the public opinion of Kennel Yard, which was the very focus or heart of Bob’s world, even if it could have made itself perceptible there. Yet, for all that, he was not utterly a sneak and a thief, as our friend Tom had hastily decided.

But Tom, you perceive, was rather a Rhadamanthine2 personage, having more than the usual share of boys’ justice in him – the justice that desires to hurt culprits as much as they deserve to be hurt, and is troubled with no doubts concerning the exact amount of their deserts. Maggie saw a cloud on his brow when he came home, which checked her joy at his coming so much sooner than she had expected, and she dared hardly speak to him as he stood silently throwing the small gravel stones into the mill-dam. It is not pleasant to give up a rat-catching when you have set your mind on it. But if Tom had told his strongest feeling at that moment, he would have said, ‘I’d do just the same again.’ That was his usual mode of viewing his past actions; whereas Maggie was always wishing she had done something different.

CHAPTER 7
Enter the Aunts and Uncles

The Dodsons were certainly a handsome family, and Mrs Glegg was not the least handsome of the sisters. As she sat in Mrs Tulliver’s arm-chair, no impartial observer could have denied that for a woman of fifty she had a very comely face and figure, though Tom and Maggie considered their aunt Glegg as the type of ugliness. It is true she despised the advantages of costume, for though, as she often observed, no woman had better clothes, it was not her way to wear her new things out before her old ones. Other women, if they liked, might have their best thread lace in every wash, but when Mrs Glegg died, it would be found that she had better lace laid by in the right-hand drawer of her wardrobe, in the Spotted Chamber, than ever Mrs Wooll of St Ogg’s had bought in her life, although Mrs Wooll wore her lace before it was paid for. So of her curled fronts. Mrs Glegg had doubtless the glossiest and crispest brown curls in her drawers, as well as curls in various degrees of fuzzy laxness; but to look out on the week-day world from under a crisp and glossy front would be to introduce a most dreamlike and unpleasant confusion between the sacred and the secular. Occasionally, indeed, Mrs Glegg wore one of her third-best fronts on a weekday visit, but not at a sister’s house; especially not at Mrs Tulliver’s, who since her marriage had hurt her sisters’ feelings greatly by wearing her own hair, though, as Mrs Glegg observed to Mrs Deane, a mother of a family, like Bessy, with a husband always going to law, might have been expected to know better. But Bessy was always weak!

So if Mrs Glegg’s front to-day was more fuzzy and lax than usual, she had a design under it: she intended the most pointed and cutting allusion to Mrs Tulliver’s bunches of blond curls separated from each other by a due wave of smoothness on each side of the parting. Mrs Tulliver had shed tears several times at sister Glegg’s unkindness on the subject of these unmatronly curls, but the consciousness of looking the handsomer for them naturally administered support. Mrs Glegg chose to wear her bonnet in the house to-day – untied and tilted slightly, of course – a frequent practice of hers when she was on a visit and happened to be in a severe humour: she didn’t know what draughts there might be in strange houses. For the same reason she wore a small sable tippet which reached just to her shoulders and was very far from meeting across her well-formed chest, while her long neck was protected by a chevaux-de-frise of miscellaneous frilling. One would need to be learned in the fashions of those times to know how far in the rear of them Mrs Glegg’s slate-coloured silk gown must have been, but from certain constellations of small yellow spots upon it, and a mouldy odour about it suggestive of a damp clothes-chest, it was probable that it belonged to a stratum of garments just old enough to have come recently into wear.

Mrs Glegg held her large gold watch in her hand with the many-doubled chain round her fingers, and observed to Mrs Tulliver who had just returned from a visit to the kitchen, that whatever it might be by other people’s clocks and watches, it was gone half-past twelve by hers.

‘I don’t know what ails sister Pullet, ’ she continued. ‘It used to be the way in our family for one to be as early as another – I’m sure it was so in my poor father’s time – and not for one sister to sit half an hour before the others came. But if the ways o’ the family are altered it shan’t be my fault – I’ll never be the one to come into a house when all the rest are going away. I wonder at sister Deane – she used to be more like me. But if you’ll take my advice, Bessy, you’ll put the dinner forrard a bit, sooner than put it back, because folks are late as ought to ha’ known better.’

‘O dear, there’s no fear but what they’ll be all here in time, sister, ’ said Mrs Tulliver, in her mild-peevish tone. ‘The dinner won’t be ready till half-past one. But if it’s long for you to wait, let me fetch you a cheese-cake and a glass o’ wine.’

‘Well, Bessy!’ said Mrs Glegg, with a bitter smile and a scarcely perceptible toss of her head, ‘I should ha’ thought you’d know youra own sister better. I never did eat between meals, and I’m not going to begin. Not but what I hate that nonsense of having your dinner at half-past one when you might have it at one. You was never brought up in that way, Bessy.’

‘Why, Jane, what can I do? Mr Tulliver doesn’t like his dinner before two o’clock, but I put it half an hour earlier because o’ you.’

‘Yes, yes, I know how it is wi’ husbands – they’re for putting everything off – they’ll put the dinner off till after tea, if they’ve got wives as are weak enough to give in to such work: but it’s a pity for you, Bessy, as you haven’t got more strength o’ mind. It’ll be well if your children don’t suffer for it. And I hope you’ve not gone and got a great dinner for us – going to expense for your sisters as ’ud sooner eat a crust o’ dry bread nor help to ruin you with extravagance – I wonder you don’t take pattern by your sister Deane – she’s far more sensible. And here you’ve got two children to provide for, and your husband’s spent your fortin i’ going to law, and’s likea to spend his own too. A boiled joint, as you could make broth of for the kitchen, ’ Mrs Glegg added, in a tone of emphatic protest, ‘and a plain pudding with a spoonful o’ sugar and no spice, ’ud be far more becoming.’

With sister Glegg in this humour, there was a cheerful prospect for the day. Mrs Tulliver never went the length of quarrelling with her, any more than a waterfowl that puts out its leg in a deprecating manner can be said to quarrel with a boy who throws stones. But this point of the dinner was a tender one, and not at all new, so that Mrs Tulliver could make the same answer she had often made before.

‘Mr Tulliver says he always will have a good dinner for his friends while he can pay for it, ’ she said, ‘and he’s a right to do as he likes in his own house, sister.’

‘Well, Bessy, I can’t leave your children enough out o’ my savings, to keep ’em from ruin. And you mustn’t look to having any o’ Mr Glegg’s money for it’s well if I don’t go first – he comes of a long-lived family – and if he was to die and leave me well for my life, he’d tie all the money up to go back to his own kin.’

The sound of wheels while Mrs Glegg was speaking was an interruption highly welcome to Mrs Tulliver, who hastened out to receive sister Pullet – it must be sister Pullet because the sound was that of a four-wheel.

Mrs Glegg tossed her head and looked rather sour about the mouth at the thought of the ‘four-wheel.’ She had a strong opinion on that subject.

Sister Pullet was in tears when the one-horse chaise stopped before Mrs Tulliver’s door, and it was apparently requisite that she should shed a few more before getting out, for though her husband and Mrs Tulliver stood ready to support her, she sat still and shook her head sadly as she looked through her tears at the vague distance.

‘Why, whativer is the matter, sister?’ said Mrs Tulliver. She was not an imaginative woman, but it occurred to her that the large toilet glass in sister Pullet’s best bedroom was possibly broken for the second time.

There was no reply but a further shake of the head, as Mrs Pullet slowly rose and got down from the chaise, not without casting a glance at Mr Pullet to see that he was guarding her handsome silk dress from injury. Mr Pullet was a small man with a high nose, small twinkling eyes and thin lips, in a fresh-looking suit of black and a white cravat that seemed to have been tied very tight on some higher principle than that of mere personal ease. He bore about the same relation to his tall, good-looking wife, with her balloon sleeves, abundant mantle and large be-feathered and be-ribboned bonnet, as a small fishing-smack bears to a brig with all its sails spread.

It is a pathetic sight and a striking example of the complexity introduced into the emotions by a high state of civilisation – the sight of a fashionably drest female in grief. From the sorrow of a Hottentot to that of a woman in large buckram sleeves, with several bracelets on each arm, an architectural bonnet and delicate ribbon-strings – what a long series of gradations! In the enlightened child of civilisation the abandonment characteristic of grief is checked and varied in the subtlest manner, so as to present an interesting problem to the analytic mind. If with a crushed heart and eyes half-blinded by the mist of tears, she were to walk with a too devious step through a door-place, she might crush her buckram sleeves too, and the deep consciousness of this possibility produces a composition of forces by which she takes a line that just clears the doorpost. Perceiving that the tears are hurrying fast, she unpins her strings and throws them languidly backward – a touching gesture, indicative, even in the deepest gloom, of the hope in future dry moments when cap-strings will once more have a charm. As the tears subside a little and with her head leaning backward at the angle that will not injure her bonnet, she endures that terrible moment when grief which has made all things else a weariness has itself become weary, she looks down pensively at her bracelets and adjusts their clasps with that pretty studied fortuity which would be gratifying to her mind if it were once more in a calm and healthy state.

Mrs Pullet brushed each doorpost with great nicety, about the latitude of her shoulders (at that period a woman was truly ridiculous to an instructed eye if she did not measure a yard and a half across the shoulders), and having done that sent the muscles of her face in quest of fresh tears as she advanced into the parlour where Mrs Glegg was seated.

‘Well, sister, you’re late: what’s the matter?’ said Mrs Glegg, rather sharply, as they shook hands.

Mrs Pullet sat down – lifting up her mantle carefully behind before she answered,

‘She’s gone, ’ unconsciously using an impressive figure of rhetoric.1

‘It isn’t the glass this time, then, ’ thought Mrs Tulliver.

‘Died the day before yesterday, ’ continued Mrs Pullet. ‘An’ her legs was as thick as my body, ’ she added, with deep sadness, after a pause. ‘They’d tapped her no end o’ times, they say you might ha’ swum in the water as came from her.’a

‘Well, Sophy, it’s a mercy she’s gone, then, whoiverb she may be, ’ said Mrs Glegg with the promptitude and emphasis of a mind naturally clear and decided; ‘but I can’t think who you’re talking of, for my part.’

‘But I know, ’ said Mrs Pullet, sighing and shaking her head, ‘and there isn’t another such a dropsy in the parish. I know as it’s old Mrs Sutton o’ the Twentylands.’

‘Well, she’s no kin o’ yours, nor much acquaintance as I’ve ever heared of, ’ said Mrs Glegg, who always cried just as much as was proper when anything happened to her own ‘kin’ but not on other occasions.

‘She’s so much acquaintance as I’ve seen her legs when they was like bladders.… And an old lady as had doubled her money over and over again, and kept it all in her own management to the last, and had her pocket with her keys in under her pillow constant. There isn’t many old parish’ ners like her, I doubt.’

‘And they say she’d took as much physic as ’ud fill a waggon, ’ observed Mr Pullet.

‘Ah, ’ sighed Mrs Pullet, ‘she’d another complaint ever so many years before she had the dropsy, and the doctors couldn’t make out what it was. And she said to me, when I went to see her last Christmas, she said, “Mrs Pullet, if iver you have the dropsy, you’ll think o’ me.” She did say so, ’ added Mrs Pullet, beginning to cry bitterly again, ‘those were her very words. And she’s to be buried o’ Saturday, and Pullet’s bid to the funeral.’

‘Sophy, ’ said Mrs Glegg, unable any longer to contain her spirit of rational remonstrance, ‘Sophy, I wonder at you, fretting and injuring your health about people as don’t belong to you. Your poor father never did so, nor your aunt Frances neither, nor any o’ the family as I ever heared of. You couldn’t fret no more than this, if we’d heared as our cousin Abbott had died sudden without making his will.’

Mrs Pullet was silent, having to finish her crying, and rather flattered than indignant at being upbraided for crying too much. It was not everybody who could afford to cry so much about their neighbours who had left them nothing; but Mrs Pullet had married a gentleman farmer, and had leisure and money to carry her crying and everything else to the highest pitch of respectability.

‘Mrs Sutton didn’t die without making her will, though, ’ said Mr Pullet, with a confused sense that he was saying something to sanction his wife’s tears; ‘ours is a rich parish, but they say there’s nobody else to leave as many thousands behind ’em as Mrs Sutton. And she’s left no leggicies, to speak on – left it all in a lump to her husband’s nevvy.’

‘There wasn’t much good i’ being so rich, then, ’ said Mrs Glegg, ‘if she’d got none but husband’s kin to leave it to. It’s poor work when that’s all you’ve got to pinch yourself for – not as I’m one o’ those as ’ud like to die without leaving more money out at interest than other folks had reckoned. But it’s a poor tale when it must go out o’ your own family.’

‘I’m sure, sister, ’ said Mrs Pullet, who had recovered sufficiently to take off her veil and fold it carefully, ‘it’s a nice sort o’ man as Mrs Sutton has left her money to, for he’s troubled with the asthmy and goes to bed every night at eight o’clock. He told me about it himself, as free as could be, one Sunday when he came to our church. He wears a hare-skin on his chest, and has a trembling in his talk – quite a gentleman sort o’ man. I told him there wasn’t many months in the year as I wasn’t under the doctor’s hands. And he said, “Mrs Pullet I can feel for you.” That was what he said – the very words. Ah!’ sighed Mrs Pullet, shaking her head at the idea that there were few who could enter fully into her experiences in pink mixture and white mixture, strong stuff in small bottles, and weak stuff in large bottles, damp boluses at a shilling, and draughts at eigh-teenpence. ‘Sister, I may as well go and take my bonnet off now. Did you see as the cap-box was put out?’ she added, turning to her husband.

Mr Pullet, by an unaccountable lapse of memory, had forgotten it. He hastened out with a stricken conscience to remedy the omission.

‘They’ll bring it upstairs, sister, ’ said Mrs Tulliver, wishing to go at once, lest Mrs Glegg should begin to explain her feelings about Sophy’s being the first Dodson who ever ruined her constitution with doctor’s stuff.

Mrs Tulliver was fond of going upstairs with her sister Pullet, and looking thoroughly at her cap before she put it on her head and discussing millinery in general. This was part of Bessy’s weakness that stirred Mrs Glegg’s sisterly compassion: Bessy went far too well-drest, considering; and she was too proud to dress her child in the good clothing her sister Glegg gave her from the primeval strata of her wardrobe; it was a sin and a shame to buy anything to dress that child, if it wasn’t a pair of shoes. In this particular however, Mrs Glegg did her sister Bessy some injustice, for Mrs Tulliver had really made great efforts to induce Maggie to wear a leghorn bonnet and a dyed silk frock made out of her aunt Glegg’s, but the results had been such that Mrs Tulliver was obliged to bury them in her maternal bosom; for Maggie, declaring that the frock smelt of nasty dye, had taken an opportunity of basting it together with the roast beef the first Sunday she wore it, and finding this scheme answer, she had subsequently pumped on the bonnet with its green ribbons so as to give it a general resemblance to a sage cheese garnished with withered lettuces. I must urge in excuse for Maggie that Tom had laughed at her in the bonnet and said she looked like an old Judy. Aunt Pullet, too, made presents of clothes, but these were always new and pretty enough to please Maggie as well as her mother. Of all her sisters Mrs Tulliver certainly preferred her sister Pullet, not without a return of preference; but Mrs Pullet was sorry Bessy had those naughty awkward children; she would do the best she could by them, but it was a pity they weren’t as good and as pretty as sister Deane’s child. Maggie and Tom, on their part, thought their aunt Pullet tolerable chiefly because she was not their aunt Glegg. Tom always declined to go more than once during his holidays to see either of them: both his uncles tipped him that once, of course, but at his aunt Pullet’s there were a great many toads to pelt in the cellar area, so that he preferred the visit to her. Maggie shuddered at the toads and dreamed of them horribly, but she liked her uncle Pullet’s musical snuff-box. Still, it was agreed by the sisters in Mrs Tulliver’s absence that the Tulliver blood did not mix well with the Dodson blood, that, in fact, poor Bessy’s children were Tullivers, and that Tom, notwithstanding he had the Dodson complexion, was likely to be as ‘contrairy’ as his father. As for Maggie, she was the picture of her aunt Moss, Mr Tulliver’s sister, a large-boned woman who had married as poorly as could be, had no china, and had a husband who had much ado to pay his rent. But when Mrs Pullet was alone with Mrs Tulliver upstairs, the remarks were naturally to the disadvantage of Mrs Glegg, and they agreed in confidence that there was no knowing what sort of fright sister Jane would come out next. But their tête-à-tête was curtailed by the appearance of Mrs Deane with little Lucy, and Mrs Tulliver had to look on with a silent pang while Lucy’s blond curls were adjusted. It was quite unaccountable that Mrs Deane, the thinnest and sallowest of all the Miss Dodsons, should have had this child who might have been taken for Mrs Tulliver’s any day. And Maggie always looked twice as dark as usual when she was by the side of Lucy.

She did to-day, when she and Tom came in from the garden with their father and their uncle Glegg. Maggie had thrown her bonnet off very carelessly and coming in with her hair rough as well as out of curl, rushed at once to Lucy, who was standing by her mother’s knee. Certainly the contrast between the cousins was conspicuous and to superficial eyes was very much to the disadvantage of Maggie, though a connoisseur might have seen ‘points’ in her which had a higher promise for maturity than Lucy’s natty completeness: it was like the contrast between a rough, dark, overgrown puppy and a white kitten. Lucy put up the neatest little rosebud mouth to be kissed: everything about her was neat – her little round neck with the row of coral beads, her little straight nose, not at all snubby, her little clear eyebrows, rather darker than her curls, to match her hazel eyes which looked up with shy pleasure at Maggie, taller by the head, though scarcely a year older. Maggie always looked at Lucy with delight. She was fond of fancying a world where the people never got any larger than children of their own age, and she made the queen of it just like Lucy with a little crown on her head and a little sceptre in her hand… only the queen was Maggie herself in Lucy’s form.

‘O Lucy, ’ she burst out, after kissing her, ‘you’ll stay with Tom and me, won’t you? O kiss her, Tom.’

Tom, too, had come up to Lucy, but he was not going to kiss her – no – he came up to her with Maggie because it seemed easier on the whole than saying, how do you do to all those aunts and uncles: he stood looking at nothing in particular, with the blushing awkward air and semi-smile which are common to shy boys when in company – very much as if they had come into the world by mistake and found it in a degree of undress that was quite embarrassing.

‘Heyday!’ said aunt Glegg with loud emphasis, ‘do little boys and gells come into a room without taking notice o’ their uncles and aunts? That wasn’t the way when I was a little gell.’

‘Go and speak to your aunts and uncles, my dears, ’ said Mrs Tulliver, looking anxious and melancholy. She wanted to whisper to Maggie a command to go and have her hair brushed.

‘Well, and how do you do? And I hope you’re good children, are you?’ said aunt Glegg, in the same loud emphatic way, as she took their hands, hurting them with her large rings and kissing their cheeks much against their desire. ‘Look up, Tom, look up. Boys as go to boarding-schools should hold their heads up. Look at me, now.’ Tom declined that pleasure, apparently, for he tried to draw his hand away. ‘Put your hair behind your ears, Maggie, and keep your frock on your shoulder.’

Aunt Glegg always spoke to them in this loud emphatic way, as if she considered them deaf or perhaps rather idiotic: it was a means, she thought, of making them feel that they were accountable creatures, and might be a salutary check on naughty tendencies. Bessy’s children were so spoiled – they’d need have somebody to make them feel their duty.

‘Well, my dears, ’ said aunt Pullet, in a compassionatea voice, ‘you grow, wonderful fast. I doubt they’ll outgrow their strength, ’ she added, looking over their heads with a melancholy expression at their mother. ‘I think the gell has too much hair. I’d have it thinned and cut shorter, sister, if I was you: it isn’t good for her health. It’s that as makes her skin so brown, I shouldn’t wonder. Don’t you think so, sister Deane?’

‘I can’t say, I’m sure, sister, ’ said Mrs Deane, shutting her lips close again, and looking at Maggie with a critical eye.

‘No, no, ’ said Mr Tulliver, ‘the child’s healthy enough – there’s nothing ails her. There’s red wheat as well as white, for that matter, and some like the dark grain best. But it ’ud be as well if Bessy ’ud have the child’s hair cut, so as it ’ud lie smooth.’

A dreadful resolve was gathering in Maggie’s breast, but it was arrested by the desire to know from her aunt Deane whether she would leave Lucy behind: aunt Deane would hardly ever let Lucy come to see them. After various reasons for refusal, Mrs Deane appealed to Lucy herself.

‘You wouldn’t like to stay behind without mother, should you, Lucy?’

‘Yes, please, mother, ’ said Lucy, timidly, blushing very pink all over her little neck.

‘Well done, Lucy! Let her stay, Mrs Deane, let her stay, ’ said Mr Deane, a large but alert-looking man with a type of physique to be seen in all ranks of English society – bald crown, red whiskers, full forehead, and general solidity without heaviness. You may see noblemen like Mr Deane, and you may see grocers or day-labourers like him; but the keenness of his brown eyes was less common than his contour. He held a silver snuff-box very tightly in his hand, and now and then exchanged a pinch with Mr Tulliver, whose box was only silver-mounted, so that it was naturally a joke between them that Mr Tulliver wanted to exchange snuff-boxes also. Mr Deane’s box had been given him by the superior partners in the firm to which he belonged, at the same time that they gave him a share in the business in acknowledgment of his valuable services as manager. No man was thought more highly of in St Ogg’s than Mr Deane, and some persons were even of opinion that Miss Susan Dodson, who was held to have made the worst match of all the Dodson sisters, might one day ride in a better carriage and live in a better house even than her sister Pullet. There was no knowing where a man would stop, who had got his foot into a great mill-owning, ship-owning business like that of Guest & Co. with a banking concern attached. And Mrs Deane, as her intimate female friends observed, was proud and having enough: she wouldn’t let her husband stand still in the world for want of spurring.

‘Maggie, ’ said Mrs Tulliver, beckoning Maggie to her and whispering in her ear as soon as this point of Lucy’s staying was settled, ‘go and get your hair brushed – do, for shame. I told you not to come in without going to Martha first, you know I did.’

‘Tom, come out with me, ’ whispered Maggie, pulling his sleeve as she passed him, and Tom followed willingly enough.

‘Come upstairs with me, Tom, ’ she whispered when they were outside the door. ‘There’s something I want to do before dinner.’

‘There’s no time to play at anything before dinner, ’ said Tom, whose imagination was impatient of any intermediate prospect.

‘O yes, there’s time for this – do come, Tom.’

Tom followed Maggie upstairs into her mother’s room, and saw her go at once to a drawer from which she took out a large pair of scissors.

‘What are they for, Maggie?’ said Tom, feeling his curiosity awakened.

Maggie answered by seizing her front locks and cutting them straight across the middle of her forehead.

‘O, my buttons, Maggie – you’ll catch it!’ exclaimed Tom. ‘You’d better not cut any more off.’

Snip! went the great scissors again while Tom was speaking, and he couldn’t help feeling it was rather good fun: Maggie would look so queer.

‘Here Tom, cut it behind for me, ’ said Maggie, excited by her own daring and anxious to finish the deed.

‘You’ll catch it, you know, ’ said Tom, nodding his head in an admonitory manner, and hesitating a little as he took the scissors.

‘Never mind – make haste!’ said Maggie, giving a little stamp with her foot. Her cheeks were quite flushed.

The black locks were so thick – nothing could be more tempting to a lad who had already tasted the forbidden pleasure of cutting the pony’s mane. I speak to those who know the satisfaction of making a pair of shears meet through a duly resisting mass of hair. One delicious grinding snip, and then another and another, and the hinder locks fell heavily on the floor, and Maggie stood cropped in a jagged uneven manner, but with a sense of clearness and freedom, as if she had emerged from a wood into the open plain.

‘O Maggie, ’ said Tom, jumping round her and slapping his knees as he laughed, ‘O, my buttons, what a queer thing you look! Look at yourself in the glass – you look like the idiot we throw our nutshells to at school.’

Maggie felt an unexpected pang. She had thought beforehand chiefly of her own deliverance from her teasing hair and teasing remarks about it, and something also of the triumph she should have over her mother and her aunts by this very decided course of action: she didn’t want her hair to look pretty – that was out of the question – she only wanted people to think her a clever little girl and not to find fault with her. But now when Tom began to laugh at her and say she was like the idiot, the affair had quite a new aspect. She looked in the glass, and still Tom laughed and clapped his hands, and Maggie’s flushed cheeks began to pale, and her lips to tremble a little.

‘O Maggie, you’ll have to go down to dinner directly, ’ said Tom. ‘O my!’

‘Don’t laugh at me, Tom, ’ said Maggie, in a passionate tone, with an outburst of angry tears, stamping and giving him a push.

‘Now then spitfire!’ said Tom. ‘What did you cut it off for then? I shall go down: I can smell the dinner going in.’

He hurried down-stairs and left poor Maggie to that bitter sense of the irrevocable which was almost an everyday experience of her small soul. She could see clearly enough now the thing was done that it was very foolish, and that she should have to hear and think more about her hair than ever; for Maggie rushed to her deeds with passionate impulse, and then saw not only their consequences, but what would have happened if they had not been done, with all the detail and exaggerated circumstance of an active imagination. Tom never did the same sort of foolish things as Maggie, having a wonderful, instinctive discernment of what would turn to his advantage or disadvantage, and so it happened that though he was much more wilful and inflexible than Maggie, his mother hardly ever called him naughty. But if Tom did make a mistake of that sort he espoused it and stood by it: he ‘didn’t mind’: – if he broke the lash of his father’s gig-whip by lashing the gate, he couldn’t help it – the whip shouldn’t have got caught in the hinge. If Tom Tulliver whipped a gate he was convinced, not that the whipping of gates by all boys was a justifiable act, but that he Tom Tulliver was justifiable in whipping that particular gate, and he wasn’t going to be sorry. But Maggie, as she stood crying before the glass, felt it impossible that she should go down to dinner and endure the severe eyes and severe words of her aunts, while Tom, and Lucy, and Kezia who waited at table, and perhaps her father and her uncles, would laugh at her – for if Tom had laughed at her of course every one else would: and if she had only let her hair alone, she could have sat with Tom and Lucy and had the apricot pudding and the custard! What could she do but sob? She sat as helpless and despairing among her black locks as Ajax among the slaughtered sheep.2 Very trivial, perhaps, this anguish seems to weather-worn mortals who have to think of Christmas bills, dead loves and broken friendships, but it was not less bitter to Maggie – perhaps it was even more bitter – than what we are fond of calling antithetically the real troubles of mature life. ‘Ah, my child, you will have real troubles to fret about by and by, ’ is the consolation we have almost all of us had administered to us in our childhood, and have repeated to other children since we have been grown up. We have all of us sobbed so piteously standing with tiny bare legs above our little socks, when we lost sight of our mother or nurse in some strange place, but we can no longer recall the poignancy of that moment till we weep over it, as we do over the remembered sufferings of five or ten years ago. Every one of those keen moments has left its trace and lives in us still, but such traces have blent themselves irrecoverably with the firmer texture of our youth and manhood; and so it comes that we can look on at the troubles of our children with a smiling disbelief in the reality of their pain. Is there any one who can recover the experience of his childhood, not merely with a memory of what he did and what happened to him, of what he liked and disliked when he was in frock and trousers, but with an intimate penetration, a revived consciousness of what he felt then – when it was so long from one Midsummer to another? – what he felt when his schoolfellows shut him out of their game because he would pitch the ball wrong out of mere wilfulness; or on a rainy day in the holidays when he didn’t know how to amuse himself and fell from idleness into mischief, from mischief into defiance, and from defiance into sulkiness; or when his mother absolutely refused to let him have a tailed coat that ‘half, ’ although every other boy of his age had gone into tails already? Surely if we could recall that early bitterness, and the dim guesses, the strangely perspectiveless conception of life that gave the bitterness its intensity, we should not pooh-pooh the griefs of our children.

‘Miss Maggie, you’re to come down this minute, ’ said Kezia, entering the room hurriedly. ‘Lawks! what have you been

a-doing? I niver see such a fright.’

‘Don’t, Kezia, ’ said Maggie, angrily. ‘Go away!’

‘But I tell you, you’re to come down, Miss, this minute: your mother says so, ’ said Kezia, going up to Maggie and taking her by the hand to raise her from the floor.

‘Get away, Kezia, I don’t want any dinner, ’ said Maggie, resisting Kezia’s arm, ‘I shan’t come.’

‘O well, I can’t stay: I’ve got to wait at dinner, ’ said Kezia, going out again.

‘Maggie, you little silly, ’ said Tom, peeping into the room ten minutes after, ‘why don’t you come and have your dinner? There’s lots o’ goodies, and my mothera says you’re to come. What are you crying for, you little spooney?’

O it was dreadful! Tom was so hard and unconcerned: if he had been crying on the floor, Maggie would have cried too. And there was the dinner, so nice; and she was so hungry. It was very bitter.

But Tom was not altogether hard. He was not inclined to cry, and did not feel that Maggie’s grief spoiled his prospect of the sweets; but he went and put his head near her, and said in a lower, comforting tone,

‘Won’t you come, then, Magsie? Shall I bring you a bit o’ pudding when I’ve had mine?… and a custard and things?’

‘Ye-e-es, ’ said Maggie, beginning to feel life a little more tolerable.

‘Very well, ’ said Tom, going away. But he turned again at the door and said, ‘But you’d better come, you know. There’s the dessert – nuts, you know – and cowslip wine.’

Maggie’s tears had ceased, and she looked reflective as Tom left her. His good nature had taken off the keenest edge of her suffering, and nuts with cowslip wine began to assert their legitimate influence.

Slowly she rose from amongst her scattered locks and slowly she made her way downstairs. Then she stood leaning with one shoulder against the frame of the dining parlour door, peeping in when it was ajar. She saw Tom and Lucy with an empty chair between them, and there were the custards on a side table – it was too much. She slipped in and went towards the empty chair. But she had no sooner sat down than she repented and wished herself back again.

Mrs Tulliver gave a little scream as she saw her, and felt such a ‘turn’ that she dropt the large gravy spoon into the dish with the most serious results to the table-cloth. For Kezia had not betrayed the reason of Maggie’s refusal to come down, not liking to give her mistress a shock in the moment of carving, and Mrs Tulliver thought there was nothing worse in question than a fit of perverseness which was inflicting its own punishment, by depriving Maggie of half her dinner.

Mrs Tulliver’s scream made all eyes turn towards the same point as her own, and Maggie’s cheeks and ears began to burn, while uncle Glegg, a kind-looking, white-haired old gentleman, said –

‘Heyday! what little gell’s this – why, I don’t know her. Is it some little gell you’ve picked up in the road, Kezia?’

‘Why, she’s gone and cut her hair herself, ’ said Mr Tulliver in an under-tone to Mr Deane, laughing with much enjoyment. ‘Did you ever know such a little hussy as it is?’

‘Why, little miss. You’ve made yourself look very funny, ’ said uncle Pullet, and perhaps he never in his life made an observation which was felt to be so lacerating.

‘Fie, for shame!’ said aunt Glegg, in her loudest, severest tone of reproof. ‘Little gells as cut their own hair should be whipped and fed on bread and water – not come and sit down with their aunts and uncles.’

‘Ay, ay, ’ said uncle Glegg, meaning to give a playful turn to this denunciation, ‘she must be sent to gaol, I think, and they’ll cut the rest of her hair off there, and make it all even.’

‘She’s more like a gypsy nor ever, ’ said aunt Pullet, in a pitying tone, ‘it’s very bad luck, sister, as the gell should be so brown – the boy’s fair enough. I doubt it’ll stand in her way i’ life, to be so brown.’

‘She’s a naughty child, as ’ll break her mother’s heart, ’ said Mrs Tulliver, with tears in her eyes.

Maggie seemed to be listening to a chorus of reproach and derision. Her first flush came from anger which gave her a transient power of defiance, and Tom thought she was braving it out, supported by the recent appearance of the pudding and custard. Under this impression, he whispered, ‘O my! Maggie, I told you you’d catch it.’ He meant to be friendly, but Maggie felt convinced that Tom was rejoicing in her ignominy. Her feeble power of defiance left her in an instant, her heart swelled, and getting up from her chair, she ran to her father, hid her face on his shoulder and burst out into loud sobbing.

‘Come, come, my wench, ’ said her father soothingly putting his arms round her, ‘never mind. You was i’ the right to cut it off if it plagued you. Give over crying: father ’ll take your part.’

Delicious words of tenderness! Maggie never forgot any of these moments when her father ‘took her part:’ she kept them in her heart and thought of them long years after, when every one else said that her father had done very ill by his children.

‘How your husband does spoil that child, Bessy!’ said Mrs Glegg, in a loud ‘aside’ to Mrs Tulliver. ‘It’ll be the ruin of her, if you don’t take care. My father niver brought his children up so, else we should ha’ been a different sort o’ family to what we are.’

Mrs Tulliver’s domestic sorrows seemed at this moment to have reached the point at which insensibility begins. She took no notice of her sister’s remark, but threw back her cap-strings and dispensed the pudding, in mute resignation.

With the dessert there came entire deliverance for Maggie, for the children were told they might have their nuts and wine in the summer-house, since the day was so mild, and they scampered out among the budding bushes of the garden, with the alacrity of small animals getting from under a burning-glass.

Mrs Tulliver had her special reason for this permission: now the dinner was despatched and every one’s mind disengaged, it was the right moment to communicate Mr Tulliver’s intention concerning Tom, and it would be as well for Tom himself to be absent. The children were used to hear themselves talked of as freely as if they were birds and could understand nothing, however they might stretch their necks and listen; but on this occasion Mrs Tulliver manifested an unusual discretion because she had recently had evidence that the going to school to a clergyman was a sore point with Tom, who looked at it as very much on a par with going to school to a constable. Mrs Tulliver had a sighing sense that her husband would do as he liked, whatever sister Glegg said, or sister Pullet either, but at least they would not be able to say, if the thing turned out ill, that Bessy had fallen in with her husband’s folly without letting her own friends know a word about it.

‘Mr Tulliver, ’ she said, interrupting her husband in his talk with Mr Deane, ‘it’s time now to tell the children’s aunts and uncles what you’re thinking of doing with Tom, isn’t it?’

‘Very well, ’ said Mr Tulliver, rather sharply, ‘I’ve no objections to tell anybody what I mean to do with him. I’ve settled, ’ he added, looking towards Mr Glegg and Mr Deane, ‘I’ve settled to send him to a Mr Stelling, a parson, down at King’s Lorton, there, an uncommon clever fellow, I understand, as’ll put him up to most things.’

There was a rustling demonstration of surprise in the company, such as you may have observed in a country congregation when they hear an allusion to their week-day affairs from the pulpit. It was equally astonishing to the aunts and uncles to find a parson introduced into Mr Tulliver’s family arrangements. As for uncle Pullet, he could hardly have been more thoroughly obfuscated if Mr Tulliver had said that he was going to send Tom to the Lord Chancellor: for uncle Pullet belonged to that extinct class of British yeomen who dresseda in good broadcloth, paid high rates and taxes, went to church, and ate a particularly good dinner on Sunday, without dreaming that the British constitution in Church and State had a traceable origin any more than the solar system and the fixed stars. It is melancholy, but true, that Mr Pullet had the most confused idea of a bishop as a sort of a baronet, who might or might not be a clergyman; and as the rector of his own parish was a man of high family and fortune, the idea that a clergyman could be a schoolmaster was too remote from Mr Pullet’s experience to be readily conceivable. I know it is difficult for people in these instructed times to believe in uncle Pullet’s ignorance; but let them reflect on the remarkable results of a great natural faculty under favouring circumstances. And uncle Pullet had a great natural faculty for ignorance. He was the first to give utterance to his astonishment.

‘Why, what can you be going to send him to a parson for?’ he said, with an amazed twinkling in his eyes, looking at Mr Glegg and Mr Deane, to see if they showed any signs of comprehension.

‘Why, because the parsons are the best schoolmasters by what I can make out, ’ said poor Mr Tulliver, who in the maze of this puzzling world, laid hold of any clue with great readiness and tenacity. ‘Jacobs at th’ Academy’s no parson, and he’s done very bad by the boy, and I made up my mind if I sent him to school again, it should be to somebody different to Jacobs. And this Mr Stelling, by what I can make out, is the sort o’ man I want. And I mean my boy to go to him at Midsummer, ’ he concluded, in a tone of decision, tapping his snuff-box and taking a pinch.

‘You’ll have to pay a swinging half-yearly bill then, eh, Tulliver? The clergymen have highish notions, in general, ’ said Mr Deane, taking snuff vigorously, as he always did when wishing to maintain a neutral position.

‘What, do you think the parson ’ll teach him to know a good sample o’ wheat when he sees it, neighbour Tulliver?’ said Mr Glegg, who was fond of his jest, and, having retired from business, felt that it was not only allowable but becoming in him to take a playful view of things.

‘Why, you see, I’ve got a plan i’ my head about Tom, ’ said Mr Tulliver, pausing after that statement and lifting up his glass.

‘Well, if I may be allowed to speak, and it’s seldom as I am, ’ said Mrs Glegg, with a tone of bitter meaning, ‘I should like to know what good is to come to the boy, by bringin’ him up above his fortin.’

‘Why, ’ said Mr Tulliver, not looking at Mrs Glegg, but at the male part of his audience, ‘you see, I’ve made up my mind not to bring Tom up to my own business. I’ve had my thoughts about it all along, and I made up my mind by what I saw with Garnett and his son. I mean to put him to some business, as he can go into without capital, and I want to give him an eddication as he’ll be even wi’ the lawyers and folks, and put me up to a notion now an’ then.’

Mrs Glegg emitted a long sort of guttural sound with closed lips that smiled in mingled pity and scorn.

‘It ’ud be a fine deal better for some people, ’ she said, after that introductory note, ‘if they’d let the lawyers alone.’

‘Is he at the head of a grammar school, then, this clergyman – such as that at Market Bewley?’ said Mr Deane.

‘No – nothing o’ that, ’ said Mr Tulliver. ‘He won’t take more than two or three pupils – and so he’ll have the more time to attend to ’em, you know.’

‘Ah, and get his eddication done the sooner: they can’t learn much at a time when there’s so many of ’em, ’ said uncle Pullet, feeling that he was getting quite an insight into this difficult matter.

‘But he’ll want the more pay, I doubt, ’ said Mr Glegg.

‘Ay, ay, a cool hundred a year – that’s all, ’ said Mr Tulliver, with some pride at his own spirited course. ‘But then, you know, it’s an investment, like;a Tom’s eddication ’ull be so much capital to him.’

‘Ay, there’s something in that, ’ said Mr Glegg. ‘Well, well, neighbour Tulliver, you may be right, you may be right:

“When land is gone and money’s spent,

Then learning is most excellent.”

I remember seeing those two lines wrote on a window at Buxton. But us that have got no learning had better keep our money, eh, neighbour Pullet?’ Mr Glegg rubbed his knees and looked very pleasant.

‘Mr Glegg, I wonder at you, ’ said his wife. ‘It’s very unbecoming in a man o’ your age and belongings.’

‘What’s unbecoming, Mrs G.?’ said Mr Glegg, winking pleasantly at the company. ‘My new blue coat as I’ve got on?’

‘I pity your weakness, Mr Glegg. I say, it’s unbecoming to be making a joke when you see your own kin going headlongs to ruin.’

‘If you mean me by that, ’ said Mr Tulliver, considerably nettled, ‘you needn’t trouble yourself to fret about me. I can manage my own affairs without troubling other folks.’

‘Bless me, ’ said Mr Deane, judiciously introducing a new idea, ‘why, now I come to think of it, somebody said Wakem was going to send his son – the deformed lad – to a clergyman, didn’t they, Susan?’ (appealing to his wife).

‘I can give no account of it, I’m sure, ’ said Mrs Deane, closing her lips very tightly again. Mrs Deane was not a woman to take part in a scene where missiles were flying.

‘Well, ’ said Mr Tulliver, speaking all the more cheerfully that Mrs Glegg might see he didn’t mind her, ‘if Wakem thinks o’ sending his son to a clergyman, depend on it I shall make no mistake i’ sending Tom to one. Wakem’s as big a scoundrel as Old Harry ever made, but he knows the length of every man’s foot he’s got to deal with. Ay, ay, tell me who’s Wakem’s butcher, and I’ll tell you where to get your meat.’

‘But lawyer Wakem’s son’s got a hump-back, ’ said Mrs Pullet who felt as if the whole business had a funereal aspect, ‘it’s more nat’ral to send him to a clergyman.’

‘Yes, ’ said Mr Glegg, interpreting Mrs Pullet’s observation with erroneous plausibility, ‘you must consider that, neighbour Tulliver; Wakem’s son isn’t likely to follow any business. Wakem ’ull make a gentleman of him, poor fellow.’

‘Mr Glegg, ’ said Mrs G., in a tone which implied that her indignation would fizz and ooze a little, though she was determined to keep it corked up, ‘you’d far better hold your tongue. Mr Tulliver doesn’t want to know your opinion nor mine neither. There’s folks in the world as know better than everybody else.’

‘Why, I should think that’s you, if we’re to trust your own tale, ’ said Mr Tulliver, beginning to boil up again.

‘O, I say nothing, ’ said Mrs Glegg, sarcastically. ‘My advice has never been asked, and I don’t give it.’

‘It’ll be the first time, then, ’ said Mr Tulliver. ‘It’s the only thing you’re over-ready at giving.’

‘I’ve been over-ready at lending, then, if I haven’t been over-ready at giving, ’ said Mrs Glegg. ‘There’s folks I’ve lent money to, as perhaps I shall repent o’ lending money to kin.’

‘Come, come, come, ’ said Mr Glegg soothingly. But Mr Tulliver was not to be hindered of his retort.

‘You’ve got a bond for it, I reckon, ’ he said. ‘And you’ve had your five per cent, kin or no kin.’

‘Sister, ’ said Mrs Tulliver pleadingly, ‘drink your wine, and let me give you some almonds and raisins.’

‘Bessy, I’m sorry for you, ’ said Mrs Glegg, very much with the feeling of a cur that seizes the opportunity of diverting his bark towards the man who carries no stick. ‘It’s poor work talking o’ almonds and raisins.’

‘Lors, sister Glegg, don’t be so quarrelsome, ’ said Mrs Pullet, beginning to cry a little. ‘You may be struck with a fit, getting so red in the face after dinner, and we are but just out o’ mourning, all of us – and all wi’ gowns craped alike and just put by – it’s very bad among sisters.’

‘I should think it is bad, ’ said Mrs Glegg. ‘Things are come to a fine pass when one sister invites the other to her house o’ purpose to quarrel with her and abuse her.’

‘Softly, softly, Jane – be reasonable – be reasonable, ’ said Mr Glegg.

But while he was speaking, Mr Tulliver, who had by no means said enough to satisfy his anger, burst out again.

‘Who wants to quarrel with you?’ he said. ‘It’s you as can’t let people alone, but must be gnawing at ’em for ever. I should never want to quarrel with any woman, if she kept her place.’

‘My place, indeed!’ said Mrs Glegg, getting rather more shrill. ‘There’s your betters, Mr Tulliver, as are dead and in their grave, treated me with a different sort o’ respect to what you do – though I’ve got a husband as’ll sit by and see me abused by them as ’ud never ha’ had the chance if there hadn’t been them in our family as married worse than they might ha’ done.’

‘If you talk o’ that, ’ said Mr Tulliver, ‘my family’s as good as yours – and better, for it hasn’t got a damned ill-tempered woman in it.’

‘Well!’ said Mrs Glegg, rising from her chair, ‘I don’t know whether you think it’s a fine thing to sit by and hear me swore at, Mr Glegg, but I’m not going to stay a minute longer in this house. You can stay behind, and come home with the gig, and I’ll walk home.’

‘Dear heart, dear heart!’ said Mr Glegg in a melancholy tone, as he followed his wife out of the room.

‘Mr Tulliver, how could you talk so?’ said Mrs Tulliver, with the tears in her eyes.

‘Let her go, ’ said Mr Tulliver, too hot to be damped by any amount of tears. ‘Let her go, and the sooner the better: she won’t be trying to domineer over me again in a hurry.’

‘Sister Pullet, ’ said Mrs Tulliver, helplessly, ‘do you think it ’ud be any use for you to go after her and try to pacify her?’

‘Better not, better not, ’ said Mr Deane. ‘You’ll make it up another day.’

‘Then, sisters, shall we go and look at the children?’ said Mrs Tulliver, drying her eyes.

No proposition could have been more seasonable. Mr Tulliver felt very much as if the air had been cleared of obtrusive flies now the women were out of the room. There were few things he liked better than a chat with Mr Deane, whose close application to business allowed the pleasure very rarely. Mr Deane, he considered, was the ‘knowingest’ man of his acquaintance and he had besides a ready causticity of tongue which made an agreeable supplement to Mr Tulliver’s own tendency that way, which had remained in rather an embryonic or inarticulatea condition. And now the women were gone, they could carry on their serious talk without frivolous interruption. They could exchange their views concerning the Duke of Wellington whose conduct in the Catholic Question3 had thrown such an entirely new light on his character, and speak slightingly of his conduct at the battle of Waterloo, which he would never have won if there hadn’t been a great many Englishmen at his back, not to speak of Blucher and the Prussians, who, as Mr Tulliver had heard from a person of particular knowledge in that matter, had come up in the very nick of time; though here there was a slight dissidence, Mr Deane remarking that he was not disposed to give much credit to the Prussians, the build of their vessels together with the unsatisfactory character of transactions in Dantzic beer, inclining him to form rather a low view of Prussian pluck generally. Rather beaten on this ground, Mr Tulliver proceeded to express his fears that the country could never again
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